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Introduction
The Question

My aim in this thesis is to answer the question “Was there an early Yukon First
Nations art, and if so, what was it like?”” A close secondary question follows: “If there was an
early Yukon First Nation art style, what happened to that art and why did it vanish?” I will
further be firm and persistent in arguing that the majority of present day First Nations art
created in the Yukon is not traditional to the area. I hope it will become clear to the reader
that the importance of this clarification (what is and what is not traditional Yukon First
Nations art) for my people and our present day identity is crucial.

Personal Comments about the Research

I will make a few comments about my approach to this thesis, which can be summed
up as a blend of the Euro-Western and Indigenous research methodology. They are equally
valid for this thesis. The Indigenous approach has the following elements:

To start off, I am not an archaeologist or art historian. Although I have studied in the
areas of culture and art history, my foremost contribution comes from being an insider to my
culture. Some of the knowledge is bred in my bones, given to me by my birth as well as the
environment while growing up. This is important in Indigenous research because of the
mistrust First Nations people have developed for White researchers.

Shawn Wilson points out in Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods
non-Indigenous researchers consistently research Indigenous people but with no benefits to
those Indigenous peoples:

Many residents of Indigenous communities in North America and Australia believe
that Indigenous people are among the most studied on earth (for example, see Rigney,
1999; Smith, 1999). While this belief in itself may be debatable, it is based in the fact
that indigenous people are accustomed to research being conducted in their
communities. This research has neither been asked for, nor had any relevance for the
communities being studied. People are accustomed to seeing researchers come into
their communities, do whatever it is they do and leave, never to be heard from again.
Because community members are for the most part excluded from the research
process, they have become resentful to research in general. (Wilson 2008:15)

This resentment will already affect any research that is conducted because the people
that the researcher is working with already have an opinion that may alter the results. The
difference is that [ work with people in my community who already know me, some since I
was a child. In many of the Yukon communities I have relatives and they often know my
mother and thus know who I am related to and where I fit in. As a result I am part of their
world and they know I am not going away, never to be heard from again.

Communication that I have conducted with my people, mostly Elders, has not
involved studying their behaviors and practices (I grew up with these) but working with them
to gain a bigger understanding of Yukon First Nations art. This is why I think that Elders
sometimes told me stories that were not previously recorded by White researchers; there was
an inherent trust. It is with dismay that I reflect on the fact that some researchers have come
to interview and live with Yukon First Nations people; once the research was “complete” and
their degrees attained, the results were often not shared with the people who contributed to



the research. Saying that, I do owe my gratitude to some well respected White scholars, for
without them I would have had a much more daunting task in finishing this dissertation.

Feeling and relationship with my people is more important than an often
unobtainable objectivity. Although I strive for a certain amount of objectivity, I believe that it
has its shortcomings and can negatively affect my relationship with my people. For example,
I need to allow for different versions of a story or various descriptions of the meanings of
objects when these are given by Elders. This does not pose a conflict of “truth” in our
worldview. The concept of reliability and validity has at times made way for credibility and
authenticity. Slow, unstructured time spent with members of my community is often more
valuable than working in a time frame with clear goals in mind. There have been many
situations where I had to let go of control of my goals when spending time with Elders.
Elders sometimes tell me what I need to know and not what I am trying to find out. It has
been important to have a relationship with the people I interview first.

A bigger comfort and skill level is present in my oral rendering of my knowledge
versus writing it down. My culture was oral until recently and this seems to come more
natural to me. I am more effective in front of a class than writing this paper! The western
world has been writing for thousands of years and over time developed a writing paradigm
that is understood in the western world. Yukon First Nations people have only slowly
adopted writing just over a century ago. Writing became more widespread for Yukon First
Nations people after World War Two. I have often been told that I write like I speak. I have
had short stories published but only with First Nations presses because they understand First
Nations writing and storytelling. Basically we may write our stories in circles where in many
ways there is no beginning, nor end. These stories can be hooked up with other stories in any
order as part of a bigger series of stories. We write as if we are addressing a group of people
we have a relationship with and understand the context

It is because I am an artist that I began my research to find my own people’s art style.
In my culture, there is little separation between art and science. I approach knowledge not
only through the intellect, but also through my intuition and senses, which is strengthened by
my work as an artist. Rather than simply researching and recording the art I have also been
creating the images of my culture. Working with the early images and art forms of my people
has given me a deeper understanding of the art than if I had just recorded these images.

I am not only focusing on the past physical remains of my culture, but am also
examining the present art situation. I am a living member of this culture. I have my own
experiences to draw from and more importantly I have been given the trust of my people who
shared with me their knowledge and wisdom.

Even though the academic education system is my vehicle for presenting my research,
the goal of recording and presenting my culture to my people is more important than
satisfying the academic community. I am seeking a partnership that on the one hand
preserves my culture in a form that makes it more welcoming for First Nations people and on
the other satisfies the academic requirements. I work at explaining things with my own First
Nations readers in mind. This is done by avoiding information that is not related to my
culture, unless I feel it will help explain the item with more clarity. For the same reason I
have avoided complex words in order to make the thesis easier to read.

The land is very important to my research. All knowledge has to connect to
the land in order to make sense. This made me intuitively withhold from making comparative
studies to other First Nations peoples. This land is vast and even tribes from neighboring
territories outside the region of the western arctic have lesser relevance to my studies
(excepting the Northwest Coast Tlingits with whom my people had close relations). It is the
land that is our world, the landforms that can give us some of our histories and stories. It is
the land that provides for us in the form of food and materials. Knowing the land is important



in relating to the animals who give us food, clothing, shelter and guidance. How things are
done and understood in one region may have no relation in another.

I try not to make comparisons with the dominant culture views or even, as I
mentioned earlier, with other Indigenous views outside my region of research. I have
however the advantage of understanding both the Indigenous methods as well as the
dominant western academic worldview. Here is a bit more from Shawn Wilson and his
Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods:

Ray Barnhart and Oscar Kawagley in their writing talk about “complexity theory”. It
explains what most Indigenous scholars go through. Complexity theory provides an
emergent system that melds the “formal” and Indigenous knowledge systems.
Applying this theory allows for better negotiation in defining Indigenous education
systems. As I understand the theory, one of the great strengths that Indigenous
scholars bring with them is the ability to see and work within both the Indigenous and
dominant worldviews. This becomes of great importance when working with
dominant system academics, who are usually not bicultural. Oftentimes then, ideas
coming from a different worldview are outside their entire mindset and way of
thinking. The ability to bridge this gap becomes important in order to ease the
tensions it creates. (Wilson 2008:44)

As to the Euro-Western research paradigm methods, I have used the humanities and artistic
approach. I have conducted my research using the following methods:

e Identification of research problem

e Literature review

e Specifying the purpose of research

e Determine specific research questions or hypotheses
e Data collection

e Analyzing and interpreting the data

e Reporting and evaluating research

This is a brief synopsis of the Indigenous research approach I took. Fortunately, in
recent years there has been a long overdue acceptance in more academic circles of accepting
the Indigenous voice in scholarship. This is in reaction to the failures of academic research of
Indigenous peoples and their cultures. Most experts of First Nations and other Indigenous
cultures are non-Indigenous! Almost all professors that are teaching Indians or Native
American Studies are non-Native. In the Yukon many of the people who are deemed to be the
authorities on Yukon First Nations culture and publicly present about Yukon First Nations
Culture are White. The western academic system has also failed to prevent the appropriation
of our culture. In World Art Studies van Damme begins to explore the idea of the acceptance
of Indigenous art research and states:

Can the analytical apparatus of art scholarship be similarly enriched by concepts
deriving from intellectual traditions outside the West (see also Coa, this volume)?
There would seem to be no reason why this could not be the case. Given the
underdetermined nature of many of the basic terms with which we presently approach
the study of the visual arts, and try to communicate transculturally-fundamental terms
such as “image,” “representation,” or “creativity,” “aesthetic experience,” and so on-
there is indeed plenty of room for semantically more precise terms, as well as for
terms filling semantic gaps (that we may not even be aware of until a suitably refined



concept is proposed). It should, however, be observed that any proposal for cross-
cultural applicability of a term developed in a particular system of thought does not sit
well with insistence on cultural contingency of concepts. Ideally, such proposals
should be made by representatives of the tradition or culture concerned, in order to
minimize the everpresent risk of accusations of appropriation. (van Damme &
Zijlmans 2008: 49)

By being a member of the culture I am researching I am helping reduce the continued
appropriation of knowledge and objects from my people. For my people my research and
dissertation is valid without the deep academic scientific tailoring. What is more, the
scientific academic approach, or better yet, the lack of interest of the scientific community
that has been generally a failure in letting anybody know what the early art of Yukon First
Nations people was like. This dissertation is the first effort in describing the art history of
Yukon First Nations people.

The Start of a Personal Quest

I first developed an interest for Tutchone and Athapaskan art in 1982 when I learned
that [ was an Athapaskan Northern Tutchone Indian and not a Chilkat Tlingit Indian, as I had
always thought. I was 23 years old at the time and had been creating Tlingit style works of art
since the age of 14. The Tutchone make up one of the groups that are part of the Athapaskan
people, whose traditional territory includes a large area of northwestern North America. See
figure # 4 on page 28 for a map to the Yukon First Nations peoples. Athapaskans had a
generally similar lifestyle and art.

My uncertainty about identity is an example of the cultural confusion that my Yukon
First Nations generation grew up with. I grew up during a time when it was unappealing to be
an Indian. I knew Indian kids that were adopted by White families that had darker skin than I
had and yet they would tell me they were not Indian but White. While I thought it was very
obvious they were Indian I also understood their reluctance. After all, Indians were thought of
by Whites and Indians as the lowest class of people in the Yukon. But why did I think I was
a Tlingit in the first place? One reason is that the Southern Tutchone, which my grandfather
belonged to, had strong trade links with the Chilkat Tlingits in Klukwan, Alaska and marriage
between the groups was important to maintain those trade relations. I can trace some of my
family lineage to the Coastal Tlingits. Since the Coastal Tlingit traders often married interior
Yukon Athapaskan women, and Athapaskans have a matrilineal tradition, the children of the
Tlingit traders would follow the wife's moiety (clan) and tribe and therefore were considered
Athapaskan. My mother is Northern Tutchone because her mother is Northern Tutchone;
therefore, I am Northern Tutchone.

Another reason for the confusion is the strong visual culture of the coastal Tlingits. I
use the term ‘visual culture’ to indicate the artistic visual aspects of a people’s culture. In this
I mean any decoration, image or symbol that is placed on any article of clothing, tool or
implement of any sort for any reason by a group of people, as well as the use of those items
in cultural activities such as dancing at a potlatch. These reasons may be to make the object
fancy, as a form of identification or maybe as a representation of heraldry, heredity or
spirituality. A group of people creates an identity through their imagery and becomes visually
different to other groups of people.

Both Athapaskans and coastal Tlingits went through a cultural upheaval coming into
the 20th century. After the Second World War, when the Athapaskans looked around for
images of their culture, they would see nothing except beadwork and gravehouses. The
coastal Tlingits, on the other hand, were still surrounded by their visual culture. They might
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have lost a lot of their language, spiritualism and other culture factors, but they still had their
longhouses, bentwood boxes, totem poles and other visually unique items. These items were
powerful and represented a strong culture. If you were an Indian, then you might as well
belong to the most well known and respected group, the Tlingits. This mentality still exists
today, where many south-central Yukon First Nations people emphasise their Tlingit links.
When [ was growing up, the only “Yukon’ Indian art I saw was the Northwest Coast (NWC)
Indian art style and even of those, there were only a couple of examples. The beadwork and
the small animal carvings that the Athapaskans produced were considered craft rather than
art.

When [ started expressing an interest in doing an Indian style of art, my high school
art teacher, Mr. Ted Harrison (who played a big role earlier in establishing NWC art as the
Yukon Indian style and about whom I will discuss more in Chapter Nine-Trade Art &
Current Period), directed me toward the NWC art style. This seemed right, because every
other Yukon Indian artist was working in this style as well.

I was directed toward the Northwest Coast Indian art style because there was a total
lack of early Yukon First Nations visual culture. When I thought about why there was such a
lack of visual culture, especially since the Yukon was one of the last areas in North American
to be explored and Yukon First Nations are among some of the last North American Natives
to be assimilated into western culture, one would think that there were some visual
remainders of that culture, but there were none. When I looked at the big picture I came up
with a number of reasons for the lack of Yukon First Nations visual culture. One concerns the
very nature of Yukon Athapaskans. There are a number of reasons why we shunned our
culture and I will explain them below. Another factor was the lack of interest from the
western culture’s scholar and cultural community. I will provide explanations for that as well.

Yukon First Nations actions that lead to a lack of present day Visual Culture

One reason for the lack of Athapaskan visual images is the Yukon environment.
Athapaskans lived a semi-nomadic lifestyle for survival and all the visual imagery was placed
on the possessions they had with them. Those possessions had to be light and transportable,
such as hide and small pieces of wood and bone. They were often small and had to be moved
a lot. They also came in direct contact with the weather and thus deteriorated faster than the
large permanent structures of the coastal Tlingits. Many of the items that illustrated
Athapaskan artistic traditions could not stand the test of time and therefore could not be
examined. Also, because of the smaller size, some items may have been easier to lose.

Another important reason for lack of cultural imagery was the very nature of
Athapaskans: they had to be very adaptable to survive in the harsh Yukon environment. The
Yukon is officially the coldest place in North America and the wildlife is sparse, requiring a
bit over 100 square kilometers to support one person. When trade items began making their
way into the Yukon interior in the 1800s, the Athapaskans began adopting those trade objects
and discontinued the use of their own. Trapping a beaver and then trading the beaver for a set
of clothing was a lot easier than hunting, skinning, tanning and sewing caribou or moose hide
in order to have summer clothes. Around the turn of the twentieth century, when we were
now almost living full time in houses and no longer on the land, we even stopped making the
much superior winter hide clothing that was used for the cold winters. At the time of the first
official exploration of the Yukon in 1883, much of the summer clothing used by the
Athapaskan was already trade clothing. A reference to this was made by Dr. George Wilson,
a member of the 1883 Lt. Schwatka expedition into the Yukon. He stated that well within
Han territory, “whitemans clothing was “universally worn.” (Schwatka 1900a:340 cited in
Duncan, 1989, page 133). Further up the Yukon River whiteman’s clothing was known and

11



used but not yet universally worn. Figure #1 shows a photograph of First Nations people
trading at Lake Lebarge. This photograph is from a pamphlet entitled “Glimpses of Alaska:
Klondike and Gold Fields” that was produced in 1897. The caption reads: “Trade scene with
Stick Indians on Lake Lebarge, 1895”. This photograph was taken before the Klondike Gold
Rush and before any real influx of white people in this area. It appears that almost all First
Nations in the photograph are wearing western clothing. This is in the same year that Jack
Dalton built Dalton Post which was about 150 kilometers away. There were only two white
men at that trading post. It is obvious that western clothing started coming into the southern
region from the coastal Tlingits through trade and from the Forty Mile trading posts in the
Klondike region close to the future Dawson City before the arrival of Dalton and others.
While there were almost no white men in the southern Yukon region in 1895 there was a
fairly large white population in the Forty Mile area, up to 600 people around 1894. They were
all looking for gold or supporting/supplying the prospectors in their quest.

TRADING SCENE WITH STICK INDIANS ON LAKE LEBARGE. The Sticks are the most stalwart of the Uppt

Vilean Indianc hes elaim ta he @ Al some ac Boston Man Phev ars goodd huanrare
Figure #1, Lake Lebarge people (Southern Tutchone territory) trading in 1895 and already wearing western style
clothing. PAM 1897-66C pg. 29, YA.

Along with the short lifespan of First Nations artifacts and decline of making
traditional clothing and tools through trade, there were other causes that contributed to the
scarcity of Yukon First Nations art. It was the traditional custom of burning items along with
the cremated person. These items were needed by the deceased person on their journey into
the spirit world. This could be extra clothing, button blankets, tools, hunting weapons,
cooking items, etc. Robert McKennan in The Upper Tanana Indians writes in 1930:

In former times the Indians burned their dead, but this practice has long since given
way to burial. I found only one man who ever witnessed a cremation, and he had seen
in when but a small boy. As he recalled it, the body was dressed in elaborately
decorated clothes including mittens and cap. The fire bag with its stones and tinder
was hung from the belt, and the knife in its beaded sheath was suspended from the
neck, but no other weapons appear to have been included. The corpse was then placed
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on the pyre amidst the wailing of the relatives. When nothing remained but a few
charred bones, two forked sticks were set up bearing a crosspiece between them, from
which a few eagle feathers and beads were suspended immediately over the ashes.
(McKennan 1959: 146)

As you can read from this account the person’s most decorated clothing and his prized
possessions, the firebag and his knife, were all cremated. These early practices would leave
few examples of highly decorated artifacts to examine later.

A decade or two before Yukon First Nations encounter white people; Yukon First
Nations people began burying people instead of cremating them. The reasons for the change
are not clear and I discuss cremation and burial in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch and
Death in greater detail. Yukon First Nations then adopted the ritual of placing those important
items in the grave houses that were placed over top of the graves. Sadly, since the completion
of the building of the Alaska Highway in 1942, First Nations grave houses were robbed of
these cultural items by United States soldiers and later by tourists. This is described in Part of
the Land, Part of the Water, which is Catharine McClellan’s major ethnographic study of
Southern Yukon First Nations:

After burial became the rule, guns, metal tools, snowshoes, toys, dishes and cooking
pots for the dead person were either put in the grave house or hung over the fence.
Nobody was supposed to touch these things or take them away (...) When the Alaska
Highway was built, the soldiers carried off most of what had been hanging on the
grave fences for many years, and this was very distressing to the Indian people.
(McClellan 1987: 214)

In order to prevent this, we changed the ritual to burying the items in the casket with the
deceased person. However, by the time my people adopted this new practice almost all
cultural artifacts that had been placed in the gravehouses were stolen. In was only in the late
1970s through the efforts of the Yukon Indian Woman’s Association that Yukon First
Nations graveyards ceased being tourist attractions and laws were created to keep tourists out
of the graveyards.

Burial rituals also contributed to the scarcity of early Yukon button blankets through
the ritual of intentionally tearing them at potlatches. I will be discussing potlatches later in
this thesis but for now they are basically ritual celebrations conducted for various important
events, including for the person who has passed away. An example is the ripping of button
blankets in Fort Selkirk in 1914. This is remembered by Rachel Dawson in Cruikshank’s
Reading Voices:

They do a dance, wear button blankets. They wore hats with lots of ribbons on them.
Women had long hair (...) They took those hats off and put them on Wolf people’s heads.
Then they cut the button blankets in half and give them to wolf people. Just Wolf people
get them. They give away Hudson Bay blankets too-tear them in half and give them to
Wolf women, Wolf men-they all that. (Cruikshank 1991: 72)

This ritual is one of the reasons that the early Northern Tutchone style button blankets have
not been preserved. If the style was different to the early Southern Tutchone button blankets
then that style is lost and they are no longer made. I will discuss button blankets along with
other related garments in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch & Death.

This brings me to yet another reason for the lack of early Yukon First Nations visual
culture: the dominant western culture’s museum and scholarly practices.

13



Western Society’s forces that contributed to a lack of present day Yukon First Nations
Visual Culture

I have used many of western society’s publications for my research and they have
proven to be invaluable but at times have shed a negative and incorrect light of Yukon First
Nations people. I will be discussing this further in the section. The other source of my
research is based on examining museum collections but there are also issues with the
museums. The first issue I will discuss concerns museums that have Yukon First Nations
artifacts in their collections. These museums, locally, nationally and internationally, that have
collected and exhibited Yukon First Nations artifacts have very poor documentation. In some
cases there was no record of time or place of the collected artifacts. Information about the
creator and meaning of the artifact is almost always missing. This has made it difficult to
identify some artifacts as Yukon First Nations. In the case of most Yukon museums, many of
the artifacts were collected from that area and one can assume that most were local in origin.
An exception is the Old Log Church Museum whose collection comes from the whole
northern area where their missionaries served. Documentation is also often lacking in all the
Yukon Museums. This is not an intentional ploy but simply the lack of efficient collecting
practices.

The next issue is that most of the examples of Yukon First Nations artifacts in
museums are in storage, and therefore not in the public eye. I understand that most museums
do not have the room to display all their collections but I also think that First Nations displays
are not a priority. An example of this is the MacBride Museum in Whitehorse. It has a very
large collection of Yukon First Nations artifacts, but a majority of the artifacts are in storage.
Unfortunately for First Nations people, there is only a small First Nations display. The
museum’s display of early Whitehorse, minerals, animals, gold rush/mining and
NWMP/RCMP displays are the priorities. The MacBride Museum was built in 1967, with the
prevailing government attitude: the history of the Yukon began with the Klondike Gold Rush
of 1898. The result is a greater emphasis on mining in the Yukon. Presently, the museum has
chosen not to change the situation even when it has the resources to do so. Instead, they put
their resources into the construction of more displays related to mining and white history of
the Yukon.

While many museums are happy to allow students, researchers and First Nations
people to examine their collections in storage there are some museums that are difficult to
deal with. The access ranges from the very inviting to not having resources to accommodate
researchers. I visited museums from Klukshu in the southern Yukon to St. Petersburg, Russia
and almost all museums were welcoming. An example is from the time I was personally
researching Tutchone art in 1992. I arrived unannounced at the door step of the Canadian
Museum of Civilization and asked to see Tutchone artifacts. The staff invited me in and
catered to all my needs. Another museum, while welcoming, had such bureaucracy in place
that I had to inform the museum exactly what artifacts I wanted to examine before I arrived
and than could only see those artifacts. A new request had to be placed in order to see more.
There was no access to this museum’s storage area which is often where the most interesting
artifacts are hidden. There have also been a couple of museums that provided only the
minimal information or seemed to barely tolerate my presence.

There is a general interest in present day Yukon First Nations art which is in the
Northwest Coast Indian art style but an almost total disinterest in the traditional early Yukon
First Nations art. There are many books about Northwest Coast Indian art, Inuit art, Alaskan
art and so forth. Yet at the time of this writing in 2012 there is not a single book that focuses
on the history of Yukon First Nations art. This lack of interest may have been fuelled by the
early researchers of Yukon First Nations culture. These negative attitudes came from various
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aspects of the white world: academic, spiritual, government and even artistic. The general
opinion was that Yukon First Nations did not have an art tradition or if we did, it was
somehow lacking. Going by “research” literature and popular writers, our art was often
deemed crude and feeble. More than that, in the past our whole culture was at times described
as crude and feeble! I was born in 1959 and experienced the tail end of some of these open
attitudes toward myself and my people. We were lazy, stupid, dishonest, dirty and drunkards.
Some of my experiences with this involve my time in school and later jobs. In fourth grade a
student in my class stated that “Indians are not as smart as Whites!” The teacher, a modern-
minded soul, decided to have a class debate. Half the class felt that Indians were less
intelligent than white people and the other half felt that Indians could be just as intelligent as
white people. Nobody thought that maybe Indians could be more intelligent than whites!
There were times in school I was accused of cheating or stealing because I was the Indian in
the class and could be easily blamed. Even later when I was serving in the Canadian Army
and in Canada’s elite unit, the former Canadian Airborne Regiment, I was often told that I
was “doing good for an Indian!” Things have improved greatly since than but I can only
imagine how much harsher these attitudes were before my time! Here are some examples of
what has been written about Yukon First Nations art and culture:

But our survey of the tribes in the Mackenzie and Yukon basins leaves us without any
tangible picture. They lacked in outstanding features, devoid of those definite traits
that reveal a distinct individuality. They lived precarious lives in harsh surroundings,
and lacked the stamina and courage to rise above their environment and poverty. One
day followed another in the dull monotony of pitching and breaking camp, always in
search of game; and there were few ceremonies or dances to brighten their leisure
hours. Perhaps they were the weaklings of their stock, as some writers believe, left
behind in the north when their more enterprising kinsmen pushed southwest and
south, to become the Sarcee of the plains, the allies of the Blackfoot, and the Carrier
of other tribes in the interior of British Columbia. (E. Jenness 1966: 100-101)

This book, published in 1933 and republished in 1966, gives a bleak impression of
Yukon First Nations. Eileen Jenness was the wife of well known ethnographer Diamond
Jenness. It was with his notes that Eileen wrote The Indian Tribes of Canada. Because her
book was smaller and an easier read it became more wide spread. I have come across some
examples of Eileen Jenness’ books in stores but have only ever been able to find Diamond
Jenness’ Indians of Canada in the Whitehorse Public Library. Understandably, the easy
accessible books have a greater impact on the general public. Some of the more accurate
publications done by museums and universities ended up with small book runs and were
limited to a small circle of students, researchers and scholars. I started unofficial research in
Yukon First Nations art as an interested artist in 1982 and I am still coming across
publications by various universities and museums! These publications are not readily known
or available. While there are positive and correct comments about Yukon First Nations in
most of these scholarly publications they are amply balanced by negative and ignorant
publications.

Next is a recent example that seems to repeat some of what E. Jenness wrote. They
are a series of selected quotes from the former British Columbia Open University’s History
120 (now Thompson Rivers University); Canadian History to 1867. This is a distance
Education course and the content is passed on to the student through a series of 16 audiotape
cassettes. These cassette tapes were produced in 1999 and I took this course in 2001. On the
cassette tapes they are talking about the Athapaskan people of the Yukon and Northwest
Territories:
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Some trading occurred but it hardly compared to what went on, on the coast. These
northern tribes were more likely to steal each other’s goods than to exchange them
peacefully.

Women in the Kutchin tribe killed female infants to spare them the degeneration that
was the woman’s lot in life.

The dead weren’t even buried, but left to rot in the open. This was very unusual.
Among all other Canadian Natives, burial rites were very sacred ceremonies.

...the livelihood of the Athapaskan tribes depended on following the wandering
moose and caribou so they weren’t able to create villages and lived on the very
margin of survival. However we have to be cautious with generalizations, if we look
at the arctic neighhours of the Athapaskan tribes we see that environment doesn’t
explain everything. (Open University 1999: Tape two)

Another early description of Yukon First Nations occurred during the first official
exploration of the south-central Yukon. This exploration was conducted by the United States
Army in 1883. The exploration was lead by Lt. Schwatka and he assessed the possible
warlike nature of the interior Indians. Over the course of this thesis I will be showing some of
Lt. Schwatka’s comments about various groups of Yukon First Nations people he
encountered. The first comment refers to the Tagish people where he learns that great herds
of caribou cross at times. He is disappointed that they are not crossing when he is there and
cannot kill some caribou for his group:

Unfortunately for our party neither of these crossings occurred at this time of year,
although a dejected camp of two Tahk-heesh families not far away from ours (No. 10)
had a very ancient reindeer ham hanging in front of their brush tent, which, however,
we did not care to buy. (Schwatka 1885: 109)

And more on Schwatka’s general opinion about the ‘Stick’ (Tagish) people:

The very few Indians living in this part of the country-the Sticks-subsist mostly on
these animals and on mountain goats, with now and then a wandering moose, and
more frequently a black bear. One would expect to find such followers of the chase
the very hardiest of all Indians, in compliance with the rule that prevail in most
countries, by which the hunter excels the fishermen, but this does not seem to be the
case along this great river. Here, indeed, it appears that the further down the stream
the Indian lives, and the more he subsists on fish, the hardier, the more robust, the
more self-asserting and impudent the becomes. (Schwatka 1885: 109-110)

And one more of Lt. Schwatka’s many comments about Yukon First Nations people:
At Marsh a few miserable “Stick” Indians put in an appearance, but not a single thing
could be obtained from them by our curiosity hunters.
...A dirty group of children of assorted sizes completed the picture of one of the most

dejected races of people on the face of the earth. (Schwatka 1885: 127-128)

See figure # 2 below of sketches done by Sgt. Gloster of “Stick” Indians at Marsh Lake to
give you an idea of the people Lt. Schwatka was encountering.
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TYPICAL TAHK-HEESH OR “STICK " INDIANS,

From sketches by Sergeant Gloster,
Figure # 2. Sticks on the beach by Sergeant Gloster, 1883. Along Alaska’s Great River. Page 127.

Note that in the above image, the “Stick” Indians are not wearing the traditional hide
clothing originally used, but what appears to be traded fabric clothing. There are at least two
shirts and what appears to be a Hudson Bay Company blanket. The lack of trousers and other
clothing may reflect a practice of not wearing much during the summer months. I would say
that these people would still be using hide clothing during the winter months as the practice
of making hide jackets carried on. There are a number of early southern Yukon hide jackets
made in the early twentieth century in museums collections to support this idea.

In McClellan’s My Old People Say she even includes a section titled “Hearsay
Ethnography of Yukon Territory” on page three and “Early Accounts of the Southern Yukon
Indians” on page four. She describes some of the early efforts to write about Yukon First
Nations. When you read those sections you will see this early research is limited. Below are a
couple of examples of McClellan’s writings:

Ethnographers have shown little accord in naming and locating native groups in
southern Yukon. (McClellan 2001: 3)

And:
But until the very end of the nineteen century, Schwatka and Dawson, who have been
mentioned with their geographic explorations, and the journalist Glave (who later died

while on Stanley’s last African expedition) provide us with the only firsthand data
about the Indians above Fort Selkirk. The short accounts leave much to be desired,

17



although they are still basic. Schwatka and Dawson report rather briefly and
impersonally on the Tagish and Inland Tlingit. (McClellan 2001: 4-5)

Other than what the Jenness wrote about Yukon First Nations people, there was very little
written material available. The next easy accessible information was Catherine McClellan’s
My Old People Say published in 1975 which is overall a realistic portrait of the southern
Yukon First Nations people.

Possibly, popular literature also played a role in disseminating negative ideas about
Yukon Athapaskans. There are examples from the world famous writer Jack London. In his
story The Law of Life, written in 1901, London tells the story of an old Yukon First Nations
man from around the Dawson City area being left to the elements to die by his band as they
pack up to move on to the next area. The idea of Yukon First Nations people leaving people
to die or just leaving them in the open once they are dead is repeated later in Eileen Jenness’
The Indian tribes of Canada which was published in 1933. Interestingly enough, Mrs.
Jenness, as far as I could find, never visited the Yukon area. And in her acknowledgments she
states:

The author wishes also to acknowledge with thanks the assistance of her husband,
Diamond Jenness, from whose volume “The Indians of Canada” she has derived her
material... (E. Jenness 1966: Acknowledgment page.)

So she wrote this book based on her husband, Diamond Jenness’ research. As far as
Mr. Jenness is concerned, to the best of my knowledge he never visited the Yukon either. He
was a member of the Southern Party of the Canadian Arctic Expedition of 1913-1918 which
was led by Dr. R.M. Anderson, to conduct the scientific research on the northern mainland.
This research was limited to only 100 miles inland but he did not seem to come in contact
with any Athapaskan people. Jenness’ involvement ended in 1916 and therefore was not even
part of the small group that traveled from the Mackenzie River to the Porcupine River and
then on Fort Yukon and up the Yukon River to Dawson City in 1918. Was there any research
done during the final leg of the exploration? It appears not. Diamond Jenness published his
book Indians of Canada in 1932 and it only includes sections on the Tagish, Kutchin and
Nahani people from the Yukon. He only writes about these three groups because he
considered the Northern and Southern Tutchone, the Han and Tanana as part of the Kutchin.
He has the Kaska and Goat people, which I believe are the Mountain Dene people, as part of
the Nahani. While Jenness did good research with the British Columbia Athapaskans, it
appears that he never did any field work with Yukon First Nations people. Instead he used
what was already published to write his descriptions of the Yukon First Nations.

An example is when Jenness writes about the Chipewyan people based on Samuel
Hearne’s writing and states that “The aged and infirm of both sexes were abandoned by their
companions and starved to death on the trail.” And “They seldom covered their dead, but left
them to be devoured by birds and animals. Families destroyed their property on the death of
kinsmen, widows cut off their hair and went into mourning for a year, but otherwise
widowers suffered no restrictions.” (D. Jenness 1989: 386). It sounds quite bleak but how
accurately did Jenness describe what he read and was Jenness even aware of the impact he
was to have by presenting his version of the writing he was interpreting? I have read another
interpretation of the same material from Edward Curtis and a different picture emerges; it is
not as cold and blunt as in Jenness’ description. While death was a fact of life in a harsh
environment, there was caring and when left with no choice with a dying person. The
situation was seen as sad but necessary. The people had to keep hunting so they themselves
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did not starve and the person was reluctantly left behind with what food and supplies they
could spare.

I tend to favour Curtis’ accounts over Jenness’ because it gives a wider description
from Hearne’s notes. In other sections of Indians of Canada, Jenness make statements similar
to the above but about other Athapaskan peoples. I am left with doubt about Jenness’ writings
but his books were a major source of reference concerning Yukon First Nations until fairly
recently when people like McClellan and Cruikshank began their research and a different
picture emerged. The original Hearne and Mackenzie publications are not easy accessible. I
had to go to Yukon Archives in order to read, in an older style English, Hearne’s publication.
I am therefore left with other authors’ interpretations of these earlier works

From the spiritual side, following are comments about the Gwich’in by the first
Church of England’s missionaries. They first when down the Porcupine River and into Fort
Yukon starting in 1861. The text is taken from The Northern Yukon: A History by Kenneth
Coates:

Some of the missionaries of the northern Yukon, for all their good intentions, held
rather low opinions of their native charges, W.W. Kirby, on the occasion of his first
visit to the area, referred to the Indians as “treacherous, savage and cruel.” Bompas
wrote, after visiting the area in 1873, that “These mountain Loucheux seem ‘the
lowest of all people’ But I cannot help in hoping that they are a ‘chosen race.” (Coates
1979: 54)

The lack of early accurate ethnographic work in the Yukon allowed for a lot of
speculation and hear-say. London’s Law of Life added to the idea that we were a ritual-less
people. In London’s story The Wit of Porportuk, written in 1906, we are portrayed as a lower
status, dirty people. The Wit of Porportuk is about an Indian girl, El-soo, who is raised in the
Holy Cross Mission along the Yukon River in Athapaskan territory around the Tanana River
area. One day a man from her tribe arrives to tell her that her brother has died and she has to
return to her camp to look after her old father who is the chief. This is what is written:

She is appalled. He is dirty. He was a caliban-like creature, primitively ugly, with a
mop of hair never combed. (London 1988: 90)

A caliban-like person is a character in Shakespeare’s play The Tempest and generally thought
of as a wild man, beast-man or a deformed man. El-soo is now a woman of status because she
was raised in the mission and London shows that she is above the other Indian women:

El-soo was a full-blooded Indian, yet she exceeded all the half-breed and quarter
breed girls.

And further:
She was the one Indian woman who was the social equal to the several white women
at Tana-naw Station. She was the one Indian woman to whom white men honourably

made proposals of marriage. And she was the one Indian woman whom no white man
ever insulted. (London 1988: 90)

As you can see, London places Athapaskans below white man’s social status and it even
seemed common place to insult Indian people.
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If you read Lt. Schwatka’s in Along Alaska’s Great River you will see that he makes a
number of comments about Canada’s first peoples. He felt that the coastal Indians, as well as
the Eskimos, were a superior race to the southern Yukon Indian. Interestingly, all these
commentators did not consider that Yukon First Nations lived in the coldest and one of the
harshest environments in North America. In this kind of environment, preservation of energy
is very important. One does not spend time making things other than what is practically
useful. The simplest things in this case work the best. They take the least energy and are
easily replaced or remade. Further, the white man was imposing his own ideas about how one
was to live. The winter clothing that Athapaskans used was superior to anything white people
had and I would say still have. The winter clothing consisted of two caribou hides, the inside
hide with the fur facing inside and the outside hide with the fur facing outside. Twice the fur
meant twice the insulation that a caribou in the wild had. In Edward Curtis’ The North
America Indian he writes about Mackenzie who talks about the Chipewyan:

Says Mackenzie: “this dress is worn single or double, but always in the winter, with
the hair within and without. Thus arrayed a Chepewyan will lay himself down on the
ice in the middle of a lake, and repose in comfort; although he will sometimes find a
difficulty in the morning to disencumber himself from the snow drifted on him during
the night. (Curtis 1928: 49)

Imagine being able to do that today with our present clothing! Having a shelter that seemed
inadequate really was not an issue to a person dressed in the manner stated above.

Maybe some of these academics, explorers and writers were comparing the required
lifestyle of Yukon First Nations with the seemly noble, adventurous and romantic lifestyle of
the Plains Indians or the more powerful, settled and wealthy Coastal Indians, with their great
houses and totem poles. Even the Inuit were deemed resourceful because of living in what
was considered a wasteland by the white people. Whatever compelled these men to judge
Yukon Athapaskans in such patronizing and degrading manner, we did not fit the picture of
the “romantic, noble savage”.

I would like to add I did not go out looking for such as wide range of negative
comments about Yukon First Nations people. I came across them when [ was reading
publications in my search of any form of Yukon First Nations art. After coming across so
many negative statements [ decided that these writings may have contributed to the overall
attitude towards Yukon First Nations which in turn may have contributed to the lack of
interest of Yukon First Nations art.

However, not all early explorers thought of Yukon First Nations as a backward
people. It seems when the explorers needed the First Nations people they thought higher of
them or maybe they were just more open minded. Take for example what the explore E.J
Glave has to say about the Southern Tutchone during his exploration of the southern Yukon
in 1890:

“They are people of magnificent physique, tall, well-proportioned, and robust, with
dark, tanned skin, black eyes, and hair...They are without exception the most peaceful
people I have ever met in my life. They are never armed, and never an angry word is
exchanged; they appear to be living on the best of terms together. They are lively and
genial and full of fun; one does not see that sullen countenance and manner which is a
peculiar characteristic of the other tribes.” (Kirchhoff 2007: 40)
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As the Tutchone were the first ‘tribe’ that Glave encountered in the Yukon, he must be
referring to the various Tlingit groups as the ‘other tribes’. Glave’s tone about the southern
Yukon First Nations people is in contrast to what others have written.

