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Abstract

Tillicum Village, a Seattle-area dinner theatre attraction, purports to present an 
authentic version of Native tradition for visitors. I argue that the cultural elements 
presented at Tillicum Village represent only a superficial authenticity, one that mixes 
from several cultures yet claims to be a cohesive whole. Tillicum Village’s claims to 
authenticity are undermined by the commodification of the self experienced by its 
theater performers, as well as the site’s deliberately heterotopic construction. The 
discrepancies between the promotion and the reality of Tillicum Village reflect the 
recent conversion to a corporate enterprise, and ultimately undermine the site’s 
educational potential. 
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Introduction

The idea for Tillicum Village, a Seattle-area 
dinner theater attraction, came to Bill 
Hewitt, a professional caterer from Seattle, 
in 1958 when he attended his first Native 
salmon bake. Enchanted with the 
technique, he soon made cedar-cooked 
salmon a staple of his catering business 
(Hewitt 1997:3). Two years later, he 
purchased a small parcel of land on the east 
side of Blake Island, eight miles off the 
coast of Seattle, intending to build a world-
class restaurant specializing in Pacific 
Northwest Native cuisine. With Tillicum 
Village, Hewitt wanted guests to experience 
an unforgettable meal steeped in regional 
culture, and soon began incorporating 
traditional dances in order to keep visitors 
entertained and expose them to more 
aspects of Native culture. In these early 
years, Hewitt worked closely with local 

Native leaders, including his ‘great friend 
and advisor’ Joe Hillaire of the Lummi tribe 
who gifted the first three dances to 
Tillicum Village (Hewitt 1997:6). With the 
Lummi Basket Dance, Spirit of S’lahal, and 
the Dance of the Terrible Beast, the dinner 
theater aspect of Tillicum Village was born.
 In recent years, Tillicum Village has 
been host to many important corporate 
and business gatherings. In 1993, it 
welcomed then-President Bill Clinton and 
the heads of 13 Asian-Pacific nations for the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Summit 
(Egan 1993). The meeting is still 
commemorated in the Heritage Room of 
the lodge, where photographs of President 
Clinton and leaders of the Asian-Pacific 
nations hang alongside traditional cedar 
masks.  The juxtaposition of slick portraits 
representing the powerhouses of modern 
capitalism with exquisitely carved modern 
and antique Salish ceremonial masks 

RA
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perfectly illustrates how Tillicum Village 
attempts to convey a sense of cultural 
authenticity while still being a profitable 
corporate-owned tourist attraction. 
 The word ‘tillicum’ comes from 
Chinook Jargon, the regional pidgin trade 
language that arose in the 19th century, and 
is often taken to mean ‘friendly 
people’ (Caraher 2002; Tillicum Village 
2012a)1. However, Gibbs’ 1863 Chinook 
Jargon dictionary (the first formal 
dictionary for the language) does not make 
this association with friendliness, noting 
that it simply means: ‘People…those who 
are not chiefs…common or insignificant 
persons…strangers. It is also used to signify 
a tribe or band’ (Gibbs 1863:26). Thus, there 
was never any specific group of people 
named Tillicum, nor any village of that 
name that gave rise to the current Tillicum 
Village. 
 It is perhaps appropriate that Hewitt 
took this name from the trade jargon, a 
tongue that crossed many cultural 
boundaries and borrowed from a host of 
local languages as it facilitated interactions 
between regional Native populations and 
European settlers and traders. Tillicum 
Village is structured in a way that brings 
together many regional Native groups and 
the largely Euro-American visitor, though 
in a way that is much less successful than 
Chinook Jargon at fostering cultural 
exchange.
 This paper demonstrates that, 
contrary to the site’s promotion as a place 
where visitors can go to have a ‘truly 
authentic’ Native experience, Tillicum 
Village is a heterotopic and idiosyncratic 
blend of regional cultures presented as 
uniformly ‘Coast Salish’ (Tillicum Village 
2012[b]). This work is based on eight visits 
to Tillicum Village between October 2011 
and July 2012, as well as historical and 
archival research conducted at the 
University of Washington during this 
period. In addition to speaking informally 
with Tillicum Village staff, I conducted 26 
visitor interviews. 
 I begin by contextualizing the 2009 
sale of Tillicum Village to Argosy Cruises, 
and the accompanying changes at the site. 
Next, I consider the identity work that 
performers and staff at Tillicum Village 
engage in. Finally, I explore the cultural 

elements presented as authentic at Tillicum 
Village today, with particular focus on 
architecture, food, and dance. I conclude 
that Tillicum Village presents profound 
discrepancies between the images of Native 
life present at the site and the realities of 
contemporary Native experience, 
ultimately reducing its potential as a site of 
learning for visitors and a site of cultural 
expression for Native populations.

