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Attires of the California Indians in the First 
Quarter of 19th century 

On November 28, 1991 into my office of Graphic Collection 
came our Science Secretary Ludmila Poliakov, of the Scientific 
Research Museum ofthe Academy of Arts, with the following 

words: "You will have a surprise" and she led me to the 
tbeerence room. I was indeed surprised, for sitting at table 
was none other than John Middleton, whom I met just a 
month before at the exhibit "Russian America: the forgotten 
frontier" that took place at the Oakland Museum. John was one 
of the participants in the folclore programs during the 
op~ning ceremonies. He immediately attracted my attention and 
I even thought that he was one of my compatriots. A handsome, 
tall, with a military bearing, and in the uniform, he 
actually looked like a Russian Navy officer of the 19th cen
tury. I remember how John explained to me and demonstrated 
how to boil tea in the "Russian manner''. John is a young 
man, interested in restoration works and really loves and is 
seriously interested in the Russian-American culture. I did 
not expect to see him so soon in Saint Petersburg, even 
with a letter addressed to our Museum from Lyn Kalani,the 
administrator of the Fort Ross, in which, among other things 
was the question of whom to include on the cover of their 
publication :one of thE Michael Tikhanov's "Woman from the 
shores 0f Miwok (1818), or "Balthazar" (1818). I suggested 
"Balthjlilzar" asf3. watercolor considered to be the best. 
A conv~rsation set in , in which John conveyed doubts

1
voiced 

by some native Californians that the person shown by Tikhmenev 
as "Balthazar'' is an Indian, because he is shown fully dressed 
and not naked. 
In this connection I will share some information which 
I have found in archives. The documents pres;erved until now, 
were written by the participants of the voyage around the 
world on the sloop Kamchatka 1817-1819 under the command of 
captain-commander V.M. Golovnin . ThJese are the diaries of 
F.P. Litke, a Russian navigator and geographer, and of F.F. 
Matiushkin, a Russian officer and a friend of poet A.S. 
Pushkin. Litke writes that the California Indians walk around 
completely naked , although some of them have blankets from 
Spaniards and Russians, which they remake into some sort of 
shirts. This is a very important fact that clarifies my version. 
Litke also noted a short cloak made from the seagulls' skin, 
barely covering a half of their backs. 
The vmmen's dresses, according to his descript.lion, were made 
from the wild sheepskins, tied around their waists and hanging 
below the knees. 



/p.2/ 

About the features of Indian women, Litke says that they are 
very attractive. Their round faces have pleasant features, 
small noses and mouth and they have expressive and lively eyes. 
On September 21,1818, Matiushkin notes in his diary of a trip 
to the shore, at a distance of two versts from the ship's 
anchorage where he found a group of New-Albionians who have 
noticed him. Knowing their peaceful nature and a friendly 
attitude toward Russians, he approached them without fear and 
soon noted among them the painter Tikhanov. He was surrounded 
by the Indians, joked with them, laughed together and made 
sketches. The Indians were amazed when they recognized them
selves in the sketches on paper. 
Matiushkin also mentioned that Tikhanov made two compositions 
in California. One depicted the interior of a hut, where a 
shaman performs the healing ceremony on a sick person by tying 
straps across his belly. Another watercolor shows a daily life 
of Californians. In these works by Tikhanov ,Indians indeed 
are shown naked. Both works of Tikhanov are preserved till 
our days and were shown during the exhibit "Russian America: 
forgotten frontier''. Matiushkj.n also writes that these people 
receive from the nature everything they need without much 
effort. 
Born in a pleasant and moderate climate , they walk completely 
naked, while women cover themselves with the furs of coyotes. 
From the above memoires it can be concluded that the majority 
of local males had not used any attires. However, exactly in 
the first quarter of the 19th century, after the contacts wi~ 
Spanish , Russians and others were established, they started 
gradually to cover their bodies. It can be s&tted quite defini
tely that in contacts with Russians 1 the Indians must have 
been dressed at least wj_th the minimum, because Russian 
etiquette considered nakedness as indecent. 
My point of view is that the works of M. Tikhanov deserve full 
confidence because he was at that time a member of Golovnin's 
crew. Before the departure a painter received clear and precise 
instructions from the president of the Academy of Arts, A.N. 
Olenin, in which the painter was obliged to accurately record 
everything observed in the nature, without changing or adding 
anything. Tikhanov followed this rule in all his works, we 
know this from his letters to Olenin. In these days, when 
photography or movies were non-existent, the painter had an 
important role of the recorder of material encountered during 
the voyage. 
There is no doubt that Balthazar is a local dweller, moreover 
he is depicted at the bay of Fort Ross. This became obvious 
to me as soon as I saw the Ocean from the turretef the Fort 
Ross, and the fact that Balthazar is fully dressed confirms 
my hypothesis. 

Diliara Safaralieva 
Supervisor of Graphic Section 
Scientific Research Museum 
of the Academy of Arts 
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