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ABSTRACT

Franz Boas began his Northwest Coast research with linguistic
and musicological work in a group of Bella Coola who visited
Berlin in January 1886. This note reviews the circumstances of
the Bella Coola troupe, the background of Boas' involvement, and
includes a translation of Boas' Berliner Tageblatt article on the
visitors' performance.

On 25 January 1886 the Berliner Tageblatt carried a notice of an
exhibition of native dances being performed in the city by a troupe of Bella
Coola Indians from British Columbia. The article, which seems to have
escaped previous notice,^ was written by Dr. Franz Boas and was his first
Northwest Coast ethnological publication.

The Bella Coolas had been brought to Germany by Captain J. Adrian
Jacobsen and his younger brother Fillip, two Norwegians in the employ of
Carl Hagenbeck, a Hamburg zoological garden entrepreneur and animal dealer
who in 1874 had begun what. became a series of Volkerschauungen or ethnic
exhibitions.^ Hagenbeck and Adrian Jacobsen had hoped to bring some British
Columbia Koskimo "longheads" to Europe at the end of Jacobsen's collecting
expedition on behalf of Berlin•s Musexan fnr Volkerkunde in 1881-82, but a
combination of native unwillingness and the death of several of Hagenbeck's
touring Terre del Fuegians ended the attempt. In 1885 Jacobsen was again in
British Columbia and, while he again failed to convince any Kwakiutl
"longheads" to depart with him, at Victoria he and his brother succeeded in
enlisting nine Bella Coola men who were on their way to the hopfields of
Washington Territory. The Indians and their two escorts arrived in Bremen
in mid-August and began their first engagement at Pinkert's Zoological
Garden in Leipzig during the third week of September (Fig. 1) . The normal
program included about seven dances and ceremonies, accompanied by six
drums, tambourines, and songs and interspersed with demonstrations of bow
and arrows, gambling stick games, and a mock potlatch. An hamatsa dance and
the illusionist burning of a shaman provided the most excitement. From
Leipzig the troupe travelled to Zwickau, Halle, and ten other cities,
concluding their tour at Aachen in late July 1886. They played invariably
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Fig. 1. "The Bella Coola Indians from America's Northwest Coast in the Zoological Garden at Leipzig:
A Cannibal Dance. Original Drawing by Fritz Waibler." Leipzige Illustrierte Zeitung, No. 2207 (17 October
1885), p. 387. Courtesy of the British Columbia Provincial Museum, Ethnology Divison.
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in private establishments, often in zoos, sometimes in hotels, occasionally
in exhibition rooms such as Castan's Panopticum in Cologne, and Berlin's
Kroll'sche Etablissement. Everywhere the Jacobsens' Northwest Coast

ethnographic collection accompanied them, normally exhibited on the walls
and tables of an adjoining hall or room.

The show was not a popular or financial success. The troupe was all
male and the German public was accustomed to and quite preferred family
groups with mothers and children. A more serious handicap was that the
Bella Coola simply did not look the way Red Indians were supposed to look.
Their skin was the wrong tint, their noses not Roman enough, and they did
not wear the stereotypical tomahawk-and-headdress. As Filip Jacobsen later
commented (Victoria Daily British Colonist 18 August 1886), "the uneducated

classes would not believe that the men were in reality wild Indians of the
west, but insisted that they were either Chinese or Japanese." The

scholarly reception was much better. In Halle, they performed before the
Verein fur Erdkunde and the linguist and musicologist Carl Stanompf spent
four sessions with the singer Nuskilusta recording his songs (Strumpf 1886).
In Berlin a special performance was given before the Gesellschaft fur

Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte, with introductory lectures by
Rudolf Virchow and Adolf Bastian, the preeminent names in German physical

anthropology and ethnology, and by Aurel Krause, the Gymnasium teacher and
geographer-ethnologist, whose book on the Tlingits had just appeared (Krause

1885). Virchow took minute measurements of the Bella Coolas' every possible

physical feature. Like the public, Virchow was impressed with their
resemblance to the Japanese. He selected the best students from among

Japanese medical students and asked if they could hear any reminiscences of
their mother tongue in the Bella Colla's speech. There was, of course, no

communication: "even the most common words were completely different"
(Virchow 1886:211).

