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Preface 
Aboriginal people tolerate the impropriety of being "looked at." It is as 
if they are thought to be incapable of returning the look. Peter Mason 
sees the aboriginal as a text, "the site of a signifying activity" (173). It is 
"in the text and image the difference by which native peoples of America 
are constructed as Europe's other [...]" (173). As "other," the aboriginal 
is also object. 

From an early age, aboriginal people come to sense their otherness 
over and against Moon-yaw Ween-wuk (meaning "White People," but, 
its literal translation is "people from Montreal"). They, like everyone 
else, are looked at by friends and enemies, and authority figures like 
parents, teachers, police; there is always someone watching. Being looked 
at and being watched make one self-conscious. You police yourself; you 
become disciplined; your actions are careful; you are on the watch for 
something to happen. For aboriginal people, being looked at is a persist-
ent concern. But aboriginal people also look at others. The "Indian" has 
long been the site of a signifying activity. Thus, as a text, the Indian has 
been inscribed with multiple identities—social, cultural, historic, eco-
nomic, and political. 

For me, this being "looked at" began in earnest soon after entering 
the local public school, where all the children from the Red Pheasant 
Indian Day School had been transferred to be integrated with non-
aboriginals. Though I have told this story elsewhere, it fits the context. 
As young children, we regarded our coming into contact with Moon-
yaw awasis-uk ("White children") as a new and exciting experience. 
That attitude lasted but a moment. I remember one boy blurted out loud 
enough for everyone to hear, "INDIAN!" The remark was not intended 
as a humorous surprise, but more an insulting wisecrack. I don't know 
how the other Red Pheasant kids felt, but I was stunned. Honestly, I did 
not know what to say or do. Lacanian psychoanalysis would call this an 
instance of the "mirror stage," the moment when one apprehends self 
and other; and indeed, oneself as other (Silverman 1983:157). Other 
epithets were thrown at us—"squaws" being the most uncreative yet 
damaging barb. The term—a loan-word from the Crée isquew, which 
literally means woman—was uttered derogatorily, in the same manner 
one would say "bitch." Both objectify. The goal of the invective was to 
produce in us (the other) an inferiority complex; or, to distance them-
selves from what they too had learned from broader society, was "other." 
The boy was the mirror, which was being held up to us very early in our 
lives. He determined our difference. When his utterance hit its intended 
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target (us), he was preserving his position of superiority. Being looked 
at, it seems, is not innocent. The action of looking is inextricable from 
attitudes and positions of power derived from historical structures. 

Following high school graduation, I moved to Saskatoon in search 
of a steady income and something exciting. I secured a job with the 
newly formed Saskatchewan Indian Cultural College to work alongside 
Sarain Stump developing an art program, which we were to take out to 
Indian schools. I knew nothing about Indian art, let alone teaching it. 
From Stump, however, I learned quickly. I admired him for many reasons. 
He was extremely knowledgeable about Indian art and culture; articulate, 
in helping me see the world differently; wise, given his ethical commit-
ment to raising young aboriginal people's dignity; catholic, based on 
his extensive travels and good sense of others; and inspirational, in 
that he openly expressed his "Indian-ness," by growing his hair, speak-
ing an aboriginal language, and asserting a spirit that gave everyone 
around him hope. Until then I had never given identity very much 
thought. That year I experienced a transformation in how I saw myself 
in relation to others. 

In 1973 Wounded Knee changed everything. Through political 
activism, it renewed the spirit of being Indian in many people across the 
continent. For so long, it seemed individual Indians everywhere did not 
know of each other's existence. The media blitz showing the armed stand-
off ignited a pride in being Indian. Indians were at the height of an 
intense socio-politico-cultural reconstruction. Cultural identity was 
critical, but it needed to be expressed in new ways. New signifiers had to 
be created; they had to be visible even if they were at times reduced to 
stereotypes the larger society had constructed. Recognition was an 
explicit factor. The Indian was a trope, a metaphor for an imaginary 
identity. The politics awakened a sense of nationalism. So many wanted to 
be "Indian"—movie stars, musicians, artists, writers—but many did not know 
what it meant. It was as if there were some lost neo-primitivist tribe that 
suddenly appeared, resurrecting the noble savage. As Hazel W. Hertzberg 
observed in 1971: "Indians are attractive as an example of the small, 
non-urbanized, oppressed, and exotic peoples so currently appealing to 
those in retreat from a mass industrialized society.[...] As in the past, 
non-Indians thus use Indians as symbols for their own dreams and 
discontents" (296). It was cool to want to be "Indian;" the joke of the 
day was that everyone who wanted to be Indian claimed to have a 
Cherokee princess as a grandmother. Indian or not, being "other" was 
cool. To be "other," adornment was essential: as a thing of pride, long 



hair made one look more Indian; jewellery—be it beads or turquoise— 
was another signifier that became art. In spite of these visible illusions 
of otherness, one form of resistance that lay outside boundaries of con-
tact was humour. I would characterize it as "rez talk," which used 
rhetorical forms of banter, but never as offensive scorn. Although 
English was always the language of choice, this banter nevertheless in-
tensified that sense of identity. We used the rhetorical strategies amongst 
one another, although on occasion an outsider might be implicated. For 
example, on one occasion I was stopped by European tourists who asked 
to be photographed beside me. I knew I was encountering a type of 
objectification women often experience, yet it mattered little. Being other 
and being looked at were now part of the game, whether the tourists 
knew it or not. It was not me the tourists wanted to touch, but what I 
represented; for them, I was a "real, live Indian." For me and for others 
like me, it was a chance to parody their conception of a primitive "other." 
Wounded Knee changed everything. Yet ironically, this visibility only 
fed romance and eroticized the contemporary Indian. Being looked at 
now worked both ways. 

Since those days, the Indian has become a project for me to look 
at, both as an artist and a scholar. In 1990, for example, I used the "cow-
boy and Indian" metaphor as the subject of a show called the cowboy/ 
Indian show. Then in 1992,1 worked on the "museum and gallery" meta-
phor in Savage Graces. In both cases, I held that the "Indian as subject 
of representation" needed to be problematized. In Savage Graces, how-
ever, my focus was the subject of the gaze, particularly how the "Indian 
as object," was or was not presented. It is Silverman (1996) who most 
clearly theorized being looked at as the "gaze." In the "museum/gallery 
as gaze," I came to understand the objective distance in which each 
discursive practice positions itself: museums want to contextualize 
cultural identity, whereas art galleries hold it is not an aesthetic issue. 
Regardless, aboriginal people/artists often feel anaesthetized by the two. 
In both cases, the "Indian" is represented by two competing discourses: 
the scientific and the aesthetic. Whereas the former looks at the Indian 
microscopically, the latter looks at surfaces; one places the Indian within 
display cases, the other places images of the Indian on surfaces. One 
says: "We're interested in everything about you;" the other rejoins: "We 
only want to see you from a distance." Both these discourses see 
"Indian" at an objective, critical distance, but I wanted to implicate the 
two, discursively. Like Franz Fanon, however, I felt, "It [was] not possi-
ble for me to be objective" (86), given that I had not seen any work like 
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this before. As an aboriginal Canadian, I had always understood that I 
was the subject of the gaze. Now, I wanted to return the look. Like me, 
the real subjects are beginning to speak; specifically, aboriginal artists. 
The boundaries between the aboriginal and non-aboriginal discourses 
have since become reified. The struggle of aboriginal artists to come to 
terms with these competing discourses has made up much of the debate, 
as we will see in Chapter 5. In a small measure, I have tried to answer 
the question—Where do Indian representations belong?—with a slight 
shift in focus. Thus in Savage Graces, rather than playing the Indian, I 
wanted to "play with" the Indian—not as cowboys and Indians, but 
examining how the Indian is represented. I wanted to know how the 
Indian had been represented, from a curatorial perspective; and, from an 
artist's perspective, I wanted to play with the Indian. 

Some very good work is being done by aboriginal and non-
aboriginal scholars, curators and artists critiquing this phenomenon; 
Deborah Doxtator's popular Fluffs and Feathers (1988) exhibition about 
stereotypes is one good example. Personally, I am not lured by attacking 
only stereotypes—simplified conceptions of otherness—because it is like 
trying to change the weather. Instead, I believe one has to consciously 
adjust and be ready when a gust strikes unexpectedly. As a proponent of 
cultural analysis, I will examine the work of aboriginal artists in which 
they critique notions of objectification, read how their subject positions 
have shifted to one of agency, of speaking and acting as subjects, and 
how this has influenced their work. 

Now I am looking, with a critical rather than a criticizing eye, at 
artists whose works are intelligent reflections of the world. The school-
yard jolt was my awakening to question culture in its many appearances. 
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1 
Introduction 

I would like to suggest that a group of us malcontents get together 
and perform the sacred ritual of the Dadaists for the origin of a new 
name. We will choose a new language that nobody can identify with 
and we will purchase a dictionary for it. We will shoot an arrow at 
this dictionary and the word upon which the tip of the arrow touches 
will be our new name. This will give us the freedom that we need, 
because nobody will know what to expect.—Edward Poitras. 

Métis artist Edward Poitras wrote this statement for an exhibition called 
New Work By A New Generation (1982). His position must now be 
resurrected because it articulates a sensibility shared by an emerging 
a r ti s t—"a group of malcontents"—who represent a minority of all 
artists who could be universally labelled "aboriginal;"1 that is, those 
individuals who actively create art work for public and private use, as 
opposed to the "tribal" artist who generates works for personal and tribal 
use. Poitras's position was borderline, but it was honestly fundamental 
to a burgeoning group of aboriginal contemporary artists. In the end, the 
group never performed a sacred Dadaist ritual, nor did it find a new 
name that would have given it a new identity with meaning. However, 
as Kobena Mercer enlightens us: "Identities are not found but made; 
that they are not just there, waiting to be discovered in the vocabulary of 
Nature, but that they have to be culturally and politically constructed 
through political antagonism and cultural struggle" (427). 

What Poitras and others did create was a new language that was 
both verbal and visual, and which has since given them an identity. As a 
result, there has been no need to purchase a dictionary.2 But, if a dictionary 
were ever needed, it would have to explain the effects of their perspec-
tives and practices. Poitras's reference to "arrow shooting," for example, 
is no longer an innocent challenge to those in position of authority or 
control. Rather, it must be defined as a new sign of subjectivity or agency. 
What's more, shooting arrows is about chance, not antagonism or strug-
gle. Finally, Poitras imagines a freedom that implies sovereignty. The 
problem is that for any group of like individuals who live within larger 
society(ies), total freedom could be dangerous because there would be no 
limits; society does not allow for that. Freedom, after all, has its price. 
Freedom and self-determination are not givens. Instead, they are 
struggled for and fought over; they demand that positions be taken. 
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But freedom within the art world has personal implications that are 
fundamental to being an artist, and the space of freedom, which is under 
constant threat, is ultimately where malcontents like Poitras can thrive 
and test limits. 

Poitras's use of tropes such as metaphor and metonymy 
particularly highlight distinct groups of artists situated in liminal spaces 
between their place of origin, and where they are headed. This like-
minded group or tribe, Poitras suggests, comes together to perform 
sacred ("codified") rituals, to give its members meaning and purpose. 
He never once mentions the space of practice; we only know that what 
they do will be totally unexpected. We can therefore assume that this 
tribe includes creative performers and thinkers. 

Poitras's reference to language and naming encompasses that space 
of creative freedom to be different. Until then, he and others had under-
stood that being an "artist different"—based on sex, gender, ethnicity— 
was a negation, negation being the relational component of, and distinct 
from the positive. As a post-war articulation, the idea of difference 
recognizes that creative individuals and ideas can come from virtually 
anywhere. Until after World War II, Jordan and Weedon point out, the 
"other" in the Western world had never affected Western society except 
as a mythical, stereotypical and ideological other (399). In North America, 
for example, the Indian has always been constructed within an ambiva-
lent framework. Peter Mason demonstrates that the "noble savage" was 
a totally European construction that attributed both positive and nega-
tive characteristics to aboriginal people. They were perceived as both 
innocent and uncivilized. Roy Harvey Pearce suggests that the "noble 
savage" symbolizes a negation of the American will to progress; the 
photographs of Edward S. Curtis position aboriginal people as a noble 
yet "dying race;" Elizabeth Bird demonstrates the American compla-
cency regarding the popular construction of the American Indian; 
Raymond William Stedman looks at how the Indian stereotype in 
American culture sets up a framework many American Indians struggle 
to resist; L. G. Moses examines the lives of "show Indians" who 
guarded their cultural heritage through "Wild West" re-enactments; and 
Hazel W. Hertzberg's study of "pan-Indianism," as distinct from tribal 
interests and identities, constructs a new kind of Indian. It is thus this 
vast range of difference that affords the aboriginal artist an ambivalency 
that can be exploited for creative purposes. 

The social presence of a new cultural subject invoking identity, in 
both perspective and practice, is central to this dissertation. Most often 
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it is the visual, literary and performing artists who consistently grapple 
with, and articulate, issues significant to aboriginal identity; that is, those 
issues connected with the land. For aboriginal people in general, the 
contested terrain is an assertion of sovereignty through land claims whose 
discourse embraces ideas of self-determination and self-government. This 
is where aboriginal identity is articulated. The artists know such a terrain 
is always contestable. As we will discover, opposition takes place at the 
site of language, where meaning is subject to varying interpretations, 
where the subordinate or subaltern appropriate dominant discourses, 
changing them, redefining them, and engendering rearticulated signs. 

This kind of struggle underlines Mercer's observation on the con-
struction of identity. It is not simply lying around waiting to be found. 
What happens, though, when one fails to define oneself? One risks having 
one's identity being defined and objectified by someone else. As 
Lawrence Grossberg points out: "Different people in different societies 
struggle to define the boundaries of human nature, if only to be able to 
exclude some people or practices: 'savages,' 'infidels,' 'the insane,' 'the 
criminal,' 'the sexually deviant,' 'women,' 'Blacks,' etc., have all been 
excluded, both semantically and functionally, at different times and 
places" (117). According to Mercer, the result is that the other becomes 
objectified as minority. Minorities, he says, are viewed as "minor" or 
childlike; no one speaks for them, and the state does not represent them 
(429). In Canada, there has been a systematic attempt to remove 
aboriginal identities. Aboriginal children, for example, were forcibly put 
into strict boarding schools.3 Adults were dealt with through 
government policy; specifically, the Indian Act 1876, which encouraged 
enfranchisement and assimilation as key policies directed towards the 
"civilization" of all aboriginal people. It was unlawful for aboriginal 
people to practise spiritual traditions, such as the Sun Dance, and other 
forms of cultural expression, including Potlatches and Powwows. 
Women's status was specifically defined in 1876 as well. They immedi-
ately lost their status as Indians, according to the Act, when they married 
any non-status person. If it were to be exercised, any idea of aboriginality 
was subject to an individual, rather than a collective anamnesis. This 
history of eradicating aboriginal identity was part of the process of 
subjugation by modern systematic means. Given its intended purpose 
and results, this is why historian Olive Dickason refers to the Indian Act 
as a "total institution" (160). 

The aboriginal community that the government attempted to 
assimilate is radically complex and diverse, marked by an intriguing 
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variety of intellectual reflections, artistic creations, and social practices. 
Its vibrant diversity cautions against portraying the constitutive experi-
ences of aboriginal cultures in monolithic terras. Aboriginal peoples make 
up hundreds of different tribes and bands, each with its language. They 
live in virtually every part of the Western hemisphere, except those 
regions where they have been forcibly removed by modern nation states. 
This is one of the reasons why identity is important for aboriginal 
people in general, and for aboriginal artists, in particular. The cost of 
assimilation was excessive. And in any case, assimilation happens 
naturally and in far more interesting ways. As this brief outline shows, 
the question of aboriginal identity definitely has a political history. 
Nevertheless, other factors, especially since the 1960s, have played a 
role in refining the articulation of that identity. 

We now have sufficient perspective to see that the 1960s was a 
time when great changes took place globally. In the United States, the 
Civil and Women's Rights movements, and the youth counterculture, 
were collectively seen to décentre the establishment, which Charles 
Lemert calls the "lost centre." What has happened, he explains, is that: 
"[...] since the 1960s and through the current moment, [world politics 
has turned] to the pen to destroy the sword, to words to overcome the 
centuries-long domination of eurocentrism" (98). David Theo Goldberg 
states that in the 1960s, the central monocultural core shifted from 
assimilation to integration: "The new model of integration that emerged 
left cultural groups with effective control of their private autonomous 
cultural determinations and expressions at the sociocultural margins, 
while maintaining a supposedly separate and, thus, neutral sort of 
common values to mediate their relations at the center" (6). In Canada, 
Indian people were recognized as citizens only in 1960; and, although 
Indian women who had lost their status had already been made 
Canadian citizens, they were still disenfranchised from aboriginal com-
munities. Aboriginal people in Canada were sufficiently influenced by 
global cultural changes and world events to push for their own political 
recognition. Without a doubt, these powerful forces affected the con-
sciousness of many enough to signify that identity politics was to emerge 
as an effective opposition and struggle for recognition. Art was one 
domain in which this struggle took place. 

The 1960s produced a few individuals who came to signify the 
new Indian artist in Canada: Norval Morrisseau in the East and Bill Reid 
in the West. Morrisseau's successful exhibition at Toronto's Pollock 
Gallery in 1962 was an important turning point, not only because he 
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received recognition, but also because he made the public recognize him 
as Indian. Elizabeth McLuhan states that "Morrisseau's personal search 
for identity appealed to the Canadian (non-Indian) public [...] and to a 
country in search for a culturally distinct national identity" (28). She 
maintains that Morrisseau offered "Indian art" as a key to identity (107). 
Bill Reid gave contemporary Northwest Coast artists an artistic identity 
first by imitating old poles and masks that were commissioned by 
anthropology museums, and then by fusing this new language with West-
ern art. He showed younger artists how their rich artistic heritage makes 
sense, not just by copying old artifacts, but by giving their works a sense 
of contemporaneity. Both these artists attracted a great following. Reid 
died in 1998; Morrisseau occasionally surfaces for an exhibition. 

Politically, the year 1969 saw a much less dramatic but equally 
defining moment when the federal government tabled a document entitled 
"A Statement of the Government of Canada on Indian Policy." 
Ironically, it became known as the White Paper. In short, its aim was to 
give Indians legal, social, and economic equality with other Canadians, 
thereby terminating their special status guaranteed by legislation and 
treaty rights. Dickason writes: "The result was that when the policy was 
issued, it hit a solid wall of opposition. Amerindians achieved something 
approaching unanimity for the first time since the arrival of Europeans, 
and probably for the first time ever" (386). This highly effective opposition 
by the aboriginal leadership was crucial for recognition of aboriginal 
identity and for the eventual process leading to self-government. 

Above all, the most critically defining moment for aboriginal peoples 
across North America was Wounded Knee in 1973 when the American 
Indian Movement took control of a small South Dakota village. Every 
major media source in North America began filing pictures from the 
front lines where the United States Army confronted a large group of 
radical Indians. For aboriginal people who watched the nightly news, it 
was an empowering time. Wounded Knee and its attendant media cur-
rency gave Indians recognition. The public now knew Indians were alive, 
well, and angry. The fifteen minutes given to them was enough for all of 
North America to see and hear; and enough to inspire, empower, and 
instil a sense of pride in being Indian. Aboriginal people understood, for 
the first time, the power of the media. Since then, at least in the United 
States, Indian people have rarely been heard, except of course in Dances 
with Wolves as another fiction that revisits Curtis. Altogether, there have 
been more than forty books written on both Wounded Knee I ( 1890) and 
Wounded Knee II (1973), from various perspectives. 
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Aboriginal people are constituting themselves in the present by the 
pen and through new language games. Land claims, self-determination, 
and self-government are good examples. Reclaiming, as an act, sets up 
relations with those who illegally expropriated land from various aboriginal 
peoples. But it also determines certain parameters for tribes regarding 
inclusion of their own members, like: the return to traditional forms of 
kinship identification; as well as the repatriation of sacred and sensitive 
objects from museums and restoration of their ceremonial use; the reintroduc-
tion of aboriginal language as a means of articulation; and, the social affir-
mation of being with those who share similar attitudes, beliefs and values. 
Other discursive language includes the rights to "self-determination" and 
"self-government." These refer to how aboriginal people are to institute 
their power structures of authority and hierarchy: socially, culturally, 
economically, and politically. They will determine who they are and how 
their communities are structured, leading to the larger political notion of 
"nationhood" as reflected in the term "First Nation."4 

For this dissertation I am interested in idea-based artists who are 
acutely sensitive to the ramifications of these political changes: artists 
who derive inspiration from concepts based on new theoretical ideas; 
artists whose approach to their work is demanding, earnest, and often 
humorous; artists who are philosophers in their quest for subjecthood 
based on their existence and how they fit in the world; artists whose 
outlook on life can be described as "tricksterish;" artists whose beliefs 
are inspired by tradition, yet who are fired by the passion of a promise of 
tomorrow; artists whose opinions are never lacking in meaning; artists 
whose attitudes are informed by an ever-expanding interest in the world; 
artists whose convictions are founded in the efficacy of their ideas; and 
whose view of the world is neither tradition-bound nor modem, but both. 

By a close examination of several works of art, I hope to demon-
strate a critical depth of interpretation often ignored by critics, curators, 
and scholars. For this purpose, I will use some of the following questions 
as analytical principles: what do the works illustrate; what readings do 
they open; how do they say; what do they reveal; how are they made; how 
do they articulate identity; and, how do they position the artist? 

Chapter 2 traces the problem of aboriginal identity through an 
historical background of how it has been formulated—politically, 
legally, and symbolically—for the most part in Canada, and to a lesser 
extent in the United States. In both countries, "Indian" people are the 
only ethnic group to be legally defined in the constitution. As well, I 
show how identity has been politicized by various aboriginal groups. 
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Chapter 3 outlines the discursive spaces that aboriginal contempo-
rary artistic practice works in, through an historical framework, from 
World War II to the present. This chapter introduces a new type of artist, 
one whose objectification of cultural identity through perspective and 
practice has become key to a new consciousness that is repeatedly played 
out on a national and international level. 

Chapter 4 analyzes the subject position of this new type of aboriginal 
contemporary artist who moves freely about, living and creating in multiple 
spaces. I will illustrate this position through the works and practice of 
Edward Poitras, an artist who recognizes art's unlimited potential to 
express and critique issues and situations, personally or pan-tribally, 
locally or globally. This new artist finds comfort in the mainstream, in 
his or her local aboriginal community, and somewhere in the liminal 
zone between the two. This space is a socially ambiguous zone and a 
site for articulation that the contemporary artist frequently crosses, 
experiences, interrogates and negotiates. Through the work of 
Jeffrey Thomas, I will examine this kind of negotiation and analysis of 
the socially ambiguous zone. 

Chapter 5 theorizes the idea of "object" and the museum as discursive 
space: the object's displacement through collecting practices; its discursive 
identity as artifact; how issues of sanctity are played out and by whom; 
how aboriginal contemporary artists critique the museum; and, how 
objects are being reconstituted through repatriation. Specific works by 
Rebecca Belmore, James Luna, Jimmie Durham, Joane Cardinal-
Schubert, and Jane Ash Poitras, will be discussed in terms of how they 
contest the institutional space and discursive practices of the museum. 
Interestingly, these artists have never been denied access to research or 
exhibit in the museum, although museums have now opened a dialogue 
that makes explicit a new relationship with aboriginal people. 

Chapter 6 focuses on artists who relate ideas of land and language to 
fundamental notions of aboriginality. For aboriginal people, land holds 
special meaning. It clarifies a complex relationship often summed up in 
the statement: We don't own the land; the land owns us. This view is 
highly contestable especially in courts of law, but land claims discourse of 
"aboriginal rights" and "title" bolsters confidence. The works of Edward 
Poitras, Lance Belanger, Alex Janvier, Carl Beam, Teresa Marshall, and 
Rebecca Belmore, will illustrate the many perspectives of aboriginal 
concepts, as well as areas where language is key to articulation. 

The final chapter examines the work of several artists who help 
define the idea of "community," their varied relations with aboriginal 
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communities, and the search for new reference points. We are realizing 
that in recent years aboriginal contemporary artists have begun return-
ing to the communities they have long been inspired by. Although this 
moving back is now a common event, creating art in these spaces is 
more problematic. The installation works of Mary Longman, 
Nora Naranjo-Morse, Marianne Nicolson, Shelley Niro, Jolene Rickard, 
Mateo Romero and C. Maxx Stevens, provide a window into these 
complex and contradictory communities. This is the metaphoric space, 
which I call "reservation x," that situates the new tribe. 

Notes 
1 Throughout this dissertation, various terms will be applied referring to the original 

inhabitants of North, Central and South America, before the arrival of Europeans. 
These names are not necessarily interchangeable as some would like to think; rather, 
they each have particular uses and meanings. These names include: Aboriginal, 
Indigenous, Native, Native American, American Indian, Amerindian, Autochthonous, 
First Nations, First Peoples. The label "Indian," however, is the one that has consist-
ently retained the most powerful and highly contested inscription. Chapter 1 situ-
ates their various uses. 

2 See Paulo Herkenhoff's "Incomplete Glossary of Sources of Latin American Art," a 
kind of dictionary of words—"intended to address the general public [...] the text 
ends up being a list of the author's doubts [...] scattered notes on diverse themes in 
alphabetical order" (55)—that would come close to Poitras's Dadaist dictionary. 

3 The struggle to make sense of the systemic assimilation of aboriginal children has 
been recently documented by J.R. Miller: "Although the residential school had in 
the nineteenth century begun life as the product of both Indian initiative and 
European cultural aggression, it had gradually become the vehicle of the newcom-
ers' attempts to refashion and culturally eliminate the first inhabitants' way of life 
and identity." 

4 This term's efficacy and usage began in the early 1980s to describe differences and 
relations to the English and French cultures, the so-called "two founding nations." 
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2 
Naming: Why do you call us Indians? 

Introduction 
I became acutely aware of the unfolding identity politics in the 
United States, in September of 1992, when a distraught artist from the 
American Southwest called me to complain about an exhibition 
being held at the National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa. In his words, 
the exhibition ought to have "real Indian artists" like him, instead of 
artists posing as Indians. I soon realized that he was bringing to my 
attention the newly introduced U.S. legislation called Public Law 101-
644: Expanding the Powers of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board,1 which 
explicitly states that it is unlawful for individuals to exhibit or advertise 
as "Native American artists," who are not from a "federally recognized 
tribe."2 The artist about whom the caller took issue was Jimmie Durham, 
whose work the National Gallery had included in its landmark exhibition, 
Land Spirit Power: First Nations at the National Gallery. Durham is an 
artist who has long considered himself to be of Native descent, though 
not from a federally recognized tribe. The caller felt Durham was not 
legitimate and should have stepped aside in deference to some other 
"legitimate" artist of Native ancestry. The issue raised by the caller indi-
cated a continuing tension surrounding Native American and Canadian 
aboriginal identity which has entered the political arena of the art world— 
a tension that will continue unabated for some time. This became a 
turning point for my interest in the subject, because it brings into play 
the contradictory positions of aboriginal subjectivity in relation to 
shifting communities. 

I once read a most rhetorical yet curious question—Why do you 
call us Indians?—posed by an unknown individual who was aboriginal. 
It is a critically important question, despite being somewhat innocent 
and double-edged. It is also existential, in that being named by someone 
else fixes one into another's world. Such a question has been central to 
the issue of identity for aboriginal people all across the Americas; it is a 
problematic response that signals a consciousness of being "non-
European," of being "other," and thus different. 

The unresolved perspectives on contemporary aboriginal identity 
that set the stage for the attendant cultural issues, derive from two 
ideas—one political, the other philosophical, and form the focus of 
this dissertation. I begin, with the political question, by framing the 
relationships between aboriginal people and non-aboriginal Canadians 
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within two periods, "reservation" (colonial) and "post-reservation" 
(post-colonial), two terms appropriate to Canada. This leads to the 
philosophical question of how identity is applied to the aboriginal peoples 
of Canada and the United States. What does it mean to be "Indian"? 
Who is included and excluded? My primary analysis for this disserta-
tion relates to "Indians," with a secondary interest in the Métis, people 
of mixed Indian and Euro-Canadian parentage. I do not deal with the 
Inuit3 because of their particular geographical historical circumstances. 
The words composing the question "why do you call us Indians?" will 
serve as the guideline for the analysis of identity—you, us, "Indians," 
and, finally: why? 

Defining Aboriginal People 
Many labels have been used to describe the aboriginal peoples of the 
Americas, first named "Indios" by Columbus4—Aboriginal, Indigenous, 
Native, Native American, American Indian, Amerindian, Autochthonous, 
First Nations, First Peoples—however, the label "Indian" has been con-
sistently retained as the most powerful and highly contested inscription. 
In Canada, for example, Indian is a legal signifier and thus draws 
discursive boundaries around its exclusivity; yet, in general "Aboriginal 
Peoples"—including Indian, Inuit, Métis—are the only "ethnic" group 
legally defined in the Constitution. The peoples now referred to as 
Indian and Inuit have coexisted alongside each other for thousands of 
years. The Inuit live as they always have in the far North, where they 
created a peerless culture in one of the most inhospitable climates on 
earth. To the south of them, hundreds of Indian cultures existed. In Canada 
alone, at least fifty-three totally distinct aboriginal languages continue 
to be spoken. And, the Métis are the descendants (or progeny) of the 
union between an aboriginal and a non-aboriginal persons, usually 
someone of European descent; they are a people who have developed 
a syncretic culture. All three aboriginal groups in Canada have 
been marginalized, with the Métis being additionally marginalized from 
the Indians. 

