AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
INDIGENOUS ARTS OF NORTH AMERICA

Native North American art, after more than five centuries of contact and
colonialism, is extraordinarily rich and diverse. Today, Native artists, male
and female, trained in their communities and in professional art schools,
and living in cities and on reserves, work in a broad range of media, concep-
tual modes, and expressive styles. At the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury, James Luna (b. 1950) might have been creating his installation and
performance work Chapel for Pablo Tac for presentation by the National
Museum of the American Indian at the 2005 Venice Biennale (fig. 1.1).
Honoring the memory of a twelve-year-old boy from Luna’s Puyukitchum
{Luiserio) community who was sent from California to Rome in 1804 to be
trained as a priest, the piece reflects on the similarities that link Christianity
with the Indigenous spirituality that Tac's future missionary activity was
expected to eradicate. At the same time Odawa artist Yvonne Walker
Keshick might have been at work in her Michigan studio inserting porcu-
pine quills into birch bark to form a pictorial composition. Her work takes
an art form invented by her ancestors for the nineteenth-century curio
trade to a new level of conception, skill, and artistry (fig. 1.2). And as they
worked, Dempsey Bob (b. 1948), a Tahltan-Tlingit artist from British
Columbia, might be carving a mask in traditional Tlingit style that will be-
used at a community potlatch. Equally, he might be using the Tlingit form-
line style to create a modern sculpture in cast bronze that will be appreci-
ated as a work of art by visitors to a large urban art museum (fig. 1.3).

These three moments of art-making, chosen from many possible exam-
ples, encompass realms of the ceremonial and the commercial, the sacred
and the secular, the personal and the political. An Odawa woman’s consum-
mate skill in quillwork captures her inner vision and imaginative reworking
of the materials and imagery of the natural world for those who see it in a
home or a museum. When usedin a potlatch, a Northwest coast mask makes
an important statement about the location of political power by displaying
publicly the image of a nonhuman being from whom its owners inherited
_ valuable powers and prerogatives. Equally, it can provide aesthetic pleasure

::35 a‘wal]—mounted work in a museum or private collection. In the hands of
- Native North American artists, more recent forms of artistic expression
~ Such as performance, video, and installation have become powerful tools of
_ 1§t0rical revisionism and cultural critique that challenge and change the
e “_Nat“'\‘-‘ people in the art world and contemporary society.

- The vitality of Native North American art today is evidence of an extraor-
story of survival. A century ago, most non-Natives (and some Native

4 1.1 James Luna, b. 1950
(Puyukitchum/Luisefio),
Chapel for Pablo Tac, 2005.
Image Courtesy National
Museum of the American
Indian (26/7735). Photo by
Katherine Fogden.

Luna's installation was one
of two he created as part of
his “Emendatio” project for
the Venice Biennale in 2005
Emendation, or improving
accuracy, was also a goal for
Pablo Tac. During his
missionary training in Rome
during the 1830s, he recorded
the Luisefio way of life and
language in a manuscript
intended to correct the
misunderstandings of
outsiders—a task continued
by contemporary artists such
as Luna.
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A 1.2 Yvonne Walker
Keshick (Binaakwike, Falling
Leaves Woman), b. 1946
(Odawal/Ojibwe), Four
Directions Box, birch bark
porcupine quills, thread
Private Collection

Both Indigenous spirituality
and the contemporary
environmental movernent
hold that all living things are
interconnected. Keshick links
animals, plants. earth, and
sky with four lines that radiate
from a great turtie on the lid
They read as the four

| directions, branches of one

'| great tree, and the energizing

she writes, "symbolizes the
past, present, and future of
all things.”

power of lightning “This box,”
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people as well) had become convinced that
Aboriginal arts and cultures would soon disap-
pear. Yet today these arts are thriving and re-
ceiving renewed attention within Aboriginal
communities and from non-Native students, art
lovers, and international museums. As the fol-
lowing chapters will demonstrate, the visual
arts have long played a critical role as carriers of
culture within Native North American societies
and are today among the most eloquent and
forceful articulations of contemporary identi-
ties and struggles for sovereignty.

ART HISTORY AND NATIVE ART:
THE CHALLENGE OF INCLUSION

This book introduces readers to the richness of
Native North American visual arts in all their
temporal depth and regional diversity. It also
serves to make readers aware of the problems
we now recognize in the ways these arts have
been represented in museums and scholarly writing and how contempo-
rary writers—Indigenous and non-Indigenous—are revising those histo-
ries. As art historians, we approach this enormously challenging task in
the belief that the wide-ranging historical overview is a useful exercise,
even though it must always be highly selective and can never be definitive.
It encourages us to look for both unity and diversity, to recognize the many
shared beliefs and practices revealed in these arts at the same time that we
savor the distinctiveness of local and regional artistic traditions. The tem-
poral dimension of the historical survey complements this spatial breadth
as it reveals both change and continuity.

Vet the survey, like all forms of narrative, shapes the story it tells. Aboriginal
conceptions of time are often organized around principles of cyclical renewal
rather than linear unfolding. Western traditions of historical narrative that
privilege moments of change are appropriate to 2 history of Native North
American art in the sense that much of the story of this art over the past five
centuries tells of successive visual responses to crises such as epidemics, forced
removals from homelands, repressive colonial regimes, religious conversion,
and contact with foreign cultures and their arts. It is also, however, a story of
the enduring strength of traditions. The many moments of transformation,

n art traditions recounted in this book reveal the impor-

litical,

rupture, and renewal i
tance of visual arts in maintaining and transmitting spiritual, social, po
and economic systems. These arts are, then, important contributors ©
Aboriginal people’s success in resisting assimnilation and maintaining their
active presence in their lands. Anishinaabe literary theorist Gerald Vizenor has
termed this achievement “survivance,” a word that combines “gurvival” an
“;esistance.” Bor Vizenor, it signifies “more than survival, more than enduranc®
f survivance are an active presence.”

or mere response; the stories 0
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Aboriginal oral traditions and Western scholar-
ship account differently for the origin of the world
and the human presence in it. Stories of creation
are as various as the peoples of North America, al-
though those of neighboring peoples often share
common features. They are “histories” in the sense
that they are chronological, eventful narratives
that explain the origins of present realities. But
they are posited on a different notion of authority,
that of inherited, transmitted truth that has the
force of moral explanation, rather than that of sci-
entifically verifiable fact that has no moral force.
In discussing the art of each region, we provide an
example of Indigenous knowledge about creation
and a summary of Western archaeological knowl-
edge in order to suggest that Western and Indige-
nous knowledge offer coexistent and different
paths to truths that are complementary rather
than contradictory.

Western scholars characteristically divide their
historical narratives into two large epochs: before
and after European contact. This fundamentally
Eurocentric periodization is largely determined by
the kinds of recordkeeping Europeans introduced;
postcontact history can make use of written texts,
depictions, photographs, and films, while precon-
tact history relies on archaeological evidence and
Abotiginal oral traditions themselves. Yet the notion of the “prehistoric” is mis-
le.admg'. for it implies a clear dividing line between eras of “history” and “before
history.” It appears to deny the momentous changes and developments that
occurred prior to 1492. Archaeological sources make clear that during the
thoysands of years that preceded the arrival of Europeans, the cultures of
Indl.genous people changed and adapted many times to new features of the
::;:?nment anc}, fontacts with other peoples. Although also Eurocentric, the

precontact” is preferable to “prehistoric.”
bo::{l Ssl*;lcr}:f:yss t.::"e, ofhcourse, ‘arbi_trafry m their selection of examples. In a
s ha‘:s.bw erebstnct 111_'mtat10ns on length and illustration are
2 an:d o l:eade:n a 1? to write only briefly about some artistic tradi-
e (s} olrmt many (:'rtlhers of. great interest and beauty. In
e xamr_}:es ar.'gd tr‘adltrons to illustrate our thematic and re-
R in,the ;;I:e ale inevitably been influenced by the state of the
B oo thi:lsi ::e as by the areas of our own scholarship and re-
e rature has grown rapidly in recent years, as indi-
e o y the bibliography at the end of the book, much dyi
‘Particularly by Native authors abl ff ulti e S b,
g TR e -ah-e to oifer ‘n:xult.1ple Indigenous perspec-

B oL rt wit .(;n their c1v1|1;:‘ar1?ns.

B e ot A::;nl guided b)_f our belief in the importance of ad-
rican arts in terms of a specific set of issues.

A 1.3 Dempsey Bob,

b. 1948 (Tahltan), The

Messenger, 2000, Cast

bronze, 47.4 X 36.6 %

25.7 cm MOA |D# 2648/1.

Photograph by Jessica

Bushey. Courtesy the artist i
and UBC Museum of

Anthropology, Vancouver,

Canada.

[

“Our art has to evolve,

otherwise it will die,” Dempsey

Bob affirms. His mastery of -

the technically demanding

medium of cast bronze follows

in his ancestral tradition of

openness to innovation and

an eclectic use of different

media. In this mask, created

as a sculpture rather than

for use, the lively frogs

represent transformation {“
and communication, as they |
do on traditional Northwest I
Coast rattles. j |
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Some of these—such as the role art playsin the expression of political power,
group identity, cosmological beliefs, and the presentation of the individual
self—are long-standing concerns of art-historical work. Others, such as the
impact of gender, colonialism, and touristic commodification on the produc-
tion of art, have been advanced by several developments within the disci-
pline of art history that occurred during the last three decades of the
twentieth century, notably “new” art history, the social history of art, and
advocacy for the broadening of art history's scope from “fine arts” to “visual
culture.” Alongside these trends, awareness of the profound changes offered
by globalization has stimulated scholars to consider the ways that transna-
tional circulations of objects, ideas, and people have shaped artistic develop-
ment not only in the present but also in earlier historical periods.

Intercultural exchanges—or “entanglements,” in anthropologist Nicholas

Thomas's phrase—have a particular relevance to the arts of colonized peo-
ples. Native Morth American art histories are no exception. But long before
the arrival of Europeans, the desire for exotic objects and materials for cer-
emonial and personal use had stimulated trade in raw materials and fin-
ished works of art across vast distances of the North American continent.
Technologies, ideas, and beliefs traveled together with traders and their
wares, as is clear from the dissemination of artistic imagery and ideas across
vast distances of the continent—the kinship between the temple mounds
of Pre-Columbian Mexico and the Mississippian earth mounds of the South-
eastern United States (see chapter 3), or the animal imagery associated with
shamanistic practices from Siberia to the Northwest Coast and the high
Arctic are but two examples (chapters 5 and 6).

The arrival of Europeans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought
about much more violent and traumatic forms of cross-cultural encounter and
resulted in more profound challenges to existing Aboriginal concepts and styles
of art. The impact of contact on cultural and artistic traditions varied at differ-
ent times and in different places. Trade, invasion, and colonization beganin the
sixteenth century in the Southwest and Southeast and in the seventeenth cen-
tury in the Northeast. On the Northwest Coast, sustained contacts did not
occur until the late eighteenth century, while in most parts of the West and
North they began only in the nineteenth century. In each region artistic ex-
changes and collecting histories reflected the particular understandings of art
and cultural hierarchy that prevailed at the time among the peoples involved
Historian Richard White coined the term “middle ground” to describe the new
intercultural forms of diplomacy, ritual. and art that emerged in the Great
Lakes in response to the new patterns of trade, warfare, displacement, and cul
tural mixing.? Following White, we might think of all of North America during
the five centuries since Columbus as a metaphorical middle ground, a space of
negotiation of social, political, and aesthetic values and ideas that is often
reflected with particular vividness in postcontact arts.

Modes of Appreciation: Curiosity, Specimen, Art

An art history is always contingent on a corpus of known wor
cidental their survival and however arbitrary (from the producers vantageé
ons they were prized by collectors. We need to understand thE

ks, however ac

points) the reas
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criteria applied by collectors in different times and places in order to assess
the fragmentary ways in which these collections represent Indigenous tradi-
tions. The kinds of objects collected and the information that accompanied
them depend, first of all, on the values current among collectors in a given
period. Thus, although a seventeenth-century Jesuit missionary is likely to
have destroyed masks or amulets surrendered by his converts, these are ex-
actly the kinds of things a late nineteenth-century museum collector on the
Northwest Coast would most have wanted to preserve (fig. 6.14). Because
European contact with Indigenous peoples across the continent occurred in
different centuries, the nature of the collections made also varies regionally.
In writing the history of Native North American art, then, it is important to
be aware of which paradigm of collecting, study, and appreciation was used in
forming a collection or writing a description. Such
awareness also allows us to recognize the gaps and
silences that have been produced by the histories of
encounter, collection, and representation.

We realize, first of all, the incompleteness of the ar-
chaeological record as a representative sample of
visual aesthetic expression. Since organic materials
survive only in unusual circumstances, whole catego-
ries of visual art—almost everything made of wood,
fiber, or hide—can only be guessed at or reconstr ucted
on the basis of depictions preserved within surviving
artworks. Most of what exists today from the precon-
tact period is either architectural or is made of stone,
metal, or pottery (fig. 1.4). Apart from these objects, a
relatively small number of artworks from the first
three centuries of European contact have been pre-
served. They are complemented by descriptions and
sketches by explorers, missionaries, and travelers of
the things people made, used, and wore.