Tillicum Village Today: Sale to Argosy 
Cruises

In 2009, Mark Hewitt (son of founder Bill 
Hewitt) sold Tillicum Village to Argosy 
Cruises, a local company specializing in 
boat tours that had provided transportation 
to and from the island since Tillicum 
Village’s opening. In explaining the decision 
to sell his family’s business, Hewitt noted 
that Argosy has ‘the financial resources to 
continue operations at Tillicum and make 
necessary improvements’ (DeTore 2009). 
When the purchase arrangement was 
reached, Kevin Clark, president of Argosy, 
said that visitors would not notice any 
significant changes to the site and that the 
company’s main goal was to maintain 
Tillicum Village’s ‘character, feel and 
experience’ (Martinez 2009)2. However, the 
new, more corporate direction of Tillicum 
Village was on display in the language of 
the press release announcing the sale, as 
Argosy welcomed the attraction into their 
‘family of products’ (Argosy Cruises 2009).
 Despite Argosy’s rhetoric about 
maintaining Tillicum Village and 
consistency in the lack of official 
association with any regional tribal groups, 
there have been enormous changes in the 
years since the sale. Though Tillicum 
Village operated as normal for the first two 
seasons, planning was underway for a 
major overhaul. The break between the 
2010 and 2011 seasons provided the 
necessary time for the completion of a 
significant 1.7 million dollar site makeover 
(Vinh 2011).
 Structural changes were the first to 
take place, reflecting a more explicit 
orientation toward consumption. The 
iconic Northwest Coast-style longhouse 
was remodeled and upgraded to seat a 
higher number of people. A state-of-the-
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art projection system was installed, 
enabling Tillicum Village to better handle 
large-scale corporate gatherings and 
events. Current advertising for Tillicum 
Village reflects not just its attractiveness as 
a tourist destination, but also its role as a 
unique corporate meeting space. Finally, 
the gift shop area was remodeled and 
arranged as a commercial shop, unlike the 
Native marketplace that the previous 
incarnation of Tillicum Village evoked. 
 An important part of the Argosy 
rebranding of Tillicum Village was a shift 
from general Native culture to a focus on 
Coast Salish culture more localized to the 
Seattle area. According to the Seattle 
Times, Argosy deemed the previous dance 
show, which had been performed at 
Tillicum Village for eighteen years and 
received numerous national theater staging 
awards, ‘tired’ and ‘stale,’ in need of an 
overhaul like the rest of the attraction 
(Vinh 2011). As part of the redesign, the 
show now features more Coast Salish 
dances, and a virtual Coast Salish 
storyteller (Schuler 2011; Vinh 2011).  The 
projection system installed by Argosy to 
attract corporate clients was designed to 
serve a dual purpose: in the new show, all 
narration and two dance numbers are 
delivered pre-recorded and shown in high 
definition on the screen.  Since the 
installation of the projection system, the 
show has decreased its number of live 
dancers from eight to three per 
performance. 

Authenticity	  and	  Self-‐Commodi4ication

Authenticity in tourism is typically 
concerned with the difference between 
what is performed for visitors and what is 
lived outside the visitor’s sight. Tourists 
seeking authentic experiences want to feel 
that they have encountered ‘the real life of 
the places visited,’ and that they have 
gained unique local insight and experiences 
(MacCannell 1973:594). Though often ill-
defined even in literature focusing on 
touristic authenticity, authenticity is 
generally held to be conflated with the 
traditional aspects of a culture (Chhabra, 
Healy & Sills 2003; Wang 1999). The 
subjectivity of exactly what qualifies as 
authentic often leads tourists to accept 