For this dissertation, I will limit my use to the legal definitions, 
although in other cases I will explain particular preferences. Accord-
ingly, I will address the issue of identity in its many constructions in the 
works of aboriginal contemporary artists, who often engage these con-
structions in serious and rhetorical terms. But before examining their 
works, I direct the reader's attention towards the many ways identity as 
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a discourse, a fiction, and object, is constituted—politically, legally, 
symbolically—then, how it is politicized by various aboriginal groups 
and non-Natives. 

Furthermore, I will make a distinction between what I call the 
reservation and post-reservation period. These two conceptions, roughly 
equated to the colonial and post-colonial, signify the complex and trau-
matic relations between the original inhabitants of North America and 
the European newcomers, and help to frame my discussion on identity. 

The reservation period roughly coincides with a period of Euro-
pean conquest and domination, beginning in the mid-eighteenth century 
and lasting until World War II. It began when the British defeated the 
French, to take full control of North America; the British had already set 
up a colonial office in New York complete with its first Indian commis-
sioner, which led to the first Department of Indian Affairs; and, in 1763, 
the Royal Proclamation outlined its relationship with aboriginal people, 
including the mention of lands "reserved" for Indians. For the next 
hundred years several land surrender treaties further ensured a complete 
shift in power as British colonial rule took total control.5 With the con-
federation of Canada's provinces in 1867 to form the Dominion of 
Canada, the new Canadian government passed the first Indian Act, which 
consolidated previously existing laws. The Act was intended to extricate 
aboriginal people from their traditional ways of life, thereafter to be 
modelled on the European ideology of modernity. The Indian body poli-
tic was now completely dismembered: the church ensured the spirit was 
split from the body; the children were taken from their families and 
educated in military-style boarding schools; and, the sick bodies were 
segregated and taken to hospitals for treatment. During the reservation 
period, most aboriginal people lived in reserve communities and the 
federal government dealt with them collectively through segregated 
institutional structures. The reserve became the key component for an 
assimilation policy that served other purposes; for example: to assimi-
late yet segregate Indians from the Euro-Canadian population and from 
other band/tribes;6 to extricate them from their cultural traditions and 
save them from the vices of the outside world, such as, controlling the 
flow of alcohol; to facilitate the confinement of nomadic peoples; to 
bring about the gradual withdrawal of traditions, and the transformation 
of aboriginal people into productive, self-reliant and God-fearing citizens. 
Tribal or self-government became only a memory as the federal govern-
ment took control and instituted a new model. Yet far from being total 
victims, aboriginal people not only adapted to their new conditions, 
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but also continued their traditional practices, albeit in a clandestine 
fashion. Thus, within a colonial framework, isolation did provide a 
sanctuary. In effect, the policies of the reservation period subjected 
aboriginal peoples to genocide, economic exploitation, cultural decimation, 
and political exclusion—an assimilation experience very different from 
that of settlers who came from various parts of Europe.7 

The period following World War II can be described as the post-
reservation period. At this time aboriginal peoples began working 
together nation-wide to form political organizations, such as the curiously 
named North American Indian Brotherhood, and to change the condi-
tions to which they had long been subjected. Previous attempts to estab-
lish nation-wide aboriginal political organizations had been essentially 
controlled by the government.8 The return of World War II aboriginal 
veterans reinforced the burgeoning political process, as they actively 
contested the racist legacies of colonialism. Eventually, these efforts 
yielded results. In 1951, for example, the government made several 
amendments to the Indian Act, lessening certain restrictions. First Nations 
across the country began to gain greater control over their reserve 
communities. Also during this period, more aboriginal people began to 
move into urban centres to search for work, and escape the poor condi-
tions of reserve life. On every scale, aboriginal people began asserting 
the concept of aboriginal rights, which Menno Boldt interprets as 
"sovereignty": "rights deemed to be held by the indigenous peoples of 
Canada by virtue of their ancestors' original and long-standing nation-
hood and their use and occupancy of the land" (25). All the while, 
several generations had been severely affected by federal government 
assimilation policies as many aboriginal cultural institutions were out-
lawed and forgotten, or their existence rendered tenuous at best. By the 
1960s, issues of land claims, self-government, and autonomy began 
stimulating aboriginal peoples to affirm their cultural identities, while 
demanding recognition from the larger society. And at the start of the 
1990s, Elijah Harper said "No" to the Meech Lake Accord,9 an eloquent 
and poignant gesture of resistance on behalf of aboriginal people, that 
caught the attention of everyone, in Canada and around the world. 
Today, reserves are a continuing reality as a land base is fundamental to 
the self-government movement and vital to aboriginal identity. During 
this period, Native political leadership greatly influenced the thinking 
and action, and indeed the very possibility of aboriginal contemporary 
artists. Artists began to form cohesive groups to address common issues 
that were aimed at negotiating discursive and literal spaces within the 



Naming: Why do you call us Indians? 23 

art world. In turn, aboriginal politicians understood the value of using 
artists and their works to give a cultural identity to their purposes. 

Removing Tribal Identity 

The teachers couldn't pronounce our Indian names so they gave us 
new ones. They [...] gave everyone a last name. When it came to 
me they gave me the name of Buller.[...] The teachers also gave us 
first names too. Because I had [an English] first name already, they 
let me keep it. They named most boys after kings of England and 
most girls after queens. There were a lot of new students and many 
were called the same first name. The teachers gave us middle names 
from the bible. Mine was Solomon. — Crée elder, James Buller.10 

As the following will show, the historical sanctioning of identity—of who is 
or is not an Indian—originates with federal policy makers, who paved 
over all the cultural differences among the band/tribes and homogenized 
everyone into one monolithic signifier, "Indian." American Indian anthro-
pologist Annette Jaimes characterizes this as "the federal manipulation of 
the question of American Indian identity" (129). 

One of the first steps governments used in the assimilation process 
during the nineteenth century was to impose new identities on the chil-
dren. It was far easier for governments to alter the minds of the young 
than to do so with the old: the younger ones were forced to attend board-
ing schools en masse; the older people were kept on reserves. In 1874, 
for example, the first Canadian Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, 
introduced into the Indian Act a proviso explaining that aboriginal 
children had to be taken away from their parents in order to erase their 
savage influences and to expose them to the benefits of Western 
civilization. The program was patterned after the American model of 
colonialist education that began in the early 1800s, in which the idea of 
boarding, residential, or industrial schools was to give Indian students 
Western religious, academic and practical instruction. By 1880, a new 
federal department was created under the Ministry of the Interior to over-
see the affairs of Native people. Its mandate was simply to carry out a 
policy of assimilation, one stage being the education of all Native children. 
Then in 1884, Canada introduced the more severe Indian Advancement 
Act, which called for the forced removal of young children from their 
homes. For the next one hundred years, boarding schools dotted the 
Canadian and American landscape, leaving in their wake a legacy that 
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traumatized many Native people. Forced removal broke up homes and 
families. Devastated mothers, fathers, and grandparents felt like 
prisoners on their own land. Legislators, however, benevolently insisted 
it was for the Indians' own good. Times were changing; the Indian now 
lived under strict assimilation policies.11 

Residential schools were often situated not only far from white 
settlements but also far from the reserves, to lessen contact between 
children and their parents. The only adults present were those non-
Natives who ran the schools. Schools were highly regimented and 
insisted on strict conformity. Such militaristic arrangements took away 
all forms of free expression from children, as had already been denied to 
their parents by federal law. It was up to these schools to reinforce such 
principles as removing all traces of tribal and personal identity. 

From the beginning, the Indian Act legally arranged for provincial 
governments and religious organizations to educate Indian children. 
Having the schools run by churches was cost-effective. The Roman 
Catholic, Anglican, United, and Presbyterian churches educated Indian 
children in the ways of the Christian European. 

Many aboriginal people believe today, however, that the dissolu-
tion of their cultural, religious and societal practices is not to be blamed 
solely on the churches. The government used the churches to realize its 
assimilation policies. Nonetheless, the participation of the churches in 
European imperialism has contributed immensely to alcoholism, family 
breakdown, and numerous other problems that torment Native 
communities across the Canada and the United States. Today the 
boarding school is all but non-existent in its original form—that is, 
administered by religious denominations for the sole purpose of 
conversion and assimilation. Many of Canada's original boarding school 
buildings still exist, some still operating as schools, albeit usually 
Indian-controlled, while others are destined to be torn down. 

With the children's lives and minds under control, the remaining 
adult population also had to be subjected to a universalizing force, a 
concept that powerfully reminds us of the brutal side of modernity and 
rationality. This was the reserve system. Not only was it an instrument 
of assimilation; it became a system for aboriginal people living and 
surviving in a condition of dependence. The systematic domination of 
the state also created discursive boundaries around and within the adults' 
sense of self, to be different, and thus "other." The solution was in 
the definition. 
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Imputing Indian Identity in Canada 
In the following, I will examine the convoluted legal definitions by means 
of which governments of Canada and the United States codified 
aboriginal people. As applied by the state and its legal bodies, these defi-
nitions put the discursive subject in place, metaphorically and literally. 
In Canada, an aboriginal Canadian has been either Status or non-Status, 
although many in Canada recognize four indigenous groups: Status; that 
is, registered Indians, non-Status Indians, Métis,12 and Inuit. Only the 
first group is legally defined, while the remaining three groups—once 
self-identifying—have now been recognized as Aboriginal Peoples. 
(In the United States, both federal and tribal governments consider two 
major criteria in determining Indian identity: blood ancestry and tribal 
membership; the Métis were not recognized as a separate category.) 

The Indian Act is the foremost piece of legislation affecting 
Aboriginal peoples in Canada for the past one hundred years. It has been 
the principal vehicle through which the federal government has exer-
cised control over Aboriginal peoples' lives. Its history is complex. Métis 
and historian Olive Dickason calls the Indian Act a "total institution; 
with the treaties, it touches on almost all aspects of the lives of status 
Indians, placing them in a separate category from other Canadians" (286). 
(In spite of this, aboriginal people came to realize in 1969 during the 
White Paper debates, that they wanted to remain separate and distinct.) 
From the beginning, the homogeneous expression "Indians" needed defi-
nition to differentiate them from other members of Canadian society. 

According to the Indian Act 1876, a Status Indian ("legal" or 
"registered") is a person registered as an Indian or entitled to be registered 
as an Indian. Two types of individuals fall within this definition, "Treaty 
Indians"13 and "Reserve or non-Reserve Indians."14 Non-Status Indians 
are persons who have Indian ancestry, are usually self-identifying, and 
yet are not considered Indians by the government; others are disenfranchised 
Indians who "lost" their status by marrying non-Status or non-Treaty 
persons. In the past, such individuals gained the federal franchise, and 
thus the vote, by disenfranchising from the reserve (it was not until 1960 
that Canadian law finally allowed all Indians the federal vote). 

It was in 1851 through the Act for Lower Canada that Parliament 
framed the first legal definitions of an Indian: 1) All persons of Indian 
blood, reputed to belong to the particular Body or Tribe15 of Indians 
interested in such lands and their descendants; 2) All persons intermarried 
with any such Indians and residing amongst them, and the descendants 
of all such persons; 3) All persons residing among such Indians, whose 
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parents on either side were or are Indians of such Body or Tribe, or 
entitled to be considered as such; and 4) All persons adopted in infancy 
by any such Indians, and residing in the village or upon the lands of such 
Tribe or Body of Indians and their descendants. Due to partisan opposition, 
the Act was amended forbidding non-Indians from living with Indians; 
and furthermore, it created new categories of "Status" or registered 
Indians and "non-Status" Indians or non-registered Indians, which survive 
to this day. At this time, aboriginal women marrying non-Indians kept 
their status, but their descendants were not allowed the right to claim an 
Indian identity. Non-Indian women were, however, allowed to marry 
registered Indians and thus attain status not only for their children, but 
themselves as well. Marrying into Indian society was not uncommon, 
although it eventually had political ramifications, which were to reach 
dramatic proportions in the 1970s and 1980s. 

In 1857, the government wanted to assimilate Indians into Canadian 
society to enfranchise them. The means was the Act for the Gradual 
Civilization of the Indian Tribes. In essence, the idea was to free the 
people from being Indians; in other words, they had to surrender their 
Indian status. This led to the 1859 Civilization and Enfranchisement 
Act which added the "blood quantum" proviso (Woodward 1989). This 
idea of blood quantum is not based on cultural differentiation or 
practices; rather, it is an ideological phenomenon that controls 
marriages across "racial" lines. Thus Indians marrying Indians do not 
corrupt this standard; but Indians marrying non-Indians produce the 
kind of problems that have been articulated by artists like Edward 
Poitras as I will discuss in Chapter 3. The Enfranchisement Act of 1869 
further eroded aboriginal societies by imposing a condition on Indian 
women: if an Indian woman married a non-Indian male, she would, 
along with her offspring, no longer be considered Indian. The govern-
ment applied several measures to get Indians to enfranchise. (For 
example, in the 1920s when the government realized that so few 
Indians were enfranchising, the Indian Act was amended to allow off-
reserve Indians to vote. This amendment prompted nearly five 
hundred people to accept.) These disparate Acts were consolidated in 
1876 under the comprehensive term, the Indian Act, which then described 
an Indian as "a person who pursuant of this Act is registered as an 
Indian, or is entitled to be registered as an Indian." This was a 
significant departure from earlier racist language; now, membership 
was gained through registration. 
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With the formation of the first Department of Indian Affairs, the 
Act had to cope with changes in western Canada, such as encouraging 
marginalized groups like the Métis to take land or money-scrip in 
exchange for renouncing a claim to Indian status. In 1884 two 
amendments were made, including the ban on cultural expressions 
like the "Potlatch."16 Further amendments in 1886 and 1887 forced 
all children to attend school. Increasingly, areas such as education, 
religion, local government, and land resources fell under government 
regulation. 

The Indian Act was amended in 1951, legally permitting Indian 
people to express their cultural traditions publicly and privately. How-
ever, the Act's definitions of identity remained the same, including those 
affecting the status of Indian women. In the early 1980s, Sandra Lovelace, 
a Maliseet from New Brunswick, challenged the removal of Indian status 
by marriage to non-Indians to the U.N. Human Rights Commission, 
which promptly condemned it as blatant gender discrimination. In the 
wake of this decision, the Canadian government in 1985 again amended 
the Indian Act and repealed sections which had stood over one hundred 
years, dealing with Indian women's rights and federal control of band 
membership. Known as Bill C-31, it granted women the right to retain 
their status upon marrying non-Indians and to pass it on to their children. 
No longer was it possible to lose or gain status through marriage. 
Additionally, the Bill reinstated many who had lost their status through 
enfranchisement. In the future only those children whose parents were 
both status Indians would be eligible for status; those with only one 
parent with Indian status would be ineligible. Bill C-31 gave reserves 
the power to control membership and thus uphold an individual's right 
to regain status. There are, however, still many cases of people who 
identify themselves as Indians, but who remain ineligible for status, 
because they are unable to meet the criteria as set out in the Act, particu-
larly individuals who live in urban areas. 

Today, the Act continues to create legal and therefore economic 
and political boundaries between those who have membership in band/ 
tribes and those who do not. On the positive side, assimilation is no 
longer the official policy because it is harder to police, and based on an 
outdated ideology. In its place are new conflicts at the level of bands, 
who now have control through the efforts of self-government. At this 
time there are no published reports that would confirm these conflicts; 
they are personal stories only. 
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Métis Identity in Canada 
The Métis are largely defined as "people of mixed Indian and non-
Indian ancestry." As a result of opposition to the biracial connotations of 
this definition, however, the Métis have redefined themselves in terms 
of a socio-cultural heritage and a sense of hybrid ethnicity. Furthermore, 
the Constitution Act 1982 has legally recognized them as an aboriginal 
people. Today, two-thirds of the Métis live in the Prairie Provinces and 
the Northwest Territories, and their provincial organizations are strong 
indicators of their presence and tenacity. 

Offspring from the union of aboriginal and non-aboriginal people 
resulted, as some facetiously say, "nine months after the arrival of the first 
white man." Indeed, in the early seventeenth century, French explorer 
Samuel de Champlain said to the Huron: "Our young men will marry your 
daughters, and we shall be one people."17 The children of intermarriage 
were often assimilated into the Indian body politic; if they were to live in 
non-aboriginal communities, however, they had first to be baptized. The 
union of two aboriginal people from different cultures was not so 
problematic as the union of aboriginal people and early white traders.18 

Nevertheless, as Dickason notes: "Abbé Joseph A. Maurault held that 
intermarriage in New France was at its peak during the first three-quarters 
of the seventeenth century" (449, note 19). Furthermore, for a while during 
the mid-eighteenth century the British officially encouraged their soldiers to 
intermarry with aboriginal women in order to win over the Mi'kmaq as 
allies.19 Overall, aboriginal, French and English peoples saw only political 
and economic advantages to intermarriage: aboriginal people also saw per-
sonal and social reasons for intermarriage (167). Advantages for the bilin-
gual/bicultural children of intermarriage included work as interpreters and 
go-betweens, especially during the great Fur Trade period. Dickason sug-
gests that, "these political factors, coupled with economic importance of the 
fur trade for which the Métis were especially well qualified and the remote-
ness of the Old Northwest from centres of official control, meant that the 
Métis sense of separate identity began to emerge" ( 172). The idea of "Métis" 
as a political identity, however, did not take root until the early nineteenth 
century in southern Manitoba at the Battle of Seven Oaks, 1816. Dickason 
observes that whereas a mix of cultures often results in a kind of pidgin or 
creolization of language, this did not happen in western Canada. Instead, a 
whole new language called "Michif ' resulted. This is a fully developed 
language combining French nouns with a Crée verbal system; further to the 
east, Michif used Ojibwa verbal systems. Though not as widespread as it 
once was, Michif continues to be used among some elders. 
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The Métis exercised their political identity throughout the nine-
teenth century. Though recognized under the 1870 Manitoba Act, the 
Métis, alongside the Indians, challenged the expansionist move of the 
Canadian government, which was intent on unifying the country from 
east to west. The greatest struggle culminated in the now famous Riel 
Rebellion of 1885. Modern Métis refer to this moment as "resistance." 
Louis Riel, the Métis, and Indians, were defeated, thus allowing the 
Canadian government to expand its jurisdiction. With the expansion came 
the railroads that brought surveyors and settlers. As a people, the Métis 
continued to be distinct from both Indians and non-Indians; they were 
considered either "savages" or "half breeds." 

The Métis have been variously defined. In 1934, for example, 
the members of the Métis Association of Alberta defined themselves 
as "anyone with any degree of Indian ancestry who live the life ordi-
narily associated with the Métis." Then in 1940, the province of 
Alberta amended the definition as "a person of mixed white and 
Indian ancestry having not less than one-quarter Indian blood [but did 
not include] either an Indian or non-Treaty Indian as defined in the 
Indian Act." In 1982 the Métis were successful in gaining national 
recognition in the Canadian Constitution as Aboriginal Peoples along 
with Indians and Inuit. 

The patriation of the British North America Act signified Canada's 
formal independence from Britain.20 As a result, a new constitution was 
created and enshrined, and the principle of collectively held Aboriginal 
and Treaty rights was recognized and affirmed as an important part of 
the writing of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It stated 
that the Charter would not abrogate or derogate from any rights and 
privileges recognized, for example, in the Royal Proclamation of 1763. 
This process, however, was not a simple act of recognition. It was "won" 
through intense legal and political battles waged by aboriginal leaders. 
In the end, Section 35 (2) of the Constitution Act 1982 defined the 
Aboriginal Peoples of Canada: "In this Act, 'aboriginal peoples of 
Canada' includes the Indian, Inuit and Métis peoples of Canada." This 
Act singled them out as the only ethnic group to be so recognized, a 
recognition that led to affirming their self-determination. It also signi-
fied aboriginal peoples' seizing an authority for self-government over 
their people, lands and resources. Aboriginal people have often referred 
to this concept as "an inherent right to self-government." It also gave 
individual Indian governments the right to define membership, and thus 
inclusion and exclusion of potential members. 
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Indian Identity in the United States 
I will touch briefly on Indian identity in the United States, since some of 
the artists on whom I focus are American citizens. Moreover, the border 
is purely a geo-political demarcation drawn by European settlers and 
has not severed organic ties between aboriginal cultures near or on the 
demarcation. Some of the issues affecting aboriginal artists in the U.S. 
have equally affected contemporary artists in Canada, and vice versa. 
More specifically, much of what we know about historic relations 
between aboriginal people in Canada and the U.S., and their respective 
federal governments, is almost identical. 

In the contemporary United States of America, according to Taylor, 
"most of the estimated 20 million people in the [United States] with some 
Indian blood do not identify as Indians and are scattered throughout the 
land" (5). This creates some confusion for federal and tribal governments, 
especially where self-identification arises. M. Annette Jaimes says that 
the government's way of deciding on Indian identity typically centres on 
the notion of "blood quantum": "not especially different in its conception 
from the eugenics code once adopted by Nazi Germany in its effort to 
achieve 'racial purity,' or currently utilized by South Africa to segregate 
Blacks and 'coloreds'" (124). In fact, she goes on to say, "this aspect of 
US policy has increasingly wrought havoc with the American Indian sense 
of nationhood (and often the individual sense of self) over the past 
century" (124). 

As in the Canadian context, the United States historically enforced 
Native Americans to become "civilized," a route in which tribal identi-
ties would be erased. Jorge Noriega observes that programs like com-
pulsory attendance at boarding schools began as early as 1654 at Harvard 
College, Massachusetts; in 1693, the first Indian students were being 
enrolled at the College of William and Mary, Virginia (373). These higher 
educational institutions were out of reach in the Canadian context, since 
to gain a post-secondary education was to invite disenfranchisement from 
the tribal community. 

In 1887 the U.S. Congress, as part of the General Allotment Act of 
distributing land to individual tribal members, determined the standard 
of "blood quantum" or "degree of Indian blood," in which Indians of 
one-half or more Indian blood were entitled to receive parcels of land. 
The remaining numbers were disenfranchised. Jaimes argues that the 
blood quantum issue was a systematic way for the government to gain 
economic interests (127). Realizing that some Indian reservations sat on 
major mineral deposits, the U.S. government again tried another tactic, 
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this time opening up "citizenship" to all Indians. This meant that the 
state could now conduct expropriation business amongst its citizens rather 
than with an Indian nation. 

As a result of the 1982 Indian Identification Project, which failed 
to produce any consensus on the meaning of the term "Indian," both the 
federal and tribal governments considered two major criteria in deter-
mining Indian identity: blood ancestry and tribal membership. Tribal 
governments are able to determine membership and exclude persons 
from their reservations. On the other hand, the American government, 
represented by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, recognizes as "Indians" 
individuals who have one-quarter or more ancestry from a member of a 
"federally recognized tribe." There is no such notion as different kinds 
of aboriginality, as in the Canadian situation with Métis and non-Status 
Indians. In the United States the state encodes different aboriginal groups 
as federally recognized tribes, thereby empowering communities to 
determine who is a member of their tribe. In this way, the state assumes 
a position of seeming neutrality and removes itself from centre stage in 
any controversy over individuals' tribal status. The "politics of place" 
that this codification results in will be the subject of chapter three. 

As Charlotte Heth, Cherokee, and Assistant Director of Public 
Programs at the National Museum of the American Indian, points out: 
"No other group of Americans must prove identity by means of formal 
enrollment in a tribe or nation": 

Tribal membership entails important rights and responsibilities, 
including voting in tribal elections, holding land in severalty, ben-
efiting from tribal agreements with industry and government, and 
determining rights of enrollment. Enrollment in a tribe, however, 
may not be easy. Often tribes require a certain degree of Indian 
blood—confirmed by a Bureau of Indian Affairs Certificate of 
Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB). Indians of mixed ancestry can be 
voting members of only one tribe—and so a person or his or her 
parents must choose which tribe to enroll in. Some tribes honor 
descent from only the mother or only the father; children of non-
Indian and Indian ancestry may be ineligible to enroll depending 
on who among their ancestors is Indian. Children who were "adopted 
out," or adopted by non-Indians, often cannot find their birth 
parents, and thus, cannot become enrolled.2' 

Patricia Nelson Limerick, in The Legacy of Conquest, recognizes 
the cruel game called "identification" that has become a distinctive quality 
of modernity, that of the state's power to code and manipulate bodies 
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along racial lines. "Set the blood quantum at one-quarter," she says, "[and] 
hold it as a rigid definition of Indians, let intermarriage proceed as it had 
for centuries, and eventually Indians will be defined out of existence. 
When that happens, the federal government will be freed of its persist-
ent 'Indian problem'" (338). Nevertheless, the power of imputing iden-
tity now falls largely under the authority of "federally-recognized or 
state-recognized tribes," but based on non-Indian documents such as 
marriage and birth certificates. 

As we have seen, aboriginal peoples in both Canada and the United 
States throughout the reservation period were under strict colonial domi-
nation that set in motion the issues of identity. Aboriginal people are the 
only group in Canada or the United States specifically defined. This 
being defined as Indian continues to exacerbate problems of identity. In 
the next section, I proceed with how aboriginal people in Canada are 
dealing with this legally determined (and deterministic), yet culturally 
lived problem through the process of disengagement. Contemporary 
aboriginals are influencing change and taking control over their lives 
through resistance, assertion of rights, affirmation, self-determination, 
and land claims. These are just some assumptions and positions that 
define the post-reservation period, a period that began during World War II 
and continues to this day. 

Indian Politics in the Post-Reservation Period 
As we have considered, until the modern age, European-derived powers 
treated aboriginal band/tribes on a nation-to-nation basis and later as 
allies in their efforts to secure economic advantage over other European 
powers. At the start of the nineteenth century, aboriginal peoples' lives 
changed forever, since they were no longer considered important allies, 
but impediments to territorial expansion. European population and ex-
pansion dramatically increased as colonial powers proceeded to obtain 
Indian lands for settlers; in 1830, civilians replaced the military in 
administering Indian people, who thus became government wards. 
Aboriginal people had to mobilize themselves as formal political bodies 
to represent their interests in a unified manner and as a sizeable popula-
tion. Political efficacy, they realized, was vital to their survival. They 
discovered that formal organizations have an aura of legitimacy that can 
be very effective in persuading governments to act in their interests to 
achieve their goals. The government had always viewed with suspicion 
aboriginal attempts to organize politically, barely tolerating the Grand 
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Indian Council of Ontario and Quebec of 1870, for example, which was 
protesting the unfair enfranchisement of Indian women.22 But in 1927, 
aboriginal political organizations were effectively banned and denied 
the right to raise funds without state permission. Over the seventy years 
between the 1870s and 1940s, various regional political organizations 
sprang up, generally tied to specific concerns such as land claims. The 
first national organization, the North American Indian Brotherhood, 
which formed in 1944 and lasted until 1950, had at its core the returning 
veterans of World War II. These veterans had been treated as equals 
when in the armed forces, but found their situation on return to civilian 
life remained unchanged. 

Although Native political consciousness arose much earlier in many 
parts of the country, the aboriginal Canadians who volunteered their serv-
ices to the war effort during World War II were particularly important 
catalysts in creating a new climate for the future.23 The temper of the 
1940s, more than previous periods, highlighted situations that were to 
have consequences for the future development of Native politics. 

During this time, anew generation of restless Native men and women 
was increasingly influenced by events outside the reserves, while adapt-
ing to the new conditions their parents had struggled to create. As Native 
people moved across the country in search of a different lifestyle, they 
encountered new social pressures as well as conflicts with traditional ways 
of life. Generations of Indians had lived in desperately impoverished and 
regressive conditions on the reserves, and the experience of leaving home 
for urban centres or overseas seemed like an adventure. Leaving the 
reserves opened up new possibilities, new ways of seeing the modem world, 
and certainly a new understanding, or questioning, of oneself within this 
new context. Often the adventure must have been short-lived, and the idea 
of returning home must have caused many to rethink what it was they 
were returning to. Then came World War II, which changed the world, and 
the lives of aboriginal people, forever. 

While Native soldiers overseas participated in the fight for free-
dom and security for all Canadians, other battles raged at home that 
seemed just as formidable.24 The state continued to work toward the 
assimilation of Native people into Canadian society, while the newly 
emerging Native political activists argued for the protection of treaties 
and treaty rights, and the freedom to govern themselves. It was during 
the war years that Native political organizations began more decisively 
to pressure the government to change its policies. In 1944, the first 
national congregation of Native people met as a political unit in Ottawa. 



34 The New Tribe 

The North American Indian Brotherhood (NAIB) consisted of many 
independent regional political groups and gave Native peoples an 
opportunity to voice common grievances collectively. However, it collapsed 
in 1950 due to internal conflict.25 The leaders of these Indian and Métis 
organizations emerged from among the men returning from the War. 
Used to being treated as equals, they were more confident, worldly, and 
outspoken. During these years, Native leaders knowingly disobeyed the 
law as laid down by the Indian Act of 1927 which had banned all political 
organizational activities (Frideres 233). In 1947, the NAIB successfully 
challenged a government standing committee that called for the liquida-
tion of Indian lands and enfranchisement of Indians, and wholesale 
integration. It lobbied forcefully for drastic revisions to the Indian Act. 
This time a special Joint Committee was formed to hear Native people. 
Goodwill and Sluman write that: 

As a result of the hearings and investigations, a new Indian Act was 
introduced by the Liberal government in 1950, and after some 
additional consultations with Indian groups a revised Act was passed in 
1951. This Act did put limits on official interference with Indian cultural 
activities [...] [and] an Indian could no longer be enfranchised without 
his consent and the ban on political organizing was dropped (195). 

