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Chief Henry Speck, or Udzi’stalis (1908 – 1971), was born in the Tlawit’sis 
(Kwakwaka’wakw) community of Kalugwis, on Turnour Island, British 
Columbia, to parents John Speck and ’Wadzidi Harris. He attended the 
Boys’ Industrial School in Alert Bay for only two years, and at age four-
teen was initiated as a Hamat’sa dancer through his uncle, the artist 
Bob Harris. At nineteen, he married Lily Harris. He went on to become 
a respected community leader, teacher, and cultural practitioner, both 
in Kalugwis and then Alert Bay, while working as a fisherman. Still re-
membered today by his nickname, Galidi’y, he was noted for his abilities 
as a ceremonial speaker and composer of songs and dances, as well as 
a painter of dance screens and numerous community commissions. By 
the 1930s he was also becoming recognized within and outside his com-
munity for his modern paintings on paper, rendered in vibrant colours 
and textures. When he met the antiques dealer, Gyula Mayer, in 1961, 
this art was brought to greater public attention through exhibits, a 
series of silkscreen-print reproductions, department-store promotions, 
and a catalogue, Kwakiutl Art by Henry Speck (bc Indian Designs Ltd., 
1963), written by anthropologist Audrey Hawthorn.

In the following dialogue, curators Karen Duffek and Marcia Crosby 
discuss the ideas behind their exhibition, and the questions that Henry 
Speck’s work provokes today.

fully engaged in the politics, economies, and cultural practices of his 
time. He succeeded his father as a hereditary chief; he was a fisher-
man and a Christian; he maintained his ceremonial roles throughout 
and beyond the period of anti-potlatch legislation (1884 – 1951). And 
as his son John Speck told us, Henry Speck worked in his village of 
Kalugwis to organize the building of a church, power plant, dam for 
a water source, school, and a community hall.v  He was a modernizer. 
Was he also a modernist?

mc: Maybe the questions are: How did his work as a “modernizer” 
overlap with his work as an artist? What, where, and when is modern-
ism for Henry Speck’s art? Two major modernization projects in Alert 
Bay were linked to his art practice: the formation of the Kwakwala 
Arts and Crafts Organization in 1964, and the community bighouse, 
completed in 1965, for which James Sewid invited Speck’s support 
as an artist and cultural leader. Sewid’s account of these projects in-
cludes many references to his and Speck’s membership in the Native 
Brotherhood of bc (nbbc).vi  Speck may not have self-identified as a 

“modern artist” in the same way as did other artists of his time. But 
all of these individuals aspired to be part of “modernity” in terms of 
their politics and common support of the nbbc’s goal: equal access 
for Native peoples to the “modern” world, as self-reliant Canadian 
citizens. Modernity, however, was temporally and spatially located 

“elsewhere” in relation to where and who they were. 

kd: When we look at the responses that Henry Speck’s paintings 
received in the media, there is a constant disjuncture between the 
entrenched hierarchies and binaries of modernism: between the 

“Indian” as past, and the modern present; between the way Native art 
was marketed as primitive, and the lived and aspired-to modernity 
you describe. Why, when, and where did a “modern condition” define 
the mid-20th-century lives of artists like Speck, while the “modern” 
was not widely seen as describing their art? 

When Speck had his 1964 show at the New Design Gallery in  
Vancouver—one of the few galleries then dedicated to contempo-
rary art in Canada—his paintings represented the first intervention 
by Kwakwaka’wakw cultural production and experimentation in that 
edgy space. It isn’t surprising that the media reception of Speck’s 
paintings offered paternalistic descriptions of the un-cosmopolitan  
Native, and described the art as “fitting into this modern life…as a focal 
point of decoration in the home.”vii Such responses call to mind what 
you have discussed as the restrictive modern/traditional paradigm of 
Northwest Coast art history, which Speck’s art actually complicated.

mc: Northwest Coast art was not then part of the break with late 
modernism, which was the primary focus of the New Design Gallery. 
The Vancouver Art Gallery’s 1967 exhibition, Arts of the Raven, posi-
tioned Northwest Coast cultural objects—both traditional and con-
temporary—as “modern art.”viii  The idea that something of “Indian 
descent” could be modern was as radical as were some of the vag’s 
contemporary-art exhibits. The difference was that new-media and 
performance-based works were now being viewed as a break from 
modernism’s “medium purity,” whereas Northwest Coast art was 
being inserted into a longer lineage of modern art, albeit through 
humanist comparisons of Northwest Coast “masterworks” to other 

“great” historical works. 