) T!'Ile generalized concept of the exotic object as a
Curicls‘lty"-—jsomething that excited wonder and interest because of its
;:zf::;n:::ahr:pé its use of unfamiliar materials, or because its forms ap-
s ge or _grotesque to Eur_opeans—gcverned the collecting of

orth American art from the sixteenth through th i
centuries, The seventeenth-cent iosi i o —
o Ba].' r;:;y curiosity cabm.et of an English cleric
R couectiomg A was fe};:resentatwe of the eclectic com-
L incmded.;nt. nng1t several rare North IAmerican
| TR s steseverich u:n.te1 oman ca:lmeos. an anla(ommal model
i *[{-le b cdame ecm..a?'n_i the mummified finger of a
i fmn':;'ﬂe 1}11'1 the acqlmsmc?n of a beautiful set of Cree
i orthern Ontario dating to about 1670—the earli-
ples—is equally marvelous (fig. 1.5). Bargrave tells usin his

Ll tiwritte
n 9 i
[ catalogue that he was given them bj" a British Sailor jl.lSt re-

d fro
m one of the first voyages into Hudson Bay as a token of the man's

titude to Bargrave
s E EOT hav‘n an i 3 i
th Afri e . ng r. somed him a few years earlier from

A 1.4 Archaic Pericd
Woodland artist, Michigan,
Motched ovate bannerstone,
2000-1000 sce. Banded
slate, H. 12.7 cm, W. 14 cm.
Detroit Institute of Arts,
Courtesy Bridgeman Art
Library International © Dirk
Bakker

B

Banner stones deposited In

graves as gifts to the dead for

use in the next world often

display extraordinary work-

manship and aesthetic sensi-

bility. With consummate skill 1 rm
|

and judgment, the maker of

this spear weight created a 4
highly refined form and re- |
vealed the symmetrical pattern i
lying at the heart of the stone. |
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A 1.5 James Bay Cree artist,
et of quilled ornaments,
1662-76. L. B8 om; belt, L.
a2 cm: garters, L. 27 cm.
Courtesy Dean and Chapter
of Canterbury Cathedral.
Collected on the voyage of
one of the first Hudson Bay
company ships to reach James
Bay, these arnaments were in
an English cabinet of curiosities
by 1676. They are probably
the earliest extant postcontact
objects from the Eastern
subarctic. The neck ornament,
helt, and armibands testify to
sophisticated techniques of
guillworking and a cultural
value for fine ornaments that
were established at the time of
contact.

and its more “scientific’ modes of classific
Lever's large private museuin in Lo
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The earliest postcontact objects from the East date
1ly preserved

to the sixteenth century and were origina
in such curiosity collections. Most, unfortunately, are
not nearly as well :dentified as the Cree ornaments in
Bargrave's collection, and only rarely can we deter-
mine their specific dates or communities of origin.
Not only did Europeans misunderstand Native lin-
guistic, cultural, and political affiliations, but what
little information they did record has all too often
been lost as collections were confiscated in wars, sold
on the art market, or donated to museums.
During the eighteenth century, a more system-
atic approach to collecting information and arti-
facts was introduced by the philosophical historians
of the Enlightenment. They took a particular in-
terest in North American Indigenous peoples as
archetypal “noble savages,” and their more rigorous
studies encouraged the better documented and
more comprehensive collections made toward the
end of the century along the Northwest Coast. The
early collections made among Plains and Subarctic
peoples during the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury also benefitted from this more systematic ap-
proach, although the notions of curiosity and the
romance of the noble savage also lingered. Both the
eclecticism of late eighteenth-century collecting
ation are seen inaview of Sir Ashton
ndon, where many of the Northwest Coast

items collected by Captain Cook were first displayed (fig. 1.6).

The establishment of ant

second half of the n

modes of classification and material culture study
prestigious field of natural history (fig.
be regarded as specimens t

information about

practices of their mak
th American material in museums new

ties of Native Nor

them. They studied such collections in ord

which human arts,

through time from the “primi
the “civilized” (as embodi
early anthropologists also accepte

arts and cultures 1

with Europeans and were doomed to vanis
Such evolutionist studies were used
by the American and Canadian gove
peoples into settl

Around the turn

hropology as an academic discipline during the
h century resulted in the introduction of new
borrowed from the
1.7). Native-made objects came to
hat could be studied scientifically to reveal
the technological development, belief systems, and
ers. Ethnological collectors 2ssembled huge quanti-
ly built to receive

er to demonstrate the ways n
ively

ineteent

rechnologies, and societies had evolved progress
tive” (as represented by the Indigenous) t0

nevitably became corrupted and weakened by cont

to support laws and policies designee
rnments to assimilat :
er societies and erase their languag
of the twentieth century, anthropologist Fran?

ed by the European). Like their contemporaries:

d the widespread view that [ndigenous:
act.

h as modernization prcceede -

e Indigenou®
es and cultures
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4 1.6 Sarah Stone,
Perspective View of Sir Ashton
Lever's Museurn, London,
1785. Watercolor. Courtesy
of Mitchell Library, State
Library of New South Wales,
The dense but carefully
ordered displays of natural
and artificial curiosities
displayed in this privale
museum located near
London's Leicester Square
are recorded in the watercalor
he commissioned from the
young artist Sarah Stone. An
Inuit kayak is visible high

on the wall, and Lever's
collection also included many
of the artifacts collected by
Captain Coak on the
Marthwest Coast of North
America and in the Pacific.

4 1.7 Installation of Nuxalk
(Belia Coola) masks,
American Museum of Natural
Histary, Mew York, 1905.
Image #386, American
Museum of Natural Histary,
Library.

During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centunes,
ethnographic museums used
a taxonomic display style
barrowed from natural history
museums, as seen in this
view of the permanent
exhibitions installed by Franz
Boas at the American
Museumn of Natural History.
Such grid-like arrangements
fostered systematic processes
of comparison intended to
yield information about
human historical
development, cultural
differentiation, and diffusion.
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A 1.8 Nicholas Galanin,

b. 1979 {Tlingit/Aleut), What
Have We Become, Vol. 5,
2009, 5x9x4in.
Courtesy Micholas Galanin.

In carving his self-porirait

out of the pages of an
ethnegraphic study of his own
people—literally remaking
this “definitive” work in his
own image—Galanin reclaims
and transforms the
knowledge the anthropologist,
and through her the Bureau
of American Ethnology, had
acquired from the Tlingit.

developed an approach to the study of Indigenous cultures that contrasted
in important ways with that of the cultural evolutionists. His more rela-
tivistic view presented cultures as dynamic and changing, and formed by
unique sets of factors that are historical and local. He instilled in the
many students he trained at Columbia University rigorous and compre-
hensive methods for the documentation of Indigenous cultures and fos-
tered a particular interest in their arts.

In both the United States and Canada, the work of documenting “disap-
pearing” Indian cultures was sponsored by a network of research institutions

; such as the Bureau of American Ethnology at the
Smithsonian Institution. The comprehensiveness
of the “salvage” paradigm—the saving of the “last
remnants” of authentic Indian culture—that in-
formed their collecting activities is suggested by one
dramatic but representative example: between 1879
and 1885 the Smithsonian collected over 6,500 pot-
tery vessels made by Pueblo women from Acoma and
Zuni, villages of just a few hundred inhabitants.*
Stripping communities of the objects that supported
their domestic, political, and spiritual life and could
serve as models for young artists compounded the
loss of artistic and ritual continuity that was being
engineered during the same years by the forcible re-
moval of many Aboriginal children to boarding and
residential schools to become “civilized.”

The collections of artifacts and documentation
amassed during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries thus present us with a number of
paradoxes. Many contain inaccuracies and gaps,
yet they also preserve much that might otherwise
have been permanently lost. Although historically
implicated in oppressive assimilationist regimes,
such collections offer today a precious resource for
cultural renewal. In the contexts of their own his-
torical era, furthermore, many early ethnogra-
phers, like Boas, were liberal and humane people who worked to counter
poverty and cultural erasure and to preserve the knowledge of their Indig-
enous “informants.” As Dakota scholar Philip Deloria has written, salvage
anthropology was based on a fundamental contradiction, for “salvage
workers are required to believe in both disappearing culture and the exis-
tence of informants knowledgeable enough about that culture to convey
worthwhile information.” We should read these ethnographic sources crit-
ically, attending both to what they contain and what they distort or omit.
Not only outsiders, but Indigenous people too, are today assessing the
degree to which ethnographic texts have defined their identities. One of
the sharpest critiques is offered by Tlingit/Aleut artist Nicholas Galanin in
his sculptural self-portrait, What Have We Become, Vol. 5 (fig. 1.8). His like-
ness is “carved” of the pages of Under Mount St. Elias: The History and Culture
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of the Yakutat Tlingit, a classic ethnographic study of his own ancestral cul-
ture written in the mid-twentieth century by respected anthropologist
Frederica de Laguna, a student of Boas,

Like Boas, many early ethnologists were interested in “art,” but the con-

cepts widely accepted during their own period have proved probl'ematic
for Indigenous artistic traditions in a number of ways. The influential aes-
thetic theory formulated in the eighteenth century by Immanuel Kant
maintained that the creative freedom of the artist was curtailed when ob-
jects had to serve functional purposes and that the highest intellectual
and aesthetic achievements were therefore to be found in the “fine” arts of
painting and sculpture. Because much Native North American arti%tic ex-
pression occurs in the making of "useful” items such as pots, clothing, or
weapons, these items were assigned to the categories of applied art or
craft, which were long thought to be inferior. It was not until the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, when a number of European modernist art-
ists began to promote the formal virtues of African and Oceanic sculpture,
that Western art collectors began to view Indigenous arts as fine art.
Native North American masks and other art forms soon attracted similar
appreciation. The artists, critics, and collectors who advocated a break
with the European academic tradition found inspiration and validation in
the apparent resemblances of "primitive” art forms to their own rad‘icai
formal experiments. Landmark exhibitions in Canada and the United
States in 1927, 1931, 1939, and 1941 displayed Northwest Coast masks,
Pueblo pottery, and other objects in large urban galleries and art muse-
ums for the first time (figs. 1.9 and 2.8).

Unlike ethnographic collectors, the promoters of "primitive art” deemed
necessary only a minimal understanding of the objects’ original uses Iand
meanings. In North America, promoters were also motivated by a nation-
alist desire to break away from the dominance of European cultural

4 1.9 Instaliation of
Morthwest Coast art at the
exhibition Indian Art of the
United States, Museum of
Madern Art, New York, 1941
Digital Art @ The Museum of
Modern Art/Licensed by
SCALA/Art Resource, NY,

The innovative modernist
installations at the 1941
MoMA show set the pattern
of art museum display up to
the present. Individua!
"masterpieces” were isolated
against luxurious expanses
of wall space with a minimum
of label text. The intent of
such displays is the
promaotion of intense visual
experiences of the objects’
formal and expressive
qualities rather than of their
specific cultural meanings.
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OBJECT IN FOCUS

The National Museum of the American Indian

gager o
drean

On the morning of September 21, 2004, a remarkable
sight greeted visitors to Washington D.C.’s Mall, the mile-
long strip of grass running from the Capitol building to the
obelisk of the Washingten Monument that 15 bordered by
many national museums. A vast crowd of 80,000 people
facing the Capitol filled the space as far as the eye could
see. Most were Indigenous penple who had come from
North, Central, and South America to celebrate the open-
ing of the newest Smithsomian museum, the National
Museum of the American Indian, or NMAI (fig. 1.11). This
extraordinary gathering—the largest assembly of Indige-
nous peoples since European contact—was evidence of
the importance attributed to the event. For most, the
NMAI offered a powerful promise: to transform the damag-
ing stereotypes of Natiwve North American heritage, his-
tory, society, and contemporary life to which conventional
museums had so centrally contributed.”

