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A Canadian dealer brings some of the ﬁnest examples of art from the Paciﬁc Northwest to Frieze Masters

Yup’ik complex mask (1890-1910)
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Eskimo artefacts: fantasy in a cold climate

“These are more Surreal than we are!”, an indignant André Breton apparently exclaimed when he

first encountered a Yup’ik ceremonial mask in New York. It is little wonder that the Surrealists were

fascinated by these coloured, strikingly adorned artefacts since they are among the most inventive,

expressive and fantastical of all tribal arts.

The whole range of visual art hailing from the Pacific Northwest intrigued the Surrealist exiles who
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(1893-1969), whose 2,000 or so works record the
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traditional nomadic hunting life of the Inuit, and on to similarly reductive contemporary soapstone
sculpture — but it is the masks that inevitably steal the show.
In pride of place — and accorded its own room — is the Yup’ik mask of about 1890-1905, which
belonged to the Italian-American Surrealist painter and sculptor Enrico Donati (1909-2008).
Arguably the most arresting and important example remaining in private hands, it is certainly the
most valuable. This museum-quality rarity, complete with a wide grin of pointed teeth, appended
hands, fibres and feathers, belongs to a group of 12 shamanic “weather” masks evidently made by
two distinct hands.
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