what they perceive to be a ‘distinctive 
cultural experience’ as authentic, even if 
they have reservations about its deep 
authenticity (Connell 2008:72).  
 The present discourse around 
American ethnic and cultural tourism 
considers that every attraction is staged 
and manipulated for the visitor to some 
extent, yet that at many of these sites this 
staging and manipulation is consciously 
organized and enacted by the represented 
populations themselves. At Tillicum Village, 
it is the (largely white) Argosy corporate 
office that decides what will be on display 
and how. Coast Salish or other Native 
decision makers are nonexistent. Other 
cultural tourism sites are oriented toward 
an overtly educational view of culture; 
attractions like Colonial Williamsburg are 
designed as pedagogical tools for 
understanding our national cultural history 
(Stover 1989). Tillicum Village does not slide 
easily into this category either, as its school 
group packages are of secondary 
importance to its public offerings (Tillicum 
Village 2014). Tillicum Village advertises and 
sees itself as primarily a cultural experience 
that is more concerned with ‘adventure’ 
than with education (Tillicum Village 
2012b). 
 A growing body of literature (Cave 
2005; Edelheim 2005; Lanfant 1995; 
Rodriguez 1990, 2003; Ryan 2005; Smith 
2009) describes how represented 
populations engage with cultural tourism, 
often making the choice to participate and 
develop a “commodified persona” (Bunten 
2008:380). This commodification of the self 
that arises when a culture intersects with 
the global tourism industry is borne out 
through cultural representations embodied 
for tourists by members of the local 
(exotic-seeming in some way) population. 
Bunten (2008, 2010) and Rodriguez’s (1990, 
2003) work in particular details just what a 
fine line many must walk between sharing a 
commodified version of one’s identity and 
self-alienation, psychosocial dislocation, or 
estrangement from non-participating 
members of the community. In the US, 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand in 
particular, more cultural tourism 
operations than ever before are owned and 
operated by Native individuals and groups 
and orient themselves toward reconciling 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 59

Western-style tourism with local ethical 
principles and traditions (Bunten 2010).
 Despite the tourism industry’s 
persistent reliance on the Western 
construction of an exotic Other for the 
creation and understanding of cultural 
tourism, many Native employees in the 
tourism industry are able to reconcile 
themselves to these types of cultural 
displays. This allows them to participate in 
the economic benefits, in addition to 
subverting the ethnic stereotypes attached 
to their groups. Participation in 
contemporary cultural tourism, at least in 
the United States, appears to rarely be a 
result of coercion. Creating a personal 
connection with tourists is a way to add a 
human element to the Other, to pull aside 
the curtain of exoticism a bit. Native 
employees in the tourism industry become, 
as Bunten (2008) writes, ‘culture 
brokers’ (388). 
 A Tillicum Village employee I 
interviewed spoke to this difficulty and the 
persistent low-level unease he feels about 
working at the attraction, saying that on 
the one hand he ‘love[s] the chance to 
perform the dances [he loves] each day, 
that it’s difficult to call it work when it’s 
something [he values] so much.’ On the 
other hand, he feels that the stage at 
Tillicum Village, in front of hundreds of 
tourists eating dinner is not where the 
dances are meant to be performed, and he 
worries that they lose some of their power 
and cultural capital within his own group 
when he performs them in this context. 
Saying that if he quits, Argosy will simply 
hire another person and train them to take 
his spot, he is adamant that he would 
rather continue to perform the dances and 
make sure they are performed well than 
hand the responsibilities over to someone 
he is not sure he can trust. His thoughts are 
typical in representing the struggle 
between participation in a hegemonic 
touristic process and a desire to maintain 
and preserve tradition in a way deemed 
‘authentic’ by other members of 
represented cultures. 
 While the experiences of employees 
like this are not to be overlooked, it is also 
important to consider that only a small 
minority of Tillicum Village employees are 
Native and doing the identity-shaping work 