The NMAI was created on paper in 1989 when the
United States Congress passed Public Law 101-185, the
National Museum of the American Indian Act, which pro-
vided for the establishment of a new Smithsonian museum
that would be a "lwing memonal to Native Americans and
their traditions.” As prescribed by the law, this museum,
unlike comparable museums, would be directed and ad-
ministered by Native North Americans themselves. The
back story to the creation of the NMAI suggests the full
extent of this transformative promise, for the stimulus for
its establishment was the transfer to the Smithsonian of
the collections of Mew York's Museum of the American
Indian (MAI), an enormous collection of the Indigenous art

tianal Museum of the American Indian,
+BE Photo by Michael Ventura/Alamy.

and matenal culture from the Americas. That institution
had been the creation of George Gustav Heye (1874-1957),
a wealthy New York businessman who first encountered
Native American art in 1903 as a young engineer work-
ing in the Southwest. Collecting MNative Morth American
art became a lifelong obsession; during the following
decades he used his wealth to buy up major collections
from Morth America and Europe and to employ ethnolo-
gists to venture “into the field” to sweep up everything
they could find in Indigenous communities. When the col-
lection outgrew his private home, Heye recreated it as a
public museum opened in 1922 on upper Broadway in
Manhattan. For the next sixty-five years the museum and
its vast storage building in the Bronx attracted school
children, scholars, and artists, but its out-of-the-way loca-
tion kept visitor numbers low. By the 1980s its displays
(installed in the typological style—in which objects are
grouped by type—typical of early twentieth-century an-
thropology museums), had become out-of-date and in-
creasingly controversial. When the museum's financial
problems converged with the growing pressure from Native
Americans to create a site of self-representation in the na-
tional capital, the NMAI was born. Since Heye had left fus
museum to the state of New York, the NMAI also provided
for the establishment of the George Gustav Heye Center
in New York's financial district, where portions of the col-
lection are always on view. Visitors to this buillding—a
mid-nineteenth-century customs house built in French
Empire style and adorned with murals celebrating the
triumph of trade and commerce—are usefully reminded of
the history of Mative North Amencan economic exploita-
tion and dispossession that created the conditions for
the formation not only of Heye's but many other museum
collections as well \

The NMAI's new building on the Washington Mall and
its innovative Cultural Resources Center in suburban
Maryland (designed to store and study the vast collec-
tions according to Indigenous protocols of preservation
and access) are, in contrast, examples of the dramatic
museological innovations of its Native American concep-
tualizers The Mall building was designed by Blackfoot
architect Douglas Cardinal in the organic flowing style he
had first created for the Canadian Museum of Civilization
in Canada's national capital region. The curving forms of
its layered stories evoke the topographies of land, just as
the plants and water features that surround the museum
reference Indigenous knowledge and ideals of harmony
with the land Inside the building, during NMAI's first
decade, three major installations devoted to cosmology
(Our Unwverse), identity (Our Lives), and history (Our
fcont.)
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Peoples) greeted visitors. Each consisted of a central ex-
ploration of the theme incorporating vibrant installations
and works by contemporary ar
exhibits created by specific Indigenous communities
with the muséum’s professional staff. The stress
on contemporary lives and beliefs in these exhibits frus-
e critics who had hoped to see more of the

warking

trated som

museum’s great historic collections on view: yet such
exhibits spoke elogu

ently to the felt need to emphasize
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survival and contemporaneity. At the time of writing, 8
new set of exhibitions is being planned to replace them;
these will undoubtedly open up new issues. The NMAIL in
its first decade, however, began the gargantuan task of
dismantling and revising 2 centuries-long history by
which Native North American histories, cultures, and arts
had been presented from the perspectives of outsiders,
often distorting and silencing the issues most pertinent
to Mative Morth Americans themselves.

tists and thirteen modular

Expanding Art History's Inclusivity and Defining “Art”

During the last decades of the twentieth century, three movements within
art history began to develop the discipline’s capacity to better represent and
narrate artistic traditions that had been marginalized by its Eurocentric
biases. Beginning in the 1970s, the “new art history” worked to reveal and
undo the hierarchies of race, class, and gender embedded in the classic nar-
ratives and canons of Western art history. These approaches, in turn, en-
couraged an expansion of art history's scope from the traditional “fine arts”
of painting, sculpture, graphic arts, and architecture to a broader field of
“visual culture” that includes crafts, commercial and popular arts, film,
photography, video, electronic media, and performance. Such a scope favors
not only the ritual arts, performances, and popular and touristic arts that
Aboriginal people have used as channels of artistic expression, but also crit-
ical analysis of stereotypes of Aboriginal people that have long circulated in
the popular media.

A third interrelated development has been a renewed emphasis on the
social history of art and the role of art forms in shaping social interactions
among people. Art historians have always been interested in how the mean-
ings of art objects change as they move through time and space into new
contexts of use and viewing. In a 1986 essay, anthropologist Igor Kopytoft
urged the value of tracing an object’s “cultural biography” in order to under-
stand how its meaning changed as it moved through different contexts.
Scholars of Native North American art today attend to these changes as
collected works move from their original ritual or social contexts to become
marketable collectables, scientific specimens, oY worlks of art (see chapter 5;
Object in Focus box and fig, 5.20). Such studies have potential affinities, t0%
with theories of the active and autonomous agency of works of art advanced
by Alfred Gell and other anthropologists. Such theories resonate in inter:
esting ways with Indigenous North American intellectual traditions, which
affirm that some material objects can harbor qualities of personhood and
spiritual power.®

New art history, visual studies, and the social history of art have been
further amplified by the emergence of the more global perspective gener

t in the diverse ways that visual aestheti®

history’s scope fosters interes

ally referred to as “world art history.” This further attempt to broaden art
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expression is conceptualized and its history
recorded in different parts of the world. The
“world” perspective is most clearly adapted to
contemporary Native North American artists,
who today show their work at biennial exhibi-
tions held from Germany to Australia, engag-
ing not only with Western traditions but also
with a global community of other Indigenous
and non-Western artists and critics, Although
the historic arts of Indigenous peoples have
received relatively less attention within world
art history than those of the so-called Great
Civilizations such as China or India, they
stand to benefit from the future expansion of
this approach.

The definition of “art” is highly unstable,
changing from one culture and time period to
another. It is thus important to have a working
definition of the way we use the term “art” in
this book. In relation to historical (generally
pre-twentieth-century) objects, where acts of
classification are retroactive, this volume uses
the term “art” to refer to a work whose form is
elaborated to enhance its visual and material
qualities and its rhetorical power. The impulse
and the capacity to elaborate form appear to be
universal in human beings, as Boas eloquently
argued at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury.® His stress on the importance of practiced
skill in achieving the control over materials and
techno.lcgies. the regularities of form and pattern, and the expressive
gle;eﬂtlons that (-fvoke aesthetic responses is an essential corollary to his
wh;;tﬁz_o::i Clls t:filli]]usl;rateld by the work‘ of the three artists with
S mlt;o uct.mn. The capacity for making art is also
i e]yb ade 0 ject will draw and hold the eye (fig. 1.12). Skill,
D'Azeved{; < t;ﬂordatjon, thlers:"fore, confer what anthropologist Warren
i fou:‘ affe?tlve power on an object, a capacity that can

attention on persons or things of im
~enhance the memorability or ritualpfﬁ oty I
However carefully we disti i il i 'Ofan'occasmn i
B i inguis hcertam objects or performances as
i , relegate others to Fhe realm of “nonart”), we in-
: ss-cultural morass. As a judgment made in relati
orical objects, the distinction impo W i et -

B e i 119] ses a Western fhchotomy on things

e el:_ e sa;lne categorl?al distinctions and

i) g objects have ‘often differed considerably.
B s fovgmporar}.r Mative art, the use of Western
o , for many contemporary artists were trained
/ art schools and work in full awareness of i

s of the discourses and

A 1.12 Anasazi artist, Mogui |
Canyon, Utah, Bi-lobed JJ

basket, c. 1200 ce, plant
fibers. Courtesy University of
Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology & Anthropology
#150615

Basketry is perhaps the oldest
indigenous American art; in
many regions artists have
produced works of enduring
use and beauty out of coiled,
twined, and wrapped plant
fibers, Although objects made
of organic materials do not
usually survive fram the
precontact period, the dry
desert climate has allowed this
fine basket to last for 800 years.
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A 1.13 Anishinaabe artist,
Feast bowl, nineteenth
century. Ash wood, 48.3 %
33.3 % 21 cm. Detroit
institute of Arts, Courtesy
Bridgeman Art Library

International

In the Great Lakes regian,
individuals brought beautifully
carved bowls to communal
feasts. Often carved from the
tight-grained ang durable
wood burl, their rims
sometimes display stylized
animal motifs that
transformed the bowl into the
body of an animal of special
spiritual significance to its
owner, The representation of
human figures on bowis 15
less cammaon; here they
extended out from the
slanting sides of the bowl
creating a dramatic visual
tension

debates current in New York, Santa Fe, Vancou-
ver, or Toronto—although they often contest as-
pects of the integrated system of scholarship,
collecting, museum display, and market value
that James Clifford has called the Western “art
and culture system.”

When speaking of historical Native objects,
the statement is often made that Native lan-
guages have no exact equivalent for the post-
Renaissance Western term “art.” The implication
of this statement—that Native artists in the
past were unreflexive about their own art-
making and lacked cleax criteria of value or aesthetic quality—is mani-
festly untrue, as scholars have repeatedly demonstrated.’ Though specific
criteria vary, Native North Americans, like people everywhere, value the
visual pleasure afforded by things made well and imaginatively. They also
value many of the same attributes that make up the Western notion of
wart” such as skill in the handling of materials, the practiced manipula-
tion of established stylistic conventions, and individual powers of inven-
tion and conceptualization. There is also ample evidence, however, thatin
Native traditions the purely material and visual features of an object are
not necessarily the most important in establishing its relative value, as
they have come to be in the West. Other qualities or associations, not
knowable from a strictly visual inspection, may be more important. These
may include soundness of construction to ensure functional utility, or
ritual correctness in the gathering of raw materials, or powers that inhere
because of the object’s original conception in 2 dream experience, ot the
number of times it was used in a ceremony.

In the past, Western-trained scholars have tended to dismiss the
Indigenous intellectual traditions that lie behind such modes of evaluation.
Yet the deep knowledge that makers of objects carry in their heads and
hands is a fundamental way of knowing the complexities of an object’s ma-
terial being. Such knowledge, sometimes termed “sthnoscience” by outsid-
ers, is based on the close observation, experimeutation, and transmission
through Indigenous systems of apprenticeship and teaching by untold gen-
erations of makers. Itis also tied to a deep knowledge of the land and its life
forms. To a Native artist, some of this knowledge may simply be regarded as
part of what it means to be an adult with the skills and experience necessary
to make one’s way in the world. For a Pueblo potter, for example, it may
entail knowing exactly where to find clay with exactly the right properties,
what tempering material to choose to achieve the desired result when firing,
the vessel, how to make paints from Rocky Mountain bee weed, how @

stack pots for firing in an outdoor kiln, or which kind of manure t0 use 0
feed the fire in order to get the desired color—all activities that may look
natural and simple, but that are basedona thousand years of expertise (see
chapter 2). In many parts of North America, the losses of such forms @
Indigenous knowledge that occurred when Aboriginal children were sepa

rated from their families and taken to distant boarding schools have beett
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The five major subdivisions of Native North American art as discussed in this book
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severe, but in man aces successiu p!OJECtS of recovery have
1 ssful z f have been under
Way 1n recent years. |

In the next
B mﬁv? chapters, devoted to the historical arts of the major re-
ntinent—the Southwest, the East, the West, the Northwest

=Coast an f—
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) orth—we regula rl)r mter‘rupt ou chronological accounts

‘Wwith exampl
. the outmcz:ds ;i:::iimt;“d SOmCCIpRTARY Ak We do this to intervene in
3een “lost” or are in Lm; at}:mhen.nc Native North American arts have
ogue with today's Ahz?P? le decline. These contemporary works open a
B o tinuitics chat the“r‘gl?allcomm‘ufntics, whose members affirm both
as well as the auth:rl-l%nc traditions manifest against all historical
tic and technical innov::'mty_and unif’ersa“t)’—ﬂf processes of aes-
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: are especially valuable because, until recentl
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COLONIAL LEGACIES
ch Western interests and tastes deter-

We have already noted the ways in whi
d after contact and that the majority

mined what was collected and preserve
of the objects surviving today were selected be-
cause they appealed to Western collectors’ criteria
of value and beauty. These histories also provide
insight into ethical questions that arise today in
relation to the ownership and display of many
Native objects, because these problems are often
linked to the circumstances in which objects were
collected. In the next section we look in more
detail at contemporary debates around three
issues that are direct legacies of the colonial impo-
sition of Western concepts and systems of art and
culture: rights of ownership and modes of display,
production for the market, and definitions of what
is authentic and who is an Indigenous person.