kd: Bill Reid reinforced that view of Aboriginal-modernity-as-binary 
in the cbc-radio critique he gave of Speck’s 1964 show, calling the 
work “an art which really has no business to be in existence at all. For 

it was born of a culture which has now almost entirely disappeared…” 
He went on, “His drawings are imaginative in their concept, often 
going far beyond anything attempted before in Kwakiutl art… And 
yet… I felt that something was very wrong… On a house wall forty 
feet long, a painted beast could be awe-inspiring. In a 19- by 24-inch 
picture frame, it looks trapped and desperate rather than fierce.” ix

Meanwhile, within Speck’s own Kwakwaka’wakw community, his 
“trapped beasts” remained meaningful despite their commodifica-
tion. Not only did they depict subjects reinforcing—for the present, 
not the past—family histories and rights, but his works on paper 
and dedication to teaching inspired a new generation of Northwest 
Coast artists who saw, and still see, in these vibrant and textured 
forms a possibility for the creative renewal of the painted art.

mc:  At the same time, Speck was one of a number of Aboriginal 
artists who had been exhibiting their work publicly since the 1940s, 
and who by the 1960s had yet to establish a sustained, commercial 
market for their work: they needed more significant support from 
the academy and institutional markets. Some “Indian moderns” had 
begun to secure a recognized place in “Indian art” history on the 
west coast; but for the most part, each had to rely on his or her own 
devices and networking systems in order to survive. The growth of 
Speck’s and other artists’ practices on the coast relied not only on the 
exchanges and intersections between the clichéd binaries of Native 
and non-Native worlds, but also on those between the groups and 
individuals who acted as their go-betweens, and the events that be-
came intermediaries in the development of contemporary aboriginal 
art. Tragically, Speck died too soon; despite the hundreds of paintings 
he created, he did not experience the academic and institutional 
supports that were emerging in the late 1960s, nor was his work in-
tegrated into the art-historical discourse.

kd: Speck did succeed in transforming Kwakwaka’wakw images thro-
ugh the media and painterly interpretations he chose, and of course 
through their re-contextualization. In this exhibit, we’re releasing his 

“trapped beasts” from their frames, projecting them digitally within 
an expanded concept of “media,” and on a scale closer to the dance 
screens that he and others painted for community use. Just as the 
traditional screens define spaces of performance and transforma-
tion in the bighouse, this gallery may be a space for considering the 
routes, and the intersections, that Henry Speck’s paintings have taken 
on their still incomplete path through a modern (art) history.
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Karen	Duffek	(kd):  In researching the life and work of Henry Speck, I 
think we’ve been surprised, and yet not, with the fact that his inven-
tive paintings have slipped from view—that they do not have a foot-
hold in the prevailing discourses of 20th-century Northwest Coast 
art history, or mid-20th-century modern art more generally.  

Speck’s art was individualistic, but carried a collective function. “It 
was in my blood,” he said;i  “I alter [the style] to suit my own needs.”ii   

His paintings on paper, created through the 1930s to the late 1960s, 
brought forward a new way of picturing Kwakwaka’wakw ritual 
dances and mythological characters. His subjects came from his 
own, lived, contemporary experience in the potlatch as a ceremonial 
singer and dancer, and he sometimes depicted supernatural beings 
mapped onto the landscape features of Tlawit’sis territory. His work 
shows a spontaneity and painterliness that may be surprising to 
people more familiar with the Northwest Coast silkscreen prints—
especially those with northern-style, formline imagery—that came 
to institutional and market prominence in the 1970s. 

Marcia	Crosby	(mc): I don’t think Speck and his work “slipped away”  
so much as the genealogy of “modern art” by Aboriginal artists 
cannot account for such qualities as their traditional, metaphysi-
cal referents, or their seemingly positivist focus on form. Both the 
Austrian artist and theorist Wolfgang Paalen in 1939,iii and Haida 
artist Bill Reid in 1964,iv recognized that Speck’s vision of space and 
form was deeply related to his firsthand knowledge of “Kwakiutl” 
cosmologies. I wouldn’t position his work as an “alternative moder-
nity,” rooted in a traditional past, in order to authenticate it. Speck, 
like many of his contemporaries, also produced his work in contexts 
other than museums and galleries: the community halls, sports days, 

“Indian Days,” parades, and social organizations in which Aboriginal 
people gathered.

kd: Whether or not Henry Speck self-identified as a “modern artist”—
in the way that Bill Reid and other 20th-century Aboriginal artists, 
such as George Clutesi, Ellen Neel, and Judith Morgan, did—he was 
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