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Not only are masks found in a wide range of world cultures, they also are found throughout much of human history. Masks have
survived from ancient times and are also being created every day in the current world. Is there anyone who has not at some time
donned a mask to complete a costume, to conceal, or to scare? Altering one’s appearance by using a mask can be done for the most
serious spiritual or ritualistic reasons. Altering one’s appearance to attend a masquerade ball is done for the pure fun of it.

Masks are one of the art forms practiced by many Native American tribes. In particular, masks symbolized Northwest Coast
ceremonies, although masks were only a small part of the wood-carving traditions that included boat prows, amulets, rattles,
boxes, totem poles, screens, and other paraphernalia. Each of the Northwest Coast peoples developed their own sculptural
traditions, but chief among their subjects was the face. In a sense, Northwest Coast art derives from the representation of the face
as a mask. The theme of character transformation was central to the Kwakwaka’wakw, who used masks like the one shown on the
cover to make the transformation process visible.

The Kwakwaka’wakw is the preferred name for the Kwakiutl or southern Kwakiutl people found in British Columbia. Their
masks were most often used for winter ceremonies. The ceremony could be a potlatch celebrating a rite of passage or associated
with shamans and spirits. Potlatches, which were forbidden by Canadian law in 1884 (Mack, 1994, p. 111), would be held to
commemorate dead ancestors and at the same time celebrate living members of the clan. An important aspect of the feasts would
be dancing with masks.

The shaman—usually but not always a man—was a dominating personality within the community. His or her role was to control the forces
of both natural and human origin for the benefit of individuals or the whole lineage. . . . The mask was the most powerful component of the
shamanic paraphernalia. Each shaman would possess four masks, one for each spirit, although basically human in form, but with specific
attributes which would identify the personal spirit. (Mack, 1994, p. 128)

The Kwakwaka’wakw masked performances are considered perhaps the most elaborate of all those on the Northwest
Coast. They are not merely for entertainment but “represent a projection of graded privileges from their holders or owners onto the
people participating as invited witnesses. This is as true today as it was in the second half of the nineteenth century” (Mack, 1994,
p. 121). Their winter ceremonies often marked the initiation of clan members into something that might be thought of as secret
societies. The initiate would be possessed by spirits and then returned to the living world. The mask shown on the cover
represents Dzunuk’wa, a mythical woman of the mountains and woods.

Dzunukwa, one of the creatures who retained her mythic form after the great flood, is a female giant, twice the height of a normal person, with
a black hairy body. Her sleepy, sunken eyes are deep-set in her skull and what can be seen of them glow like hot coals. Her lips are pursed and
indicate her cry of “Uu, huuu, uu, uu”. On her back, she carries a basket in which she places human children she has captured. She intends to
eat them, but they manage to outwit her by luring her to their home village, where she is captured by a warrior.  (Masks of the Northwest Coast,
n.d., para. 3)

Children are told the story of Dzunuk’wa to keep them from wandering too far into the forest.
Masks have a particular appeal to American Psychologist editor Raymond D. Fowler. He has collected masks for several

decades, and one wall of his office at the American Psychological Association is covered with masks from many countries.
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Masking is a universal phenomenon, or virtually so.
                                                                    —John Mack  (1994, p. 7)