Display
ly respected the ritual
Native objects were

Sk Ownership and Public
s In the past, collectors rare
purposes for which many
made. Some of the finest pieces of art were made

L g

were acquired by Weste
i byy\ridenc;r; zzlie;:?tr-s. mostly through trade, purchase, or as
t‘\iat'we.cmrnmunities are today emerging from the dark days of official
ass:milatwmsm, and many are requesting the return of certain mus m
ob;e;ts. In recognition of their moral rights and past injustices, la elm;
afﬁcial policies adopted in the United States and Canada in the e;rl "";9";{‘)
re?un‘e repatriation to the legitimate descendants of the original m\}:n ¢ t;
objects that are sacred, illegally acquired, found in burials, or belo o
category that the American law terms “objects of cultur;l .'au:rirrz1g t‘:‘;‘
These often go on display in community centers or museumsp from 0“}1;’: I
they can be removed for use in ceremonies or for study by artists e
Ab,.:: ;;:.:i); :cr:i:lv{nﬂuential exlample of repatriation resulting from effective
ism occurred in the 1980s, when major museums in Ottaw
Toront?. and New York returned an important collection of Kwakwaka' ka,
(Kwakiutl) coppers, masks, rattles, boxes, blankets, and whistles th Wi ‘Z
been illegally confiscated by a Canadian Indian agent at a great ati :
held in 1921 by Chief Daniel Cranmer. In 1885, the Canadiai OVPO': ue
had banned the holding of potlatches, key ceremonies that afﬁrnga a E;“mem
the political and social order of Northwest Coast communities. Ma : Ie“;’"
haf:{ defied this ban, but in 1921 a local Indian agent decidea mnY pl:op .
:)Je:t fl?s:n okaan;el Cranmer's potlatch. He arrested fort;.r-ﬁ'.r:1 :e:p?:
ost of high rank, and released them from jai iti ,
the}: surrender all their potlatch masks aL:Z{;Etein:l:;e(:?sly(j;r;zr:lc:{t)}?n -
which were then sold or placed in distant museums. . ems
1Ob'll;hye:::zl(lv;?::twhili:;ﬁii:fff}:g?ttthis loss and in the late 19605 began to
. : : eir treasures, using a number of i
;::tl?dmlg N;he making of two widely circulated c%ocumentary ;tlz'lit;g'llise‘
ional Museum of Canada responded first, agreeing to return its holdings
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as burial offerings intended to accompany the

dead into the next world. Many Aboriginal people believe these should

now be returned to the earth, regardless of whether they were scientifically

excavated or plundered by grave robbers. Other objects have been carefully

conserved by Native people over many generations because of their inher-

ent medicine power, their importance in ceremony, Or as historical record
(fig. 1.14). Woven helts of shell wampum beads, for example, were made for
diplomatic exchange during the early contact period in the Northeast and
Great Lakes. These were given to outsiders and some remained in their com-
passed on from generation to generation along with their detailed
maintain a record of important diplomatic agree-
om these communities.®

have never left Native hands, a great
sts during the early decades of the
for their preservation

:::;2?;:;?1::? andappropriate building be constructed to house them.
e e 1rn.cc to the people of Alert Bay is now displayed in the
- entre (fig. 1.15_), Chief Cranmer’s daughter, Gloria
i t.han ant}?ropologlst who was the first director of the
e cxpline 1 e;nea;:mg .Of. its name. “In earlier days, people were
e rcq:hwe i raiding parties. When they were returned to
e Sa.id i roug) pa'yment of ransom or by a retaliatory raid, i
. Loeden :Z,run rizltita. Qur old people said that the return of the '
| our treasures were coming home from cap- |

The U'mista Cultural Centre is not, however, a museum and the new i | i

A 1.14 Edward Chatfield,
Nicholas Vincent
Teawanhanhi, Principal
Chrstian Chief, and Captain
of the Huron Indians, 1825.
Handcolored lithograph,
33.1 % 45.8 cm. Photo
no. C-38948, Library and
Archives Canada
This image shows the Grand
Chief of the Wendat nation
when he was presented to King
George |l in London on April 7,
1825, To defend Wendat lands
against incursions from settlers,
he displays the wampm belt
a5 evidence of the political
agreement they had made with
the British. Woven of purple
and white shell wampum
beads, it displays the image of
a tomahawk, a symbol of war
and a reminder that the historic
alliance and promises of mutual
support are still binding.

munities,
meanings, in order to
ments. Some were sold fr

Although some of these objects
to ethnologi

Ways in which i
. {he im::::a';c}::;h;’;en to display the objects demonstrate the belief
__the B overy from thea Irrn{ng Indigenous historical memory as part of
the open rather than bi(;f)nlal era. The returned objects are displayed in
B . ot s ehmd glass: and in the order in which they would
B s ccompanied at Jer than in conventional typological groupings.
their original »as James Clifford has observed, by texts that do not
uses and symbolism but record the memories of specific

munity membe
rs, i . 3
Yeturn 15 speaking directly of their recent history of captivity

many were given or sold
twentieth century because of poverty orasa lasthope
at a time when many Native people despaired of the survival of their cul-
tures. Still others were stolen, seized illegally, or sold by people who had no
right to do so. The last and largest category of historical art available for
study and appreciation consists of nonsacred and nonceremonial objects:
(The distinction is often hard to make because the sacred/secular dichot-
omy is another Western overlay on Indigenous modes of thinking) Thesé
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1.15 Kwakwaka'wakw

1sks at the U'mista Cultural
ntre, Alert Bay, British
Jumbia. Photograph by
iron Glass, 2003

ie repatriated masks and
her regalia seized from

Jief Dian Cranmer's potlatch
e displayed around the

4es of a room built in the
1apeof a traditional
arthwest Coast big house.
istalled in the open, they are
~companied by text panels
1at commemaorate their
legal seizure and the active
ampaign waged by
ommunity members for
e returmn.
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that

presentatives have also requested

certain kinds of objects be permanently removed from displ‘ay and, in some
cases, that photographs of such objects and related ce‘remonltes not be repro-
duced. These requests are motivated both by beliefs in the n?herent p‘m:e?:
of such objects to cause harm to casual viewers and‘ by a desire t:: 1'na1rlnai1
the privacy of ceremonies and rituals that were intended to le seed r:i
knowledgeable people able to conduct them c.orre_ct]y, ?ﬁect1\;e y, an >
spectfully. The Hopi Cultural Preservation Society i Anzo:—m.,f ‘crf em::!tl;‘
has put in place research protocols to address past “thefts” of in orr:j,s -
about sacred rituals such as the Snake and Antelope Ceremony,‘ or "Snak
"“This ceremony has attracted intense attention from o\ftsmlers fasci-
ntessential primitive ritual. For the
hat invokes the rain that is vital to
le of many sacred
out of context

Across North America, Native re

Dance. .
nated by what they regarded as a qui

Hopi, it is a centrally important rite t
human subsistence in the arid Hopi lands. It is one examp
rituals that have, as the Hopi write, “heen exposed to others 2
and without Hopi permission,” and the community has s?ught to prev -
the unsanctioned exposure of objects and images. For Ehls reason, tos. i
images of Iroquois Galgoh'sah (medicine, or “False Face” masks) are ; L;its
duced in this book, although these masks, which represent forest sP
assigned by the Creator to lend their healing powers toh
featured throughout the twentieth century as a major for
in art and anthropology exhibitions and publications. For more

see the Issue in Focus box.

. M .
m of Iroquois “art
on sud

issues,

uman beings, Were

ISSUE IN FOCUS
“Who Owns Native Culture?”

Colonial Legacies | 21

The question of “Who owns Native culture?" was posed by
anthropologist Michael F. Brown in a thought-provoking
book that examines the complex ethical issues rased by
the circulation of objects and cultural knowledge."” Owner-
ship and the restitution of objects illegally or improperly
obtained often intersect with other egually important
issues that anise from different defimtions of the sacred
and the power associated with tangible and intangible
Mative heritage. In a volume that surveys Native Art, such
issues command attention; we address them here and
elsewhere in this book
The enactment of The Native American Graves Protec-
tion and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in the United States
in 1990 and the 1992 Canadian Report of the Task Force
| on Museums and First Peoples established legal and policy
guidelines for—as NAGPRA puts it—the repatriation of
] “tunerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural
patrimony.” Both have opened new dialogues not only
about ownership but also about the proper treatment of
sacred objects and knowledge in museums. They have led
to the return of human remains and items of material cul-
ture as well as to remarkable collaborations between mu-
seums and Native peoples
Most readers are unaware that Mative MNorth Amencan
efforts to recover items of central cultural importance
began over a century ago when Haudenosaunee representa-
tives sought the return of wampum belts sold to museums
by people without the authority to do so.'® More recently,
but before NAGPRA, the Brooklyn Museum, the Smithson-
ian, and other museums repatriated to Zuni Pueblo their
ahayu:da (sacred effigies also known as “War Gods™). Zuni
people believe these should not be on display in museums,
for the proper role of ahayu-da is to guard the world from
high atop sacred hilltop shrines, where they eventually
decompose.’?
Both the Zumi and Hopi believe that the details of
private religious ceremonies divulged to anthropologists
r and other outsiders in earlier generations should now be
- decessible only to tribal members—and often only to spe-
{ F“'fﬁ people such as elders or those initiated into particular
feligious societies. Some have asked archives and
ﬂ-"‘@ums—lnciudmg those with a legal mandate to be ac-
e t_!s'._abte to all—to limit access to photos, objects, record-
N85, and documents that they believe to be culturally
Lves As Brown reminds us, “sorting out the unhappy
185 of the past will require years of discussion and
atic compromise. 20
w_ﬂ offer two examples illustrating how complex and
iar each case is. The first concerns replicas of
sandpaintings made by Mavajo ritual practitioners

working collaboratively several generations ago to keep
knowledge alive and promote cross-cultural understanding.
The Wheelwright Museum in Santa Fe was founded in
1937 as The Museum of Navajo Ceremomal Art by philan-
thropist Mary Cabot Wheelwright in collaboration with
renowned chanter Hosteen Klah (see p. 41, this chapter).
It owns many replicas of sandpaintings, as well as record-
ings and texts used in ritual. In recent decades, advisors
from the Mavajo Mation Cultural Center have asked that
only Mavajo ceremonial practitioners be allowed access to
certain records of sacred knowledge. Today, contempo-
rary practitioners can learn the lengthy ceremonial songs
(see chapter 2) by listening to recordings deposited at
the museum by Klah and other early twentieth-century
holy men When the museum opened, the walls of its
hogan-shaped structure displayed large replicas of sand-
paintings painted by museum staff under direction from
Navajo practitioners. Some fifty years later, the museum's
Navajo advisors asked for the return of some of these to

A 1,16 Replica of sandpainting of four female
supernaturals, the Long Bodies, from the Mountain
Chant, originally painted by Paul Jones of the
Wheelwnght Museun Based on published sources
Displayed at the Walmart in Gallup, New Mexico, photo
J. C. Berlo, 2009.

(cont.)
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the community. Surprisingly, for some years in the early
twenty-first century these six-by-six-foot replicas hung in
the Walmart Supercenter in Gallup—the largest place to
shop on the edge of the reservation (fig. 1.16). While
some might consider this to be an indigenization of corpo-
rate spaces, it could equally be seen as a co-optation of
local interests by corporate marketing.

A second example concerns the contrast between the

legal “harvesting” of archaeological objects by Yup'ik people
in Alaska and the different local customs for the handling
of archaeological heritage in other Northern communities.
About 1,400 Yup'ik live in two villages on St Lawrence
|sland, in the Bering Sea, where a wealth of manne animals,
including walruses, have supported human habitation for
over 2,000 years. As archaeological finds show, over the
centuries the Yup'ik and their ancestors have worked tons
of walrus wory into artifacts ranging from prosaic tools to
elegant sculptures desired by collectors (fig 5.10).
St Lawrence |sland Yup'ik see the excavation of archaeologi-
cal sites as a subsistence activity Archaeologist Julie
Hollowell's account of their relationships to and knowledge
of land suggests the broader context of this practice: “The
right to continue to practice a subsistence lifestyle occu-
pies a focal place in the ongoing struggles for Native sover-
gignty that St Lawrence Islanders share with other Alaska
Natives and with Inuit across the circumpolar regions as
well as with Indigenous peoples worldwide. "

In general, state and federal laws regulate the excava-
tion and sale of ancient objects. But marketing their exca-
vated artifacts by St Lawrence islanders is not illegal. The
Mative Corporations on the island hold full title to ther

It is also import

this discussion reflects
ized Western cultures for much of their history.

Western domination of Native North American cult
value the importance of expressive forms s
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lands, and their regulations aliow only “shareholders” (1.e,,
local Yup'ik themselves) to dig up and sell ancient matenals.
Outside buyers ranging from shop owners, to wealthy col-
lectors, to Native artists buy everything from ancient tools,
to so-called fossil vory, to rare art objects Exhibition
catalogues from distant cities serve both as guides to what
collectors value and evidence of what has come out of the
ground.®
Elsewhere in Alaska, another Native community has
taken a different approach to their ancient patnmony.
Alutiig people on Afognak Island (not far from where the
1,500-year old stone lamp in fig. 5.13 was discovered)
have been collaborating with archaeologists to under-
stand the deep history of their people. Ina project called
Light the Past, Spark the Future, Dig Afognak, graduate
students in archaeology teach Alutig youth about archae-
ological methods, while elders teach spintual values. In
1996, an ancient stone lamp was it for the first time in
centuries to mark the opening of Spirit Camp, where
youthful campers explored both of these realms. About
her community's collaboration with archaeologists, Ruth
Mlice Olsen Dawson, former president of the Afognak
Native Corporation said, “scientific research has helped
me find my Mative heart"#

These examples suggest the many local traditions and
responses that make the application of one national
policy a complex and challenging process They also 1l-
lustrate the ongoing need for mutually respectful and
creative processes as discussions about archaeology, re-
patriation and a host of other issues continue to unfold in

future years.

ant to note, finally, that the singling out of visual arts in
a privileging of the visual sense that has character-
 One of the effects of

ures has been to de-
uch as oratory or dance that have

ghly—if not more highly—than works of

traditionally been valued as hi
Native writers and

visual art within Native societies. Many contemporary
artists are working to restore a balance and integration among art forms
more typical of their historical cultures, and they often work in more than
one expressive medium, or collaborate with writers, dancers, and drama-
tists.?® Native artists are thus part of a contemporary process of debate and
critique in which the boundaries that separate art from non-art, visual art
from music, dance performance and other arts, fine art from other forms of

culture, and the graphic and plastic arts from print culture and new

visual
electronic technologies are being called into question. As these explorations
ats to the understand-

proceed, they will also, undoubtedly, bring new insigh
ing of historical aesthetic expression.

