


THIS IS MY SON. 1989. Alabaster, 12Yz"
 
high.
 
© 1990 Gertrude Svarny.
 

ALEUT WARRIOR. 1990. Wall hanging 
mask of basswood, ivory, baleen, leather, 
sinew and brachiopod shells with red ochre 
and acrylic paint, 15" high, 9Yz /I wide. 
© 1990 Gertrude Svarny. 
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CAREFREE. 1990. Pink alabaster, IliA"
 
high, 13" wide .
 
© 1990 Gertrude Svarny.
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" ...Throughout my life I have had a strong feeling 
for doing something artistic, but couldn't seem to dis
cover what I wanted to do. While my childrern were 
growing up I would paint with oils (whenever I had 
time) and loved doing it, but until Sam and I moved 
back to Unalaska in 1980 I had no idea I would be in
terested in sculpting. I started with a piece of whale 
bone I found on the beach and found I could sculpt 
masks and figures. With encouragement from family 
and friends I worked with whale bone, ivory and 
baleen. A scarcity of whale bone forced me to find 
other materials. I now work mainly with soapstone, 
alabaster and wood. 

In 1978 my daughters decided they wanted to weave 
our traditional Aleut baskets. Although my mother 
wove, I always felt that I was not dexterous enough to 
weave . My daughters couldn't understand why I didn't 
learn, and were very disturbed with me, because I 
wasn't able to pass on the art. After watching them 
struggle for a few days, I decided to try and after 
working intensely for a couple of weeks, I produced a 
very rough basket and decided that I could weave after 
all. I sometimes find that weaving and sculpting are 
not compatible because sculpting is very rough on my 
hands, but I do get a certain satisfaction with weaving, 
especially when I think about my ancesters doing the 
same thing for so many years. 

Since I started so late in life and am self taught, and 
still learning, I sometimes feel an urgency about my 
work, like I'll never be able to complete all I want to 
do. I do find my work very exciting and satisfying ... " 

Gertrude Svarny 
Unalaska, Alaska 

ALEUT BASKET. 1989. Rye grass and silk 
thread, 2Yz high./I 

© 1990 Gertrude Svarny. 
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Sculpture by Gertrude Svarny 
An Exhibition, April 29-May 30, 1990 

I n presenting wo rk by outstan ding Na tive America n ar tists and crafts 
men, the So uthern Plains Indi an Mu seum and Crafts Center is pleased 

to int rod uce its visito rs to the a rtistry of Gertrude Svarny. Ger trude Svar 
ny, Aleut sculpto r , carver and basket -weaver, is a highly skilled and ver
sa tile artis t fro m Unalaska, Ala ska on the Aleut ian chai n . 

" ... My ea rly childhood was spent in a sma ll Aleut village in the Aleu
tian Island s called Unal aska, Ala ska. I was born in 1930 to Charles and 
Alice Ho pe, the fifth of seven childr en . My fa ther was originally from 
Engla nd, his parents immigrating to the Unit ed States when he was a 
child . I had an idyllic childhood until World War Two, when the Japanese 
bombed our village and we were evac ua ted to South Eastern Ala ska in 
1942. Returning in 1945, a fter suffering many hardships the surv ivors 
happily sett led back in our hom eland . In 1946 I returned to South Eastern 
Alaska to finish high schoo l and returned home in 1948. I married Samuel 
Svarny in 1950. Sam was from Wiscon sin and in the Arm y, serving in the 
Alaska Communications System . We have four daughter s and seven 
gra ndc hildren . 

In 1980, after spending eighteen year s in the lower 48 (con tinen tal 
United Stat es) we decided to sell our hom e and business and return to 
Una laska . Lu ckily Sam lo ves it here as much as I do . . ... 

Gertrude D. Svarny graduated from Mt. Edgecombe High School in 
Mt , Edgecom be, Alaska where she was sa lutatorian of her class . That 
same year , she served as Assistan t Postm aster in Una laska, becom ing 
Acti ng Postm aster in 1949. After her marr iage, Sva rny wor ked wit h her 
husban d first in par tnersh ip in a small thea ter business in Una laska an d 
later as a salesperso n in Frederick an d Nelson Department Store in Seat
tle, Washin gton. Wh ile rearing her children , Svarny took a workshop in 
oil pai nti ng at the Universit y of Washington in Seatt le and for awhil e 
thereafter she found pa int ing to be a satisfyi ng outlet for her creative in
stincts . 

In 1978, Gertrude Svarny's dau ght ers inspir ed her to und ertake the ar t 
of weaving tr aditional Aleut baskets . Alth ough her mother was an excel
len t weaver , Svarny had not previ ously learned nor practiced this art form 
so her effort s to gain mastery of Aleut basket wea ving were all self
tau ght . She weaves with rye gra ss which she ga thers and cures in the tra di
tional Aleut fashion . 

Aft er Gert rude Svarny returned to Unalaska in 1980, she becam e in

terested in sculpting, agai n developing her sk ills on a self -ta ught basis. At 
first she car ved whal e bone , lat er working with ivo ry , wood, baleen and 
soa psto ne . Tod ay, soapsto ne, alabas ter and wood ar e her prefe rre d 
med ia . 

Gertrude Svarny began exhibiting her wor k in 1983 at the Aleu t Art 
Show in Anchorage, Ala ska . Since that tim e her work has been featured 
in several exh ibitions in Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau, Ala ska as 
well as Sea ttle , Wa shington and Santa Fe, New Mexi co . In 1984 she par 
ticipated in the Festival o f American Folkli fe presented by th e Smithso 
nian Institut ion in Washington , D.C . Ent ering her work in the Trail o f 
Tears Art Show in Tahlequ ah , Oklahoma in 1986, Svarny received Best 
Sculpt ure Award, an achievement which she repea ted in 1987. In 1988, 
she received a Special Merit Award at the 17th Annual Trail of Tea rs 
Show. From 1984 thro ugh 1989, Svarny has been a pa rt icipant in the 
Alaska Nat ive Herita ge Festival held at the An chor age Mu seum of 
History and Art . 

Gertrude Sva rny is very active in Alaska n cultural affai rs ;- having 
served as Board member of the Aleutian Arts Co uncil; Boa rd member o f 
the Bilingual /Bicultural Pr ogram in Unalask a ; Board member of the 
Ounalas hka Co rpo ration in Unalas ka and Tr easurer of the Board of 
T rust ees of the Institute of Alaska Na tive Arts , a not-far-pro fit orga niza 
tion headq uartered in Fairbanks whose primary purpose is to provi de op 
portunities for the continued developm ent of the art s of Alaska Natives. 
Other activities include serving on the Board of Regen ts of the Inst itut e o f 
American Ind ian Ar ts, Santa Fe, New Mexico , 1985-1987 and a st int as 
Vice Chairperson of the interim tribal co uncil of the Qualingin tribe, 
1988-89. 

Gertrude Svarny has participated in severa l confere nces and work
shops;-most recently Bent wood II , a sympos ium on bend ing wood spon
so red by the Insti tut e o f Alaska Na tive Art s in 1989. Svarn y util izes the 
technique of bend ing wood using steamheat to create Aleu t hunting hat s, 
one of which will be fea tured in thi s exhibition . 

Prices of scupture, baskets and other artwork available f or sale during 
this exhibition may be obta ined f rom the Oklah oma Indian A rls and 
Crafts Cooperative, P.O. Box 966, A nadarko , Oklahoma 73005, tele
phone 405/24 7-3486. After the exhibit closes, please contact Gertrude 
Svarny, P.O. Box 19 7, Unalaska. A laska 99685, telephone 907/581- 1597. 
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