Another example is the Hudson Bay Company factor/explorer Robert Campbell. He
had a very positive attitude toward the Yukon and northern British Columbia First Nations
people he encountered during his time at the upper Stikine River, Fort Francis, Pelly Banks
and Fort Selkirk between 1838 and 1852. While in the upper Stikine River area from 1838
onward until they left the area because of problems caused by the coastal Tlingit chief
Shakes, it was the Tahltans that provided protection from the Tlingits. Campbell believes that
had it not been for the power of a Tahltan Chieftainess the Tlingits would have killed his
whole party. Later as Campbell established Fort Selkirk he was again dependent on interior
First Nations protection. He writes about his first encounter in 1848:

The Indians explained to us the best they could who the strangers were (they were
Chilcats) & advised us to hide our working tools & everything movable unless we
wished to have them stolen by the strangers who were adepts at pilfering. They also
gave us a ready hand to put everything out of sight, which was hardly done, when the
Chilcats arrived, about 20 in number & a hard looking set, on several rafts on which
they drifted down the Lewes from near its source. We soon found out their thieving
propensities, which were in such marked contrast to the honesty of the native Indians.
These poor people, though so destitute of everything that a knife was looked upon by
them as an invaluable treasure, were so thoroughly straightforward, that even if they
found an article that was lost or mislaid, they would bring it back. (Wilson 1970: 97)

Note that what Campbell states about the stealing is in sharp contrast to that was written by
Eileen and Diamond Jenness and what is spoken on the British Columbia Open University’s
History 120: Canadian History to 1867 tapes.

Comments directed toward Yukon First Nations art also had a negative tone. In
Walter Hamilton’s The Yukon Story which was first published in 1964 and had a third edition
in 1972, he states:

Efforts to get Indians to take up carving, even of miniature totem-poles, are now
difficult. (W.R. Hamilton 1972: 189)

And back to Lt. Schwatka’s comments about comparing the Tagish marmot snare sticks with
Chilkat Tlingit marmot snare sticks:

Sometimes they employ a little of their large amount of leisure time they have on their
hands in cutting these pegs into fanciful and totemic designs, although in this respect
the Sticks, as in every thing else pertaining to the savage arts, are usually much
inferior to the Chilkats in these displays, and the illustrations give on page 112 are
characteristic rather of the latter tribe than the former. (Schwatka 1885: 112-113)

Below in figure # 3 is the illustration of the marmot snare sticks that Schwatka is referring to.
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Figure # 3. Carved pins for fastening marmots snares. Along Alaska’s Great River. Page 112

Douglas Leechman’s (1890-1980) Native Tribes of Canada, which was first published
in 1958, places the Yukon First Nations into the Northwest Territories area. In 1924
Leechman took a position in the Anthropology Division of the National Museum of Canada which
lasted until 1955. He then became the director of the Glenbow Foundation and was thought of
as Canada’s First Conservation Scientist. Leechman wrote this book to target the younger
reader. These writings plant the seeds into the young person’s mind about the meagerness and
lack of art of Northern Athapaskans. Here he describes the Mackenzie River Athapaskans in
the section that is describing art for all Northern Athapaskans:

ART

The people of the Mackenzie River valley had developed only one form of art that
was at all unusual. This was a kind of weaving in which they first made a simple strip
of woven vegetable fibres or sinew and worked into it an intricate pattern of dyed
porcupine quills. The weaving was so fine that it must have strained the woman’s
eyes in the poor light of their tents and there is so much work involved that few of
them do it now. First the porcupines had to be killed, then the quills had to be pulled
from the skin, washed and sorted into different lengths. Next the women would have
to go out into the woods to collect dye plants, make the dyes, dye the quills, weave the
base on which the work was to be done, and only then would they be able to begin the
actual weaving of the pattern.

Some of their clothes, and tools too, were painted but there was very little art of any
kind other than the porcupine-quill work. Today they use beads for decorating
moccasins and gloves, largely for sale to white men living there or to tourists.
(Leechmen 1958: 222-223)

Even people with a generally positive outlook towards Yukon First Nations people

felt our art to be generally inferior to the coast. In the following quote the writer even tries to
make excuses for us:
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The magnificent woodworking of the coast tribes makes the efforts of their interior
neighbours appear rather slight. However, most interior woods are crooked grained
and the timber is relatively small. Nor did the semi-nomadic existence of the interior
people foster the kinds of massive construction which interested the coast people. In
actual techniques, both peoples had much in common. (C. McClellan 2001: 253)

I have given you some academic and popular literature examples that give an overall
negative and quite incorrect view of Yukon First Nations people. The idea of lack of
traditional Yukon First Nations arts still survives to present day. Recently [ was told by an
archaeology student in Whitehorse that Yukon First Nations people did not have any
figurative art. Based on the limited material about Yukon First Nations art it makes sense that
he, and the institute that he studies at, would come to this conclusion.

There have been more recent books, such as McClellan’s My Old People Say and Part
of the Land, Part of the Water, which are more accurate and realistic in the description of
Yukon First Nations people. However, damage done by earlier writers and scholars has been
quite evident.

Another reason for the lack of early Yukon First Nations artifacts was the poor efforts
by the museum community in obtaining these artifacts. While early on under the leadership
of the famous linguist Edward Sapir, an American who took the position as the director of the
Anthropology Division of the Canadian Geological Survey of Canada, there were efforts to
collect Athapaskan artifacts, the main focus of the collection was northern British Columbia
and the Mackenzie River basin. The Anthropology Division of the Canadian Geological
Survey of Canada was established in 1910. It later became the Museum of Man and in more
recent years the Canadian Museum of Civilization. The result of Sapir’s efforts was
commissioning James Teit to collect Tahltan artifacts starting in 1912. There were also some
Kaska artifacts collected during Teit’s field work in northern British Columbia. At the same
time artifacts were collected by Clement Lewis and Poole Field, who were living in the
southern Yukon at that time. D.A. Cameron’s collections from 1901 to 1908 went to the
Royal Ontario Museum. While this was a good start, there were no serious collection efforts
in the Yukon for almost half a century. Perhaps this is because Edward Sapir left the
Anthropology Division and took a position at the University of Chicago in 1926 and the
driving force was no longer there. After this long hiatus, the next serious collecting started
with Catherine McClellan when she got funded by the National Museum in 1949. The result
of this research is the excellent ethnographic survey of the southern Yukon: My Old People
Say. Having said this, the work for My Old People Say started after World War Two, which I
feel had the greatest impact in the assimilation of Yukon First Nations people and loss of our
culture. There is furthermore the issue that after 1949 there was very little created in the
traditional styles. World War two is the beginning of the cultural void that I call the Current
Period.

With this inheritance of scant and poor early accurate research and lack of artifacts
collected, one is left to ask: did Yukon First Nations people have any culture to speak of? Did
we steal instead of trade? Did we leave our dead on the ground without any ceremonies?
Were we the weaklings of our stock? Was our art far and few between and did we have any
figurative art at all? Certainly, there was no art readily available to view and examine. There
was nothing really to dispute the general opinion about the lack of our art.

This is the state of affairs I found myself in when I first began searching for clues
about the Tutchone art style. I later expanded this search to include other Yukon Athapaskan
peoples and the early Inland Tlingit styles. When my research became formal as part of my
Masters of Art degree and my PhD in Indian American Studies, I first conducted a literature
survey of the books written about Yukon First Nations. While there has never been a book
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published that focused on the history of Yukon First Nations art, Kate Duncan’s Northern
Athapaskan Art was a good starting point. This book is a survey of all northern Athapaskan
beadwork. I also used many ethnographic publications such as Catharine McClellan’s My Old
People Say, and Part of the Land, Part of the Water; Julie Cruikshank’s Life Lived like a
Story & Reading Voices; John Honigmann’s The Kaska Indians: An Ethnrographic
Reconstruction and Robert A. McKennan’s The Upper Tanana Indians. The bibliography at
the end of this thesis refers to other publications that I consulted.

My next step was to visit the museums in North America and Europe to examine any
possible Yukon First Nations artifacts in their collections. As the subarctic or Athapaskan
collections were small, I felt I had to follow up every lead and visit any museum that could
have artifacts from, or be related to, Yukon First Nations. This resulted in over forty museum
visits in over fifteen countries. Some museums had large collections such as the Canadian
Museum of Civilization where I examined over a hundred artifacts. Other museums I visited
had only a couple to no artifacts. I estimate that I physically examined about 750 artifacts
during these museum visits. While visiting museums and archives I viewed thousands of
historical photographs in search of any early First Nations imagery. As there were no political
borders before the coming of the white man I did not take these into account. I included all
those groups of people whose traditional territory cross the present day Yukon borders as
well as some of the neighbouring people, even though they are totally outside the present day
Yukon borders. My research also included my notes from previous private research and
personal communications with Elders. Although the Inland Tlingit are not part of the
Athapaskan peoples, I have included them in this paper. They were living in the same
environment as the Athapaskans and their early art style was in some cases almost identical
to the Athapaskan styles. This thesis is the result of my search for early Tutchone,
Athapaskan and Inland Tlingit art styles from the Yukon region and surrounding areas.

Notes on Collections and Collectors

Because of the isolation of the south-central Yukon there were no artifacts collected directly
from this area until after the Klondike Gold Rush of 1898. The artifacts from the south-
central Yukon that were collected before the Klondike Gold Rush were collected indirectly
from either the coastal Tlingits through their trading activities with the people of the south-
central Yukon or from Fort Yukon in Alaska. Understandably, the artifacts collected from the
Tlingits are sometimes mistakenly identified as Tlingit in origin. Artifacts from the northern
Yukon were often collected by the Hudson Bay Company and the provenance for these
artifacts is better. There was also a group of amateur and professional collectors that dealt in
early Native American artifacts. One collector I came across about a dozen times while
researching Athapaskan collections in both North America and Europe was a German
collector/dealer named Arthur Speyer. In fact there were three Speyer’s, father, son and
grandson. The first of the three Arthur Speyer’s was born in 1858 and passed away in 1923.
The second, the first Speyer’s son, was born in 1894 and passed away in 1958. The grandson
was born in 1922. The Speyers collected many artifacts from other dealers, collectors,
museums and even nobility from around the world. Some of these artifacts came from the
North American subarctic region. Tracing the acquisition of these artifacts has not been easy.
William C. Sturtevant describes his efforts in his paper titled Documenting the Speyer
Collection which was published as part of Studies in American Indian Art: A Memorial
Tribute to Norman Feder that was edited by Christian F. Feest. Museum personnel recorded
the date and collector of each artifact (in this case Speyer) and the notes the collector
contributed. While Speyer did add notes about the artifacts he sold to museums, these notes
were not verified and this resulted in some curators questioning the accuracy of what Speyer
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wrote. Some notes show where Speyer obtained the artifacts, but they tell nothing about the
specifics of the artifact or the origin or who all owned the artifacts at various times. An
example is a number of items of Athapaskan hide clothing that Speyer sold to museums
which were obtained from the third Battalion, 69" Infantry from Harburg, Germany. There
are two Harburgs in Germany and it seems that Speyer is referring to what is now the
Hamburg-Harburg area. The 69" Regiment was stationed in Trier, which is in western
Germany along the French border and not close to either Harburg. So besides not being clear
about where the artifacts were obtained, it leaves no clue as to how early subarctic hide
clothing that could be from the Yukon ended up in the German 69" Infantry Regiment.

In other cases an amateur collector would amass a collection and then pass away.
Sometimes these collections were then donated to museums by the widow and at times came
with little or no information about where and when the artifacts were collected. An example
is the amateur collector E.E. Stockton who was a federal civil servant working in Dawson
City between 1901 and 1906 and while there collected Han artifacts. When he passed away
his widow donated materials to the Museum of Man (now Canadian Museum of Civilization)
in 1944, This and other collections lack detailed documentation, especially when the collector
lived in various areas in North America and collected from each area. The Anglican Old Log
Church Museum in Whitehorse has many artifacts collected by its early missionaries, but
lacked the records of where the artifacts were collected. Their collection ranges from all
across the north of the Yukon, Alaska, Northwest Territories and the Inuit territory. An
example of an Anglican Church collector is Bishop Isaac O. Stringer, who served all across
the subarctic as well as the arctic beginning in 1892 and later was Bishop of the Yukon from
1905 until 1931. He collected a lot of artifacts but he rarely recorded where and when he
collected them. Neither did he add any other notes as to the purpose or meaning of the
artifacts. And again, his collection was later donated by his widow.

Bigger institutions like the Canadian Museum of Civilization often have more
information but still can lack in the details about the creator or meaning of the item. For
example, D. D. Cairnes collected many Yukon First Nations items for the National Museum
of Canada, Ethnology Division (now Canadian Museum of Civilization). He purchased some
of the items at the Taylor and Drury store in Whitehorse during the summer of 1911. The
information he received was from the sales clerks. While he may have been told where the
item came from and given other information such as its supposed use, he often did not record
who made the item or the meaning of the imagery.

In the cases where I have visited a local Yukon museum I have assumed that the
artifacts were of local origin. These museums collected artifacts from the local area. While
there may be cases of some artifacts coming from other areas I believe this is rare. People
would have donated to their local museum or historical society. For all Klukshu and Kluane
Museum of Natural History (KMNH) artifacts, I have assumed the items to be Southern
Tutchone, unless otherwise noted. All Dawson City Museum (DCM) artifacts I have assumed
to be Han, unless otherwise noted. The MacBride Museum is a mixture of mostly Northern
and Southern Tutchone, Tagish and Inland Tlingit artifacts, but other groups may be
represented. The images I used from the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) are mainly Han
artifacts from the D.A. Cameron Collection who collected many artifacts from the Dawson
City area.

One collection that has a clear Yukon origin is the Ice Patch Collection (IPC). These
artifacts were found in 1997 in the southern Yukon mountains as the ice patches at the tops
were melting because of global warming. Since 1997 hundreds of artifacts have been
recovered from the melting ice patches. These artifacts were discovered in the southern
Yukon and are owned by the three First Nations in the area; Champagne and Aishihik First
Nations, Kwanlin Dun First Nation and the Carcross/Tagish First Nation. The artifacts are
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stored at the Yukon Government’s Heritage Branch and cared for by the archaeology staff.
There are many partners involved in the research and care of these artifacts and they are
collectively called the Ice Patch Research Group.

While further research is required in identifying many artifacts in museum collections,
I think this thesis enhances the understanding of the art history of the Yukon and the
surrounding region. It is my hope that this thesis will be useful to other researchers and
interested people and will foster a better understanding of the Yukon’s original art style.

Confusing Identifications

As will have become clear by now, there are no large nineteen century collections of
Yukon First Nations artifacts with good provenance; not enough information to be able to
easily identify what artifacts came from which Yukon First Nation. This is further made
difficult by another issue relating to research of the early art: confusing identifications. For
instance, an artifact might be identified as coming from a certain group, but is questionable or
clearly incorrect. Sometimes an item has been given an earlier, obscure identification and it is
unclear from who it was collected. During my research I have come across a number of
artifacts that have been identified as coming from groups I have never heard of before. In that
case I had to ask the curator of the museum to show those groups on a map. Luckily, this
would mostly give clarification.

The overall similarity of styles that the Athapaskan worked in has also resulted in
confusions of identification. Hide Tunics, daggers, gopher skinning knives and bone arm
bands are just some of the items that have a similar general pattern. For example, some hide
tunics that may not be Gwich’in are identified as Kutchin (Gwich’in) because they have the
same outline as the Gwich’in tunics. Gwich’in tunics seem to be one of the most common
tunics in museum collections and therefore curators often identify similar tunics as Gwich’in.
Tunic patterns are similar from Northern British Columbia, up into the interior of Alaska and
across to the western part of the Northwest Territories. So identifying a tunic solely based on
its outline could lead to errors. One has to look at the details in order to get a better sense of
the origin of the tunic. See figure # 62D on page 91 for an example of a tunic that is
identified as Kutchin based on the pattern. When 1 examine the details, especially the
breastband style, it looks more southern Yukon than northern Yukon. This tunic was donated
to the Pitt River Museum in Oxford in 1884. The location or date of collection is unknown.
Later in Chapter Two I explain regional breastband styles, where my point about regional
tunic styles will become clearer.

The misidentification of various artifacts can maybe be explained by the situation of
scholars, curators and other people who are in positions that allow them to make
identifications but who might have limited knowledge about specific subarctic cultures and
artifacts. After all, the subarctic covers a vast area. When they do identify an artifact from a
certain area it often goes unquestioned because of the lack of research material to compare
for accuracy. Another issue is the lack of large subarctic collections in the various museums
in North America and Europe. This might have resulted in a shortage of dedicated subarctic
curators or professors. Only few people have been interested in exploring Yukon First Nation
history and art, which has been dwarfed by the ubiquitous and popular imagery of the
Northwest coast and the adventurous and exploding history of the Gold Rush.
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Figure # 4, map of Yukon First Nations peoples. Yukon Native Language Centre.

Additional cultural group naming confusion came from such events as early explorer
William Dall’s visit to Fort Yukon in Alaska in 1867. While he was there, he identified a
number of Native American/First Nations tribes:

Other tribes present for the trading Dall identified as “the Natche Kutchin, or

Gens de Large, from north of the Porcupine River, the Vunta Kutchin, or Rat Indians,
from farther up the Porcupine; the Han Kutchin (Wood people), or Gens de Bois,
from the Yukon, above Fort Yukon, above Fort Yukon; and finally, the Tutchone
Kutchin (crow people) or Gens de Foux, from still farther up the Yukon. (Wright
1976: 110)

Compared to the Yukon Native Languages map above, Dall’s identifications are quite
different from what is accepted today. You will notice that Dall lists all the groups as
“Kutchin”. This is incorrect and leads to confusion about the traditional territory that the
Kutchin (Gwich’in) inhabit. Dall also indentifies the Tutchone Kutchin as the Crow people. I
suspect that he met the members of the Crow Clan of the group of the Northern Tutchone
people who visited Fort Yukon. Traditionally, we did not identify ourselves with a tribe. We
lived in bands in a certain area. We would say in what area we mostly lived and what clan we
belonged to, for instance, Crow people from Fort Selkirk area. I am from the Whitehorse
people and the Wolf clan. At other times various other people have been deemed to be from
the Crow tribe. There are many items in collections that are listed from the Crow tribe from
the South-central Yukon, mainly from the Tagish and Inland Tlingit people and, as we have
seen, also the Tutchone. In reality they are members of the Crow moiety and thus can be from
any of these groups. The confusion about Yukon First Nations people is furthered by those
publications that identify almost all Yukon First Nations as simply Kutchin. For example, in
Hamilton’s The Yukon Story he states:
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The Yukon Indian Agency estimated the Indian population of the Territory at about
1600 in 1954, roughly divided into two main tribes, the Tlingits, or Tlingits of the
Coast and known near Lynn Canal as the Chilkoots or Chilkats, and the Dené or
Athapascans of the Interior. The Dené people comprise two main groups, the
Loucheux of the Peel and Porcupine Rivers, settled chiefly around Old Crow on the
bend of the Porcupine, and the Kutchin or Wood Indians occupying the drainage basin
of the upper Yukon River. (Hamilton 1972: 188)

Confusion was added with Lt. Schwatka’s 1883 exploration throughout the Yukon.
He identified the First Nations Tagish people he met at Marsh Lake as Tahk-heesh or “Stick”
Indians. As he travelled down the Yukon River he further identified the Northern Tutchone
people as Ayan Indians. And I have already mentioned that Jenness’ lumped together the
Northern and Southern Tutchone as well as the Han and Tanana people with the Kutchin
people. He also identified the Kaska and the Goat (Mountain Dene) as the Nahani people.

These are but some examples of the many cases of misidentification as well as older,
no longer used identifications of Yukon First Nations in publications. Some of these
publications are recent. Hamilton’s The Yukon Story was first published in 1964 and reprinted
many times, with a third edition in 1972. Hamilton identifies the Loucheux as a different
group from the Kutchin when in fact they are terms used for the same people, the present day
self-identified Gwich’in. Hamilton also states there are two main tribes and this makes me
question what happened to the other Yukon First Nations groups. One of the publications that
list most but not all other past identifications of Yukon First Nations is The Romance of
Canadian History, Canada Ill: The Uncharted Nations. In that volume, starting on page 81,
The Northern Athapascans, is a list of each Athapascan group and a list of names they were
also called.

In the course of my research I have come across many different labels of the Native
American people of northwestern North America and, although confusing, feel that all these
identifiers have to be maintained. Changing names would only add to the confusion and
would make the work of future researchers more difficult. I have therefore used the original
identification of the group and put in brackets the current identification. Even today some
terms can create confusion. In Canada the aboriginal people are made up of the First Nations,
Inuit and Métis people. When I use the term ‘First Nations people’, I am referring to
Canadian Native Americans. When I use the term “a First Nation” or “that First Nation”, I am
referring to the ‘band’ or government of that group of people. In the United States the two
groups of aboriginal peoples are the Native Americans and the Eskimo-Aleut. When a
present day group uses its own self identification, I use that name. For example, the Gwich’in
or Gwitch’in people have in the past been identified as Kutchin, Louchoux and Tukudh. So
when the artifact is identified as Kutchin, I will write it as Kutchin (Gwich’in) for the first
time in the section about that artifact. After that I will continue to refer to it as it was
originally identified. In those cases when an artifact is identified from a First Nation group
that obviously did not make it, such as an Athapaskan artifact that was traded to the Tlingits
and then identified as Tlingit, I will comment on each one in a case by case situation.

Below is a brief table of Yukon First Nations peoples in and the various names that
have been used to identify us. This is not a complete list but shows the most common names
used. I have not included many of the groups neighbouring the Yukon in the below list but
will write about them as I get to them in this dissertation. I will list the Yukon Athapaskan
groups in the same order as shown in figure # 4 and after add some groups not included in the
map.
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Gwich’in (also Gwitch’in): Kutchin, Loucheux, Gens de Large, Rat Indians, Tukudh,

Takudh.

Han: Han Kutchin, Hankootchin, Wood people, Gens de Bois, Ai-
yan, Ayonais.

Upper Tanana: Tanana, Nabesna, Tannin-Kootchin, Tanna-Kutchin, Gens de
Buttes.

Northern Tutchone: Tutchone, Tutchone-Kutchin. Crow people, Gens de Foux,

Gens de Bois, Wood Indians, Mountain Indians, Caribou
Indians, Nehaunnes, A-yan, Ai-yan, and Gunana by the coastal

Tlingits.

Southern Tutchone: Tutchone, Stick Indians, Tinne and Gunana by the coastal
Tlingits.

Kaska: Goat, Nahane, Nahani, Nahanni, Tichotina.

Tagish: Stick Indians, Tag Indians, Tahk-heesh, Tahkeesh, Tagisch, and
Gunana by the coastal Tlingits.

Tahltan: Thalhthan, Toltan, Ti¢axhanoté-n, Taku People, Nahane, and
Gunana by the coastal Tlingits.

Inland Tlingit: Taku People, Takutine, Tah'ko-tin'neh, Nahane, and Gunana by
the coastal Tlingits.

Mountain Dene: Mountain Indians, Nahani, Goat, Shi-ta-dene, Gens des
Montagnes.

Note that some of the groups of people fell under one identifying name:
Northern Tutchone, Kaska, Tahltan and Mountain Dene were all at one time identified as
Nahane. The coastal Tlingit called everybody in the interior Gunana. The point is that early
identification of Yukon and surrounding peoples overlapped and was rather haphazard.

What is Yukon First Nations ‘Art’?

There is no direct translation for the word ‘art’ or ‘artist’ in Yukon First Nations
languages. The word ‘art’ in the western meaning did not exist in our culture. Yet artistic
creativity existed. What forms did this artistic creativity take? In Southern Tutchone the word
used for art is pronounced as Kris-eea. That word means “fix things” and also the “person
who fixes things”. So the word is used for art and artist. In Northern Tutchone the word Hutsi
means to make something and Dén Hutsi is a person who makes something. So how is the
modern reader to understand this? When a person is making a tool, clothing, or other item,
they are ‘making’ or ‘fixing’ it. The item is not complete until all parts are finished and that
often includes the decoration or art. Therefore, when we look at Yukon First Nations art, we
have to look at the context in which it was produced. Most of the time, the aesthetic part
(“making it fancy”) was integrated in the practical object, most likely executed towards the
end. The artist, or fixer, was a handy-(wo)man and decorator in one, the two aspects together
making up the art. Even objects made by shamans had their practical aspects, as possibly
were little talisman figures for the hunter or warrior. Early Yukon First Nations art remained
with the person as a tool or other functional object. This object was often also pleasing to
look at and sometimes had varied depths of meaning. This meaning depended on the object
itself, the owner and the rituals it was used for. In figure # 5 you will see a drum with a
complex stick figure as well as a series of other designs such as the zigzag lines.
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Figure # 5. Tutchone hand games drum collected at Ross River in 1913. VI-Q-39, CMC.

This image should not be seen as the image complete in and of itself, but as part of a
bigger picture. The image has its own story, it says something. Unfortunately, the story of the
image is now lost forever. But we can carefully speculate. For example, this image is on a
drum that creates a thythm. Since this drum has a strand of sinew across the top (it originally
had two strands), it was made for hand games (also called stick gambling). The drum was
played using a quick double-beat to create the rhythm during the games. So that image is part
of a competitive event that would involve the whole community. Traditionally, objects had
“power”, especially items that were used during community events like the hand games. In
this case, the drum should be seen as a participant in the games! A good illustration of a drum
being part of the event is with Upper Tanana Elder Walter Northway. He is an Upper Tanana
Native American and was born in the 1870s. In June 1971 Northway was helping celebrate a
5 day potlatch in Northway and this is what happened when he was asked to sign the
guestbook:

On the last day of the potlatch someone passed around a guest book for everyone to
sign. When the book came to Chief Northway, he held up his painted drum. “This is
my sign,” he declared. “When you see this drum, you know I am here. I don’t need to
write my name.” (Alaska Native Language Center 1987: Page ix)

So the drum was but one aspect of the bigger event or “cultural scene”. The process of the
making of the drum, gathering the material, the rhythm, the song, the story, the dance, the
food, all were more literally the “visual culture in progress”. This is actually less removed
than you might think from traditional Western art, where the artist had to be involved in the
process of making the paints and preparing the panels and where the religious knowledge and
ritual depicted in the art work was intimately lived by the artist and community alike.

To come back to the drum; the animal, in this case a caribou, was hunted and that
animal gave itself to the hunter. The hide was tanned and the use of that hide had to be
decided. Once the ideal piece of hide was selected it went to the drum maker (most likely the
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hunter and the fixer/maker) who then had to gather the wood for the frame and construct the
drum. He had to decide on an image to put on the drum and then had to gather the pigment to
make the paint. In this case red ochre, the preferred paint used by Yukon Athapaskans. The
artist would have had to travel to a red ochre pit and gather the ochre. He gave his thanks and
left an offering at that pit. In the recent past tobacco was left. The ochre now had to be
ground and then burnt. After this the powder was stored in a bag used for that specific
purpose. See figure # 6 for an example of an ochre bag. This bag was collected by Clement
Lewis at Teslin Lake and arrived at the National Museum of Canada, Ethnology Division
(now Canadian Museum of Civilization) in December 1912. Coming from Teslin Lake would
most likely make this bag an Inland Tlingit creation. The bag has geometric style beadwork
on it which was at times used by the Inland Tlingits.

Figure # 6. Athapaskan ochre bag. , VI-J-30, CMC.

The powder was mixed with a binding substance such as animal oil. Once the artist
decided on the image, he would create it in his own style and thus the image would often only
be understood by himself and maybe even those people around him. After the image was
completed and used, it would have a meaning for the artist. The people around him most
likely also learned its meaning, especially when they took part in those stick gambling games
and events where that drum was played. The people beyond his band may not have
understood what the image was about, but would have realized that it was important.

In the above case I have only been describing a stick gambling drum. A shaman’s
drum or a potlatch drum would be viewed in a different context. For example a potlatch drum
played to sing a good-bye song for the deceased person would be a sad event while a
shaman’s drum used in a healing ritual would have been a hopeful event.

Athapaskans always created different images. The viewer may not have understood
what the image was about unless the artist chose to explain it. Maybe the image had a deep
personal or spiritual meaning, not privy to others. This is why today, when I show Elders
photographs of various images, they most often say they do not know what the image means
and will not venture a guess.

Concerning the art of my people, many images have lost their meaning and have
nothing written about them. This makes research challenging. For example, in the case of the
Tutchone drum discussed above, not a single Elder offered an explanation as to its meaning
as they were not present when it was made or used. Neither did they know the maker. In my
culture it is not proper to just guess. In doing my research and writing this paper, [ have no
choice but to divert from my people’s habit of only speaking about what they know for sure.
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When I am not sure about certain imagery, [ will make suggestions to possible meaning or I
link the image to what I believe is a related story or event.

Now that I have dealt with some issues surrounding my research I will move on to my
findings. With the use of local Elder’s knowledge, historical photographs, previously
published material and my own analysis of artefacts I have worked at giving the big picture
of Yukon First Nations art which is what follows next.
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CHAPTER ONE: Cultural & Environmental Background, Art Periods and
Comparative Art Styles

In this chapter I will give a short environmental and cultural background which
includes some of our spiritual beliefs, our place in this human world and other worlds, and
our relationship with animals. I will discuss enough ethnology of the early Yukon peoples
for the reader to have a basic understanding of the cultural situation from which our art form
developed. I would also like the reader to keep in mind that there are slightly different
versions of rituals, stories and lifestyles over the whole area so the following descriptions are
intended as a basic overview. There are many good books that provide greater detail about
our cultures. One book I can recommend for the southern Yukon is Catharine McClellan’s
My Old People Say.

I will further write about the early images and break down the art into three art
‘periods’: Geometric, Beaded and Current. I will discuss some of the differences between the
Northwest Coast Indian art and early Yukon First Nations art, as well as differences between
Coastal Tlingit and early Inland Tlingit art.

I also want to point out that this dissertation is a general overview of the art from the
Cordillera region (explanation below) of the western arctic and as such does not focus totally
on any particular group. I do of course write about groups within regions and sometimes
about the details of a group. Each First Nation will have to create their own publication about
their people’s unique art but this dissertation can be a good reference to provide an overview
and also to locate their art in relation to other First Nations groups.

Brief Background of Yukon First Nations” World

The world of Yukon First Nations falls into different identifying areas. Yukon First
Nations people live in the western Sub-arctic which is one of the harshest environments in
North America.

. The Handbook of the American Indian: Volume Six Subarctic indentifies the western
Subarctic as the interior of Alaska, the Cordillera and the western Mackenzie District. It is on
the art made by people in the western Subarctic that my research is focused. The Yukon itself
is fully within Cordillera and the Handbook of the American Indian: Volume Six Subarctic
indentifies Cordillera as: the area includes the northern half of interior British Columbia, the
western edge of northern Alberta and the District of Mackenzie, all of Yukon Territory, and
much of northwestern interior Alaska. (Helm 1981:372)

As there were no borders before the coming of the white man I sometimes will use
these geological terms. As mentioned in the introduction the Yukon is the coldest place in
North America and the wildlife is quite sparse. This resulted in the people having to live a
semi-nomadic lifestyle. The summers were spent at fish camps where people netted fish and
dried them for caching for the winter months. The harvest from hunting and berry picking
was also added to those caches. The caching of food was very important since there was a
scarcity of resources over the winter and it required about 110 square kilometers of land to
support one person. This scarcity of resources allowed only small groups of people to live
over a wide area. Generally, there were not more than 30 people in a band. In the early fall,
when it was no longer possible to gather berries, the ground was too frozen to dig for roots
and, most importantly, it was no longer possible to net fish. At his time, the band would pack
up and move to their hunting areas. The fish camp tools and items not needed for the winter
were cached at the camp, ready to be used upon return. The people lived a nomadic life,
following and hunting the caribou and/or moose. When there was a shortage of food, the
people would return to the caches. In this type of small-band lifestyle the leader was the

33



person who knew best about a particular situation. In this scenario there could be a different
leader for all the various situations such as a hunting, trading, war, fish netting and so forth.
Generally, the men would be responsible for hunting the big game while the women hunted
for smaller animals such as rabbits. Women also tended to manage the day to day affairs at
the camp. There was a strong sense of cooperation and there was a general attitude of non-
confrontation, preferring to let bothersome or offensive people go rather than confront them.

The band was like a family who you spent most of your time with. Because of the
small bands each person was quite important. This individuality had a major effect on the art
produced by the Athapaskan people. Adulthood was marked by the first menstruation and
completion of the resulting seclusion ritual for girls and the killing of the first large game
animal for the boys. There may also have been a spirit guide quest into the wilderness, taken
by the boy to obtain a guardian spirit. In this harsh environment a person had more chance of
survival when one had a partner, so it was always important to have a spouse. When people
reached adulthood they married. Sometimes, a young person married an older person. Often
the marriages were arranged and it was not unusual that in the case of a spouse passing away,
the next available sibling of the deceased would become the new spouse. Men could have
more than one wife and women could have more than one husband. The marriage was always
between people from different moieties called clans. There are two clans in the south-central
Yukon, the Wolf and Crow clans, while the north-central Yukon has a third ‘middle’ clan.
The clan system played an important part in Yukon First Nations society. When a couple
married the husband generally lived with the wife’s family for the first year before settling on
their own. This allowed the husband to help the father in law hunting and thus learning about
that family’s area. This increased the husband’s knowledge of resources. The clan system
also allowed people to have ‘relatives’ throughout the region and if they were in a new area
the clan members there would assist them. In the north-central Yukon, the third clan is for
those people who are outsiders, such as a First Nation person from far away with a different
or no clan, or more recent, for white people who married into the group. In the case of the
southern Yukon a person marrying in from the outside, and not having a clan, would assume
the opposite clan to their spouse.

Yukon First Nations trace their family roots through their mothers, taking her clan and
tribe. The bond through the clan was stronger than through marriage. An example is the case
of Akhjiyis (Marge Jackson’s spelling of Ukjese in her Story of AkhJIYIS in Kwaday
Kwindiir) killing his brother in law. Akhji lyis’ brother in law went hunting on Akhjiyis” game
mountain without permission and before Akhjiyis himself got up the mountain. So when
Akhjiyis went up hunting on the mountain and discovered his brother in law already there he
got very angry and killed him. When Akhjiyis’ son discovered that his father had killed his
uncle, the son wanted to kill Akhjiyis for retribution for killing a member of his clan. As it
turns out the son did not kill Akhjiyis but the Crow Clan confronted Akhjiyis about the
murder he committed and the required retribution. In order to not have to give his life in
payment Akhjiyis gave his game mountain as well as the salmon rich creek of Klukshu to the
Crow Clan. At the present time, when a member of the Wolf Clan wants to fish at Klukshu,
he must ask permission from the Crow Clan. Any Crow Clan member present can grant
permission.

In the Yukon clan system First Nations people can marry their first cousins as long as
they are from the opposite clan. That would be their cross cousin. Because of the clan system
we cannot marry our parallel cousins. The cross cousins are the children of the mother’s
brother and the mother’s brother’s children would be from the clan of his wife. The parallel
cousins are children of the mother’s sister who would be the same clan because the clan
follows the female, in this case the aunt. In this system the male parallel cousins are
considered brothers and the female parallel cousins are considered sisters. An example is the
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case of well known Elder Annie Ned, my great grandmother who was married to Patty Smith.
Patty Smith’s mother’s sister had a son named Johnny Ned and because he was Patty Smith’s
parallel cousin, was considered his brother. When Patty Smith passed away, the next
available brother became the next spouse for Annie Ned. In this case it was Patty’s ‘brother’
Johnny Ned. Our language reflects these more complex family relationships. There are for
instance different words for the aunt or uncle from the mother’s side and from the father’s
side.

Interestingly, clan imagery played a big part in both Tagish and Inland Tlingit art but
not so in the rest of Yukon Athapaskan art.

In order to understand any culture’s art one has to understand that culture’s
spirituality and history. Our history comes from our stories since we have an oral tradition.
Our belief system is technically described as animism, believing that natural objects have
souls. My people believed that everything had a force. Many of us still believe in a Spirit
World and in the ancient times we believed in a number of other worlds. A Shaman’s spirit
guides provided him or her with a connection from this world to the Spirit and Animal
Worlds. Shamans were most often males but sometimes females. The Spirit world’s day was
our world’s night.

We believed in reincarnation: after we pass away and enter the Spirit world we can be
reborn. This belief is still wide spread today, even though most people have adopted
Christianity as their religion. The apparent contradiction of Christianity preaching one life
and one soul that is judged on judgment day, and our belief of many lives because of our
reincarnations, is not an issue for us. Some people believe they recognize in a child a person
who is reborn, especially when they see distinct traits that the previous person had. My
Great-grandmother Annie Ned believed I was a reincarnation of her second husband, Johnny
Ned. His Indian name was Aaxdzeez (Marge Jackson uses Akhjiyis, I use Ukjese). As a child
Annie Ned watched me and then one day she exclaimed: “That is Johnny Ned, that is
Aaxdzeez !” and from then on I was known to my family as Ukjese and have been considered
the reincarnation of Johnny Ned.

We believe we are reborn as a human, either male or female. A person could
remember parts of their past life only as a young child, until about the age of five or six years
old. After that, children lose their memories of that life, but could still retain special skills
from their past life. People did not come back as animals or other entities, because those
belonged to different worlds. But people could be taken into another world. When a person
was taken into the Animal World, she could not tell the difference between her own Human
World and the Animal World. One reason was that humans and animals spoke the same
language. Because they all understood each other, people were guarded about speaking out
loud about certain things, because the animals they were talking about could hear the
conversation. For example, one did not say “I am going to hunt moose today!” because the
moose would hear the person and the hunt would be unsuccessful. Humans could not enter
the Animal World by themselves but were taken there by an animal. Sometimes this
happened because the person was disrespectful towards those animals, or sometimes the
human followed an attractive person who turned out to be an animal in human form. Those
people who followed ended up marrying the animal. These themes occur in many stories and
often the return to the Human World resulted in a deeper understanding of the animals. The
returned person would teach the people how to behave with those animals. If a person was
taken to the Animal World, the only way she could get back to the Human World was
through the assistance of those animals the human has taken the form of, or from a shaman.
When a person entered the Animal World all her clothes fell off, so upon return to the Human
World she was naked. Another consequence was that the person could not stand the smell of
people, since we stank very badly to animals. People who returned from the animal world

35



could not even stand the smell of human’s clothing! Either the shaman could fix this situation
or the person had to live apart from the group until she slowly got used to the smell of people
again.