Commodification and Authenticity

Despite their differences, the art and artifact paradigms of collect-
ing shared a common assumption about the nature of authenticity
in Native North American art. Both defined those objects that
dated back to the early period of contact and displayed a minimum
of European influence as the most interesting and valuable. This
definition of authenticity is part of a widespread tendency to ro-
manticize the past of Native peoples at the expense of their pres-
ent, and such judgments carry important implications. Although

tht‘t‘ ima_ge of the Native man as “noble savage” or of a Native woman
?;r :'liliz‘i:; Si;:cess” may.appear to express unqualified admiration
ture, such images can also crowd out, in a damaging

E:’;rt:: dpc;scil‘l)a;:rt}],irszfn;e:riage;nent with the mode_m lives, prob-
i evgrythii g s of contemporary Native people—in
e é', se g.l 1.17). Suclh stereotypes, furthermore,
. that}}rl aut z;ndlurmg fantage's about Indigenous culture
e ve little or no basis in fact. The critique of ste-
i n a central theme of modern and contemporary

2. 1.18),

-'-mtlizrtln:;eaftc;;t:t-udies of Native North American art, the defi-
?@mmodiﬁcatw: ;Cfltg; h‘as been rcelvaluated in relation to the
E i B oy i lat‘we art and issues of stylistic hybridity,
A t}e1 a;mn tt? art forms produced for the souve-
'-’-enth-centugr e a.te nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

¥ tourists sought out sites that offered sublime
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A 117 Left: Poster for Buffalo Bill's Wild
West show. Color lithograph. Courtesy of
Buffalo Bill Historical Center, Cody,
Wyoming, U.5.A.; Gift of George Fronval,
through the courtesy of Nick Eggenhofer,
Cody, Wyoming. 1.69.48.

“Buffalo Bill" Cody's immensely popular
Wild West show toured Morth America and
Europe between 1883 and 1813, The
reenactments and posters seen by
hundreds of thousands of people fixed in
the popular imagination the stereotype of
the Indian as a stoic figure in a feathered
war bonnet. The reenactments of hunting
and warfare that they staged provided for
many of these men a welcome relief from
the poverty and confinement to reservations
Plains peoples endured during these years.

A 1.18 Right: Horace Poolaw, 1906-84
(Kiowa), Horace Poolaw, Aenial
Photographer, and Gus Palmer, Gunner,
Mac Dilf Air Base, Tampa, Florida, c. 1944
Gelatine silver print, 31.1 = 23.8cm. © The
Horace Poolaw Family/Horace Poolaw
During his two years in the U.S. Army Air
Corps during World War |l, Poolaw taught
aerial photography. In this slyly humorous
image, the photographer plays on
sterectypes about the noble Indian warrior
of the Plains photographically recording an
image of twentieth-century warfare.

mw
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> 1.19 Unknown
photographer, Ye Olde
Curiosity Shop, early
twentieth century. Postcard.
Courtesy University of
Washington Libraries, Special
Collections, CURS40

This postcard for Seattle’s
popular tourist shop,
established in 1899, makes
evident the enduring contexts
of natural history and curiosity
in which native Marth
American objects were
presented. In the jumble of
wares, it would have been hard

for buyers to distinguish quality.

The totem poles, for example,
are crudely carved and
nontraditional while the finely
woven Chilkat blanket over the
doorway would undoubtedly
have been worn at a potlatch
by a high-ranking chief

experiences of nature, among which Niagara Falls was preeminent. During
the middle decades of the century, visitors eagerly bought finely made ex-
amples of the beadwork, moosehair embroidery, and other arts of Haudeno-
saunee (Iroquois), Wendat (Huron), and Anishinaabe (Ojibwe and Odawa)
artists. By the end of the nineteenth century these productions had ex-
tended across the continent. As Jonathan Batkin has written, “curio dealers
and Native North American craftspeople had collaborated to invent and
market objects that had no purpose but to satiate a nearly irrational desire
to own Indian artifacts.” J. E. Standley’s “Ye Old Curiosity Shop” in Seattle,
Washington, exemplifies the marketing of Indian curios in the early twenti-
eth century and the way that it confused the issue of authenticity (fig. 1.19).
Crowded with basketry, jewelry, natural history specimens, ivory carvings,
and other items then classified under the rubric of “curios,” this emporium
sold its wares to anthropologists, serious collectors, and casual tourists
alike. Some were replicas carved by Native entrepreneurs from drawings in
Franz Boas's The Social Organization and the Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl
Indians (1897) a mere ten years after this pioneering anthropologist pub-
lished his important treatise on Kwakiutl culture. Other items for sale were
ivory carvings made by Inupiaq and Yup'ik men (see chapter 5) sold to
Standley through middlemen in Barrow, Nome, or Juneau. As Kate Duncan
has demonstrated, pieces from this shop ended up both in the parlors of
middle-class collectors, where they were displayed as souvenirs of interest-
ing travels and vacations, and in major museums such as the Horniman
Museum in London and New York's Museum of the American Indian (no¥
the National Museum of the American Indian).

Souvenir production and the economic needs that lay behind it were long
deplored by scholars and art connoisseurs, but they are now recognized
both as important stimuli for creativity and cultural preservation and as
sites of active Aboriginal intervention in the stereotypes circulated through
popular art and performance. A satirical painting by Woody Crumbo fore-
grounds the discomforting dimensions of intercultural exchange. Its title
La?fd of Enchantment, is the state motto of New Mexico, which had becomez;
major tourist destination by the 1940s when the drawing was made. Crumbo
::iurns the table on the usual stereotypes by placing a Navajo woman and her
F:;ll:giil:efr in lthe foreground, presenting a rug for the inspection of a white

amtly (fig. 1.20). The battered and crooked wooden sign, “Land of

! "
a:l:hantment, suggests that from the Native perspective, the days of en-
e Atment are long gone,

h o_ls an Indian? Clan, Community,
tical Structure, and Art

irticular fo i
Tm i i i
s of social organization and subsistence strategies are closely

. I::i:;;:fvii:fjens lI—’BprIe make and their choices of medium and
BWer tends to be rp‘l:’ptl:l 3;1‘3“5 o Sma“’ for example, the distribution
B . au(: atively egalitarian and the systems of leadership

e oncmf:us power _of.each individual is recognized
@ range of different artistic contexts, often centering on
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A 1.20 Woody Crumba,
1912-89 (Potawatomi), Land
of Enchantment, 1946,
Watercolor, 17.5 x 23 in.

Gift of Clark Field, 1946.45.4,
© 2014 The Philbrook
Museum of Art, Inc., Tulsa,
Oklahoma, courtesy Minisa
Crumbo Haisey.

In Crumbao's satirical painting,
each family member is a
caricature, from the goofy
freckled child, to the fleshy
mother bursting out of her
revealing play clothes, to the
camera-toting father wearing
a bohemian beret and holding
a briefcase. The Indian crafts
they are buying look absurd
against their outlandish
clothes. As they examine a
Mavajo rug, the weaver peeks
shyly from behind her textile,
while her daughter looks
down sadly. Even the horse,
bearing more weavings, has a
dejected cast.
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personal adornment and the artistic elaboration of weapons, tools, pipes,

and other objects that make reference to their owners' sources of personal

empowerment. Certain individuals—shamans, healers, chiefs, elders—

whose special wisdom and powers of healing or vision are called upon by the
group, may arrange for the creation of particularly elaborate ritual equip-
ment or dress. If a group's way of life is nomadic, works of art will tend to be
small and portable, and skills in weaving, embroidery, hide painting, and
body decoration are often brought to a level of consummate artistry
(fig. 1.5). Architectural structures are typically lightweight and made of ar-
ticulated components—a feature that does not preclude the monumental
marking of land and rock surfaces or the building of large-scale structures

_Western notions of political and ethnic identity
just as foreign to Indigenous people as was, histori-
cally, the aesthetic construct signaled by the term
“art.” For most of the original peoples of North
America the most fundamental unit of member-
ship is the clan or lineage, a group of kin descended
from a common ancestor. An individual’s clan
membership is inherited through the mother in a

matrilineal system or thmugh. the father if the -
systemis patrilineal. Clans may, in turn, be grouped

into two larger divisions or “moieties.” The original

ancestor or associated being of a clan or lineage is

/‘r'.-.l-_.m.«A.{ et g oot o as 5&

%

~

that can shelter an entire community on ceremonial occasions, such as the
Ams‘hmlaabe Mldemwm lodge, the Plains Sun Dance lodge (fig. 4.14), or usually an animal such as a turtle, eagle, wolf, or B e
the Eskimo winter dance house. crane. The Anishinaabe term for such alb oot g Zﬂ :
Other Indigenous nations—including Pueblo peoples of the Southwest, dodem, from which we derive “totem” in Eelr;g 1-1:, ) =
Mississippian societies of the ancient Southeast, Iroquoian peoples of the Images of clan animals are important in m nglish.
Northeast, and Northwest Coast peoples—developed political systems in traditions, appearing in graphic or carved fan)-’ art
which authority was more formally assigned within families, clans, or he- : tall poles, masks, personal belongings ravorm on S g
reditary classes. Their subsistence systems permitted the creation of per- I ers, or other objects where they aCtga;gide 'a"t?a_ﬂﬁ_ m
manent villages and favored the building of large structures of wood, earth, marks and sometimes as a kind of “si 1 1:’11’:% 5
or masonry. Such settled communities were more likely to use larger, (fig. 1.21). Today, images of clan animlglr:a ;m: amig ‘i/\
heavier, or permanently installed art forms, including carved masks, monu- figure in fine contemporary jewelr anda? then
mental sculptures, and mural paintings. worn by Native people. ¥ clothing
In Native North America, as elsewhere, many works of art are created The Canadian government has defined th :
primarily to help people conceptualize the social and political bonds (both basic Aboriginal political entity as then"eb td? ey
ideal and actual) that unite them. Art forms can present models of col- while the U.S. government uses the term “talf; 2
laboration and cooperation with which members of a community are Although these terms have different meani ribe.
asked to concur. The specific designs strung or woven into belts of wampum anthropological theory, both are used atn;ngs in . g
beads displayed by leaders in the Northeast and Great Lakes, for example, describe individual Native communities . :ly . — n
reminded viewers of specific contractual agreements (fig. 1.14). And there often identified with the reservations (3n are . —
reserves, in Canada) to which reco.rdmg A:Jacl-ngfnr;g;f:x;:!

are innumerable examples of art forms that make visible through cloth-
ing, body art, and ritual objects the authority or special powers of an
individual.

The names applied to the Indigenous peoples of North America are inte-
gral to the construction of individual and group identity. In the early years
of contact, Europeans frequently assigned inaccurate names to communities
or nations either because they misunderstood Aboriginal political organiza-
tion or wished to interfere with political structures that hindered their
colonial aspirations. Native people are today correcting erroneous names
assigned by outsiders, some of which are actively offensive. The word “Indian”
reflects, of course, an even more fundamental error: the mistaken idea
of early explorers that they had arrived in the East Indies. Today, although

the term “Indian” remains acceptable to many, terms such as “Native,”

“Aboriginal,” “Indigenous,” and “First Nations” are often preferred, for they

convey more cleatly the primacy of Indigenous peoples as occupiers of the

North American continent.

Even with these adjustments, in an important sense the term “Native

American” in the phrase “Native American Art” represents the imposition

ﬂ:i:l}?l:;itiiopl; h:ve been assigned since the second half of the nine-
i hlstmica};. ot _terrn§ fu'e, however, inadequate as descriptions of
iy g;‘culp identities that are equally important. In many areas
el IOnsc:b]:\;f1st1cz;1t.=.~d fn?rms of political and military alliance were in
oo i aVecurs_- the arriva I‘ of Europeans. (The Iroquois Confederacy,
B iasrgued, provided a model for the federal structure of
e i c;m a good example.) All over North America, too, small
o ande l:c-.getlhler seasonally for purposes of ceremonial ob-
S co.memsoaabﬂlty al?dl were linked through shared clan iden-
o porary Abor‘1g1nal people, especially in Canada, have
I i gii'zarn term‘ mation,” to assert their sovereignty and
To be E pds to which they belong,
E lij e. as an Indian (to have “status” in Canada, or to
- trir:te;{-hStates), one must be listed as a member of a
e ot;. e C.Ol'ltI‘Dl of Indigenous populations by such
e cclulomafl domination. It is also a strategy of ex-
- ative identity to many people whose ancestry i
) than that of those who are le 11 o
gally recognized by laws

ta the St Joseph Istand Ontario
Cession, June 20, 1798,

RG 10, Viol 1841, IT 035,
Indian Affairs, Cansecutive
Number 11, Library and
Archives Canada.