of cultural tourism. Argosy is diverse in its 
hiring practices, and it is notable that this 
extends to Tillicum Village where servers of 
varying backgrounds attend to the patrons. 
However, the dancers all conform to a 
stereotypical Western view of what an 
American Indian looks like (dark skin and 
dark hair), and they know the steps and 
participate in the Native dancing, lending 
the impression of an authentic American 
Indian identity. All of the 26 Tillicum Village 
visitors I interviewed were certain that all 
of the performers were American Indian, 
though this was not the case. 
 The internal conflicts experienced 
by performers in relation to their work at 
Tillicum Village speak to the difficulties of 
maintaining authenticity and cultural 
integrity in touristic representations. 
Moreover, the disconnect between visitors’ 
perceptions and the reality of performers’ 
ethnicity indicates an expectation by 
tourists of an authentic experience. The 
next two sections will detail the cultural 
juxtapositions found in the physical space 
of Tillicum Village, as well as in the dance 
performances. Like the self-
commodification of performers, these 
cultural mixtures also undermine the 
claims to authenticity made in Tillicum 
Village’s promotional materials.

The Heterotopic Village

Tillicum Village is a touristic heterotopia, a 
space ‘engineered through the artificial 
displacement and recombination of 
elements… [bewildering] because it 
combines the imagined and the tangible,’ 
and characterized through both its 
disorder and its attempts to create and 
impose an (often artificial) order (Kahn 
2011:139). Authenticity is staged to such a 
degree that Tillicum Village becomes an 
Other space, outside the daily norm of 
experiences, designed and maintained to 
present a genuine culture, yet in truth 
created through the assemblage of many 
cultural aspects from varied groups. 
 When Bill Hewitt founded Tillicum 
Village, he did so with the intention of 
representing Native cultures from Alaska to 
Oregon, and the attraction reflected this in 
its conscious and acknowledged mixture of 
the cultural elements displayed. After 
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Argosy’s purchase and overhaul of Tillicum 
Village, the Seattle Times reported the shift 
to favor local Coast Salish culture was a 
means to ‘localize the story and make it 
more relevant to the Seattle area’ (Vinh 
2011). Today Tillicum Village advertises 
itself as an ‘authentic Coast Salish Tribe 
experience,’ yet it is actually comprised of a 
carefully tailored combination of Coast 
Salish and Northwest Coast elements 
presented as a unified, single culture 
(Tillicum Village 2012c). 
 A Tillicum Village employee told me 
the following regarding the mixture of 
cultural elements at the site: 
 Part of the confusion has been the 
recent focus on Coast Salish culture. It is my 
understanding that there was some objection 
to content from some of the local tribes who 
were asked to collaborate on the new show. 
The Northwest Coast and Coast Salish 
cultures have had a sometimes contentious 
history, and they might dislike 
representation of Northwest Coast culture in 
their home territory.  I understand this in a 
way, but it is going against the original 
purpose of Tillicum Village. I was told that 
Bill Hewitt had intended Tillicum Village to 
represent both cultural groups. Most telling 
from a distance is the architecture itself.  
Tillicum Village embodies and combines two 
different styles of longhouse.  The gabled 
structure that guests see first is a Northwest 
Coast longhouse, with Coast Salish art on 
the front. The rest of the structure further 
north is more representative of what you 
would have found along the Puget Sound. 
The totem poles are almost exclusively from 
the Coast Salish art style, whereas most of 
the art found on the inner panels of the 
longhouse is still in the Northwest Coast art 
style. (November 19, 2011).
 Tillicum Village is presented to 
visitors as representative of one culture, 
yet it is a constructed culture that is not 
true to either of the main source cultures 
from which the site features are drawn.  
Coast Salish dances are performed in a 
Northwest Coast longhouse, art hung on 
the walls is a mixture from many regional 
cultures, and the longstanding differences 
and complex historical interactions 
between two distinct cultural groups are 