The most significant study was done by Franz Boas, who spent more than
two weeks of intensive research of the visitors at Kroll'sche Etablissement

where they lodged and performed. Boas was in Berlin working up the results
of his twelve-month Baffin Island investigation as a geography Habilitation

thesis which would qualify him for an academic post.^ While struggling with
his supervisor, Heinrich Kiepert, he found a temporary position as
Hilfsarbeiter or assistant at Bastian's Museum fur Volkerkunde. It was not

a very happy time. He detested Kiepert's narrowness and he found Bastian's
administration a chaos. He was, moreover, dubious about his professional
future in a Germany whose universities were surfeit with young doctorates

and Privatdozenten struggling for paid- positions and where he felt his
Jewish birth and liberal politics might be a grievious handicap. Most of
all, he was enduring a long separation from his Austrian-American fiancee,
Marie Krackowizer. While he had some hope that his contacts and already
established Geimian reputation might serve him well in his native country, he
was also watching for any opportunities in North America. In the middle of
this difficult Berlin winter, the arrival of Jacobsens' Bella Coolas came

both as a welcome diversion to the present and as a promising opportunity
for the future.

Aurel Krause was the catalyst. He and Boas had become friends three

years during Boas' previous sojourn in Berlin, and they associated
frequently in the city's geographical and anthropological societies. Now
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Krause invited Boas to collaborate in research on these visitors, neighbours
to the Tlingit aroong whom he had wintered in 1881-82. Boas was
enthusiastic: "perhaps," he wrote Miss Krakowizer on January 19, "a nice
little work will come out of it." By the 21st, when he mailed a postcard to
his parents, he was already "very busy." Four days later, when the
Tageblatt article appeared, he took time off to write letters to his parents
back home in Minden and to Marie in New York.

"I have been very industrious again this week," he wrote Marie; "to be
sure, not on my Eskimos but on an Indian tribe from Vancouver Island." His
parents learned that he was working with Krause on their language and,
though the Indians' speech gave him "a terrible headache," he was more
confident that there would be material enough for him to put out "a pretty
little essay." He was also spending some time on their music. Altogether
it was blissful: he felt 'Vie in Himmel" that he was working for once on
something other than "the eternal Eskimos." There was, however, a
non-scientific element to his enthusiasm: he wanted to demonstrate to
American scholars that he had competence in Indian as well as Eskimo
studies. "I will do everything," he told Marie, "to force the people over
there to recognize me." By February 5, only a few days before his "dear
Indians" (Boas to parents, 5 February 1886) left Berlin for Breslau, four
songs had been sent for Professor Strumpf's use and he had posted a short
article on the Bella Coola language to the New York journal. Science (Boas
1886a:218). At about the same time, his Hahilitation problems were largely
resolved when the faculty named meteorologist Wilhelm von Bezold as
Hauptreferent, leaving Kiepert merely as Nebenxeferent.

When the Bella Coolas returned to Berlin in March, Boas again had much
to do. He used the opportunity to speak to the anthropological society on
thei^r language (Boas 1886b). Two months later he at last habilitieit.
Among his suggestions for an inaugural lecture as Privadozent was "The
Indians of the Northwest Coast of America," but he actually lectured on an
alternative subject, "The Canyon Area of the Colorado." With that ordeal
behind him, he had quickly to finish another Bella Coola article, this one
for a special museum publication Bastian (Boas 1886c) was issuing. In July
he left for New York and there found means for a trip to the Northwest Coast
itself. It meant cancelling his scheduled classes at Berlin University, but
these were unsalaried in any case.

Boas arrived in Victoria on 18 September, only a month behind the Bella
Coolas. He found two still in town and spent some time with these old
friends from Berlin (Kohner 1969:20-21). He would run into others, off and
on, during his subsequent visits to the Coast—for he was, as a result of
these experiences of 1886, now launched on a career devoted in large part to
the Northwest Coast Indians and more especially to the Kwakiutl, those
influential neighbors of the Bella Coola. On his return to New York he was
appointed an assistant editor with Science, one of a succession of
short-term positions he would occupy in America until he found a more
satisfactory post in 1896.

