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All over the world,
people carve materials
into different shapes.
They use stone, wood,
ice, soap, bone, and other
materials. These carved
items are sometimes
meant to honor people or
events. Sometimes they
are meant to be works of
art. In the northwestern
parts of North America,
native people use wood
to carve totem poles.
A totem pole is
more than a work of
art, though. It might honor a person or family. It might
also tell a story. Many totem poles feature figures that
represent a clan, such as animals, birds, and heroes.
These figures are placed on top of each other. Sometimes
the most important figure is at the bottom of the totem
pole. Sometimes it is at the top.
Most totem poles are made from cedar or spruce
wood. These woods are used because cedar and spruce
trees grow tall and straight. Also, their wood is soft and
easy to carve.
Cedar and spruce may be soft compared to other
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woods, but carvers still need to be very skilled. Totem
poles are usually 40 to 50 feet tall, and they weigh
thousands of pounds. Totem poles are also eight to nine
times taller than most people.
In the past, totem poles were placed in front of
people’s homes. The homes were near water, so people
would see a family’s totem pole when they arrived by
canoe. Native Americans erected their totem poles by
pulling them upright with ropes.
Today, totem poles on reservations are placed near
the road because most people arrive by car. In addition,
totem poles are sometimes erected by trucks and other
machines. Just as in earlier times, though, people sing
and dance to celebrate raising new totem poles.
Native people today continue to carve totem poles.
These modern totem poles help others appreciate and
honor the
people and
cultures
of Native
Americans.
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