erased in the process. Tillicum Village 
exhibits a variety of manifestly different 
cultural elements presented as if they have 
a common logic, and the departures from 
the representation of the single culture 
they claim to show become obfuscated in 
the haze of a general, unified Native 
identity. Difference is present at every turn 
in the Tillicum Village experience, yet it is 
absent completely from the narrative that 
surrounds the attraction. It is an alternate, 
Other space, a false cultural experience 
that grabs from the most appealing parts of 
the experiences of Native cultures to create 
an alternative reality that meets the 
expectations and hopes of tourists. The 
incongruities and cracks in reality here 
often go unnoticed. 
 Take, for instance, the buffet table of 
Tillicum Village. Most items on the menu 
are incongruous with the Coast Salish 
theme, though most obviously problematic 
is the presence of wild rice. A heritage food 
and important part of culture for the 
Ojibwe people, this rice traditionally comes 
from Great Lakes region in the United 
States and Canada—nowhere near Coast 
Salish territory (LaDuke 2005). Served with 
the rice is a ‘Signature Northwest Stew,’ 
which features bison meat alongside beef 
and venison (Argosy Cruises, n.d.). The 
inclusion of bison (another non-regional 
food) ‘is clearly something the chef thought 
would appear “Native’” (Anonymous 
interview, November 19, 2011). Most visitors 
I interviewed were drawn in by the 
advertisements for the ‘famous’ salmon, 
and that was enough to meet their 
‘traditional’ food needs (Tillicum Village 
n.d.b). 
 Notable here is the exclusion of 
modernity from notions of the authentic. If 
Tillicum Village were attempting to 
represent today’s Native culture, then the 
plates, cutlery, and other features of 
mainstream American dining experiences 
encountered during the dinner would not 
be seen by visitors as a concession from 
authenticity in the name of comfort, as 
they have been integrated into 
contemporary Native practice (Connell 
2007). Without any explicit 
acknowledgement of modernity, Tillicum 
Village presents itself as existing outside of 
any particular time. The company website 
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wants you to ‘[r]emember – to the Native 
peoples this is not how salmon was cooked, 
but how it is cooked,’ yet the boat ride to 
the attraction is filled with historical 
narratives and facts and nothing to do with 
contemporary Native life (Tillicum Village 
n.d.c). Near the end of every boat ride to 
Tillicum Village, the cruise narrator makes 
sure to note that ‘Native cultures are alive 
and well,’ but the physical structuring, 
layout, and decoration of the site calls to 
mind stereotypical images of a Native past. 
This ahistorical situation represents the 
‘total breach of [man’s] traditional time’ 
characteristic of heterotopic spaces 
(Foucault 1986: 23).

Staging the Native

“The Shaman’s Odyssey,” a 23-minute dance 
show, is the highlight of the Tillicum Village 
experience, and it is here that Native 
identity is most literally performed. Staged 
daily, the show is seen by visitors as the 
most authentic portion of a trip to Tillicum 
Village. The current version of the show 
debuted in 2011 and features three live 
dancers, three virtual dancers, and a virtual 
storyteller. 
 The virtual narrator of the show is 
Roger Fernandes, a Lower Elwah S’Klallam 
storyteller who worked with Argosy during 
the overhaul to include more Coast Salish 
stories in the show.  The technology used 
for the projection during the show is so 
sophisticated that many visitors believed 
Fernandes was really there.  The dancers’ 
performances are mesmerizing to watch, 
and the consensus among my interviewees 
was that the parts of the performance with 
the live dancers was the most engaging, 
beautiful, and fascinating part of the entire 
day. Each time I went to Tillicum Village I 
was in awe of these dances, and when I 
scanned the theater I saw it filled with 
audience members paying rapt attention. 
 Though the dancers’ performances 
are powerful, the mystical presence of the 
storyteller helps sell to the audience the 
idea that this is an authentic performance. 
As a native storyteller, Fernandes is 
someone presumed to have an 
authoritative knowledge of the subject at 
hand—a subject few of the visitors have any 

