
Fran James of the Lummi Tribe was a pioneer in the revival 
of Salish art and culture. Throughout the mid to late 1900s 

Fran wove baskets and blankets with her son Bill James. 
They readily shared their traditional knowledge with 

hundreds of novice weavers and thousands of art lovers.
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FEATURED HISTORY

SALISH MODERN

Thirty years ago, you couldn’t find a map using the term 
“Salish Sea” for the Puget Sound/Georgia Straits/Strait of 
Juan de Fuca region. There were Seattle galleries and t-shirt 
shops aplenty selling Northwest Coast Native art, but the 
masks, totem poles and sinuous formline animal prints were 
designs from hundreds of miles away, not from here.  

Thirty years ago, no major art museum in Washington had 
mounted an exhibit highlighting Native creative works of 
our own lands and waters. Artists were indeed working 
– Musqueam visual pioneer Susan Point was making 
innovative prints based on ancient carved designs. Ron 
Hilbert was painting bold scenes of spiritual practices and 
Lummi weavers Bill and Fran James were making sumptuous 
blankets and intricate baskets.  But the critical interest 
and most gallery attention was focused on art from the 
Canadian coast. 

by Kenneth (GreG) WatsOn



Film Screening: 
Reel Injun
OctOber 15, 1pm 
Cree filmmaker Neil Diamond 
takes a look at the Hollywood 
Indian, exploring the portrayal of 
North American Natives through 
a century of cinema. Free event, 
no registration required, but space 
is limited.

Overnight at the muSeum – natural hiStOry
nOvember 17, 7pm – 8am
Kids ages 7 – 12 will love this 
activity packed overnight 
adventure in the Museum 
with games, scavenger hunts, 
crafts and more! $35 per 
child, pre-registration required.

evening hOurS at the muSeum!   
the FirSt thurSday OF the mOnth FrOm 6 - 8pm
Drop-in for evening open hours 6 to 8pm. The Museum is 
open for FREE on first Thursdays, from noon to 4 and during 
evening hours.

During evening hours we will have a Late Play Date for the 
kiddos with themed activities and craft tables perfect for 
children 3-12 years of age, no registration required.

Special Holiday Late Play Date! Don’t miss our December 
7th program where kids can make holiday crafts from around the 
world and you can bring your camera for a photo op with Santa!

every tueSday in nOvember, 10 – 10:40 a.m.
Bring your 3 -5 year old tots to the Museum for a 40 minute 
exploration of history, culture and art. Sessions will include 
story time, games, crafts and more. 

November 7: Pioneer Time
November 14: Going to Town
November 21: Curious Careers
November 28: Arty Party!

$6 per child, per date. Parents/caregivers 
must stay with their children during the 
entirety of the program. 
Pre-registration required at 
wrvmuseum.org 

Register for Farm and Museum events online at www.wrvmuseum.org  or call 253-288-7439. 

For this striking exhibit, Guest Curator Kenneth Greg Watson worked closely with Museum Director 
Patricia Cosgrove to select work from 16 artists of Salish heritage. This style of art is recognized globally 
for its elegance and design sophistication, and although very modern, further demonstrates that Salish 
arts, dating back thousands of years, are the most important identifying visual emblem of the Seattle area. 
Salish Modern is supported by 4Culture, the City of Auburn Arts Commission, ATADA, Hugh and Jane 
Ferguson Foundation and the Tulalip Tribe Charity Fund.

And MORE!
All available at the Museum Shop

SALISH MODERN 
 Innovative Art with Ancient Roots

On Display through December 17

remembering the SOngS Flute cOncert 
with gary StrOutSOS   

nOvember 8 
6 - 7pm - white river valley muSeum Open hOuSe
7pm - cOncert at the auburn cOmmunity & eventS center
In this solo flute concert and storytelling event, Gary Stroutsos 
provides a unique look at the musical traditions from Zuni, 
Navajo and Salish communities and the importance of songs 
to these people. Many songs have been lost, but this program 
shares some of the songs that remain! $10 per person, pre-
registration required. 