Although the government was forced to relax its opposition to Native 
political development, Native organizations over the next decade did 
not advance any major issues. 

As noted earlier, following World War II, aboriginal people across 
Canada moved into urban centres seeking employment. But these were 
alien spaces. Given aboriginal people's need to share the transplantation 
process with other Indians, urban community centres were formed, like 
the North American Indian Club (NAIC), established in Toronto in 1951,26 

Many of its members had served in the military during the War and 
preferred to work in the cities rather than return to the reserves. In the 
later 1950s and well into the 1960s, urban centres remained important 
for the swelling aboriginal populations.27 In 1954, the National Indian 
Council (NIC)—heir to the NAIB—was formed, and in 1961, it became 
the official organization for both Status and non-Status Indians. As 
Goodwill and Sluman point out, the NIC proposed a new idea—the role 
of the artist in the empowerment process: 

To illuminate the whole spectrum of Indian arts, crafts, philosophical 
concepts and aspirations of Indians to the Canadian public, in a 
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way that would provide a positive image to counteract the nega-
tive stereotyping of the past. It inaugurated travelling exhibitions 
of Indian art. There were, for the first time, annual Princess 
Pageants and exchange visits of Indian students between eastern 
and western Canada. Powwows were enjoyed again in areas where 
Indian culture had long languished, giving regained pride and a 
sense of identity back to people who had almost lost them 
completely (209). 

And, in 1957, the Canadian Association in Support of Native People 
(CASNP) was organized to bring "together a largely non-Native group of 
influential people to act as a lobbying force for Natives. Although its 
legitimacy came under attack from Natives several times in its short 
history, the CASNP did provide the first national organization for Natives, 
and did [much] to influence some of the policies that emanated from 
Ottawa" (Frideres 250). Over the next several decades, aboriginal organi-
zations were to become multifaceted, complex political structures, 
representative of aboriginal people all across Canada. These political 
organizations now saw their mandate including the influencing of 
government policies, the development of new programs for Indians, and 
the administration of some of these programs. 

The great changes that took place globally in the 1960s raised many 
people's consciousness so that identity politics began to emerge as an effec-
tive opposition and struggle for recognition. In the United States, Civil and 
Women's Rights movements and the youth counterculture were seen 
collectively to oppose the establishment as represented by the so-called 
"dominant Western male." Were these forces a reaction to modernity? The 
1960s was the age of protest and those in power positions had to be aware 
that large numbers of angry people would eventually force change. Coinci-
dentally, Status Indians were finally granted citizenship under the Canadian 
Bill of Rights in 1960. 

In this era of social change, aboriginal political organizations 
began to have a substantial impact on both Native peoples and the gov-
ernment. For Native peoples, the organizations provided the means for 
input into the federal and provincial government policies that affected 
them, and the instruments to bring about social change. For their part, 
governments found it beneficial to deal with organizations, especially 
when they could work with one organization, rather than many small 
ones. By the 1990s, however, the large national organizations began to 
lose some of their impact as individual First Nations started to deal di-
rectly with the state, particularly on land claim issues. 
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In 1968 the NIC split in two: the National Indian Brotherhood (NIB) 
made representations for Status Indians and the Canadian Métis Society 
(CMS) for non-Status Natives. In 1970 the CMS became the Native 
Council of Canada (NCC), and is now known as the Congress of 
Aboriginal Peoples (CAP); and, at the end of 1981 the NIB changed its 
name to the Assembly of First Nations. 

The introduction of the Liberal government's White Paper m 1969 
was protested by all Indian political organizations, especially the NIB, 
because it proposed to abolish the Indian Act. Basically, the White 
Paper was an attempt on the federal government's part to absolve itself 
of its obligations toward Canada's Native population through forced 
assimilation. It was perhaps tongue-in-cheek, but the Alberta Indian 
Association's answer to the White Paper—a report entitled Citizens Plus— 
came to be known as the Red Paper. Furthermore, Harold Cardinal's 
book entitled The Unjust Society: The Tragedy of Canada's Indians, gave 
a powerful voice to the Native community's bitter opposition to the plan. 
James Frideres points out that: 

Supporters of the White Paper proposals [are] in essence advocat-
ing cultural genocide. They seek the removal of the "citizen's plus" 
policy that grants special status to Natives, arguing that Natives 
cannot truly integrate into White society unless the special status is 
removed. Yet, as the charter group of Canada, British Canadians 
have always claimed special status, as have French Canadians, with 
their entrenched language and religious rights (264). 

At the start of the 1980s, Native Canadians became engaged in 
constitutional battles with the federal government. The federal Liberals 
were preoccupied with repatriating the Constitution from England. 
Native political leaders, on the other hand, were stalling these efforts, 
because they feared the patriation of the British North America Act would 
terminate the obligations contained in the Royal Proclamation 1763, 
thus dissolving their special rights and status. Native people across the 
country protested and held huge demonstrations in large metropolitan 
areas. Responding to the need for a stronger political voice, the NIB 
changed its name in December 1981 to the Assembly of First Nations.28 

The Constitution was returned to Canada and Native people won recog-
nition of "aboriginal rights," although these rights remained undefined. 
As well, the Constitution now defined the "Aboriginal Peoples of Canada" 
to include Indians, Inuit and Métis, a recognition that led to their affirm-
ing their self-determination. 
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At the beginning of the 1990s, two major events captured the 
imagination of Native communities across the country. First, there was 
the courageous stand of a Crée member of the Manitoba Legislature, 
Elijah Harper, whose decisive vote against the Meech Lake Accord sent 
the country into a political tailspin; and second, there was the stand-off 
at Oka, Quebec, between Mohawk warriors and the combined forces of 
the Quebec provincial police and Canadian army. Both events provided 
very tense and yet liberating moments. Almost overnight, Native 
peoples everywhere rallied into action. As a demonstration of a new 
consciousness and affirmation of identity, artists also seized the moment 
by participating in several exhibitions that displayed their solidarity with 
Native political leaders and with those manning the barricades at Oka. 
For the first time, Canadians everywhere became aware of Native 
people's growing restlessness and resentment over the government's 
repeated manipulation of Native issues. 

Conclusion 
The idea of the post-reservation period foregrounds the politics of 
opposition and struggle, and problematizes the key relationship between 
centre and periphery. The prefix "post" in post-reservation not only 
refers to that time "after" the reservation period, but more importantly, 
signals the end of total state control, with authority shifting to the band/ 
tribes. As well, aboriginal people began leaving the tedium and 
confines of reserves for the stimulation of urban centres for social and 
economic reasons; both regional and national aboriginal organizations 
came into being to protect treaties and treaty rights; aboriginal people 
began defining themselves based on the ideals of self-determination 
and self-government; and through the new Canadian Constitution of 
1982, aboriginal peoples were now recognized as having aboriginal 
rights. In short, as "First Nations" and as "a people," aboriginal people 
began reclaiming their subjectivity to achieve full possession of self. 
Yet, without the driving force of large political organizations, 
individual aboriginal people found it more onerous to contest their 
own positions. Disenfranchised women, for example, did not have 
the benefit of such organizations; they did, however, manage to find 
other ways to make known their positions of inequity, as their voices 
tended to be excluded in the context of greater concerns about 
treaties, because the treaties affected everyone. Individuals, 
disenfranchised for whatever reason, needed other ways to politicize 
their struggle. 
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As we will see in the next chapter, aboriginal contemporary artists 
began building on these political advances, and individually or collec-
tively, articulated their positions through more confident manner and 
means. For many of them, identity has been an integrating purpose for 
their practice, their relationships with members of their community, their 
position in the art world, and their genuine interest in sharing ideas. 
In part, the motives behind their practice are based in historical circum-
stances that prompted them to express their position as a political 
identity: their objectives are to create a space for their practice and their 
tribal identity; to recover and reconnect with their ancestral artistic roots; 
to critique practices that have systematically controlled them and their 
ancestors; to articulate new practices based on tribal principles; and, to 
re-establish relationships with tribal communities. 

I began this chapter with reference to the current identity politics 
in the U.S.; specifically, how American legislation now demands that 
those who advertise themselves as being Native American artists, 
submit proof they are from a federally recognized tribe. Indeed, since 
the legislation's initial introduction in December 1990, galleries and 
museums have terminated exhibitions that featured artists of question-
able heritage, out of fear of prosecution. Initially, craftspeople called for 
consumer protection legislation in the lucrative market place for their 
products, because mass quantities of cheap reproductions manufactured 
in countries ranging from Japan to Lebanon were usurping the market 
from "legitimate" Native American producers. Within the ranks of the 
art world, certain artists gained rapid recognition as Native American 
artists; this was, however, difficult for other artists to accept. The accu-
sations were that some of these fast-rising Indian art stars were indeed 
bogus Indians, prompting a group of artists to begin a campaign lobby 
for protection against those usurping the market under false pretenses. 
This resulted in PL. 101-644.29 One senses that meaningful, if not criti-
cal, discussions must come from within the Native American art 
community regarding the cultural and ethical issues of this legislation. 
It may interest the reader to know that Jimmie Durham issued a brief 
statement in Art in America in 1993, stating: "I am not Cherokee. I am 
not an American Indian. This is in concurrence with the recent US 
legislation, because I am not enrolled on any reservation or in any 
American Indian community." 

So, why do you call us "Indians"? It would seem the term should 
have lost its efficacy, as band/tribes all across North America now prefer 
to use the names they have always called themselves. It is still easier for 
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non-aboriginal people to use this discursive term, because it situates 
aboriginal people. We know, however, that historically these designations 
were very much part of the colonial discourse of the "other." More recently, 
as I will argue, the world is conceived as vastly more complex than simple 
oppositions; with the rise of feminism and post-colonial discourses, for 
example, we can no longer rely on old paradigms of recognition. "Indian" 
is not just a legal term. It is also almost nostalgic in the sense of appearing 
to be truly recognizable within a complex ocean of identities. It is still a 
term—like American, Canadian, European, Mexican—that names 
everyone until, of course, tribal specificities are acknowledged—like 
New Yorker, Torontonian, Parisian—that is present tense. Once a term of 
otherness and generalization, "Indian" continues to be a strong signifier 
for identity though it remains contentious and contradictory. 

Notes 
1 Public Law 101-644, November 29, 1990, Sec. 104, 1159. Misrepresentation of 

Indian produced goods and products: 
"(a) It is unlawful to offer or display for sale or sell any good, with or without a 

Government trademark, in a manner that falsely suggests it is Indian produced, 
an Indian product, or the product of a particular Indian or Indian tribe or Indian 
arts and crafts organization, resident within the United States. 

"(b) Whoever knowingly violates subsection (a) shall 
"(1) in the case of a first violation, if an individual, be fined not more than 

$250,000 or imprisoned not more than five years, or both, and, if a person 
other than an individual, be fined not more than $1,000,000; and 

"(2) in the case of subsequent violations, if an individual, be fined not more 
than $1,000,000 or imprisoned not more than fifteen years, or both, and, if 
a person other than an individual, be fined not more than $5,000,000. 

"(c) As used in this section 
"(1) fheterm 'Indian' meansany individual who is a member of an Indian tribe, or for 

the purposes of this section is certified as an Indian artisan by an Indian tribe; 
"(2) the terms 'Indian product' and 'product of a particular Indian tribe or 

Indian arts and crafts organization' has the meaning given such term in 
regulations which may be promulgated by the Secretary of the Interior; 

"(3) the term 'Indian tribe' means 
"(A) any Indian tribe, band, nation, Alaska Native village, or other 

organized group or community which is recognized as eligible for the 
special programs and services provided by the United States to 
Indians because of their status as Indians; or 

"(B) any Indian group that has been formally recognized as an Indian tribe 
by a State legislature or by a State commission of similar organization 
legislatively vested with State tribal recognition authority; and 

"(4) the term 'Indian arts and crafts organization' means any legally established 
arts and crafts marketing organization composed of members of Indian tribes. 

"(d) In the event that any provision of this section is held invalid, it is the intent of 
Congress that the remaining provisions of this section shall continue in full 
force and effect." 
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2 "Federally recognized tribes" are considered sovereign nations and have more 
authority over issues that happen on their land than, for example, municipal govern-
ments. There are 557 federally recognized tribes, and another 245 petitioning for 
recognition. As defined by United States, Senate and House of Representatives. 
PL 103-454: Federally Recognized Indian Tribes. (Washington: GPO, 1994): 
"Indian tribes presently may be recognized by Act of Congress; by the administra-
tive procedures set forth in part 83 of the Code of Federal Regulations denominated 
'Procedures for Establishing that an American Indian Group Exists as an Indian 
Tribe' ; or by a decision of a United States court. [... ] the list of federally recognized 
tribes which the Secretary publishes should reflect all of the federally recognized 
Indian tribes in the United States which are eligible for the special programs and 
services provided by the United States to Indians because of their status as Indians." 

3 The Inuit, known in the U.S.A. by the derogatory Algonquin word "Eskimo," are 
genetically distinct from most Indians; they live high in the Canadian Arctic, well 
beyond the treeline. Historically, the Indians to the south of them seldom ranged into 
their territories. Because of the extreme cold, it was not until the second half of the 
twentieth century that modern Europeans began trekking into the North; by then, they 
understood the survival techniques of the Inuit. The Inuit, however, have been in con-
tact with Europeans at least since AD 1000 when the Norse travelled to North America. 
Today, the Inuit continue to live in the far North. On April 1,1999, the Inuit population 
became the majority when the new territory of Nunavut was inaugurated. The Indian 
Act never included the Inuit, but in 1939 the Supreme Court decided they should be, 
under the term "Indian." Today, there is an agreed-upon definition worked out with 
the federal government which is based on traditional land occupancy, possession of 
"disk" numbers, or the blood quantum. Simon Arnaviapik once said: "Some people ... 
still use the old disk numbers that have been discarded. My number was E5-752" 
(quoted in Moses and Goldie, 1992:80). The Constitution Act, 1982, has since recog-
nized them as one of Canada's Aboriginal Peoples. 

4 In a letter to Luis de Santangel about his first voyage Columbus writes: "As I know 
that you will be pleased at the great victory with which Our Lord has crowned my 
voyage, I write this to you, from which you will learn how in thirty-three days, I 
passed from the Canary Islands to the Indies (las Indias) with the fleet which the most 
illustrious king and queen, our sovereigns, gave to me. And there I found very many 
islands filled with people innumerable, and of them all I have taken possession for 
their highnesses, by proclamation made and with the royal standard unfurled, and no 
opposition was offered to me. To the first island which I found, I gave the name 
San Salvador, in remembrance of the Divine Majesty, Who has marvellously bestowed 
all this; the Indians (los Indios) call it 'Guanahani'. To the second, I gave the name 
Isla de Santa Maria de Conception; to the third, Femandina; to the fourth, Isabella; to 
the fifth, Isla Juana, and so to each one I have a new name" (quoted in Greenblatt, 52). 

5 "At first, lands were reserved for First Nations on an ad hoc basis, as demand arose; from 
1850 onward, however, beginning with the Robinson Huron and Robinson Superior 
treaties, provision for setting aside lands for exclusive Aboriginal use was incorporated as 
part of negotiations for the land surrender treaties." Personal comments of Olive Dickason. 

6 "Band/tribe" is an equivalent designation: the former is used in Canada while the 
latter is used in the United States. 

7 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (New York: Routledge, 1998), 9-10, 
underlines the fact that Europeans as colonizers always held a privileged difference. 

8 "Fred Loft, a veteran of World War I, attempted as early as 1919 to establish a 
nation-wide League of Indians. He ran into official opposition, but his league 
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did get going in the prairie west and managed to survive there for a few years." 
Personal notes of Olive Dickason, 1999. 

9 The Meech Lake Accord, created to recognize the French-speaking province of 
Quebec as a distinct society, had to be ratified unanimously by all the provinces. 
The lone aboriginal member of the Manitoba legislature Elijah Harper took a stand 
by withholding his vote, because he, like other aboriginal people, felt that denial of 
this status has been endemic to the country's history. The result of his delaying 
tactic eventually killed the Accord. Aboriginal people, everywhere, celebrated; and, 
Elijah Harper became an instantly recognizable figure. 

10 From unpublished transcripts of conversations with Plains Crée elder, 
James Solomon Buller (whose Indian name is Kasawapamat, or "He who looks out"). 
He was seven years old in 1896 when he entered the first grade. I am especially 
indebted to his grandson, Ed Buller, for allowing me to use this material on his 
grandfather. Ed said it was gathered for the sake of his children and grandchildren 
so they will know the history of their family. 

11 For fuller discussion, see my "Colonial Alchemy: Reading the Boarding School 
Experience," Partial Recall: With Essays on Photographs of Native North Americans, 
(New York: The New Press, 1992) 76-87. 

12 Olive Dickason points out that the "responsibility for status Indians was (and is) 
solely that of the federal authority, whereas the Métis, even though now constitu-
tionally recognized as an aboriginal people, are classed as ordinary citizens and so 
come under provincial jurisdiction in matters of property and civil rights. Non-
status Indians are in the same legal category as the Métis" (316). 

13 Treaty Indians are descendants of those tribes who formally signed treaties with the Canadian 
government. Up until 1975, the number of treaties have approached five hundred. 

14 Reserve Indians mean those people for whom the government had set aside land for their 
common use and benefit, with its legal title vested in the Crown or federal government. 

15 The two terms "Body" and "Tribe" appear homogenizing, yet there is a subtle 
differentiation between general and specific. 

16 The contemporary Potlatch i s described by Gloria Cranmer Webster who points out 
that: "The reasons for giving Potlatches are the same as they were in the past— 
naming children, mourning the dead, transferring rights and privileges, and, less 
frequently, marriages or the raising of memorial totem poles" (1991:229). Govern-
ment officials and missionaries understood the Potlatch as the central institution of 
the people; outlawing its practice aimed to bring about the demise of the culture. 

17 Reuben Gold Thwaites (ed.), Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents. V, p.211; X, p.26. 
18 Maggie Siggins writes: "The fur traders who ventured early into the wilderness ... 

could never have survived without the help of Indian women. These marriages, à la 
façon du pays ("according to the custom of the country"), were encouraged by 
Natives and Europeans alike for they established an economic symbiosis which 
fuelled the St. Lawrence-based fur trade.[...] Some of these marriages were long 
and happy, even after the husband had left the fur trade. More typically, the Native 
woman was unceremoniously dumped as soon as the white had no further use for 
her; she and her children would simply melt back into her family's clan—at an 
emotional and physical sacrifice that can only be imagined" (7). 

19 J.B. Brebner, "Subsidized intermarriage with the Indians," Canadian Historical Review, 
VI, 1 (1925), pp. 33-36. Brebner furthermore points out that this policy was intended to 
apply not only to Nova Scotia, but to British colonies all across North America. 
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20 The British North America Act was promulgated in Britain. Even though it applied 
to Canada, Britain was its legal home as it was a British law. In 1982, Canada be-
came its home when it was "patriated," so that now it is Canadian law. 

21 Taken from a handout at the National Museum of the American Indian's 
George Gustav Heye Centre, New York City, 1996. 

22 NAC RG10, Red Series, volume 1934, file 3541, quoted in Report of the Royal Commis-
sion on Aboriginal Peoples (Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services Canada, 1996), 276. 

23 Sheila Staats, Warriors: A Resource Guide, writes that an estimated 3,000 men and 
women from reserves across Canada enlisted to fight with the Allies in World War 
II. Historically, Native involvement in armed conflicts extended from the first days 
of colonization to the Vietnam War. For example, "Champlain depended on them in 
his campaigns; in fact, they were essential to the French colonial effort throughout 
the period of New France. The Iroquois of the League of Five (later Six) Nations 
fought on the side of the British; it was to reward these efforts that the Six Nations 
reserve was established on the Grand River after the British defeat of the French in 
1763." Personal notes of Olive Dickason, 1999. 

24 Goodwill and Sluman point to the struggles of Status Indians to confront constantly 
shifting government policies regarding the state's responsibilities to the indigenous 
population: "When the voluntary assimilation of Indians did not materialize, the 
cruelty began [...] it became the policy to erode the reserves.f...] Forced enfran-
chisement had been another ploy [...] but the stubborn Indians, although an endan-
gered species, were not about to follow their buffalo into oblivion.f...] The average 
Canadian can have no idea of the merciless and prolonged pressures brought to bear 
upon Indian people to allow themselves to be legislated out of existence" (170). 

25 Frideres mentions the NAIB was originally a Catholic organization founded in British 
Columbia in 1943 (236); whereas, the Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples (v.l) indicates it was in 1946 that the NAIB made an attempt to organize 
nation-wide (582). 

26 John A. Price, Native Studies: American and Canadian Indians, 164, indicates this 
centre "was formed, primarily as an organization for Whites and relatively accultur-
ated Natives who held common interests in the history, arts, crafts, dances, and so 
forth of traditional Native cultures." 

27 The first "Indian and Métis Friendship Centre" was created in Winnipeg, in 1959; 
its mandate, to provide social services and assistance to Native people in their com-
munities, became the framework for future centres. 

28 In the summer of 1982, the largest assembly of indigenous peoples from around the 
world gathered in Regina. Called the World Assembly of First Nations, it opened a 
new chapter in Native politics. 

29 See Ward Churchill's rather amusing chapter about the issues surrounding the events 
of this legislation, entitled "Nobody's Pet Poodle: Jimmie Durham: An Artist for 
Native North America," 89-113. 
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3 
The New Tribe 

Introduction 
Any definition of aboriginal contemporary art is bound to be controversial 
because the issue is not so much who is included, as who is excluded. As 
I pointed out in the last chapter, the American artist Jimmie Durham was 
marginalized from the discursive frame of aboriginal art, because he 
was unable to prove his membership with a federally recognized tribe. 
His exclusion was based on legal identity. On the other hand, there are 
situations when identity remains unproblematic. The artists of Haida 
Gwaii are a group whose identity is defined within a band/tribal 
community. Robert Davidson, for example, once told me that neither he 
nor any artist from his community of Haida Gwaii ever had problems 
with identity; "rather," he says, "it's the city Indians."1 Artists like 
Davidson regard their identity as unproblematic because they are geo-
graphically closer to communities of which they are so much a part. 
Once outside their spaces, however, they are likely to become strangers 
where they either have to adjust, search for others who share similar 
perspectives, or return home. 

Furthermore, aboriginal contemporary art is, in one way, a fiction, 
because it is socially constructed; on the other hand, it exists as part of a 
long line of Western aesthetic discourses, like "primitive art," "non-
Western art," "ethnic art," "tribal art," and "craft." These terms name art 
made by people outside Western society as such. Colin Rhodes contends 
it is "the distorting lens of Western constructions" (8) which was gener-
ated in the later part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
"The primitive," he points out, "was regarded, on the whole, as always 
more instinctive, less bound by artistic convention and history, and as 
somehow closer to fundamental aspects of human existence" (9). We 
are more apt to find aboriginal contemporary artists disagreeing with 
this as a definition for their practice; instead, they would position their 
work in the present tense as "contemporary," not as an anachronistic or 
essentialist phenomenon of a past that belonged to their ancestors. For 
example, there are many conceptual and discursive differences that 
distinguish the aboriginal contemporary artists' works from the tradi-
tional, historical works we see most often in (ethnographic) museums. 
The earlier artists produced works that were more closely related to, and 
constituted within, band/tribal cultures and language; today's artists 
create works for the most part, for any and all publics. In the case of 
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tribal art, the dialogue was internal; in aboriginal contemporary art, the 
dialogue moves outward, with related dialogues that are aesthetic, 
political, moral, and didactic. The productions of meanings are fairly 
distinct. I contend that the Western definition of non-Westerners' art is 
highly questionable; yet, without these definitions, post-World War II 
aboriginal art would not have the same urgency to position itself. 

An examination of the artistic practices in pre-modern or pre-
reservation times is, however, beyond the scope of this study; instead, 
I will focus on a new type of artist, the aboriginal contemporary artist 
whose practices, while unconventional, non-traditional, and sometimes 
controversial, continue to be, largely, strongly committed to expressing 
their aboriginal identity. These new artists tend to fall into the interstices 
of well-defined spaces. They are more likely to problematize their agency 
in relation to community. As I will show, their works can be analyzed, 
interpreted, and theorized, much differently than historic tribally-
specific works. Edward Poitras once called this loose and heterogeneous 
group the "new tribe." 

I will begin by positioning the artist discursively in terms of identity. 
Then follows a brief examination of a socio-political and culturally 
affirming era post-World War II. I conclude with a profile of the 
aboriginal contemporary art scene, to give the reader a wide view of this 
new tribe's operations. 

Objectifying Identity 
Identity encompasses an individual's characteristics, his or her outward 
and conscious sense of self. The majority of people recognize and judge 
us from these characteristics, which may be based on our name, culture, 
society, sex, family, work, religion, politics, land, home, personal interests, 
and the experiences we have had. Where we come from is an essential 
component of our identity. Another mainstay of identity is a person's 
name.2 Our names can imply various things: ethnicity, family history 
and popular taste. One's name can be valuable, according an individual 
both reputation and fame. Names can identify a group entity as one being. 
For many, the family provides another source of identity: family ties, 
reunions and large family gatherings reinforce roots and a sense of 
belonging, making people feel they are special; one tends to feel aunique 
bond with people where a sense of belonging is fostered, and with whom 
one can be oneself. Gatherings bring back memories; they influence who 
we are in the community and make us aware of where we come from, 
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and what we are all about. Identity is something one must have in order 
to be an individual. It gives one a sense of self-esteem. 

As the framework of identity continues to be politically debated, a 
critical concept that deserves attention is the notion of the "subject." 
The term subject differs both semantically and ideologically from the 
more familiar term, "individual."3 The subject is now seen to encompass 
the unconscious and subconscious dimensions of the "self;" furthermore, 
"subjectivity" implies contradictions, process, and change. The term 
"individual," which dates from Renaissance rationalism, views "man" 
(sic) more on a conscious level (Descartes: "I think therefore I am"), 
implying that identity is a conscious sense of self. Psychoanalytic 
research, since Freud and extending through Lacan up to today's 
psychoanalytical critics, prepares us to understand that it is through 
language that the subject is "constituted," that language always precedes 
us and therefore endows us with our subjectivity.4 We are born into 
language ("signifying systems"). Through our lives we take on various 
roles or cultural positions, like "artist," "father," and so on. In this con-
text, the art world can be seen as the "structuring agency" that produces 
its subjects. Moreover, subjectivity is relational, where both the "speak-
ing subject" ("I"), and "subject of speech" ("You"), exist in a play of 
difference. For Louis Althusser, "ideologies interpellate individuals as 
subjects;" that is, they call us into being and inculcate in us a sense of 
belonging. He believes that ideology is the medium by which individuals 
are addressed and thus constituted as subjects. Althusser argues that 
institutions—religion, education, the family, the law, political parties, 
communication, and culture—are not neutral but ideologically subject-
forming and produce normative conditions for subjecthood. 

In the previous chapter, I described how state operations instituted 
ways to assimilate aboriginal people into a new universal Canadian 
society, enacting laws that segregated children from their families, 
disenfranchised women who married non-Status Indians, and outlawed 
spiritual practices and cultural expressions. In a total effort to create 
new subjects, the governments worked to erase traditional frameworks, 
perspectives and ideologies, in favour of European-derived ones. Con-
sequently, aboriginal people all across the Americas adopted and adapted 
to the frameworks of the English, French, and Spanish cultures, and 
have since endeavoured to work within these cultures' imposed languages. 
They have employed the language of the colonizer for their own benefit. 
This is the strategy by which Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989) see 
post-colonial writers defining themselves, that: "[of] seizing the language 
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of the centre ("appropriate") and re-placing ("reconstituting") it in a 
discourse fully adapted to the colonized place" (38). Thus, this new 
consciousness of appropriation gives power to many of those—women, 
gays and lesbians, and various ethnicities—who have so long accepted 
their subject position as "other" in the context of the dominant ideology 
of modernity. 

Furthermore, if one fails to define one's subject position, there is a 
risk that one's ethnic identity will be defined and objectified by some-
one else. "Different people in different societies struggle to define the 
boundaries of human nature, if only to be able to exclude some people 
or practices: 'savages,' 'infidels,' 'the insane,' 'the criminal,' 'the sexu-
ally deviant,' 'women,' 'Blacks,' etc., have all been excluded, both 
semantically and functionally, at different times and places" (Grossberg 
1992:117). Native American anthropologist Wendy Rose has argued that 
the dominant framework of Western knowledge bases its canons on the 
"universal;" seeing themselves as "citizens of the world," Westerners 
consequently view all "others" as parochial and provincial. This is an 
ideology of unequal power relations, where the West is dominant and 
the "other" subordinated and objectified as "minority." Kobena Mercer 
suggests that "ethnicity" is an "ideological othering" of the dominant 
culture which defines its minority citizens. "Minority," he argues "[are 
seen as] minor, a subject who is in-fans, without a voice [...] who is 
spoken-for by the state [...]" (429). As Rose points out, for example, publishers 
are more willing to publish works by what she calls "whiteshamans"— 
like Grey Owl (a.k.a. Archie Belaney) or Ernest Thompson Seton—than 
genuine literature by Native Americans. The publishers' claim is that the 
"other" is unable to represent him or herself. As a result, the agents of 
popular taste see Western academic theories of the "other," and their subse-
quent (re)interpretations, as a ripe cultural territory. 