experience with or knowledge of. With an 
authentic native storyteller to guide them 
through the performance, visitors feel 
comfortable assuming the performance is 
authentic too.  The hologram of Fernandes 
is designed to simultaneously evoke trust in 
an expert but also to enchant with his half-
real presence, and may be seen as 
embodying the ‘mystification designed to 
generate a sense of reality’ central to 
MacCannell’s theories on staged 
authenticity (1976:93).
 Despite the modern, technologically 
advanced projection system, at its core the 
show is three men in masks and costumes, 
performing traditional dances. While 
visitors perceived the salmon meal as 
authentic, the show is recognized as more 
authentic because, it seems ‘fundamentally 
Native’ (visitor interview, June 22, 2012). The 
dance show exists to fulfill the need of the 
visitor for an exciting, memorable, 
traditional and authentic performance. 
  The finale of the show, known as the 
Parade of Masks, is a loud and powerful 
dance.  Tourists leave the hall exhilarated 
from the performance, having just 
experienced a dance ‘unique and true to 
the Coast Salish Tribes’ (Tillicum Village 
n.d.b).  MacCannell (1976) wrote that ‘[t]he 
touristic experience that comes out of the 
tourist setting is based on inauthenticity 
and as such it is superficial when compared 
with careful study,’ an idea illustrated 
beautifully here (102).  At Tillicum Village, it 
does not even take careful study to learn 
more about this tradition presented as so 
unique to the Coast Salish—ask a dancer 
after the show, and they will tell you the 
Parade of Masks is from the 
Kwakwaka'wakw (Kwakiutl) society of 
hamatsa.  The Kwakwaka'wakw traditionally 
inhabit northern Vancouver Island and the 
surrounding mainland—they are considered 
a Northwest Coast group, not Coast Salish.  
Moreover, the inauthenticity of the dance is 
increased through the fact that ‘the 
drumming and singing doesn't go with 
those masks’ (Anonymous, personal 
communication, November 19, 2011). 
 Whether traditional and authentic 
or not, the Parade of Masks at Tillicum 
Village is still a sight to behold.  However, 
for the tourist consumption, a new 
‘synthetic arrangement’ has taken place—



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 62

one that blurs the distinction between 
Northwest Coast and Coast Salish in an 
effort to create a memorable experience 
for tourists (Kahn 2011:149).  Dances 
specifically for tourists have developed 
wherever there is tourism in a culture that 
values dance. Miriam Kahn (2011) describes 
how in Tahiti, ‘performers now combine 
dance elements in nontraditional ways to 
keep the performances dazzling and the 
tourists happy’ (Kahn 2011:149).  This same 
process occurs at Tillicum Village—the 
tourist is satisfied with having seen the 
show that appeared just as advertised on 
the front of the flyer, as well as delighted 
with having experienced something 
authentic. For the visitors I spoke with, it 
didn’t matter if the dances weren’t really 
true or authentic, it matters that they felt 
authentic. 

Conclusion

Tillicum Village makes claims of 
authenticity, yet ultimately maintains its 
profit-oriented model that privileges the 
appealing and accessible over the 
authentic. Visitors to Tillicum Village are 
distracted from cultural inauthenticity 
during the dining and dance portion of the 
experience, dazzled and captivated by what 
is presented as authentic. The theater of 
Tillicum Village is expertly crafted, and 
gives casual visitors little reason to 
challenge or critique their experiences as 
potentially anything other than an 
appreciation of local Native culture.
 The identity work the Native 
performers do as ‘culture brokers,’ in 
addition to the confusion of visitors in 
regards to the performers’ cultural 
identities indicates a breakdown in 
authenticity. Beyond this, the spatial and 
temporal heterotopia of the site, the 
deliberate mixing of Coast Salish and 
Northwest Coast elements, falsifies the 
claims that Tillicum Village makes about 
being ‘unique and true’ to Coast Salish 
culture. Finally, the presence of Fernandes 
as both the expert and mystic authority 
figure is used as a means to sell the 
audience on the idea of an authentic 
performance.
 The discrepancies between the 
promotion and execution of Tillicum Village 

reflect the post-sale emphasis on Tillicum 
Village as a profit-driven enterprise. The 
incorporation of more Native viewpoints 
into the discussion around and operation of 
Tillicum Village could help mitigate many of 
the concerns raised by the Native 
community in relation to Tillicum Village, 
particularly in regards to fixing some of the 
most disjointed elements on display. 
Tillicum Village and Argosy have managed 
to sidestep any significant Native 
involvement in the attraction because there 
is no official tribal affiliation. Since Tillicum 
Village presents visitors with only a simple 
overview of regional Native culture, 
ensuring the little information and culture 
presented is accurate would substantially 
increase the educational value of the site. 
After all, most visitors explicitly stated that 
alongside fun, the most significant factor in 
their decision to visit Tillicum Village was a 
desire to learn more about regional culture. 
Addressing problems of inauthentic 
representation at the site would be an 
enormous contribution to Tillicum Village’s 
potential to be simultaneously a site of 
education, entertainment, and powerful 
cultural expression that could be 
appreciated and valued both by the visitors 
and the represented populations. 
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