STOCKING
STUFFERS 

for ADULTS 

MUSEUM TOTS!
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Salt & Pepper 
Shakers

Notepads

Flour Sack 
Hand Towels

Mugs

Bud Vases

Railroad Light Switches

Playing Cards

Glittery Pins



www.wrvmuseum.org • 253-288-7433

Use of Indigenous Materials Was Masterful
Throughout the Salish Sea region artists have carved 
beautiful and useful objects from cedar and other woods 
as well as from horn, shell and bone. Parallel to this 
tradition is the millennia-old mastery of weaving wool 
and plaiting, twining and coiling cedar into baskets, mats, 
and regalia.

As new media and processes have become available, Salish 
artists continue to evolve traditional motifs and themes 
maintaining the combination of practical, aesthetic, and 
spiritual values, often in the same object.

Personal Association With Spiritual Power
In contrast to the heraldic privileges in visual and 
performed creations on the northern Northwest Coast, 
objects, songs, dance, and contemporary artworks of the 
Salish Sea often include references to personal spiritual 
powers and the forces and beings that ally with individual 
humans. 

These references may be overt or abstract, and may give 
artists one of the most difficult challenges facing people 
who make their living from creativity – how much of 
yourself can you put into an object that anyone can buy?

FEATURED HISTORY

The map of the area where Coast Salish languages were spoken. 

This bold red and black print is elegant, simple and as such is 
emblematic of the Georgia Straits style of modern Salish art. 

Salmon and Water, by lessLIE Sam.

In 1989, the balance started to tip to highlight Salish 
arts and culture as the indigenous style of our region. 
Washington State’s Centennial exhibit of Native arts opened, 
managed by Patricia Cosgrove (now Director of the White 
River Valley Museum) with Kenneth Greg Watson as part 
of the exhibit staff. Both art historians were on a mission to 
convince Seattleites that totem poles are not indigenous and 
that Salish art in all its creative branches is. The exhibit was 
incredibly successful, and soon many influences aligned to 
literally change the landscape of Native Art.

Ever since, both Cosgrove and Watson have worked hard to 
see the word ‘Salish’ enter the mainstream vocabulary, and 
to insure that the characteristic sweeping lines and subtle 
patterns of Salish arts become recognizable and emblematic 
of the Seattle area. 

Through the efforts of many, this vision has come true. 
High quality galleries like Seattle’s Stonington Gallery and 
Steinbrueck Native Gallery feature experienced and rising 
artists from across the Salish Sea region. Generations of new 
artists have risen in skill and popularity and Salish art today is 
an explosion of innovation and creativity that still has a firm 
foundation in our region’s earliest Salish generations. 

 
SALISH MODERN
by Kenneth (GreG) WatsOn

“SALISH”
What Does It Mean?

Salish is a family of related languages spoken by 
related cultures indigenous to much of what is now 
western Washington and southern British Columbia.
Sometimes the term “Coast Salish” is used to refer to 
the tribes and First Nations whose homelands surround 
the river drainages and salt water of the Georgia Straits, 
Strait of Juan de Fuca and Puget Sound (now collectively 
referred to as the Salish Sea.)

Some of the Salish languages are mutually intelligible 
– the language often called Puget Sound Salish or 
Whulshootseed varies only in dialect from Sedro Wooley 
to the Nisqually Delta.  At greater distances the difference 
is like English and German or more.

The Web of Language Carries World View and Tradition
The Salish Sea is linked by cultural and artistic traits 
that survive and thrive into the present. For example:

Life is Lived on Land and Water
Throughout the region, traditional villages were located 
on navigable water, river or salt, and water was used for 
travel and its resources harvested for food. Many groups 
named themselves for “their” water and many ancient 
living places survive as population centers to the present.