The dodem ftotem) or clan
systemn shared by peoples
throughout the Great Lakes
and Northeast established
kinship and conferred
individual identity. It also
created a visual language of
clan emblems through which
peaple. expressed their origin
in ancestral lands. Dodem
marks, such as the caribou,
eagle, crane, marten, sturgeon,
and thunderbird with which
Anishinaabe leaders signed a
treaty, were often elegant and
lively evocations of animals
and plants.
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and policies that derive from outmoded racial theories, patrilineal bias,
or geographical segregation.’® Contemporary critical thought about iden-
tity, in contrast, stresses the importance of an individual’s subjectivity—
of the identity developed as a result of personal and family history. Yet
legal definitions continue to place many Native people in invidious posi-
tions.”’ The subject remains a painful and difficult issue for many

Aboriginal people, and it is regularly addressed in the work of contempo-
rary artists (ig. 8.5).

SPIRITUAL PRACTICES AND THE MAKING OF ART

Identity is not only—or even primarily—a matter of legal definition. Ona
more profound level, it is constructed from the way an individual under-
stands his or her relationship to place, to community, and to the cosmos.
Contemporary Aboriginal people are heirs to unique knowledge systems
that have developed out of thousands of years of living, dreaming, and
thinking about the lands, waters, plants, animals, seasons, and skies of the
North American continent. These epistemological systems explain the fun-
damental structures of the cosmos, the interrelationship of humans and
other beings, the nature of spirita nd power, and of life and death. They have
provided the basis for the development of specific ritual practices that
make human beings effective in the most critical of activities—hunting,
growing crops, creating families, working in offices or factories, curing dis-
ease, making war, and accomplishing the journey through this world to the
next. The unique worldviews of Native North Americans have been ampli-
fied over the centuries by encounters with other spiritual systems, and par-
ticularly with Christianity, which many Native people have accepted either
in place of, or alongside, traditional ones.
Since the second half of the nineteenth century, the U.S. and Canadian
governments have collaborated directly with Christian missionaries as
part of a formal policy of directed assimilation. For more than a century
both governments used their power to remove tens of thousands of Native
children from their families to residential and boarding schools, mostly
run by missionaries. There it was expected that they would, within a single
generation, become Christian and “civilized,” and that their ties to Aborig-
inal languages and cultures would finally be severed.” The effect of these
schools is evident in remarks made in the 1930s by a Native graduate ofa
U.S. boarding school, the Hampton [nstitute: “What does the Indian of
today care about his art? Or about some ancient tool thata scientist might
uncover? That time is past, and should be kept there, Personally, [ wouldn't

give up the experiences | have had for all the old-time ceremonies an
23

‘Indian culture.”
Schools did accomplish some of their educational goals and—often

unintentionally—set a number of pioneering Aboriginal artists on t
to careers as professional artists. Yet for many, such benefits have
outweighed by other issues: the anguish of separation experienced by Pa*°
ents and children, the abuse that was common in the schools, an

he path
been fat

d the legacy

Spiritual Practices and the Making of Art

of'fami]y breakdown and cultural rupture they caused.”” The orderly trans-
xms'sion from one generation to the next of Native languages trazitional
beliefs, practices, and arts was radically disrupted. In 2009 tl:le Canadian
government at last issued a formal apology for the residential'school system
o.ffered compensation to victims, and established a Truth and Recc?r’iciliaj
tion cm_-nmission to reveal the full extent of the damage and help them heal
As 1ir.u:hgemms peoples struggle to repair the losses, many museums are.
e : . ;
io - :spgon:r:if; et; l:;::o:}::_lr collections of Indigenous art and material culture
The combination of missionary activity and Western schooling drew
many people away from traditional spiritual practices and resulted in new
f?rms of religious syncretism. The very brief account of Indigenous world-
view to which we now turn is, then, an abstraction that describes neither
the many individual combinations of belief and practice that have resulted
from the history of contact and directed assimilation nor any one trag‘
tional worldview. Rather, it attempts to point out some broad hi);torical tl:
terns of worldview that underlie and link the rich diversity of contem opaa
Aboriginal life—and that also link the spiritual systems of NativepN;rz}};
Americans with those of Indigenous peoples in Mesoamerica and South
A_rnerica. Siberia, and the Pacific Rim with whom they have many ties of
tustor}r and blood. These shared beliefs concern the nature and locyatiu: Of
Ispirit," the fundamental structures of space and time, the concept of .
(including that of “medicine”), the value of visionary experiencepthe r;;‘:e;
‘;ham_ans. and the importance of feasting and gift giving in the v;lid ti of
blessings received from spirit protectors. e

The Map of the Cosmos
,; fundamenltal feature of a worldview is the way it “maps” space. Native
3:5::: i::ie:ic(;ndci?fsmologies divide the universe into distinct spatial zones
el the"s‘eerent o‘rdm‘rs of power. A supplicant’s proper orientation
ot e Ackes is vatél to the efficacy of ritual. Because space is
i l:e armln to.speuﬁc co?ﬁgurations of land, sky, and water,
R r?;rzo ?gy.m each region reflect and reflect upon particular
g Space.is Suwlczoa@s. In the Plains and Woodlands, for example,
s eart;‘:1 ed into three zones: sky, the earth's surface, and the
S an \n\iater. IEarthl?r space is also conceived of as circu-
B Elci\, ;ants 1dent1f{ed hilth the four cardinal directions and
sy T these d1rectmns_bringing the changes of season.
B e s :;::, in contrast, the significant spatial zones define a
e er, a coastal zone where human settlements are lo-
ey Wau;::ests an mountamsl. Everywhere in North America
B e Pa,th - ;,r?ennt sk_y are also lm_ked by a central, vertical axis
ation along which human prayers can travel

J betw
een realms o i is 1 i
fpower, This axis is visualized in various ways: as a great

_r__l'_:_re'e, an offeri
. thmﬂ:lzg lfole, or a path along which smoke travels from a central
. : gh the smoke hole above it (figs. 1.22 and 1.23).
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» 1.22 Innu (Naskapi) artist,
Shaman's painted hide,
c. 1740. Unsmoked caribou
skin, porcupine guills, paint,
fish glue, hair, 105 x 118 cm.
Canadian Museum of History,
|1I-B-588, 586-2534
At the center of this sacred
chart is the image of the sun,
the most important spiritual
power and the source of
growth and life. Around it are
arrayed rows of double curves
that may represent plants and
the caribou that feed on
them, each in its season.
Innu shamans exposed hide
robes painted with sacred
designs to the rising sun and
wrapped them around their
bodies with the designs on
the inside surface to aid in
spiritual meditation

UCTION TO THE INDIGENOUS ARTS OF NORTH AMERICA

e T R T I Ll A

The beings that inhabit the separate zones of the cosmos are sources of
danger, power, and wealth. Sacred stories explain how the powers and
knowledges essential to survival may be transferred to human beings, how
this occurred in the time of creation, and how it occurs in the present. They
also explain how power can be transferred among humans by inheritance or
exchange, and how humans can seek it through prescribed rituals. The
rights and privileges conferred by lineage ancestors of Northwest Coast
families are, for example, clearly identified with particular power zones in
the sky, the sea, or the forest. The spirit beings (katsinam) who are called by
Pueblo peoples in annual vituals to bring rain and fertility from sky and
mountains to human villages are also located in particular zones of earth
and sky. Spirit beings that embody the different cosmic zones are, finally,
interconnected by relations of complementarity and oppositionality; these
relationships are expressed in sacred stories and illustrated in art by images
of the great spirits of the upper world and underworld—Thunderbird and
Underwater Panther, Eagle and Killer Whale—Ilocked in great battles that

energize cosmic space.

The Nature of Spirit

Such beliefs and rituals are posited on a concept of “power as spirit” that
is widespread throughout North America. In Aboriginal belief, soul of
spirit, understood as an animating and personifying principle, 15 not

B
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confined to human beings as it is in the
Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity,
Islam). It resides in animals, features of land
and water, plants, and the heavenly bodies.
(The notion of "medicine” as a substance
imbued with active and affective power is a
part of this larger conception of potential
animacy.) The presence of what the anthro-
pologist Irving Hallowell called the “other-
than-human persons” often manifests itself
through the ability to transform or change
shape. Native creation stories account for
many familiar features of our world as the
products of magical transformative acts
performed by tricksterish culture heroes—
figures such as Raven on the Northwest Coast,
Coyote on the Plains, or Nanabozo in the Great
Lakes who traveled the earth after the Cre-
ator had finished the basic acts of creation.
The interrelationships of the material world,
animate force, and powers of transformation
are complex, as an anecdote related by Hallowell
suggests, After being told by a Saulteaux Ojibwa
consultant that certain stones were imbued
with thunderbird powers, Hallowell asked
whether all stones shaped in this way were ani-
mated with power. “No,” he was told, “but some
are”* The ability to recognize and draw upon
:hehpgwers of plants, animals, or the features of the earth requires learned
a:idr::‘:lzs,(ggir;gfness, and an attitude of profound respect for the cre-

Dreams and the Vision Quest
il:t;l:iebte;nbgs n;ed tlo afquire power fr(?m‘the other-than-human beings if
i ;a':d ecltlve in the wurld._ Liminal states of being (a dream or
A therlng places (shorelines that offer access to waterlands,
. ]at re;ch towa'rd the sky, and‘crevices inrock that are chan-
3 nonhumanebm:v the eath s surface) all aid in contacts between human
A, elnlfs. Nai}lf-'e North Americans have developed a reper-
i umg es_r at fac]]l!:a[e the crossing of boundaries between con-
- Wir;sui_lous ex!:nerlence and between spatial zones of power. The
skep}esmeS; anZY- pliacFlced thmj.lghaut the continent, requires fasting,
i:;thgr_than_h’ isg atlon—saclnﬁces designed to provoke the pity of
uman beings and to induce them to confer blessings of power.

 Histori
rically, such powers were maintained with the help of visual images—

l_thE ici :

r(ﬁ_g;?i;_l;b:tc ('image received in a vision could be painted on a tipi, a shield

wd 0; 5 :'n }:1 m‘ even in the pages of a book (fig. 1.24). It could be embroi-
edicine bag or carved as a mask. Equally, of course, it was

A 1.23 Biake Debassige,

b. 1956 (Ojibwa), Tree of Life,
1982. Acrylic on canvas,
120 x 240 cm. Courtesy
the artist.

Mative cosmalogies structure
space around a central axis,
often pictured as a great tree
that links the realms of under
earth, earth, and sky. In this
large painting commissioned
for a Cathalic spiritual center
near his Manitoulin Island
home, Debassige visually
aligns the tree with the
Christian cross, discovering
in this and other Christian
symbols fundamental
principles shared by the

two belief systems.
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(Sans Arc Lakota), Dream or Vision of Ha’mse.r.f’
uffalo Eagle, 1880-81. Pencil, colored pencil,

4 Gift of Eugene V. and Clare E. Thaw, Tha\.»v

aw York, Photograph by John Bigelow

A 1.24 Black Hawk, c. 1832-c. 1889
Changed to a Destroyer and Riding a B
and ink on paper, 9 ¥ x 15 % in. TO61 .
Collection, Fenimore Art Museum, Cooperstown, New

Taylor, NYC.

i ful
For the Lakota and other peoples of the Great Plains, Thunder Beings are poweriu

supernatural creatures who appear o supplicants |r! wision questsh;l’;?:jo;t:;\;?omn:;nc
attributes of eagle, horse, and buffalo, all sacred animals. Here a it
figure rides a similarly endowed beast. Both steed and rider a[:e cor R e
representing hail, and are connected o each other by Ilrre; o en:.-rg;r.o! ok vi.,-",gn 2l
a rainbow through which the figures travel. Black Hawk's vivid imag

potency of these awesome sky dwellers

3 i cca-

expressed through the songs and dances performed on cr,remom;l 0 ‘

. . S Vi

sions. Today, some of these representational practices continue in the -‘,Ete
- : : ' i
lia worn at powwows, traditional dances, and potlatches and in more pr

ritual contexts.

Shamanism

All Native societies recognized t
receptive to visionary experience, allowing t N
ful spirit protectors. These individuals, or shamans, cou

i the
though they have most often been men. They could put thel;r Pn;::;s;:;ive
service of other people to heal, to guide hunter, or for ot .etr :1 i
purposes. Oral history and sacred stories account for the exl:l :1 e
the world by explaining how such powers can also be use

hat certain individuals were exceptionally
hem to be in touch with power
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According to Mircea Eliade's influential formu-
lation, shamanism has diffused over a large
portion of the globe during thousands of years
from a place of origin in central Asia. Shaman-
ism is associated with a specific complex of be-
liefs, including the distinctive patterns of
cosmological mapping discussed earlier, partic-
ularly the notion of a world axis that opens a
channel of communication between zones of
power, Shamans have commonly used drum-
ming to induce trance states, and public perfor-
mances involving visual and dramatic arts to
relate their experiences of out-of-body travel.
Distinctive dress, amulets, and masks display
the images of their power beings, among which
the bear is especially prominent across north-
ern North America. A specific iconography asso-
ciated with shamanism is derived from these
} beliefs and practices. It features such motifs as
] skeletal markings to represent the liminal state
the shaman occupies between life and death;
the marking of the joints, which are points of
entry and exit for the soul; and hollowed-out or
projecting eyes that signify the shaman's extra-
human powers of sight (fig. 1.25).%

One of the distinctive features of Native
North American art is that shamanism and its
typical iconography provide the fundamental
metaphors that convey notions of power in a
wide variety of contexts. Esther Pasztory has
made a useful distinction between “shamanis-
tic” societies, where the shaman is a central
authority figure, and others in which individu-
als wielding power display “shamanic traits”
but are not actually shamans. Shamanic traits,
for example, mark the art and practice of
Pueblo men's societies and Haudenosaunee healing societies.”® Among
Northwest Coast peoples, high-ranking individuals, whose authority is
Primarily political, display shamanic motifs on their ceremonial dress
__and masks, and the shamanistic trance is reenacted in the initiation ritu-
als Of the Hamatsa society into which members of the highest ranking
Bimilies are inducted (sce chapter 6).