As identity becomes increasingly objectified and globalized, it 
becomes paramount that we recognize the diversity and complexity that 
exist within all cultures. We have only to look within Canada to find 
fifty-three distinct aboriginal languages. These diversities were little 
understood, often making it easier for the mainstream to universalize them 
as "other." Defining the "other" in universal terms results in a homogeni-
zation of the identities of local cultures. Thus we see new forms of resist-
ance where the local cultures see themselves in oppositional terms, such 
as "indigenization," "aboriginality," and "First Peoples," to name a few. 
Moreover, local groups seize on, subvert and transform to suit their own 
needs, global notions of modernity, modernization, post-modernism, 
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capitalism, imperialism and global media systems, making them part of 
their new cultural identity. Michel de Certeau has called this process 
"making do" and "making over." These definitions of modernity can be 
limiting, despite the fact that non-Westem peoples have begun redefining 
for themselves a new kind of modernity, which transcends the normal 
notions of newness, change, and progress. But whereas "making do" 
denotes limitations, "making over" has ideological connotations. 

Identity politics in the cultural field is not just the struggle to define 
oneself against the dominant discursive practices of a contemporary art 
discourse; it aims at the subversion of the discourse that has steadfastly 
denied the articulation of the "other's" cultural identity. The mainstream 
has used the politics of knowledge, for example, to prevent non-Western 
artists from transgressing the field by introducing culturally specific issues. 
The gate-keepers—who do not distinguish art from ideology, theory from 
practice—argue that to do so would compromise the (absolute) aesthetic 
ideals of art. Victor Bürgin calls this discursive practice, the establishment 
of an authoritative canon: "The canon is the discourse made flesh; the 
discourse is the spirit of the canon. To refuse the discourse, the words of 
communion with the canon, in speaking of art or in making it, is to court 
the benign violence of institutional excommunication" (159). The discur-
sive practices of institutions, and the power of "excommunication," 
become, in Burgin's view, part and parcel of the struggle: those positioned 
outside the centre want change, while those on the inside prefer the status 
quo. This is not always the case, however. There are those on the inside 
who are part of the radical struggle for change. Burgin's notion of "refusing 
the discourse" refers to an oppositional practice that seeks radically 
different views. To present any view of relation, like the "tributary to the 
mainstream," involves a power relation. Where radical views, or actions, 
are grounds for "benign excommunication," the radical nature for change 
can become a spark that can contest or "re-fuse" the discourse. In other 
words, old discourses can become infused with new ideas, similar to 
Bourdieu's notion of "space for position takings" (see Chapter 4). The 
cultural field is constantly negotiated, making it a "site of struggle." The 
"site of confluence"—the space of non-Western history (tributary) and 
mainstream, for example—is conflictive, because it forces a re-examining 
of the spatial relations of dominant/mainstream and oppositional discourses, 
where the mainstream continues to speak from a position of power. The 
mainstream is still involved in speaking about "art" in a universal sense, 
but does this not mean it cannot change its complexion as other discourses 
become inscribed within and against the dominant discourse? 



48 The New Tribe 

Saigon-born American film-maker/author, Trinh Minh-ha, contin-
ues to see many non-Western artists routinely subjected to 
marginalization. As the centre questions identity and gives it a status, 
the displaced "other" must necessarily objectify his or her own identity 
and culture. Nonetheless, after examining their "dis-placement" from 
these centres, many artists have tactically abrogated this view and 
instead now see the "centre" itself as marginal (327). Trinh Minh-ha's 
dictum—there are margins in the centre and centres in the margins 
(331)—has allowed for the possibility of a new practice. Feminism, she 
says, is a marginalized practice, yet feminists are perceived by other 
women as the centre. These relations of power do take place on both 
sides of the border. As well, Indian reserves, once thought of as prisons, 
are now seen as cultural centres for most aboriginal peoples. 

Negotiating the centre/margin/centre also brings into play the strat-
egies of border crossing. Thus, the new cultural "other" as border crosser 
must understand both sides as a means of survival. Yet the subject of 
crossing boundaries has implications for identity, both within and 
beyond the boundaries. Trinh Minh-ha makes us aware that power 
relations exist everywhere, particularly in terms of who and where the 
definers are: Who creates the binarisms, for example, such as centre 
versus periphery (marginality)? Why are we forced to change, to reverse 
our values? She talks of the pain of her first departure from home and 
the subsequent frustration of "re-departing." The second time, the 
departure was with the self-conscious awareness that her identity was 
now objectified, and the consequence of its objectification was political. 
Being a border crosser has enabled her to strategize her identity through 
the embrace of many other identities (subjectivities). We are always 
changing. This is empowerment. We are all border crossers, or perhaps 
we have the potential, if only we can accept new experiences, new 
ideas, new languages. Border crossing is necessary for survival. 
Finally, Trinh-Minh-ha asks: How can dominators dominate in these 
changing times? Many branches of Western epistemology invite the 
"other" across the border, but when that happens, the meeting (encounter) 
is unpredictable, and in its unpredictability misunderstandings do occur. 
The "other" may be emplaced, appropriated, rejected, pushed to the 
margins, physically and intellectually. That, is the struggle. 

Today, identity politics allows individuals to choose their identities 
as members of one or more groups. Kobena Mercer says these political 
points of departure, " [are] culturally and politically constructed through 
political antagonism and cultural struggle" (427). In the next section 
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I will show how aboriginal artists, both individuals and groups, have 
entered the mainstream ait world, and become knowledgeable about its 
spatial politics and discursive practices. They have had to learn how to 
play its games. They had to recognize, for instance, what or who is in or 
out; and understand the art world's selective practices, such as the 
market which routinely separates "high" from "low" art. As well, they 
had to know how certain standards set by the "high" effectively 
segregate various arts communities. 

A Brief History of the Politics in Aboriginal Contemporary Art 
It would not be far-fetched to say that the Native political leadership 
greatly influenced the thinking and actions of aboriginal contemporary 
artists who formed cohesive groups to address common issues aimed at 
negotiating space within the art world. Aboriginal politicians, for their 
part, understood the value of using cultural signifiers to give their 
purposes an identity, so why wouldn't artists similarly see the value 
of political action? And, the reverse is true as art making is a systemic 
tool for interpellation. 

Several generations of people who suffered from the paralyzing 
effects of the Indian Act must have felt that change was inevitable, and 
that it would be a new, younger generation who would bring about a 
"cultural revolution." Following World War II, Native organizations 
increasingly drew attention to cultural practices through efforts to 
encourage positive self-awareness; yet aboriginal people continued to 
exist on the margins of mainstream society. Depending on the perspec-
tive, isolation was both a scourge and a godsend. Banishment onto 
reserves was disastrous for the continuity of a traditional way of life, 
and any change and development were arduous; yet ironically, segrega-
tion actually helped maintain cultural traditions like language and some 
spiritual practices. Meanwhile, the traditional arts waned, and over the 
first half of the twentieth century, shifted from production meeting band/ 
tribal needs into a growing external commodity.5 

Change began slowly. In 1950, the Royal Commission on the 
National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences tabled a report 
on the state of national culture. Sixteen briefs and presentations were 
submitted to the Commission on the state of Native art and craft. How-
ever, the report made no major recommendations on the subject, and the 
Commission was content to shift the responsibility elsewhere in the gov-
ernment. The Commission barely examined the situation of aboriginal 
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cultures as a whole, because they were viewed more as an economic 
than an aesthetic concern. Aboriginal artists were not yet part of this 
picture, since they were still thought of as tribal artists, rather than the 
mainstream notion of the individual artist. (There were a few excep-
tions, such as the Native American artists Maria Martinez and Nampeyo 
in the American Southwest.) It was, however, during this period that the 
federal government was considering extending religious and cultural 
freedom to aboriginal peoples by revising the Indian Act.6 

Despite the lack of support from the federal government and the 
art world, other institutions did step in to encourage positive change. 
Two British Columbia institutions, for example, took up the challenge. 
In 1949-50, the University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology 
(MOA) commissioned two Kwakwaka'wakw carvers Mungo Martin7 

(ca. 1881-1962) and Ellen Neel (1916-1966), to restore a number of 
"totem"8 poles at the Museum. This totem pole project heralded the 
beginning of active museum involvement in the promotion of North-
west Coast (NWC) art by practising artists, and not just the acquisition 
of historic art. Martin worked at MOA until 1951.9 A long-renowned 
master carver, he spent the next ten years as carver-in-residence at the 
British Columbia Provincial Museum (BCPM, now the Royal British 
Columbia Museum). This responsibility entitled him to teach traditional 
carving techniques to several generations of Kwakwaka'wakw carvers, 
notably Henry Hunt (his son-in-law), Tony Hunt (his grandson), and 
Douglas Cranmer (his step-grandson). In 1957 MOA commissioned two 
young artists, Haida Bill Reid and Kwakwaka'wakw Douglas Cranmer, 
to carve six poles and a memorial figure for the institution. Reid worked 
at the Museum for three and half years and eventually became one of 
Canada's best-known aboriginal artists; while Cranmer eventually moved 
over to and began working with the British Columbia Provincial 
Museum, in Victoria.1" 

Clear across the country, rave reviews had greeted a young Ojibwa 
artist in his first commercial exhibition. His name was Nerval Morrisseau 
and the show at the Pollock Gallery, a commercial gallery in Toronto, in 
1962, was a decisive event that changed the way people were to look at 
aboriginal art and artists for years to come. Ruth Phillips has argued that 
Morrisseau's non-aboriginal audiences (conditioned by European 
notions of "primitivism," and witnessing Native art appropriated 
by Canadian nationalism) saw in him fresh "pagan" qualities (1993:244). 
He was seriously censured by his tribal elders, however, for representing 
and commodifying sacred images." In reaction to the sad realities of 



The New Tribe 51 

aboriginal life, Morrisseau's controversial cultural strategy—breaking 
with tradition to salvage Ojibwa culture12—constructed a vision for the 
future, and for himself, artistically. Morrisseau was motivated by his 
despair in seeing the younger generation losing its ties with traditional 
Ojibwa culture. He saw the elders dying, young children being removed 
from the reserves to be educated in white schools. Morrisseau became 
the conduit for cultural transfer, positioning himself as a new communicator 
or "image-maker." In Mungo Martin's case, the tradition for cultural 
transfer was guaranteed because he had learned from his elder, 
Willie Seaweed; in Morrisseau's case we see a kind of post-reservation 
act, where tradition is transformed into a new strategy. Both strategies 
maintain a self-conscious link with the past, and intentionally oppose 
repeated efforts by governments and other state-sanctioned institutions 
to sever Native people from their roots and traditions. Many artists have 
followed Morrisseau's lead. 

In the 1960s, aboriginal artists such as Daphne Odjig, Alex Janvier, 
Tom Hill, Noel Wuttunee, Gerald Tailfeathers, Carl Ray, and Jackson 
Beardy, played important roles in spearheading the Native cultural revo-
lution. Their emergence was buoyed by their convictions about personal 
identity, and by their dexterity in adapting to both the traditional and 
modern world. 

The most significant cultural event of the late 1960s for many 
Native peoples was Expo 67, hosted in Montreal, which celebrated the 
centennial year of Canadian Confederation. For the first time, Indian artists 
and politicians came together from across Canada to assert their Native 
identity." The Indians of Canada Pavilion was their venue. It was a vital 
moment for Canada, because in the eyes of the world, it had to be seen as 
a successful and important developed country, and a nation which 
acknowledged Indians as equals and distinct members of society. Native 
artists such as Norval Morrisseau, Carl Ray, Alex Janvier, Tony Hunt,14 

George Clutesi, Noel Wuttunee, and Tom Hill received commissions to 
paint murals and panels on the façade of the Pavilion.15 They responded 
with enthusiasm and confidence, and their artistic expression came to be 
seen as modern and sophisticated, speaking out to an international com-
munity about who they were, where they came from, and where they were 
going. After Expo 67 closed, Native people continued to run the Indians 
of Canada Pavilion, with exhibits on art and culture, some of which were 
highly critical of the federal government, who was its sponsor. 

Back on the west coast, the Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG) also 
celebrated the centennial by presenting Arts of the Raven, an exhibition 
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many regarded as the turning point in the appreciation of Northwest 
Coast art. The exhibition presented these works as fine art, not as ethno-
graphic or curio art. The VAG enlisted Bill Reid to help organize the 
exhibition, which proved to be a decisive catalyst for artistic activity on 
the Northwest Coast. Peter Macnair (1980) writes that in the three years 
following Arts of the Raven, several dozen young Native artists would 
gain ascendancy in the art world (85). Many of them gathered in northern 
British Columbia, near Hazelton, at an artists' training program called 
the Kitanmaax School of Northwest Coast Indian Art. The place was 
called 'Ksan. It had opened in the mid-1950s, as a product of local ini-
tiative and federal funding, and its objective was to revive interest in 
Nisga'a (Tsimshian) art and culture, and train graduates for the future. A 
section of the reconstructed village of 'Ksan was opened for tourists in 
1970, complete with a craft museum and an interpretation and cultural 
centre.16 One artist who taught at 'Ksan was Robert Davidson (Haida). 
In the summer of 1969, Davidson carved and raised a new pole, in his 
village of Masset, the first to go up on the Queen Charlotte Islands tribal 
grounds since 1884. The ceremonial raising of the pole heralded the 
rebirth of Haida culture as a whole. Macnair noted that, "Like many of 
his peers, Davidson has sought to contribute monumental works to his 
village to remind people that aspects of the ancient culture still live."17 

Several years later, Davidson was to construct a building in honour of 
his great-grandfather Charles Edenshaw. 

Northwest Coast artists responded to this rebirth. Many of them 
searched deep within themselves and their communities for the elusive 
artistic tradition, because they needed a sculptural language to manifest 
itself. Martine Reid describes this new art as "a signifier in search of 
meaning [...] Clearly, though, it is an art in gestation, soon to emerge in 
a different context, with new cultural significance. The process is not 
a decline into non-authenticity or an ascent into rediscovery, but a 
transformation and another metamorphosis in a long history of 
change" (1993:76). 

In 1970, a group of aboriginal artists living in Winnipeg, some of 
whom had met at Expo 67, realized that once the interest generated by 
the Indians of Canada Pavilion abated, questions would remain about 
their future as artists. They formed a group and called themselves the 
Indian Group of Seven; they were Jackson Beardy, Joseph Sanchez, 
Carl Ray, Alex Janvier, Eddie Cobiness, Roy Thomas, Daphne Odjig, 
and later, Norval Morrisseau.18 The Indian Group of Seven lasted until 
1976. Three of the seven had their first gallery showing at the Winnipeg 
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Art Gallery (WAG) in 1972, in an exhibition titled Treaty Numbers 23, 
287, and 1171: Three Indian Painters of the Prairies, that included 
Jackson Beardy, Alex Janvier, and Daphne Odjig. Although the exhibition 
was intended to exhibit the works by these three Native artists in a critical 
aesthetic context, the exhibition's title suggested otherwise. For them, 
the exhibition at the WAG became a political space within which their 
voices could be heard. Janvier, the more radical thinker of the three, had 
been signing his work using his treaty number—287 (fig. 24)—for ten 
years, protesting the impersonal viewpoint of Indian Affairs, which saw 
aboriginal people solely as treaty numbers. Hence, the name of the exhibi-
tion. Unlike 'Ksan, which was interested in reviving artistic and cultural 
traditions, this group focused on finding new markets for their work; but 
without institutional backing, they never had the same clout. Odjig opened 
a print shop and quickly became popular; Beardy continued working 
but never received great artistic acclaim. 

The world was changing, yet for aboriginal Canadians change 
seemed unhurried. The combined efforts of aboriginal organizations to 
stop the federal government from abolishing their rights were gradually 
realizing results, and cultural centres were springing up across the country. 
In the meantime, a bombshell exploded in the United States. 

The occupation at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, by several hundred 
Native Americans in the late winter of 1973, was a defining moment for 
aboriginal people across North America. For the first time in modern-
day relations between aboriginal and non-aboriginal peoples, the inter-
national media focused its attention on Native issues. Aboriginal artists 
in the United States, inspired previously by the revolutionary fervour of 
the occupation of Alcatraz Island in 1969, the "Trail of Broken Treaties" 
and subsequent occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs building in 
Washington, D.C., in November 1972, used Wounded Knee II in 
February 1973 as detonation for their art making. Despite this energy, 
the artistic reaction in Canada to political issues lay dormant. 

In the following year, Tom Hill (Seneca) prophetically announced 
that, "in the future, art will probably manifest the political struggle more, 
especially as Indians become more vocal in their demands to be treated 
fairly."19 Impatient for change, Hill organized Indian Art '74 at the Royal 
Ontario Museum in Toronto, an exhibition many regard as a landmark 
in the development of aboriginal contemporary arts. He gathered a wide 
range of individual and tribal expressions, and redefined "Indian art" in 
economic, cultural, and political terms: economic, because the opportu-
nity for artists to sell their works opened a new market; cultural, in that 
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artists originating from different cultural groups across the country now 
had a chance to express themselves as such; and political, by virtue of 
all the artists coming together as a singular artistic voice; they realized 
that a space had now opened up for them. The new artist proved to be 
highly eclectic, borrowing styles from many sources: Native and non-
Native, traditional and contemporary. Their intention was to try to 
incorporate themselves into the mainstream, instead of merely slipping 
by or getting tossed out. Collectively, they became a new kind of post-
reservation artist. Ruth Phillips describes this artist as one who does not 
replicate "ancient forms known only by traditionalists, but one who has 
transformed [the visual forms] into new kinds of art in order to explore 
their meanings in the context of the modern world. This 'appropriation' 
is legitimate for these artists because it is a means of preserving knowledge 
for future generations and of uniting the self divided between two worlds" 
(251). As well, it was a way to insert themselves into new discourses 
that included the art market and collections and thus make the shift from 
craft to art. 

With the federal government's relinquishment of its assimilation 
policies in 1951 and the rising tide of political, historical, and cultural 
consciousness of the 1960s, the 1970s seemed the right time for aboriginal 
artists to begin organizing themselves. The First National Native Artists 
Symposium was held in October 1978, on Manitoulin Island, with 
subsequent gatherings in Regina (1979), Hazelton (1982),20 Lethbridge 
(1987), and Halifax (1993). Artists exchanged ideas on identity, 
traditional and contemporary artistic practices, centre/periphery, Native/ 
non-Native art, art/craft, museum/gallery, and access to government 
funding. The conferences attracted the curious and the engaged. 
Government and arts council representatives, curators, anthropologists, 
sociologists, elders, and commercial gallery owners,21 helped create a 
forum for greater articulation regarding issues of post-reservation defi-
nitions of art, and of what it means to be an artist and aboriginal. Rather 
than arriving at clear conclusions, the conferences resulted instead in 
individual affirmations of identity and conviction, which served to 
strengthen aboriginal arts in all fields, together with the literary and 
performing arts. 

By the late 1970s-1980s, the international economic downturn that 
had affected the country, also affected aboriginal artists. Some whose 
fortunes had risen quickly disappeared almost as fast; others managed to 
transcend the constraints of recessionary times,22 by concentrating on 
experimental work and participating in a growing number of exhibitions. 
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It was a decade of solidarity which saw newer and younger artists emerge, 
and the rise of persuasive and articulate voices, stimulating important 
scholarly writing on Native, women's and environmental issues, and 
subsequently strengthening the visual and expressive resolve. In 1982, 
aboriginal Canadian and American artists gathered together in an exhi-
bition called New Work by a New Generation at the Regina's Norman 
Mackenzie Art Gallery.23 It focused on the artist as individualist; yet as 
the curator Robert Houle, explains: 

Each artist is invariably and intimately involved in recording 
personal experiences determined by tribal culture. This leaves the 
artist to create works of art traditionally inspired, but expressed 
through modern concepts and techniques. To deny the legitimacy 
of this inspirational source would be like refusing the Renaissance 
its Greco-Roman heritage; and to treat the validity of this creative 
process with deliberate reserve is sanctimonious (2). 

This statement concerned a theme of self-emancipation from an 
established tradition—that all Native artists drew their subjects only from 
myths and legends.24 Several artists moved beyond this notion and 
began showing works based on political issues and ideas. Artists like 
Clifford Maracle, Robert Houle, Carl Beam, and Edward Poitras, built 
on Janvier's political interests as expressed in his work, and found 
new ways of expressing the political moment. Their works were no 
longer conceived as primarily vehicles for aboriginal cultural expression; 
they were also making audiences aware of the complex realities of 
aboriginal life. 

The Aboriginal Contemporary Artist in the Present 
In the 1990s there was a notable shift in aboriginal contemporary artists' 
attitudes as they seemed to become looser, and more detached from the 
quagmire of political issues. They no longer felt disenfranchised; rather, 
they were comforted in knowing their subjectivity was more complex 
than previously understood; they realized they were different, as was 
everyone else. They supported the post-modem position which celebrated 
plurality and reinforced the observation that Western art was in effect 
just another "other" in a theatre of "others." Furthermore, the notion of 
centre/periphery took on new meaning as aboriginal contemporary artists 
started to realize that their centres or reference points were their 
communities, their reserves, their homes. Such realizations underlay 
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discourses of identity where artists now examine definitions of self as 
being critical to understanding their quotidian realities. 

Hence, appreciative audiences of aboriginal contemporary art may 
find individual artists more thought-provoking than artists who reflect 
traditional conventions. Names like Houser, Scholder, Morrisseau, 
Pudlo Pudlat, Quick-to-see Smith, Ash Poitras, Tasseor, Howe, Davidson 
or Piqtoukin, resonate within us because they explore the human condition 
of the present. These artists are making new audiences aware of their 
personal perspectives. 

Aboriginal contemporary art is made up of a vast number of artists 
living in both Canada and the United States, who participate within the 
dynamic mainstream art scene. As participants in the global community, 
they are intensely aware of the current conditions and circumstances that 
affect us all; in their everyday lives they are often driven to reflect and 
engage with a directness not always evident in traditional art. Through 
their works, both individually and collectively, aboriginal artists are effec-
tive communicators. James Luna's The Artifact Piece (1987, fig. 15) at 
the San Diego Museum of Man, wrestled the stereotype—that aboriginal 
identities existed only in the past—away from ethnographic museums. In 
addition, aboriginal communities have recently been benefiting from art-
ists' projects like Rebecca Belmore's cross-Canada tour of Ayum-ee-aawach 
Oomam-mowan: Speaking to their Mother (1991, fig. 33), in which she 
used a large wooden megaphone designed for people to speak directly to 
Mother Earth. In 1992, three major art exhibitions Indigena,25 Land Spirit 
Power2" and Submuloc21 brought attention to aboriginal issues. Bill Reid's 
installation of The Black Canoe (1993) at the Canadian Embassy in 
Washington, D.C., for instance, helped to give Canada a new identity, 
one that was now inclusive. Hachivi Edgar Heap of Birds' national tour of 
the 16 Song/Issues of Personal Assessment and Indigenous Renewal ( 1996) 
became a collaboration with Australian aboriginal artists. The message of 
each of these projects is to give voice back to aboriginal people, a strategi-
cally powerful tool. These artists help their audiences understand how to 
move into the larger world with an aboriginal sensibility, across a millennial 
divide, and into the twenty-first century. 

Aboriginal contemporary art, by its very nature, is work being done 
today, for today, and about today. Artists borrow from everywhere. They 
look at ancient images, forms, and techniques, with an understanding that 
what their ancestors had to say continues to have meaning for them, and 
us all, in the present. None of them wishes us to believe they are located in 
some mythic past; instead, they understand their realities as energetic 
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practices of today, which offer them an unparalleled range within which to 
express themselves. They will, however, continue to tap into the past to try to 
make sense of this very complex world. These complexities are as true of 
reservation communities as they are of urban areas, and contemporary 
aboriginal art reflects this. The recent exhibition Reservation X (1998), for 
example, examined issues of community and identity (see Chapter 7). Artists 
find themselves driven to social and political lives beyond their artistic identities. 
In Canada, Art Thompson leads a massive group of former boarding school 
students into the courts seeking restitution, while Earl Muldoe and Neil Sterritt 
head the Nisga'a people through history-making land claims negotiations. 
Meanwhile, in the United States, jeweller and Colorado Senator Ben Night 
Horse Campbell is accountable for his, and other people, as state representative. 

The world of aboriginal art is further complicated by our coexist-
ence with many diverse ethnic and tribal identities, particularly in urban 
centres. San Francisco's Salad Bar, which included Teresa Harlan and 
Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie, was an art collective whose name metaphori-
cally reflected the mix of equal but differing identities. This pointed to 
the reality of living in an international community, whose members bring 
with them new ideas and experiences. Coming in contact with 
multicultural conditions activates new relationships, which are then 
reflected in ourselves and in the art. 

Artists realize that the traditional spaces within which they produce 
and exhibit have now gone well beyond the walls of the art gallery or 
similar institutions, to artist-run centres, community houses, cultural 
centres, restaurants, private homes, or anywhere outdoors. They continue 
to exhibit in the craft-market place—such as the Santa Fe Indian Market— 
in small booths, where vast numbers of people can come; they realize 
the power these centres have as places of commerce. There continue to 
be numerous market-type centres and fairs in cities throughout the world, 
where artists and galleries converge to exhibit and examine recent works. 
The art world's most critical audiences, professional and popular, often 
frequent these sites. 

Aboriginal contemporary artists interpret the conditions of their times. 
Richard Ray Whitman's series Street Chiefs is an example of displaced 
and landless aboriginal people struggling with urban life, a facet other 
than the fictional and romantic ones normally accorded Indian people. 
Jeffrey Thomas's Exploring Metropolis, (see next chapter), examines 
urban sociality where the mix of tribal identities is both persistent and 
contradictory; for him, Buffalo, New York contains some of the bleakest 
spaces of urban life. 
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Above all, contemporary artists realize that an important reality 
today is knowing, understanding and accessing new technologies. A prime 
example of the depth to which artists can go in combining new tech-
nologies with aboriginal traditional knowledge is Melanie Printup's 
Web-site at www.albany.net/~printup/. Similarly, there was Edward 
Poitras's JAW-REZ Web-site, which once had a home at the Banff Cen-
tre for the Arts (in Banff, Alberta). And Hachivi Edgar Heap of Birds' 
In Our Language ( 1982), a public project on the Spectacolour Lighboard 
in Times Square, used new communicative strategies in public places. 
These aboriginal contemporary artists communicate with vast audiences 
using high-tech media; as such, it is a perfect medium—the choice of a 
specific technology, for the articulation of a specific idea, grants a very 
specific expression. In this regard, the computer has become a powerful 
tool and venue. 

In contrast to the generally held stereotype that aboriginal people 
exist only in the past, and are not part of the modern world, the gulf 
between this reality and its perception lies, again, within the shifting 
sense of identity. Maintaining a strong connection with the past can be 
somewhat strenuous in that, while keeping up with the rest of society, 
one must struggle to hold true to tradition, which is the source of 
subjecthood. This is a fundamental concern faced by many aboriginal 
contemporary artists. Often inspired by visual traditions, they readily 
express themselves in contemporary media, and yet strive to maintain 
their aboriginal principles and philosophies. Some artists have main-
tained their particular responsibilities of carrying familial and tribal iden-
tities forward into the future. Generally, however, they find, negotiate, 
and express their responsibilities in different ways: Nora Naranjo-Morse 
continues a family tradition of working with clay, whether by creating 
ceramic sculptures or building her own home; Dempsey Bob carves 
masks for both the art market and local ceremonial use; Dorothy Grant 
designs clothing (she calls, "Feastwear") based on family crests which 
can be worn at important functions or as up-scale everyday clothing. 

There is much to celebrate about the quality and diversity of artistic 
production, but one area of aboriginal contemporary art and art history 
that needs academic attention is the level of related criticism and artistic 
discourse. There is a shortage of in-depth critical texts. On the surface it 
would seem that artists reject scrutiny by critics—yet such critical analysis 
is an integral part of the discourse. It is true we are more apt to read 
descriptive rather than critical reviews, and that some critics may hesitate 
to critique contemporary Indian art for fear of being misinterpreted. As a 

http://www.albany.net/~printup/
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result, there have been very few comprehensive critical texts of aboriginal 
contemporary art written in the last thirty years. Nonetheless, we are now 
seeing some critical texts, like the most recent St. James Guide to Native 
North American Artists (1998); critical surveys of American and Canadian 
contemporary art, edited by Gerhard Hoffmann's Indianische Kunst im 
20. Jahrhundert (1985) and Zeitgenössische Kunst der Indianer und Eskimo 
in Kanada (1988), appear only in German; Lucy Lippard's 1990 book, 
Mixed Blessings: New Art in a Multicultural America, is important for its 
comprehensiveness and timeliness by profiling a number of aboriginal 
contemporary artists (but few Canadians). Beyond these are a number of 
very fine monographs on individual and group artists. However, these 
texts tend to be short on context, perhaps due to time constraints or the 
relative importance of the artist. Finally, there is Lawrence Abbott's J Stand 
at the Center of the Good: Interviews with Contemporary Native American 
Artists (1994), which contains several interviews with no critical text; sadly, 
there is only one colour plate per artist. 