Ordinary People, Extraordinary History

Salish Visuals
Often, when people think of Northwest Coast 
Native art, they think of a northern British 
Columbia Coast and Alaskan style known as 
formline, characterized by sinuous thick and thin 
lines often used in combinations of U-shapes, 
S-shapes and flattened ovals called ovoids.  They 
are usually rendered in black and red. These 
designs, often depicting animals, are found on 
totem poles (a northern coastal tradition), 
carved masks, and more recently prints and 
t-shirts. 

Native artworks in formline style became popular 
during the Alaska Gold Rush in the 1890s and 
the Alaska-Yukon-Paciic Exhibition in 1909, and 
continued as the usual choice for public artwork 
and tourist marketing in the Seattle area for 
decades, eclipsing styles indigenous to the Salish 
Sea region.

More than one design system originates in the

Coast Salish homelands. Geometric designs from 
basketry and wool weaving traditions are alive 
and thriving in traditional materials as well as 
innovations in printmaking, commercial textiles, 
copper, and glass.

The visual art style most associated with the 
rising popularity of Salish art today has ancient 
origins in the art of the Georgia Straits area of 
what is now southern British Columbia. 

The most common of these design elements 
are crescents, circles, ovals and wedges, which 
together are sometimes called trigons. Relief 
forms are carefully arranged to suggest flowing, 
positive shapes between and around them, often 
stacked or nested to give an effect of ripples or 
filling an outline of an animal or other natural 
subject. In the hands of innovative young artists, 
the Georgia Straits Salish style is used to produce 
elegant minimalist, often very abstract designs.

Hot Topics
To become a success in mainstream art markets, artists have 
traditionally needed the attention or support of a gallery, a dealer, 
or a museum. This recognition is still important, and the Seattle 
area is lucky to have innovative galleries like the Stonington Gallery 
and Steinbrueck Native Gallery and exhibits of indigenous art by 
Seattle Art Museum and other regional museums. 

However, new possibilities in production and marketing made 
possible by digital design technologies and the internet have 
enabled innovative artists to advance their own careers in ways 
not possible a generation ago. 

Companies like Louie Gong’s Eighth Generation and Salish Style 
(salishstyle.com) are putting emerging artists together with 
collectors…and  people who just want a cool backpack…and 
tribal enterprises are creating community specific visual designs.

Key design elements of the Georgia Straits style of Salish art.
Illustration by Kenneth (Greg) Watson.

Artist turned entrepreneur Louie Gong was featured on the 
cover of City Arts Magazine. He is wearing a blanket he designed 

that has been manufactured by Pendleton Woolen Mills. 

Super Ken, a handmade artist model by Bill Holm, models Red Raven hoody by Ovila Mailhot and the Birds of Change backpack designed by 
Dylan Qwul’thilum Thomas—artists working with salishstyle.com. Louie Gong’s monumental painting Guardians is in the background.



Ordinary People, Extraordinary History

Out of the Ancient
Even the most innovative and abstract Salish modern art rests on a foundation 
of millennia-old traditions, and some artists engage more directly or obviously 
than others with the region’s deeper creative roots. 

Some contemporary Salish artists use traditional materials in innovative ways, 
like Andrea Sigo-Wilbur’s precisely carved interpretation of an ancient maple 
spindle whorl. Its stylized fern fronds are dramatic at twice the size of most of 
the originals used by wool spinners. 

Some explore cultural legacies so old that they are mysterious even within their 
own communities, such as Susan Point’s Salish Artifact (Image 76). Point imagined 
a complete design based on a carved wooden fragment from an archaeological 
site in her Musqueam homeland.  Some bravely bring their own spiritual 
experiences into public view. Until his death in 2006, Ron Hilbert painted and 
carved scenes from the ancient Seowyn or Smokehouse traditions in which he 
participated every winter. 

Hilbert received criticism for depicting activities that have not been photographed 
or made public in recent decades, but he insisted that he was instructed to do 
his work by his own spiritual allies.