There was also another world under the water and that is where Crow went to steal the
sun and the moon. The world was always dark and Crow heard that a ‘High’ man owned the
sun and moon and he lived under the water. If you could lift up the edge of the water you
could walk under it and it was just like our world. This is what Crow did. See Figure # 7 of
my sketch of the scene after Crow transforms himself into a spruce needle or piece of dirt and
the ‘High’ man’s virgin daughter went down to the stream to get a drink of water. Remember
that when a person is in another world, it looks and feels just like our Human World.
Therefore, there are streams that people can drink from and even paddle canoes on the water
within the Water World. It was here that she drank Crow in the form of the spruce needle or
piece of dirt and how Crow was able to get inside her. The daughter then became pregnant
and later gave birth to a baby boy who was in fact Crow. Crow knew that grandparents spoil
their grandchildren and exploiting this behavior he was able to get the grandfather to let him
play with first the moon and later the sun. In this the boy seemingly ‘lost’ both the sun and
moon, but in fact stole them from the ‘High’ man. Once in his possession Crow took the sun
and moon back to the Human World. Crow attached the two to the bottom of the Sky World
and the Human World was now able to experience day and night.

The sun and moon did not move in the sky but instead the earth was rotating on a
shaft that was held by a female Elder, a view held long before Copernicus! Sometimes
demons came and tried to take the staff away and that is when the world shakes, causing our
earthquakes.

. The . ’sdaughtr in the underwater world. UvK drawing.

Figur
Above was the Sky World. When you looked up at night you could see the light

shining through the holes in the ground of the Sky World. The Sky World looked just like our
world and that is where the Sky or Star people came from. It is in the Sky World that the two
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sisters ended up being married to Star men. There was another world beyond the horizon that
we could see and this was generally thought of as the White Winter World. That is where
people thought the first white men came from. There was a barrier between the worlds and at
one time the animals broke through that barrier which helped to get a balanced climate. Now
there was not only winter, but the world had summer also. See figure # 8 for my illustration
of the various worlds and their relation to the Human World and figure # 9 for my painting of
a scene from “The Girl Who Lived with the Salmon”. This painting depicts the moment she
has just been returned to human form by a shaman after being in the Salmon World for at
least a year.

Figure # 8. Various First Nations Worlds. UvK. Drawing.

The above illustration gives you a basic view of our world in relationship to the other
worlds that occupy this planet. In the center of the land is the human camp by the lake, in the
world we occupy. It is beside the pivot point where the earth rotates. Beyond the horizon is
the White Winter World and above is the Sky World. You can see people living there, as well
as the holes in the ground of the Sky World. One part of the sky is becoming night and this is
the beginning of day for the Spirit World. The Water World also has a camp since when a
human is in that world, the fish look, act, and speak just like humans. Across the lake from
the Human World is a camp from the Animal World. Note that the sun and moon are attached
to the bottom of the sky world. The sun and moon were sometimes thought of as being alive,
just like people, but with god- like powers.
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Figure # 9. The Girl Who Lived with the Salmon has returned to Human Form. UvK. Painting.

In the above painting you can see the girl who has just been returned to human form.
The girl was playing along the water with four (the number four is the most common number
used in Yukon First Nations stories) other children the previous summer and suddenly
vanished. The other kids, and later the parents, went looking for her in vain. They thought
maybe a bear got her. They went to a shaman to find out if that is what happened. The
shaman consulted his spirit guides and found out that the Salmon people took their daughter.
The shaman said that they had to watch for her in the next year when they were netting
salmon. That next year, when the mother was about to cut the head off of a salmon, her knife
scraped along a copper necklace. The daughter had been wearing a copper necklace when she
vanished and the mother now knew that this fish was her daughter. The parents took the fish
to the shaman so he could return her to human form. The shaman put the fish in a pit covered
with swan down and started his ritual. After a period of time he saw breathing from the pit
and was able to pull the naked child from the swan’s down. After she was given some
clothes, the shaman cured her of the disgust she had for the smell of humans. The girl was
later able to teach the people how the salmon wanted to be treated. This is the basic story, but
there are various versions from different areas around the Yukon. Note in the painting the
coming of night and thus the Spirit World. The stars are the light shining through the bottom
of the Sky World. The sun and moon are attached to the bottom of the Sky World and the
water represents the Water World. The two people sitting behind the fire are in fact wolves
who have taken human form and represent the Animal World. When animals take human
form they always sit on the opposite side of the fire from people.

The world was always here but there was a time when it flooded, and was remade by,
for south-central Yukon First Nations people, Crow. Crow was a very powerful deity but with
human characteristics. Once Crow remade the world he created men and later created
women. Next, Crow (along with Beaverman) had to make the world a safe place for human
beings since there were many dangers in the early world. Once done he left and has not been
back since. Interestingly enough, historically there have been a series of floods in the
southern Yukon, the largest flood ending 9,000 years ago when the present day Whitehorse
would have been under at least 70 meters of water! Once the flood happened Crow was
trapped over the water with no place to land and was getting concerned until he saw Sea
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Woman or Seal Women (depending on the version), sunning herself on a mound of dirt. See
figure # 10 of my painting of Crow flying over the flood and figure # 11 of Crow stealing Sea
Woman'’s baby. Crow flew behind Sea Woman and stole her baby. Crow told Sea Woman he
would not return her baby until she brought up more earth from the bottom of the water. He
had to ask four times. Again, four is an important number and often things have to be tried
four times in stories before they will succeed. The fourth he asked Sea Woman did bring up
earth and Crow then spread that earth around with his beak to remake the world.

Figure # 11. Crow steals Seawoman’s baby and thus forces her to bring up earth so he can remake the World.
UvK. Painting.
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For other Athapaskan groups other animals dove down to bring up earth. For
example, it was Beaver for the Gwich’in people. The ‘earth-diver’ story is common
throughout northwestern North America. Once the world was remade Game Mother made
many of the animals but most of the animals were large and often ate people. There were also
cannibals that preyed on people. It was looking as though human beings would become
extinct! To prevent this, Game Mother called all the animals to pull out their sharp teeth so
they could not eat people anymore. Only some came, the moose, sheep, caribou and so forth.
Other animals hid and did not respond to Games Mother’s calls. These were the bear, wolf
and those animals that still today have sharp teeth. See figure # 12 of my sketch of Game
Mother removing the sharp teeth from the animals.

Figure # 12. Game Mother removing the animals’ sharp teeth. UvK. Painting.

Once the obeying groups of animals had their teeth removed, the world was a bit safer
for humans but there were still many dangers. Because of this, Crow and Beaverman teamed
up and travelled around the world, making the giant animals smaller and killing all the
cannibals. Crow and Beaverman kept the animals small by killing the parent animals and
telling the baby animals not to grow any bigger. See figure # 13 for my painting of Crow and
Beaverman killing one of the cannibals.

Figure # 13. Crow and Beaverman killing the Cannibal. UvK. Painting.
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In the above story Crow and Beaverman trick the cannibal into taking his clothes off
so that the cold would weaken him. Once weakened by the cold Crow and Beaverman could
easily kill the cannibal and his wife, who was in the skin house in the background.

The story of two brothers or partners travelling around the world fixing things is also
common throughout northwestern North America. The stories of Crow and his travels and
adventures on earth are commonly referred to as the Crow cycle. Sometime after the world
was safe for humans Crow went away and has not come back. These stories are basically how
our world was formed and changed into our present world.

Relationships with Animals

Because Athapaskans lived so close to nature it only stands to reason that animals
played a large role in the lives of Yukon First Nations people. The relationship was so close
that sometimes the differences between animals and humans became blurred, as becomes
clear in the stories where people entered the Animal World or animals entered the Human
World. People often had animal spirit guides that helped them in many things, especially in
hunting. Shamans would have up to eight spiritual guides and while they did not all have to
be animal spirits, most were.

I will start off by listing the birds in their order of importance for early Yukon First
Nations. Most readers will find that this list is not what they were expecting. I am sure most
of you had thought that the eagle is the most important bird for Yukon Athapaskans. This
idea has been spread by pan-Indianism and the importance the eagle has for the Plains
Indians. While the eagle is significant and even sacred for many First Nations groups in other
parts of North America, it simply was not for the Athapaskans in north-western North
America. The most important and therefore the most depicted bird is the Raven who is called
Crow, although the images of Crow have been at times misidentified as an eagle. The name
Crow has caused a bit of confusion for outsiders as there are no crows in the Yukon and yet
one of the two moieties is Crow. There is no real explanation to how this came about but I
suspect that the first white men in the Yukon called the Ravens crows and the name stuck.
Furthermore, the powerful deity who helped make the world right for humans is called Crow.
The coastal Tlingits called the Crow clan Raven clan and the equivalent to our Wolf clan is
the coastal Tlingit’s Eagle Clan. The next important bird is the owl, often the bringer of bad
news. When an owl visits you or is around your camp and hoots he is bringing you bad news.
In this case, there will be a coming of bad luck, often in the form of a person getting injured,
becoming sick or dying. The owl was still a concern for my people at wilderness camps when
I was a teenager. I have never seen the owl depicted in any form. The next bird is the most
spiritual and its feathers, down, bones, feet and other parts are used by my people in rituals.
The down was especially used by shamans and you have read an example of this in the story
above. The graceful animal I am referring to is the swan and could be considered as one of
the birds most called upon during spiritual practices. Interestingly, I have not come across a
single image that has been positively identified as a swan but swan feather fans are used in
potlatches. Next is the seagull, a bird symbolizing trade. Seagull feathers are periodically
used and I think this bird is sometimes depicted in art. I will discuss the seagull in more detail
in the next chapter on Geometric Art images. The next birds also have some importance for
Yukon First Nations people for various reasons. Woodpecker feathers were used for dance
wanes and grave markers and Canada Jays (Camp Robbers) are considered good luck as they
always visit especially when an animal is killed. There are some other birds that are
mentioned in stories such as chickadees, eagles, hawks and snipes. Interestingly, one of the
most important, traditional uses of the eagle was the fabrication of gopher snares from their
feather spines. For the Inland Tlingit the eagle does have a greater importance, since the eagle
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(Dakhlawedi) is one of the clans under the Wolf (Yanyedi) moiety. For the Coastal Tlingits,
Raven is Eagle’s wife, which then means the Coastal Raven is a female. In the Yukon, Raven
would be Crow clan and Eagle would be Wolf clan. In the past a few Inland Tlingit groups
located closest to the coast sometimes used the terms Eagle and Raven clan instead of Wolf
and Crow. For Southern Yukon First Nations the Wolf-Eagle identification issue is not a
problem. The Elders simply say: “Wolf claims Eagle” and everything is fine.

One bird I did not mention but also ranks quite high is the thunderbird. The bird is
from the ancient times, but since we still have thunder in the Yukon, some Elders may
believe that the thunderbird is still around. In McClellan’s My Old People Say some of her
informants report of people they knew that have seen thunderbirds. I have not seen any
depictions of thunderbirds, but there is a Yakutat Tlingit Thunderbird crest. The Yakutat are
said to be Athapaskans who moved to the coast a long time ago and adopted the Tlingit
culture and language but retained Athapaskan stories and other Athapaskan traits. The
thunderbird is described in My Old People Say on page 175 by various southern Yukon
people as: “eyes just flashed and flashed and there was a thunder sound...”This informant
described the thunderbird as being about the size of a camp robber (Canada jay).”He had a
bill like an eagle. Both the bill and the ends of his wings were golden,...looking like a blue
grouse, but having a red chest.” Although small the thunderbird is very dangerous. A Tahltan
story about the dangers of thunderbird points this out. A Tahltan clan had left their village
after a dispute and was travelling down the Teslin River to start a new life. The leader saw a
shiny feather on the ground and kicked it. It turned out to be a thunderbird feather and when
he kicked it there was an explosion or flash of lightning. The result was that most people in
the clan were killed and the few survivors were absorbed into the other local First Nations
groups in the area.
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Figure # 14. The Tahltan leader kicks the thunderbird feather. UvK painting.
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There was a song about this event that used to be sung by the Tagish people at Carcross.

Besides birds there are other animals such as wolves, bears, otters, and even mice that
hold various levels of respect or spiritual values. A good example is the wolf. The wolf is an
often shown image because it is one of the two Yukon moieties. Images of wolves have been
painted, engraved, carved and beaded. They are still placed on headstones when a person of
the Wolf clan passes away. There are stories about wolves taking human form and helping
people.

The other important animal is the bear. They are often thought of as relatives and
there are many stories of people going with bears and living with them. To repeat, when
people enter the Animal World they see everything as if it was the Human World and the
animals look and act human. So when the people went with a bear and they were married,
and they went to what appeared to the fish camps, they would have gone to what was in fact
the bear’s own fishing areas along the creeks and rivers where the salmon spawned. Many
groups do not eat bear meat since they are thought of as relatives, but men do go out to kill
bears as a sign of bravery and population control. Later I will be discussing carvings of
bears.

A powerful animal is the wolverine. Wolverines are always breaking into food caches,
stealing all the food and peeing on whatever is left over, so that others can not use it. They
are furious and cunning. Once, in ancient times, when a hunter had killed a wolverine, he
wondered what kind of brain this animal had that made him so mean. So the hunter split open
the wolverine’s skull and thus released all the mosquitoes into the world! I have seen no
depictions of wolverines.

Besides the predators, there are all the other animals that are needed for survival such
as the caribou, moose and sheep. There are a number of these animals shown in hunting
scenes, often on arrow quivers. The arrow quivers will be examined closer in chapter seven-
Art of the Hunt & War. There are stories of people being taken by caribou and living with
them. Many of these stories start off with the human being somehow offending the animal
and then the animal takes that person. Once the human being has lived with the animals it
allows her to better understand them. She is shown how to respect and treat them, even after
her human relatives have killed the animal for food. The Girl (or Boy, depending on the
version) who lived with the Salmon story (see above) is a good example of a person learning
the salmon’s ways. Note that when people are taken by animals to their world, time and space
are different. Days in the Animal World may in reality be weeks in the Human World. Also,
animals seem to easily travel back and forth between the worlds and adopt human form, but
people cannot do the same. And to repeat, when an animal takes a person, only the animals or
a human shaman can return the person to human form. Beavers and the double-limbed
beavers (also from the ancient times) were important animals and were one of the clans of the
Tagish and Inland Tlingit. I will discuss them in more detail in chapter eight-Art of the
Potlatch & Death. Frogs were also a crest and there are many stories and images of them. I
will discuss frogs in more detail in the Art of the Potlatch chapter. Beavers and frogs were
impressive to Yukon First Nations people because they could live in two worlds (water and
land). There were other animals with a very dark side besides the wolverines. They were
otters and martens. People did not talk about these animals, as they had strong powers and
just talking about them could cause problems. Remember that animals can hear and
understand what people are talking about. Yet over the years the value of otter furs seems to
have reduced the strong fear that existed in the past.

While I have mentioned animals of which there are no images, in the coming chapters
I will be focusing only on those animals that are depicted in some way.

43



Languages, Environment & Inland Tlingits

Yukon First Nations people are made up of two language groups, the Athapaskan and
the Inland Tlingit. The Athapaskan people span from the western part of Alaska to Hudson’s
Bay in the east. The northern limit is the tree line; from there the Inuit occupy the land. In
Canada the southern limit is roughly from central British Columbia and the northern part of
Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba. The coastal mountains generally mark the western
limit from the Pacific Ocean. In the south there are small Athapaskan pockets down the
southwestern coast of the United States. These are the Pacific Athapaskans. In the
southwestern interior of the United States are the Navahos and the Apaches, the southern
Athapaskans. Athapaskans are one of the most widely distributed of all the Indian linguistic
families of North America and in terms of territory; you could easily put all of Europe inside
the Athapaskan areas! The Inland Tlingit speak the same language as the Tlingits along the
Alaskan coast and live in a small area of the southern Yukon and Northern British Columbia.

The northern Athapaskans share a language and an environment which is part of the
sub-arctic of North America. Besides the land they also shared a similar lifestyle, spiritual
beliefs and art. Because of the shared art styles, and because of the limited inventory of early
Yukon First Nations artifacts, [ will also refer to Athapaskan groups outside the Yukon to
reinforce my ideas. As you can see on the map in figure # 4 in the introduction, the Yukon
First Nations people are made up of the Northern and Southern Tutchone, Tagish, Kaska,
Han, Gwich’in and some Upper Tanana in the western part of the Yukon. You will also
notice that the Tahltan are just south of the Yukon border. I have included Tahltan art as it
relates to the early Yukon art; less than 200 years ago they were settled in the southern
Yukon until they were displaced by the Inland Tlingit. While not on the map, there is also
Mountain Dene in Ross River who originally came from just the other side of the Yukon-
Northwest Territory border. Before the Yukon borders were established there was a lot of
movement across these present day national and territorial boundaries.

The Inland Tlingits are relatively-speaking newcomers to the Yukon. They moved
inland from the Juneau area in coastal Alaska about 200 years ago. Trade is cited as the most
likely reason, since the coastal Tlingits traded with the Russian American Company and later
with the Hudson’s Bay Company and American trading companies. The coastal Tlingits, in
turn, traded with the interior Athapaskans. The trade with the interior had been well
established by the time the first white people arrived in the area. By moving inland it is
assumed that trade was made easier, but at the same time it set off a series of ‘raids’ back and
forth with the Tahltan people. Over a period of time the Tahltan were displaced and those
areas are now settled by the Tlingit. In order to survive in the harsher interior environment
the Tlingits had to adapt to the interior lifestyle and thus had to take on many aspects of
interior culture. This was also facilitated by intermarrying with interior peoples.

There was already a lot of intermarrying between the Tlingits and the Athapaskan
people and this simply carried on when the Tlingit moved inland. After the move inland it
was not possible for the now Inland Tlingit to work in the coastal style art. It became lost
along with the coastal lifestyle because of the different environment they came from. But the
Inland Tlingit did retain their language, clan structures and spiritual beliefs. As Julie
Cruikshank says in Through the Eyes of Strangers: A Preliminary Survey of Land Use
History in the Yukon During the late Nineteenth Century:

In order to adapt to their new environment-freshwater fishing, hunting of caribou,
moose, small game animals, birds-they had to radically alter their material culture. At
the same time they retained their coastal Tlingit language, their social culture and
their economic ties with the coast. (Cruikshank 1974: V 32)
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The radical change included their art which became less recognizable as coastal Tlingit and
more like Athapaskan art. The Inland Tlingits did not exactly copy the Athapaskan art, but
developed their own unique art ‘style’ that had Athapaskan characteristics. I will be
discussing this later in the chapter.

Art Periods

I have divided the art from the Yukon into three periods. These periods could also be
applied to other First Nations groups neighboring the Yukon, since their experiences are very
similar to what happened in the Yukon Territory. They are the Geometric Period, the Beaded
Period (which can be also thought of as the Floral Period because of the near exclusive use of
floral designs) and the Current Period. There is a certain amount of overlap in styles and
therefore I would like you to realize that these periods do not have set start and end dates.
Some parts of an art practice may have continued into the next art period.

Geometric Period

The Geometric Period holds the earliest art style. I indentify this period as the
Geometric Period because the art was quite geometric in nature. The earliest example I have
seen is from about 7300 years before the present. So, as you can see, this is an old art style.
The art is generally much like the early European Paleolithic Art that was done in Europe
10,000 years ago by hunter-gathers. Once the Europeans switched to farming their art
changed. Since Yukon First Nations stayed hunter gatherers, farming not being an option
here, the hunter-gatherer art style stayed the same until very recently. The art was painted,
engraved, embroidered and carved on those items that members of the band possessed such
as tools, drums, spoons, quivers, clothing, amulets, etc. While figurative images were created,
there were also a lot of non-figurative images/motifs. This art period started its decline with
the introduction of beads and other trade items. At first, the beads simply replaced the
porcupine embroidery imagery. Starting sometime after the late 1800s, floral bead designs
were adopted and there was a rapid decline of creating embroidered art. In addition traded
tools replaced hand made tools and designs were not added to these new tools. The
Geometric art style was pretty much replaced with the influx of trade items in the late 1800s
and early 1900s although a few rare elements of this art style were still made until World War
Two, after which point the geometric imagery vanished. In the coming chapters I will be
examining various art forms from the Geometric Period in detail. See my illustration of a
typical Geometric Period Art man in figure # 15 below.
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Figure # 15. Art from the Geometric Period. UvK drawing.
Beaded Period

Beads started making their way into the interior in the early to mid 1800s. As I
mentioned earlier the beads simply replaced the embroidery and the art style was still
geometric. Once bead use was well established floral designs began to appear. The beadwork
was limited to clothing, bags and those hide and cloth articles that beadwork could be done
on. | suspect that the floral designs generally arrived from the north via the Hudson Bay
Company’s trade routes. That route would start from the supply depots in the south of Canada
and the trade items, including beads, would be moved north, down the Mackenzie River.
Once at the northern end of the Mackenzie River the trade items went overland to the
Porcupine River and followed down river towards the west to the junction of the Yukon
River and the Hudson Bay trading post of Fort Yukon. When First Nations women saw the
beaded floral patterns owned by the Métis helpers and the beaded creations by the wives of
Hudson Bay staff, the woman also started to create floral designs.

The more complex Mackenzie style floral designs that reached Fort Yukon in the late
1840s, early 1850s became simpler floral designs that worked their way up the Yukon River
toward to south and into the upper Yukon River area. There were also unique Tahltan and
Inland Tlingit floral designs, but those came from other sources. The Inland Tlingit adopted
the coastal Tlingit floral style and the Tahltan never really left the geometric designs. As you
will see in the coming chapter on bead designs, there were regional styles. I discuss the four
Yukon regional styles: the Gwich’in, the Upper Yukon River, the Inland Tlingit and the
Tahltan. I will describe the beaded animal designs in the chapter on figurative art. The
Beaded Period started around the mid-1800s and lasted until World War Two, so a span of
almost a 100 years. The tourist trade that came with the Klondike Gold Rush of 1898 started
the decline of the Beaded Period. The Beaded Period was pretty well over with the
completion of the Alaska Highway in World War Two. After World War Two the regional
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styles and fancy beaded designs faded away. This leads us to the next period, the Current
Period. See figure # 16 of my illustration of a man from the Beaded Period.

Figure # 16. Art from the Beaded Period. UvK drawing.

The Current Period

The forces that result in the loss of the Yukon First Nations visual culture to the point
that we are now creating an art form that was never done in the Yukon, the Northwest coast
Indian art style along with some Pan-Indianism styles, starts with the introduction of the
white man’s trade items. The current Period’s art is most often carving in wood, painting in
acrylics and prints. The original geometric style production is reduced with trade until it
ceases to exist after World War Two. Even the regional beaded styles are gone after World
War Two. The building of the Alaskan Highway in World War Two is a major turning point
for Yukon First Nations visual culture because it signifies a major chance for Yukon First
Nations culture overall. The Alaska Highway opened up the Yukon, to the point where
almost all Yukon First Nations children could be taken to the Christian mission schools. The
Canadian government’s policy of what is commonly known as “Killing the Indian in the
child” could therefore be used to a greater extent. The policy was devastatingly successful in
the killing of Yukon First Nations culture. A cultural void was created after World War Two.
Almost all First Nations children born after 1945 grew up only speaking English. The Yukon
First Nations spiritual beliefs were in decline before World War Two and the last shamans
passed away in the 1970s. Our spirituality was replaced, or at least heavily absorbed, by
Christianity. People furthermore lost their ability to live off the land. While presently some
First Nations people hunt and spend time in the bush, very few spend most of their time in the
wilderness anymore. People are still creating bead designs, but the styles have blended and
become simpler. The older fancier regional styles are almost gone. Other than the beadwork
there was little else done and the visual culture, the art, was nowhere to be seen. It was as if
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Yukon First Nations had no art. This void was to be filled, starting in the mid-1980s, with
the Northwest Coast Indian art style. It reached a point where in present day Yukon the
northwest Coast Indian art style is generally thought of as being the traditional art style of the
Yukon First Nations people!

One of the reasons that Yukon First Nations culture was quite effectively destroyed
was a combination of a determined oppressive government (First Nations were not made
citizens of Canada until 1956, could not attend public school until 1959 and could not vote in
a federal election until 1960!) that totally controlled a group of people that had a small
population and was generally non-confrontational. The defensive isolation that protected the
original Yukon First Nation culture was largely removed with the Alaska Highway and other
roads built in World War Two. When you compare the Yukon First Nations situation to other
groups that were taken over, you will see the larger and more aggressive populations are
given more respect and power from the dominant culture after the take-over. For instance, the
warlike Maoris from New Zealand could not be effectively conquered by the British. Closer
to the Yukon was the relationship between the Tlingits and Russians. The Russian America
Company established New Archangel (now Sitka) in 1799 but it was wiped out by the
Tlingits in 1802 and about 150 Russians and Aleut workers were killed and the remainder
enslaved. The Russians returned in 1804 and defeated the Tlingits and restored New
Archangel. But from this point on the Russians never dominated the Tlingits and always had
to be on guard against attack. The larger population and aggressiveness of the Tlingits limited
the power of the Russians during the whole time they occupied Alaska.

As I mentioned before the defensive isolation protected Yukon First Nations culture
but only until the Yukon was ‘opened up’ to the outside world in World War Two. Examples
of other groups where their culture was protected by isolation are the Athapaskan Apaches in
the southwestern United States. The United States policy towards Native Americans was one
of annihilation and if that was not possible the tribe was to be isolated. As a result of this the
Apache culture stayed intact and was still strong. For example they were still wearing
traditional hide clothing in the early twentieth century, well after Yukon First Nations had
stopped making the traditional hide clothing. In the Yukon the most isolated community is
Old Crow; the only way to get there is to fly in. As a result of the isolation the Gwich’in
people have retained overall slightly more of their culture (including their language) than the
other Yukon First Nations.

Brief Explanation of Yukon First Nations Images

One common aspect of Yukon First Nations art is the artist’s desire for individuality.
Everybody made their own images for their own reasons. This could be to make something
fancy, or to represent their clan, a story, or a historical event or maybe for the purposes of a
talisman for successful hunts. There was also art that was created with spiritual intent, such as
shaman’s art. The art provided a link to other dimension, such as the Spiritual World or
Animal World. Lastly, there would have been instances that art was made for art sake, or to
make an item fancy. When I looked at early artifacts I did not come across any images or
items that were the exact copy of another. If the images were very close in style I believed
they were made by the same artist, since that art was often collected from the same area
during the same period. However, there are still similarities to be found in the works created
within groups. An example is the rendering of painted or beaded bird styles by the Inland
Tlingit. These images, while each being unique, still had the same feel collectively, and
differed from the bead bird styles from the Tutchone people, even though they are neighbors.
I will be showing examples of such art in Chapter Five-Figurative Art. Overall the Inland
Tlingit had a larger image vocabulary, including the clan imagery, than Yukon Athapaskans.
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The common medium that was used for making art in the Yukon was quill or bead
work on hides and incising and/or painting on tools, drums and other items. The art was
added to the things people used. Art was not created to be hung on the skin house’s walls for
the sole aim of enjoyment or esthetics. Instead, a wall pocket that had a purpose would be
beautifully beaded and hung on a tent or cabin wall, which could be enjoyed by all.

A Comparison between Coastal Tlingit Art and Yukon First Nations Art

The following are my observations about the early art styles in the Yukon. The first
obvious difference with the Coastal Tlingit, as well as most of the Northwest Coast Indian
Art tradition, is that the coastal peoples followed a very strict set of rules on the creation and
presentation of their art. When an image was ‘constructed’ it was done with present patterns.
Basically, these patterns or shapes are the ovoid, circle, “U” (an ovoid split in half), “L” and
“S” shapes that are basically the “U” shape split in half. There are primary shapes or form
lines and they are often done in black. They provide the main structure of the image.
Secondary shapes are often done in red oxide and fill in the spaces of the main structure.
Finally, tertiary shapes fill any remaining smaller spaces. These tertiary shapes are often in
blue, green or blue-green colours. See figure # 17 below for a basic breakdown of Northwest
Coast Indian art motifs. Once the artist understands the function of the shapes he can follow
the rules in the creation of an image. A raven would have a straight beak, an eagle a curved
beak so the tip pointed down, a hawk’s beak would curve fully back, and so forth. So a raven
created by one Tlingit artist would not be too different, if at all, from another Tlingit artist’s
raven. Only an expert may be able to identify the creator based on maybe the thickness of the
ovoid form lines or in other aspects where personal variation can be added without breaking
the rules. This approach to the creation of art was in some ways the opposite for early Yukon
First Nations artists, in which case every artist’s work was unique.

Figure # 17. Basic Northwest Coast Indians art forms. UvK drawing.
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Yukon Athapaskans admire individuality and it shows in the art. They were however
restricted by the available material and by the fact that they had to be on the move seasonally,
something the Tlingits did not have to do. Yukon art was placed on tools, clothing and other
items that could be easily transported. The Coastal Tlingit, with the wealth of the ocean on
their doorstep, did not have to lead a semi-nomadic lifestyle and therefore had permanent
villages. They also had the large cedar wood to work with to create large works of art. They
made poles and long houses that were permanent structures and created bentwood boxes that
were too heavy to easily carry. Those bentwood boxes were intended to stay in the long
houses. The Tlingits also added their art on spoons, canoes, paddles, drums, clothing etc. like
the Yukon artists did. Material and environmental limitations resulted in the interior ‘style’
that once was common throughout the Yukon and neighboring Alaska, Northwest Territories
and northern British Columbia. The material and environmental richness along the Pacific
coast resulted in the Northwest Coast Indian art style that was common along the whole
Northwest coast.

Another difference was the purpose of the art. Along the Northwest Coast the images
presented clans, families, people, stories and history. There was of course decorative art done
in the Northwest Coast but that seemed to be of a secondary nature. The Athapaskan art, on
the other hand, was quite decorative and there were few images when compared to the
Tlingits. Athapaskan art was largely to make things ‘fancy’ as opposed to narrative. Narrative
art was made but in limited quantity. Another difference between the interior and the coast
was the use of black and red paints. Black paint was made form charcoal and red paint made
from red ochre. The coastal artists mainly used black and as a secondary color red. In the
interior, red was the most commonly used color and black was only used once in a while,
even though obtaining black paint was much easier. Maybe red was more valued because of
its restricted availability.

Comparison between Inland Tlingit and Coastal Tlingit Art

When the Coastal Tlingit moved to the interior and became the Inland Tlingit, their
art changed. Environment affects the creation of art. Like the art of all Yukon First Nations,
Inland Tlingit art was greatly different from the art of the coastal peoples just on the other
side of the coastal mountains. The rich resources and lush climate of the coast allowed for the
establishment of dedicated artists. That is, these people were able to become specialized in
the field. They did not have to spend a great deal of their time seeking food or preparing for
winter. This all changed when the first Coastal Tlingits moved inland to become the Inland
Tlingit people. They made this change of location in order to trade. When they arrived there
may have been a lot of intermarrying with the Athapaskans in order to ease the adjustment to
the new environment. Even though they came from the coast originally, the Inland Tlingit did
not use the ovoid and “U”, “S” and “L” shapes. It is likely that the artists of the Coastal
Tlingit did not accompany the Tlingit traders, for obvious reasons. The environment would
have changed the role of the artist into a hunter-gatherer. When the rich resources of the coast
were left behind the tribe could no longer support a person who only created art work; they
would have had to contribute to the group in a more practical way. If the coastal Tlingit
artists did move inland, they would have found there was no cedar to work with and the local
wood not as agreeable to carve. Those artists would now have to live a semi-nomadic
lifestyle and anything they created would have to be either left at the old camp or carried to
the next camp by themselves or the new owners. This would have been a very difficult task.
Still, one would think that some of the Inland Tlingit traders who moved inland would have
produced art in the coastal style. However, I have never seen any examples of this. Whatever
the case, the Inland Tlingit very quickly adopted more individual Athapaskan art style. I have
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seen one piece of ovoid use from the 1950s which was made by an Inland Tlingit artist.
Before this time I have seen no coastal Tlingit art style examples made by Inland Tlingit
artists. Any other northwest coast art I did view was traded into the Yukon.

This drum is the only example of the coastal Tlingit style of art I came across and
would be the only example of Northwest Coast art made for at least the next 20 years in the
Yukon. This is the drum that Jim Fox donated to the MacBride Museum in the 1970s. On top
of this, the drum’s image was not the original image created on the drum! The coastal style
eye ovoids are painted over top of an earlier design. See figure # 18 for this example. The
drum was donated, and may have been created, by Jim Fox. Emma Shorty, an Inland Tlingit
from Teslin, identified Jim Fox as her uncle. This would make this drum belong to the Inland
Tlingit community of Teslin, Yukon. The seven Northwest Coast Indian art style eyes in the
centre are loosely painted in a circle close to the center of the drum. These lines are not as
fine as lines on the drums of the coastal Tlingits. The old photographs of Coastal Tlingit
drums show very finely finished lines. The change in drum design may indicate an intention
to sell it to tourists. It appears that the original design was maybe depicting the Crow and
whale/fish story and later the design was changed to a Northwest Coast Indian design with
‘Whitehorse Y.T.” painted on it. The addition of ‘Yukon, Whitehorse’ and other such location
identifiers was often a sign that the item was intended for the tourist trade. See figure # 18,
right, for my sketch of the first intended motif.

Figure # 18, top; NWC style drum. X72.1.56,_MacBride Museum. Bottom; UvK drawing.

While some Northwest Coast Indian art was done in the Yukon in the 1970s the strict
coastal art style that is now common in the Yukon has only been created since the mid-1980s.
This is when Inland Tlingit artists such as Keith Wolf-Smarch went searching for their
culture and found no Yukon examples of Native art. They then looked to the Coastal Tlingit
art style for inspiration. After all, the coastal Tlingit long house and totem poles were still
standing, as were bent-wood boxes covered in Tlingit art. That art filled the artistic First
Nations void in the Yukon, especially for the Inland Tlingit. It was easier for the Inland
Tlingit to adopt the coastal style because of their connections with their ancestral relatives
and art from the coast. Another possible reason for the absence of coastal style art created by
the Inland Tlingit before the 1950s is stated by McClellan in The Handbook of North
American Indians, Volume 6. Subarctic:
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Although their ancestors formerly lived along the upper Taku River, during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries most of the Inland Tlingit moved permanently
across the divide to the headwaters of the Yukon River, perhaps splitting the ancestors
of the Athapaskan speaking Tagish from the Athapaskan Tahltan. Some or all of the
Inland Tlingit may themselves be descended from Athapaskan-speaking Indians that
adopted Tlingit as their chief language owing to extensive trade and intermarriage
with coastal Tlingits during the nineteenth century. Specifically, they may be the
descendants of the Athapaskans that Dawson (1889:193B) and Emmons (1911:5)
called Taku and described as speaking Tahltan or a closely related dialect and in fact
the Tlingit they speak diverges somewhat from that of the Coastal Tlingit, who class
them as gunana ‘strangers’. (Helm 1981: 469)

Based on the above statement, at least a certain percentage of the present Inland
Tlingit are Athapaskans that adopted the Tlingit language. This is plausible, since in the past
many First Nations people were multi-lingual and could speak two or three languages. The
people in that area were already fluent in the Tlingit language and over time this became their
main language. This would have improved trade and pleased their main trading partners, the
coastal Tlingit. With the adoption of the language it seems that absorbing other aspects of the
culture would only be logical, such as the more complex clan system and house crest system.
Examples of this approach can be seen with the Southern Tutchone, who in the past all could
speak fluent Tlingit and adopted simpler versions of the coastal Tlingit clans. Unlike the
Inland Tlingit, the Southern Tutchone did not have a formal Eagle clan, but recognize the
Eagle clan and place it under the Wolf clan. There is also a Frog House of the Crow clan.
Further to the north, the Northern Tutchone do not have such variations to the clan, it is
simply Wolf and Crow. If many Athapaskan people adopted the Tlingit language this would
explain why the early art of the Inland Tlingit was in the Yukon Athapaskan art style, since
some of the creators would have been Tlingit speaking Athapaskans. 1 believe the
combination of a) some coastal Tlingits moving inland, intermarrying with the Athapaskans
and adjusting to the environment and b) some Athapaskans adopting the Tlingit language,
resulted in the Inland Tlingit art style having its own uniqueness: quite different from the
coastal Tlingit art and quite similar to the rest of the Yukon First Nations art styles.
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Chapter Two-Geometric & Decorative arts
Geometric Period

I have identified the earliest art in the Yukon as the Geometric Period since the
examples are geometric in nature. The materials used in the creation of the imagery went a
long way in dictating the form the art would take; this resulted in the geometric style. Tools,
drums, arrow quivers, etc. were painted with red ochre or charcoal and/or were engraved;
clothing was painted with red ochre and decorated with porcupine or bird feather spine
quillwork and fur robes were sewn together to form geometric patterns. There were
decorative motifs as well as human, animal and other unidentifiable figures. The later
chapters of this paper focus on human and animal images but in this chapter [ focus more on
the motifs and non-figurative art as a foundation of early Yukon First Nations art. The
majority of imagery for the early Yukon falls into this category. I start off with some of the
geometric patterns used and later show on what artifacts these designs were placed. Those
common tools and items that often have the geometric designs engraved on them are items
such as bone arm bands, bone skinning knives including metal knives and dentalia shells.
There were certain motifs commonly used. Below in figure # 19 is a brief visual list of
common motifs from the Geometric Period. These are the repeating cone, dot and chevrons;
zigzags; crosshatching & complex patterns; crosses (or 4 directions symbols) and variations
of these motifs. I will also examine the dot within a circle (Also called the Big Headed
Starman motif by McClellan) design in detail.

There are no clear explanations about the early Yukon First Nations use of these
motifs. Many of the Elders I spoke to about these motifs stated that they were put on the
items “to make them fancy.” I have looked beyond the Yukon for explanations and have
found examples of these motifs in other cultures, like from old Europe and indigenous
peoples throughout the world. While there are sometimes common explanations for some
motifs, many times there are different thoughts about them. My objective here is simply to
make you more familiar with the commonly used early Yukon First Nations motifs. I would
also ask you to be aware of these motifs on the artifacts that [ show in the later chapters.
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Figure # 19. Zigzag, repeating cone, repeating dot, dot within a circle, crosses, chevrons and various line motifs.
UvK drawing.
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Repeating cone, dot & chevron motifs

The repeating dot, repeating cone and chevron motifs were often painted on spoons,
arrow points, clothing, drums and tools. A variation of the chevron motif was also used by
the Inland Tlingit on the chests of human images. To see examples of these go to Chapter
Five-Figurative Art. See figure # 20 for an example of a repeating dot motif on a spoon.