Conclusion 
As late as the 1970s, aboriginal artists were, for the most part, still find-
ing themselves exhibiting in anthropology museums, but they soon 
grasped that the world was opening up to them, when their audiences, 
national and international, began increasing. Among them was a small 
but powerful critical audience of collectors and connoisseurs who 
appreciated specific aesthetic and artistic viewpoints. They tended to 
look at how works fit within their collections, acquiring pieces based on 
quality, and how the works connected to particular themes. The influ-
ence of these collectors continues to be great. Members of the general 
public; that is, non-Natives, account for the largest group purchasing 
Indian art. This public's appreciation is not based on an informed under-
standing; these purchasers are more interested in owning something that 
is produced by an Indian artist. Nonetheless, there are those artists who 
are marginalized from such well-defined circles, and who prefer to live 
and work outside accepted spaces. Where do these aboriginal contem-
porary artists practice today? What is their relation to their community? 

Aboriginal artists, like all aboriginal people, live in highly contestable 
spaces—spaces that continually collide and mix, spaces they will 
forever negotiate. The artist, however, sees these spaces—and their 
negotiation—as stimulation, finding themselves living or practising both 
in, and between, many communities. Consequently, they use art as a 
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means of persistence and identity. Though we are often quick to think of 
polar opposites, like reserve and urban spaces, these artists are nomads 
between the two. Within and without these traditional centres, they will 
find other centres for themselves. This has always been their reality. As 
a game of perception, artists constantly search for a periphery, knowing 
that being just beyond will bring out the trickster in them, either as a 
form of inspiration, a radical expression, or practice. Meanwhile, some 
artists may luxuriate in the knowledge that they are the centre, until, of 
course, they are displaced by some other artist. Though centres and 
peripheries are imaginary, constructed, loose, mobile, and ever-changing, 
they help us understand the nature of artistic practice. To this end, artists 
perceive the centres of production, or the markets, as being out of their 
reach in the larger cities. In reaction, some artists have re-examined their 
practice, seeing it not as production, but as strategy. Consequently, they 
have become consciously aware of the idea of centre and have influ-
enced how the centre is perceived, shifting our perspective at the same 
time. They now help us to understand that centres include culture, lan-
guage, or family, for example. These new centres of reference have come 
to include the reservation (both urban and rural) and are now a new and 
renewable source of infinite inspiration. 

The new tribe is not so much warrior-like, because that position 
is not creative; rather, they are mischievously energetic, clever, and 
self-willed. The new tribe emerges out of tribal and non-tribal spaces 
departing on a quest like an ancient rite of passage, in search for inspi-
rational adventures and experiences, encountering people who will open 
new doors, finding places to meet others with like dispositions to share 
stories and secrets, demanding to be taken seriously, and seeking new 
places to practise. 

Notes 
1 Robert Davidson, personal interview, 1998. 
2 In the Plains Crée tradition new-born children were given names by an elder known 

to have powerful supernatural guardians. David Mandelbaum (1979) says that names 
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He asked the spirit guardian from whom the name had come to protect the child.[...] 
If the child fell ill, its parents might call in a shaman other than the original namer to 
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ward was known by both names. The motive for renaming was not because the first 
name was unlucky, but that the child might receive additional supernatural aid with 
another name and namer. Adults could not change their names in this way. A grand-
father could give one of his own names to his grandson in order that the boy might 
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inherit some of its supernatural potency. The old man would let it be known that 
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3 Kaja Silverman (1983:126). 
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10 Until this day the RBCM continues to work with Kwakwaka'wakw artists while MOA 
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predicament? The artists on the Northwest Coast come from very different visual tradi-
tions, where individual rights to possession of clan symbols exist. Also, Northwest Coast 
artists did not experience that same long-term interruption or disruption of cultural 
practices as did other aboriginal people, particularly in the east. The right to express 
one's clan symbols publicly and for profit is different from claiming ownership of 
stories or narratives of a people or drawing on a visual tradition that is seen as the 
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property of spiritual leaders. In a conversation with George Longfish, in April 1992, 
he offered an updated interpretation of such a dilemma: "owning cultural information," 
he says, is, basically, understanding certain information and making one's own choices 
and decisions. 

13 The NIC, through the Centennial Commission, provided sponsorship for Native 
organizational meetings, Powwows, and other cultural activities beginning in 
December 1964. The Centennial Indian Advisory Committee Celebrations sub-
committee took control of these cultural events by March 1965. Each national 
pavilion at Expo 67 was represented by a Commissioner General. Andrew Delisle 
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15 Sherry Brydon (1997). 
16 George F. MacDonald ( 1972). 
17 Peter Macnair (1980), 90. 
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porary Native art. As a result, the Society of Canadian Artists of Native Ancestry 
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its inception, it has worked closely with the Indian Art Centre at the Department of 
Indian Affairs—providing input into the development of the Centre's programs as 
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Canadian Museum of Civilization's 1992 exhibition, Indigena: Perspectives of In-
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21 During each session, tensions heated up through passionate discussions that some-
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atmosphere, giving everyone a chance to be heard, to see the local environment, to 
see the traditions of the people, and to meet artists, curators, dealers, and others in 
the field of Native art. 

22 Also during the mid-1980s, at a time when aboriginal cultures across Canada 
became increasingly mobilized, when cultural centres and artists' co-operatives 
proved their worth, when media and other forms of Native communications pro-
vided news and information about the Native community both locally and to an 
international audience, major sources of government funding were severed. Indeed, 
many important Indian newspapers ceased to exist, as well as the Canadian Broad-
casting Corporation's popular weekly radio programme Our Native Land, to name 
one. There is bitter irony in the fact that these communication strategies, created with 
government assistance to help overcome the devastating effects of assimilation, now 
withdrew their critically needed support of aboriginal telecommunications and thus 
hurt the aboriginal community. The "low-tech" moccasin telegraph, or word-of-
mouth, as it were, was now the major means of communication. 

23 This project was jointly organized by the Mackenzie and the Saskatchewan Indian 
Federated College, during the World Assembly of First Nations in Regina in 1982. 
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24 This stereotype was particularly aimed at the hugely influential works done by 
Norval Morrisseau and the great many artists he influenced, sometimes called the 
"Woodland School." Houle, himself, once referred to them as the "Woodpecker School." 

25 See the exhibition catalogue Indigena: Contemporary Native Perspectives, in which 
artists and writers responded to Columbus's Quincentennary in 1992. 

26 See Diana Nemiroff, Robert Houle, and Charlotte Townsend-Gault, Land Spirit 
Power: First Nations at the National Gallery of Canada. Held in 1992, celebrating 
Canada's 125"' birthday, this was the first major international exhibition of aboriginal 
contemporary art held at the National Gallery. 

27 Submuloc was a Native American art campaign to "decelebrate" Columbus's 
quincentennary through an exhibition of works critiquing aspects of European 
culture. "Submuloc" spells Columbus backwards. 
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4 
Where To Practise? The Politics of Position 

The problem of where to practice is as pressing as how.—John Tagg 

Introduction 
As I discussed in the previous chapter, the aboriginal contemporary artist 
is frequently at the centre of socio/political and cultural struggles, some-
times on the reserve, and at other times in urban areas. Bordering these 
two extremes are the spaces in between. I argue that these spaces signify 
the locations mapped out by the members of the new tribe, allowing 
them to move about freely. This is what makes them different from 
aboriginal traditional artists. In addition to the two extremes—the 
political geography of the reserve and urban complexity—are other 
socially ambiguous and perceptual spaces: traditional/contemporary, 
centre/periphery, museum/gallery, art/craft, aboriginal/non-aboriginal. 
These are spaces of articulation which the aboriginal contemporary artist 
frequently crosses, experiences, interrogates, and negotiates, giving them 
new identities. There are also spaces of resistance and articulation for a 
new self-identity in the post-reservation world. The aboriginal contem-
porary artist claims a location that is ambiguous and indeterminate, a 
space of "in between-ness," which is socially constructed and politi-
cally charged; where shifting allegiances crisscross permeable grids and 
boundaries, and where identities are to be understood more as "nomadic 
subjectivities." As I will show, these artists form a kind of "communitas," 
a space of camaraderie, in which they support each other artistically, 
politically, and socially. The location of in between-ness is abstract, yet 
it signifies a strategic position of marginality and a subject position. 
This allows aboriginal contemporary artists a location from which to 
see and act, thus giving them distinct identities. 

In the previous chapter I described the appearance of an emerging 
aboriginal contemporary artist: one who is a phenomenon of the post-
reservation period; who is generally, although not always, art-school 
trained; who has experienced various forms of "marginality," yet is highly 
conscious of his/her "aboriginality ;" and, who might be heavily involved 
in local concerns. For some, this notion of being an "aboriginal" artist is 
inconsistent with the modernist paradigm that sees art as a pure, self-
conscious expression, free of the constraints of tradition. The modifier, 
"aboriginal," is not, of course, a sign of a true modernist. The paradox 
for aboriginal contemporary artists is that they are breaking with a past; 



66 The New Tribe 

one with which many modernist artists were preoccupied—a modernity 
characterized by uncertainties, despair, bureaucratization, and mecha-
nization. (These kinds of issues also seriously affected the Indian of the 
reservation period.) Many modern artists had the luxury of extricating 
themselves from the tyranny of tradition. Aboriginal artists, on the other 
hand, were part of the hegemonic and systematic rupture from their 
ancestral past, enforced by the federal government. Most did not have 
the advantage of inheriting the complex discursive practices that all 
cultures develop; instead, they struggled to find new identities for them-
selves. Thus, formed within the historical and political framework of 
marginality, their artistic practice allowed them opportunities of explor-
ing their cultural and artistic identities outside local and within larger 
urban places. Though they remained marginalized, they began focusing 
on the shifting space of in between-ness. 

This concept of the spatiality of in between-ness would not be 
possible without the shifts in thinking brought about by post-modernist 
ideas of pluralism and multiculturalism. The institutions of art have 
also had to shift their approaches, but at a slower pace. Thus, I will 
discuss two artists, Edward Poitras and Jeffrey Thomas, who play in 
the space of in between-ness. Installation artist, Poitras, effectively 
uses Coyote, the culture hero, a radical form of "masking and masquer-
ading," as his alter ego for the post-modern age; while, Thomas, the 
photographer, examines the urban space as marginal for aboriginal 
people. Poitras's figures play and inhabit interstitial spaces; Thomas 
captures figures that lurk and implant themselves in impossible spaces. 

Space and Identity 
Before examining the perceptual spaces of in between-ness, I want to 
address the space Pierre Bourdieu ( 1993) calls the "field of forces," which 
is the field of art. As members of this discursive field, aboriginal con-
temporary artists are constituted as subjects, where they often face various 
oppositional struggles—centre/periphery, traditional/contemporary, 
museum/ gallery, aboriginal/non-aboriginal, art/craft. Many post-
modernist artists consider these oppositions need to be decentred, or at 
best, problematized. 

Bourdieu conceptualizes the field as a (socially) structured space 
he calls the "field of forces" or "field of struggles" (30), within which a 
discursive formation, like art, functions. His "cultural field" (33), for 
example, situates artistic works within the social conditions of their 
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production, circulation, and consumption, which in turn exist within what 
he calls a kind of autonomous "cultural circuitry," made up of various 
social agents (artists, dealers, curators, collectors, and so on) acting in 
complex social situations or contexts. Within this field of cultural pro-
duction, complex relations and struggles arise. The field of cultural 
production consists of agents, and it is their relative and diverse positions 
that Bourdieu calls into question. His idea is that agents occupy spaces, 
from dominant to subordinate. The struggles or "politics of position" 
occurring within this field of force are political acts aimed at acquiring 
specific forms of "symbolic capital,"1 such as prestige. Within the field 
offeree, moreover, Bourdieu posits: 

[T]he generative, unifying principle of this "system" is the struggle, 
with all the contradictions it engenders (so that participation in the 
struggle—which may be indicated objectively by, for example, the 
attacks that are suffered—can be used as the criterion establishing 
that a work belongs to the field of position-takings and its author to 
the field of positions) (34). 

Thus he suggests that to be part of the field is to understand struggle as 
an inevitable, unwritten rule. 

The initiative to force change within the cultural field comes from 
those who have the least cultural capital; Bourdieu refers to the young 
artists who endeavour to displace older artists.2 I would also include 
women and the historically non-Western artists. Bourdieu's notion of 
"position-taking" is achieved by the younger/marginalized artists through 
the establishment of their difference. He says that they endeavour "to 
impose new modes of thought and expression, out of key with the pre-
vailing modes of thought and the doxa, and are therefore bound to 
disconcert the orthodox by their 'obscurity' and 'pointlessness'" (58). 
This is the logic by which the rules (discursive practices) are established. 

Many articulate groups of aboriginal artists have used politically 
motivated means to gain entry into the field of force. For example, the 
Society of Canadian Artists of Native Ancestry (SCANA) and Atlatl in 
the United States, were both formed in the 1980s to give collective voice 
to marginalized aboriginal artists. These two groups created their own 
national networks, maintained common bonds of interest, and are united 
by an intense regard for their aboriginality. Both groups still exist, often 
hosting conferences to share common concerns. Though SCANA has 
built good relations with major institutions in Canada, Atlatl finds itself 
in a much larger field where its members' voices go virtually unheard. 
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SCANA has used its influence to "represent" aboriginal contemporary 
artists; although this was short-lived, SCANA did do well for the art-
ists.3 Atlatl does not have the same political clout and organizes itself to 
create and tour exhibitions across the country. Both organizations have 
achieved their goals. SCANA has almost disappeared; Atlatl continues 
to be an important organization for younger artists. My belief is that 
former SCANA members feel a sense of accomplishment in that the 
organization's strategies are no longer essential to their establishing an 
identity. They are reassured by the way they have taken new positions 
within the field. 

In addition to Bourdieu's notion of the field of force, it is helpful to 
consider Michel Foucault's view that to understand space, one has to 
understand the relationship between power and knowledge. He posits 
that in the construction of knowledge, a specific discourse establishes 
its domain or field, regulated by what he calls an "administration of 
knowledge"—"practices that systematically form the objects of which 
they speak." 

Once knowledge can be analyzed in terms of region, domain, 
implantation, displacement, transposition, one is able to capture 
the process by which knowledge functions as a form of power and 
disseminates the effects of power. There is an administration of 
knowledge, a politics of knowledge, relations of power which pass 
via knowledge and which, if one tries to transcribe them, lead one 
to consider forms of domination designated by such notions as field, 
region and territory (1980:69-70). 

Using Foucault's idea of knowledge as a form of power inscribed by 
an "administering power," I would like to suggest that a similar spatial 
domination is constructed within a field of art. Compare this to a "gate-
keeping" ideology where boundaries are maintained by marginalizing 
the "other" outside the borders. I am always confounded, for example, 
by Hollywood's depiction of Indians attacking the brave white men and 
women behind fortress walls. This depiction begs the question: What 
was in the fort that was so interesting? The answer is, of course, nothing. 
There is merely an allusion to something tantalizing, and recognized as 
"other." Similarly, this field as a discursive space is a place of potential 
struggle—Bourdieu's "field of force." Within this field, for example, 
the discursive practice of regulating itself marginalized non-Western 
artists. There was a pejorative insinuation that their work was neither 
art, nor of a quality that could be taken seriously. Concurrently, aboriginal 
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artists were being recognized by another discursive form—ethnography— 
which was more interested in artists as contemporary manifestations of 
tradition, than in their modern identities. Their works were viewed as 
ethnology rather than art. A space was secured for them. But aboriginal 
artists reacted to this subjectivity because they realized their work would 
be seen more as artifact than art.4 It has always been in the discursive 
space of art that aboriginal artists have sought to develop their practice; 
yet, it was often the museum collections that most inspired them. 
Ironically, museums held the ancestral treasuries that could give them 
their artistic identities. 

Also illuminating the idea of discursive space are Michael Keith 
and Steve Pile, who argue for new "radical geographies," that are 
deconstructive and revolutionary. They use the term "spatiality." Their 
idea is that all "spatialities" can be viewed as either political and per-
sonal, or as space that is purely social (225). Politics is territorial and 
"simultaneously real, imaginary, and symbolic" (224). Politics encloses, 
delimits, constructs borders and walls (discourses), sealing itself off and 
marginalizing the other. Preventing oneself from being marginalized, 
which I see as the politics of position, is an attempt to prevent one's 
exclusion. Keith and Pile provide a new set of terms from which to 
explore the effects of marginalization, such as "displacement," "disloca-
tion," and "fragmentation." 

How do we understand spatiality in this context? It is concerned 
with differentiating space and movement, and with discrete entities. It 
means not being tied to place or to stable identities, but moving in and 
out of various spaces, like "nomadic subjectivities." This kind of spatiality 
focuses on moving in and out of place (communities), back and forth, 
physically and intellectually. 

Furthermore, how do we understand spatial identity? The essence 
here is people's interrelationships with each other and their environ-
ments, like artists relating to each other at different times. A spatialized 
identity does not tie one to a specific community or the social pressures 
of a community, neither is it what Isabel Hoving calls "free mobility." 
Furthermore, Hoving argues that creating a space for new identities calls 
for "a violent struggle" (93). In this instance, it is political, in the sense 
that artists entering the field of force do so either individually, or as a 
group. Individuals entering the field of force must of course make sense 
of the relations around them and run risks of acceptance or rejection. 
The group approach has the advantage that artists help one another. 
This group-ness is more in line with a kind of tribalism of shared 
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sensibilities. The artists of this new tribe, however, are more concerned 
with artistic issues outside of aboriginal communities; and inside the 
field of force. Conversely, those artists positioned within aboriginal com-
munities who saw borders set up between art and everyday life now find 
these borders are eradicated. They enter these tribal/community spaces 
apolitically, sharing in other relations. The anxieties of identity are no 
longer a major issue. 

The spatial identity is also a search for others who share similar 
social, cultural, and political values and attitudes. Thus artists who live 
and work in large metropolitan centres will more than likely seek out 
others who share their interests. This does not mean, however, that they 
will remain tied to these groups, which are often loose and heterogeneous. 
In recent years, a number of artists have been drawn to strategies that 
evolve in certain spaces more generous and accepting of their practices. 
In Canada, in artist-run spaces in particular, artists of aboriginal ancestry 
are more likely to be included, and to find space where they can create 
and experiment. As well, provincial and federal arts councils help make 
this space more accessible through grants that facilitate these new prac-
tices and productions. The politics of inclusion/exclusion that once 
marked the 1970s and 1980s have shifted rather dramatically. Artists are 
not so much concerned about being excluded because of identity. Rather, 
their concerns centre on the highly competitive nature of the field of 
force where, to some extent, quality is still the major issue. Part of the 
struggle may not be with quality of expression, of making the best and 
most original mark, but with what that mark means. In other words, 
from a semiotic perspective, it is not the sign that is the issue but the 
signification. It is at this point that notions of identity come into play 
because signs are read in different ways by different people. This may 
not be a political act, but a shifted artistic one, a way to articulate issues 
that interest and concern the artist, where artists are trying to make sense 
of the complexities and contradictions, not only of everyday life in the 
modern world, but in the Indian world as well. These new rhetorical 
strategies are intensified by the burgeoning national profiles of First 
Nations across the country, particularly in articulating positionality within 
the signs of reclamation and sovereignty. 

Coyote: The enemy of boundaries 
One rhetorical strategy employed by aboriginal writers that visual artists 
are also finding efficacious, is the character of Coyote. Who is Coyote? 
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Or more specifically, what is the idea of Coyote that has created such an 
interesting artistic discourse? First of all, the word "coyote" is from the 
Aztecan or Nahuatl word, coyotl. In many tribal narratives Coyote is a 
cultural hero. Coyote is also Trickster. Trickster is an ambiguous figure, 
who is always wandering, always hungry, and who is free of the normal 
conceptions of good or evil. He is the spirit of disorder, the enemy of 
boundaries. It is this Trickster theme that has stimulated a growing number 
of aboriginal writers, playwrights, performers and visual artists, for the 
past twenty years. Alan Velie observes that, "since the trickster is the 
most important mythic figure in most tribes it is not surprising that he 
would be a major archetype in contemporary Indian fiction" (121). For 
Gerald Vizenor (1993): "The tribal trickster is a liberator and healer in a 
narrative, a comic sign, communal signification and a discourse with 
imagination. . . . the trickster is a language game in a comic narrative" 
(187). And William Bright explains that Native Americans refer to 
personages like Coyote, Frog, Bluejay, and Bear not as animals, but 
"First People": 

[...] members of a race of mythic prototypes who lived before 
humans existed. They had tremendous powers; they created the World 
as we know it; they instituted human life and culture—but they were 
also capable of being brave or cowardly, conservative or innovative, 
wise or stupid. They had names that we now associate with animals, 
and they sometimes had features, physical or psychological, that we 
now associate with those animals. When humans came into exist-
ence, the First People were transformed into the species of animals 
that still bear their names (XI). 

In contemporary aboriginal cultures, animals still play a large part 
in stories, dances, personal names, and art; this interdependence reflects 
an important aspect of aboriginal identity. Contemporary artists ensure 
that this philosophical view persists. 

Though art can never replace a true relationship, it remains a way 
of evoking it. For example, Coyote allows artists a kind of licence, a 
persona with which to practise their art. Indeed, this has always been the 
case with the ancient warriors, magicians, artists and shamans. Coyote 
is freedom of expression. Coyote is the crosser of boundaries, yet this 
can be very dangerous to those who do not understand the strategy. Coyote 
is the enemy of structure and thus can be dangerous to those who create 
structure. Coyote does not exist to destroy, he is more a deconstractivist. 
The Coyote persona asks us to look at ourselves, to examine our foibles. 
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Coyote is creative, always looking for possibilities, always adapting, 
but never arrogant for arrogance's sake. So in a way, Coyote's persona 
for contemporary artists is a check on one's limitations and corporeality. 
Coyote allows someone to be "other" with stipulations: Do not destroy; 
be creative. Nothing is gained by being destructive. We can see this con-
tradiction in our cities. Some would argue that graffiti destroys; others 
see it as creative, where one sign overlays another. Burglars, thieves, 
hoodlums, colonizers are destructive. Artists on the other hand have 
different objectives: they make. 

One artist I have known for over twenty years whose works per-
sonify the highly contingent issues of identity is Edward Poitras. In this 
section, I will examine his work particularly his critical use of the tribal 
trickster Coyote. 

Edward Poitras 
In the summer of 1995 the Venice Biennale celebrated its 100lh anniversary. 
Regina-based artist Edward Poitras, and I as curator, were Canada's 
representatives at this prestigious event. Together we worked for over a 
period of one year, from initial discussions to the actual presentation in 
the Canadian pavilion. The key image for Poitras before, during, and 
after the Biennale,5 has been the trickster figure, Coyote. Poitras differs 
from the American artist Harry Fonseca, who began his Coyote Series in 
1979,6 for two reasons: first, he is a three-dimensional artist, using sculp-
ture and installation as narrative structure; second, he avoids literal 
depiction, preferring to have the viewer work at understanding. 

I regard Poitras's artistic strategy as an "aesthetic of tricks." This 
idea frames a particular practice Poitras (and others) have developed 
over the past ten to twenty years out of the profane use of an aboriginal 
culture hero, Coyote (fig. 1 ). Although Trickster is no single figure, Poitras 
prefers the character of Coyote. He could have easily used "Raven," 
"Wesakaychak," "Iktome," or "Glooscap;" they all function as promi-
nent figures in aboriginal origin narratives, and many of them are also 
regarded as Trickster because of their tendency to use ruse-like tactics to 
get what they want. Poitras uses Coyote because of its indigenous nature 
and transformative abilities. By using Coyote, Poitras is able to realize 
more creative possibilities. Poitras is also the pre-eminent aboriginal 
artist whose use of Coyote transcends the realistic representations of 
other aboriginal artists. Instead, Poitras's Coyote is more trickster-ish, 
subtle, ambiguous, perhaps even evasive. This was the strategy that drew 
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fig. 1 Edward Poitras, Coyote, 1986. 

my and others' attention. Trickster emanates from many guises, and as 
the Venice installation developed, it became Coyote's site. 

In The Big Dog House (1995, fig. 2a), we first see a large gold 
wall. We are not sure what it is. Is it covering, hiding, sheltering, sus-
pending, or anchoring something? The wall itself is the most obvious 
work in the show and surely one of its most enigmatic. Some clues appear, 
like surface designs, a portal at a lower end indicating it is small house 
for the female coyote who stands beside it, or the gold-leafed surface 
itself. The wall stands approximately nine feet high by twenty-four feet 
long and is covered entirely by twenty-four carat gold-leaf, painstak-
ingly and experimentally applied by Poitras and an assistant. 

The Big Dog House (fig. 2b) presents a female coyote standing at 
the door entrance in the lower right. For the Venice and Ottawa installa-
tions, Poitras dealt with this in two distinct ways. In Venice, the wall 
came away from the back wall and behind it he built a platform, which 
was invisible to the visitor. But, from a distance, we could see a ladder 
leading up to it and make out some objects resting on the platform. 
Behind this wall we could see the frame construction of the dog house, 
which presented us with an incongruity that was absent from the second 
installation. We may read it as Coyote's secluded apartment with his 
"stuff neatly piled. 
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fig. 2a,b Edward Poitras, Big Dog House, 1995. 

For me, this work, like so many of Poitras's others, lends itself to 
numerous interpretations. Its apparent simplicity belies powerful refer-
ences to colonization, materiality, and pretentiousness. I cannot help but 
wonder what a prairie boy would be doing working with a material that 
has neither cultural relevance to himself nor common usage locally. Does 
Poitras see gold in universalist terms, as a "globalized" object? Or, does 
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he see it simply as an object with interesting possibilities? In an inter-
view I conducted with the artist (see McMaster 1995) Poitras spoke of 
gold affectionately as any artist would after becoming absorbed by its 
seemingly plastic qualities. In this particular work, then, I believe that 
the materiality of the gold itself offers far more challenging interpreta-
tions than the coyote figure, which will be discussed separately. 

Poitras spoke of his big trick. What was it? Did he realize it? How 
do we know it happened? Did he or Coyote do the tricking? My inter-
pretation is that Coyote is Poitras's alter ego, his "other." And it is this 
otherness that makes the idea of alterity so appealing to think about. In 
ancient times, aboriginal people often spoke of separate realities. Often 
these could be considered as dream states, altered consciousness brought 
on by fasting or drugs. Warriors described being spiritually connected to 
their spirit guides, and before battle would go through ceremonies in 
which they would enter a different level of consciousness; in effect, they 
would become something else. Although I have never heard of warriors 
taking the spiritual persona of coyote, I cannot say it never happened. 
Usually, these personae were seen as helpers, because they would instill 
some value that would enable the warrior to succeed in his pursuit. We 
can see this in the contemporary "Powwow"7 where dancers act out or 
become another "other." Their identity shifts. 

This shifting persona is strategic. It isn't a loss or crisis of identity; 
rather, it allows us to be comfortable with ourselves. To look at this 
another way, in many aboriginal societies, not just the Plains, individuals 
often carried more than one name or they would acquire other names 
through their lifetime.8 One's identity, it seems, was constantly shifting. 
It is as if this allowed one to play. It also meant one was always comfort-
able with who one was. It became problematic only after Christianity 
enforced one name on aboriginal people. I remember that when my great-
grandfather was converted to Christianity, he was forced not only to be 
selective about his wives, but he also had to hold on to his name: Wuttunee 
as surname, and then to add a Christian name. In other words, one system 
of naming overlaid an ancient system that seemed very much in keeping 
with the aboriginal quality of life. We, of course, know that the Christian 
system of naming had more to do with maintaining records for heirs, but 
in the aboriginal cultures of the Plains, people didn't own land in the 
same way that Europeans did. In fact, aboriginal people believed that 
the land owned you; indeed, our bodies all return to the land, so the 
notion had conflicting interpretations. The consistent renaming process 
was not indicative of some identity loss; rather, it was seen as attaining 
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another level of self. Somehow, I suppose, we were never whole, but we 
were layering ourselves to match the event, honour, or stage in our lives. 
We could also ask: was this about the death and rebirth of a self? In a 
way it probably was, for the institution of naming made provisions for 
the fact that we change, we are never the same, and this wasn't just a 
personal view, but the view of others. The systems allowed for the shifts. 
Today, however, this system does not allow for this possibility and con-
sequently, I would argue, we run into an identity crisis. 

Poitras played with the concept of identity in Treaty Indian Card 
(1993, fig. 3), which I first saw in a local Ottawa exhibition called Three 
Lemons and a Dead Coyote. The work was simple. In the centre was a 
treaty card, bisected by a Maltese cross. He juxtaposed the words "Paint" 
and "Her" next to the treaty card (not shown). This is whimsical, yet 
deceptive. While we see the artist's face painted in a clownish manner, 
he invokes Trickster. We recall that Poitras once said, "I am a Métis yet 
I carry a Treaty Card!" This somewhat sharp statement makes our con-
ception of what an Indian and/or Métis is much more confusing, and 
that's what Poitras is doing. He makes us realize the often confusing 
array of terms used to describe aboriginal people, that identity is indeed 
much more confusing than we once thought. It's no longer easy to target 

fig. 3 Edward Poitras, Treaty Indian Card, 1993. 
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anyone. Appearances do not always befit the reality. Yet, I am still puzzled 
why he would use the feminine case, although it rhymes with 'painter.' 
Perhaps it is the feminization of the trickster, about crossing boundaries; 
or, possibly it refers to the Indian Act's disenfranchisement of women 
when they married non-Status/non-Treaty/non-Indian men. This would 
have painted or marked them differently. In this work, the artist has 
removed his laminated photo and replaced it with one that he has painted 
over. With his face painted in a clown-like manner, he deconstructs the 
photograph by the mask of paint. The clown make-up is evidence of the 
transformation of the Coyote. In the colour version, the lips are large 
and red. I do not think that he originally feminized himself; rather, the 
later application of the text only added to the disorientation. My reading 
is that it signifies the ambiguity of the original legislation and its 
intended effects on Indian women—a principal opportunity to disen-
franchise them, and thereby a greater chance to eventually reduce the 
numbers of Indians (as defined under the meaning of the Indian Act). 
Thus, "Paint Her" becomes the embodiment of the struggle to refuse 
definition or codification. It is rather ironic that aboriginal peoples are 
the only peoples in Canada to be defined. Yet, it is the very definition of 
the word "define," of "marking boundaries or of stating an exact mean-
ing," that becomes problematic when it comes to identity, especially when 
you have no control over your definition of self. This is the key problem 
of otherness, or stereotyping, of lumping together characteristics of many 
peoples into one view that is at stake in the struggle over identity. 