By a particular concatenation of opportunities and enticements, Boas
had been introduced and drawn to the Northwest Coast. His Eskimo work had
made him attentive to their southern neighbors, the Krause brothers offered
fascinating conversation about their experiences among the Tlingit, and the
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enormous Jacobsen collection of Eskimo and Northwest Coast material was

being readied for the new museum. He had tired of the Eskimos and was

prepared to seize opportunities which would, by expanding his breadth as an
Americanist make his more marketable, especially in the New World. When
Adrian and Fillip Jacobsen exhibited their Bella Coolas in Berlin "an

opportunity was thus given to cast a brief glance behind the veil that
covered the life of these people, and some of the general problems of the
region began to loom up (Boas 1909:307). His Tageblatt contribution was
quickly - perhaps deliberately - forgotten. Yet, in a sense. Boas' first
Northwest Coast field experience occurred in January 1886 at Berlin's

Kroll'sche Establissement.

Boas' Tageblatt article is clearly the product of one not yet very
knowledgeable of Northwest Coast customs and very much dependent upon the

Jacobsens' reports. Two weeks later, after intensive work with the Bella

Coola and considerable library reading, he would have written much

differently. Boas' concern with the rapid passing of such groups before
the irresistible push of civilization, his bold declaration of the high

cultural standing of a native group, and his sensitivity to ceremonialism
will )De familiar to students of his later writing. While notable for its
appreciation of the full range of the artistic abilities of the Bella
Coolas, the article's importance is largely emblematic—^as the first printed

indication of what would become a long love-affair with the Northwest Coast.

Berliner Tageblatt, 25 January 1886

CAPTAIN JACOBSEN'S BELLA COOLA INDIANS

by Dr. Boas*

It has long been the fashion for representatives of foreign
tribes to be brought to Europe in order for us, as far as it is
possible, to be shown their lives and customs. A friend of
humtoity might well reflect upon the admissibility of such
exhibitions, when he sees the wretched Australian or the vigorous

Eskimo waste away under the influence of a foreign climate*^—when
some individuals are gazed at more in wonderment for their
striking bodies than because they represent a vivid representation
of the manners and customs of their people.

Such figures as the robust Bella Coolas excite us quite
differently, and we owe sincere gratitude to the bold travellers
Captain Adrian and Philipp Jacobsen for giving us the opportunity
to have an insight into this unfamiliar culture. Here we behold
with amazement a wonderful technique in the use of carver's knife

and paintbrush and a finely developed artistic sense. The dances,
which form the most important aspect of their performances, are

not only interesting for ah outstanding regularity of their forms,
but also for the unique music on which they are based. None of
the numerous peoples which have been presented here in the course
of the years, have shown such a high level of cultivated dancing
art. How gracefully they move themselves in pleasing groups in
the "Society Dance"; what fanaticism lights the eyes, plays on the
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wide open lips and the wild contortions of the religious Cannibal
Dance! We saw ourselves transplanted into a foreign world whose
outlook, whose customs, have taken a quite different course form
ours, but which we must acknowledge as a high cultural state.

I can presxame only to outline the abundance of interesting
features that is offered the spectator.

The Chief's Dance with its vinusual five-bead rhythm, which is
played—as always—with the drum and staff, shows the power of
movements and the diversity of the dance forms.

Most noteworthy is the gift festival. This the Bella Coolas,
who themselves call it Nuxalkimj, often celebrate for months
without cease, while the family father invites all the village
members in turn to the festival. As a welcome we see the host,
who is adorned with a carved wooden hat, enter in order to perform
a dance after the guests' song. Then he steps next to the friend
who, with festive ceremony, distributes the gifts. In such
festivals the entire possessions of the father of the household
often disappear - for the greater and richer the gifts, the higher
his prestige rises. The recipients, however, seek at the first
opportunity to excel through a yet larger return gift. Wool
blankets and artfully-worked caps are mainly given away. The
guests adorn themselves with the latter and conclude the f€!Stival
with a dance.

Without doubt the crowning point of the presentation is the
Hamatsa Dance. According to Captain Jacobsen's reports, the
Hamatsas form a sacred caste which acquires its importance through
fasting and self-flaggelation. The youth is also subjected to
such mortification as can scarcely be imagined, before he is taken
into the ranks of the warriors. The Hamatsas also practice the
terrible custom of eating mummified corpses and even dogs, and
bite persons whom they encounter while in the state of ecstacy.
Such a wound is regarded by the Bella Coolas as honorable and
desirable.

