
 

 

What are Totem Poles? 

 

 

Totem poles are carved, painted logs mounted vertically. They are crafted by the 

Indians of the Pacific northwest coast of America and Canada. 

 

 

 

● Does the coast of a country touch the ocean or is it landlocked? 

● If you want to paint something, you would probably use a _____________. 

● What animals can you see in the totem poles in the photograph? 

● What do you already know about totem poles? 
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Each totem pole may have one or many animals or spirits carved into it. A totem pole 

with one animal may be a grave marker. A totem pole with many animals may represent 

the story of many generations of a family. The animals and spirits reflect the head of a 

household, much as an English family might have a lion on a family crest. 

 

 

 

● Would the head of the household be someone in charge or someone taking 

orders?  

● Different animals might represent different _________________. 

● Totem poles and crests are two ways of symbolizing family heritage. What other 

things can you think of that serve this same purpose? 

● If your family had a totem pole, which animal would represent your family? 
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The word totem refers to a guardian or ancestral being that is respected and revered 

but not necessarily worshiped. On poles with multiple carvings, the sequence of animals 

and spirits can be interpreted to tell the story of a family over time. Each animal or spirit 

carries meaning in the family legend. Without help from a knowledgeable family, these 

poles are often impossible to interpret correctly. 

 

 

 

● If you respect something, do you think it is dumb or do you think it is important? 

● If something is impossible, it will _______________ happen. 

● What is something that is impossible? 

● What types of things do you respect or revere?  
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Totem poles are made from Western Red Cedar and are made from one large cedar 

log. Poles are carved by hand, using tools like axes, chisels, gouges and adzes. Poles 

can take anywhere between 6 months up to a year to complete. The time to complete a 

pole can depend on the size of the pole, the amount of time spent and the experience of 

the carver. Totem poles can either be painted or unpainted. If painted, paints can either 

be manufactured or made from mineral pigments. The traditional colors used include 

red, black, yellow, green and blue.  

 

 

● If you are carving something, are you changing its color or cutting into it? 

● Western Red Cedar is a type of __________. 

● People have begun protecting and preserving totem poles. What other native 

artifacts might need to be preserved? 

● Do you think preserving these poles is important? Why?  
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One park in Canada is making an effort to preserve and protect totem poles. In 

Vancouver’s Stanley Park, you can find many poles saved from around Canada. 

Brockton Point in the park has nine totem poles that are among the park’s top 

attractions. In the 1920s, the Park Board brought four poles from Vancouver Island. 

They have continued to grow their collection since then. 

 

 

 

● If you preserve something, do you destroy it or keep it safe? 

● An attraction that lots of people like to visit could be called very _____________. 

● Vancouver is a city in Canada. What other Canadian cities do you know? 

● Do you think the park should continue to collect poles moved from their original 

sites or should an effort be made to preserve poles in their native places? 

 

Extension Activity 

● Design your family’s totem pole. Choose the animals and/or spirits that would tell 

your family’s story. Write an interpretation to share.  
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Sources 

https://www.britannica.com/art/totem-pole 

https://vancouver.ca/parks-recreation-culture/totems-and-first-nations-art.aspx 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conservation_and_restoration_of_totem_poles 
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