Honoring an Elder

When you enter the Museum, bronze 
sculptures of Muckleshoot elder Big 
John and pioneering anthropologist 
Arthur Ballard greet you. Today Big 
John is wrapped in an honorary 
blanket.  For centuries, placing a  blanket 
on the shoulders of an honored guest 
or speaker has been a tradition in 
cultures all around the Salish Sea. Today 
commercially woven trade blankets 
have replaced handspun mountain 
goat wool, but the prestige of the gift 
remains. 

Muckleshoot elder Big John died in 
1920, but we have placed a blanket 
on him in honor of the many ways 
he and other elders helped maintain 
traditions across generations.

This blanket was commissioned by 
the Muckleshoot Tribe in 2002 as 
a gift to all enrolled Muckleshoot 
Tribal members. Designed by artist 
Marvin Oliver (Quinault and Isleta 
Pueblo) and woven by Pendleton, the 
design includes Salish style salmon, 
canoes, cedar, Mount Rainier and 
other symbols of traditional life.

In Thanks
Salish Modern celebrates the rebirth of Salish arts and 
their deep and important traditions. It is a recognition of 
the amazing ingenuity and elegance shown by today’s Salish 
artists. Galleries, artists, and collectors graciously lent us 
artwork, sometimes rare and priceless, to feature in this 
exploration of modern Salish art.  

White River Valley Museum Director Patricia Cosgrove, 
museum staff, and Guest Curator Kenneth Greg Watson 
thank each and every one of the artists represented for their 
creativity, remembrance of tradition, bravery, and hard work.

Salish Modern is supported by more grant makers than 
any other exhibit we have hosted. We thank 4Culture, the 
Association of Tribal Art Dealers of America, the City of 
Auburn Arts Commission, the Hugh and Jane Ferguson 
Foundation and the Tulalip Tribe Charity Fund for their 
contributions.

Dahadubsh, Si’I’ab! [thank you honored friends]

Tulalip and Upper Skagit artist Ron Hilbert’s 
paintings usually depicted ceremonies of the 
Smokehouse, as with his work entitled Red 

Paint Dancer.

Cedar bark woven hat by Fran James, 
one of the first she made as she 
experimented with her craft.

Musqueam Tribal member Susan Point used a fragment of 
art unearthed in an archaeologic dig near her home village, 

and created her version of the complete design, named 
Salish Artifact (Image 76).

Roger Fernandes has worked to bring Salish 
arts and oral literature to the public for 

decades. Along with being a wonderful story 
teller and linguist, Roger is a painter. Roger’s 

painting Spirit of Devils Club Root follows 
a traditional style of art found in historic 

petroglyphs and shamanic carvings.



Medical care in the early 1900s looked very different 
than our medical systems look today. Most people did 
not have insurance, and paid for medical expenses out 
of pocket. Most people also had a limited number of 
doctors they could choose from, usually determined 
by which doctor was close enough to make a house 
call when needed. In a relatively small town like 
Auburn, only two or three general practitioners would 
service the entire town’s medical needs, occasionally 
referring patients to specialists in Seattle or Tacoma 
when necessary.

While this simple system might seem on the surface 
to be ideal, especially compared to today’s complex 
and confusing healthcare systems, it was not free of 
problems. Most prominent was the expense of medical 
care. In 1909, the average worker in this region made 
about $750 a year. Records from the Museum’s 
collection show the cost of routine medical care in 
1909 Auburn:
 Routine Visit  $2.00
 Out-of-Town Visit $4.00 to $11.00
 Medicine Prescription $1.00
 Setting a Broken Arm $75.00
 Baby Delivery  $20.00

When a simple check-up for a child’s fever can cost 
most of a day’s worth of labor, and setting a broken 
bone costs over a month’s wages, people were looking 
for any opportunity to reduce their medical costs 
while still maintaining their health - and a whole 
industry of medical fraudsters was just waiting to take 
advantage of this need. A new book which recently 
came into the Museum’s collection is a prime example 
of this medical fraud at work.