Figure # 20, example of the repeating dot motif: Inland Tlingit Spoon; CMC VI-J-56.

I could not find any information about these repeating dot motifs. Nor could I find any
information from outside the Yukon that would have added any meaningful insights for
Yukon First Nations art. While I could not find any references to the repeating dot motif, I
did find some information about the rhythm in art, like the throb of resonance as in the notes
of music. In The Nature of Paleolithic Art R. Dale Guthrie explains how Paleolithic peoples
dealt with patterns:

Necklaces, bracelets, and amulets from the late Paleolithic are virtually all decorated
with repeated abstract patterns. (...) For example, we see comparable abstract or
geometric patterns among the traditional artwork of Plains Indian and Eskimo women.
(...)

A number of Paleolithic pendants, buttons, and other accessories have deliberately
notched edges or engraved zigzag patterns. We enjoy such patterns today and can see
that the Paleolithic eye was likewise engaged. Increased numbers of edges of lines,
such as toothed edges, toggles, parallel grooves, crosshatching, or beads on a string,
catch and hold the eye longer, as part of their physiological affect on the brain.
(Guthrie 2005: 202-203)

According to this, the rhythms caused by the patterns are pleasing, and therefore these
may be the visual indicators or references to patterns we experience in life. Such patterns
would be the seasons, waves in the water, clouds, our heartbeats and so forth. I find it
interesting that the early Yukon First Nations visual patterns can be quite simple, like the
repeating dot motif, but also more complex such as the quill work on the breastbands of
clothing. This resonates with the early music patterns, which also have aspects of higher
complexity. The early Yukon musical instruments were limited to the drum and some rattles,
the former being rarer. The patterns created by the drum can be simple, like the repeating dot
motif: bang...bang...bang. They can also be slightly more complex, such as the pattern, or
rhythm, used for stick gambling: bang-bang...bang-bang...bang-bang.
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Repeating dots were not only engraved or painted but later they were added in the
form of buttons to provide the border on all button blankets. These button blankets were used
while dancing to the repeating drum beat sound pattern. Maybe the repeating dots, or in this
case buttons, were the visual link to the physical action of drumming and dancing. Below in
figure # 21 is a button blanket from the Kluane Museum of Natural History in Burwash
Landing. The blanket was made by Ms. Marge Jackson, a Southern Tutchone Elder. The
square on the back may have been a common design made by people of her generation for at
least the Southern Tutchone people. Ms. Annie Ned has been reported to also have made
these style button blankets. Ms. Marge Jackson explained the square pattern on the back to
represent a backpack. A backpack is of course essential for the people that live a semi-
nomadic lifestyle. Note that the Inland Tlingit often place clan animals on the back but still
use the same colored cloth and place the buttons around the edge of the button blanket. I will
be examining button blankets in great detail in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch & Death.
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Figure # 21. Button blanket with repeating dots (buttons). Made by Ms. Marge Jackson. 1975.6, KMNH
Zigzag motifs

The zigzag motif and its variations can be found on many Yukon First Nations objects
such as hats, bags, drums, tools, scratchers and clothing. See figure # 22 for two examples of
the zigzag motif. The knife sheath was collected by Rev. V.C. Sims from Forty-Mile in the
Yukon Territory along the Yukon River which would make the artifact Han. The zigzag
pattern is created by the use of porcupine quills. The bone scratcher is from the Burke
Museum and was collected by George Emmons from the coastal Tlingit in 1909. The artifact
notes state that the scratcher was collected from the Chilkat Tlingit who themselves received
it in trade from the Tutchone. Also see figure # 5 on page 30 in the introduction for the
Tutchone drum that has a zigzag pattern painted around the edge.

While there is little written about these motifs in the Yukon, these zigzag and other
related motifs were used by the coastal Tlingits in their baskets and Raven’s Tail weaving
from which they made blankets, leggings and dance aprons. It is generally accepted to have
been adopted from geometric patterns from the Tlingit basketry, which in turn were adopted
from the interior (Yukon) people’s porcupine embroidery.
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Figure # 22, Top: various zigzag motifs, top left: Knife sheath with quill embroidery zigzag, OLCM. Bottom:
bone scratcher; Burke Museum 1019.

In Emmons’ The Tlingit Indians we can find the connections:

And:

These designs of the Northern Geometric (Holm 1982; Samuel 1986) or Raven’s Tail
style (Samuel 1987) are clearly derived from those of Tlingit twine basketry...
(Emmons 1991: 228)

Design in basketry was geometric, and constituted a noticeably fundamental
exception to the characteristic art of the Tlingits, who, in carving, painting, and
weaving in animal fabrics employed only realistic or symbolic animal figures, totemic
in character and connected with their social organization. It would, therefore, seem
reasonable that this geometric character of design was borrowed, and, as none of the
neighboring people employ such figures in any of their work, we may go beyond to
the Athapaskan porcupine quill embroidery. This was similar in simple figures, and
was well known to the Tlingit through [a common?] origin, intermarriage, and trade.
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Possibly it was practiced by them to some degree, since old skin clothing ornamented
with quill work was not uncommon among them. (Emmons 1991: 220-221)

In The Tlingit Indians, the editor, Frederica De Laguna, has made the following notes about
the Tlingit basketry designs:

[It could be better argued that the geometric designs of basketry were named for
fancier resemblances to objects than that they intended to represent those objects. Of
the designs figured by Emmons (1903), six were named for features of crests
(Killerwhale teeth, Raven tail); twenty-seven for other animals or natural features
(shark tooth, fern fronds); twenty-five for manufactured articles (labret, shaman’s
hat). (Emmons 1991: 222)

As it states above the Tlingit method of identifying the geometric patterns is based on
a resemblance to objects rather than the representation of those objects. So they are more of
an identification of different geometric patterns. That is to say, the Killerwhale teeth pattern
is not representing the Killerwhale. I think that one of the primary reasons for the geometric
patterns is the nature of the material originally used by the Yukon Athapaskans in the
creation of the patterns on clothing, which is the porcupine quill. This material dictates a
geometric design. I therefore believe that the Athapaskan quill work was almost totally
decorative and the resulting patterns on Tlingit blankets, baskets and other items were also
largely decorative. Also note that the material used for the creation of the Tlingit designs is
spruce root for the baskets, goat wool for the blankets, and so forth, which resulted in
geometric designs. Even after the introduction of new materials such as beads, Athapaskan
people at first continued with the geometric designs using the beads instead of the porcupine
quills. The beads were later used in the creation of the new floral designs that make up the
Beaded Period. Below in figure # 23 is a set of hide clothing in the Sheldon Jackson Museum
in Sitka, Alaska.
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Figure # 23. Zigzag breastband pattern on Athapaskan hide clothing; IV.B.4 SIM
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The breastband pattern is a bold zigzag design created with large beads. The hide
tunic was at first listed as interior Alaska; ‘Unlocated Athapascan’ but later was changed to
‘Athapascan Porcupine River’ which would make this Gwich’in. This is an example of a
tunic that may be misidentified as I believe the tunic is from the south of the Yukon. The bold
geometric pattern in the breastband is common in the south-central region and the hide is
made of moose which was quite scarce in Gwich’in territory in the past. Furthermore, there
were many other examples of south-central Yukon tunics in the coastal Tlingit region,
because of all the trade. See Chapter Three-Hide Clothing to Dance Shirts for more
information about tunic regional styles.

Outside the Yukon zigzag patterns can be found in many other cultures. In old Europe
these patterns were used as far back as 7500 years ago. In Gimbutas” The Goddesses and
Gods of Old Europe, she states about zigzags from around southeastern Europe:

Stamped seals of this time period reveal the same tendency: almost all known seals
are engraved with either straight lines, wavy lines or zigzags. Torrents of water shown
as vertical zigzagging lines in separate panels depicted on early Vinca funnel-shaped
vase may be related to the ritual of rain invocation. (Gimbutas 1992: 114-116)

And:

The relationship between water and the bear is further indicated by bear-shaped cult
vases, abundantly represented in the Danilo, Sesklo, Butmir and Lengyel cultures.
The Danilo bear-shaped vases are solidly covered with belts of zigzags, chevrons and
striated diamonds, symbolic of flowing water. (Gimbutas 1992: 116-119)

Note that these zigzags are incised into water vessels and this may be the basic
connection between the water flowing and the vessel. The Yukon zigzags were placed on
various items and therefore I do not think that they represented water. It is true that the
Athapaskan geometric patterns were weaved on the Tlingit cooking baskets but these same
geometric patterns were also used on the breastbands of clothing and the basket motifs are
not zigzags as in the European examples. In the middle Yukon River area the Tanana,
Koyukon and the Ingalik Athapaskans all created clay pots and decorated them with lines and
the repeating dot motif but I did not see the use of the zigzag patterns on the pots.

Cross hatching & complex patterns

The cross hatching or cross cutting design was mostly put on tools and pendants. See
figure # 24 for two examples of cross hatching. The first on left is an awl that is designed to
drill holes into the frame of a pair of snowshoes, so the lacing can be threaded through. When
I found out that these awls were used to drill holes into the frames of snowshoes for the
lacing, I wondered if the cross hatching was a reflection of the intended task of the tool. Did
it facilitate the webbing of the sinew for the snowshoes? The webbing would look like the
cross hatching on the awl. Unfortunately, only the maker of this awl knows the reasons for
the design. The next example of cross hatching is on a shaman’s pendant which is part of a
series of pendants. I will examine more pendants in later chapters. There is a wide range of
designs on pendants and while no two pendants are alike cross hatching was one of the more
common motifs used.
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Eigure # 24 crosshatching: L'éf‘t.:' awrfrom the Klukshu Museum. Right: pendant from the CMC, JaVg-2:101
Cross hatching is sometimes related to the beaver. In the following image in figure #

25 is a carved wood spoon from the Museum of the North in Fairbanks, Alaska. This spoon

was collected from the interior of Alaska by a teacher and collector, Rhonda Thomas. She

lived in Alaska starting in 1937 and Fairbanks from 1957 until 1965. So this spoon is

Athapascan and may be from the Fairbanks area and if so would make it a Tanana spoon.

Figure # 25, crosshatching on Beaver spoon, Athapascan. UA67-98-147. Museum of the North, University of
Alaska Fairbanks.

While I did not find any cross hatching examples from the Yukon that definitely
represented a beaver, the coastal Tlingits used cross hatching to represent beavers. The
following is a coastal Tlingit visual representation of the traits of a beaver:

Beaver-Large incisors, flat, crosshatched tail. In sculpture frequently grasping
horizontal stick in paws, or biting stick. (Vancouver Art Gallery 1967: unnumbered

pages)

It would be fair to say that at times cross hatching did represent beavers in Yukon since the
cross hatching was done by groups at least to the south and west of the Yukon. So does the
following spoon from Forty Mile Creek represent a beaver? This spoon, part of the National
Museum of the Natural History Smithsonian collection is listed as collected by I.C. Russell
from the Upper Yukon at Forty Mile Creek, Alaska. There is a Forty Mile River in Alaska

59



that empties out into the Yukon River. Since the description is “Upper Yukon” I am inclined
to think that I.C. Russell is referring to The Settlement of Forty Mile on the Yukon River. In
the late 19" and early 20™ century many Americans thought that the Yukon was part of the
United States and at times locations in the Yukon were identified as Alaskan. In any case, it
is most likely a Han made spoon. See figure # 26 for four views of the spoon.

Figure # 26. Upper Yukon spoon with cross hatching. 153413 NMNH.

The wooden spoon is unique as it is partly made of geometric motifs such as a
repeating cone design, as well as what appears to be floral designs on the inside and outside
of the bowl part of the spoon. There is also a button in the center of the spoon. Because of the
floral designs, which did not start until the Beaded Period after the introduction of beads into
the region, as well as the button, it could not have been made before the very end of the 19™
century. The cross hatching on this spoon is also quite interesting. Does it indicate a beaver?
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The top circle of the spoon handle could be thought of as a beaver tail yet the diamond
shaped cross hatching in the second circle does not appear to be a beaver tail. Does that part
represent something else? There also appears to be a small four-direction symbol at the
button in the center of the bowl part of the spoon. This is a good place to begin examining the
four direction motif.

Four directions/crosses

The four-directions or cross symbol shows up on a variety of items such as spoons
and moose calling scapulas, but they are mostly found on drums. See figure # 27 for two
Tanana painted drum cross designs that incorporate variations of the four-directions. These
are followed by a Southern Tutchone drum and a photograph of well known Tagish man
Patsy Henderson with his drum. The first Tanana drum was collected by Professor Robert
McKennan and given to the present collection at the Hood Museum of Art in Hanover, New
Hampshire in 1929. The drum is made with moose hide. The bottom Tanana drum is from the
Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago and was made by Walter Northway from
Northway, Alaska. It was collected by William Simeone and was purchased by the museum
in 1981. The drum is listed as Tutchone and perhaps this is because Walter Northway’s
grandfather was Tutchone and the Northway’s have Tutchone relatives in the Yukon. Walter
Northway was born in the 1870s and lived to be well over one hundred years old. He spoke
Upper Tanana therefore I identify this drum as Upper Tanana. Note that the four direction
symbol is made up of a yellow cross in the center of the drum as well as a red line beside one
of the yellow lines. This may be to make the four directions design fancier or it may have a
greater significance. Around the edge of the drum are a series of three red bands. It was fairly
common to have patterns painted around the outside edge of drums.

ot ) ';.
Figure # 27, Tanana four-direction drum designs: Left; Walter Northway drum. 30.2.4601 HMA. Right; Tanana
design from Northway, Alaska. 1981.3509.270081 Field Museum.

The right drum in figure # 27 is a fairly complex four direction design. The center almost
appears like a snow flake design with four patterns fanning out from the center. The patterns
are split into colours; one side of each ‘fan’ is mostly red while the other is mostly black.
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Figure # 28, Top; Southern Tutchone design from the KMNH. Bottom: Tagish drum owned by Patsy
Henderson. Jean Robbie fonds 93/115R#3, YA.

Note that the Tutchone drum in the left photograph of figure # 28 from the Kluane
Museum of Natural History in Burwash appears to be the same as a four- pedal flower design
seen in beadwork. Is there a relationship between the two? I have seen other examples of
floral designs being painted or engraved. The drum in the right photograph is held by Patsy
Henderson and also has a four directions design. While not exactly the same, another simple
four- directions design can be seen on an early hide bag. This bag in figure # 29 was made by
an Inland Tlingit woman in the early 20™ century. The bag is now in possession of her
granddaughter, Norma Shorty.

Figure # 29, Four direction design on hide bag. Norma Shorty collection.
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While I could not find any reference to the significance of the four-direction designs
from the Yukon, there are references to the significance of the number four. In Part of the
Land, Part of the Water it is stated that the number four has a relation to the story of Crow
creating the world after the flood:

In this story, as in many Yukon Indian stories, nothing happens until the fourth
request or fourth try. Many old-time rituals and other events were also ordered in sets
of four. Some Indians believed that the emphasis on the number four, or eight,
symbolized the ideal makeup of a whole person with two arms and two legs, each
made of two large bones. Their worldview, like that of many other American Indians,
stressed the number four. (McClellan 2001: 254)

I did come across a reference to a drum design of the Beaver people from Northern British
Columbia. It has the four directions and the related meaning is recorded in the Handbook of
North American Indians. See figure # 30 for my drawing of the drum design from that
publication.

Figures # 30, Beaver drum design based on their creation story, Handbook of North American Indians, page
354. Drawing after Ridington and Ridington 1970:52: Ridington 1978: cover. 50

This is what is written about the story in the Handbook of North American Indians: Volume
6:

Creation

The world took on its form when ya ke sede, ‘heaven sitter’, the creator, drew a cross
on the water and sent down various animals to find land. When muskrat came up with
a speck of dirt underneath his nails ya ke sede placed the earth at the centre of the
cross on the water and told it to grow. The structure laid out in this creation story is
the structure within which both the visionary experience and everyday reality took
place. In it are laid out the cardinal directions and their point of intersection from
which up and down, heaven and the underworld, future and past spring into being.
(Helm 1981: 354)
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This is a common myth across northwestern North America, known as the Earth-diver
myth. In all the stories an animal dives down into the flooded earth and brings back dirt that
can be spread onto the world. In the Yukon “Crow creates the world” versions, the dirt is
spread out in all directions like a pancake and the four directions are not mentioned. I wonder
if this part of the story is not mentioned because it is lost in time or maybe because for a First
Nations person of the past, the four directions were obvious. When we look at a drum
collected from Teslin Lake by D.D. Cairnes in 1911 for the then Museum of Man, what is
described as an eagle in the middle seems to me to be Crow. See figure # 31 below. This may
represent the creation story of Crow spreading the earth in all directions. This is an example
of an unidentified bird being called an eagle because of the high regard for eagles held by
many other North American Native groups. As stated already in the previous chapter the
eagle did not hold the same status for the Yukon Athapaskan people in the past. This is an
Inland Tlingit drum and even though the eagle is one of their clans, they much more often
depicted the crow than the eagle. This bird is painted in black only and in the same manner of
other Crow depictions done by Inland Tlingits. It also has a rather straight beak.

Figures # 31, Inland Tlingit bird drum design with four directions. VI-J-80 CMC.

Are the above cross images related to the four directions? Or are they an adoption of
the Christian cross? I think the four directions and the older cross images are one of the same
and that the cross motif became confused with the introduction of Christianity to Yukon First
Nations. When Elder Marge Jackson saw the cross design on a sheep horn spoon she
commented that the cross was around a long time ago and was Christ’s cross. See figure # 32.
Marge Jackson said that Jesus was here in the Yukon also. Many present day Elders easily
mix First Nations spiritual beliefs with Christian beliefs, even as they are contradictory to us.
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Figure # 32 cross design on sheep horn spoon from the CYFN collection.

Although this cross does not appear to be the same as the traditional Christian
crucifix, but a design with a centre and equal arms going out in four directions, it does not
stop Elders from making Christian connections. When Elders tell creation and many other
traditional stories, they often comment about the similarity to bible stories. They make
comments that Crow was like God or was Jesus. Also, when Crow changed into a piece of
dirt or a pine needle to be drunk by the rich man’s daughter, she became pregnant without a
sexual encounter. The Elders comment that this is just like the Virgin Mary. Crow later is
able to steal the sun and moon to give the world light and day.

First Nations people have blended traditional beliefs with Christian beliefs and this
has contributed to the distortion or even the loss of traditional knowledge. This makes finding
that traditional impression even harder. I think any incised images before World War Two
would have little influence from Christianity. After World War Two, the connection with
Christianity would have become stronger. This is excluding those artifacts that were made for
the church by First Nations people who had adopted Christianity. In 1942 the Alaska
Highway, Canol and Haines roads were built and by 1954 the Dawson Road was completed.
These roads opened up the isolated settlements and assisted in the church clergy spreading
their word and the mission schools obtaining students.

Of course the cross or four directions symbol was common throughout the world,
including in Europe, long before the birth of Christianity. In Goddesses and Gods of Old
Europe Marija Gimbutas writes:

The cross, with its arms directed to the four corners of the cosmos, is a universal
symbol created or adopted by farming communities in Neolithic and extending into
present day folk art. It is based on the belief that the year is a journey embracing the
four cardinal directions. Its purpose is to promote and assure the continuance of the
cosmic cycle, to help the world through all phases of the moon and the changing
seasons. (Gimbutas 1992: 89)

From all that I have found I can conclude that the cross or four directions motifs held deep
meaning for Yukon First Nations people of the past.
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Dot within a circle (Big Headed Starman motif) motif

This motif is one of the most common designs found in early Yukon First Nations art.
It is most often depicted on spoons and ladles but can occasionally be found on other tools
such as knives, awls and carved animal objects. There is even a pictograph of two in the
Champagne and Aishihik First Nations traditional territory. See figure # 33 for this design
and variations of the motif found throughout the Yukon.

® A X

Figure # 33. the dot within a circle and variations of this motif. Uvk Drawing.

The neighboring Tlingits used these motifs sparingly, limited to petroglyphs and some
spoons. George Emmons in The Tlingit Indians speaks about petroglyphs and shows various
examples. In his drawing of the petroglyphs there are at least five examples that are exactly
as, or close in design to, the Yukon circle within a circle motif. See figure # 34 for my
adoption of Emmons’ sketches.

Q@@
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Figure # 34, adoption of George Emmons’ sketches of petroglyphs in The Tlingit Indians, page 80. Uvk
drawing.

A, B and C are described as being the sun. D is listed as a spiral and E is listed as a
ceremonial rattle. I wonder if there is any relationship between the Tlingit sun petroglyths
and the Tutchone Big Headed Starman motif. This may add proof to the circle within a circle
being a celestial image. These petroglyphs are found throughout the Tlingit territory, yet
Emmons could get little information about the origins and meanings.

On the confluence of the Alsek and the Tatsheshini River in the Southern Tutchone
traditional territory in northwestern British Columbia are a couple of petroglyphs. They are
located on a small island. The petroglyphs on the island are described as a “sun” figure. See
figure # 35 for my renderings of the ‘sun’. At the second site is what is thought of as a killer
whale, which is hard for me to make out and I did not sketch this image.

©

Figure # 35, sketches of petroglyphs on a small island at the confluence of the Alsek and the Tatsheshini rivers.
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While at the southern edge of the Southern Tutchone, these “sun” petroglyphs may show a
relationship to the circle within a circle found throughout the Yukon and may be linked to
Emmons’ “suns”. These motifs and variations thereof show up on many items. See figure #

36 for some examples.

Figure # 36, snowshoe carving knife and awl from the Han people in the Royal Ontario Museum collection,

950-221-4 & 950-221-5 ROM. An artifact of unknown use from Fort Selkirk, Northern Tutchone territory.
KeVe-1:1 CMC.

Besides the above items the motif most often showed up on spoons. See figure # 37
for examples of the dot within a circle motif applied to spoons in various patterns. Note that |
have not come across two spoons with the same patterns, they are all unique.
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Figure # 37, a variety of circle within a circle patterns on different spoons: left to right; A; Inland Tlingit VI-J-

49 CMC. B; Han VI-F-5 CMC. C; Southern Yukon First Nation spoon, MacBride Museum, D; Possibly Yukon
spoon CYFN E; Han spoon, DCM. UvK drawing.
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When I asked Elders about the meaning of the dot within a circle motif and patterns
they all responded with: “to make it fancy.” None of the Elders recognized this motif as being
anything other than a fancy design. Catherine McClellan does identify this motif as the Big
Headed Starman in her book My Old People Say. I will discuss the Big Headed Star Man in
more detail in Chapter Five-Figurative Art. This motif was mostly put on potlatch spoons and
clearly was held in high regard. I also think the designs were a form of identification and of
course each unique to the person who created it.

The spoon in Figure # 37A was purchased in 1911 at the Taylor and Drury store in
Whitehorse by D.D. Cairnes and is listed as Inland Tlingit. The artifact catalogue card states:
“Collector’s note says ‘potlatch spoon used for drinking grease at funeral ceremonies’.”
Some of these patterns are quite elaborate. The motif itself appears to be engraved with a
hand carving tool or other engraving instrument, since the circles are not exact like the other
dot & circle motifs. The spoon in figure # 37B is from the Canadian Museum of Civilization
Museum and was collected by E.E. Stockton in Dawson City between 1901 and 1906. The
spoon is listed as Han and is made from mountain sheep horn. The information card states:
“The spoon would be carved by a man after the horn was softened by immersion in hot water.
A person drank from the side of the spoon.” The spoon in figure # 37C is on display at the
MacBride Museum. There is no information on where this spoon came from. Because it is at
the MacBride Museum, it is presumably Tutchone, Tagish or Inland Tlingit. Figure # 37D
shows a spoon from the Council of Yukon First Nations (CYFN) Collection. All the CYFN
Collection was originally collected by the Anglican Church and they did not record who the
maker was or where the items were collected, other than in their northern missionary areas. I
cannot be more specific as to tribe. The last spoon in figure # 37E is in the Dawson City
Museum collection and is Han. The dot and circle motif, or its variations, have also been used
on bowls, all having different patterns, just like the spoons.

Bone knives

The two common types of bone knives were the gopher (ground squirrel) or small
animal skinning knife and the dagger for bear defence. I will start off with the gopher
skinning knives as they are the most decorated. There is a variety of designs applied to the
skinning knives as a sign of individuality and identity. There may have been a number of
women skinning gophers and everybody had their own identifiable knives. Many of these
knives were also traded to the coastal Tlingits. On the notes of one of these knives in the
Sheldon Jackson Museum in Sitka is written ‘Leather dresser’ and as either Eskimo or
Athapaskan. On the knife itself is written “Chilcat bone knife Presented by Sheldon Jackson”.
This would make this obviously Athapaskan and most likely a Tutchone bone knife because
of the high level of trading between the Tlingits and Tutchone. I believe this since these
knives are rare on the coast and very common in the interior. Those few examples that show
up on the coast were traded in from the interior. These knives are also made from the leg
bone of caribou which do not habitat the coastal areas. In the additional notes it states:

“Use: Scraping leather & crimping the upturned sole of mukluks.” IV.X.35, SIM. As there
are no gophers in Sitka and other areas of the Alaskan coast, the Tlingit woman might have
used these knives for more than just skinning small animals, like working leather.

See figure # 38 of a bone knife on page 291 in My Old People Say. In this gopher
skinning knife there is a “repeating circle” pattern that goes down the center of the knife
while the edges are engraved with repeating half-circles. This knife was collected by
Catharine McClellan for the Canadian Museum of Civilization from Aishihik, a Southern
Tutchone village in the Yukon.
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Figure # 38, gopher skinning knife. CMC. UvK drawing.

This repeating circle is also added to other items. In the following example the pattern
is created with porcupine quills and added to a knife sheath. See figure # 39 below. The
sheath is in the Canadian Museum of Civilization collection and is listed as Loucheux
(Gwich’in). It was originally collected by the Hudson Bay Company and was obtained by the
museum from D.C. Ewing, a dealer. While the design is not identical they do look similar.

knife Sheath. VI-1-73f CMC.

Figure # 39. Eepeating circle design 0 Gwich’in

An example of another skinning knife that is in my personal collection can be seen in
my drawing in figure # 40. I purchased this knife from an antique dealer in Whitehorse. She
said the piece originally came from Carmacks (Northern Tutchone), Yukon Territory. This
knife has a series of engraved lines coming out of the center line with a cross at the end of the
pattern.

Figure # 41, Gopher skinning knife from the Carmacks area (Northern Tutchone). Ukjese van Kampen. UvK
drawing.

In the next figure, # 42, is two examples from the Royal Ontario Museum that were
originally collected from the Chilkat Tlingits in Alaska in the late 19" century. The Tlingits
in turn received these knives in trade from the Tutchone sometime before that. The top knife
is with a pattern that resembles the patterns on the breastbands of the hide clothing and on
bone arm bands. For example, the pattern in figure # 67B on page 97 is of a Tutchone
breastband and figure # 254 on page 249 is of a similar pattern on the left bone arm band.
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This knife was collected around the Hootchi (Hutshi) River which is in the northern part of
Southern Tutchone territory. Also note that the knife has what appears to be a floral design
coming out of one end of the pattern and another (also floral?) motif at the other end. Maybe
this is an example of a transition between the Geometric Period designs and the Beaded
Period floral designs. The bottom knife also has a geometric repeating pattern. There is a
series of small repeating cone motifs along the diagonal line on the grooved end of the knife.

Figure # 42. Tutchone gopher skinning knives; top: HK 2330, ROM. Bottom: HK 2329, ROM.

These are just a few of the many examples of gopher skinning knives in museum
collections around North America and Europe. Each one is different with a wide variety of
engraved designs.

In the Kluane Museum of Natural History there is another style bone knife; see figure
# 43. This bone knife has a handle carved into it and does not have the same function as the
gopher skinning knife. There are a number of these bone knives in the Glenbow Museum in
Calgary. Elder Johnny Smith stated that they were used in defense against bears. They have
blunt edges and cannot cut anything but are designed to stab. Johnny Smith said that they
were attached to a pole and used to stab into the neck of the bear. They were attached to the
pole in preparation for situations where bears may be an issue such as when women were
berry picking. Berry picking is also a time when bears are eating berries. The women would
go out in a group, talking loud and singing, which functioned as a bear deterrence. They
would have the bone knives attached to poles, ready to defend against a charging bear. On an
added note, metal knives were also attached to poles and became spears for bear defense as
well as for warfare.

Figure # 43, bone knife for bear defense. 994.99, KMNH.
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Baskets

Baskets were made throughout the Yukon and the two main materials for baskets
making was birch bark and spruce roots. I will not go into detail about the various weaving
and birch bark techniques but will briefly examine the decorations on the baskets. Birch bark
baskets were made throughout the Yukon while it seems that spruce roots basket weaving
was strongest with the Inland Tlingit and with the Han, both using different weaving
techniques. People in other areas weaved spruce root baskets but to a lesser extent than the
two mentioned groups.

Spruce Root Baskets

With the coiled spruce root method the weaver can create geometric patterns in the
basket. These patterns are created by weaving areas in different colours. See figure # 44 of a
basket at the MacBride Museum where the pattern is clearly visible. Like all First Nations
items, some had no designs incorporated in the construction, such as the basket in the
Dawson City museum. See figure # 45. This basket is more of a bowl and the angle gives an
excellent picture of the weave that spirals out from the center.

It seems that originally the geometric patterns in spruce root baskets were started in
the interior and were adopted by the coastal Tlingit. Emmons has documented Athapaskan
origins to Tlingit basket motifs which originated with Athapaskan quill work designs. People
who do Raven’s Tail weaving have told me that the weaving patterns were also influenced
from the interior.

Figure # 44, Decorated spruce root basket. MacBride Museum.

Figure # 45, Han coiled spruce root bowl. DCM.
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A lot of the baskets were made for the tourist trade in Dawson City around the time of
the Klondike Gold Rush of 1898 and afterwards. The next two examples are Inland Tlingit
spruce root baskets. The Inland Tlingit made the finer woven baskets in the Yukon. The
Coastal Tlingit woven baskets may have originated on the coast and found their way into the
interior by trade or by women moving to the interior and carrying on with their basket
making. The following two are in the Canadian Museum of Civilization collection. The first
was collected by D.D. Cairnes from the T&Ds store in Whitehorse during the summer of
1911. 1t is listed as made in Teslin and as Inland Tlingit. Judy Thompson noted that these
baskets are made in the Coastal Tlingit style. In the Handbook of Northern American Indians
on page 280 McClellan states that the Inland Tlingit examples were made by coastal woman
who married interior men and brought techniques with them. The basket is made of spruce
roots with a false embroidery using grass. False embroidery is a technique that is used to
decorate twined baskets in which a third, colored weft element is incorporated into the outer
wefts. These designs are not visible on the inside of the object. The false embroidery also
slants in the opposite direction as the rest of the twining. See figure # 46.

Figure # 46, Teslin Inland Tlingit basket. VI-J-93 CMC.

The artifact catalogue states the following about four baskets that Cairnes collected, this
being one of the four:

4 geometrically ornamented Indian baskets made in Teslin, “no other Indians in
Yukon region are known to be able to make these baskets. They are said to have been
used years ago for cooking purposes, water being heated with hot stones,” Purchased
from Taylor & Drury, Whitehorse, Y.T.

As we see the basket has three bands of geometric designs, the top two bands having alternate
squares and diamonds. The motifs are colored blue, beige and red. The bottom band has a
series of horizontal rectangles.

The second basket in figure # 47 is also from Teslin. It was collected by Clement
Lewis from Teslin Lake sometime before December 1912. The catalogue artifact card states:

Spruce roots are gathered by women in spring, heated and stripped then left to cure
over the summer. After being soaked, they are split longitudinally and pith discarded

72



the lustrous outer strip being used for the weft. Grass for embroidery is gathered in
early summer and bleached in boiling water or hot sand. The grasses hang in strips to
dry, and are later dyed as desired.

Figure # 47, Teslin Inland Tlingit basket. VI-J-90, CMC.

The basket has four bands with an alternating motif sometimes referred to as a “wave
pattern” and has a triangle in each space. Each triangle is pointed up except for the bottom
band where every second triangle is pointed down. The main colors are red and black and the
others are blue and yellow.

Birch bark baskets

Birch bark baskets were used throughout the Yukon. They were constructed in one of
two main styles. The first and most common style was the folded basket. The second was a
rolled or round style. See figure # 48 and # 49 for a folded birch bark basket from the
MacBride Museum and a Han basket from the Dawson City Museum. Both these baskets
have a zigzag pattern incorporated in the collar around the top.

Figure # 48, Southern Yukon First Nations birch bark basket. 1973.1.97.1 MacBride Museum.
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Figure # 49, Han birch bark basket. DCM.

Below is the second common style, the round basket seen in figure # 50. This basket
from the Dawson City Museum is taller and narrower, as it has to be since it uses only one
strip from a birch tree. There is the common zigzag pattern collar around the top and this
basket also has fringes hanging down from four points around it. This basket is not folded but
stitched at a joining seam. The bottom is a separate piece, stitched with spruce root firming
the base.

Figure # 50, round tall birch bark basket. DCM.

These baskets have been around for a long time and are still made in some
communities. See figure # 51 of an early photograph of First Nations women with birch bark
baskets in the Han village of Moosehide, just down river from Dawson City, Yukon. When
the Southern Tutchone Elders saw this photograph they immediately said that the women
were going berry picking. They also recognized the ladies but could not remember their
names. In Han: People of the River on page 72 the caption of the same photograph identified
the woman on the left as Henry Harper’s wife. On page 71 of the same book it is written:

74



e

. v 3 i
Figure # 51, Han woman berry picking, MacBride Coll. Vol. 2. 3873, YA.

Mary McLeod of Dawson City told Richard Slobodin that people picked berries in the
late summer, cleaned them thoroughly, and packed them in birchbark baskets sewn
with spruce roots. The baskets were then stored in underground caches and covered
with willow branches and moss. Later, after it had snowed, someone was sent to
retrieve the baskets and, according to Willie Juneby, the berries tasted just as fresh as
when they were picked. (Mishler & Simeone 2004: 71)

These baskets do not have the zigzag collar around the top. In casual conversation |
have been told that, on occasion, birch bark baskets have decoration applied to them. The
Elders confirmed that at times baskets were decorated. With careful examination it appears
that the basket that the woman on the right is holding has a pattern slightly less than half way
up. It seems to be a series of “xxxx” motifs and may have been produced by bark biting or
some other method. This is the only example of a pattern that I have seen on birch bark
baskets.

Babiche & other hunting bags

Bags were an important item for First Nations people. Being semi-nomadic, bags
were required for carrying tools and possessions. Not all bags were decorated. The most
common bag to be decorated was the fire bag. This only makes sense since a fire is the center
piece of a camp. It provides warmth and is used for cooking, protection and companionship.
This bag was often small, with enough room to carry everything for making a fire: dry tinder
and flint. There were also hunting bags to carry small game. These game bags were made of
babiche and thus called babiche bags. The babiche bag didn’t take up much room but had the
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ability to carry a large load. There were also general purpose bags, sled bags, ochre pouches,
and many other special purpose bags but in this section I will only focus on the hunting bags.

Babiche bags were netted lengths of raw or slightly tanned hide and were decorated in
various ways. At the Canadian Museum of Civilization I examined two bags. The first bag is
of Inland Tlingit design collected by Clement Lewis and was delivered to the National
Museum of Canada (now Canadian Museum of Civilization) on December 19, 1912. In
figure # 52 the bag has an undecorated top except for four sets of fringes that have either
swan or duck claws sewn at the top of the fringes. The bag itself has three red horizontal
painted lines that span the length of the bag.

The next bag shown in figure # 53 is Kaska and was collected by J.A. Teit in 1912.
The catalogue card does not state where this bag was collected but Teit got a lot of the Kaska
artifacts from Dease Lake, B.C. At first appearance this bag looks rather plain with only the
sewn red and dark blue fabric along the top. However, if you read what is written on the
collector’s notes on the artifact catalogue card you will get more information:

Game bag woven of babiche. The front edge of the mouth is ornamented with red and
blue cloth pinked to form a design. Ornamentation also occurs in the weaving by
using darker, and lighter babiche, and by making the coils or meshes closer, and
further apart. Also by twisting the babiche around itself (as in Plate 129, Mason
Basketry) The Tahltans do not make these bags.

You can see that the maker incorporated definite patterns for decoration. [ have not seen this
on other bags, the exception being the babiche bag I examined in the Dawson City Museum.

Figure # 53, Kaska babiche Bag. VI-H-15, CMC.

76



There was little information on the babiche bag in Dawson City. See figure # 54 for a
front and back view. Although it is hard to see, there appears to be one slightly larger spaced
row just at the blue bead level on the bag. I cannot tell if this is intentional or if it was just the
way it was stretched after being finished. Compared to the previous two babiche bags, this
one is quite decorated. There are more embroidered designs along the top with two sections;
the uppermost being a zigzag pattern, while the bottom part is of a floral design. The bottom
half of the bag has a series of mostly white tassels in the top row, followed by mostly red
tassels with areas of white mixed in. The last and bottom row is mostly red with some
touches of white. Like most babiche bags, the back side is undecorated.

Figure # 54, front and back view, Han babiche bag. 1978.1.648, DCM.

Most babiche bags are approximately twice as wide as deep but sometimes the dimensions
vary depending on the intentions of the maker of the bag.

The next bag in figure # 55 is also used for hunting. It is the hide or fur hunting bag.
Most of these bags were simple but this following example is made out of tanned hide as well
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as strips of fur. This bag is on display at the MacBride Museum and is listed as “Hunting bag
for supplies”. This bag was made by sewing a series of strips of fur together. There are a
series of fringes with beads along the center and bottom of the bag. There is no flap or
beadwork on this bag.

I P

Figure # 55, fur stripped hunting bag. MacBride Museum.

