CAPTAIN CARPENTER,
HEILTSUK PAINTER, 1841-1931
When Johan Adrian Jacobsen travelled to British Columbia in

1881 to collect Northwest Coast artifacts for the Royal Berlin

Lthnological Muscum (now the Ethnologisches Museuim

Berlin), an elaborately carved chief’s seat attracted his attention.
‘Since it was not possible to buy the piece, he wrote, ‘I ordered
a similar one from the most renowned wood-carver among the
Bella Bella’ (1977, 10). The magnificent seat he commissioned
remains one of the best-documented examples of Heiltsuk
carving and painting from the 1880s (Figure 7.10). But the name
of its maker was never recorded.

‘Who was this anonymous artist? The search for his iden-
tity has involved the contributions of numerous individuals,
the study of historical records, and the comparative analysis of
carved and painted works located in collections from Victoria
to Berlin. Heiltsuk curator Pam Brown (1990, 1992) generously
shared her own research, drawing on published and unpub-
lished documents as well as the recollections of Waglisla com-
munity members. Art historian Martha Black’s study of
missionary accounts (1997), focusing on the Royal Ontario
Museum’s collection of Heiltsuk artifacts assembled by
Reverend R.W. Large between 1898 and 1906, was a valuable
resource. The Heiltsuk Cultural Centre in Waglisla made
available its extensive archives and research on Heiltsuk his-
tory. Ethnographic accounts such as Ronald Olson’s (1955)
study of Heiltsuk society were also consulted.

Important clues have been uncovered in the hundreds of
painted images photographed for the Image Recovery Project
To date, over twenty objects from various museum and pri
vate collections have been identified as the work of the chiel’s
seat maker, sharing similar elements of style, imagery, and piy;
ment use. As well, a stylistic counterpart to the Berlin seat
exists in the collection of the Royal British Columbia Museuii
(Figure 7.11). Acquired in 1900 by C.F. Newcombe, this secon
Heiltsuk chief’s seat is undoubtedly the work of the same
artist as the Berlin example, differing primarily in the arran
ment of otherwise similar motifs. Perhaps this was the picce
that first caught Jacobsen’s eye, or it may have been modelled
on the same original as the one in Berlin.

Certain intriguing details about the chiel’s seat acquired by
Newcombe help to confirm its attribution. The piece was
photographed at the Dryad Point lighthouse near Bella Bella i
1900, with an unidentified man standing behind it (Figure
7.12). The lightkeeper at that time was Captain Richard (Dicl)
Carpenter, an accomplished Fleiltsule artist, canoe maleer, and

boat builder Tt was Carpenter’s name that was found on the
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Captain Carpenter created a wide
array of articles for sale to non-
Native collectors, particularly in the
early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Although he never signed these
works, even the more simplified
compositions continued to display
the recognizable characteristics of his
personal style.

In all his painted work, Carpenter revealed a willingness
to innovate and experiment with colour. He made use of the
wide range of contemporary pigments available to him: ver-
milion, Reckitt’s Blue, and other blue, red, and green commer-
cial preparations. The deep blue created by Reckitt’s Blue is
typical of much Heiltsuk painting. Carpenter applied it in
areas of low relief and also created unusual effects by alternat-
ing blue and red lines of parallel hatching and outlining solid
and hatched elements in red (Figures 7.16, 7.18,7.24, and 7.25).
The killer-whale compositions he created on the front and
back of the bentwood chest in Figure 7.15 are dramatic varia-
tions on the standardized image, the effect of which is height-
ened through the bold use of blue and red.

Carpenter’s range of pigments and his tendency to apply
paint lavishly are similarly apparent in Figures 7.22 and 7.23.
While Figure 7.23C features areas of cross-hatching on its ends
that are not typical of this artist’s work, both the form of relief
carving in the single-eye sockets and the character of face com-
ponents show stylistic affinities. Carpenter’s experimental
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Paddle, Heiltsuk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Late nineteenth or early twentieth
century

Yellow cedar, paint, 157.0 X 14.0 cm
UBCMOA A1492

B

Paddle, Heiltsuk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Late nineteenth or early twentieth
century

Yellow cedar, paint, 140.0 X 13.0 cm
VM AA10522a
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Paddle, Heiltsuk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Late nineteenth or early twentieth
century

Yellow cedar, paint, 137.6 < 12,0 cm

GM AATLYS
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Paddle, Heiltsuk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Late nineteenth or early twentieth
century

Yellow cedar, paint, 115.0 X 12.5 cm
VM AA10532

E

Tray, Heiltsuk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Early twentieth century

Yellow cedar, paint,

12.0 X 33.0 X 33.0 cm

UBCMOA A1134

F

Bentwood dish, Heiltsuk, attributed
to Captain Carpenter

Early twentieth century

Yellow cedar sides, red cedar base,
paint, opercula, 16,6 % 30,0 % 33,0 cm
VM AA737

approach may also be evident in the images carved and painted
on the lid in Figure 7.22. Lids are generally left unadorned,
whereas this example - shaped like a steamer-trunk lid — extends
the chest’s compositions beyond their usual boundaries.

One of the works Captain Carpenter created in the early
twentieth century still hangs over an entrance to the R.W.
Large Memorial Hospital in Waglisla. Although we can recog-
nize Carpenter’s compositional techniques and details, the
piece lacks the firm handling of curves and lines characteristic
of his earlier work. Items he produced in later years show a
gradual deterioration in quality. Painted serving dishes, trays,
paddles, and models often exhibit the familiar images of killer
whale and eagle, but the wavy lines on some examples reveal
the hand of an artist in declining health (Figure 7.26). The
artist’s descendants now believe that he suffered from a condi-
tion similar to Parkinson’s disease toward the end of his long
career and speculate that his almost exclusive use of early
European trade pigments — particularly vermilion (mercuric
oxide) — may have proved toxic to his health.!2
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Bentwood dish, Heiltsuk, attributed Spoon, Heiltsuk, attributed to
to Captain Carpenter Captain Carpenter

Early twentieth century Early twentieth century
Yellow cedar sides, red cedar base, Hemlock, paint, 17.0 X 6.0 cm

paint, opercula, VM AA791

14.0 X 33.0 X 36.0 cm K

UBCMOA A2654 Spoon, Heiltsuk, attributed to
H Captain Carpenter

Model canoe, Heiltsuk, attributed
to Captain Carpenter

Early twentieth century

Yellow cedar, paint,

17.0 X 19.0 X 63.0 cm

UBCMOA AI545a

Early twentieth century
Hemlock, paint, 28.0 x 6.5 cm
VM AA772
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Mask, Heiltsulk, attributed to
Captain Carpenter

Early twentieth century
Alder, paint, 32,0 % 26,0 % 10,0 ¢

VM AAGH
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