The 1400-page tome, titled “Health and Longevity” 
and published in 1914 by the Home Health Society, is 
one of a series of questionable medical texts that were 
sold as scams by false medical associations in the early 
1900s. The extremely large books were sold

by traveling salespeople and were designed to look 
authoritative. Salespeople would convince buyers to 
part with significant amounts of money for the books 
– up to $18, in some cases – with the promise that the 
information contained inside would allow them to take 
care of all their routine medical needs inside the home 
from now on.

In 1917, The Journal of the American Medical 
Association ran an exposé of the in-name-only 
medical associations that published books like this 
one, including the Home Health Society. Much of the 
text inside the book is reproduced from earlier, usually 
discredited, medical publications. Suggested treatments 
focused primary on “hygiene” (preventative medicine), 
avoiding “bad airs,” and herbal patent remedies, ignoring 
important topics like bacterial infection and first aid. 

Not every part of the book was useless; this exact 
volume sat on an Auburn doctor’s reference shelf, 
probably for the useful anatomical charts and 
descriptions of disease symptoms. However, whole 
chapters were dedicated to objectionable language and 
descriptions of women and people of color, and even 
supported the theory of “social hygiene” - what would 
be more commonly referred to as eugenics today 
– and discredited medical theories like phrenology, 
magnetism, and palmistry. Some of the chapters 
contradict each other with their advice, since they 
were plagiarized from different medical texts and not 
intended to ever be published together.

Books like this were routinely sold with “Certificates 
of Membership” which alleged to entitle the bearer to 
free medical care from any doctor who was a member 
of that particular medical association. Of course, these 
false associations had no doctors on their rolls, and 
the purchaser would be unable to redeem the coupon 
anywhere. State Attorney Generals would go on to 
prosecute these fraudsters throughout the 1910s and 
1920s, resulting in several arrests.

A little love for our 
docents!

They greet the public, help 
visitors enjoy our displays, 
act as informal guards, and 
encourage engagement—ie 
chatting, storytelling, finding 
personal connections, all the 
stuff one wants a museum 

goer to do! Studies show that 
the personal touch volunteer 
docents provide increases the 
visitor’s experience and makes 
it more memorable. We can 

attest to this because visitors 
write and tell us so!  

Under the guidance of Janet 
Wells, Volunteer and Facility 
Coordinator, our crew of 

about 20 docents also make 
it possible to be open to the 

public with fewer staff people—
helping us to save money. Not 

only that, they make it lots 
more fun!  We are thrilled 
to welcome new volunteer 
docents John Aitken, Janice 

Brown, Christine Carnrite and 
Joyce Phillips. 

Interested in volunteering, or 
volunteering someone else? 

Contact Janet (253) 804-5010, 
jwells@auburnwa.gov. 

Janet Wells, 
Volunteer Coordinator

Medical Scams in the 1900s

FROM THE BACK ROOM

By Hilary Pittenger, Curator of Collections



planning a meeting, celebratiOn Or Special OccaSiOn? 
why nOt hOld it at the muSeum? 

MUCKLESHOOT ROOM 
$40 per hour*

A self-contained space, seats 20 board room fashion, or 30 theatre-style seating. Includes 
access to the Key Bank Gallery, restrooms, and the Museum Shop. 

Refreshments may be served. Capacity: 30

FULL MUSEUM FACILITY
$125 per hour* 

Access to the above facilities plus our award-winning permanent exhibits. 
Capacity: 100

For reservations contact Janet Wells at jwells@auburnwa.gov or call 253-804-5010.
 *Two hour minimumWhite RiveR JouRnal  

is a quarterly  
publication of the  

White River Valley Museum, 
which is supported in  

large part by

City of Auburn.
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