Their dances are performed in huge animal masks. Wrapped in
long coats, the dancers jump round the circle while led by the
howling songs of a leader in a gigantic human mask. Many of the
masks are more than four feet long. The men are able to imitate
the movements of animals so deftly that the dance forms a most
unforgetable and wonderful picture. The movable beaks and mouths
of the masks rattle continually (Fig. 2).

How deeply rooted is the belief in these religious forms is
proven by the bite scars which many of the men carry on their arms
and chests, and which they proudly say were given to them by the
Hamatsa.

For the same reason they dare not perform the terrible Eagle
Dance, which has a gruesome rule that anyone who falls is
immediately killed. The brother of one of the men in the company
died in this way two years ago.



Fig. 2. Six of the Bella Coola wearing hamatsa masks. Studio
photograph by Carl Gunther, Berlin. Courtesy of the British Columbia

Provincial Museum, Ethnology Division.
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The Fool Dance presents an extraordinarily lively and amusing
picture. The men appear here too in masks, but these are far
smaller and represent men. Two of the men attack each other with
beautiful, richly-carved lances and deftly elude their opponent.

Two others battle with other weapons and in the background one

sees a wolf mask execute the wildest movements. Pieces of the

mask are movable and sometimes the eyes roll wildly awry,

sometimes the nostrils open and close.

The performances are remarkably rich and give an admirable
demonstration of how the religious and artistic element reaches

everywhere into the social life of this remarkable tribe and is
especially noticeable in the nxamerous festivals.

Because of the performances of the Indians, the rich

exhibition of implements acquires unusual interest. There one can
inspect at leisure all the objects which were previously seen in
use: the remarkable masks, the dance rattles, which represent

birds and human heads, the carved dance hats, the neck and head

rings of real cedarbark, the magical instruments of the
"Medicinemen" and so forth.

Wonderously beautiful are some of the carved house posts
which are erected by this tribe and which represent the family
tree; no less notable are the beautifully carved stone implements,

axes, hammers, bowls and the like. The repeated motif of all
decorations on these objects, as also on the clothing, is a
stylized eye.

In all these objects a highly developed art sense is
expressed which comes no less to the fore in the music and poetry
of these people. The following little love song was composed by
one of the men present:

My heart is sick. My brother has made my heart
sad. Today he has taken away from me my dearest and

that means that I must cry.

With unbelievable rapidity the unique culture of this people

will be displaced by the pressure of civilization, and it is to be
feared that in a very short time nothing of it will remain. We

must be all the more thankful to Captain Jacobsen that he has
brought us this tribe which is interesting not only to men of
science, but also offers to the layman more than a mere

satisfaction of curiosity and inquisitiveness, since the splendid
exhibitions of these Indians also allows a deep insight into the

cultural state of the peoples of Northwest America.

*As our readers remember from the earlier contributions of

the author. Dr. Franz Boas is himself one of the intrepid

North Pole researchers who knows the homeland of the Belle

Coolas from his own observation.^

The Editor.®
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Endnotes

is not listed in H. A. Andrews and others, "Bibliography of Franz
Boas," Memoirs of the American Anthropological Association, 61(1943), pp.
67-109, nor to be found among the clippings book of other Berliner Tageblatt
articles in the Boas Papers, American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia.
A copy is preserved among clippings related to the Bella Coola tour in the
J. A. Jacobsen Papers at the Museum fur Volkerkunde, Hamburg.

^For general treatments of the ethnic exposition phenomena in German,
see Alfred Lehrmann, "Zeitgenossiche Bilder der ersten Volkerschauen," in
Werner Lang, and other, editors. Von Fremden Folker und Kulturen,
Dusseldorf: Droste-Verlag, 1955, and Carl Hagenbeck, Von Tieren und
Menschen, Berlin; Vita Deutsches Verlagshau, 1908.

The following account and direct quotes are based upon letters from
Boas to his family and fiancee in the Boas papers unless otherwise noted.

"^The reference to the effect upon the visitors is probably to the death
of seven of eleven Terre del Fuegians shortly after one of Jacobsen's
Labrador Eskimos succumbed at Paris, all in 1881.

®Boas, of course, had been nowhere near the Northwest Coast on his
Baffin Island expedition. He would have been known to readers of the
Tageblatt through his articles on the German Geographical Congress in March
and April 1883 and more especially for a series on his trip to Baffin
Island, for which the owner of the paper, Rudolf Mosse, paid 3000 RM toward
the expedition.

®Presumably Dr. Arthur Levysohn.
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