SIAL PRACTICES AND THE MAKING OF ART

Ugh no hard line can be drawn between spiritual and social practices

ive . . :
North American art, some forms of ritual are designed to ensure

- LT3 ns H z o ‘
mission of customs, laws, and traditions that ensure the cohesion

A 1.25 Dorset artist, Dorset
culture (Prehistonc Inuit),
Canada, Shaman's tube,

C. 500 ¢e. Ivory. Canadian
Museum of History, NiHf-4:115,
IMG2013-0146-0002-Dm.

Shamanic practice and
shamanic art are both
concerned with transformation,
In this small item used in
medicine rituals, the tube

has a human face, but out of
its head spring two walruses
who interlock their tusks,
perhaps in struggle or in
assistance,
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of the community as a whole. We turn here toa brief examination of the role
that the production and display of art plays in such rituals of regulation and

unification.

Public Celebrations: Displaying and Transferring Power
and Authority
A corollary to the importance of spiritual empowerment is the need to ac-
knowledge and validate the acquisition of power through public forms of
celebration. Throughout North America people do this through events that
combine feasting, dance performances, and the lavish distribution of gifts.
In the Great Lakes “eat-all” feasts were held to celebrate occasions such asa
boy's first successful hunt. Participants would attend wearing fine dress and
bearing beautifully carved feast bowls and spoons. In her novel Waterlily,
the Dakota linguist Ella Deloria recounts the year-long production of quill-
work and other fine gifts to distribute at a feast held following the death of
a woman of great stature in the community.** The most famous example of
feasting and gift giving, however, is the Northwest Coast potlatch, held by
a high-ranking family to mark transfers of wealth, power, and titles to one
of its members. All these were and are occasions not only for lavish hospital-
ity and eating but also for the production of visual art of all kinds—from
masks to rich clothing, to the decoration of the site of celebration and the
making of gifts to give to guests (see figs. 1.28, 6.22, and 6.23).

The Power of Personal Adornment
Lakota artist and scholar Arthur Amiotte observes that, in his culture,
people have a phrase for fine ceremonial dress—saiciye—meaning “being
adorned in proper relationship to the gods."** Similar aesthetic principles
were widely shared across Native North America. Because of the way in
which European art has developed over the past few centuries, we tend to
forget the importance that the body can have as a canvas for art. [n Native
North American traditions body decoration and clothing have been im-
portant sites of artistic expression—a tradition that is carried through
into contemporary powwow dress, as captured in a work of photographic
art by Jeff Thomas (fig. 1.26). The use of body painting was also wide-
spread, and it was as important as clothing in the construction of a chosen
self-image. Many early travelers recount watching Native people stop to
apply face paint and other body ornamentation before entering 2 settle-
ment or another Native encampment. For historical traditions, all we usu-
ally have left are written descriptions, occasional visual images, o
fragments of cloth, yet these arts should be thought of as creative multi-

media assemblages. Many of the most important body arts practiced at

the time of contact have disappeared, suppressed by missionaries ant

government authorities who disapproved of what t
of “nakedness.” Tattooing, for example, was widely pra
lands, Inuit, and Dene peoples in the early contact period
the representation of guardian spirits, for the mar

hey regarded as a state
cticed by Wood™
as a medium for”

king of gender, a1
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A 1.26 (left) Edward Curtis, Swallow Bi .
¢ . v Bird-Apsaroke, c. 1908, Courtesy Ed
Eolljlhegr‘llcé?f.rl;bﬁ]rv of Cot:tglress, Prints and Photographs Division LCvUSYZBEWIT’;g?St‘;JFumS
y Thomas, b. 1956 (Onand i ) ;
B o 6 s ndaga), Joseph Crowe-Saulteauy, 1990 from the series

Jefir y i i
!wen?etThT:‘nis creates a convergahon" with Edward Curtis's much-reproduced early-
e comemmr;\:a rg.:m_ant:c portraits of Mative Americans. He pairs them with his ow: ima
thaught that ther original life and powwows because, as he writes, I believe that Curtis =
e wn‘r tw: \;as potznzlai for The North American Indian project to engaée ina fdiurﬂ

1 their descendants. Technology has all " o 'S s
Bridge the void between myth and reahty,"by owed me to “rebind” Curlis's images and

Person i i
i ;:r:tea;;t:icatlon (ﬁlg, 1.27). Contemporary Inuit and Northwest
iy ations people have revived tattooi
b5 hl!a_[;tyand individual and group identity Ll e
et ‘
reatment of the body could also signal important passages in an

- Individual’s life. |
. In the Great
- feased to groom themselvrea Lakes and elsewhere, people deliberately

_ar;;ages were occasions

es during times of mourning; in many regions,
e ::rrtr;lnlxahzed displays ?f excess finery. Pueblo
B teir wealth: turquoise and silver necklaces,
e aest.h : ?ngs often represented a family’s entire
e nee ic hj:[ pe:?sonal aldornment and self-display was
e they e a.ft en, in partmular: incorporated into their
R er visionary experiences (fig. 4.1) or objects
exotic trade materials and accessories.
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A 1.27 Aftributed to Louis
Micolas (1675-1703), Man
of the Oulaouak Nation,
c. 1700. Page from the
Codex Canadiensis, 8 ¥z %
13 %4 in. Courtesy Gilcrease
Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma
Jesuit missionary Louis
Nicolas made 180 images of
the plants, animals, and
Abariginal people he saw
dunng eleven years of
missionary work in New
France between 1664 and
1675. In this drawing, an
Odawa (Ottawa) man displays
a tattooed image of the sun,
signaling power acquired
through visionary experience
He halds a tobacco bag in his
left hand and a long calumet
pipe in his right, and wears
quilled head, leg, and arm
bands.

“Creativity Is Our Tradition”:

5)‘5 6 Innovations and Retentions

We have borrowed this subheading from the
title of a path-breaking book about contempo-
rary Native art, for it is applicable to the entire
long history of Aboriginal art.*® As the next five
chapters will demonstrate, for thousands of
years before contact Indigenous artists of North
America used materials from distant sources in
their art. Later, trade goods from European
sources were welcomed by Aboriginal people
who responded with tremendous creativity to
the new textures, colors, techniques, and objects
that began to circulate after contact. Manufac-
tured materials added new possibilities for rich-
ness and diversity of self-display. Like artists
everywhere, Native artists were eager to experi-
ment with new materials, iconographies, and
techniques, and to incorporate them in their
own repertoire. They were also proud to wear
and use items made by outsiders. A photo taken
at a Tlingit potlatch in Sitka, Alaska,in1904isa
visual encyclopedia of the diverse materials that
Northwest Coast women were using in theirart by the turn of the twentieth
century (fig. 1.28). Tlingit access to all of these foreign goods through com-
merce in furs and fish sparked a creative explosion in women's textile arts.
Wearing the products of their cosmopolitan artistry, the ranking partici-
pants of this Northwest Coast society make an emphatic statement about
their status, wealth, power, and ability to assimilate goods and ideas from
both distant and neighboring worlds.*

For many years Westerners looked at such images as examples of the
“degeneration” or “corruption” of Native arts because of the incorporation
of imagery and materials from elsewhere. All Native North Americanart
should, however, be thought of as sets of objects that arein a perpetual
dialogue with other objects and their makers. When glass beads were
first introduced, for example, they were incorporated into preexisting
Indigenous systems that valued light-reflective materials such as shell
and quartz crystal. The new beads were similarly named with words that
identified them as gifts from the spirit world. Frank Speck reported, for
example, that the Innu (Naskapi) of the Labrador Peninsula termed
glass beads “eyes of the manito.” or spirit.*® Numerous other examples
will be discussed in this book.

When the explorer Prince Maximilian of Wied (1781-1867) and the
and 1834, they

explored lands on the Northern Plains that very few non-Indians had

artist Karl Bodmer traveled up the Missouri River in 1833

seen. Yet long-distance trade goods were already an accepted part O
Mandan and Blackfeet societies. In 1738, a French trader saw evidence
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:i:::re}ayn;x:thhang[e :‘etween the sedentary Mandan in their villages on the
manufactumzrc n -Igzmms groups. This trade included goods of European
o 1:hqmre “from French and British traders in New France, as
. Wasen c? ed. A‘t Fort McKenzie in August 1833, Prince
e ;}J.re V surprislﬁ'd when high-ranking Blackfeet chiefs dis-
o is party Fhat {ncluded a British officer’s scarlet coat given
e 11.:1 ad?revmus intercultural encounter. In his diaries, the
E i ha;s istress atggseeing the chiefs wearing such overcoats
b mﬁuem:esf as E}Tery. B?dmer deliberately omitted any such
\lmvittingly painmdrc)zfn is portral.ts of the Mandan and Blackfeet, yet he
P e done:- man wearing a Navajo trade blanket as well as a
i i 3292 silver, both of which were prized by Indians across
E stYIES- O{: # Zizd 2.23). ‘In their fascination with new types of
e mteres: ing, Natwe North Americans demonstrated the
- in new ul:leas about dress as did French enthusiasts
Panese and Chinese wares during the eighteenth century,

e Victor;
ans for textiles f i
rom [ i ,
eteenth T ndia and other distant places in the

4 1.28 Photo of Tlingit
Indians in ceremonial finery
at a potiatch, Sitka, Alaska,
December 9, 1904, |Image
#328740, American Museum
of Natural History, Library.
Wearing Chilkat blankets
woven by Tlingit women,
trade cloth cloaks, and
ermine-skin coats modeled
on Russian and Amernican
military officers’ garments,
the people pictured here
show how the creative
transformation of diverse
goods produced a striking
visual display of wealth and
cosmopolitanism. Much of
the floral beadwork was
learned from Northern
Athapaskan women upriver
Most of the faces are
stamped and painted with
ephemeral tattoo-like images.
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A 1.29 Karl Bodmer, 1809 -93, Kiasax (Bear on the Left),
Piggan Blackfeet Man, 1833. Watercolor on paper, 32.1 X
24.1 cm. Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska, Gift of the
Enron Art Foundation, 1986.49.395

Swiss watercolorist Karl Bodmer was one of several nineteenth-
century artists, including George Catlin, Paul Kane, and Rudolf
Kurz, whose pictures of traditional Indian life on the Great
Plains were widely exh d and reproduced, providing 2
potent visual image of Indianness” that remains paradigmatic.

» 1.30 |da Claymore, dates
unknown {Lakota), Fort Yates,
Morth Dakota, Beaded
Suitcase, ¢. 1900. Beads,
hide, metal, cilcloth, thread,
17 x 105 % 10in
Minneapolis Institute of Arts,
Accession number: 2010.121,
The Robert J. Ulrich Works of
Art Purchase Fund.
While some hybrid objects
were made as commodities
for the tourist market, this
leather bag was meticulously
beaded by the artist and kepl
within the family until the
death of its last Mative owner,
Mary Anne Victoria Claymore
On the front of the bag the
artist signed her name in
beads above a camp sCene
that is familiar from late-
nineteenth-century Plains
ledger book drawings.

IGENOUS ARTS OF NORTH AMERICA

All across Indigenous America, people have
long enhanced their status not only through
personal displays of trade goods but also by in-
corporating new and exotic motifs and images.
Chumash basketmakers on the West Coast incor-
porated into their coiled baskets motifs from
Spanish heraldry (fg. 4.28). Northern Plains
beadworkers, in the decades after 1880, created
marvelous hybrid objects, as they appropriated
the American flag and alphabetic inscriptions
into their beadwork, sometimes beading valises,
purses, bible covers, and lace-up shoes (fig. 1.30).
The floral designs that are ubiquitous in European
and American decorative art were even more
powerfully influential in the development of new
Native iconographies. Floral designs were highly
regarded during the nineteenth century when as- i
similationist policies discouraged the continuing
use of motifs associated with “pagan” spiritual-
ity. Thus, floral imagery often replaced older
traditions (fig. 1.31).