Finally, I realized sometime later that his card had an ironic side to 
it. Certainly Poitras had not noticed it either, but, beneath his name there 
is a blank space to insert "Alias—Nom d'emprunt" if one so chooses. 
Somehow it was too easy to miss, for it allows someone to insert a nom 
de guerre, like Coyote for instance. 

In Stone Books (1995, fig. 4) we see the male coyote standing on 
top of a pile of stone books. Through the books runs a line of small 
stones, roughly in the form of a snake. This coyote has a presence that 
announces not its maleness, but rather its attitude towards what I see as 
the conflicting paradigms of knowledge. Here we see the ruse is Coyote, 
innocently and discreetly standing on a pile of books, aloofly staring 
out, and given that its mouth is open, apparently ready to let loose a war 
cry or a simple howl. Coyote's ambivalent act can be read to suggest 
that knowledge is power, but what kind of knowledge? The books rep-
resent Western knowledge, yet what represents aboriginal knowledge? 
What is there that suggests a smidgen of possibility that there is even a 
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reference to aboriginal knowledge? For me, it's Coyote. He represents 
aboriginal knowledge. He is the one that we learn about in the oral narra-
tives, because in the narratives we frequently know him to be the cultural 
hero, the one who is always getting into trouble. He is the one from whom 
we usually learn what not to do. Coyote represents orality, the changing 
quality of speech, how messages are passed from one generation to the 
next, the importance of the unwritten word, the organic quality of the sign, 
the power of the word, and perhaps its creative quality in the speaker. 

In Stone Books there is a double entendre, oppositionality and con-
solidation, between two forms of knowledge: Western (signified by the 
books) and aboriginal (signified by Coyote). This is not particular to 
Canada, but is a worldwide phenomenon as more and more cultures vie 
for intellectual space. This space can be read as the struggle to insert or 
juxtapose the various histories, ideas and perspectives, alongside those 
of the Western mainstream. What we see is a meeting of epistemologies, 
of ways of seeing the world. The contradiction for aboriginal people, for 
example, is found in their efforts to acquire knowledge through books, 
of Western sources of evidence of who they are, of the world around 
them. We understand the power of the written word as signified by the 
stone books. The suggestion is that something written down is written in 
stone. It is inalterable, as opposed to orality, which is much more 
ephemeral, ever-changing, organic, and creative. So, is Coyote telling 
aboriginal people to be careful, or is he saying take advantage of 

fig. 4 Edward Poitras, Stone Books, 1995. 
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what is available? It is not necessary to read this negatively; that is, in 
opposition. Indeed, aboriginal people have come to understand the 
importance and power of the written word over the past several centuries 
of assimilation. What aboriginal scholars are doing is taking Western 
writings about aboriginal people and reading them for their peculiar 
perspectives, of how Western man viewed aboriginal man through the 
centuries, in an attempt to answer questions like: what is history; what 
were the cultures like in the past; what were the people like in the past; 
what were the attitudes? All the information in these books centres on 
aboriginal people in the past. 

In Stone Books, Coyote stands on top of the books like a teacher. In 
fact, the culture hero seems ready to address his audience. Yet, Coyote 
seems to caution aboriginal people not to forget traditional ways that are 
based on orality. That stories, myths, and perspectives are passed from 
one generation to the next is what manages to sustain oral cultures. He 
says, do not forget. Yet, the irony is that Coyote is smart. I argue that he 
is acknowledging the existence of knowledges, in the plural, that the 
two knowledges, Western and aboriginal, can now be combined to 
inspire even greater possibilities. This is evident, for example, in 
university programs and colleges that have aboriginal studies programs. 
Coyote then comes to signify, not a new-age teacher, but a new kind of 
instructor who struggles to realize the importance of one's tradition in 
the face of rapid and continuing change. The irony here is that the written 
word becomes tradition; and the one that is continuously changing is a 
culture of orality. This is the double entendre that I suggest inheres in 
this notion of tradition and change. Thus Coyote becomes representa-
tive in a corporeal sense, of the mutability of humanity. We can see the 
power in understanding various perspectives and in so doing, see our 
perspectives. To know the other is to know oneself. 

Three Lemons and a Dead Coyote (1995, fig. 5a) has been featured 
in several exhibitions since Poitras installed it as part of JAW-REZ at the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization. Once again, it references Coyote, not 
so much in a coyote-like form, but more in the essence of the Trickster. I 
would argue this to be one of Poitras's most successful workings of the 
Ruse. In this present/not present form, "transformation" is the key to tricking 
the intended audience. Poitras creates a kind of bricolage, not so much a 
real Coyote but an idea of Coyote, in a virtual sense. By this I mean that 
Coyote is believed to be always/already amongst us and that s/he/it can 
transform into and out of anything: that is the value of the Transformer. 
He is always tricking his intended audience. The sum of Coyote's parts 
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and tricks, the sum of his being, the sum of the possibilities for change, are 
enormous. So, he can be at once a chair or anything. He is there, but how 
do we know he is there? We really cannot tell by looking at any of the 
elements here. We see a chair and a tail-like electrical cord trailing out the 
back with a stone attached to the end. But wait! There he is. With his foot 
caught in a bowl of milk. He is there, but not there. The trick is in the 
shadow (fig. 5b). The shadow reveals and gives away the ruse. His 

fig. 5a,b Edward Poitras, Three Lemons and a Dead Coyote, 1993. 
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disguise has been caught and frozen by the cast light. So, we do not actu-
ally see the rase and his trick; rather, Coyote is being tricked. 

We progress along the cord towards the rear of the installation and 
here we find a kind of altar. We notice the tail halted by a stone book. 
Just behind this is a pan containing three gold miniature coyote jaw bones, 
and a skull (buffalo?). There is a suggestion of someone panning for 
gold. Here I think Poitras makes the suggestion that the "three lemons" 
are not what they appear to be—three gold jaw bones. Coyote is like the 
"lemon car." He exists but never really works. Is this then the idea of the 
fool as in "fool's gold"? Who is being tricked? Is he really what he is 
cracked up to be? We get the sense that Coyote has tricked us once more. 
Gold is an element that Poitras explored prior to the Gold Wall. He 
presents us with the conjunction of the value. Gold, he seems to say, has 
both material and commodity value. Which one does he prefer or choose? 
In my discussions with him in a published interview,9 he speaks of gold's 
materiality, of its surprising plasticity and malleability, of how he at first 
treated it with a kind of reverence because of its monetary worth. He 
later discarded this notion upon realizing gold's creative possibilities. 
He leaves the reverence for the buffalo skull. Overall this work plays 
with our imagination, like so many of his works. We are never sure what 
to expect or to what extent he wants us to know his strategies. We can 
only speculate. This is the power in his art. 

Finally, I wish to discuss Wevoka 's Hat (1996, fig. 6), which Poitras 
created while in residency in Saint Hyacinthe, Quebec. This oversized 
hat refers to the Paiute Indian prophet Jack Smith, a.k.a. Wevoka, who 
came from Utah. He was largely responsible for the "Ghost Dance" religion 
in the late nineteenth century. The devotees of the Ghost Dance believed 
that if they danced and sang certain songs, and wore specially painted 
clothing with appropriate designs, somehow the souls of deceased Indians 
would reappear, and the white man would disappear. Neither of which 
happened. But Poitras presents us with the persona of a man who was 
not only a religious prophet, but a magician as well. Does Poitras equate 
religion with trickery? I do not think so; rather, what he says is that one 
needs maneuvers that "win friends and influences enemies." It is said 
that Wevoka knew when the sun's eclipse was to happen and he used 
this knowledge as a sign of great power; as well, he once predicted ice in 
the middle of the summer would flow down the river. On another occa-
sion, Wevoka asked someone to shoot him with a shotgun, and then 
produced the pellets as a sign that he remained unharmed. His insistence 
that all devotees wear specially painted clothing, or sacred clothing, was 
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really an extension of the sacred undergarments all Mormons supposedly 
wear. It was believed that Jack Smith was once a converted Mormon 
who felt that the sacred shroud should be accessible to him. But he was 
denied it, perhaps because he was an Indian, or because his request was 
considered too outrageous. 

Reminiscent of both Australia's Ayers Rock and Arizona's Monument 
Valley, Wevoka's Hat sits enigmatically on the floor. Similar in shape to 
the hat worn by Jack Smith, Poitras chooses to colour it with a dry, red-
earth pigment, signifying the spiritual nature of the Ghost Dance. Poitras, 
however, sees the hat as having more than a spiritual context. 

In the summer of 1995, Poitras and I did a joint installation, Untitled, 
at the Westfälischen Museums für Naturkunde in Münster, Germany (Fig. 7a), 
to which Poitras brought only a hat. This hat can be seen inverted 
beneath one table leg, suggesting that a trick could be pulled from it. 
References to Wevoka as shaman therefore also encompass his role as a 
necromancer, especially when we recall the objective of the Ghost Dance. 
Thus the foot of each table leg is wrapped in fur, denoting Coyote, the 
impostor. And on top the table is a "hide the pea" game. Moving over to 
the right, we see Coyote looking inside the tipi frame, beside him is a 
dog dish. Behind him are three lodge-pole pines with a flag representing 
the Spanish colonizers. The next image (fig. 7b) shifts inside, where we 
see four blind-folded ducks and a beaver dancing around a camp fire, 
and a hand drum. Not seen are a chipmunk and several scavenger birds, 

fig. 6 Edward Poitras, Wevoka's Hat, 1996. 
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fig. 7a,b Edward Poitras and Gerald McMaster, Untitled, 1995. 
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kicks the backside of the ducks, forcing a realignment of their anatomy: 
that is why ducks waddle, their feet are far behind. As well, the beaver 
narrowly escapes but not before Coyote steps on his tail, permanently 
flattening it. And chipmunk escapes but gets his back clawed, creating 
the stripes we see on them today. The magpies, of course, look on hoping 
there will be leftovers. The narrative moves from ancient times, through 
the colonization of the Americas and then land settlement, up to the 
present. The point of the narrative is that the idea of Coyote remains 
alive; that aboriginal people's last stronghold of resistance is found in 
their narratives and culture. Coyote represents the struggle to occupy 
the space of dominant culture through the strategies of articulation. 

In the end, Poitras, like Fonseca and others, has brought Coyote alive. 
They have resurrected the spirit of Coyote and other Tricksters, allowing 
them not just creative possibilities, but more significantly, a capacity to 
articulate an aboriginality. In so doing, Coyote gives aboriginal contem-
porary artists an identity grounded in North America. 

Areas of "In Between-ness" 

I got those Reservation Blues 
Traded my moccasins for those 
whiteman shoes 
I got both feet in two canoes 
I got the Reservation Blues 
- Curtis Johnie 

When will this end 
This senseless battle 
Between my left and right foot 
When will the invisible border 
Cease to be 
- Alootook Ipellie 

G C 
I'm too red to be white 
G D 
And I'm too white to be red 
G C G 
A half-breed, in-breed, no breed I'm called 
- Shirley Flying Hawk d'Maine 

In the above excerpts, aboriginal writers Curtis Johnie, Alootook Ipellie, 
and Shirley Flying Hawk d'Maine sum up the anxieties of seeing the 
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limited possibilities of their subject position. Johnie sees two sides: "I 
got both feet in two canoes;" Ipellie sees an "invisible border" between 
two spaces; and, Flying Hawk d'Maine sees herself as not completely 
part of either side.10 These poets' observations relate to a new radical 
geography I want to propose—one that is between the two spaces— 
reserve/urban, traditional/contemporary, centre/periphery, museum/gallery, 
aboriginal/non-aboriginal, art/craft. This is a geography that exists as a 
socially ambiguous zone, a space of articulation, which many aboriginal 
contemporary artists frequently cross, experience, interrogate, and 
negotiate. It is a perceptual space for various practices, including resistance 
and the articulation of self-identity in the post-reservation world. This 
ambiguous and indeterminate space, this space of in "between-ness," is 
socially constructed but politically charged. Here, shifting allegiances 
crisscross permeable grids and boundaries, and spatial identities are 
understood as nomadic subjectivities. For my approach, nomadic 
subjectivities work better than hybridity in that they involve movement 
between the binary spaces of the urban and reserve. Hybridity has been 
criticized for overlooking local differences, which a number of aboriginal 
contemporary artists are now articulating (see Chapter 7). Furthermore, 
hybridity has racist overtones from a colonial era; in Canada the Métis 
would not be considered hybrids because they fought for recognition as 
a cultural rather than racial group.11 

Nomadic subjectivities, to borrow from John Fiske, then, are agents 
freely moving among various subject positions, "negotiating the 
problems of everyday life within a complex, highly elaborated social 
structure [...] who can move around this grid [...] as active agents, not 
subjugated subjects" (24). The agent's quest is to negotiate the contra-
dictions, and from them to construct relevances and allegiances. Fiske 
further clarifies that what these agents have in common is just how 
different they are, one from another. 

Within Fiske's "grid" of everyday life are interstices or areas of 
"in between-ness" that can be claimed by the new tribe. For example, 
Hugh Brody views the Skid Row of Vancouver as a community that 
stands "between the limitations and constraints of a rural reserve and the 
rejection and alienation of white-dominated city life" (n.pag.). American 
Indian photographer Richard Ray Whitman's series Street Chiefs 
depicts the homeless, the forgotten and the resistant, who are 
marginalized from both aboriginal and non-aboriginal communities. As 
we will see, Jeffery Thomas's series, Exploring Metropolis, discovers a 
new kind of Indian lurking in the interstices of urban spaces. On certain 
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reserves today, newly enfranchised Indians under Bill C-31 have begun to 
feel a community indifference mirroring the alienation so often experienced 
by aboriginal people in the city. On some reserves, people who have gained 
this new identity under the Bill's provisions are labeled as such. It may take 
a generation for both sides to make adjustments. Then again, once you are 
given an identity in small communities, it is hard to change it. 

Shedding light on this state of in between-ness is Michel de Certeau's 
tactical notion of "making do" and "making over." Certeau's concept centres 
on constructing a space within and against the "other," of speaking the 
"other's" language, in order to "make over" new meanings. He emphasizes 
the tactics employed by subordinate groups to win small victories from larger, 
more powerful, and ultimately determining systems. He asserts that while 
members of popular culture cannot gain control of the production of culture, 
they can and do control its consumption. By controlling the ways in which it 
used, they are "making do." Popular culture is creative, with its members 
continually seeking new ways of cooption, while all the time appearing to 
acknowledge their subjugation. This process Certeau terms "making over." 
A victory of the weak over the strong. For both Fiske and dé Certeau this 
"art of being in between" (36) encompasses personal practices of resistance, 
or gestures of negation, that can be mitigated. For more complex situations, 
however, resistance to ideological domination requires a counter-ideology— 
a negation—as self-defence. Gerhard Hoffmann ( 1990a) sees the in between 
as an area of contemplation, where new strategies of negation are playful 
(451). This in between spatiality exists either at every margin, or at inter-
faces between the centre and margin. It is this ambiguity and indeterminacy 
that create its interesting "playful" possibilities. Spatiality at the margins 
reflects dislocation, displacement, and fragmentation. On the other hand, 
spatiality at interfaces between centre and margin offers more hopeful 
possibilities. For this reason, I will focus on the latter as a practice of 
the aboriginal contemporary artist. In my own analysis, I combine two 
terms as one metaphor: "zone," which recognizes an area (in the abstract 
sense), and "border" which demarcates spaces, such as the slash in centre/ 
margin or inner/outer. For my purposes, the border zone as a spatiality 
offers many possibilities. By using these metaphors, I hope to illustrate 
various ways that aboriginal contemporary artists negotiate identity. 

Location and Sites 
Social sites are those locations where subjects can find relatively free 
expression, safe from control, surveillance and repression. These social 
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sites need not be sequestered locations. They can, however, be secure 
sites in terms of linguistic codes, dialects and gestures that are 
untranslatable to the "other." These social sites can be privileged places 
for the transmission of popular culture—embodied in games, songs, and 
disorder. I think of artist-run centres or Indian reserves as examples. In 
fact, everyone creates social sites and his or her own patterns of dis-
course. In the context of a dominant/subordinate position, struggle is for 
control of the sites—Bourdieu's "field of struggle." For the subordinate, 
the struggle is not just to occupy a space deserted by the dominant, but 
also to coopt and defend it. 

The struggling subjects are likely to be socially marginal, working 
in relatively unmonitored spaces to create and disseminate new discursive 
practices. In Bahktin, for example, these spaces were important for 
developing themes for the carnivalesque. The subjects' critical distance 
from dominant values arises from their skills and their marginality. They 
are both cultural brokers and the social links between communities— 
thus, socially anchored and more autonomous. 

Historically, secular and religious authorities saw that such sites 
threatened their power, and therefore abolished or controlled them. In 
the United States, slave owners routinely employed strategies to over-
come clandestine discourses; in Canada, Indian agents were deployed 
across the country on reserves to maintain surveillance. The idea was to 
make subordinates entirely dependent upon the supervising authority, 
using isolation and surveillance. The greater the enslavement, the more 
adaptive and creative the subordinates became. Sun Dances and 
Potlatches, for example, continued to be practised long after they were 
outlawed, and aboriginal languages thrived despite isolation. Only in board-
ing schools did the idea of eliminating social spaces and social ties, where 
unauthorized discourses might be created, prove more successful. 

In the field of art, aboriginal contemporary artists take their cue 
from the mainstream, though not from the modernist site of centrality. 
Rather, they draw on a pluralist notion of site that now declares "practice 
can happen anywhere." The place of activity is no longer fixed, or site-
specific; instead, artists are now experimenting with new sites, be it in 
museums (see Chapter 5), outdoors (see Chapter 6), or in aboriginal 
communities (see chapter 7). Locating sites for aboriginal contemporary 
artists is very much their practice. They have seen how the traditional 
notion of site has been disrupted; they have taken their marginality out-
side the mainstream and are now finding new centres. The social site of 
the border zone is not a site that suffers from overcrowding, there is 



The New Tribe 

room for everyone. It is an alternative site for the marginalized; it is a 
liminal space on your way, or coming back, to somewhere. In this zone 
artists may find others sharing a social location that empowers them, or 
gives them a place to stand. 

Liminality and Communitas 
To further demonstrate in between-ness as a location, let me invoke Victor 
Turner's concept of "liminal phase or liminality" and conjoin it with the 
idea of border zone. I contend that within the border zone, various social 
spaces intersect where emergent social agents/subjects experience, in-
terrogate, and negotiate their conditions of existence. This liminal phase 
(from the Latin, limen, signifying "threshold") is indispensable for any 
"rites of passage," as Van Gennep (in Turner) concluded long ago from 
his study of initiation rites in certain non-Western societies. Liminality is 
the threshold between two states, hence a state of ambiguity, a state of 
suspension in which the initiate loses rights and obligations. The initiate is 
"betwixt and between," in an ambiguous and indeterminate phase, where 
the experience is one of separation or detachment from the social struc-
ture, the cultural conditions, or both. This detachment can result in the 
search for camaraderie to help the initiate cope with the new station in life. 
During this phase, rank and status are no longer important. Turner calls 
this friendship making/seeking "communitas": "society as an unstructured 
or rudimentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated 'communitatas, ' 
community, or even communion of equal individuals" (96). 

Turner points to the fact that initiates in the liminal phase are re-
duced in status, and he compares this liminality to death, invisibility, 
darkness, bisexuality, wilderness, the eclipse of the sun and the moon. 
The test of initiation by impoverishment is to enable one to cope with 
new realities. It is at this point that emotional bonding and friendships 
are made through the sharing of experience. Hence, when returning to 
society, the initiate is a changed person who successfully experienced 
the transformation. For Turner, the communitas is an unstructured com-
munity of equal individuals who submit to general authority. In "closed" 
or "structured" societies, it is marginal or inferior individuals, or the 
outsiders, who symbolize the communitas (111). Communitas is always 
contemporary whereas structure is past and future. It is spontaneous and 
immediate as opposed to the governed, institutionalized, abstract nature 
of social structure. Turner suggests that the products of the communitas 
are art and religion, rather than legal and political structures. 
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"Communitas transgresses or dissolves the norms that govern structured 
and institutionalized relationships and is accompanied by experiences 
of unprecedented potency" (128). 

Being in between is a phenomenon aboriginal people in the post-
reservation period have come to experience. The liminal experience, aside 
from its connotations of the tribal quotidian Turner addresses, is a pro-
found signifier that originated when aboriginal people from reserves and 
communities across Canada began emigrating to urban centres after World 
War II. The "Urban Dancing Grounds" is what Jeffrey Thomas calls it; it 
is a contingent space where aboriginal people have difficulty establish-
ing identity. We recall Poitras's Offensive/Defensive in which urban and 
reserve spaces are seen as contingent. It is in the urban, where liminal 
activities like Powwows, conferences, museum performances, gallery 
exhibitions, and other gatherings are held, that the urban subject finds 
communitas. For the aboriginal contemporary artist, liminal spaces 
whether on or off the reserve, offer creative opportunities. On the 
reserve, for example, artists are now re-examining the potential for bring-
ing back ideas fostered in urban environments, and vice versa. 

The Border 
Emily Hicks analyzes "border writers," who for my purposes are analogous 
to the artists of the border zone. She argues that cultural borders are 
between cities, genders, and economies, where the dominant cultures 
are seen in terms of "inter-active" relations, rather than as cultural models. 
At the border, there is a displacement of time and space. Hicks asserts 
that border writers have a particular "attitude" towards more than one 
culture. These subjects are bicultural and they emphasize the difference 
in reference codes between two and more cultures; they are smugglers, 
coyotes, and tricksters. For them, the borders are cultural, not physical. 
Border writers hold up a "reflecting mirror" to the dominant society, 
implying that they can and will be subversive, particularly by disrupting 
the one-way flow of mass media that attempt to control images of soci-
ety. In Bakhtinian terms, the border zone is a zone for "heteroglossia"12 

(a multiplicity of languages within a single language). It is a de-territorialized 
and political zone. The appeal of the border zone, the space between 
cultures, is the access artists have to many languages (discourses) from 
different communities. Renato Rosaldo says that "our everyday lives 
are crisscrossed by border zones" (208). He describes these as "social 
borders" that are often marked around such lines as sexual orientation, 
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gender, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, politics, food, or taste. 
Along with "our" supposedly transparent cultural selves, such border-
lands should be regarded not as analytically empty transition zones but 
as sites of creative cultural production that require investigation (208). 
The border zone is a place for new cultural practices that involve 
improvisation and the recombination of disparate cultural elements, 
creating a diverse cultural repertoire. 

The border zone is indeterminate, as is the liminal zone where 
everyone is status-less. The border zone is free for interpretation. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to enter into an established (determinate) 
territory, but only if the rules and regulations are obeyed and "illegal" 
conduct is restrained. Thus someone like American artist, Jimmie Durham, 
with his self-imposed exile outside the United States, is able to plan 
and play out his tactical maneuvers from within his own border zone. 
He is also aware that when entering certain spaces, local tensions are 
inevitable. Since the mid-1990s Durham has deliberately exiled 
himself, first in Mexico, and more recently in Europe.13 His fondness 
for rases is what landed him in hot water initially, especially in terms 
of the Indian Arts and Crafts Law 1990, PL. 101-644. This law made 
it mandatory that anyone wishing to sell his/her works, and advertising 
as an "Indian artist" must be registered with a "federally recognized 
tribe." Durham never was registered. He offers instead, his own 
self-definition: 

I hereby swear to the truth of the following statement: I am a full-
blood contemporary artist, of the sub-group (or clan) called sculptors. 
I am not an American Indian, nor have I ever seen or sworn loyalty 
to India. I am not a Native 'American,' nor do I feel that 'America' 
has any right to either name me or un-name me. I have previously 
stated that I should be considered a mixed-blood: that is, I claim to 
be a male but in fact only one of my parents was male (quoted in 
Churchill, 1991). 

Since the law was enacted, some artists and others who did claim and 
advertise themselves as "Indians," have voluntarily withdrawn, or were 
pressured to disengage. This is an obvious and extreme example. Else-
where, quieter maneuvers are routinely enacted. Durham is a maverick, 
and there are others. I consider the border zone as a space for shared 
experience not just for exile, though this is the ambiguous nature of this 
spatiality. Indeed, this is what Keith and Pile argue that spatiality 
"expresses people's experiences of displacement [and] dislocation" (225). 
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New tribes 
As a communitas in the social space of the border zone, the new spatiality 
of aboriginal contemporary artists can be viewed as an arena for tactical 
creative acts. These artists now form a new tribal ethic in place of what 
was once called (often derogatorily) "pan-Indianism."14 Syncretic/hybrid 
possibilities have been dismissed as being tradition-less, although so-
called pan-Indianism did involve hybridity. As noted above, aboriginal 
contemporary artists hybridize new cultural practices through the 
improvisation and the recombination of disparate cultural elements. The 
result is a diverse cultural repertoire. These artists often live, create, and 
appropriate between two and more spaces, responding, for example, to 
home markets for ceremonial productions (on the reserve), while compet-
ing within the larger commercial art market. This is a tactical position, 
allowing artists to live and create new styles. As well, this position allows 
them to challenge deeply rooted artistic practices that are value-laden, 
including oppositions like art/culture, elite/popular, traditional/modern, 
and political/aesthetic, an intellectual process known as "deconstruction." 
The idea here is that in binary opposites (concepts of reality), one is 
privileged at the expense of the other; thus, deconstruction is a tactic 
of decentring. Hence these artists become aware of their position as 
marginal and attempt in turn to subvert the other. But stopping short of 
total subversion creates "free play," preventing fixity, institutionaliza-
tion, and hierarchization. 

In this way, the border zone becomes a creative arena, a 
heteroglossic site of languages and styles as artists maneuver to control 
and determine meanings. Their works are self-referential and deploy 
self-parodying devices that poke fun at the clichés, stereotypes and con-
ventions of aboriginal representations. Michel de Certeau might say that 
aboriginal contemporary artists are simply "making do" and "making 
over" the styles at hand. To be sure, these artists have assimilated the 
lessons of modernism; in fact, their art is sometimes attacked for being 
too obscure. Artists in the border zone also engage in theoretical works 
(writings, lectures, books) that highlight social contradictions and injus-
tices in order to advance the interests and viewpoints of the exploited. 

The artistic is the articulation, the artifice, of everyday life. As de 
Certeau notes, the individual, "[is] increasingly, constrained, yet less 
and less concerned with [...] vast frameworks, the individual detaches 
himself from them without being able to escape them and can hence-
forth only try to outwit them, to pull tricks on them" (xxiv). These artists' 
operations he calls an "aesthetic of tricks" (26). Columpa Bobb, a 
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fourteen-year-old aboriginal poet, amusingly describes the Native ex-
perience of survival as creative. She says: 

One might say that it is to have the "Injun-uity" that the Natives 
have had since the early days of this proud country, enabling them 
to sustain themselves with their simple, but thrifty usage of such 
nifty trinkets as bows and arrows, woven baskets, and soft furry 
blankets. Or that it is myths and fairy tales that have kept a people 
carefree and happy even to this day (45). 

This "Injun-uity" is an aesthetics of tricks. Contemporary Native 
literature often invokes a character that personifies artifice, a figure that 
is recycled from traditional narratives: s/he/it is Trickster. Michael Hurley 
describes Trickster as an ambiguous figure, who is constantly wander-
ing, always hungry, indifferent to the normal conceptions of good or 
evil. He is either playing tricks on people or is being tricked. He is the 
spirit of disorder, the enemy of boundaries. Trickster is Dionysian. Today's 
tricksters are artist-tricksters; some are political and others activist. 
Lucy Lippard sees the political/activist artist as subversive rather than 
authoritarian. "'Political' art[ists]," she says, "tend to be socially concerned 
and 'activist' art[ists] tend to be socially involved—not a value judgment 
so much as a personal choice. The former's work is a commentary or 
analysis, while the latter's art works within its context, with its audience" 
(1984:349). In recent years, I have worked with these two types of artists, 
in exhibitions and catalogues titled Indigena: Contemporary Native 
Perspectives, and more recently Reservation X: The Power of Place in 
Aboriginal Contemporary Art. I have foregrounded those aboriginal con-
temporary artists who are more consciously aware of cultural pluralism, 
identity, and the practices of the border zone. I have concentrated on 
those artists who revel in these spaces, as opposed to those who simply 
work unconsciously within one of the many existing options. Artists 
who practise in the border zone understand what plurality implies and 
see that all tendencies are of equal merit and that all are valid. Those 
artists who simply work unconsciously, on the other hand, pass in and 
out of the border zone. They are not comfortable. They require the safety 
of a known territory (tradition, conservatism). They are its social sub-
jects. Nonetheless, they are nurturers and catalysts within the commu-
nity. They resist outside intervention, and often they are less critical than 
those in the border zone. Their sense of the community is in helping 
others to improve the cultural environment by raising levels of conscious-
ness. In the mid-1970s, the late Native American artist T. C. Cannon 
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(Kiowa) asserted: "Art is big, and there's room for everybody. I used to 
argue the old arguments about the traditional painters and the modern 
painters [...But now I think] there's room for every kind of painter" 
(quoted in Hoffmann 1986:281). 