There were a number of other bags that Yukon First Nations made and I will examine
various other bags in the coming chapters. Examples of other bags are octopus bags in
Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch & Death and beaded bags in Chapter Four-Beaded & Floral
Designs.

Dentalia

An important item to make clothing and other objects fancy was the dentalia shell.
Interior people obtained these shells through trade from the Coastal Tlingits. The shells were
popular and a sign of status. In the coming chapters you will see dentalia shells in the
breastbands of clothing, on puberty drinking tubes, necklaces, belts and added to other items
such as puberty hoods, knife sheaths, etc. The following is from My Old People Say:

Even today Southern Yukon natives consider dentalia to be the mark of a higher-class
person or chief, and the Northern bands of Southern Tutchone, who had the most
contact with the Han, Kutchin and Upper Tanana natives, seemed to value them most
highly. (McClellan 2001: 317)
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The value of dentalia shells may stem from their rarity as their only source seems to
be the Queen Charlotte Islands in British Columbia. The trade route for the dentalia shells
would start with the Haida trading with the Tlingits who traded in their turn with the Southern
Tutchone. Next, they would trade it to the Tanana and Northern Tutchone and in turn they
would trade the shells to the neighbouring people until the shells would make their way into
Gwich’in territory and beyond. The Hudson Bay Company also began importing the dentalia
shells to their trading posts. The use of dentalia shells on girl’s puberty hoods is described in
My Old People Say:

Decorations were often very elaborate, for fond “paternal aunts” vied with each other
to load the bonnets with dentalia and other beads so that their nieces’ slightest motion
resulted in delicious tinkling sounds which also warned off hunters. In each tribe, too,
sometimes black feathers, usually from the crow, hung down from the back of the
hood to ensure the wearer a life-long head of jet black hair.” (McClellan 2001: 311)

Dentalia shells were also used as personal jewelry, as in the case of a Southern
Tutchone dentalia choker that can be seen in the Klukshu Museum. See the top image in
figure # 56. Besides chokers the shells were often used in belts that were made in the same
manner as the choker but longer. Sometimes the belts were made fancier, as is the case with
the belt in the National Museum of Natural History in Washington DC. This is a Tahltan
made fancy belt shown at the bottom image in figure # 56.

,‘(/f /

Figfe # 56 top: Southern Tutchone dentalia choker. Klukshu Museum. Bottom: Tahltan fancy dentalia belt.

248519, NMNH.

Also in the National Museum of Natural History on the left in figure # 57 is a dentalia
shell decorated knife sheath. This sheath is elaborately decorated and would have been a
highly valued item. It is listed as Han so would have come from the Upper Yukon River area.
In # 55 on the right is a dentalia necklace from the Field Museum in Chicago. The dentalia
necklace is from the Tanacross people in eastern Alaska who border the Han people.
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Figure # 57, Left: Han dentalia kmfe sheath. T1843, NMNH. Right: Tanacross dentalia necklace.
1982.3534.270135, Field Museum.

A final dentalia shell example is a Tahltan necklace below in figure # 58. This is a
dentalia neck ring and it was worn for a year by a young woman who was entering maturity.
It was collected by George Emmons in the upper Stikine River in 1909.

Figure # 58, Tahltan neck puberty ring. 2705, Burke Museum.

Besides the traded dentalia, abalone was also a popular item and was acquired through
trade from the coastal Tlingits. There is little information on past use but the examples I have
seen are abalone inlaid into a tool or other artifact. In the Yukon they are quite a bit rarer than
dentalia shells.
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Painting

In this section I will discuss the history of paints used by Yukon First Nations. Paint
was used to enhance engravings by being rubbed into the lines of the tools and weapons and
to create images on drums, arrow quivers and clothing. Paint was used for decorating the face
for celebrations, mourning, war and berry picking. Painting was also used as a medium for
preserving items. The majority of the painted images are in red, made from a mixture of red
ochre and grease, pitch and/or water. There are some examples of black paint and rare
references to blue and blue-green paints. In The Kaska Indians, after mentioning the use of
red earth for paint, it is stated:

Pieces of bone, painted red and blue (blue-green color confusion obtained among the
Kaska as among many American Indians) hung from coats. Blue pigment, obtainable
in the vicinity of Pelly Banks, was mixed with grease or, to “really make it stick,”
with balsam pitch. Black paint, the color that completed the aboriginal palette, also
came from the earth but appears to have been little employed for clothing decoration.
(Honigmann 1964: 65)

As we will see, red ochre was the paint of choice therefore I will first take a closer
look at red ochre. I will next discuss charcoal, followed by the painted motifs and designs
themselves. As to the use of blue-green paint, other than what is stated above, I did not find
any other reference to the pigments used for making this colour. This may be because of the
rare use of blue-greens before the introduction of trade paints.

Red ochre

Red ochre is obtained from the earth in what is called “Si-pits” (pronounced See-pits)
by some Tutchone. Red ochre has to be sought out and prepared. It was used for a wide
variety of roles, such as face painting and decoration for berry picking or ceremonies,
painting tools, snowshoes and weapons, rubbing into snares to prevent stretching, and
coloring and waterproofing clothing and hides. In My Old People Say, McClellan states:

Ochre was prepared by burning lumps of either red or yellow earth. The red colour
was applied by dampening a twig or one’s finger and dipping it into a skin of
powdered ochre. (McClellan 2001: 320)

Although I have not come across any mention of Tutchone methods of collection of red ochre
in My Old People Say, McClellan does say this about Tlingit collections methods:

The person who takes the paint should leave a small gift of beads or some other item
at the place where it is dug out. (McClellan 2001: 320)

The only written reference I found to red ochre sources is in Julie Cruikshank’s
Reading Voices, where she mentions the Nisling and Donjek Rivers. (Cruikshank, 28) I
inquired locally about red ochre sources and collection methods. I have been told by Elders of
two local places where red ochre can be found. One is on a small mountain known as “Look-
Out Mountain” or Nalin about twenty miles north-west from Whitehorse. The other is on
Tatchun Creek, about twenty miles north of Carmacks along the Klondike Highway, and then
about three miles in from the highway. I have yet to locate these places. When I asked Elder
Gary Sam about additional sites, he inquired what I wanted to do with the “Indian paint”. I
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told him I wanted to paint with it and he then informed me of the procedures of collecting. I
was to sing a prayer, which he sang for me. Since this was an informal conversation, I did not
record it and do not remember how it went. In addition he sang the song in Northern
Tutchone, which I do not speak. After the prayer, I was to collect the Indian paint and then
leave an offering. This could be tobacco, money or other valued object. (Sam, personal
communication 2004) Once the ochre is prepared it is stored in a paint bag as seen in figure #
6 on page 31.

I have heard in casual conversation that ochre itself was used in ceremonial prayer,
but have not learned more. It is clear that in the south-central Yukon and other areas, red
ochre played an important part in creating visual imagery. In Jessie Jonathan’s story “Astya
and the Big Worm” (Asuya is Beaverman) we learn where red ochre comes from. Astya kills
the big worm and the red Ochre comes from its blood.

When the big worm was half way out of the den, Astiya ran and jumped down on it.
With the blade of his biggest spear, he cut off the head. Then he chopped up the worm
into pieces and threw them out into space, saying, “Turn into rocks.” That is how red
ochre was made, from the big worm’s blood. That is what they used for painting
snowshoes. After the flesh of the worm had turned into ochre, he scraped some of it
into his little bag. (Yukon Native Language Centre 2000: 98)

Another interesting point is the connection that the Athapaskans had to the other
world, the sky or space. Besides the many stories that involve space such as the Big Headed
Starman, the Two Sisters who Married the Starman and Crow Creating the World, we now
have Astuiya hurling the flesh of the Big Worm into space, whose blood is red ochre. Also in
space are the northern lights, and it is only the red northern lights which are a concern for
people. For the three Southern Yukon tribes, the Tutchone, Tlingit and Tagish, the northern
lights, if red, were a sign of trouble. It meant that a war was coming or lots of people were
going to die. If there was a little bit of red, then one person was going to die a violent death.
They believed that the northern lights were people who died violent deaths and now played in
the sky. The Tagish could try and avert disaster by blowing the lights away with their breath
and hands while shouting a war cry (McClellan 2001: 79). Other people say that you
shouldn’t whistle at the lights or you will be bothered. Also, when in bed, sleep sideways, for
if you sleep facing up the lights will come down and burn you (Smith, J, personal
communication. 2004). I wonder if there is a relationship between red ochre and the red from
the northern lights. Both demand a high level of respect. I think all these points indicate the
unique status of red ochre.

Charcoal

Charcoal is also used for painting, but in very limited quantities for most of the Yukon
Athapaskans. It may have been mainly the Inland Tlingits who used it. It does not seem to
hold the status of red ochre, perhaps because of the ease of obtaining charcoal from any fire
place, while red ochre is only obtainable from certain locations. Yet in Julie Cruikshank’s
Reading Voices it is mentioned that there is a source of charcoal located at Takaadi T’ooch,
just to the west of Carcross in the Tagish traditional territory. Takaadi T ooch is Tlingit for
“charcoal rockslide”. I do not know the extent of the use of this charcoal. Charcoal from the
fire does have some special properties, as ash and charcoal were often used in rituals
involving death. Bits of charcoal were tied as amulets to children and also placed in houses to
keep ghosts away, since ghosts were scared of charcoal:

82



Soon after a death, all close relatives in the sib of the deceased should have their hair
cut by someone in the opposite moiety, although this is rarely done today. However,
bits of charcoal are still often tied as amulets on children who lost a parent. ‘They
claim the ghost is scared of charcoal, I don’t know why.” The children must wear it
until the funeral is over and the danger of ghosts is lessened. Sometimes charcoal is
put in the corners of a house if occupants seem to be bothered by the ghost of the
person who has just died. (McClellan 2001: 373)

Another reason for the greater use of ochre over charcoal may be the staining and/or
holding nature of red ochre. When I asked Gary Sam why red ochre was used far more than
charcoal, he said that charcoal washed away easily. It is true that red ochre was used to
waterproof clothing. In My Old People Say, McClellan states:

In the early days, the red ochre which was rubbed into the hides seems to have the
same effect as a good smoking. The skins treated with it were fairly waterproof, and
did not stretch or harden if they did get wet.

McClellan goes on to add:

This was probably due in part to the grease with which the ochre was mixed.
Moosehide lines of gopher snares are still treated with red ochre so they do not shrink
or stretch in the damp. (McClellan 2001: 260)

Red ochre was used to protect and waterproof many items and therefore used a great deal,
while the use of charcoal remained limited. In My Old People Say, McClellan writes this
about charcoal:

Powdered charcoal served for black. People used to dip their fingers into the powder
and then touch their finger tips all over their faces to make dots. Men used black for
war party paint, and occasionally as a sign that they are angry, but black can also be
used for festive face painting. For Potlatches, peace ceremonies, and the like, a person
might put on either black or red or both. (McClellan 2001: 320)

Honigmann, speaking of the Kaska Indians, mentions the use of black paint obtained from
earth:

Black paint, the color that completed the aboriginal palette, also came from the earth
but appears to have been little employed for clothing decoration. (Honigmann 1964:
65)

This may be the same type of charcoal that is found at Takaadi T ooch.
Items painted

During my research | came across many things that were painted. The paint often had
practical reasons such as waterproofing and preventing the stretching of hides, but it was also
used for esthetic reasons. The painted items I have listed are either Tutchone, or from all

three tribes in the survey that McClellan completed for My Old People Say: the Southern
Tutchone, Tagish and Inland Tlingit:
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1) “Some Southern Tutchone women rub the snare lines with red ochre so they will
not stretch in the rain.” Page 158.

2) On Southern Tutchone women, while berry picking: “They also painted their faces
with red ochre, apparently just to be in keeping with the general festive mood.” Page
200.

3) On Southern Tutchone gravehouses: “Painted trim, if any, is of red ochre paint.”
Page 249.

4) On Southern Tutchone adzes: “They reported that the thin strips of moose hide
lashing and the wood on which the head rests were painted with red ochre.” Page 254.
5) On Southern Tutchone women’s change of techniques in tanning hides: “Another
hint that the skin-tanning process has changed over the past few centuries is the
statement made by Southern Tutchone women that in the old days nobody smoked
skins to a brown colour; instead they were liberally rubbed with red ochre.” Page 256.
6) About snowshoes: “Most men still paint at least part of the frames with red
ochre...The only reason given for the use of the ochre is that it makes the snowshoes
“fancy”.” Page 276.

7) On arrow shafts: “Before they were to be attached (feathers), the shafts were
painted with red ochre to a little below the bottoms of the bindings.” Page 283.

8) On trail markers: “...an upright stick painted black means that there has been a
death in the party.” Page 294.

As we can see from the above list, many things were painted with red ochre and had a
functional purpose. In the coming chapters, and especially in Chapter Five-Figurative Art, I
will examine the images that have been painted to represent people, animals or scenes.

Closing comments

In this chapter I have familiarized you with the general forms of Yukon First Nations
geometric art. [ have given examples of items on which this art was represented and
discussed the use of paint. This is not an exhaustive list. Some items have been left out and
many [ will discuss later in this dissertation. Many of these other objects had the same style
motifs and patterns. Artifacts decorated with geometric designs that are mentioned in later
chapters are bone arm bands and ritual drinking tubes in Chapter Six-Art of Rituals &
Shamans and war clubs in Chapter Seven-Art of the Hunt & War. You will also be exposed
to geometric designs that have been found on objects such as hats, clothing and footwear.
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Chapter Three-Hide Clothing to Dance Shirts

In this chapter I will start off examining hide clothing. I will mainly be looking at
breastband designs and also attempt to identify the tunic’s regional origin. Once I have
discussed the tunics from various regions I briefly write about the changing style of the tunics
and breastbands as contact with the white people became more common. I will then look at
various other upper body garments, such as later style hide jackets and dance shirts. This
chapter does not give an exhaustive list but a general overview. There may be unique
personal and regional examples of hide clothing and dance shirts that do not ‘fit” into my
descriptions. This is because of styles being copied or exchanged through the trading
activities as well as styles moving into new areas because of people marrying with a person
of that new region.

I will be focusing on the style of the breastband as a form of regional identification.
The book Fascinating Challenges by Judy Thompson, Judy Hall and Leslie Tepper, in
collaboration with Dorothy K. Burnham is an excellent reference to the different cut styles
between the Tanaina (Dena’ina) and Gwich’in clothing. Judy Thompson’s research on the
two cut styles has allowed her to identify with certainty if the tunic is Dena’ina or Gwich’in. I
examine the differences of the details of the tunic with a focus on the breastband patterns
from various groups of people. By noting the similarities of tunics from one group of people |
reveal the differences with other groups of people. 1 will start with the Dena’ina and
Gwich’in because of the more certain provenance. Later I look at the southern Yukon tunics.
I thus add the “Southern Yukon” tunic style.

Tunic breastbands

I have found that in all the collections I have examined the tunics are one of the most
collected and representational artifacts of our culture. In fact, the tunic breastbands give us a
large inventory of decorative arts. Judy Thompson in Fascinating Challenges reports that
there are over 150 examples of tunic and moccasin-trousers in museums collections in North
America and Europe. These tunics were collected from the western Northwest Territories,
northern British Columbia and Yukon, interior and the southeastern coastal areas of Alaska.
In some cases the tunics and moccasin-trousers were collected second hand from a middle
man. For instance, southern Yukon tunics were traded to the coastal Tlingits, then on to white
traders and explorers. As far as I know there is not a single southern Yukon tunic that was
collected in the southern Yukon! In other areas the tunics were collected directly from the
regional group of people. For example, the Russian America Company collected regional
tunics during the course of their trade operations starting in the late 1700s until Russia sold
Alaska to the United States in 1867. And the Hudson Bay Company collected many tunics
directly over the course of their trading operations in the Northwest Territories, northern
Yukon and interior Alaska.

The Tlingits had a very established trade system with the people of the south-central
Yukon. The items traded from the Yukon to the Tlingits were such things as copper, hides,
bone tools, ritual items, dolls and hide clothing. There are many old drawings of coastal
Tlingits wearing what is obviously interior made clothing. This is what Annie Ned says about
the past when the coastal Tlingits wanted interior clothing:

“Yukon people are hunting, and they’ve got nice skin clothes--Oh, gee, porcupine
quills, moose skins, moccasins! Everything nice.

Coast Indians saw those clothes and they wanted them! That’s the way they found out
about these Yukon people. Right then, they found where we hunted. Coast Indians
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traded those knives, axes, and they got nothing, those Tlingit people, just cloth
clothes, groundhog clothes. Nothing! Goat and ground-hog, that’s all.” (Cruikshank
1990: 280)

Since the Interior clothing was superior to the coastal made clothing it was in demand
by the coastal Tlingits and was a big part of early trade up till the time that furs came in
demand. The demand for furs started when the white traders had established contact and
developed trade relations with the Tlingits. The trade for hide clothing did carry on for a
while and hide tunics were traded on from the Tlingits to white people. Those traded tunics
that were originally from the southern Yukon made their way into museum collections.
Because they were traded via the middleman Tlingit traders, these articles of clothing often
were identified as either Tlingit or interior and given no indication as to more precise interior
location. An example of the lack of identification can be seen on a didactic panel in front of a
set of Athapaskan clothing at the Anchorage Museum in figure # 59:

This set of heavily bead-decorated clothing was probably made in Alaska or
northwestern Canada, although it is difficult to discern stylistically which group made
it. (99.077.001ae, Anchorage Museum)

Figure # 59. 99.077.001ae, Anchorage Museum
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The original hide tunics and dresses followed mostly the same pattern, that is, the
man’s garment was a pull-over and came to a point at the bottom front and back and a
woman’s garment was generally straight at the bottom, except in the western part of Alaska
where the women sometimes wore dresses with the pointed front and back. The men’s tunics
had a decorated breastband across the chest while this was less the case for women’s dress. In
the Sheldon Jackson Museum in Sitka, in the artifact notes for a man’s moose hide tunic that
is listed as interior Alaska, the purpose of the tunic design is described as follows:

Pointed shirt is long to protect legs, going through the bush, provides protection,
sitting down, gives protection from wind to vital areas of the body, lets water drip
down the center, not down the legs; decoration adds weight to keep shirt down in
wind. (George Lewis, Sitka) IV.X.1 a,b. SIM.

See figure # 60 below for the set of clothing on display at the Sheldon Jackson
Museum. Note what I wrote about the geometric zigzag pattern in the breastband in Chapter
Two-Geometric & Decorative Arts shown in figure # 23 on page 57.

Figure # 60. Men’s Athapaskan hide clothing. IV.X.1 a,b. SIM.

While all men’s tunics had the same outward pattern, the breastband designs were all
different. People tended to make the breastbands in a local style and thus the breastband
patterns can help to identify the region where the tunic was made. When examining the tunic
and breastband I try to answer questions like: How wide is the breastband? How complex
and colourful are the patterns within the breastband? How are the fringes dealt with? What
type of pattern goes from the collar area to the breastband? I also look at the sleeve cuffs.
Are they decorated? How about the painted lines of the tunic and is there any fur showing?
Are there additional parts added such as breastbands and fringes on the back? By looking at
these areas of the tunic I am sometimes able to identify general regional styles. In some areas
a regional style is easier to detect, such as for the Dena'ina (also known as the Tanaina), while
in other areas there seems to be a blending of styles between regions. Once you take into
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account intermarriage between groups and even just a mixing of ideas, the regional styles can
become even more blurred. The Gwich’in breastbands tend to have common traits within
their region and there also seems to be a general southern Yukon and northern British
Columbia breastband style. This is a vast subject that would require more research and is
beyond the focus of this book, but I will give comparisons of different breastband styles from
the three main regions as well as from some of the neighbouring areas. Please note that, like
all other art forms from the Athapaskan regions, there are always exceptions and variations.
While the Tanaina are quite a distance from the Yukon region their breastbands and clothing
patterns are a good place to start when discussing the differences between regions. This is
because their clothing has a distinct appearance and generally the same style of breastband
designs

Tanaina breastband designs
See figure # 61 for four examples of Dena'ina breastband designs. The provenance for

collecting artifacts of the Dena’ina is generally good. Many of the tunics were collected by
the Russian American Company during their trading operations in Alaska.
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Figure # 61. Four Dena'ina tunics. A) Ethnologisches Museum Staatliche Museen zu Berlin IV 9386. B)
National Museum of Finland VK 175. C) National Museum of Finland VK 168. D) Ethnologisches Museum
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin IV 9086.

The breastband patterns above use muted earth colours in a narrow band. The patterns
are a series of repeating motifs of geometric designs often spaced by lighter coloured gaps.
There is a sepia type colour with brown patterns over a lighter tan colour and this breastband
is mounted on a very lightly smoked hide and thus showing a light cream, off- white colour.
The patterns themselves are very geometric in nature using small blocks or lines of colour.
Some of the blocks of colour are made up of a series of smaller patterns themselves. Many of
the tunics collected from this area appear to be slightly longer in design than tunics farther to
the east and south. While only one tunic (A) is showing a breastband that goes straight across
the chest and not a shallow “V” type pattern, there are many examples of other Dena'ina
tunics with the breastband in similar configuration. Tunic A is a woman’s garment and was
originally collected by the Russian American Company. It has fringes that were cut out of a
strip of hide in quite wide sections. Note that the other tunic fringes are narrower and are
decorated with either silverberry seeds or with wrapped porcupine quills. It is not uncommon
for the Dena'ina to use the wide undecorated fringes on the woman’s garments and I have not
seen examples of this in other groups. Nor have I seen the wide fringes on Dena'ina men’s
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tunics. All the Dena'ina women’s garments I examined have straight bottoms while all the
men’s tunics have pointed front and backs. You will also see fur collar on the garments in
examples A & B. Tunic B was donated to the National Museum of Finland in 1846 and was
originally collected by the Russian American Company. In example C is a series of painted
lines, which occurs on occasion. It seems that the Dena'ina preferred to leave that area above
the breastband clear of decoration. While Judy Thompson in Fascinating Challenges states
that from the 1880s Dena’ina started using beads in their breastbands, the only example I
have seen of the Dena'ina using beads on their hide clothing is from the Alaskan State
Museum in Juneau. In the interior of the Yukon, First Nations people were using beads on
their clothing as early as the 1840s without any direct contact with white people. With the
Dena’ina already having almost a century of direct contact with white traders and only
starting to use beads in the 1880s, there must have been a reluctance to switch from
porcupine embroidery to beading.

Gwich’in breastband designs

In contrast to the Dena'ina designs are the Gwich’in. The three breastband patterns in
figure # 62 A, B & C all have broader breastbands and are filled with very colourful
geometric patterns. The breastbands also do not always go straight across the chest but, as in
A and B, have two ‘peaks’ of the breastband at both sides of the chest, creating a bit of a
wave effect. The patterns themselves do not always have the set spaces between geometric
patterns but have a continuous geometric pattern such as in figure # 62 A & B. Figure #
62C’s pattern incorporates the white colour areas as part of the whole pattern and these
lighter coloured areas are not gaps between the geometric patterns as in the Dena’ina
examples. It does appear that the breastband pattern in figure # 63 does use the lighter areas
as a space between the geometric patterns. There are three embroidered strips traveling down
from an embroidered area at the collar front.

Tunic # 62A is from the Canadian Museum of Civilization and has on the label
“H.B.Co.” “Loucheaux”. As mentioned earlier, the early name to identify the Gwitch’in was
Loucheaux. Kutchin is also an earlier term for the Gwich’in people. Tunic # 62B is from the
Royal Ontario Museum and was collected by Frank Wilson who was the factor of Fort
Vermillion which is in northern Alberta, quite south of Gwich’in territory. The tunic was
likely traded south as the style appears to be very much Gwich’in to me. Tunic # 62C is from
the National Museum of Nature History at the Smithsonian in Washington DC. It is identified
as Kutchin and was collected on the Yukon River. It was part of the Bernard Ross collection.
Compared to the other two tunics, Tunic C has a slightly thinner breastband with a less
noticeable ‘wave’. But when I compare Tunic C in # 62 to other tunics that have been
identified as Loucheux from other collections that originated from the Hudson Bay Company,
such as the man’s summer outfit in figure # 63, they look alike.

The outfit in figure # 63 is in the Royal Scottish Museum and was collected by
Bernard Ross from Fort Simpson. Fort Simpson is not in Kutchin territory but is in the
Athapaskan group Slavey’s territory. Fort Simpson was a Hudson Bay trading post built in
1822 and is on the banks of the Mackenzie River, the main trading route connecting the north
to the southern major Hudson Bay Company’s trading forts such as Fort Resolution and Fort
Chipewyan. Because Fort Simpson was on the major trading route in northern Canada and
Bernard Ross was a major collector in the 1860s the tunic could have easily been obtained by
Ross in Fort Simpson or elsewhere. The other point that makes me think that this is indeed a
Gwich’in garment is that from what I have seen from early Slavey clothing, the pattern is
different. It appears that the Slavey tunics generally have straight and not pointed bottoms.
Having said that, I must point out that there are very few examples of very early Slavey
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clothing to compare with Gwich’in clothing. Other than the breastband pattern details the
two tunics # 62C and # 63 are essentially the same and because of this, I am satisfied that
Tunic # 62C is correctly identified as Kutchin.
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Figure # 62. Four Gwich’in/Kutchin tunics. A) CMC VI-I-73a, B) ROM 2000.80.1.1, C) NMNH 2030, D) PRM
1884.88.8.

Figure # 63. Gwich’in summer outfit. RSM A.564

The provenance for Gwich’in tunics is generally good as they were collected by
people involved in some manner with the Hudson Bay Company during their trading
operations in northern Canada and into the interior of Alaska. Yet some tunics are mistakenly
identified as Kutchin because they have the same outline. This tunic pattern is common from
Northern British Columbia up into the interior of Alaska and across to the north western part
of the Northwest Territories. Identifying a tunic solely based on its outline could lead to
errors. See figure # 62D for an example of a tunic that is identified as Kutchin based on the
style. This tunic, which I discussed in the Introduction of this thesis, was donated to the Pitt
River Museum in Oxford in 1884 and the location or date of collection is unknown. While it
does have a wave-like pattern in the breastband, it is not colorful like the Gwich’in and there
are not the three strips traveling down from an embroidered area in front of the collar. There
are three red painted stripes which is a characteristic of other Athapaskan tunics but not
Gwich’in. Because of these differences the tunic looks more like the southern Yukon style
rather than northern Yukon.
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Next I will show Gwich’in breastbands that have incorporated trade items, mainly
beads and/or dentalia shells. The dentalia shells originate in the Haida territory of the Queen
Charlotte Islands in British Columbia and illustrate how far the trade networks stretched. The
dentalia shells made their way inland from the Tlingits to interior Athapaskans and on to the
Gwich’in. The beads first arrived in the Gwich’in territory with the Hudson Bay Company
but some Russian trade beads may have worked their way up from the Tlingits in the earlier
part of the 19 century, before the Hudson Bay Company established itself in the area in the
mid-19" century. Robert Campbell mentioned that there were already beads in Northern
Tutchone territory when he first established Fort Selkirk at the fork of the Pelly and Yukon
River in 1848. An early description of Southern Yukon First Nations clothing is found in
Prelude to Bonanza, in the Pelly and Yukon River areas between 1848 and 1853 as described
by Robert Campbell, when he moved into the area and operated Fort Selkirk:

Two of their leading Chiefs, father & son, named Thlin-ikik-Thling and Hanan were
tall, stalwart, good looking men, clad from head to foot in dressed deer skins,
ornamented with beads & porcupine quills of all colours. (Wright 1976: 40)

And again Campbell describes the clothing down the Yukon River somewhere between the
Pelly, Stewart and White Rivers:

Their dress which when new is pretty & picturesque, is made of the skin of the moose
or the reindeer, principally the latter. The skirt or coat is finished in a point, both
before & behind, & reaches down to the knees, being frequently ornamented with
coloured beads, porcupine quills, or long hair. The coat has a hole large enough to
admit the head, but does not open in front, & is provided with a hood which can be
used when wanted, as a headdress. The trowsers [SiC] or leg covering, & shoes are
made of the same material, & trimmed the same way. The winter costume is the same,
except that the skin is dressed with the hair left on, & the garment made with hair
inside for warmth. Their socks in winter consist of grass & hair, over which is drawn
the shoe. Their tents of course are made of leather. These Indians are very fond of
ornaments of any kind; such as ear-rings, & also decorate their dress freely with
ermine or squirrel skins or tails, duck wings, long hair, &c. They also often daub their
faces with red earth or ochre &c... (Wright 1976: 67)

As we can read from these descriptions, trade beads have already made their way into the
Northern Tutchone territory before Campbell showed up in the region. It seems to be the only
trade item that was in common use at that time. See figure # 64 A-D for the Gwich’in tunics
with dentalia shells and beads incorporated into the designs.
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Figure # 64. Four Gwich’in tunics with trade beads incorpor.
NMNH 4971 C) NMNH 884 D) NMNH 1855.
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The first two above are men’s tunics and the two bottom garments are women’s
dresses. The most obvious difference between a man’s tunic and a woman’s dress, as 1
mentioned before, is that a man’s tunic has a pointed front and back while the woman’s dress
is generally cut level at the bottom. The second difference is that most of the time the
woman’s dress breastband area is not decorated nearly as much as a man’s tunic. In the
Dawson City (Han) area, when people asked why men’s clothing was fancier than women’s
clothing, they replied that it was that way with birds. The male bird is generally more
decorated than the female bird. This is even apparent in the grouse dance performed in the
southern Yukon. It is the man who dances like grouse, using grouse tail feather dance fans to
try and attract the women. See figure # 65 for full length view of a man’s tunic and woman’s
dress.

The four Gwich’in breastbands in figure # 64 are good examples of the transition
from porcupine embroidery to using beads. In figure A the breastband is mostly dentalia
shells and the pattern is connected with blue trade beads. The fringes are also highlighted
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with beads. While the pattern is much simpler than the earlier porcupine embroidery it is still
quite attractive with the generous use of dentalia shells, which also shows the wealth of the
owner. Notice that the beads are used in the geometric patterns, not the later floral designs.
The breastband is wide and the collar area is well defined with beads and dentalia shells. In
tunic B there is more use of beads and the breastband is wider than A. It is also very
attractive. Both these tunics as well as the two dresses are in the National Museum of Natural
History Smithsonian collection in Washington, DC. When we look at the woman’s dresses
we can see right away that the breastband work is simpler and goes across the arm, up the
side of the shoulder to the collar and across. The breastband does not travel across the chest.
In C the dress has a narrow breastband that has a series of beaded fringes coming out of the
bottom of the breastband. Dress D is the same but without the breastband, having only
beaded fringes.

—
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Figure # 65. Two Gwich’in garments. A) Left; Man’s tunic, NMNH 881 B) Right; Woman’s dress, NMNH
884.

In figure # 65 you can see how the bottom of the garment is handled: the male tunic
pointed and the female dress straight across. There are some cases where a garment is
identified as a woman’s dress but is pointed in the front and back. I have not been able to
verify that these are in fact male tunics that have been misidentified, so for now I accept them
as woman’s dresses with a pointed front and back. The other identifiers are the painted lines
and fringes at the bottom of the two garments. In both the dresses (# 64C&D) is a double
painted line across the bottom. This does not occur in all dresses but appears to be common
on those dresses that use an additional hide at the bottom to increase the length of the dress.
This may be due to the use of smaller caribou hides. The seam line is then painted in red
ochre. The Dena’ina use one piece of hide for the length and I have not seen these lines on
their dresses. The line coming down the center is common in both male and female garments.
Both the garments have decorated cuffs.

Han & Northern Tutchone

Just to the south of the Gwich’in are the Han people and the Northern Tutchone.
Clothing of the Han and possibly the northern most people of the Northern Tutchone is very
close in appearance to the Gwich’in. See figure # 78 on page 108 of Han dresses for an
example of closeness in styles when compared to the Gwich’in dress in figure # 65B. Below
in figure # 66 is three examples of Han or possibly Northern Tutchone breastband designs.
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All three are in the National Museum of National History Smithsonian in Washington, DC.
Item 66A is listed as Han and item 66B was collected in the Peel River. This river falls within
both the Gwich’in and Northern Tutchone traditional Territory. Since item 66B does not have
either beaded or porcupine embroidery going from the breastband to the collar, as in all the
Gwich’in tunics, and since the use of painting lines from the breastband to the collar was
more popular in the south-central Yukon, I put forward that this tunic may be of Northern
Tutchone manufacture. Item 66C was collected at Fort Reliance, Yukon and is well within
Han territory. This is a child’s garment and has the hood attached. In the adult garment’s
case, the hood was almost always separate. Maybe for a child’s garment the hood was
attached for ease of use by the child and to prevent loss of the hood. All three of the
breastband designs are mostly beaded and in the case of item 66A also decorated with
dentalia shells. All three look very similar to the Gwich’in breastband designs that used
beads. I am suspecting that when the beads and dentalia shells were used for the breastbands
they limited the amount of geometric designs that were earlier created with porcupine quills.
Being neighbors and the overlapping of traditional territories may have a lot to do with the
similarities of breastband design, especially after the introduction of beads.
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Figure # 66, Han & possible Northern Tutchone breastband designs; A) Han tunic 1857-0 NMNH. B) Tunic
from Peel River 1856-1 NMNH. C) Han child’s clothing from Fort Reliance, Yukon 49150 NMNH.

Southern Yukon Style

The people to the south of the Northern Tutchone are the Southern Tutchone, and
south of them the Tagish, Inland Tlingit and Tahltan peoples. Because the styles of this area
seem to be different from other regions I will deal with the southern Yukon and Northern
British Columbia as one area, which I will call the Southern Yukon Style. This is regardless
of the fact that within this area there are different ways to deal with the breastband designs.
Every article and related information of southern Yukon hide clothing in collections I have
examined and read was collected from the Tlingits along the Alaska coast. They had obtained
the clothing from the interior peoples through trade and were prized by the Tlingits. Most
information on these tunics states that they were collected in Sitka and do not identify in
which area they were originally made. Other tunics were collected from Klukwan in Chilkat
Tlingit territory and these tunics most certainly were obtained from either the Southern or
Northern Tutchone based on the trade routes the Chilkat Tlingits used. The tunics below have
enough evidence to suggest to me that they originate from the Southern Style region. One of
the interesting things about some of the breastband designs from this region is the use of a
“V”, which is at times a deep pointed style breastband design. The other point is that for
some tunics they used larger blocks of coloured areas in the breastband patterns. There also
seems to be red ochre painted on the chest areas. The added red ochre is not painted in any
design or pattern. Was it originally painted over the whole chest area but has worn off over
time to leave only sections with paint? See figure # 67 for three examples of tunics from the
Tutchone part of the region.
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C
Figure # 67, Southern Style breastband designs; A) Southern Style tunic. 79349 Field Museum. B) Southern
Style tunic 1168 Burke Museum. C) Southern Style tunic 2430 Burke Museum.

Note that the breastband pattern designs shown above tend to use bigger shapes and
bolder motifs than the Tanaina or Gwich’in and more colourful than the Tanaina.
Tunic 67A is from the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago and was collected in
1902 by George Emmons. This tunic’s breastband is pointed at the center of the chest and has
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the Greek style key or meander pattern making up the colourful beaded design. This meander
pattern seems to be unique to the southern style’s area. The museum data card for this tunic
states:

“Collected by Emmons in 1902 from a Tlingit chief in Sitka, Alaska. The chief had
acquired them in 1900 from Tlingit at the head of the Lynn Canal, who in turn had
received them in trade from an interior Athapaskan group (VanStone 1982: 51)” from
Pride of the Indian Wardrobe by Judy Thompson.

The head of the Lynn Canal suggests that this garment was collected from the Chilkat
Tlingits who in turn traded with the Southern and Northern Tutchone. Here is what Emmons
wrote concerning the Coastal Tlingit use of the hide clothing with the breastband designs:

The tanned skin dress was ornamented with fringe strips and bands painted red.
Beadwork was not employed on the dress, and porcupine quill work was only on
clothing procured in trade from the interior tribes. (Emmons, 239)

The next tunic, # 67B, was also collected by Emmons in 1909 from Klukwan, a
Chilkat Tlingit village. It is listed as originating from the Yukon Basin suggesting the
Northern and Southern Tutchone traditional territory. It has a slight point at the chest and is a
simple checkered pattern of orange dyed quills. This basic pattern appears on other items
from the southern Yukon such as bone gopher skinning knives and bone arm bands. The next
tunic (# 67C) was also collected by Emmons in 1909 from the Chilkat Tlingits and is listed as
coming from the Yukon River valley. Again, this would make it either Southern or Northern
Tutchone.

In the next two examples are garments that may come from the Inland Tlingit people.
When the Tlingit moved inland for trade reasons they had to adopt the Athapaskan lifestyle
and had to deal with the harsh environment in order to survive. This included adopting the
clothing styles of the interior people. Figure # 68 has two rather different style garments. Item
68A is a fairly typical garment from the Southern Style region and has a unique geometric
breastband pattern and item 68B has a deep “V” in the breastband. This is not uncommon for
the Southern Style region. Item 68A has a unique repeating ‘dumbbell’ geometric design in
the breastband that is typical in using bigger bolder patterns in the breastband. The
breastband pattern is made of repeating dumbbells and has a square motif, third from center
space in the breastband, providing a break between the repeating dumbbells. I find that the
space size for the dumbbells and the dividing of the dumbbells themselves remind me of what
is known as the ‘Divine Proportion’. According to Priya Hemenwat’s The Secret Code, on
page 25, this size of rectangle shape is most pleasing. The approximate ratio of 1.618 is
known as the ‘golden ratio’ or the ‘Divine Proportion’ and is often found in nature. With a
greater examination of breastband and other geometric designs we may find many examples
of the ‘Divine Proportion’. This would not have been planned on purpose but was created for
its pleasing feeling. Silverberry seeds are used in the fringes as well as porcupine quill
wrapping. Beads are used in the collar area and on the strips leading down to the breastband.
Red ochre paint was used on the seams.
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Figure # 68, Southern Style breastband designs; A) Southern Style tunic. 5085 Museum fiir Volkerkunde,
Vienna. B) Southern Style dress VI-J-82, CMC.

