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Look closely at  this mask. Do you  think the face within the mask  is smiling and happy? Is it scary?  
How do you feel when you look at this 

mask? What about the mask makes you feel that way?
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE:
Find a partner and discover the objects on these pages in 
Art of the American Indians:  The Thaw Collection.

After finding the pieces of art, take turns reading  
and answering the questions!

Arctic and Subarctic

Northwest Coast

This frontlet was made and used by the Tsimshian people of Western Canada in the middle of the 19th century. Frontlets were attached to headdresses and worn by chiefs during  a dance welcoming guests  
to the village. The carving represents 

the chief’s ancestral animal, in this case a hawk or thunderbird, 

and is embellished with abalone shell, a popular decorative 

element in many western Native American tribes.

Frontlet 

Look around the gallery. Can you find other 

pieces that feature abalone shells? What 

kinds of objects are they? Where did they 

come from, and what tribes produced them?
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Nepcetat Mask
Nepcetat masks, like this one from 

southwestern Alaska, are one of the  

most important and powerful masks 

in Alaska Native culture. They were 

believed to contain the inner power of the shamans, the spiritual leaders of 

a community, and to have a spirit of their own. Because shamans had the 

masks made specifically for them, one mask can look quite different from 

another. While wearing the mask, the  

shaman could perform tasks such 

as healing, and communicating  

with the spirits of the  

natural world.



Woodlands

War Club

What other 
objects with faces on them can you find in the gallery? 

How are they similar to the face on this war 
club? How are they different? Whose face do 
you think is on this club? Why do you think 
so many different people from all over the 
continent incorporated faces into their artwork?

Many American Indian 

cultures use clubs like this 

one as weapons and as ceremonial objects. The 

clubs were often decorated with images of personal 

importance to the owner. Note the decorations on this 

club: the face, two bodies without heads, and a small 

bird-like animal. The face is decorated with brass, 

copper, and shell.

Shield

Look carefully at the shield. Can you spot the animal spirit painted on its surface? What kind of animal do you think it is? If you were a Plains warrior, what animal would you put on your shield?

Great Plains
Shields were the most prized possessions 
of a Great Plains warrior. Often, they 
featured a painting of the animal whose 
spirit would protect the warrior in battle.
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What makes the dance skirt different 

from regular skirts? Can you imagine 

the sounds of the skirts as people danced 

in them? What would it sound like?

Are there any important possessions or heirlooms 

in your family that have been passed down 

through the generations? What are they?

Dance skirts like this one were worn by girls and women of the Hupa 
tribe in Northern California. They were worn only on very special 
occasions, such as annual renewal rites. These ceremonies asked 
the spirit world to grant the tribe a prosperous year, free of disasters. Dance skirts were also very important family heirlooms, passed down from mother to daughter. These special ceremonies and objects indicate the importance of tradition in Hupa culture.

Southwest
California and Great Basin

Dance Skirt

This jar could be used for holding water. The opening is called the mouth. Why is 
the mouth narrow? How would this help 
conserve the water kept there?
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Clay Jar The Zuni people of New Mexico are famous for their pottery, which they have been making for over one thousand years. Typically, pottery was used for one of three purposes: for carrying water, mixing bread dough, and for participating in special ceremonies. The shape and decoration of a particular piece indicated how it was to be used.
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This exhibition from the The Eugene and Clare Thaw Collection of 
American Indian Art of the Fenimore Art Museum in Cooperstown, 

New York, reintroduces museum visitors to American Indian art in a 
broad survey that samples Native artistic accomplishment before  

and after the arrival of Europeans.

Organized by the Fenimore Art Museum in 
Cooperstown, N.Y. This exhibition has been  
made possible by the National Endowment for  
the Arts as part of American Masterpieces:  
Three Centuries of Artistic Genius.  
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