The maneuvers in the social site of the border zone typify the prac-
tices of the new tribe. Although many of the artists whose works I chose 
to examine may consider the designation "new tribe" to be deceiving, 
my argument concerns their practices and spatial strategies since the 
post-war period. Their artifice is not unlike others who claim to be 
involved in post-colonial critiques. 

In this next section, the photographic works of Jeffrey Thomas 
address the indeterminate spaces of the city where he feels that aboriginal 
identity is known only in its anachronistic state as statues, which he 
says, "lurks in the shadows." 

Jeffrey Thomas 
Self-taught photographer and freelance curator, Jeffrey M. Thomas 
(Onondaga/Cayuga Iroquois) was born in 1956 on the Six Nations Reserve, 
raised in Buffalo, New York, and now lives in Ottawa, Ontario. In 1996, 
I worked with him on an exhibition called Portraits from the Dancing 
Grounds in which he presented three perspectives: first, he wanted to 
probe the work of Edward S. Curtis by juxtaposing his own; second, he 
revealed a series of behind-the-scene photographs taken at a Powwow; 
and third, he examined the phenomenon of the urban Indian. I will 
expand on the last two ideas. 

For Thomas, his series Exploring Metropolis is a spatial metaphor 
for changing cultural identities, of living, playing, and creating in urban 
social sites. Urban spaces are for him lived "spaces of representation"15 

where social sites come alive, especially in areas inhabited by the new 
urban Indian. In the three-layered triptych, Dream Escape—Bear Thomas 
(1995, fig. 8), for example, Thomas shows a graffiti wall, a boy riding a 
bus, and a store-front sign. The graffiti signifies a Thunderbird, the boy 
is the artist's son Bear, and the sign reads "Dream Emporium." In the 
first image, the Thunderbird represents a sign of resistance. Many 
aboriginal cultures say this universal, supernatural, and spectacular crea-
ture called the Thunderbird causes thunder when it ruffles its feathers, 
and lightning when it blinks its eyes. In some Plains cultures, Thunderbird 
is said to be the patron of warriors, who in turn use its image as a power 
source. In historic times, aboriginal people needed to make sense of the 
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fig. 8 Jeffrey Thomas, Dream Escape - Bear Thomas, 1995. 
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supernatural world around them and thus conceptualized natural and 
supernatural phenomena. It is unusual to see highly sacred images in 
such profane spaces. The Thunderbird image floats on the side of a build-
ing, overlaying some less than clear writing. In this urban context, con-
temporary Indians feel they need Thunderbird as an identifier to help 
make sense of who they are in their complex environments. Thus 
Thunderbird exists in counter space, a space of resistance, against the 
dominating order. This space provides the potential for young urban In-
dians to transform city spaces into their own. In the second image, Bear 
Thomas sits in a bus looking out towards the streets; his stare is indiffer-
ent as if he is imagining being elsewhere. His expression sums up a 
fairly apathetic view of city life: "I'm bored." Could it be that he is 
dreaming? Thomas wants us to believe that Bear is entranced, perhaps 
thinking about flying. There are too many possibilities. In the final im-
age, Thomas shifts the focus upwards towards the sky, as if awaiting a 
sign of Thunderbird; for now, however, we see a factory chimney that 
brings us back to reality, back to the dream emporium. Is it about selling 
dreams? What is a good dream for an urban Indian? Is it a spiritual one, 
as Thomas's ancestors would have affirmed, or is it more materially 
based? This is one contradiction of being aboriginal in an urban space: 
there is no place to practise spirituality, you can only dream about it. 
Urbanity is much too artificial; modernity cancels out that relation. Art 
offers us the only option, which is why Thunderbird is trapped on the 
wall; the boy ponders his reality; the city offers dreams. 

The next image is Dancers, Niagara Falls, New York (1985, fig. 
9), showing three adult male dancers in full traditional costume. A small 
boy trails them. Thomas places them somewhere in an urban dancing 
ground. Or are they lost? Their smiles indicate they aren't. Indians in the 
city, unlike urban Indians, present a photographic theme now a century 
old. For Thomas, however, there are other reasons for extending the 
theme of Indians performing in urban spaces. He is interested in such 
contradictions to their historic identity. In this photograph, the contra-
dictions play themselves out. In the first instance, numerous signs point 
to modernity: the lamp posts, cars, fence railings, manicured lawns, per-
fect trees, and concrete sidewalks. In the second instance, the four danc-
ers carry signs of their historic, traditional, tribal identities: animal skins, 
bird feathers, porcupine hair head roaches, face paint, long hair, and 
soft-soled moccasins. The numbers they wear are subtle signs of moder-
nity. The signifiers clash: the Indians are removed from nature by the 
fence and sidewalk, they must obey these signs of modernity which say 
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that certain spaces are taboo and cannot be transgressed. These are 
impossible spaces that cannot be crossed. The relations of power are 
clearly marked: You are guest. 

Though the dancers are powerless in urban space, they are part of 
a more powerful social network: the Powwow. Thomas has had many 
occasions to photograph what he calls the "dancing grounds." The Powwow, 
as metaphor, is a new and powerful cultural, social, and political force 
that is reaching beyond borders, sometimes not respecting them. It is a 
spatial practice in that it has now entered places where it was previously 
unknown. It is a highly influential spectacle, especially as a social site to 
feel pride in being Indian. For more than thirty years, Powwows have 
routinely taken place on the Prairies and Plains. Now, however, their 
influence is being felt far beyond the Plains, having reached into many 
urban centres. During those early days when Indian people moved into 
cities, the Powwow was the social site for urban Indians of varying tribal 
identities to congregate as either spectators or participants. The recent 
dominance of the Powwow as a socio-cultural activity has reached levels 
where its value is both monetary and political. Politically, it is now a 
pan-tribal activity and as such now is practised in traditional, non-Powwow 
areas; in monetary terms, its contests are central to its attraction. The 
numbers these dancers wear are not merely roster counts, but identities 
when being judged in competition. Indeed, these men may be professional 

fig. 9 Jeffrey Thomas, Dancers, Niagara Falls, New York, 1985. 
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dancers following the Powwow circuit all summer long; or, some of 
them may have professional jobs during the week, and on weekends 
become "virtual" warriors. The personae, or facades they present, are 
artistry. This is also an art of in between-ness: they occupy liminal 
moments, like the weekend between the weeks, to practise tradition. 

It is in this vein of urban sociality that the mix of tribal identities 
has been both resolute and contradictory: resolute in the shared sense of 
camaraderie and community, values and circumstance; contradictory in 
the sense of discomfort and uncertainty about oneself. Thomas exam-
ines these issues in Exploring Metropolis. He calls these bleak spaces, 
that capture so well the essence of confusion and complexity of urban 
life, the "urban dancing grounds." 

My urban series reflects a city topography that does not reflect or 
enforce a positive aboriginal sense of self. In fact, it undermines a 
cultural sense of self on a subconscious level. Since we do, as of yet, 
use photographic dialogue in dealing with urban isolation, I present 
these public spaces, architectural structures, and monuments as 
factors in the marginalization of a cultural and Iroquoian self.16 

In these works, Thomas draws out old definitions of the Indian by exam-
ining monuments to Indians as synecdoche, a part signifying the whole. 
For example, 'mNepean Point Indian Guide: Champlain Monument (1993, 
fig. 10), we see the West's alter-Indian, the Indian of Western imagination. 
Here, Thomas frames them in their classically posed, totally out-of-place 
urban environments. But are they really out of place? Their unbelievability 
somehow gives them an "Indians-R-Us" kind of credibility. Thomas plays 
with their presence/absence: they are everywhere/nowhere, they exist/do 
not exist, they are real/not real. These lurking Indians, he suggests, can be 
seen in the most unusual places, frequently just behind a more dominant 
element. Their placement as decorative art belies what Thomas sees the 
Powwow as accomplishing; that is, a participation in and contribution to 
society, making and being part of a strong social fabric. Instead, Indians 
continue lurking in the shadows. That Indians are represented by bronze 
statues of unknown figures is but another example of the Indian being out 
of place and invisible in urban spaces. The problem is that the bronze 
Indians are not real and never were; instead, they were the Indians of 
romance, the Indian everyone wished would exist. But being and becoming 
are too far apart. Exploring Metropolis is an attempt to efface the romance. 
Thomas exposes a reality of the urban dancing grounds, where real 
Indians do lurk in the shadows, where nobody really wants to know their 
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fig. 10 Jeffrey Thomas, Nepean Point Indian Guide: Champlain Monument, 1993. 

names because they would not correspond to the stereotypes. Contemporary 
Indians are so very much part of the urban environment that it is difficult, 
and even downright ridiculous, to pigeon-hole them. Today's Indians can 
exist unobserved, until, of course, they participate in the dancing grounds 
of the Powwow. 

In spite of the negative aspects of urban living, Indians are making 
new, more positive cultural spaces. They are contributors to the social 
fabric; in some Canadian cities the aboriginal population is steadily 
increasing giving them significant impact. Estimates of urban Indian 
populations compared to reserves at about fifty percent. Furthermore, 
city living can be difficult. Aboriginal people value humour against 
uncertainties. An example of the discursive humor of today's Indian is 
invoked in the somewhat ironic poses of Founder of the New World, 
Winnipeg, Manitoba (1989, fig. 11 ) and Bear Thomas, "General Store" 
(1994, fig. 12). As in figure 11, Thomas uses his son as subject, object, 
and alter ego: as subject because of Bear's lived reality, as object because 
Bear is positioned in contexts created by the artist, and alter ego as the 
other of Thomas himself. How are we to read the first photograph? Did 
the boy know who Christopher Columbus was, and the significance and 
implications of the T-shirt? Wearing this T-shirt, after all, has become a 
modern way of scalping (read: critique); it is a victory trophy of survival 
against a man who represents everything destructive in colonization. 
The boy questions the statement, "Founder of the New World." Yeah, right! 
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fig. 11 Jeffrey Thomas, Founder of the New World, Winnipeg, Manitoba, 1989. 

Indians, as he called them, will continue to haunt Columbus and his legacy; 
this young Indian boy is only the beginning. Bear stands in some indus-
trial zone of the city, somewhere on the wrong side of the tracks. Behind 
him sits a cargo van. With his rather defiant look, we're not sure if he's 
just done something or not. It is an unusual place for a photograph. 

In figure 12, the bravado is once more evident. This time the boy is 
a young man, who appears as an Indian rapper. His smile has an ironic 
twist to it; whereas in the previous photograph, the boy directly confronts 
the viewer. Behind him is an image that is at once ugly and menacing. 
The painter managed to pull together all the stereotypes; against this 
background, Bear grins. The signs of urbanity collide with old-fashioned 
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fig. 12 Jeffrey Thomas, Bear Thomas, "General Store," 199'4. 

stereotypes. Another theme of urbanity, aside from Indians in the city, is 
Indians juxtaposing themselves with their constructed otherness alter. 
Aboriginal people, seen as the other shaped by European discursive prac-
tices of the self, now use juxtaposition to play with this alterity. The 
invention of the Indian essentially constructed a discourse of otherness 
within which the West could articulate its relationship. The Indian came 
to be seen rather quickly as degenerate, therefore "savage." The rela-
tionship was signified by domination and hierarchy. The Indian/savage, 
discursively marginalized as lacking what it took to be civilized, thus 
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never would or could achieve resemblance (sameness) in anything the 
European did, unless of course the Indian changed (that is, assimilated). 
The Indian of European imagination was and continues to be, in effect, 
alter, a fiction, an artifice. This constructed Indian is alter to both European 
and aboriginal people alike, which is the explanation why these curious 
juxtapositions are done and why they work. The critique of this inven-
tion now forms a part of contemporary aboriginal discourse. 

Jeffrey Thomas's portraits are not only images of Indians every-
where; they depict Indians he knows personally. In Tail-gate Portrait at 
Smoothtown (1991, fig. 13), it is the family he grew up with, the legacy 
of who he is, and what his children will always be distinctly Indian/ 
Iroquois. Thomas shows us the modern Indian: not the Indian of Western 

fig. 13 Jeffrey Thomas, Tail-gate Portrait at Smoothtown, 1991 
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imagination, nor the ironic Indian, but the Indian of everyday life. Here 
are people whose identity is not worn on the lapel, but exists in their 
consciousness and heart. Sitting on the back of a pickup, giving little or 
no indication of their tribal identities, they are like everyone else. But 
what Jeffrey Thomas sees is a group of people he knows and loves, 
Indians who are unafraid to smile and joke, unlike the many who posed 
for Edward S. Curtis and his contemporaries. Here there is a shared inti-
macy, a pride in family and in oneself; here there is little to fear. Exploring 
Metropolis thus is a personal exploration of examining the spatial identi-
ties of the urban dancing grounds. Photographs like this fill vast numbers 
of family albums that are taken by everyday people in aboriginal commu-
nities. There is nothing unusual that you would not find in anyone else's 
album. Bear Thomas sits with his relatives and laughs with them; he is not 
playing with our minds, nor is the artist behind the camera. 

Thomas makes us examine our stereotypes of the Indian by forcing 
us to look at the contradictions posed by seeing aboriginal people in 
urban environments. Somehow, this image does not fit our expectations, 
even though urban spaces allow many to escape the pressures of small 
rural communities, it is more difficult for those seeking an aboriginal 
communitas. The artist's posing of his son in numerous spaces suggests 
a new urban warrior who must struggle to create space; yet, the contra-
dictions implied are the most ambiguous and ultimately the degree by 
which the aboriginal contemporary artist is most creative. 

Conclusion 
Where to practise? More so today than in the past, the aboriginal contem-
porary artist has had to commit to a practice within a space that is highly 
competitive, critical, and indifferent. So what is the attraction to the art 
world? Driven by a passionate awareness of a big and exciting world, 
many aboriginal people began to see the advantages of articulating 
cultural identity, while overcoming frameworks and stereotypes imposed 
upon them. In doing so, they also developed a sense of their relative 
position within and outside the aboriginal cultural community. Many 
artists began combining contemporary media with traditional aboriginal 
iconography—for example, the so-called "Woodlands School of Legend 
Painters." Artists along British Columbia's west coast revived carving 
techniques in cedar with tribal clan designs, while many others combined 
social, historical, and political messages with new media to expose the 
inequities and conditions of aboriginal people in the modern world. The 
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first two groups attracted a popular audience along with a circle of scholars 
interested in their works more as ethnography than aesthetics. These 
artists tended to be located closer to, and often within, aboriginal com-
munities. The last group is somewhat looser, heterogeneous, and often art-school 
trained; consequently, they are positioned outside aboriginal communi-
ties. This is the group that constitutes the new tribe. 

This new tribe is a community of individuals driven by a common 
passion of engagement around and in between multiple spatialities— 
rural/urban, traditional/ contemporary, centre/periphery, museum/gallery, 
aboriginal/non-aboriginal, art/craft. In finding a location to practise, 
aboriginal contemporary artists first tried to come to terms with the idea 
of "two worlds"—Indian and non-Indian. The late Woods Crée artist, 
Jackson Beardy, once pictured himself split down the middle: one half 
showed him wearing a traditional Powwow costume as a reminder of 
his roots; while in the other half, he saw himself competing in the non-
Indian world, and to do so, he had to wear a suit. With the influence of 
the post-modern and post-colonial theory, we now come to realize that 
we in fact inhabit multiple positions and locations; that we are in constant 
flux, where we frequently cross, experience, and negotiate competing 
spaces. Artists of the new tribe, however, play in new social sites and 
create new patterns of discourse. They occupy the spaces in between. 
Their in between-ness, both by choice and circumstance, requires a par-
ticular attitude, which I argue is stimulated by the tribal trickster, Coyote, 
the enemy of boundaries. Thus, the work of many aboriginal contempo-
rary artists centres on this awareness of multiple spatialities. 

Notes 
1 Bourdieu's concept of symbolic capital is based on the idea of symbolic power, a form 

of capital that is not based on economic capital. Symbolic capital could refer to a 
"cultural knowledge" which, for example, Native artists can bring to the field of art. 

2 Bourdieu indicates that the site of struggle most often occurs between two principles 
of hierarchization: "the fie Id of cultural production and the field of power. The field of 
cultural production is based on the principle of autonomy (e.g. 'art for art's sake'), 
which those of its advocates who are least endowed with specific capital tend to iden-
tify with degree of independence from the economy, seeing temporal failure as a sign 
of election and success as a sign of compromise [.. .The field of power, on the other 
hand, is based on the principle of heteronomy:] favourable to those who dominate the 
field economically and politically (e.g. 'bourgeois art')" (40). 

3 Post-colonial writers such as Gayatri Spivak (1994) point out that minority or subal-
tern groups have had little means to control their representation, and consequently are 
viewed as always subordinate. She argues, however, that it is the intellectual who 
must represent the oppressed: "Representation has not withered away. The female 
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intellectual as intellectual has a circumscribed task which she must not disown with a 
flourish" (104). Similarly in my example, SCANA took upon itself to represent aborigi-
nal contemporary artists to major national institutions to make their case known. In 
some cases, they became advisors to such exhibitions as Indigena and Land Spirit Power. 

4 See Chapter 4 for further analysis. 
5 During the initial planning stages, such tremendous pressure was placed on me to 

complete the catalogue text that there was no opportunity to speak about any of 
Poitras's pieces. Instead, I wrote a catalogue that contained two contextual essays, 
the first framed two theoretical issues—identity and alterity—while the second 
addressed specific pieces Poitras created over a period of ten years. See 
Gerald McMaster Edward Poitras: Canada XLVI Biennale di Venezia, 1995. 

6 Fonseca, a Maidu Indian from California, was likely inspired a few years before 
with a work called The Maidu Creation Story. See Margaret Archuleta, Coyote: 
A Myth in the Making (1986). 

7 The "Powwow" is not the stereotyped dictionary version of two or more people 
gathering. Its more recent usage refers to the now highly popular weekend celebra-
tions that take place during the summer, on weekends, all across North America. 
Tens of thousands of aboriginal people now make this weekend movement part of 
their everyday lives, not just to see dancing and singing competitions, but to see and 
meet people. So popular is the Powwow, I see it now in terms of a culture of its own. 

8 I am reminded that this practice is very much a part of our everyday lives, in particular 
when women marry and change or append their last names to that of their husbands. 

9 Gerald McMaster, "Installation artist: Edward Poitras," Indian Artist Fall 1995: 106-111. 
10 Edward Poitras once told me that as a youngster growing up on the Gordon Reserve 

he was "seen as Métis; but, then when I was in the city I was being called an Indian. 
I was getting it from both sides." Personal interview, 1993. 

11 See Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial 
Studies (New York: Routledge, 1998), 118-121, for some of the criticisms of this 
concept. 

12 Ken Hirschkop argues: "When previously separated and independent social groups 
are thrown together by the sudden onset of capitalism and its urbanising effects, the 
result is that coexistence of distinct languages which seems to define heteroglossia" 
(18). 

13 See Beverly Koski and Richard William Hill, "Jimmie Durham: The Centre of the 
World is Several Places (Part 1)," Fuse Magazine 21, 3 (Summer 1998): 24-33. 

14 Hazel W. Hertzberg says this term was seldom used by "Pan-Indians, except by a 
few anthropologists and other intellectuals [...as a term] applied to secular as well 
as religious Pan-Indian manifestations and to [...] contemporary movements " (291). 

15 The concept of "representational spaces" are defined by Henri Lefebvre in The Pro-
duction of Space (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1991), 39. Edward Soja uses the 
term "spaces of representation" (67). In both cases, the writers define these spaces 
as "lived," as opposed to perceived or conceived spaces. 

16 Unpublished "Artist Statement: Images from the Dancing Grounds," contained in 
the artist's folder in the Canadian Museum of Civilization library. 
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5 
'Object" and the Museum as Discursive Space 

Introduction 
In the late nineteenth century, the federal government's policy of 
assimilation severely weakened most, if not all, aboriginal cultures 
through the Indian Act 1874. As we saw in Chapter 2, the Indian Act 
signified an enforced modernity with the emergence of the "reservation" 
period. The Act went so far as to forbid pivotal cultural expressions, like 
the Potlatch. This expression, which was the most significant activity on 
the West Coast, manifested itself through lavish feasts and gift-giving as 
a way of insuring privilege and status.1 The outlawing of other cultural 
and spiritual practices, like the Plains' Sun Dance,2 resulted in many 
culturally relevant objects losing their value, function, and meaning. 
Accordingly, in the wake of this systematic discontinuity, massive quan-
tities of distinct tribal objects were no longer useful and many ended up 
in numerous public and private collections, to be forever seen as "arti-
facts." Mieke Bal has referred to artifacts as "deceptive denominators" 
(1996:204), because she argues, they take on "synecdochical" identities. 
In other words, these artifacts were a small element standing for a much 
larger whole. Most importantly, as these objects disappeared from 
aboriginal communities, the cultural practices and languages of the 
object disappeared. Sadly, their original purpose did not endure, nor were 
they ritually "killed." This killing or death of the object is a theory asso-
ciated with pre-historic Mimbres pots found in the Southwest. Pots with 
holes in their bottoms supposedly signified the release of their spirits 
when their owners had died. Similar practices occurred on the Plains 
where the deceased were interred with their personal objects to signify 
the final trip into the next world. But in museum collections, objects 
acquired new identities as commodity, artifact, specimen, art, heirloom, 
treasured cultural heritage, or as a sacred emblem. We now witness a 
profound interest by aboriginal communities in seeing objects, particu-
larly the sacred and sensitive, returned to them. Before this reflexive 
action was routine, institutions were targeted as "sites of struggle" by a 
number of aboriginal contemporary artists. 

In this chapter, I will examine the "object" and the museum as 
"discursive space": 1) the object's displacement through collecting practices; 
2) the object's discursive identity as artifact; 3) how issues of sanctity 
are played out and by whom; 4) how aboriginal contemporary artists are 
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critiquing the objectification of aboriginal identity in museums; and 
finally, 5) how objects are now being reconstituted under tribal owner-
ship through acts of repatriation. 

I will intersperse these reflections with descriptions of artists' practices 
as they intervene in this discursive space. For if the museum is a discur-
sive space so too is the printed page and the following considerations 
will only bring us closer to understanding this uncertain relation. I will 
discuss how some artists in the last two decades have called attention to 
the often contradictory representational practices of museums. Believing 
their works can raise consciousness—a new generation now strongly 
articulates this museal discourse. 

Rebecca Belmore 
In the late 1980s, as artists worked in relative isolation from each other, 
a pivotal exhibition brought focus and attention to itself by raising pro-
foundly disturbing issues in aboriginal representations. This exhibition 
was called The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada's First Peoples.3 

Aboriginal contemporary artists like Rebecca Belmore were moved to 
address its issues theatrically. 

fig. 14 Rebecca Belmore, Artifact #67IB, 1988. 
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Belmore, Ojibway, born in Upsala, Ontario, in 1960, is best known 
for her performance and installation works. The term "ironic humour" 
best describes her work. For example, m Artifact #67IB (1988, fig. 14), 
Belmore presents herself as an artifact framed within a box structure. 
Several signs surround her: "Artifact #67IB 1988," "Glenbow Museum 
presents," "The Spirit Sings Sponsored by Shell Oil," and "Share the 
Sham." Small prayer-like flags hang on a rope, perhaps as petition to the 
objects in the exhibition. As a stand-alone piece, Belmore's perform-
ance might not have been successful. This may be the first such work, 
however, that explicitly critiques a particular museum and is supported 
by other aboriginal people, as the photograph indicates. Though it does 
not take too much reading to see the intended target, the evidence of 
strong support makes the work more powerful. Such is the nature of her 
work: it requires the participation of others. 

The number, "67 IB," may concern her Indian status, which, like a 
museum's catalogue number, objectifies. She, as object, sits by the wintry 
road along which the 1988 Olympic flame passed. This performatory 
act, in part, brought attention to the role played by aboriginal people in 
the production of the exhibition, not as active participants but as "artifacts." 
Aboriginal people, she points out, continue to be treated as artifacts by 
governments, cultural institutions and multinationals, especially during 
the production of this project. Shell Oil, the official sponsor for the exhi-
bition, and the government of Alberta, were criticized for not settling 
land claim disputes with the Lubicon Crée, on whose land Shell was 
drilling. For its duplicitous role in "sharing the sham," the Glenbow 
Museum suffered in its public relations as people began to take notice of 
the issue. Aboriginal people, for their part, strategically used the Calgary 
Winter Olympics to call attention to economic, social, and historical 
injustices. They no longer wanted treatment as passive objects, "dead or 
alive." Museums and corporations, they say, can no longer have total 
control over the aestheticization of their image using aboriginal people 
as cultural dupes. 

Most protests have a strategy: people gather in unity, signs and 
slogans of censure are printed, rallying cries shouted, while protesters 
pace endlessly in front of the offending political power (institution). It is 
theatre. Likewise, Belmore's performance is theatre, political theatre. 
Aesthetic considerations are minimized; but the production is highly 
constructed. All the elements of protest are here. While the institution 
and corporation wanted to use aboriginal artifacts for the good of their 
image, they fully expected that the consumer would endow them with 
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value by attendance. The artist and aboriginal people, on the other hand, 
harnessed performance art as an effective strategy to create a conscious 
sense of self and agency. 

Collecting Practices 
This section examines some of the ways tribal objects have left aboriginal 
communities, and ended up in public and private collections, in the 
process becoming artifact. As Alan Shestack, former Director of the 
Boston Museum of Fine Arts, sums up the collecting perspective of most 
art or ethnographic museums: 

Museum professionals are acquirers; we are inherently greedy col-
lectors. Most of us go into the profession because the desire to 
accumulate and bring together objects of quality is in our blood. 
We are personally and professionally devoted to adding to and 
improving our holdings—that is what makes us tick. And to con-
sciously or intentionally turn down a highly desirable object we 
can afford to buy on the basis that we suspect that it might have 
been removed illegally from its country of origin—and also knowing 
that it will end up in the collection of a rival institution or an 
unscrupulous private collector is a very hard thing to do. But those 
museums which do, it seems to me, can and should apply a certain 
degree of moral pressure on the others (97-98). 

Though Shestack ends with some cautionary advice for the contempo-
rary museum, scrupulous collecting practices were not always the case. 
As will become evident, acquiring tribal objects under conditions of the 
past were very different from today. 

The very first relations between European and Indians were essen-
tially reciprocal: each approached the "other" on equal footing; each 
wanted something from the "other." The American scholar, Stephen 
Greenblatt disagrees with Tzvetan Todorov's suggestion that Natives 
"parroted" Europeans in a show of reciprocity; instead, he suggests that 
aboriginal people mastered European signs that contributed to favourable 
exchanges. Greenblatt points out that a number of these initial exchanges 
were remarkably balanced: 

We cannot make a universal principle out of this desire to possess a 
token of otherness, for there were peoples who resisted all contact 
and showed no interest in economic exchange, but it is sufficiently 
widespread to warrant a presumption about the behaviour of most 
human beings.[...] And it is in these early exchanges that we can 
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glimpse most clearly some of the founding acts of principal imagi-
nation in the European apprehension of the New World (99). 

Reciprocal desires to possess tokens of "otherness" had distinct motives: 
Europeans wanted raw materials—gold, furs, fish, for example; whereas, 
aboriginal peoples wanted new technologies—guns, knives, pots, and 
so on. Possessing aboriginal products would, no doubt, have been 
perceived nominally, in much the same way Canadians give Inuit sculp-
tures to foreign dignitaries today. During the early days of contact, Peace 
and Friendship treaties signified alliances between aboriginal people 
and Europeans to ensure peaceful conditions. By the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, tremendous numbers of aboriginal peoples died from 
European diseases, suffering population losses of up to seventy-five per-
cent. Indeed, during the nineteenth century, the shift in power relations 
and population now favoured Europeans. Thus, in this era, a principal 
theme was that aboriginal peoples were "vanishing," not only numeri-
cally but culturally as well, because of draconian laws of assimilation. 

As disease, warfare, and starvation decimated aboriginal 
populations, and the federal government instituted the reserve system, 
cultural expressions and their associated objects became unused, 
unwanted, and impotent. Efforts to modernize aboriginal people, 
and to extricate them from their pre-modern identity, were other 
themes characterizing the vanishing or "doomed" Indian. One senior 
official pronounced: "Our purpose in educating Indians is to make them 
forget their Native customs and become useful citizens of the Dominion."4 

The government policy of "gradual civilization" meant the demise of 
traditional practices directed towards civilizing and making aboriginal 
people useful citizens. 