The second garment is in the Canadian Museum of Civilization and is identified as a
woman’s dress but has the pointed bottom front and back edges. I have also seen photographs
of this breastband pattern on many other tunics and dance shirts that were worn by men. This
pattern is also often used on coastal Tlingit dance shirts adding weight to the idea that this is a
common coastal and Inland Tlingit pattern. Because the dress has a pointed front and back I
wonder if this is indeed a women’s dress. Note the photograph in figure # 142 on page 164 of
a man wearing a tunic with the same breastband pattern. This dress was collected by H.H.
Cheney and was received at the CMC in December of 1931. When and where this dress was
made, and by whom, is not listed. The CMC has listed this dress as probably Inland Tlingit.
The catalogue card states:

“Inland Tlingit” attribution based on comparison with documented specimens from

Teslin Lake which have very similar “stylized leaf” motif as found on the cuffs of this
specimen.
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See figure # 69 for the detail of cuff’s bead designs. This bead style does look Inland
Tlingit so I agree with this attribution. The breastband is of a meander design that is
sometimes used in the Southern Style area and goes along with the trend of using big bold
patterns. The breastband is beaded and the fringes appear to be wrapped in porcupine quills.

Figure # 69. Detail of cuff design, Southern Style dress VI-J-82, CMC.

There is a similar looking garment very close to the tunic in # 68B and is listed as a
Northern Athapaskan shirt. It is in the Glenbow Museum in Calgary, Alberta. The museum
purchased this dress in 1965. See figure # 70. Note that the design and the pointed breastband
are almost identical to the above dress, but for some differences. The breastband has quill
work instead of beads. In fact there are no beads used in this garment at all. There is a collar
added to the head hole and there are fringes coming out of the front and back of the pointed
bottom. Furthermore, the sleeve cuffs are lined with fur which is normally a Dena’ina trait.
What I found amazing is the incredible amount of work required to create this quill work
breastband. The geometric pattern in this dress is very close to the Inland Tlingit dress above
in figure # 68B. The breastband design is the same on both garments and would indicate that
the dress in figure # 70 is also from the Southern Style region. The breastband designs are
elaborate and remind me of the geometric designs on the spruce root baskets from Teslin.
Emmons documented Athapaskan origins to Tlingit basket motifs which originated with
Athapaskan quill work designs.

.. ! ,‘_ T \ i
Figure # 70, Northern Athapaskan southern style garment. AC 1, #92210, Glenbow Museum.
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Adjacent to the Inland Tlingit territory are the Tahltan people. They were displaced
from the southern Yukon about 200 years ago by the Inland Tlingit for trade reasons. There
was a lot of fighting between the two groups as well as trade and intermarriage. This may
have resulted in the similar appearances of the following two breastband designs with the
Inland Tlingit breastband design in # 68B. The garment in # 71 A was collected on the Stikine
River which would place it in Tahltan as well as Tlingit territory. The upper Stikine River is
Tahltan while the lower Stikine River is Tlingit. It is in the Ethnologishes Museum Staatliche
Museen in Berlin, Germany and is listed as Tlingit. The museum has many obviously
Athapaskan garments listed as Tlingit. I think this error can be attributed to the original
collectors directly assigning the artifacts as Tlingit origin. This is a case where the museum
identifications need to be corrected.

The breastband pattern on this garment is a series of repeating chevrons. While not as
colourful as other Southern Style tunics the bold geometric chevrons do fit in the Southern
Style area. The fringes are wrapped in porcupine quills as well as beads. There are beads
along the collar that lead down to the breastband. Garment 71B is in the Glenbow Museum
and is listed as Tahltan. It was purchased in 1966 by the museum. This garment appears to
lack the colour and bolder breastband design that the other garments from the Southern Style
area have. The breastband design is simpler than both the Tanaina and the Gwich’in but I
think fits more in the Southern Style. There is porcupine embroidery in the breastband along
with silverberries on the fringes. There appears to be a series of red beads that go along the
collar and down to the breastband. Based on the overall style and that it was collected on the
Stikine River leads me to think this tunic is Tahltan in origin and traded to the Tlingits down
the Stikine River. It was then later traded by the Tlingits to white traders who listed the
garment as Tlingit.
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Figure # 71, Southern Yukon Style garments. A) Tunic from Stikine River. IV A 527, Ethnologisches Museum
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. B) Tahltan tunic AC 16a #75989, Glenbow Museum.

The Stikine River tunic has something different on the back. While very often the

backs are bare or have the breastband continuing all the way around the tunic, the Stikine
River has two rows of fringes. See figure # 72 for a back view of the tunic.
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Figure # 72. Back Tunic from Stikine River IV A 527 Ethnologishes Museum Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
While not so common, these multi fringe or decorated bands were sometimes added to tunics

and dance aprons. In the next section I will present a couple of other examples of garments
that have extra fringes and breastbands.
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Fancy tunics

I have on occasion come across tunics that had additional breastbands or decorated
bands attached to them. These range in number from two to six bands. I have not seen
anything written about the reasons for having additional bands. I have decided to call these
Fancy Tunics, since I am guessing that these additional breastbands were intended to make
them fancier, possibly for potlatches and other ceremonies. In addition to the tunics I have
seen hide dance aprons designed the same way. The hide dance aprons had a number of
bands on them and I suspect that these were used only during potlatches and celebrations.
This would strengthen the idea of additional bands being added for ceremonial purposes. In
the National Museum of Finland there is a Dena’ina dress that has two breastbands across the
front. See figure # 73.

Figure # 73. Dena’ina woman’s dress with two breastbands. VK 174, NMF.

In addition to the dress above there is an almost identical dress in the Ethnologisches
Museum in Berlin. The difference is that it appears that the extra band is placed on the back
of the dress. I base this on the shape of the collar opening: one side of the dress the opening
of the collar is lower and this side has one band as seen in the right photograph below in
figure # 74. The collar on the other side of the dress is higher and has two bands as seen in
the left photograph below. I am assuming that the lower collar is also the front of the dress.
On the side with two bands, the bottom band is wider that the top band and note that the
collar is round with fur trimming while the collar on the Helsinki dress above is square
without fur trimming.
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Figure # 74. Dena’ina woman’s dress with two breastbands. IV A9386. Ethnologishes Museum Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin.

The museum notes indicate that this dress arrived in the Ethnologisches Museum via
Russia.

The next step in adding breastbands is in the British Museum collection in London.
The tunic has six embroidered bands across the front.
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Figure # 75. Yukon made fancy tunic. AM1982.28.21, BM.
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The museum notes for the tunic above state that it was purchased in 1982 from the
Warwickshire Museum and that it was originally collected from the Yukon. It does not state
where in the Yukon. Judy Thompson in Fascinating Challenges suggests that it may have
been collected during Capt. Vancouver’s Pacific voyage in 1794. This tunic is dark smoked,
so this would seem to indicate the garment is not Dena’ina since I have not come across any
darkly smoked Dena’ina garments. In fact the Dena’ina clothing are all almost white in
colour. The geometric patterns on the six bands are too muted to be Gwich’in. While some of
the colours are commonly used by the Dena’ina some of the breastband patterns do not look
like Dena’ina designs. The top band uses a series of blocked geometric shapes that are white
and olive colour. The next three bands have a series of repeating step-pyramids in white,
olive and the occasional sepia colour. The fifth band has a checked pattern all across the band
in black, white and sepia. The final band has a series if diagonal step patterns in white, sepia
and brown. The olive colour is unusual. The cut appears to be in the Gwich’in style. It is my
estimation that this fancy tunic was made somewhere between the Gwich’in and Dena’ina
areas. It may be a Han, Tanana or Ahtena fancy tunic and may have been traded through a
Tlingit middle-man to end up in the hands of the original collector.

There is another fancy tunic in the Peter the Great Museum and it was collected by the
Russians. The breastbands appear to be of southern Yukon style. The use of multi-
embroidered bands also extended to dance aprons. I came across a number of dance aprons
but failed to take photographs of them all. Below in figure # 76 is a photograph I took of one
on display at the Sheldon Jackson Museum in Sitka. Unfortunately the photo is of poor
quality.

Figure # 76. Athapaskan made Fancy dance apron. IV.X.12, SIM.

The museum notes for this dance apron state that it was manufactured by Athapaskans
and obtained and owned by the Chilkat Tlingits of Klukwan, Alaska. This would make this
dance apron either Southern or Northern Tutchone in manufacture.

106



The last Athapaskan tunics/dresses in use

Next two photographs are of what may be one of the last tunics or dresses used, even
if the tunic was only worn for special occasions. These are the only photographs I have ever
seen of the men’s pointed tunic and the Han women’s hide dresses. The first photograph in
figure # 77 was taken in the Tanana River area and the second photograph in figure # 78 was
taken in Dawson City. By the 1880s nobody was using these tunics anymore and yet the
photograph in figure # 77 was taken between 1896 and 1939 while the photograph in figure #
78 was taken after the city of Dawson City was built in 1897! The caption for figure # 77
states: Photograph of Chief Alexander at Tolovana in "old time costume." The Tanana River
is in the background.
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Archives, University of Alaska, Fairbanks

Figure # 77. Tanana Chief Alexander wearing pointed tunic. UAF-1985-72-91

The tunic appears to be darkly smoked. Perhaps there is a connection with the darkly
smoked fancy tunic in figure # 75 on page 105. The breastband pattern is a simple dark and
light repeating motif done with dentalia shells. There are no beaded, embroidered or painted
lines going from the breastband to the collar. He is wearing a sash as a belt. There are also
dentalia shells lining the sleeve cuffs. He is wearing a dentalia shell necklace and with all this
display of dentalia shells he is showing us that he is a man of wealth and status!

The image of the hide dresses worn by the Han women in figure # 78 is from a
postcard from my collection. The postcard caption states: “Indian Women, returning from
Trapping.-Dawson, Y.T.” and on the back is written: “Pub. By Cribbs Drug Store”. Cribbs
Drug Store was in operation in Dawson City from 1897 until 1920. Since hide clothing fell
into disuse shortly after the Klondike Gold Rush of 1898 I would think that this photograph
was taken closer to 1897.
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Indian Women, returning From
Trapping.- Dawson , Y.T.
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Figure # 78. Postcard of Han Women re
Collection.
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turning to Dawson Cit;/ sometime between 1897 and 1920. UvK

The women are wearing typical hide dresses that look very much like the Gwich’in
hide dress in figure # 65B on page 94. In examining the details I can see the dresses in the
postcard are slightly different from the dress in figure # 65B. The dress on the woman on the
right in the postcard has what appears to be a dark band around the bottom. It appears to be
part of the dress. The patterns at the bottom of both dresses are very close to the pattern in
figure # 65B. While these dresses look like the Gwich’in dresses, I believe these to be Han
dresses, as they were very similar in appearance. I base my belief on the fact that the caption
states these women are returning from trapping which would imply that they are Han women
returning home to the Dawson City area. Note the mitts and the string that is attached to
them. The string goes around the neck. Also note the snowshoes behind the women which are
typical Yukon style snowshoes.

Gopher coats & rabbit skin clothing

Since I am examining upper body wear I will be adding two other styles of coats that
are often overlooked. They are the gopher skin coats and rabbit clothing. In Chapter Eight-
Art of the Potlatch & Death I will be discussing gopher skin robes further. The robes were at
one time quite common and since gopher skins were used to make robes it only makes sense
that they would also have been used for other clothing. In figure # 79 is an example of a
gopher skin jacket. It is in the collection of the National Museum of the American Indian at
the Smithsonian in Washington, DC. The museum purchased the coat in 1938 and it is listed
as coming from the Yukon and from the Nahane Tribe. Based on the area where the Yukon
Nahane lived according to the older Yukon tribe maps, this would most likely make the coat
a Kaska garment. The gopher skins are sewn together in the same manner as the robes but
shaped into a coat.
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Figure # 79. Probably Kaska made gopher skin coat. 198044.000, NMALI

These gopher skin coats were made throughout the region. Later in figure # 406 on
page 377 1 will refer to another gopher skin coat but that one was made in Klukwan, Alaska
where there are no gophers!

The next article of clothing is rabbit skin made clothing. In the Yukon there are no
rabbits but hares, yet these are universally called rabbits. In Part of the Land, Part of the
Water it states:

Rabbit Skins were peeled off the bodies in long strips, washed and woven loosely into
light, warm blankets and parkas. The weaving was done without a loom and was loose
enough to provide air space next to the body just like modern new undergarments for
cold weather wear. (McClellan 1987: 130)

And in McClellan’s My Old People Say:

Robes and parkeys of netted rabbit skin were widely used in aboriginal times because
they were light, warm, and easily made. Rabbit skins were also popular for wrapping
babies in and making hats. Many people still prefer foot duffles of rabbit skin in their
winter moccasins. (McClellan 2001: 157)

In this next image you can see by the texture that the garment was woven. The
undated but quite old postcard below was produced between 1920 and 1955 by the
Missionnaires Oblats de Marie-Immaculée (OMI) of the Catholic Church in Paris in order to
show off the members of their ‘flock’ to their supporters in France.
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MISSIONS D'EXTREME.NORD CANADIEN . Série VII . Petite fille habillée
en Vpeau de libvre™,

Figure # 80. Post card of Young Indian girl in full rabbit skin clothing. OMI.

The caption reads: Missions D’Extreme-Nord Canadien. Series VII-Petite fille
habillée en “peau de lievre”. This translates to: Little girl dressed in a “hare skin”. While the
postcard does not give an exact location, the rabbit clothing was common to Athapaskans in
many areas of the north and this image is representational of what the clothing looked like
when worn. These garments were still worn into the early twentieth century. There are a
couple of complete sets of almost identical children’s Gwich’in rabbit skin clothing in the
National Museum of the American Indian at the Smithsonian (cat. Number 071053.00,
071504.000). Those sets were collected in the Peel and Porcupine Rivers areas in 1917 by
Donald Cadzow.

Rabbit skins fell into disuse shortly after World War Two. Below in figure # 81 is one
of the last images of a used rabbit skin coat I have come across from the Yukon. The
photograph is of Florence Orr (nee Kushniruk) and was taken in the late 1940s during the
Winter Carnival in Whitehorse. Florence is about four years old when the photograph was
taken so this would place the time about 1947 or 1948. Florence is also my 1% cousin once
removed. There was little information about the rabbit skin coat but it seems to have a dark
trim. This may be the fur of the rabbit in the summer when it is darker or it may be another
animal. It does not appear like the coat was woven but that the skins were sown together. The
texture looks quite different from the above image of rabbit skin clothing in figure # 80. The
sides of Florence’s mukluks are rabbit trimmed. The beadwork applied to the front of the
mukluks is the simplified flowers that became common after the completion of the Alaska
Highway in 1942.
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Figure # 81. Florence Orr wearing a rabbit skin coat late 1940s in Whitehorse’s Winter Carnival. Photograph
Courtesy of Florence Orr.

Changing styles

From the 1880s onwards and throughout the Yukon, First Nations people had begun
to wear more western style trade clothing. This was before any real influx of white people.
As I quoted earlier on page 3 of this thesis: ‘Dr. George Wilson, a member of the 1883 Lt.
Schwatka expedition into the Yukon, stated that well within Han territory, whitemans
clothing was “universally worn.” (Duncan 1989: 133)

After the introduction of trade clothing, hide clothing was still made, but no longer in
the original style. The makers of hide clothing were influenced by trade clothing that was
making its way into the territory. This western clothing style was adopted quickly. The
pointed bottoms as well as the breastbands disappeared. Beads became the medium of
decoration. While there were still hide pullover jackets, more jackets now had the fronts
opened and were closed with buttons or tie-strings. Fringes were sometimes used and beads
were most often placed on cloth and then added to the jacket at the shoulders, the bib, or
both. In Northern Athapaskan Art Kate Duncan describes the hide jackets that have beaded
bibs and shoulder epaulets as “English” style hunting jackets. They were first seen at Fort
Yukon by W.H. Dall in 1867 indicating that these were the first major style change from the
pull-over tunics. It would appear that the hide tunics continued to be made for only another
20 years. Another hide shirt was made sometime after the introduction of the English hunting
jackets. It was beaded without the beaded shoulder epaulets and bib. Duncan identifies them
as dance shirts. If the garment is open in the front, she calls them jackets. If the garment is a
pull-over and has a longer body, she identifies these as tunics.
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Pull-over jackets and shirts

See figure # 82 for two examples of the pull-over style jacket with various decorative styles.

B : oo
Figure # 82, Pull-over jackets. A) Top; Hide English style hunting jacket from “Upper Yukon” 129350 NMNH
B) Bottom; Tagish Hide Jacket VI-P-19 CMC.

While I totally agree with the first jacket (#82A) being the English style hunting
jacket, I am reluctant to call the next one a dance shirt. # 82B is a hide jacket from the Tagish
people and was collected by Frederick Lambert between 1910 and 1930. Some of the
noticeable differences to the hunting jacket are the downturned collar, a different style neck
opening, and chest pockets. As well, there are decorated cuffs and a set of fringes that come
out at the sides of the jacket and along the bottom of the sleeves. I am more inclined to think
of this as a fancy jacket to be worn on special occasions and not exclusively intended as a
hunting or dancing shirt.

In the southern Yukon there are many examples of these pull-over style jackets. The
following are three photographs of Chief Jim Boss wearing shirts, both square bottom and
pointed bottom edges. Chief Jim Boss was the chief of the Lake Lebarge Southern Tutchone
people just to the north of Whitehorse. Marge Jackson stated that Sophie Miller’s mother
made this shirt. See figure # 83 and # 84. In the left Figure # 84 Chief Boss is wearing a hide
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shirt with fringes coming off the apron and the bottom of the sleeves. There is an
embroidered design on the apron that is a mix of geometric zigzag and scroll or floral
designs. The sleeves have a military style officer’s cuff design. While there are differences in
details, overall this shirt is close in pattern to the Tagish made shirt in figure # 82B. This is an
E.J. Hamacher photograph who was a portrait photographer in Whitehorse in the early 20"
century. The photograph is not dated. Chief Jim Boss was born sometime in 1871 or 1872
and took over as chief from his father Chief Mundessa around the time of the Klondike Gold
Rush of 1898. His mother was from the Carcross area and she may have been Skookum Jim’s
sister. This would make Jim Boss Tagish. On Mundessa’s grave stone is a painted bird,
presumably a Crow, see figure # 401 on page 371. If Mundessa was from the Crow clan, his
son Jim Boss would be a member of the Wolf clan.

- .. ;

Figure # 83, Chief Jim Boss. E.J. Hamacher fonds, 2002/118 #697, YA.

In the left photograph in figure # 84 we can see Chief Boss is older and appears to be
wearing the same hide shirt as in the earlier photograph. He has a bag around his neck which
looks like a knife sheath and wears what appears to be a captain's hat that has been modified.
The hat has the commonly applied diamond and triangle designs going around it which are
essentially crossing zigzag patterns. The design, a geometric zigzag pattern, also appears on
other First Nations clothing and hats. Here the shirt has been modified with a fringed overlay
sewn on the front of the shirt. This gives the appearance of a pointed front bottom edge. This
pointed yoke and the pull-over style is reminiscent of earlier Athapaskan tunics with the
pointed front and backs along the bottom edges. Chief Boss is also holding what appears to
be a pair of beaded gantlets and is wearing a pair of tall undecorated hide boots.
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Figure # 84 Jim ‘Bos.s; Left. 91303, MacBride Museum photograph. Rit: Rolf Hougen Phdtograph.

In Figure # 84 on the right we see a still older Chief Boss wearing an elaborately
ornamented jacket. It is embroidered in the front and decorated with a combination of fringes
and feathers attached to the shirt. The shirt also has the pointed bottom edge. The hat Chief
Boss is wearing appears to be the same in both photographs but in the right photograph
feathers have been added around the top. Chief Boss is also wearing a pair of tall decorated
hide boots. The caption for this photograph states: “Chief Jim Boss of Lebarge-Crow Tribe-
Full War Dress-He died in 1950”. The ‘Full War Dress’ of the caption seems romanticized.
The photograph is giving the impression that the Crow tribe were made up of war-like
people, which is not correct. Another point is that the caption states that Chief Jim Boss is
from the Crow Tribe. This is an example of describing the Southern Tutchone and Tagish
people as the Crow Tribe. Since Jim Boss’s father was Southern Tutchone and Crow Clan,
Jim Boss would have been Wolf Clan of the Tagish people because of his mother.

The next hide shirt in figure # 85 has squared bottom edges and is made in the pull-
over style. It is of Patsy Henderson in an early postcard. There were a number of postcards
produced of Patsy Henderson because he was present at the discovery of the Klondike gold
on August 17™, 1896. Later in life he would tell the tales of the discovery and perform for
tourists in the village of Carcross. In the postcard Henderson is holding two coastal style
rattles and has some sort of necklace around his neck. An interesting point is that he is
wearing a bishop-style hat. As stated before, the hats were highly individual and there were
many different designs. This appears to be one of those unique designs, but one wonders,
could it be an actual bishop’s hat!
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Figure # 85. Postcard of Patsy Henderson, undated. UvK Collection.

In an earlier shown photograph in figure # 28 on page 62 is Patsy Henderson
performing in Carcross in front of the Caribou Hotel. He is wearing the same patterned but
different beaded hide shirt shown here in figure # 85. In figure # 28 the fringes along the
bottom are longer and there are fringes across the chest. There also appears to be more
beadwork on the shirt. In the photographs I have seen of Pasty Henderson he is often wearing
this type of hide pull-over shirt with a collar and fringes along the bottom. Henderson
performed for tourists in Carcross and was therefore one of the most photographed Yukon
First Nations people. There have been many postcards of Henderson in different types of
dress.

A last pull-over type jacket [ will show is of Leo Taku Jack in figure # 86. Jack is an
Inland Tlingit from Atlin. In the undated photograph he is wearing a simple pull-over hide
shirt that has fringes along the shoulders and along the bottom. The shirt appears to be un-
beaded. He is wearing a type of headband and is playing the drum. As you can see in this and
the previous photographs the pull-over shirt or jacket was popular, at least in the southern
Yukon and Northern British Columbia.
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Figufé # 6, Leo Taku Jack. Undated Photograph. Courtesy of Atlin Historical Society.
Chief’s coats & jackets

The next jackets I will examine are those with the front open and buttons or hide
string ties to close the fronts. In the Dawson City Museum, on display, is one of Han Chief
Isaac’s coats. The display information notes that this style coat was based on the “Chief's
Coat” that the Hudson Bay post at Fort Yukon used to give out. They were based on a
military style coat with an open front and special decorations. There was little detail on this
coat. In # 87 is a photograph of a “Chief’s Coat” on display in the Dawson City Museum.
One of the common traits of these coats is the presence of a decoration going down the front
of the garments. Often the decoration is in the form of floral bead designs. Often, added
attention is given to the cuffs. In Chief Isaac’s coat below you will note the two lines of bead
work going down the front of the coat. The beading style is what I identify as the upper
Yukon River Style. In Chapter Four-Beaded & Floral Designs I will explain the various
beading styles. The cuffs are also beaded.

Figure # 87. Chief Isaac’s oat. DCM.
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The next photograph in figure # 88 is of Chief Isaac wearing another “Chief’s Coat”.
It was taken between 1920 and 1932 and is part of the Charlie Isaac Collection at the Dawson
City Museum.

e 1. '
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Figure # 88 Chief Isaac’s coat. 984.70.1 DCM & HS.

Chief Isaac’s jacket has fur trim around the base and pockets. He is also carrying two
bags and the straps are clearly visible. You can make out the tie straps used to close the
jacket’s front. There are also two beaded bands running down the front of this coat. The cuffs
have an added fur trim. The front pocket covers are beaded with what appears to be a large
flower. Additionally there are fringes at the epaulette and shoulder areas. Chief Isaac is
wearing beaded leg bands. Because Yukon First Nations people are highly adaptive we can
appreciate the bowler hat which rounds off the overall appearance.

In the following photograph, figure # 89, is a picture from the Albert Drean fonds
from Yukon Archives. It is a picture of an Inland Tlingit Yukon First Nations man that I
understand to be named Jim Fox. He is wearing a hide jacket that is open at the front. The cut
is basically the same design as Chief [saac’s coat in figure # 87 with the two bands of beaded
floral designs running down the front. This indicates that this style of jacket was common for
at least the Han in the central Yukon through to the Inland Tlingit in the southern Yukon and
northern British Columbia. The cuffs are beaded as well as the flaps for the pockets and
collar. There are no epaulettes but there are fringes where the sleeve is joined to the body of
the coat. Note the unique hat he is wearing with the feather plume at the front, which very
well may be a duster. I discuss the use of feather dusters in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch
& Death. I cannot make out what type of leg bands, if they are indeed leg bands that Jim Fox
is wearing.
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Figure # 89. Albert Drean fonds, 89/5, YA.

The next hide jacket was collected from Fort Selkirk, thus Northern Tutchone, is
made of moose skin and cross fox fur trimming. It is in the National Museum of Natural
History Smithsonian Collection in Washington, DC. This photograph illustrates the tie strings
quite well. The jacket has fringes along the shoulder and under the sleeve. The fur lines the
cuffs and an upturned collar. There is a series of embroidered designs along the front.
Embroidery was less common than beads to decorate the garment. See figure # 90.

|
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Figure # 90. Northern Tutchone moose hide jacket. 379786 NMNH.
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The final jacket I will discuss is one of the items that Johnny Joe donated to the
MacBride Museum and is shown in figure # 91. Johnny Joe was a Southern Tutchone man.
This jacket has elaborate bead designs that consist of floral work and what seems to depict
animals or other beings. The Elders I showed the image on the pocket to felt that it was an
early flower design. Johnny Joe’s grandmother, who was from Hutchi, made many of the
items that Johnny Joe donated.

Figure # 91, Johnny Joe’s coat. 1977.46.1, MacBride Museum.

Note the zigzag or “S” style stem work coming down the length of the front panel.
The overall floral design is also in the upper Yukon River style. There are a number of split
coloured leaf motifs throughout the beadwork and there are no negative spaces left in the
centers of these leaf motifs. The leaf designs are common for the Tagish and Southern
Tutchone. This jacket employs a single beaded band running down the front of it and has
button holes to close the coat. Most of the other coats use ties for this. The cuffs, bottom hem
and whole upper body of the coat have floral bead designs on a red cloth.

Button coats

Another less common shirt style I will call the button coat. This button coat is
decorated the same way as a button blanket with buttons lining the edges of the coat. See
figure # 89 for a photograph of Chief Isaac wearing this style of coat. This photograph was
taken in 1931 at Minto Park in Dawson City. Chief Isaac's coat appears to be made in the
same pattern as the coat he is wearing in figure # 88. This coat has the standard button
blanket style trim along the outside edge instead of a floral decorated trim which can be seen
in figure # 88. It has the buttons sewn along the trim’s edge. It is sewn the same way as along
the edge of a button blanket, although this jacket’s edges are trimmed with fur and not fabric.
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Chief Isaac is also carrying a bag with the beaded strap over his shoulder and is holding a doll
and a walking stick. The doll is not a child’s plaything, but, as many other dolls, an article of
importance. Dolls will be examined closer in Chapter Six-Art of Rituals & Shamans. And
once again Chief Isaac has adopted a non-traditional style of headdress, a top hat which adds
to his overall Han appearance.

I have seen other examples of similar button coats. Another photograph is in the
Handbook of North American Indians on page 535 of Volume 6. The photograph shows
Nabesna John, an Upper Tanana man, wearing the same style shirt as Chief Isaac. John’s shirt
has two rows of buttons sewn in by the fur trim, while Chief Isaac’s only has one row. It also
appears that John’s shirt has a fur collar while Isaac’s does not. Chief Isaac had friends and
relatives in the Upper Tanana area. In fact, in response to the prohibition by the Canadian
Government on Potlatches, Chief Isaac took songs, dances, drums and a ganhook to the
Upper Tanana people for safe keeping. In 1912 he took these cultural treasures to Lake
Mansfield and in 1917 he took other objects to Tetlin. Both were on the United States side of
the border and safe from Canadian authorities.

Where Chief Isaac was removing culturally important items from Canada to protect
them from the Canadian authorities, in Mayo Northern Tutchone special constable Alfred
Hunter was wearing the same style button shirt. As a Royal Canadian Mounted Police special
constable Hunter was not issued a uniform and therefore wore his own fancy jacket to show
his position. See figure # 93 of special constable Alfred Hunter and his wife in Mayo,
sometime in the 1920s or 1930s. Hunter’s jacket is more like the Tanana version than Chief
Isaac’s jacket, in that it has a double row of buttons and a fur collar.
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Figure # 93, Specia Constable Alfred Hunter wearing a button-shirt in Mayo in the 1920s or 30s. 6859 YA.
Dance shirts

At the end of the 19™ and the beginning of the 20™ century, as traded cloth was
beginning to replace hide clothing, cloth dance shirts became popular to wear during
potlatches and ceremonies. In My Old People Say, McClellan says:

Many Yukon “dance shirts” resemble the well-known style from the coast tribes.
They probably represent a cross between the old interior skin shirt and imported
western-style garments, including a dash of military. Indeed, the coastal Tlingit often
describe their own dance shirts as “gunana” (foreign), in this case referring to their
inland neighbors of the Yukon and British Columbia. They are rather long, tailored
affairs, usually of red or black and often beaded bib-like yokes. (McClellan 2001:
322)

This seems to indicate that at the very least the dance shirts were influenced by the
early interior made hide tunics, to be adopted on the coast. Thus the status of the earlier
valued hide clothing was carried on with the dance shirts. There are two distinguished dance
shirt styles, the Athapaskan dance shirts with mostly floral designs and the coastal and Inland
Tlingit dance shirts that often had clans or other images on them. The Tahltans also added
clan images to their dance shirts. The Tlingit also made dance shirts with floral designs but it
seemed that other than the Tahltans, Athapaskans did not put clan or other images on their
dance shirts. McClellan states:

Although the designs on dance shirts from the interior are preponderantly stylized

plant forms, some Tagish and Inland Tlingit shirts and blankets are decorated with sib
animal crests. (McClellan 2001: 322)

121



It also seemed that the Inland Tlingit and Tagish used the dance shirts more than the
Tutchone:

Among the more interior Tutchone, elaborate necklaces and bandoleers of dentalia
necklaces with fine skin clothing were more frequent than the beaded or button-
decorated dance shirts favoured by the southern tribes, but the face painting and
ornaments were probably much the same, and dancing was, if anything, even more
spirited than in the Tlingit-dominated bands. (McClellan 2001: 323)

An example of a possibly interior made dance shirt can be seen in the photograph in
figure # 94. Johnny Fraser, centered, is wearing a floral patterned dance shirt. Elders I spoke
to stated that Johnny Fraser had received the dance shirt and the frontlet from the Chilkat
Tlingits from Klukwan. Someone from Klukwan had died and that person’s items were given
to Fraser. Nobody seems to know who made the dance shirt. It may even have been made in
the interior and later returned there through Johnny Fraser. Fraser was the chief of the
Champagne people and had strong ties with Klukwan. The Elders also said that later all of
Johnny Fraser’s First Nations items were sold to tourists. Later in this section I will discuss
more about this dance shirt. This photograph was taken in the late 1940s, most likely during
the Winter Carnival. It is an interesting photograph as it shows a whole cross section of
Southern Tutchone ceremonial clothing from that time-period. Johnny Fraser is wearing a hat
with the common crisscross design. The hat has feather plumes coming out of the top. His
footwear incorporates a zigzag design. On the right side of the photo a lady is wearing a
gopher skin robe. The woman beside her is also wearing some sort of skin garment and a pair
of fancy mukluks. The two men on the left are wearing a hide pull-over coat and a floral
beaded dance shirt. The dance shirt has a series of zigzag patterns going around the bottom of
the shirt as well as a double row of the pattern going around the cuffs.

Figure # 94, Johnny Fraser and dance group, possible at the Winter Carnival, circa 1940s. 04.30, R. Hougan
photograph.
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Another well known dance shirt is the one that belonged to Johnny Joe. In figure # 95
we can see Johnny Joe wearing his dance shirt and a fancy hat at the MacBride Museum in
the 1960s. This is the time he donated the dance shirt to the MacBride Museum.

In figure # 96 you can see the details of Johnnie Joe’s dance tunic at the MacBride Museum.
The design looks exactly like Johnny Fraser’s dance shirt, but there are a couple of
differences which I will explain after the illustrations.

Figure # 95, Johnny Joe with dance shirt. 92.96, MacBride Museum Photograph.
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e # 96, detail of Johnny Joe’s dance shirt, front bib & bottom of shirt. MacBride Museum.

In Johnny Joe’s dance shirt there is trimming with small fringes extending from the
middle of the bib area to just under the arms. Also, in the detail photographs we can see some
fringes coming out of the back of the arm. There is no set of fringes coming out of the bib
area, nor any other fringes in Johnny Fraser’s shirt. Other than these noted items the dance
shirts are identical, especially the details of the bead work. This creates the problem of
Johnny Fraser’s dance shirt originating in Klukwan while Johnny Joe’s dance shirt originated
from the Southern Tutchone settlement of Hutchi. Dinah Jim, Johnny Joe’s granddaughter,
stated that Johnny Joe’s aunt was the maker of his dance shirt. At the time of our
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conversation Dinah Jim did not remember her name. Johnny Joe and his family were
originally from Hutchi, his dad being Chief Joe and mother Ts’ahl ma, both of Hutchi.

Based on the identical beadwork I conclude that Johnny Fraser’s dance shirt was
originally made in the Yukon by the same person, who is the aunt of Johnny Joe. Did she
have a pattern she copied for the second dance shirt or did she make the two at the same
time? There is also the possibility that the fringes were added later and that Fraser and Joe
were wearing the same dance shirt. Garments were often modified after they were considered
finished.

The following dance shirt in the photograph in figure # 97 was taken in 1948 and is an
Inland Tlingit dance shirt. It is worn by Edgar Sydney who was born in Juneau, Alaska but
moved and lived in Teslin. It is unknown where this dance shirt was made but I am
suspecting in Teslin. It follows the standard design, bib in front, epaulettes on the shoulders
and cuffs, all with floral beaded designs. Note the zigzag pattern around the bottom of the
dance shirt which is done a bit like the dance shirt shown in figure # 94 on page 123. The
dance shirt is on the man second from the left.

N
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Figure # 97. Edgar Sydney We.aring dance shirt in Teslin, 1948. D. Leechman photo. J2310 CMC.

In the following photograph in figure # 98, we can see a group of people waiting for
the arrival of Queen Elizabeth in Carcross in July 1959. The man on the left is wearing a
dance shirt with a different bead style design than the previous two. He is also wearing a
military style medal on his dance shirt. The next two ladies are wearing the Tagish/Inland
Tlingit style garments with the woman on the left wearing a dance shirt with the beaver crest
and the woman beside her is wearing a dress with whale and/or fish designs on it. The second
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lady is Mrs. Patsy Henderson, also known as Mrs. Edith Henderson. She is standing beside
her husband, Mr. Patsy Henderson. The dance dress that Mrs. Patsy Henderson is wearing is
almost the same as in an earlier photograph of the couple in Their Own Yukon on page 21. I
suspect she made both dance dresses. Mrs. Edith Henderson is originally from Hutchi,
making her a Southern Tutchone woman. Patsy Henderson is wearing his famous hide
ceremonial clothing. To the right of Patsy Henderson is May Hume.

in 1959.92.63, MacBride Museum.
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This is a good transition to examine dance shirts that have images on them. This next
photograph in figure # 99 is of a scene taken in Atlin, British Columbia during the 1918
potlatch. There are a number of dance shirt styles shown. The man on the right is holding two
Crow drums and has a fairly fancy crow on his dance shirt. I am assuming this bird is Crow
as this is a Crow/Frog clan hosted potlatch. The next man is wearing a simple hide pull-over
shirt with some beadwork on the bib. The standing man in the middle is wearing a hide style
pull-over fancy shirt with a lot of beaded designs on the chest. Although the photograph is
not very clear, it appears like the man to the left of him is wearing an older style fancy hide
tunic. Note the “V” breastbands across the front. The man on the far left wears a killer whale
dance shirt. See figure # 100 for a coloured photograph of this particular dance shirt. He is
holding a Crow and double fish drum. And in front of them all is a man wearing a Chilkat
robe.
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The killer whale dance shirt noted is figure # 99 is shown above in figure # 100. There
are three killer whales images on it, a large one across the top and two joined at the tail. As
the man is wearing a dance shirt and holding a drum that both show twin killer whales joined
at the tails, I would guess he painted the drum and the dance shirt was made for him. There
may be a special story from the coast about twin whales joined at the tail but if so I am not
aware of it. The beaded designs on the shoulders and at the cuffs are slightly different than
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the normal Inland Tlingit beadwork. They employ only one colour, white, and the design is
basically a large outlined geometric shape. They look more like Tahltan than Tlingit beading.
There is also the zigzag pattern added around the bottom of the dance shirt. The use of only
black, white and red gives this dance shirt a bold appearance.

The next photograph in figure # 101 is also from Atlin and shows two dance shirts.
The man on the left, possibly Lee T. Jack, is wearing either a lighter coloured cloth or hide
made dance shirt. I have seen early made dance shirts that were lighter in colour such as
shirts made with yellow fabric. From the appearance of the texture I think it is a fabric dance
shirt. The shirt is very nicely beaded with a style that does not seem like the typical Inland
Tlingit style. It may be that the dance shirt originated elsewhere. I am basing this on the bead
style either from the Tagish or Tahltan people. In the center of the photograph a man,
possibly Mr. S. Jack, is wearing a Frog clan dance shirt and holding the unique style Atlin
dance stick or ganhook. These dance sticks are different from the Athapaskan as well as the
Coastal Tlingit dance poles. I will be showing more of these Atlin style ganhooks in Chapter
Eight-Art of the Potlatch & Death. Mr. Jack is also wearing a dance feather wane stuck in his
headband. The rest of the women are all wearing either button or other blankets for the
potlatch. The woman on the right is holding a feather dance wane, most likely a duster.

