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The ceremonial Mask of the Kwakwaka’wakw First Nations 
from the British Museum  -on long-term loan- to the U’mista 
Cultural Centre in Alert Bay, British Columbia, Canada 

 
In 2005 a ceremonial mask, approximately 100 years old, was loaned 
from the British Museum to U’mista. This is the cultural centre of the 
Kwakwaka’wakw people on the Pacific Coat of Canada. The elaborate 
carving represents an animal ancestor of the unidentified original 
owner of the piece. It is carved of red cedar and portrays a mythic 
figure  with pursed lips expressively indicating powerful fury. The 
mask is mechanical, capable of transformation, while being danced by 
the owner. The performer was able to open the ten rays, around the 
edge (by pulling on concealed rigging and at the same time throwing 
his head back) to reveal a separate figure. This is perhaps the Sun, 
another ancestral figure. Using a separate bunch of strings, the 
dancer could, with a toss of his head, close the mask back up.  
 
Use of such items of regalia in elaborate ceremonies, called potlatches, 
was banned by the Federal Government of Canada in 1884. 
Potlatching was seen as being wasteful - through the expansive 
distribution of goods and money. Performers also seemed to portray 
acts of cannibalism, and so these feasts were considered un-Christian 
and unacceptable. In 1921 following a potlatch held by Chief Dan 
Cranmer on Village Island, ‘Mimkwamlis, more than 200 items of 
regalia, including this mask,  were seized and handed over to the 
police. The mask eventually ended up, entirely legally, as a gift to the 
British Museum in 1944.  
 
In 1980, following a long campaign to recover regalia seized by the 
police, U’mista opened on Cormorant Island, in British Columbia. A 
25 year campaign to bring together the British Museum mask with the 
recovered regalia began, leading to loan negotiations in 2004-5. 
Agreement for the loan followed an invitation by the British Museum 
to the Director of U’mista to visit London to speak at a conference 
about intellectual property. In November 2005 the mask was placed 
on display at the time of the 25th anniversary of U’mista. 
 
Cultural diplomacy of this kind, conducted in Africa and the Pacific, 
as well as the Americas, enables knowledge skills and collections to be 
shared virtually and virtuously.  
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