


%ﬁs, 1 VR

June Simeonoff

When June Simeonoff was
a child in Old Harbor, her
mother would meet regular-
ly with their neighbor,
Fedosia Inga, to practice
weaving grass into baskets
and other types of contain-
ers in the traditional Aleut
and Alutiiq styles. June,
who often accompanied her
mother, was expected to sit
quietly while the adults
worked and ralked.

But the young girl also
perceived that, to be a good
Alutiiq woman, she must
learn to weave. So she
began picking up grass
scraps, and, while carefully
watching the adults” hands,
started weaving. Over time
June Simeonoff became one
of the most highly regarded
traditional weavers in the
Aleut and Alutiig cultures.
Her works, created mostly
from beach rye and sedge,
are displayed at the Baranov
and Alutiig museums in
Kodiak, the Sheldon
Jackson Museum in Sicka,
and in numerous private
collections as contemporary
examples of traditional grass

weaving, Museums in
Anchorage and Fairbanks
often sell her work. To help
raise funds for the recently
inaugurated Alutiiq
Museum in Kodiak, she
contributed a museum-
quality basket to be sold.

An important element of
Ms. Simeonoff’s vocation is
teaching. Painfully awarc
that few skilled weavers
remain, she has taught at
numerous communities
along the Aleutian,
Southcentral and Southeast
coastlines. “I love teaching
cultural values, particularly
respect for the elders,” she
said. “Its so important to
give credit to those who
taught you the values of
your culture, and to pass
those values on to the next
generation.”

Ms. Simeonoft now lives
in Haines, where she teach-
es weaving, is the cultural
instructor at the Haines
Borough School and, with
her family, owns and oper-
ates Aatcha’s, a bead and
leather handicraft shop.

Jacob Simeonoff

For Jacob Simeonoff, pro-
ducing a work of art is a
spiritual exercise. “When
vou use your mind and
hands to create something,
you're honoring your cre-
ator,” says the renowned
maker of Alutiig/Aleut
bentwood hunting hats.

Traditionally, he said,
Alaska Natives lived their
entire lives in a spiritual
context. But hunting had a
particular spiritual signifi-
cance because it involved
the taking of life. “To take
life for any reason was con-
sidered a very serious thing.
If you were going to take

life, elements of the hunt
had to be designed to honor
the creator, as well as the
spirits of the animals you
were taking. And, the
designs were intended to
protect the hunter.”
Important elements
included weapons and
clothing worn for the hunt
or battle—particularly the
bentwood hats. This head-
piece not only honored the
spirits, it transformed the
hunter so his prey could not
see him. More visibly, it
protected his head from
rain and spray, eyes from
glare, and it even helped his
hearing. And, the intricate
artwork adorning the hat
and other clothing conferred
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“All the finery was elimi-
nated when the Russians
arrived,” Mr. Simeonoff
said. “That’s when we start-
ed losing our civilization.”

Mr. Simeonoff, who grew
up in Old Harbor, Akhiok
and Kaguyak, learned carly
on abour the importance of
cultural traditions from his
parents, Jacob and Sophie,
both of whom stressed
respect for elders and love
for their culrure. He started

carving when he was 5 or 6.
Over the years he became
widely recognized for the
lavish colors and and tradi-
tional designs of his work.
But it wasn’t until the
1980s that he seriously
began an effort to preserve
awareness of the artistic cul-
ture of Kodiak. In 1991 he
and his family moved to
Fairbanks so he could take
classes at the University of
Alaska and access the
Native History archives to
continue his personal
rescarch of Alutiiq culeure.
Since then he has post-
poned his studies to travel to
villages where he conducts
workshops on traditional
tunctional art. Along with
teaching the physical tech-

niques of soaking, carving
and bending wood to shape
a hat, Mr. Simeonoff also
conveys the cultural and
spiritual significance of
designs that are incorporat-
ed into decorations of the
work.

“I consider it an honor to
share my skills and limired
knowledge with others,” he
said. “If I don't share it or
teach i, I, along with oth-
ers, will lose ic.”