3
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A final set of dance shirts is in figure # 102. These are two quite different dance shirts
and were photographed by Catherine McClellan in 1950. They show the front and back of a
beaded dance shirt with Crow in the front and a second lighter coloured dance shirt that has a
drawing in the front and back. For my analysis of the two images see figure # 182 on page
197 in Chapter Five-Figurative Art.
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Figure #102. Inland 11ng1t dance shirts. . McClellan photographs. Top J765, bottom J766. CMC

As we have looked at the various dance shirts you will note that no two are alike with
the possible exception of Johnny Fraser’s and Johnny Joe’s dance shirts. If these are two
different dance shirts then I assume they were made by the same person. Also here
individuality is reflected in the wide range of dance shirt styles and designs.
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Closing comments

I have shown a wide range of upper body garments that have its origins starting with
the Geometric Period and continue into the Beaded Period. I have not looked at lower body
garments. The porcupine embroidery in the hide leggings generally copies the breastband
work patterns in the tunics, providing they were made at the same time. Once beads were
used for floral & figurative designs lower body garments were no longer made. As you
progress through this thesis you will be seeing more upper body garments, for example in
Chapter Five-Figurative Art and Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch & Death.
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Chapter Four-Beaded & Floral Designs
Beaded period

While it is obvious that Yukon First Nations have created beadwork for over a
hundred years, it is not clear where the designs came from. How did this tradition start? I
have often heard from various non-First Nations people that missionaries taught the people
floral bead designs. While this is the case for the First Nations people further to the east and
south in Canada, I discovered that there were no missionary bead teaching activities in the
Yukon. In fact in some areas of the Yukon, First Nations people may have been creating
floral bead designs before the coming of missionaries in the area. Beads were commonly used
in the south-central Yukon by the 1840s and most probably earlier in the north of the Yukon.
At first the large Russian beads were used to replace the silverberry seeds on the breastband
fringes of tunics and later the smaller beads replaced the porcupine embroidery on the
breastbands. Beads were well known and readily available in the 1860°s and it is this time
period that saw the start of adoption of floral designs in the Yukon.

I identify Fort Yukon in Alaska as a focal point in tracing the history of floral bead
work in the Yukon. Fort Yukon is not in the Yukon but in present day Alaska. None of the
engravings and drawings of Athapaskan First Nations people in the Fort Yukon area before
the 1860’s show any floral designs. In the drawings and photographs from the 1870s and
onwards there is a predominant amount of floral bead work present. One of the first examples
of floral bead work in the Fort Yukon area is an engraving by Whymper from 1867 and
shows a beaded firebag. You can see the image on page 57 of Kate Duncan’s Northern
Athapaskan Art.

The first missionaries in the area arrived in Fort Yukon in 1861. This was the
Christian Missionary Society’s Rev. William West Kirkby. From that point on the area had a
steady presence of missionaries. For the first couple of decades it seems highly unlikely that
these unwed male missionaries were teaching floral bead designs! I believe that the floral
designs were introduced indirectly by the people who were supplying the beads. Fort Yukon
was established in 1848 and trading in such items as beads had gone on for thirteen years
before the first missionaries arrived on the scene. I will come back to the role of the trading
forts in the Yukon later in this section.

The Yukon Beaded Period starts in the 1860s in the Fort Yukon area and carries on
until World War Two. The Beaded Period makes its presence first in the north of the Yukon
Territory and a later appearance is made in the south. I feel that the Beaded Period is one of
the most artistically expressive periods of the Yukon First Nations people. When beads
became available the creator of the image or design had a sudden choice of color and surface
quality (shiny to matte). Quills could be dyed but there was a limited choice in color. Black
and white colors were used as these are the natural color of the quill. Other colors included
varieties of reds and blues. These were colors that people could create from earth or plant
dyes. The dyed quills were very bright and beautiful at first but would fade over time. The
arrival of beads must have meant less work, increased choice and more durability.

In the coming sections I will give an overview of the regional floral beaded styles.
Later I will examine beaded birds, mammals and fish in Chapter Five-Figurative Art. I will
be using the following breakdown of floral design factors: main or central flower designs,
leaf & secondary flower designs, stem work, and background. The main flower design is
often the center or focus point of the overall design. See examples in figure # 103 for various
main flower patterns. The first on the left is a flower pattern that is known as the “Annie
Ned” pattern. This is a Southern Tutchone floral design. The next is a common four-pedal
with center bud design often thought of as a rosette. In Kate Duncan’s A Special Gift: The
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Kutchin Beadwork Tradition, she identifies a wider pedaled motif for the Kutchin (Gwich’in)
as ‘dog paw’ based on the tracks that the Gwich’in say dogs make. There may be more pedals
as seen in the next example. This is a five pedal flower design but the pedals overlap. The last
is a Kaska main flower design, a more complex flower pattern. The Gwich’in commonly
made complex main flower designs.

FHE

Figure # 103. Various Yukon First Nations main flower bead designs. UvK drawing.

There is an unlimited variety of main flower designs from simple to complex, but not
all floral designs are created around a main flower. The main flowers designs often have stem
works coming out of the main flower and it is on those stem works that various secondary
flowers and/or leafs are attached to fill out the overall design. There are various styles of stem
works. See figure # 104 for five examples of stem designs.

{6

Figure # 104. Various Yukon First Nations floral stem designs. UvK drawing.

The first stem on the left is a simple common stem. It can head off in any direction
and sometimes has other stems coming off of it. It does not have a repeating pattern like the
following stems. The next stem example I call the zigzag stem but it is also known as the “S”
stem pattern. This pattern is used often by Yukon First Nations and not only in bead work as |
illustrated in Chapter Two-Geometric & Decorative Arts. The next is a “Y” stem pattern.
This stem pattern starts with a short curved stem and then a new stem starts at the top curve
of that stem. The next stem shown can be thought of as an “X” or double zigzag pattern. The
last stem shown is one with a series of bead outcrops along the shaft. Duncan states that this
is indentified by the Kutchin as “mice running”. In my casual conversations with Athapaskan
beaders in Fairbanks, Alaska, I was told this pattern was “grouse tracks”. The leaves and
secondary flowers were attached to the stem. In figure # 105 is a series of four leaf patterns
that would be attached to the stem works.
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Figure # 105. Various Yukon First Nations floral leaf designs. UvK drawing.

Duncan identifies the motif on the left as a split-bell design. The next leaf is a simple
leaf design with an added pattern in the middle. There are variations to the simple leaves, like
showing a bent, a rounded appearance or outcrops. The next is a cloverleaf design that the
Kutchin (Gwich’in) identify as ptarmigan foot (Carney & Duncan 1997: 32). The Kutchin
descriptions for these motifs seem to be limited to the Gwich’in. Other groups may identify
the designs differently. I think of this motif as a 3-pedal or clubs design. There are other
patterns that look like hearts, diamonds and spades. They may very well have their origins
from playing cards. Some beaders adopted patterns from various sources. For example, the
old T. Eaton’s catalogue which was first published in 1884 and by the Klondike Gold Rush, if
not before, was available to people throughout the Yukon. These patterns could be seen on
the catalogue’s products such as dresses, curtains, table cloths and so forth. One of the traits
of Athapaskan beaders is their fondness for adopting new patterns. The last leaf design is a
simple Upper Yukon type of leaf pattern. The Inland Tlingit leaf patterns of this type are
often more complex than the one above.

Overall the basic motifs: flowers, leaves and stems, can be combined in various
patterns making up any possible combination of design. There may be only a few flowers or
leaves with or without stems with a large amount of the background showing or the
background could be mostly covered with flowers, leaves and stems. The flower and leaf
designs vary from simple to complex. Added to this mix is the choice of colours. An example
of the central flower, stem, and leaf motifs combined can be seen in the next drawing, figure
# 106. This drawing is based on a sled bag that is in the Milwaukee Public Museum. It was
collected by Brigadier General Henry Mitchell at Fort Egbert in Alaska. That fort is situated
in Han territory. You can see a photograph of the bag in Kate Duncan’s Northern Athapaskan
Art on page 141.

Figure # 106. Example of combination of main flower, stem and leaf design. Based on Han sled bag cover floral
bead design. UvK drawing.
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In the above example there is the main flower at the center with common stem work
extending out. There is a variety of leaf designs at the ends of all the stems and one pair
functioning as a joint for another stem. There is a lot of the background hide showing and
while the main flower is solid in design, the centers of the leaf designs have a negative space
that shows the background. Around the end of the flap is a fabric breastband that is also
beaded. The pattern around the edge is using a series of four pedal flower motifs and a
variation of the “X” pattern stem work. See figure # 107 below for my drawing of the center
section of the design.

Figure # 107. Example of trim flower and stem design. Based on Han sled bag cover floral bead design. UvK
drawing.

It is this breakdown of floral motifs that I use to analyse designs from different
regions in the Yukon. There are five distinct floral bead styles in the Yukon region but I only
show four of the areas the different styles were practiced on the map in figure # 108. The fifth
style was the Mountain Dene style and the Mountain Dene integrated into Northern Tutchone
and Kaska communities so are not shown on the map.

I will start off with the Gwich’in style [A] as they were the first people to create floral
beadwork. The designs have their roots in the already established floral bead designs from up
the Mackenzie River. At Fort Yukon there is a major floral design change that occurs up the
Yukon River and Tanana Rivers away from Fort Yukon. For the Yukon River area I will call
this the upper Yukon River style [B]. Since the events that caused the changes for the upper
Yukon River style are the same for the Tanana River, their beading style is almost identical in
structure. Duncan classes the two groups together as the ‘The Yukon-Tanana Region’. The
upper Yukon River style includes the Han, Northern and Southern Tutchone, Yukon Kaska,
Tagish and Tanana. It is here I also add the Mountain Dene style. While not formally
recognized in the Yukon, the Mountain Dene have been living in and out of the eastern
Yukon for centuries and in the last century a number of Mountain Dene families settled in the
eastern and later central Yukon. The other two styles are the Inland Tlingit [C] and the
Tahltan [D] at the very south of the Yukon. I have noticed that four of the regional floral bead
styles are situated around river systems. These river systems are all connected with trade
routes. Refer to the map in figure # 108 for the river systems: The Gwich’in with the (1)
Mackenzie and (2) Porcupine Rivers; the Han, Northern & Southern Tutchone, Kaska, and
Tagish with the (3) Yukon River. In the Yukon River drainage these main rivers; the (8)
Stewart, (7) White and (9) Pelly Rivers all flow into the Yukon River and these areas all
worked in the upper Yukon River style. The (4) Tanana River also flows into the Yukon
River downriver from Fort Yukon. The Inland Tlingit style was connected with the (5) Taku
and Tulsequah Rivers and the Tahltan style with the (6) Stikine River. On this map I also
pointed out for reference sake the (11) Peel River which starts into the northeastern Yukon
and flows into the Mackenzie River and the (10) Copper River in the southeastern mainland
Alaska. The Peel River was an area that was occupied by both the Gwich’in and Northern
Tutchone. The Copper River is the homeland of the Ahtna people.
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Gwich’in bead designs
The Gwich’in people are famous in the Yukon for their bead work and they are the

earliest Yukon First Nations people to use beaded floral designs. The Gwich’in style is
basically the same as the bead styles from further up the Mackenzie River. When you look at
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the bead work from the different groups of people all along the Mackenzie River you will see
the same basic floral design building blocks. They use large complex and colourful central
and secondary flowers and leaves. They use very little stem work and cover most to all of the
background. In the Yukon the Gwich’in are the only people that make beadwork this way.
The southern Elders refer to the Gwich’in style as the “Old Crow” style since the only
Gwich’in community in the Yukon is Old Crow, on the banks of the Porcupine River. This is
what Duncan says in A Special Gift: The Kutchin Beadwork Tradition on page 29:

Kutchin floral beadwork belongs to the Great Slave Lake-Mackenzie River style
region...The beadwork designs of each of the groups are similar enough to warrant
classification together. (Carney & Duncan 1997: 29)

The reason that the Mackenzie River, the Porcupine River and Fort Yukon had the
same style was the route that the Hudson Bay Company took for trading purposes. The bead
style was established along the southern area of the Mackenzie River-Slave Lake area and as
the Hudson Bay Company established trading posts and forts further down the Mackenzie
River the bead style was copied. The Hudson Bay Company used many Métis and Indian
workers. When they established a new post, the wives of these workers settled and the local
women were able to copy the bead style. This is what Duncan says in A Special Gift: The
Kutchin Beadwork Tradition in page 26:

Floral beadwork was first produced among Athapaskan speakers by those around
Great Slave Lake, but art quickly diffused north and west. The large beads known at
Fort McPherson came from Russia and were traded in from Kutchin living farther
west, but seed beads and floral designs arrived there with the Hudson’s Bay Company
and women married to Hudson’s Bay men. When Loucheux women married
Hudson’s Bay men, they worked alongside, sharing ideas and learning from other
Company wives who had moved to the area with their husbands. (Duncan Carney &
Duncan 1997: 26)

The Hudson’s Bay worker’s First Nations and Métis wives themselves did learn from
the missionary schools that both the Anglican and Catholic Churches established in the upper
Mackenzie River-Slave Lakes areas. For example, the Grey Nuns arrived in Fort Chipewyan
in 1849 to establish a residential school. In the coming decades they opened more schools
further north and down the Mackenzie River.

The Hudson Bay was interested in expanding its fur trade so was actively exploring.
In an effort to seek out the distant tribes to the west of the Mackenzie River the Hudson Bay
Company established the Peel River Post on the Peel River at the junction of the Mackenzie
River in 1840. This post later became Fort McPherson. Using the Peel River Post as a base
the Hudson Bay Company travelled to the west and after a number of unsuccessful
explorations finally discovered the “Youcon” (Yukon) River in 1845. See the 1834 map in
figure # 109 of the Mackenzie River and the dates of the establishment of trading posts and
forts. Note that those forts with the (NWC) behind them were established by the Northwest
Company, the main competitor to the Hudson Bay Company. The two companies merged in
1821 and kept the Hudson Bay Company name. You can see the establishment of forts from
the late 1700s into the early 1800s steadily moving north down the Mackenzie River. Notice
that on this 1834 map it leaves the whole of the interior of the Yukon and Alaska blank as it
was still unexplored.
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You may note in the next map that there is not a river linking the Mackenzie and
Porcupine Rivers, so an overland route had to be discovered through the Richardson
Mountains. The local First Nations guides were less than willing to allow the Hudson Bay
Company to disrupt their own established trading routes, so the Hudson Bay Company had to
finally use guides that were from further up the Mackenzie River. These guides had no
interest in the trade situation in the area. A pass was found through the Richardson Mountains
and they discovered the Yukon River. The new fur trading areas were successful.

vk

Figure # 110. Gwich’in traditional trritbry. 1878 map.
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Because of the required infrastructure Fort Yukon was not established until 1848.
Now that a trade route existed from Fort McPherson to Fort Yukon there was a steady flow of
Hudson Bay workers moving up and down the Porcupine River. All along the river the
women were exposed to the floral designs from the Hudson Bay workers and the families
they brought with them. These floral designs had their source from the upper Mackenzie
River and that style became firmly implanted into the northern Yukon. See figure # 110 of an
1878 map that shows the Gwich’in traditional territory as well as Fort McPherson and Fort
Yukon.

Next I will examine some examples of Gwich’in floral bead designs. Figure # 111
shows a wall pocket that was collected by H.A. Conroy in 1911. It is presently in the
Canadian Museum of Civilization. It was collected from the Gwich’in on the Mackenzie

River.

'&;

Figure # 111 Mackenzie River Gwich’in wall pocket. Collected 1911. VI-H-13 CMC.

The working surface is mostly filled with beads. Only small areas of the background
show through. The background colour for this wall pocket is black. This is a common colour
for wall pockets, sled bags and baby belts. The distinctive feature of Gwich’in beading is the
use of flower and leaf designs with minimal stem work. The flowers and leaves dominate the
picture area and are quite elaborate, using many colors and twisting and turning pedals and
leaves. In this wall pocket there are three sets of flower groups, two at the bottom part and
one set at the top. In the next figure, # 112 is a wall pocket collected by H.A. Conroy in 1911
from the Gwich’in on the Mackenzie River. It states in the museum notes that this wall
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pocket was made around 1900. It has a different design: three small pockets at the top and a
large one at the bottom. The beads are on black fabric but the pockets are part of a red fabric
background. I point this out because Duncan states:

Hide, black velvet or velveteen, and more recently, felt, are the grounds used by the
Kutchin beadworker. Velvet has been popular since sometime in the nineteenth
century. Although red wool has been beaded on by neighbouring upper Yukon groups
for years, no one had heard of Kutchin women ever beading on red. Black wool,
which is common in the neighbouring upper Yukon area as well as among the Cree
and to a lesser extent on Great Slave Lake, has rarely been used by the Kutchin.
(Carney & Duncan 1997: 37)

The example below supports Duncan’s observations that the Gwich’in did not bead on
red material but did use it in their work. The bottom of the wall pocket has a floral design that
is symmetrical and each side is made up of a main flower and has a ‘mouse walking’ stem
work connecting to four secondary flowers. There are five other tertiary leaf/berry/bud motifs
connected to the overall design. The design is weighted at the bottom, that is, the bead work
is on the bottom one-third of the section. I believe this is done for an aesthetic effect.

e

Figure # 112. Mackenzie River Gwich’in wall pocket. Collected 1911. VI-H-1 CMC.

Duncan writes about the difference between the eastern and western Gwich’in floral
designs. Turn-of-the-century Loucheux (Fort McPherson) work is more similar to that
produced around Great Slave Lake, while beadwork from the western Kutchin shows a
tendency towards simplification and regularization. Even in the twentieth century there is still
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a closer link between eastern Kutchin and Great Slave work. (Carney & Duncan 1997: Page
29)

This makes sense as there was more direct contact up and down the Mackenzie River
with the origins of the missionary school beading tradition. The route from Fort McPherson
to Fort Yukon required an overland route for part of the way and there were no trading posts
between the two forts except the logistics transfer aid station of Lapierre House, which was
prohibited from trading. So while the western Gwich’in were seeing examples of the Great
Slave Lake beading style passing through their territory with the Hudson’s Bay Company
workers, they did not have the more direct contact that the Fort McPherson Gwich’in had
with the Great Slave Lake style. In Barbara Hail and Kate Duncan’s Out of the North,
Duncan writes about the Gestalt Visual Perception Theory:

Students of visual perception group their observations under a broad principle they
believe to be universal, the “law of the good gestalt.” “Gestalt” refers to perceptual
totality, and “good gestalt” to the most easily perceived mental order or structure of
that totality. The “good gestalt,” then, is the simplest one, because “any stimulus
pattern tends to be seen in such a way that the resulting structure is as simple as the
given conditions permit. (Arnhiem 1974:53). When ambiguous stimuli are presented,
the brain chooses the least complex alternative by simplifying and regularizing the
visual pattern, particularly by making it symmetrical, by leveling (dropping off
information), and by sharpening (enhancing or exaggerating information). (Hail &
Duncan 1989: 75-76)

Since Fort McPherson was an established trading post and the Gwich’in in the area
had continuous contact with the Mackenzie River beading style they would have been able to
copy it more closely. The Gwich’in along the Porcupine River would have only been able to
see the beadwork in passing and thus their copies would have been simpler. This explains
why the western Gwich’in floral bead designs were slightly simpler than the eastern
Gwich’in style. It would be the western style that the Yukon Gwich’in created. In the
following figure, # 113 is an Athapaskan baby belt from the Canadian Museum of
Civilization. It was obtained by the Canadian Museum of Civilization with no providence but
the Museum has identified this belt as Gwich’in.

Figure # 113. Gwich’in baby belt. VI-I-82, CMC

Based on the gestalt theory this would be a western style Gwich’in baby belt. When
you compare the floral designs to the previous floral designs in figures # 111 & 112 you can
see the baby belt’s floral designs are slightly simpler. Below in figure # 114 is a comparison
between a detail of floral design from the baby belt and wall pocket.
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Figure # 114. Comparison of Gwich’in baby belt (left) and xdfl pocket floral desién (right).ﬂ VI-I-82 & VI-H-13
CMC

In the baby belt there are less colour variations and less secondary flowers and leaf
motifs. The baby belt motifs are more spread out leaving bigger gaps with more of the
background showing and not compacted like the wall pocket floral design. There is more
notable use of stem work in the baby belt which allows filling the space. Based on the Gestalt
Theory the baby belt would fall into the western Gwich’in floral style.

The gestalt theory plays an even bigger role when you examine the floral bead designs
from the upper Yukon River, as [ will do in the next section. If you want to learn more about
Gwich’in floral bead designs I would recommend Kate Duncan’s A Special Gift: The Kutchin
Beadwork Tradition. It gives much more detail and information about Gwich’in floral
designs.

Upper Yukon River floral style

I believe that the upper Yukon River style originated from the upper Yukon River
First Nations (Han and Northern Tutchone) when they travelled to Fort Yukon and saw the
floral designs that were already becoming established there. As part of their trade network the
upper Yukon River people travelled to Fort Yukon to trade. Dall records that both the Han
and the Northern Tutchone visited Fort Yukon from the Upper Yukon in 1867. These upper
Yukon people were even more removed than the western Gwich’in as there were no
Hudson’s Bay traders, workers or families passing through their territory. They would only
have been able to observe the floral beadwork for a short time while at the Fort Yukon
trading post. This would have also included any Cree or Métis Hudson’s Bay Company
workers at Fort Yukon. This is another example of the gestalt theory at work where the upper
Yukon beading style is overall simpler than the Gwich’in beading style.

I will add here that the Hudson’s Bay Company did establish Fort Selkirk at the
junction of the Yukon and Pelly Rivers in 1848 but this fort was pillaged and destroyed
without loss of life by the Chilkat Tlingits in 1852. There were also earlier posts at Pelly
Banks and Francis Lake and both failed before the pillaging of Fort Selkirk. There were often
no women present at the fort until the very end when there were two wives of workers. One
wife and worker was Indian and possibly the other was too. The artistic impact to the area
was negligible. The influence for the Han and Northern Tutchone came from Fort Yukon.
The Hudson’s Bay Company operated Fort Yukon from 1848 until 1869. The United States
bought Alaska in 1867 and in 1869 Fort Yukon was confirmed to be in American Territory.
The Hudson’s Bay Company had to cease operations and move their operation into Canadian
territory. They moved up the Porcupine River and further away from the Han and Northern
Tutchone but by this time the floral beading tradition was starting to be established for the
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Gwich’in and was just beginning to take root in the upper Yukon River. I have not come
across any documentation of how and when exactly the Han and Northern Tutchone started
creating floral beadwork.

The earliest evidence of beadwork I have seen from the upper Yukon area is a
photograph taken during the Schwatka 1883 exploration from Haines Alaska to down the
Yukon River. This photograph was taken in Fort Selkirk and shows a number of First Nations
men in canoes. See figure # 115 and # 116 for details of the photograph. In the left image of
figure # 116 a man is holding a paddle and it appears he has a beaded firebag hanging around
his neck. The front man in the right hand canoe in figure # 115 appears to be wearing a
possibly beaded bandoleer or the strap for a bag. They are in fact wearing a mixture of
clothing. The standing man in the left photograph appears to have lines running down the
front of his trousers and this may be the traditional hide trousers with the porcupine
embroidery running down the front. The front man in the canoe in the right photograph is
wearing a western shirt that has a series of pinstripes running down the shirt. The man behind
him may also be wearing a firebag.
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Figure # 115. First Nation men in canoes at Fort Selkirk 1883. Lt. Frederick Schwatka collection, 94/102 #19,
YA.

Figure # 116. Details of First Nation men in canoes at Fort Selkirk 1883. Lt. Frederick Schwatka collection,
94/102 #19, YA.
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This photograph shows that at least by 1883 there are beaded firebags in use in the
upper Yukon River area. Schwatka does not describe any bead work or even the native
clothing but as we can see in the photograph, western clothing. He does sometimes mention
those “tattered and filthy beyond measure” western traded clothing (Along Alaska’s Great
River, page 228). Schwatka does write about the beads he saw when he examined an
abandoned trading post just on the United States side of the Alaska-Yukon border:

The Indians evidently must have surmised that the trader would return, as they
respected the condition in which he left the building, in a manner most creditable to
their honesty, no one entered or disturbed in since he left. They evidently care little
for beads as ornaments, for I saw none of them wearing that much coveted Indian
adornment, while great quantities were scattered around the trader’s floor, having
been trampled into the ground. At no place on the river did I find such an eagerness
for beads as characterizes the American Indians of milder climes, but nowhere did I
see such total disregard for them as was shown here. (Schwatka 1885: 259-260)

On the one hand Schwatka states that he is impressed with the Indians’ honesty by
leaving the cabin untouched and on the other hand he states that the Indians do not care for
the beads since they left them untouched on the cabin floor. The beads were left on the cabin
floor because the First Nations people did not enter the cabin so would have not been able to
touch the beads. I do not think Schwatka paid any attention to the clothing worn by First
Nations people except western clothing that was traded into the area. His photographer took
photographs of First Nations people who appear to be wearing beaded items such as firebags
and possibly bandoleers. See figure # 117 for an engraving from Schwatka’s book Along
Alaska’s Great River on page 253. It shows a Han man at Johnny’s Village which is on the
Canadian side of the Alaskan border. It is from a time before Schwatka arrived at the
abandoned trading post. You can see the Han fisherman wearing what appears to be a beaded
strap, possibly for a firebag. I therefore dismiss his claim that upper Yukon First Nations
people had a total disregard for beads since he had already seen people wearing articles with
beadwork.

RLAT-OL-KLIN' (Jonsxy’s) viLrace (LOoKING U THE YUKON RIVER)
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Figure # 117. Han fisherman with beaded strap. Page 253, Along Alaska’s Great River.
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With the sale of Alaska from Russia to the United States and the Russian American
Company becoming the Alaska Commercial Company, a series of American trading posts
opened after heading up the Yukon River from Fort Yukon. One such post was Fort Reliance
in 1874. While the Alaska Commercial Company started out in the fur trade it later moved
more toward supplying prospectors and miners. By 1888 the prospecting/mining camp of
Fortymile was firmly established and became the ‘headquarters’ of the prospectors and
miners in the area. Their only concern was the search for gold. The Canadian government
launched an exploration expedition in 1887 headed by geologist George Dawson. While
Dawson has been given the title of Father of Canadian Anthropology for his research into
Canada’s Native people it seems he did little such research in the Yukon. As a geologist in
the Yukon he was mostly concerned about the upkeep of Canadian law and mapping of land.
I found no useful reference material from Dawson’s exploration.

In the 1890s white people started to collect artifacts directly from upper Yukon First
Nations people. It seems the first person to do so was Charles Hall, who collected from 1894
to 1901. There was one earlier artifact that is listed as being from the western subarctic at the
Glenbow Museum, a beaded gun case, AC 236. It was collected by Colonel William D.
Antrobus of the Northwest Mounted Police and purchased by the museum in 1968. In
Duncan’s Northern Athapaskan Art she lists it as a Yukon-Tanana Region style collected in
1886. If so this would be the earliest beaded artifact collected from the Yukon-Tanana region.
It leaves me with a question: how did Colonel William D. Antrobus collect the artifact when
all his service was in Alberta and Saskatchewan? The bead work also looks Tagish-Inland
Tlingit, as there is a lot of the background showing. The designs are like the scroll type
patterns that the Tlingit used and not the floral style of Athapaskan bead work. Since this gun
case was collected in Canada I think this is a Tagish or Inland Tlingit gun case. Colonel
William D. Antrobus was dismissed from the Northwest Mounted Police in 1891 for
falsifying documents, stealing, ordering his quartermaster to make false entries in the post
ledger and drunkenness. All this leads me to question the provenance of this gun case. See
figure # 118 of the gun case and two details of the bead work. As you will see later with other
examples of gun cases, they all followed mostly the same pattern: a beaded band at the top,
another beaded band at the top third and a beaded area at the bottom. It is often finished with
a double split tab at the muzzle end.

Figure # 118 Western subarctic gun case collected by Colonel William D. Antrobus. AC 236, Glenbow
Museum.
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The designs are beaded on a brown coloured fabric. Later in this section I will be
examining Inland Tlingit beading styles and you will be able to see the similarities. In the
next section I will examine a series of beaded floral designs from the upper Yukon River
region so that you can also become familiar with the upper Yukon River region style.

Han bead designs

The first group of the Upper Yukon Style that I will discuss is the Han bead styles
from the Dawson City area. The Han, like most of the groups from the Yukon, have two
styles. This is a result of being influenced by the groups neighbouring them. The one style is
an upper Yukon River style while the other has Gwich’in influences. Since the Han were
neighbours to the Gwich’in this only makes sense. In the following example, figure # 119, is
a gun case at the Dawson City Museum that is done in the upper Yukon River style. The bead
work is largely based on the stem work that connects a series of simple four or five petal
flowers. Between the flowers along the stem are a couple of smaller stems and leaf-like
motifs. There are also a couple of leaves coming out of the stems themselves. The tip is
shaped in the common double tab design.
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Figure # 119, Han gun case and both ends of the case. 1983.16.10, DCM.

The beadwork is on the hide itself and a lot of the background is showing. Some of the
flowers and leaf designs have more detail while others have simpler designs. With the stem
work connecting the various floral/leaf motifs, we have the main ingredients of the typical
upper Yukon River style.

In figure # 120 we can see the hide bag with the same combination of stem work
connecting various flowers and leaf designs. There is a lot of the hide showing, just as on the
gun case. This bag is on display at the Dawson City Museum. It is a common example of
many of the bag flap designs from the upper Yukon River (and Tanana River). The design
has a central six-petal white flower with a series of thin stems coming out of the flower at
four points. These stems branch off into other stems and the resulting twelve stems all end
with either leaf -, floral- or berry motifs. They are all beaded solid without negative space.
The colors are mostly singular around the edge while the other colors occupy the center area.
Note its similarity to the example in figure # 106 on page 133.
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As I mentioned earlier, the Han are influenced by the upper Yukon beading style as
well as the Gwich’in. The following example in # 121 is Chief Isaac’s “Chief’s Coat” that
was shown in figure # 87 on page 117 in the previous chapter. This image shows the top back
of the coat with an elaborate floral design that covers a lot of the area. The central design
appears to be solid and derives from the western Gwich’in beading style. It does not look at
all like the central floral design seen in the bag in figure # 120. When we look at the bead
work along the edge of the opening of the coat in figure # 122 the work appears to be more in
the upper Yukon River style. The stem is running the length of the coat with a series of four
pedal flowers and smaller stems growing out of the main stem that lead to what appears to be
“forget-me-not” flowers. There are also simple green leaves growing out of the stem. This
bead design is in the upper Yukon beading style.

Figure # 121, Detail of back of Chief Isaac’s coat. Han bead design with Gwich’in influence. DCM
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Figure # 122, Detail of Chief Isaac’s coat. Upper Yukon River beading style. DCM

Another example of the Gwich’in beading influence on the upper Yukon beading
style can be seen in this pair of Han mitts in figure # 123. There is less use of stems and the
floral designs cover a large part of the area that has the beads on it. Again, this design is
different from the bag in figure # 120.

Figure # 123, Han bead design on mitts. DCM
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The next group of bead work is from the Northern Tutchone people. The Northern
Tutchone style is typically in the upper Yukon River beading style and is the only group that
seems to have consistent bead designs over their whole territory. The Southern Tutchone,
being closer to the Tlingits, had a slightly different style. Nevertheless, the Southern
Tutchone style still had the ingredients of the upper Yukon River style but they only differed
in the details.

Northern Tutchone bead designs

Northern Tutchone bead work is the same as the Han upper Yukon River style with
the exception of using more outcrops or “grouse tracks” in the stem work. I will examine
some examples and you will see that there is a lot of use of stem work, fewer flower and leaf
motifs and no clustering of floral motifs. This allows for a lot of the background to show. In
figure # 124 is a photograph of Alice Hager and Mary Hager in Mayo in 1937. Both women
are wearing baby belts, quite nicely illustrating how these belts are used. Note the added
detail to the stem work and the complex flower designs. On the baby belt to the right the
stem work is coming out of the flower and divides into three stems at the end of the belt.
Each stem ends with a leaf design. For the baby belt on the left it appears as if the stem work
is itself one of the main elements. The stem work comes out of the bottom of a central flower
and goes in opposite directions to a(another?) flower, being the main connecting design of
that unit. That pattern is repeated around the baby belt. In addition this belt has a series of
tussles coming out of the bottom edge.

Figure # 124. Alice and Mary Hager, Mayo, 1937. Claude Tidd coll., 7504, YA.

A more recent baby belt shown in figure # 125 was made by Ms. Annie McGinty
from Pelly Crossing. This belt was made in 1967 and was gifted to the Glenbow Museum in
1992. Although recently made, the bead style is similar to the older style. There is a central
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flower with stems leading to two other flowers. As with the Hager sisters’ baby belts, there
are a series of small beaded outcrops along its length. As mentioned earlier, the Gwich’in
identify these stem outcrops as mouse tracks and the Athapaskans in Fairbanks identify these
as grouse tracks. The flowers are treated differently from Southern Tutchone and Tagish
people, with green leaves peaking from behind the petals. The treatment of the flowers is
more complex with numerous color changes.

The design is placed on a black fabric with a red fabric strip along the edges. There is
a series of yellow beads bordering the red trim, maybe a distant reference to the repeating dot
motif. This work also includes a wide range of colors including four different blues. There
seems to be a bit of freedom to the color use in this work, maybe making the belt colorful for
the baby it is intended to carry.

Figure # 125, Annie McGinty’s baby belt. AC 539, Glenbow Museum.

Kaska bead designs

The Kaska stretch from the central Yukon down into northern British Columbia and
the bead styles differ clearly at each end. Based on the more recent Kaska beading I have
seen [ feel that the Ross River and Upper Laird/Watson Lake area Kaska created mostly, but
not always, beadwork that was very close to the Northern Tutchone style. The Northern
Tutchone and Kaska people were living in the Ross River area at the beginning of the 20™
century. Sometime later the Tutchone moved more permanently away to the Big and Little
Salmon River areas. The style changes further south into northern British Columbia where
the Kaska bead styles show more influence from the Sekani and maybe the Slave people.
Below in figure # 126 is a pair of mitts that belongs to Kaska Elder Mida Donnessey from the
village of Upper Laird in the southern Yukon. Donnessey stated that the mitts were very old
but did not know when they were made. She did say (in 2002) that they were at least sixty
years old, maybe older. It would have meant that the mitts were made at the latest in the
1940s. When you examine the floral design at the top of the gloves you can see that they
follow the upper Yukon River style. There is a central main four pedal flower that has stem
work coming out of the bottom. The stems have a series of outcrops on them and leaf motifs.
This is quite typical of the upper Yukon bead designs. The bottom part has a five pedal main
flower on the glove on the left and a four pedal main flower on the right. There was a beaded
design going around the flowers but most of the beads are missing. These may have been
stem motifs.
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i:igure # 126 Kaska beaded mitts,1940s or before. Mida Donnessey collection.

When I examined other Kaska bead work in Northern British Columbia I noted a
minor style change. On the following bag the bead work is slightly different. It was collected
by James Teit in 1915 from the Dease Lake-Telegraph Creek area. Teit had spent three
months of 1915 in the Dease Lake-Telegraph Creek area researching the Tahltan and Kaska
people. The north end of Dease Lake, Porter Landing, was a Kaska village at that time while
the south end of Dease Lake and Telegraph Creek are within the Tahltan traditional territory.
The museum notes state that this bag may not be Kaska but traded in to the Kaska. To me it
appears more Kaska than the following bag that is listed as Kaska. See the two photographs
in figure # 127 for the Kaska bag that may have been traded in and see the two photographs
in figure # 128 for a bag listed as Kaska but appears Tahltan to me.

O ormvtsapbpble e ¥V wboni s s b comrmia st sriag g ST ¥

Figure # 127. Kaska bag and detail. 1915, VI-H-32 CMC.
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On the flap of the bag in figure # 127 is a series of three and four pedal flower/leaf
motifs connected by stem work that appears to be quite disorganized. This is in contrast to the
organized four pedal flower motifs that are uniformly spaced along the stem that is placed on
the strap. The bead work on the strap is typical upper Yukon style while the beading on the
bag’s flap is not. This may be consistent with the Gestalt Theory: the beader of this bag may
have seen the upper Yukon River bead designs and remembered the easier stem-four pedal
flower pattern, but did not remember exactly the more complex design that was used on the
bag’s flap. It could be argued that the bead designs were copied from the upper Yukon River
style but with the flap flower/leaf and stem work mixed up in accordance with the Gestalt
Theory. Or the design on the flap was seen from another neighbouring group and the two
different beading styles were added to the one bag. Because the Kaska’s bead designs are
influenced by the various neighbouring groups I would agree that this bag is Kaska.

Figure # 128. Kaska bag and detail. 1915, VI-H-8 CMC.

The bag in figure # 128 was also collected by Teit around the same time and place. If
this bag is indeed Kaska then it is a copy of the Tahltan style, using the same broad geometric
patterns. Because of the scarcity of other Kaska geometric beaded designs it could be argued
that this bag was traded to the Kaska from the Tahltan. When you see the examples of
Tahltan bead work later in this chapter you will notice the bold geometric bead style that is
unique to the Tahltan.

See figure # 129 for an example of a Kaska moccasin. The short tongue beaded area
was common in the southern Yukon and northern British Columbia. These were also
collected at the same time by Teit. The bead design on the moccasin consists of a central
flower at the end of a stem with leaves coming off the stem as well as from behind the main
flower. This floral design may be a copy of a basic flower from nature, or a design that the
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beader had seen in a catalogue or book. It could further be a combination of a more northern
Kaska bead style with styles of other groups.

Figure # 129. Kaska moccasins. 1915. VI-H-4a,b CMC

From this brief survey of Kaska work I could not identify a definite Kaska beading
style. All the examples I have shown are from the early twentieth century and there are very
little Kaska artifacts collected before that time. The most I can say is that the Yukon Kaska
worked in a modified upper Yukon River style.