Changes in personal adornment continued
throughout the twentieth century, as artists at
powwows and regional art fairs adopted pan-
[ndian styles of dress with a truly cosmopolitan ar-
tistic vocabulary. Choctaw artist Marcus Amerman

(b. 1959) uses the traditional medium of beadwork
in a near-photographic realist style. In pendants
and bracelets as well as pictorial panels, he draws
upon sources ranging from nineteenth-century
photographs of Indians to icons of global music cul-
ture, such as a Rolling Stone magazine cover of pop
singer Janet Jackson.*

Although such contemporary artists challenge
the preconceptions of authenticity and tradition
common in much of the older literature on Native
arts, many collectors continue to seek the oldest
or the most pristine examples of an artifact type
and to celebrate those that show no evidence of
contact with non-Native materials or methods of
manufacture. As Jonathan King has pointed out,
the museum collections on which such judgments
depend were made between about 1860 and 1930,
and thus “the standards by which traditionalism
in Indian art is judged depend upon these collec-
tions for purposes of definition and comparison.!
Paradoxically, of course, these were years of tre-
mendous change and upheaval in Native North

American societies, and much of the art collected in the West and North
during these years (like that collected during the previous century in the eas

ern half of the continent) reflects that upheaval. These problemzin d ﬁ‘:“’f“'
authenticity will be discussed further in subsequent chapters. .

Gender and the Making of Art

i‘:v:l:?;tt:\;;ry traditional society in the world, distinctions are drawn be-
. Nativthare }-.:nder t.he Ipurview of men and those in the realm of
iy ort A):nerma 1s.n0 exception. In some regions, men’s arts
i r;r;se‘?tatwnél' while women's were abstract. Usually, carving
B bazketrga;ve. while women controlled arts associated with clay,
Iy voren excav};t ;‘nong some Pueblo peoples in New Mexico, for example,
s e {? sacred clay from the body of mother earth and shaped
traditionally cawgdeo e (see chapter 2). On the Great Plains, men
B ooe r}:t;.:a; pipes Ol:1t of catlinite—said to be the blood of
gift to h‘-lmans—];h'la seeped into t}lle earth and hardened to stone as
e S I; vaumen embroidered with porcupine quills in a
e m by female supernatura]s (see chapter 4).
‘aleefldeavcrs ar: remember that in the Native worldview, male and
ot e Othecron;p;;zr?entary pa::ts of a whole, each necessary to the
of a sacred vow Iwh R quillwork might serve as fulfill-
efficacy to 2 warri len joined with a man's figurative painting, both
&c and Newfoundllzrz Shfrt' In a similar way, Innu women of Arctic
Wworn by male h % pamte:i S?Ometric designs on the caribou-skin
& clothing is de unters,_for animals prefer to be killed by hunters
3 corated with designs™”? (fig. 5.3).
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A 1.31 Potawatomi artist,
Men's Leggings, c. 1885.
Wool, cottan, silk, sequins,
glass beads, 74.3 x 20.3 cm.
Detroit Institute of Arls,
Courtesy Bridgeman Art
Library International.

The floral motifs that in the
nineteenth century replaced
earlier geometric and
figurative designs in
Woodlands art continued to
express behefs in the spiritual
powers that inform the natural
world. The prominence of
berries (an important
ceremonial food), the
symmetrical four-part
structures of some flowers,
and the clarity with which the
inner structures of leaves are
depicted are clues fo the
visionary inspiration behind
much women's art
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Value judgments based on a Eurocentric, patriarchal approach to art his-
tory color much of the writing on Native art before 1970. Male arts were often
valorized as sacred and individualistic, growing out of a personal visionary
experience, while women's arts—such as weaving, basketry, and beadwork—
were characterized as quotidian, secular “raft”” Too often, items made by
women and used in daily life—coiled baskets, beaded moccasins, woven
blankets—were not seen to be connected to spiritual or political power, while
men’s carvings or paintings were. This reflects the bias of the Western ob-
server on two levels. European observers tended to privilege the art associ-
ated with political, military, and ceremonial life most similar to their own and
which seemed to them attributable to Native men. European concepts of art,
furthermore, have been grounded in the assumption that artists take inert
raw materials and make them into meaningful human creations. Finally, the
European classification divides art forms into separate realms of the sacred
and the secular. These concepts are alien to Native worldviews which are
founded on the notion that all artistic creation involves the utilization of ma-
terials in which power may reside, including wood, stones, grasses, and pig-
ments. When human beings undertake to trans form these powerful materials
for another purpose, they engage in relationships of reciprocity with nonhu-

man powers. This is noless true of awoman gathering sweet grass for a basket
than for a man taking wood for a mask from a living tree.

Ethnographic evidence, when closely scrutinized, makes it clear that both
male and female artists gain inspiration for their work in dreams and
visions. Interviewing renowned Ojibwe beadworker Maggie Wilson in the
1930s, anthropologist Ruth Landes reported that she “devotes herself inces-
santly to this form of embroidery, and receives visions in connection withiit,
just as a man would receive visions in connection with hunting, divining, or
war” (fig. 1.31).** In women’s textile arts of the Great Lakes region there are,
thus, intimate connections among perfection in a skill, the conceptualiza-
tion of design, and the possession of extrahuman powers. Outstanding
talents and achievements are understood to be evidence of extraordinary
power. As discussed in chapter 2, a finely woven Navajo blanket, made by a
woman, projects hozho (beauty and harmony) into the world as does a finely
constructed sandpainting made by a male healer (figs. 2.21 and 2.23).

While gender roles may seem to have been strictly defined in pre-
twentieth-century Native life and art, they could also be transgressed under
certain conditions. In general, men painted the narrative or visionary scenes
on Plains tipis and kept the historical records or winter counts. Yet individ-
ual circumstances existed where women transgressed these boundaries—
one Blackfoot woman painted her husband’s war experiences on his tipi
because she was such a good artist, and several Southern Plains women Were

entrusted with the keeping of a pictorial calendar count by a male relative. In

Native North American societies, artistic and technical knowledge isa form.
oan

fitto ]:nestt!"‘"'_‘4

of property or privilege, which can be transferred from one individual t
other as a gift or througha financial transaction. If an uncle sees
such property on his niece, her rights of ownership abrogate t
gender that usually define artistic practice. Power associated with
can transcend gender rules, too. Transsexuals commonly practice
the “other” gender. A famous example of this was the Zuni potter

he “rules”
shamanistt
d theart
We'
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(1849-96), who was born a ma inclinati i
A e n but by inclination was a woman, both in
Shamans sometimes have physical characteristics that distinguish them
from others. A famous Navajo medicine man, Hosteen Klah (1867-1937)
prac‘ticed both the male art of sandpainting and the female art of weavin ;
having great powers in both realms. Klah was both left-handed and a hef—'
maphrodite. In Navajo thought, a nddleehi—one who combines the physical
attributes and/or talents of both genders—is a person honored by t:eyods
Klah did not attend school but apprenticed with a succession of rituag] ex—I
perts. The great aptitude for memorization he demonstrated from child-
hood allowed him to learn the arduous visual and aural details for the
:}:ces;ary complehtion of ceremonies that could last many nights. It was said
at, by age ten, he was able to cho
the Hail Chant learned from his unielz.%:aph ol the complex compenents of
As a young man, Klah also showed interest in both male and female
realms, and mastered the female arts of spinning, carding, and weavin
wool._ He built his own looms on a much larger scale than was ,-:ustomary fo%
weaving an ordinary Navajo blanket or rug (fig 2.20). He demonstrated
welaving at the World Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1892-3 and sand-
painting at the Century of Progress International Exposition in Chicago in
1934. Klah was an expert weaver; in 1919, he was among the first to f}ake
textiles as large as ten square feet depicting the supernaturals ordinaril
. only in ephemeral sandpaintings (fig. 2.21). The reproduction of suc;;r
delmgllﬂ.s was considered dangerous since the ritual process requires that the
paintings made of crushed minerals and pollens be destroyed as part of the
ceremony. But Hosteen Klah flourished both as a healer and a weaver and
taught his nieces to weave sandpainting designs with no ill effects befallin
any of them. His work is a good example of the way in which a su eriog
artist who has spiritual powers can transgress the gender roles of h?s c IT
ture, transforming the arts of that culture in the process. ’
wi:;rf;; rlzg:og:, gender roles in art production have relaxed considerably
e 5 }:y years. There are male potters in the Southwest, female
mine sont e Northwest coaslt, and male beadworkers in many regions.
- ir; s:r;.r artlsts.freely ta‘ke inspiration from both male and female
e Vo? e m:tenals, and fconograp‘ny. In Colleen Cutschall's series of
- bmshwoi:i I:rt e ifood, the tiny hachings and densely dotted patterns of
£ ancestor&i ?ke(}::::dge tokthe ‘qu1llwcrk and beadwork patterns of her
B st ‘i»\;ct}r -mitlSt Ida-Cla}rmore zf century ago (fig. 1.30),
e : p o::a narratives founc‘l in male graphic arts on
s (see chapter 4).%° Contemporary artists who are gay or trans-

. gend
ered draw strength from the artists of the past such as We'wha and Klah

who
se""’;z!d:g\: ::l ;;aztsgress gender noreng: Kent Monkman draws both on
B ;Se tc;rnprehenswe }fnowledge of Western art history to
i er rlepresenta.tlonls .Of Native North Americans (see
el il.'l Chap:mtgmgs and ambitious multimedia works—which
e p er 8—use gender, sexuality, and eroticism as sites
» tricksterish reversals of the colonial power relations we have

sed in this
chapter and which conti i
: : ontinue to inform
*€Mporary visual culture. o iy aspects of
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ARTIST IN FOCUS
Kent Monkman—Repainting Art’s Histories

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE INDIGENOUS ARTS OF NORTH AMERICA

Contemporary Aboriginal artists have played a central
role in revising the way that the history of art is told.
This grand project lies at the heart of Cree artist Kent
Monkman's work, which engages with historical narra-
tive and conventions of gender and sexuality on multiple
levels, With a knife-sharp critical edge and devastating
accuracy, Monkman's art disassembles the paralyzing
stereotypes that have frozen Mative North Americans
into romantic noble savages with no place in the modern
world, In his paintings, videos, and installations, the
conquering settler becomes the conquered, the eroti-
cized other becomes the sexual exploiter, and high art is
undercut by high camp.

Maonkman came to prominence during the 1990s
through a series of pictures that “repaint” the romantic
depictions of Indian life of nineteenth-century artists such
as Albert Bierstadt, George Catlin, Paul Kane, and the
artists of the Hudson River School. In keeping with his
early training as an illustrator and his work as a set and
costume designer for Toronto's Native Earth Performing
Arts, the artist shows us what it would mean to switch
roles on the stage of history that has been constructed in
the Western imagination by ns, textbooks, and

movies. In his work across all media, Monkman subverts
the messages of white male dominance conveyed by his-
torical works of art by inserting white men into the posi-
tions usually occupied by Indians. Eroticized, seduced,
and objectified, they become passive and disempowered.
So great is Monkman's mastery of the art historical canon,
50 skillfully are the paintings executed, and so inventive 1s
his imagination that even viewers who know what to
expect are taken by surprise. The impact is visceral, forc-
ing viewers to experience how colonial oppression works
to damage its victims' sense of self.

Not surprisingly, Monkman has engaged most exten-
sively with artists whose work has been particularly influ-
ential in fixing stereotypes, including painter George
Catlin (1796-1872) and photographer Edward 5. Curtis
(1868-1952). He has focused on Catlin's activities as a
showman who employed a troupe of Aboriginal dancers
to perform before European audiences during the 1840s
as an enhancement to the public exhibition of his traveling
“Indian Gallery.” Monkman repaints a well-known self-
portrait in which Catlin proudly depicted himself painting
Indian portraits at his easel, portraying himself in the guise
of his alter ego, Miss Chief Eagle Testickle, who adopts the

A 1.32 Kent Monkman, b. 1965 (Cree), Artist and Mode/, 2003. Acrylic on canvas,

20 x 24 in. Courtesy the artist.

camp Indian persona of late twentieth-century singer and
pop star Cher (fig. 1.32). Miss Chief's punning first names
indicate that she is up to no good, but, like the Amerindian
tricksters Coyote and Raven (see chapter 8, p. 297), Miss
Chief offers serious lessons laced with humor, Rather than
an easel with stretched canvas, she paints in pictographic
style on a birchbark scroll that rests on the kind of tripod
used by Plains warriors to display their shields, Her subject
1s a modern-day Saint Sebastian or a victim of Cupid, a
naked and buff white man wounded by arrows shot from
Miss Chief's quiver. Monkman/Miss Chief has captured him
a5 an artist captures a subject pinning him to the tree, like
an insect pinned for examination in a nineteenth-century
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scientist’s laboratory. And what was the crime of this
figure, clad only in cowboy boots and hat? He had tried to
capture Miss Chief photographically with his folding box
camera, which lies overturned on the ground

As Kiowa scholar Tina Majkowski has observed,
Monkman's particular strength as a virtuoso painter (a far
better painter than Catlin, in fact) is that he critiques
nineteenth-century idyllic landscapes and portraits of In-
dians by working from within the tradition he critiques.*”
While some artists reject imagery and genres that reflect
colonialism, others such as Monkman rework the offending
imagery. Rather than disavowing it, he turns the tables on
a colonialist narrative.