Mountain Dene style

As I have mentioned earlier the Mountain Dene are not a formally recognized First
Nations group of people in the Yukon. In fact most Yukoners have no idea that there are
many Mountain Dene families living in the Yukon! The Mountain Dene lived in the area
roughly between the Mackenzie River and the Mackenzie Mountains which borders the
Yukon and the Northwest Territories. Many of the people used to move back and forth across
the now political border but in the early twentieth century many families settled on the Yukon
side of the border. This may have had something to do with the 1921 and 1922 signing of
Treaty 11 in which the First Nations people of the Northwest Territories ceded their territory
for payment and protection of hunting rights. People outside the treaty could not collect treaty
payments. Perhaps this made a number of the Mountain Dene return permanently to the
Northwest Territories and no longer travel to the Yukon. But some did permanently settle on
the Yukon side of the border at Keele Mountain. I learned from Kathlene Suza, a Mountain
Dene woman living in Ross River, that sometime before the building of the Canol Road by
the United States Army in 1942-1944 the Mountain Dene left Keele Mountain and settled in
Sheldon Lake. In the 1950s families of Mountain Dene moved on to settle in other Yukon
communities. Some families moved from Sheldon Lake in 1952 to Ross River. Other families
travelled down the MacMillan River and settled in Pelly Crossing and yet other families
travelled down the Hess River to settle at first in Lansing and then later in Mayo. (Suza,
personal communication, 2011)

There has been no effort to collect Yukon Mountain Dene artifacts. Fortunately, some
artifacts have shown up. In the Canadian Museum of Civilization there is a set of Mackenzie
River styled decorated dog saddle packs that were found in an abandoned cabin upstream
from Kalzas River in 1965. This is in the heart of Northern Tutchone territory about half way
between Pelly Crossing and Mayo. Obviously this Mackenzie River beading style did not
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belong anywhere near the area it was found. But as mentioned above, the Mountain Dene
settled in the area and brought their Mackenzie River beading style with them. Because the
dog saddle packs were found in Northern Tutchone territory they are listed as such. In fact,
they are Yukon Mountain Dene saddle packs. See figure # 130 for photographs of the
Mountain Dene dog blankets.

Figure # 130. Mountain Dene dog blankets. VI-Q-53, CMC

There is a photograph from Yukon Archives of a dog blanket in use. See figure # 131
of a dog wearing a blanket in Dawson City. There is no further information but the beading
style looks very much like the dog blankets in figure # 130.

Figure # 131. Bead dog blanket. Photograph from Dawson City. 995..345‘1.75, DCM&HS.

On an added note about dog blankets in Ross River, Ted Charlie, a Kaska man from
Ross River, told me that he remembers seeing dog team blankets and they were a source of
pride for the owners of the team and the makers of the blankets. They were quite common
until the social upheaval that occurred in Ross River with the opening of the Faro mining
operations in 1965. After this point, Ross River people began selling many of their cultural
treasures to obtain money. This continued until there were pretty well no more items to sell.
Those who did not sell their artifacts later lost them through various means. One of the last
dog team blanket sets was lost when the shed they were being stored in burnt down.
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There are active Mountain Dene artists, for example Elder Amos Dick in Ross River,
who still carve. Artwork created by any member of at least the Dick, Suza and Joe families
from Ross River, Pelly Crossing and Mayo should be considered Yukon Mountain Dene art.

Southern Tutchone bead styles

While the Southern Tutchone beading style has all the ingredients of the upper Yukon
River beading style there is a move toward simplicity. The changes in style from the Northern
Tutchone beading style are greater with the Southern Tutchone than with the northern Kaska
people. That is why I discussed the Kaska style after the Northern Tutchone. The Southern
Tutchone flowers and leaves are connected by stem work but there is notably less stem work
which often lacks the ‘grouse tracks’. The flowers and leaves are not as detailed as the upper
Yukon River Northern Tutchone and Han beading styles. The reason can possibly be found
again in the Gestalt Theory and the close connections with the Tlingit beading styles. The
Tlingit beading style uses less stem work and simpler flower and leaf designs. In fact, the
Tlingit’s use of flowers is limited when compared to the rest of the Yukon, as you will see
later in this section.

In figure # 132 is a Southern Tutchone cartridge belt. All the female Elders I showed
this image to state that they had seen or made these belts and some were still making them.
The strap is worn around the neck and the buckle is worn in the back. The flap in the front is
to protect the cartridges. The wearer lifts the flap to retrieve the shells.

This cartridge belt is in the Canadian Museum of Civilization collection and was
collected by D.D. Cairnes in 1911 at the Taylor and Drury store in Whitehorse. The belt is
reported to be made in Hootalinqua, approximately 80 kilometers north of Whitehorse.
Hootalinqua is in the northern part of Southern Tutchone territory bordering Northern
Tutchone lands. The floral designs on this belt look a bit like the Tagish designs. There are
some leaf petals that are solid but most have a negative space in the center of the leaf. The
stem work is simple and connects the various beaded motifs.

# 132, Southern Tutchone rifle cartridge belt from Hootalinqua. VI-Q-7, CMC.
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Next are two examples of bead work that are done in the Southern Tutchone style but
were made by the coastal Tlingit lady, Mrs. Jim Boss. The octopus bag on the left is more in
the Southern Tutchone style with some use of stem work. The various flower and leaf motifs
have split colours which is not so common for the coastal Tlingits. The octopus bag on the
right has a Tlingit flavor by using more scroll type floral motifs. All the scroll type motifs are
beaded solid without the common negative space that the Tlingits use. Mrs. Jim Boss was
originally from the Coast. Mrs. Marge Jackson said that Mrs. Jim Boss was from Juneau and
married Jim Boss from Lake Lebarge. Did she already work in this style or did she adopt the
Southern Tutchone beading style? Note that both have the same design in a prominent
location on the bags. The octopus bags in figure # 133 have a large central motif beaded at
the central top. While most octopus bags have a central motif this one appears as a figure of
some sort with a head, arms, wings and legs. When I inquired with Elders about it they did
not know what it was. See my drawing of the figure in # 134.

Figure # 133, Mrs. Jim Boss octopus bag. 72.1.65, MacBride Museum
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Figure # 134, Mrs. Jim Boss’ central motif on her octopus bags. UvK drawing.

The museum notes state that the Southern Tutchone women made these bags to trade
to the Tlingits as they were in high demand on the coast. In the photographs taken around
Whitehorse of First Nations dances and events in the 1940s there are many examples of
octopus bags. The octopus bags themselves seemed to have been adopted about the same
time or shortly after floral bead designs were adopted. Octopus bags are said to have
developed from First Nations people from the eastern part of North America using animal
furs that still had the legs on. They eventually evolved into the present bags. In Barbara Hail
and Kate Duncan’s Out of the North, they describe the movement of the octopus bag from
eastern Canada-United States to the west coast. They state that the coastal Tlingits first
started making octopus bags in the 1870s and were very common by the 1890s. The writers
also mention that the octopus bags were never popular with the Athapaskans. While overall
this may be true, it is not the case for the southern Yukon. While I cannot say when the first
octopus bags were made in the southern Yukon there is enough evidence to show they were
in common use in the early twentieth century. See the photographs in figures # 326 on page
311 and # 333 on page 318 for other examples of Octopus bags. Octopus bags were also
called dance aprons which were used for dance while others were used as fire bags. In the
photographs listed above you can see them used in dances.

In figure # 135 is a pair of mitts from the Kluane Museum of Natural History in
Burwash which is Southern Tutchone territory but the bead work is closer to the Northern
Tutchone style. There is no information on these mitts other than that they are part of the
museum's collection and are old. As you can see in the design, the motifs are small simple
flowers or leaf designs at the end of the stems. The stems have small beaded outcrops coming
out along the shaft. On the side of the mitt is a bigger star-like motif with a series of stems
coming out of the corners.
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Figure # 135, Southern Tutchone mitts. 982.15A, KMNH.

There are many other mitts in the Kluane Museum of Natural History. See another
example in figure # 136.

Figure # 136, Southern Tutchone mitts. KMNH.
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This pair has even more an upper Yukon appearance. Since the Burwash Southern
Tutchone are the westernmost Yukon group and north of all the Southern Tutchone, they
were further away from Tlingit influences. They had contacts with the Northern Tutchone
and Tanana and maybe those groups had more influence on the Burwash Southern Tutchone
than the further south Southern Tutchone, who had more influence from the Tlingit. The bead
design on the mitts uses a lot of stem work to cover the hand area of the mitt which is
different than the Gwich’in style that uses very little stem work. The top part of the mitt has a
central flower and stems coming off it with secondary flower and leaf motifs.

As you can see there was a difference from the northwestern Southern Tutchone who
were away from the Yukon River and the main Tlingit trading routes and the south and
eastern Southern Tutchone who had more contact with the Tlingits via the trading routes. The
Tlingit influence is seen most with the Tagish people who had the strongest ties with the
Tlingits.

Tagish bead designs

The Tagish bead designs are a cross between the Southern Tutchone and the Inland
Tlingit bead styles. The resemblance to the two groups most likely comes from trading
middlemen between the Coastal Tlingits and interior First Nations people. The Tagish will
often make the floral designs solid or they will add additional designs within the leaf or petal.
In figure # 137 we can see two different pairs of moccasins from the Tagish people. Both are
in the Canadian Museum of Civilization collection. The example on the left was collected by
D.D. Cairnes from Lake Bennett in the summer of 1911. The pair on the left appears to be a
stylized design, not looking like a flower at all. This is more of a Tlingit trait. The design is
beaded on a black background. The floral design is solid, yet there are color changes which
you would expect in an Inland Tlingit design. The next pair is listed as Inland Tlingit but was
collected from Carcross during the same summer as the previous pair. This pair of moccasins
was made by Annie, the wife of a Chief at Taku Arm. She later lived in Carcross. The
Museum information card states that Annie was the mother of Dawson Charlie. In
Cruikshank’s Reading Voice’s on page 130 there is a family tree and it shows Annie listed as
Kooyay, a Tagish woman. So this is the case of a Tagish woman married to a Tlingit man.
Based on that, these are Tagish moccasins.

Figure # 137. Left; Tagish moccasins. VI-P-2ab. Right; Tagish moccasins made by Annie (Kooyay). .VI-J-Zab.
Both CMC.
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Annie’s design appears to be a stylized flower with stem and leaf motifs coming off
the stem on a green background. Annie has added a row of various colored beads to line the
inside of the floral designs. Also, the color changes do not all happen at the point of a
direction change but flow around with the design. There is a color change on the stem
between the lower leaf design and the upper flower design. The information states: “Dr.
Cairnes claims that the star design on this specimen is peculiar to the Crow “Tribe.” Cairnes
is referring to the Crow moiety or clan of the Tagish people. There are other examples of
variations of this type of floral ‘star’ design on other Tagish and Southern Tutchone works.
To conclude, the left moccasin appears to be more Tlingit while the right pair of moccasins
appears to be a combination of Tlingit and Southern Tutchone beading styles.

Another example of Tagish bead work can be seen in figure # 138. This is a wall
pocket made by Mrs. Tagish Jim. Many wall pockets, octopus bags and bag flaps have a
central floral motif where the beaded stems radiate from. Other items, such as dance shirts,
sometimes have this same format.

Figure # 138. Wall pocket made by Ms. Tagish Jim. 72.1.65a, MacBride Museum.

In each panel the central motif and the series of floral designs are at the end of the
stems. In the top panel (which is not a pocket and does not open) there is a flower where the
petals curl back into themselves. In the center panel there is a unique floral design that has a
series of waves with a spade-like motif in its center. The waves look like the wave-like
shapes on Annie’s moccasins in figure # 137. The bottom panel has stars in the upper corner.
Note the solid flowers, leaves and color splitting which was often used by the Tutchone.
There is no use of outcrops from the stem work. While the Southern Tutchone sometimes
included outcrops on the stems it appears that the Tagish never did.

In the next example in figure # 139 is details of the Tagish hide pull overcoat from
figure # 82B in the previous chapter on page 113.
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Figure #139. Detalls of Taglsh beadwork on h1de ]acket VI P-19, CMC.

The beadwork on the jacket is more Southern Tutchone in nature. The main structure
of the bead design in both examples is the stem work. On the right is a panel below the neck
of the coat that has a series of double stem works running the length of the panel. The leaf
motifs have split colours with an inside negative space. The back view shows a small central
flower with stem works coming out of each side and spreading outwards. There are a series
of leaf and flower motifs along the stems. The outside five pedal flowers are slightly larger
than the central flower. I think that the overall stem design is the important focus as opposed
to the central flower, which is almost not noticeable.

A last Tagish bead work example is an octopus bag. This octopus bag was collected
by D.D. Cairnes from the Taku Arm of Tagish Lake in the summer of 1911. See figure # 140.
This bag was made by Annie of the Crow Moiety of the Tagish people which very well may
be the same Annie that made the moccasins I discussed in figure # 137. It is described as a
beaded fire bag and is different from the others by having a faded red flannelette that appears
tan coloured. The museum artifact catalogue card states:

Cairnes’ notes read: “Big wall pocket made by Annie. Design supposed to be peculiar
to Crow “tribe”. “Crow” Indians supposed to have come originally from head of Taku
River and Taku Inlet better referred to as Taku Arm of Tagish Lake”.

The notes carry on with this piece of interesting information:
This fire bag or wall pocket in form has a strong resemblance to Ojibwa fire bags. The
style may not be indigenous but effected by examples seen carried and used by

traders. Note: above description taken from notes by H. Burnham of the Royal
Ontario Museum.
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H. Burnham may be correct, but there are many photographs of coastal Tlingits
wearing octopus bags from the late 1800s, well before this bag was collected. What makes
this bag different and what may have made H. Burnham think that the style is not indigenous,
is the bead design. The top of the octopus bag has a similar star type pattern as on Annie’s
moccasins in figure # 137, but the rest of the beadwork is quite unique. It does not seem to be
in line with either the Tutchone or Tlingit bead designs. It appears to be more Tahltan. As
you will see later in this section the Tahltan used large bold geometric designs, much like the
octopus bag made by Annie. There are many historical links between the Tahltan and the
Tagish. Some of the Tagish people were Tahltan who moved from the Telegraph Creek area
into the Tagish traditional territory a long time ago. Also, the Tagish and Tahltan languages
are very close. Maybe H. Burnham is correct but I am inclined to think that she may have
been influenced by seeing or working with the Tahltan. This octopus bag has five legs instead
of the traditional four.

IR Y VRIS

Figure # 140. Annie’s octopus bag, from Tagish Lake. VI-P-3, CMC.

2

The Tagish beading style appears to be a combination of the Southern Tutchone and
Tlingit bead styles. Sometimes, the beader favors one style over the other. Other times, as we
see from the octopus bag above, she creates a unique design. At this point [ move on to the
Inland Tlingit beading style.
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Inland Tlingit bead designs

During the Geometric Period the Inland Tlingit created a totally different visual
imagery from the Tlingits on the coast but in the Floral Period there is a strong connection of
both beading styles. The Tlingit foliate beading style originated on the coast and moved to the
interior to the Inland Tlingit because of the strong links they had with coastal Tlingits. Unlike
the requirement of large cider and very skilled artists to create other coastal Tlingit art, which
the Inland Tlingit did not have, every Inland Tlingit woman had the materials and skills to
create the coastal Tlingit beading style. Kate Duncan in her Northern Athapaskan Art
explains the origins of the coastal Tlingit beading style:

The developed foliate scroll motif that appears in Tlingit beadwork in the 1880s is
unmistakably visually similar to cartouche floral forms that became popular on
Northwest Coast engraved silver bracelets slightly earlier. Such forms have no
evolutionary roots in the established two-dimensional formline system of the coast.
On brackets, cartouche foliate forms appear alone or with an eagle, in a combination
familiar on bank notes and letter heads of the period. A standard Victorian motif,
cartouche-type foliage was also common in any number of other places at that time-
on furniture, sewing machines, china, and product labels, to name a few. (Duncan
1989: 177)

Duncan goes on to explain the reasons for the Tlingits to adopt the scroll-like motifs as their
main beading style:

The attitudes of the Tlingit people towards the neighboring Athapaskans suggest an
explanation for the sudden appearance of a Tlingit foliate style. Despite their ties
through trade, the Tlingit considered the Athapaskans inferior. But they admired their
bead work. The Tlingit woman who wanted to produce floral beadwork but within a
tradition culturally her own had available in the bracelet designs a floral style both
unlike Athapaskan work and already established (albeit briefly) in her culture. In
developing a beaded version, she could produce foliate work that was clearly Tlingit.
(Duncan 1989: 177)

While I agree with Duncan that the Tlingits adopted their beading style from the scroll
foliate they saw, I do not agree that they purposely decided not to copy the Athapaskan bead
styles because they felt superior to the Athapaskans. The Tlingits had no problems in trading
in Athapaskan hide clothing, bone tools and shaman pendants which they valued highly.
They even adopted the geometric motifs they saw in the tunic breastbands into their baskets.
Even today when I am visiting Alaska and meet Tlingits they are always proud of their links
with the interior, telling me of their connections with us. Given the time line of the
introduction of floral designs into the upper Yukon River region from Fort Yukon, starting at
the earliest in the late 1860s, it would only give twenty years for the beading tradition to
reach the Southern Tutchone and Tagish people by the 1880s. With the coastal Tlingit style
starting in the 1880s, there would have been more access to the already established bracelet
floral designs. Because of the availability of the scroll foliate motifs it would have been the
most available to copy. I also have to mention that the coastal Tlingits adopted some of the
interior floral design at the same time. While not the main floral style, some beaders did
produce work that appears to have had links to the upper Yukon River floral style. When you
examine older photographs of Tlingit gatherings there are sometimes examples of upper
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Yukon River style beaded designs. See figure #141 and # 142 for some examples of floral
type bead designs on Tlingit clothing.

Alaska State Library - Historical Collections
Figure # 141. Last Potlatch, Sitka circa 1894. ASL-P93-51.

The title of this photograph is “Last Potlatch” and was taken in Sitka about 1894.
Take note of the man standing at the left of the photograph who is wearing a beaded dance
shirt. The “V” breastband is reminiscent of the earlier hide tunics traded from the interior.
Along the breastband and around the bottom is a floral type of beadwork. You can see along
the bottom a large multi-pedaled flower motif. There is stem work leading off that flower to
leaf motifs. Along the breastband is a series of leaf motifs that are connected by a stem.
These are the two most common places beads were applied to dance shirts. Beside him is a
man sitting and has what appears to be a Hudson Bay blanket wrapped around him. In quite a
few potlatch photographs there is a man wearing some type of blanket wrapped around him.
See figures # 326 on page 311, # 333 on page 318 and # 427 on page 392 for other examples
of blanket use. The fourth man from the left also appears to be wearing a dance shirt with a
deep “V”, much like the earlier mentioned dance shirt. The man on the right is holding a
ceremonial dance paddle. He has a bird on his dance shirt and flower bead designs at the
bottom. I also want to point out that he is wearing the interior style hide trousers. I can see
two button blankets in the photograph.
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Alaska State Library - Historical Collections
Figure # 142. Cow-Dik-Ney and Cluch. 1906. ASL-P226-054.

In the above photograph are Cow-Dik-Ney and Cluch in a portrait studio. The
photograph is copyrighted for 1906. Cow-Dik-Ney is wearing what appears to be a hide
dance shirt with a geometric breastband pattern that often appears on Tlingit, Inland Tlingit
and sometimes Tutchone breastbands. See figures # 68 on page 101 and # 70 on page 102 for
other examples of the breast band pattern. The bottom of the tunic has floral bead designs that
have an appearance of scroll foliate but I can also see flowers and stem work. The bead work
appears to be a combination of an interior and scroll type design. Note that the tunic that
Cow-Dik-Ney is wearing has a straight bottom and not pointed like most other hide tunics. I
would guess that this tunic is a cross between the older hide tunics and newer dance shirts.
The dance shirt that Cluch is wearing is made of fabric and has large 8-pedal flowers with
stem works that connect a series of scroll type leaf motifs.

These are just some examples of the coastal Tlingits using flowers and stem work in

their beaded designs. This makes me suggest that there was some interior influence in the
bead design since the silver bracelet scroll work had a lack of flowers and stem work.
When we examine the Tlingit scroll type of bead work you will find that the scroll leaf motif
would have two or three rows of beads to create the leaf pattern. It is less common to have
more than three rows. Tlingit bead work also often had a color change at the junction points
of major directional changes, i.e. the bead pattern line is now pointed in a different direction.
Once in a while there is an additional color used to line the inside of the pattern. You can see
this clearly in the following bead work on a small octopus bag in figure # 143. This octopus
bag is from the Canadian Museum of Civilization and is listed as Inland Tlingit. The artifact
was collected from a dealer, D.C. Ewing, in 1975.
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Figure # 143 Inland Tlingit bag. VI-J-98. CMC

The next example is beadwork on an Inland Tlingit gun case that is also in the
Canadian Museum of Civilization collection. See figure # 144. This gun case was collected
by Clement Lewis at Teslin Lake and arrived at the museum in 1912. Note in these examples
that there is a color change at the joints, but mostly one color throughout the individual leaf
design. At the opening of the gun case are additional silver beads on the top facing part of the
blue. In the design at the tip of the gun case are two petals that are solid. The row widths in
these designs vary from two to three.

Figure # 144, floral designs on Inland Tlingit gun case. VI-J-31, CMC.
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See figure # 69 on page 102 in the previous chapter for another example of this Inland Tlingit
beading style.

The next examples of Inland Tlingit bead designs are made of solid bead work in bold
geometric patterns. This style does not seem to have been adopted by the Southern Tutchone,
Tagish or coastal Tlingits. I think there are possibly two reasons for the solid beaded style.
One is the influence from the geometric spruce root basket designs of the Inland Tlingit and
the bold geometric breastband patterns in the tunics. The other is the influence from the
geometric Tahltan styles. The Tahltan did have villages on Teslin Lake and reportedly as far
north as the basin of the Big Salmon River, possibly even further. In My Old People Say
Teslin Village and Johnson Crossings are listed as possible early Tahltan villages. Even
though there were many raids and wars against each other, there would also have been trade
and intermarriage and the exchange of slaves to keep the peace. After all, the Tlingits also
often had raids amongst themselves; between different clans and houses. They would later
resolve their issues and start trading amongst themselves again. The interaction between the
Tlingits and Tahltan may have resulted in the Inland Tlingit picking up and adopting some of
the Tahltan beading styles that covered all or most of the area that was to be beaded. Other
times the Tahltan did leave negative spaces of coloured cloth but they were part of the overall
bold geometric design. This style of Tahltan beading uses many curvy, geometric shapes and
the Inland Tlingit solid beading style tends to be sharper edged. The other area in the Yukon
that employs the fully beaded style is the Gwich’in in the far north but the distance is too
great to have been an influence.

In figure # 145 is a pair of moccasins that was collected by Clement Lewis at Teslin
Lake and arrived at the Canadian Museum of Civilization in 1912. They have a geometric
design and are somewhat like the repeating-cone motif I mentioned earlier when I discussed
geometric motifs.

Figure # 145, geometric beaded motif on Inland Tlingit moccasins. VI-J-3 a-b, CMC.

The next solid beaded geometric example is a tent wall pocket in figure # 146. This
wall pocket was collected at the same time and place as the moccasins above. This wall
pocket has a series of geometric vertical bands filled with chevrons, zigzags and triangles.
There is an eye attached at the top to hang the pocket.

166



Figure # 146, geometric beaded motif on Inland Tlingit wall pocket. VI-J-18, CMC.

As in other cases, the Inland Tlingit bead style was influenced by the neighbours. The
Inland Tlingit have three main beading styles, the scroll foliate style from the coast, the
geometric style possibly from their own culture and other interior people and a floral style
that has roots in the upper Yukon River area. While here I did not show any Inland Tlingit
examples with influence from the upper Yukon River, you can see the style on Inland Tlingit
Jim Fox’s jacket in figure # 89 on page 119. Another example is on the dance shirt of the man
standing to the left at the bottom in figure # 101 on page 129. I will also point out various
beading styles in potlatch photographs that will be shown in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch
& Death.

Tahltan bead designs

The Tahltan have a unique beading style that is not done elsewhere in at least
northwestern North America. It is a strong bold style and is quickly recognizable. Why do the
Tahltan have such an unequalled beading style? They did make a small amount of floral
designs but these were over-shadowed by the geometric designs. As a starting point I will
refer to what Kate Duncan in Northern Athapaskan Art writes:
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As in other western regions, there is several design types, with two used together on
about a third of the examples. A preference for nonrepresentational forms-for
geometric or curvilinear-abstract shapes-is unique to Tahltan work. (Duncan 1989:
163)

And:

There is a clear relationship between many of the motifs on classic Tahltan firebags
and knife sheaths and those on Tlingit spruce root baskets from the same period (fig.
9.7). Although both Emmons and Teit were very familiar with the material culture
from both coastal and interior British Columbia, neither mentions these ties in his
writing. (see, however, information from Teit’s field notes in fig.9.6) Emmons
(1911:48-49) states that the Tahltan do not make baskets themselves, but that they
own Tlingit spruce root ones. (Duncan 1989: 163)

Duncan builds a good case about the relationship of the Tlingit baskets and Tahltan
geometric bead designs. The only point I would add is that the Tahltan were mostly away
from the areas of bead-working traditions, such as the upper Yukon and Laird River systems.
When beads arrived in their area, they, like the other Athapaskans, simply replaced the
porcupine quills with beads in order to make the geometric breastband patterns. While
Duncan states that the Tahltan learned the porcupine embroidery from the Kaska based on
Teit’s research, it cannot be said with certainty how long ago that occurred. For example,
there are still Tlingit Elders on the coast who say that their basket and Raven’s tail weaving
designs come from the interior. These porcupine embroidered breastbands were firmly
established before beads arrived in the area. Maybe the tradition of creating geometric motifs
on clothing carried on after the arrival of beads. Duncan states that most Tahltan motifs are
unique, so they are not direct copies from anywhere else. In this case the motifs of the Tlingit
baskets only would have provided additional inspirations to an already artistic establishment.
As for the lesser floral bead designs the Tahltan created, Duncan writes:

When stylized floral motifs occur on Tahltan beadwork, they play a minor role in the
design as a whole and tend to be very simple (for example an almond-shaped leaf). It
is significant that most of the stylized floral examples collected from the Tahltan
come from Cassiar, the Tahltan post closest to the Yukon-Tanana region where
stylized motifs dominate. (Duncan 1989: 163)

On an added note of interest Duncan writes about the floral bead work:

Tahltan collections include a large body of beadwork that may be termed “classic-
Tahltan,” a small group of pieces in a floral style that appears to be instrumental in the
development of the Tlingit-Inland Tlingit beadwork style (see chapter 10), and some
beaded items that are stylistically Tlingit and were probably traded from the coast.
(Duncan 1989: 161)

I will next examine some examples of the Tahltan beading style. The first is a shot
pouch in figure # 147 that was collected by James Teit in 1912.
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Figure # 147, Tahltan geometric beaded shot bag. 1912. VI-O-3 CMC.

This bag (which is also examined in Northern Athapaskan Art on page 162) has an
almost fully beaded front on hide with a zigzag pattern at the bottom and a repeating diamond
motif on top. The Tahltan bags are often separated into sections, in this case three with the
hide showing at the bottom. The strap is undecorated. The only notable comment I will make
is that this bag uses more white in its design than most other Tahltan bags. When you see the
next shot bag in figure # 148, also collected by Teit but in 1915, you will notice more use of
red.

-

Figure # 148, Tahltan geometric beaded shot bag. 1915. VI-O-2 CMC.
This bag (likewise in Northern Athapaskan Art on page 162) has also three sections

with the hide showing on the bottom. While the Tahltan mostly applied the geometric designs
to shot and octopus bags as well as to knife sheaths, they often applied the floral designs to
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belts, straps and octopus bags. Note the curved geometric patterns that are unique to the
Tahltan. Below in figure # 149 is a cartridge belt. This belt was collected by George Emmons
in 1906 from the Upper Stikine River, which is Tahltan territory. The two straps coming off
the belt have come apart. They would be joined and go around the neck. At the base of the
straps is a cover on the area where the cartridges are stored and protected. This belt still had
two live cartridges in the bullets holders!

Figure # 149,.Tahltan geometric beaded on cartridge belt. 1906. 42, Burke Museum.

The bead work on this belt is an example of a more floral/geometric style created by
the Tahltan. On the strap the geometric motifs are connected by a stem. Along the belt are
curved geometric patterns and some stem work. There is a three pedal floral motif as part of
the design. All the beading is on red cloth as is much of the Tahltan work.

The isolation of the Tahltan up the Stikine River resulted in a unique style of beading from
the whole region. It stands out by its boldness and cannot be confused with any other beading
style in northwestern North America.

Closing comments

The spread of bead work in the Yukon started in Fort McPherson in the 1840s with
the Mackenzie River style and then spread to the west to Fort Yukon by the 1860s. As it
spread west the style became slightly simpler. A major change in beading styles occurred at
Fort Yukon. This beading style change, a much simpler version, spread up the Yukon River
(and Tanana River) until reaching the Lake Lebarge areas close to the headwaters of the
Yukon River by the 1880s. At about that time there were two other styles emerging, the
Tlingit style spreading inland along the Taku River and the unique Tahltan style in the upper
Stikine River area. During this whole process the styles blended slightly from group to group.
Many of the groups beaded in a couple of different styles depending on the influences of the
neighbouring groups. Marriages and trading between groups was the force that resulted in
adopting new patterns and styles.

The Beaded Period style was to last until World War Two at which time the Alaska
Highway was built and an increase of the tourist trade took place. This resulted in the
reduction of the unique group styles and a blending of almost all south-central Yukon
beading styles. There was also a simplification of bead work as now works were made for the
tourist trade instead of family. I will discuss these events more in Chapter Eleven-Trade Art
& Current Period.
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Chapter Five-Figurative Art
Introduction

In this chapter I examine various figurative forms that were created by early Yukon
and neighbouring First Nations people. Over the years I have heard from various people that
are in positions of some cultural authority that Yukon First Nations people did not have a
figurative art tradition. A recent example involved an archeology student who I briefly met
while examining artifacts that were stored in the Yukon Governments Archeology storage
facility in Whitehorse in 2010. The student informed me that Yukon First Nations people did
not have a figurative art tradition. The student was only passing on to me what he had
learned. An example of what is taught about early Yukon First Nations art can be read in the
Handbook of the American Indian, Volume 6 Subarctic:

In spite of their proximity to the great art style of the Northwest Coast peoples, even
the Cordillerans closest to the coast could not copy the coastal peoples’ monumental
cedar carving or painted house screens. They lack the straight-grained coastal timber,
and their mobile way of life militated against the creation of large or fixed heirloom
objects. Their own artistic expression was in square geometric black or red painted
designs or incisions on wooden or antler plates, spoons or gambling sticks and tasteful
decorations of clothing. Psychologically, they apparently preferred not to fix in
realistic representative form the frequently metamorphosing beings of a universe that
they conceptualized as fluid and open. (Helm 1981: 386)

Reading in what some people consider the bible of authority on North Americans
Indians, people from the Cordilleran did not create realistic art. Cordilleran is the name of the
passage through the glaciers that lead from Alaska into northwestern Alberta. This was
formed during the end of the Wisconsin Glacial period about 15,000 years ago. The text is
referring to those Native Americans that traditionally lived in that area, amongst them Yukon
First Nations people.

Later that afternoon the Yukon Government’s archeologist, Mr. Greg Hare asked me
if there was indeed a Yukon First Nations figurative tradition, since as far as he knew, there
was not one. As you will see in this chapter, I will show that there was a Yukon First Nations
figurative arts tradition. While not a main Yukon First Nations artistic expression, there are
enough examples of figurative work to support this view.

In the first section I will examine Athapaskan figurative images that are at first not
recognized as human renderings. These examples are mostly pendants and the dot within a
circle motif. From there I will move on to Athapaskan and Inland Tlingit figurative art that is
easier recognizable as human and animal. These figurative images generally fall into one of
three styles; stick figures, outlined figures and silhouette images, all three painted on drums
or engraved on bone or antler tools. In some cases there was a blending of the styles. See
figure # 150 for my drawings of examples of simple stick figure, outlined figure and
silhouette figurative images.
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Figure # 150, Examples of figurative images of the Athapaskan style. UvK Drawing.

Almost all Athapaskan figurative images, that is, humans as well as the animals of the
land, air and water, were painted or engraved in one of these three basic styles. When we look
at the figurative art of the Inland Tlingit you will see a figurative art form that is more
complex than the examples illustrated above.

From the stick figures, outlined figures and silhouette images [ will move on to carved
figures and faces. I will further examine various beaded figurative images. Masks will be
analysed later in Chapter Eight-Art of the Potlatch& Death. I will offer what details I have
learned about the images and in some cases give suggestions about the meaning. There are
times when I will include images from one section, such as beaded figurative images, into
another section, like carving. I do this so as not to break up a train of thought and to identify
certain points.

Stylized human-figure pendants

There are a wide range of pendants with various degrees of engraving on them.
Besides the engraving the pendants themselves are finished in various shapes. Some of the
shamans’ pendants may be stylized human forms. This is what Judy Thompson says about
some of these pendants:

The Athapaskan pendants, while relativity simple in both form and decoration, show
considerable diversity in shape and incised motif. The most common shape is
lanceolate, although other forms occur, including stylized human figures. (Glenbow
Museum 1987: 142)

I will show two Athapaskan pendants as well as two figurines from parts of ancient
Europe for comparison. In figure # 151 A & B are two Athapaskan pendants that were
collected in the mid-1800s. On the right side, C & D, are two Bulgarian figurines. The
Bulgarian figurines are about 10cm and were made between 6000 and 6500 years ago. I
found the basic outline of the two different sets to be similar, which could support
Thompson’s statement that Athapaskans created pendants that are human figures. I want to
point out to the reader that the Bulgarian examples are Paleolithic from the hunter-gather
societies and that the Geometric Art Period of Yukon First Nations is also Paleolithic art,
since Yukon First Nations people were hunter-gatherers into at least the late nineteenth
century.
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A B C D
Figure # 151. Comparison of Athapaskan pendants and Bulgarian figurines. A: JaVg-2:97, CMC. B: JaVg-
2:101, CMC. UvK drawing; C & D after Linda Mount-Williams.

This is what Marija Gimbutas in The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe says about
the Bulgarian figurines:

In the East Balkan civilization, particularly in the Gumelnita complex, schematized
bone figurines with a pubic triangle, ear-ring holes, two dots or depressions on the
back (trigonum lumbale) probably representing eggs, and arm stumps or ‘perforated
arm stumps’ which are stylized renderings of folded arms, are found in both
settlements and graves. (...) The supernatural triangle and the nudity do not reveal her
sexuality. Breasts and belly are not stressed. Through the act of engraving an
enormous triangle in the center of the sculpture the artist perhaps visualized the
universal womb, the inexhaustible source of life, to which the dead man returns in
order to be born again. In this sense the great Goddess is the magician-mother.
(Gimbutas 1992: 158)

While some of the details on the Bulgarian figurines are different from the
Athapaskan, there are also similarities. In example A is what appear to be a pubic triangle as
well as some of the same curves that form the female body such as the wider hips. The dots
are lacking in both A and B. Yukon First Nations believe in reincarnation as well as the
importance of females in society. Yukon First Nations are matrilineal, the linage of the
children are traced through the mother, since that is where they come from. There were also
woman shamans. Women could have two husbands (as well as men having two or more
wives) and generally women ran the affairs of camp life. There was a shared gender
importance in Yukon First Nations society. If the above pendants A and B are human figures
then maybe A represents the female and B represents the male. I suggest B as a male because
of the lack of a pubic triangle and a straight line across with a line coming down the middle.
Is this suggesting a pair of human legs? A is also more curvy than B giving it a more female
rendering. See figures # 24 on the right on page 59 and # 202 on page 211 for additional
examples of pendants.
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Big Headed Star Man motif

While this motif does not look human and is not strictly considered figurative art,
Catharine McClellan has identified the circle within a circle to be the Big Headed Star Man.
This circle motif is repeated to make a pattern that is most often found on, but not limited to,
sheep horn spoons. See figure # 152 below.

Figure # 152. The Big Headed Star Man motif. UvK Drawing.

The Elders I spoke to stated that the perfect circles of this motif were achieved by
using various sized rifle cartridges. The smaller circle was made by using a .22 caliber
cartridge and the larger circle by using a 30-30 cartridge. There are other circles that are less
than perfect and these appear to have been made by using a hand carving tool. They may
have been engraved by hand because of the unavailability of cartridges when they were
made. This could be before cartridges arrived into the area by trade. The designs were also
burned into the horn. Robert McKennan in The Upper Tanana Indians wrote:

Spoons are also carved from the horn of mountain sheep, the horn being boiled first to
make it soft. I saw small spoons, comparable to the wooden ones, and large ones
suitable for use as dippers and ladles. The handles of the latter are tilted at much more
of an angle due to the fact that in making the bowl the horn shell is turned inside out.
One specimen was decorated around the rim and along the handle by a dot-and-circle
design which was burned in. (McKennan 1959: 45)

The dot within a circle motif is arranged in different patterns and each pattern varied
from spoon to spoon. These patterns were used throughout most of the Yukon Territory as
well as beyond its borders. The following is a group of spoons that have different dot and
circle patterns. These motifs, as well as most other engraved designs on spoons and other
objects, have red ochre rubbed into them to highlight the image. These spoons were also
discussed in Chapter Two- Geometric & Decorative Arts and shown in figure # 37 on page
67. As stated with figure # 37, figure # 153 A is from the Canadian Museum of Civilization
Museum collection and was collected by E.E. Stockton in Dawson City between 1901 and
1906. This Han spoon is made from mountain sheep horn. The spoon in B is on display at the
MacBride Museum and there is no information about the spoon. C shows the front side of a
spoon from the Council of Yukon First Nations (CYFN) Collection that was originally
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collected by the Anglican Church. There is also no information about this spoon. I have
included this spoon as a Yukon spoon since this style was made throughout the interior

Yukon and northern British Columbia.
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Figure # 153; A: VI-F-5 CMC. B: MacBride Museum.  C: CYFN Collection.

McClellan identifies this motif as:

...the dot-and-circle arrangement on the handle of a Southern Tutchone sheep-horn
spoon is definitely supposed to represent the Big Headed Star Man. (McClellan 2001:

297)

McClellan tells the story of the Big Headed Star Man in another section of her book:

The Southern Tutchone explain that the Big Dipper (yl’da”) is a big-headed man who
used to be able to take rabbits from the snares by his magic powers whenever he said
“H