Thus, Brooklyn Museum curator, Diana Fane observes in Objects 
of Myth and Memory: "mixing grim statistics about the future with nos-
talgia for the past, the rhetoric of the vanishing Indian was well estab-
lished by the mid-1800s" (21). The discourse of the vanishing Indian 
during this time had extended equally over into the fields of art and 
literature.5 From very early on, Fane notes, collecting aboriginal mate-
rial culture was "frankly subjective, necessarily fragmentary, and mildly 
diverting—[it was] an incidental result of warfare, colonization, and 
adventure on the American frontier" (21). After the Philadelphia Expo-
sition in 1876, museum-sponsored collecting expeditions reversed this 
position. "It was no longer sufficient for Indian things to surprise or 
entertain: they had to work in unison to create an authoritative account 
of Indian cultures before contact. Subsequently, exhibitions became the 
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main medium for presenting the story of America's aboriginal race to 
the public" (21). Similarly, anthropologist/art historian, Sally Price, in 
Primitive Art in Civilized Places, jokingly adds that collecting was based 
on the notion that it contributed to human knowledge: "it seems only 
proper that 'civilized' people should control the fate of 'tribal' art, en-
shrining it in their cultural conservatories for the benefit of 'the world'" 
(76). In a more serious vein, Foucault in The Order of Things reveals 
that scientific knowledge from the seventeenth century onward paid par-
ticular attention to taxonomie "classification," that is, a practice of 
"gridding" the natural world in which everything was fitted with the 
greatest accuracy. It was not until the late nineteenth century that the 
development of ethnology moved from looking at objects as evolution-
ary evidence based on visible signs, to objects that synecdochically rep-
resented cultures. The rise of museums served the progress of science; 
characteristically, ethnology museums paid exclusive attention to pre-
modern aboriginal cultures; so-called assimilated Indians were not much 
of a scientific challenge. Collecting began early in contact times, but it 
was not until the late nineteenth century that ethnographers undertook 
actual field-work collecting. This practice continues to this day, a prac-
tice I see as "one-way," in that the circumstances and conditions for 
collecting were fertile, due largely to legislation outlawing aboriginal 
practices. Because these practices were considered antithetical to civi-
lization, aboriginal people no longer saw any meaningful reason for holding 
on to their cherished objects. Objects collected from various aboriginal 
cultures were generally prosaic. Surprisingly, however, many ceremo-
nial objects are part of important collections everywhere, and are the 
basis for much of the repatriation process today. 

No institutions of art specifically collected objects, although there 
were some exceptions, like the Denver Art Museum. Public taste at the 
time could not accept the idea of aboriginal people creating art; yet 
Europeans could easily be stimulated by "primitive" forms, as we will 
see in the next section. Regardless, it is well known that no aboriginal 
language has a word for "art." In Canada, organizations like the 
Canadian Handicraft Guild at the beginning of this century supported 
traditional aboriginal artists by preparing exhibitions and undertaking 
efforts to market their work/1 No doubt, some early collectors must have 
been sympathetic to aesthetically pleasing objects, because many public 
and private collections easily betray their biases. 

Earlier, we saw Shestack refer to the "unscrupulous private collector" 
as someone outside our normal conceptions of collecting. In particular, 
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questionable collecting practices, like "looting," have proven a threat to 
Native American sacred sites, particularly in the United States where 
commercial values of Indian antiquities have risen over the past fifteen 
years. "Looting is sacrilegious to many Native Americans as well as 
destructive of the sole source of information about their unwritten past."7 

This illegal activity is highly problematic for Native Americans who 
still actively conduct ceremonies in locations where religious shrines 
become targets for looters. Deborah L. Nichols points out that: 

Removing sacred objects is not only a theft of property but, in the 
eyes of [many Native Americans], it also robs them of their power 
(33) [...] looting is a crime far beyond that of breaking a federal, 
state, or tribal law: it is an act of desecration that violates deeply 
held religious beliefs that are essential to the spiritual well-being of 
Native Americans. Ignorance plays a role in the persistence of loot-
ing, as does prejudice, but financial gain is an increasingly impor-
tant factor (37). 

Accordingly, museums have become the repositories of the material 
culture of the "other", while simultaneously documenting its own colo-
nial expansionist history. Former Director of the University of British 
Columbia Museum of Anthropology, Michael Ames, points out that 
museums are products of the establishment, 

representing] the assumptions and definitions ofthat establishment, 
just as do most other major institutional complexes in large-scale 
societies (21 ).[...] Large public museum[s] may express and authen-
ticate the established or official values and images of society in sev-
eral ways, directly, by promoting and affirming the dominant values, 
and indirectly, by subordinating or rejecting alternative values (22). 

Despite establishment principles, critique can come from anywhere. Take 
for example an exhibition like The West as America (1991), which 
challenged the dominant American view of progress. In doing so, the 
curators drew a great deal of criticism from the public and politicians 
alike. One does not assail the ideology of one's own institutions. Object-
ing to the sanctity of American myths of progress is to invite critical 
reproach. It is a different matter, however, if one is not part of the domi-
nant group. As I argued in the last chapter, the initiative to force change 
within the cultural field comes from those who have the least cultural 
capital. Thus, the concept of challenging institutional authority forms 
the central discussion of this chapter. 
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Though the impulse to collect is a core of our being, the politics of 
collecting perseveres in most institutions today. Historian and cultural 
critic James Clifford (1988) points out, "Old objects are endowed with a 
sense of 'depth' by their historically minded collectors. Temporality is 
reified and salvaged as origin, beauty, and knowledge (222). [...the] 
value of exotic objects was their ability to testify to the concrete reality 
of an earlier stage of human Culture, a common past confirming 
Europe's triumphant present" (228). To the degree that objects change 
meaning, museum visitors have become attuned to seeing aboriginal 
peoples in a synchronous "ethnographic present." Discursively, the idea 
of the past is a prime motivator that has aboriginal artists destabilizing 
museal practices. By extension, in this "age of repatriation," more and 
more museums restrain their efforts to expand their collections for fear 
they will be repatriated. Nevertheless, museums still have a responsibility 
to fulfill their authority and policies to collect. Repatriation should not 
mean, however, that institutions give up on aboriginal peoples and 
cultures; instead, collecting can continue taking on new and different 
forms and strategies where both sides benefit. 

James Luna 
In southern California, museum-goers came across an intriguing work, 
centred on the body of the aboriginal artist, that challenged everyone's 
ethic of aesthetic. The Artifact Piece (1987, fig. 15a), by the Luiseno 
artist, James Luna, confounded viewers and thoroughly implicated them. 
In this work, the artist had to completely defer his subjecthood to the 
viewer. 

Luna was born in Orange, California in 1950, and currently lives 
on the La Jolla Reservation, Valley Center, California. His spectacular 
performances, balanced by installation pieces, often find him as the cen-
tral figure. Like many other artists, his experiences of being aboriginal 
motivate his work. In particular, the target is a society that gives little 
regard to aboriginal people. The majority discourse has long spoken of 
Indians in the past tense, by extension implicating museums. The Indian 
is sometime perceived as the pernicious "other" who tried to prevent 
westward expansion, or simply, as the "noble savage." Whatever the 
view, Luna's performances define himself in a play of difference. 

The Artifact Piece plays on presence/absence, subject/object, and 
observer/observed. Jimmie Durham's (1990) response to this work: "[It] 
seems genius to me—with that quietly outrageous Indian humor that 
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fig. 15a,b James Luna, The Artifact Piece, 1987. 

has been so valuable to our survival" (172). The humour, of course, 
catches viewers in a "candid camera"8 situation before they realize they 
are the victims of a duplicitous joke. 

Luna introduced the work at San Diego's Museum of Man among 
its permanent exhibitions. British art critic, Jean Fisher, describes it as 
follows: 
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The artist [lies] on a bed of sand in a museum case, complete with 
name tag. Accompanying labels drew attention to scars on his body, 
documenting injuries received during an episode of "excessive 
drinking." Two additional cases contained the artist's personal docu-
ments and ceremonial items from the Luiseno reservation. These, 
together with the impression of his body in the sand, constituted 
the signs of his presence at moments when he was absent from the 
case [...] There is a diabolic humour in his parody of the "Indian" in 
the realm of the "undead."[...] If the purpose of the undead Indian 
of colonialism is to secure the self-identity of the onlooker, the shock 
of his real presence and the possibility that he may indeed be 
watching and listening disarms the voyeuristic gaze and denies 
it its structuring power (48). 

Clearly, The Artifact Piece prompted diverse reactions from the observers 
who stared at the "body-as-artifact," as representation and thus synecdoche. 
Viewers were attracted to a body because of its reality effect. The occa-
sional movement in the belly belied the "body-as-object," and evidenced 

fig. 15c James Luna, The Artifact Piece. 
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its identity as living being. The semiotic effect of this piece lies in the view-
er's treatment of it. The museal discourse compelled viewers to treat it as 
object, relegating it to third-person status. It is conceivable that museum-
goers did not know the historical underpinnings of this piece; in some ways, 
this is the attractive aspect of it, in that it caught viewers completely by 
surprise, even more so, in this southern California state where the Indian is 
both fiction (of Holly wood) and artifact (of the museum). Fisher mentions 
that the labels, which are in effect true and therefore factual, constitute the 
ironic twist that is part ofthat outrageous Indian humour. Luna, the artist, is 
rendered powerless and excluded, until of course, he decides to get up off 
the table. At that point he renders the viewer suddenly self-conscious as they 
realize that they are now the spectacle: "This 'being seen' is precipitated in 
the voyeur by what Sartre calls 'le regard' ."9 The observer is now on view 
and becomes "other." For a moment, the artifact piece is alive, giving the 
artist/aboriginal person control over his identity and subject position. 
Andrea Liss writes: "The Artifact Piece is designed to dislodge their (our) 
sense of mastery over territorial space and to acknowledge the contempora-
neous existence of specific others" (9). This is surely the most daring piece, 
even more so than Belmore's, in the way that it disarms the viewers once 
they realize the body's true identity. Its force is not unlike female strippers 
who play with their male observers; there the power relation is always tenu-
ous, the play/tease power relation is inverted. The body as eavesdropper 
waits for the moment when to disarm the gaze. I recall Luna telling how 
outraged he felt because of the comments he had overheard during his posi-
tion as eavesdropper. He could not believe the kinds of ideas (baggage) 
people continued to hold true about Indians. Sometimes it is worthwhile not 
knowing what people think. Privacy has to be upheld; otherwise, we live in 
constant paranoia. 

In this respect, Luna's critique of museal exposition and his exposure 
("performance"), suggest little evidence that he changed any attitudes. 
It may very well be that the public's identification of Indians as past and 
savage was clarified a little during this time. Nevertheless, Luna has 
influenced the discursive space of ethnographic museums, which by their 
presentations, now must consider their power relations. 

Primitivism 
The discourse of "Primitivism" is one idea some aboriginal contemporary 
artists address with a degree of irony. In Primitivism, colonialism is the 
central idea, as Europeans had access to many cultures around the world, 
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including Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, through the objects brought 
back by countless explorers and sailors. Following the Enlightenment and 
European colonization, the West needed a frame to be able to make sense 
of its "other." Europeans took for granted that there were many people 
within their culture whom they considered to be primitive: peasants, chil-
dren, and the insane. Thus, the discourse of the primitive came to include 
expressions like a child's—intuitive, essential, and innocent. In art, the 
term Primitivism described as a tendency, is neither a style nor a group of 
artists; rather, it is about artists' reactions to the ideas of cultures they 
thought were primitive. British art historian, Colin Rhodes argues that 
"Primitivism lies in the artists' interest in the primitive mind and it is usu-
ally marked by attempts to gain access to what are considered to be more 
fundamental modes of thinking and seeing" (7-8). Primitivism was not a 
dialogue between Western artists and the "other;" it was more rooted in 
appropriation than in "affinities" between the tribal and the modern. "The 
primitive was regarded, on the whole, as always more instinctive, less 
bound by artistic convention and history, and as somehow closer to funda-
mental aspects of human existence" (9). Professor of English Marianna 
Torgovnick sees Primitivism as a modern and post-modern obsession and 
cliché. Her study of Primitivism reveals how "specific kinds of ethno-
graphic knowledge give way to the generalized tropes and images of the 
primitive" (1990:23), and how the two are at odds with each other. 
Furthermore, Sally Price examines the relationship between the "civi-
lized" viewer and the "primitive" art object. She critiques exhibitions like 
the 1984 "Primitivism" in Twentieth-Century: Affinity of the Tribal and 
the Modern for their "arrogance," because they dehumanize the art and 
artists from non-Western cultures. And, the project that generated the 
greatest debates around Primitivism was William Rubin's exhibition 
"Primitivism" in Twentieth-Century, an example of unreconstructed 
Primitivism in which he was more interested in Western primitivist 
articulations than in trying to draw stylistic similarities.10 

In recent times, many tribal objects have attained a previously 
unknown economic status resulting in their synecdochical shift from 
"ethnographic" to "objet d'art." These objects of the market economy 
proliferate in magazines like American Indian Art Magazine and auction 
catalogues like Sotheby's. Because art objects often command high 
values, decontextualized tribal objects have shifted from the 
ethnographically muted to the individuated art object—this semiotic shift 
can be indicated as a "sliding signifier." Aestheticizing aboriginal objects 
complicates perspectives. American anthropologist, George Stocking Jr., 
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reads this as "art by metamorphosis." Price calls this transformation, a 
"distillation into a context-free aesthetic essence" (90). 

Robert Goldwater believed that ethnographers of the late nineteenth 
century already appreciated many non-Western objects as art ("art 
primitif') long before modern artists like Picasso, Gauguin, Kandinsky, 
and Klee. At the turn of the century, the prevailing naturalistic aesthetic 
(the classical aesthetic) shifted dramatically. Consequently, these artists 
began looking for new ideas elsewhere and found inspiration at their 
doorstep. Ethnographic museums in Europe, whose recontextualizing 
approach showed the public the complexities of primitive cultures, 
inspired many artists to look at certain formal qualities in primitive art, 
like masses and volumes, which were lacking in much of contemporary 
European art. With the simultaneous developments in art and literature, 
many artists visited the Trocadero in Paris (later to become the Musée 
de l'Homme), to view tribal objects as "universal" masterpieces. Many 
of the qualities of primitive man, they felt, transcended those of modern 
man, and these ideas developed into the category of Primitivism. One of 
these ideas was the synthesis of art and life, pioneered at the turn of the 
century by democratic idealists like William Morris. It meant simplicity 
and functionality. Rhodes indicates that artists of the "Blue Rider" group 
would sometimes would "go native," by emulating local peasants (30). 
The idea of Primitivism was a return to the simple and uncorrupted way 
of life of primitives, whether in rural areas, or in foreign lands like 
Gauguin. Goldwater described Primitivism as Western man's belief in 
an evolutionary process. Seemingly, this origin was "more profound, 
more important, and more valuable" (251); thus this axiomatic exist-
ence was what was most desirable. At the turn of the century in France 
and Germany, the primitivist movement began among a number of artists 
who frequented museums like the Trocadero. Some visited local curio 
shops that regularly marketed African and Oceanic objects. 

In museums, the modernist notion of aestheticizing tribal objects 
was in direct contrast to the reigning contextualist approaches, where 
priority is given to the object's formal qualities. The new formalist 
approach was adopted as a museological technique. Clifford expresses 
this taxonomie shift: "In the eyes of triumphant modernism some of 
these artifacts at least could be seen as universal masterpieces. The cat-
egory of 'primitive art' emerged" (228). The arguments about ways of 
looking at tribal objects in museological contexts run both ways: for 
example, formalists argue that contextualist approaches say more about 
the curator and designer; whereas formalists were accused of taking 
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objects out of context. Michael Ames writes that extremes continue to 
exist, that these attitudes are passed onto the public who have difficulty 
reading exhibitions where the boundaries are blurred, i.e., showing art 
in museums, or showing museums as art (53). 

Moreover, and to some extent important for the development and 
appreciation of aboriginal contemporary art, Primitivism expanded the 
metaphor of art. It suggested that primitivists create works (referents) 
intended for viewing as "universal" with well-defined formalist frames 
of references. Goldwater argues that primitive works are fetishistic with 
a specificity quite different from primitivists, where content (meaning) 
is more important and where objects have a subject position as a living 
entity. Price, on the other hand, contends the primitive artist was 
essentialized, "[as being] in particularly close touch with the 'fundamen-
tal, basic, and essential drives of life'—drives that Civilized Man shares 
but 'buries' under a layer of learned behaviour" (32), a view she says 
that can be read as a transparent "racist foundation." De Menil, for 
example, expounded this kind of essentialist notion: "However great 
the artist of today or tomorrow, he will never be as innocent as the primi-
tive artist" (quoted in Price, 1962:33). 

Goldwater further contends that Primitivism might never have 
developed had it not been for the colonization of foreign territories, with 
the resulting importation of objects and development of ethnological 
museums. Likewise, religious colonization rendered many objects un-
usable, and therefore open for commodification. 

Running concurrently with this development was the major 
polemic in the Western art world, the "universality of art." Price reads 
this universality as Western man's belief in an essential beginning, or 
primitive origins that grew into civilization. The subtext here is the 
assumption of Western man's benevolence towards others, implying tol-
erance, kindness, and charity. This paternalistic logic suggests that a 
unique Western individual is endowed with an enlightened appreciation 
for cultural diversity. Price, on the other hand, suggests alternatives to 
breaking the primitivist stereotype that has been ingrained in many Western 
sensibilities, albeit with a certain amount of trepidation: 

It may be, however, that a merger of the 'art' and the 'anthropology' 
of non-Western cultural expression, would require little more on 
our part than a less proprietorial attitude toward the idea of aesthetic 
sensitivity (123).[...] [CJhange is already underway, as distinguished 
institutions such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Museum of Modern Art invite into their galleries selected Primitive 
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Masterpieces. But their doors have been opened more willingly to 
the objects themselves than to the aesthetic sensibilities that gave 
them birth (126). 

Fifty years separate the two writers, and their views. Though 
Goldwater's assessment is sensitive to "primitive" artists, Price's 
transcultural views allows the "primitive" subjectivity as evidenced in 
the ironically titled book, Primitive Art in Civilized Places. Price sees 
the relationships between the two; whereas, Goldwater sees one only in 
terms of the other. Anthropologist Johannes Fabian has argued that the 
idea of the "primitive" is essentially a "temporal concept" (18), which is 
where Goldwater has situated his argument. Price argues that the 
asymmetrical/ binary, primitive/civilized, is already on unequal footing because 
of the term "art." She suggests that the Western "others" do have the 
capacity to consciously articulate a position from their perspective. 

In 1984, the now well-criticized exhibition, Primitivism'in Twentieth 
Century Art, juxtaposed works of mainstream Western artists alongside 
those of non-Western artists. Criticized for aestheticizing an extensive 
number of decontextualized objects, the exhibition's organizers wanted 
to show the diversity of Western artists influenced by non-Western (art) 
objects under the rubric of "affinities." However, the now famous 
Artforum debate between Thomas McEvilley, William Rubin, and Kirk Vamdoe 
goes beyond just taking positions. What the debate ultimately did was 
bring about a greater discursive distance between Primitivism and its 
"other;" that is, it made evident that forms can be aestheticized, but 
content is not so easily assimilated. The complexities of the two are in 
effect mutually exclusive: that appropriating forms remain at a level 
of Primitivism, and that primitivizing the "other" still cannot draw the 
two sides closer. 

In 1989, for the exhibition Magiciens de la terre at the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris, Primitivism's discursive influence brought together 
Western and non-Western artists with a nostalgic hope of discovering 
true magicians, at once artists and shamans. The Canadian Ojibway artist 
Norval Morrisseau participated but did not attend; a docile selection of 
paintings represented him instead. More than a painter, Morrisseau's 
shamanic practice is transcendent; we get visual glimpses in the work 
but never enough to be fully revealing. The organizers little understood 
that shamanism is not a public act to be aestheticized. Similar acts of 
presenting so-called primitive peoples are not new, but this was the first 
time living "primitive" artists met sophisticated "neo-primitivists" to 
share in some sort of public exhibitionary Powwow. Though this was a 
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case of highly intelligent curators desperately wanting to expand art's 
global horizons, artists {magiciens) like Morrisseau are content with being 
tied to localized practice; they understand that spiritual power cannot 
exist in forms of public spectacle, rather, the audience participates in an 
intercultural dialogical aesthetic. Though Magiciens did open up space 
for non-Western artists, I think the curators completely misunderstood 
who their guests were. On the other hand, Spivak asserts that: 

this whole group is an embarrassment to both Eurocentric or 
nationcentric visions of identity and alterity. Yes we are the 
children of the enabling violation of imperialism. We should not 
be defined as having "been to school" in the West and thus dis-
qualified everywhere. We should be used, and here I go back to an 
earlier point. We should be used to explain or make visible the 
ethicopolitical agenda in your tendency to conserve a center that 
you can then cede, only in a certain way (1993:214). 

The discursive spatialities of the two could not communicate. The cura-
tors tried to interpret the complex discourse of the "other" for a Western 
art audience, and in doing so could not translate the profound alterity of 
their guests: they could only guess. There was little or no collaborative 
syncretic effort to discover, and decolonize the institutional and cultural 
spaces between, a practice which I believe is the most dynamic in arts. 
At best, the relations between Western and non-Western artistic prac-
tices remain diffuse. 

As a contemporary artist, my intervention between the discourses 
occurred in 1992 at the University of British Columbia's Museum of 
Anthropology, in a show called Savage Graces. In it, I wanted to open a 
new space. What was so unusual about this? As mentioned earlier, 
anthropology museums often represent objects, viz. "material culture" 
of non-Western peoples, whereas art museums represent the history of 
"aesthetic" objects by Western peoples. Both represent ideas; but, both 
offer only perspectives. Very often, when aboriginal contemporary 
artists began exhibiting their works they wavered between these two 
"representational apparatuses," to use Althusser's term. Aboriginal artists 
(peoples) often voiced their dissatisfaction at being treated as "objects" 
in anthropology museums, while being marginalized by art museums. 
They realized that in both cases they had little or no voice; in other 
words, they were treated as minors. The resistant "other," the 
underrepresented body, soon began opening up new territories of possi-
bility. Artists began thinking of negotiating spatial possibilities, as I 
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pointed out in the previous chapter. For the aboriginal artist this meant 
cracking the immutable spaces of the art museum ("position taking"), 
where they had always wanted a ground to stand. Realizing that gallery 
exhibitions were only one possibility, aboriginal artists began to see that 
parks, cultural centres in forests, castles, breweries, and reserves, provided 
other possibilities. Personally, I wanted to emancipate the anthropology 
museum from itself. Rather than affirm my subjectivity synecdochically, 
I wished to involve my subject position as artist. Consequently, I wanted 
to transform the museum into a playful site, to shake the boundaries 
between the museum, myself, and the public.11 

To this end, Primitivism has created a position for non-Western 
artists either to accept or critically engage deconstructively. Would the 
North American Indian art market survive if it were not considered primi-
tive? It remains a multi-million dollar industry because audiences want 
"Indian-looking" art. The subtext is that buyers unconsciously impose a 
subtle hegemony. On the other hand, artists often reconstitute culturally 
copyrighted masks, poles, dance paraphernalia, for the market. Published 
historical reports point out that aboriginal peoples have always actively 
consented to trading or recreating objects. In these highly political times, 
this notion of consent is a discomforting realization. However, Henry Giroux 
argues that in radical theories of hegemony, consent works both ways. 
Either the dominant imposes its logic on the subordinated or, "[alterna-
tively] in the revisionist radical version, consent is defined through more 
active forms of complicity in that subordinated groups are now viewed 
as partly negotiating their adaptation and place within the dominant 
culture" (193). Later in this chapter I will show how several aboriginal 
contemporary artists are responding to the idea of Primitivism. 

Jimmie Durham 
"I've lived all my adult life in voluntary exile from my own people, yet 
that can also be considered a Cherokee tradition." These are the words 
of American artist Jimmie Durham, who once lived in self-imposed exile 
in Mexico, and now lives somewhere in Europe. Durham is an interest-
ing artist. Born in 1940 in Washington, Arkansas, he has been included 
in many of the major international exhibitions. He once found himself 
the centre of attention for self-identifying as Cherokee. Many 
prominent Native Americans, including former American Indian Move-
ment leader, Russell Means, however, came to his defence. Durham's 
offence was that he could not prove his Indian identity under the 1990 
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Public Law 101-644, which placed legitimacy of identity in the hands of 
"federally-recognized or state-recognized" tribal governments.12 Indeed, 
since the legislation's initial introduction in December 1990, a number 
of galleries and museums in the U.S. have terminated exhibitions which 
featured artists of questionable heritage, out of fear of prosecution. After 
many years of championing Indian rights, Durham ironically finds him-
self on the outside looking in. Regardless of whether he is disqualified 
from ever showing as an American Indian, it can be argued that he was 
constituted within the discursive boundaries of Indian art. He remains 
absent, yet his older works and words remain part of the contemporary 
aboriginal art discourse. 

Before all the fuss, Durham created some of the most interesting 
and critical "primitivist" works. Among them is On Loan from the Museum 
of the American Indian (1986, fig. 16), which is a critique of the positivist 
examination of cultures by one proto-ethnographic museum, New York's 
Museum of the American Indian (MAI; now called the National Museum 
of the American Indian). In particular, the critique targets the way MAI's 
exhibitions presented objects in such impersonal and simplistic terms, 

fig. 16 Jimmie Durham, On Loan  from  the Museum of  the American Indian, 1986. 
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and in such an aesthetically unappealing fashion, that aboriginal cultures 
looked child-like. This discursive mode of displaying aboriginal objects 
could be called "exhibitionist primitivism." Indeed, displays like these 
suggest discursive statements on comparisons between civilized and 
uncivilized cultures. During its time, MAI never achieved the status of 
its sister institution, the Museum of Natural History, perhaps because of 
its distance from midtown. Its location on Broadway and 155* made it a 
self-contained and isolated museum with a distinct identity. In his works, 
Durham complicates the museum's discursiveness by injecting a language 
of his own—"sociofacts" and—"scientifacts"—with a collection of 
materials that are "part-found, part-fabricated." lean Fisher says that 
Durham's installation, 

purported to illustrate the "natural history" of the Indian. [...] Despite 
the absurdity of the items, their signs of "Indianicity" led many viewers 
to mistake them for genuine museum articles, missing the parodie 
humour in his mime of the act of ethnographic surveillance (47). 

Rather than the artifact as synecdoche, Durham draws attention to our 
blind faith in scientific objectivity, and the coldness of museum repre-
sentation, that prompt us to accept this quasi-museum display as truth. 
In this display, Durham displays these "arti-fakes"13 as they would be 
presented in the MAI, lifeless and desanctified. The power in so much 
of Durham's output is the naive quality of workmanship. But in this 
piece, the viewer sees only objects randomly presented, and most of 
these viewers are unaware that the display is ironically pseudo-scientific. 
The viewer is caught up in reading the text as context, oblivious to the 
fact that the entire work should be read as a text. As in the case of Luna, 
the uninformed observer is completely unaware of the outrageous Indian 
humour that was once a form of resistance and that now strategically 
décentres the museal gaze. 

Discursive space of the museum 

"[Objects] don't mean; people mean." —Antonio Gaultieri. 

With this caution in mind, what are the signifying practices that muse-
ums confer upon tribal objects' significance, identity, and biography? 
This is a central question that is critical for aboriginal people today, 
especially artists. It is a question of the museum's discursiveness. Therefore, I 
want to consider to what extent the museum is an emerging discursive space. 
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Ames offers a useful formulation. He writes: "Large public 
museum[s] may express and authenticate the established or official values 
and images of society in several ways, directly, by promoting and 
affirming the dominant values, and indirectly, by subordinating or 
rejecting alternative values" (22). We come to understand museums as 
controlling the narratives assimilated by their publics; specifically, museum 
curators control the messages of the exhibitions and the objects. A per-
sistent narrative for museums is the depiction of aboriginal peoples as 
existing in a classic past before the arrival of Europeans—their true identity. 
The museum visitor takes this as truth and cannot help but see it any 
other way. Consequently, the objects, as synecdoche, come to stand for 
aboriginal cultures, telling this evolutionary story "in the past tense." 

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Professor of Performance Studies, 
sees de-contextualized objects—objects removed from their original use 
and purpose—used by museums "metonymically" as representations for 
"the absent whole": 

The art of the metonym is an art that accepts the inherently frag-
mentary nature of the object. Showing it in all its partiality enhances 
the aura of its "realness." The danger, of course, is that museums 
amass collections and are, in a sense, condemned ever after to 
exhibit them. (388) 

As I mentioned previously, Mieke Bal (1996), in an attempt to clarify 
the terms of this museal rhetoric, notes that the term "artifact" exempli-
fies its status as synecdoche. A metonymie reading, on the other hand, 
would suggest that the object could only be understood if it was used in 
the actual (virtual) display in relation to others, in a contextual display, 
for example. As Bal explains, "metonymy," is where one thing stands 
for another adjacent to it in place, time, or logic (80). A synecdochical 
reading isolates the object, as artifact, because it is readable as the cul-
ture, or representative of "the absent whole" from which it originates. 
Bal's distinction makes this clearer. 

There are, however, other ways of regarding the object than simply 
art and artifact: as heirloom, commodity, sacrament or patrimony. 
Michael Ames says, "[these] are all properties or values of the object, 
all phases in its life." Furthermore: 

... [v]alues may be imposed by those wishing to possess or 
appropriate the object, and others asserted by those claiming moral 
jurisdiction. These transformations of meaning and use during the 
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object's careers could be better represented in museum interpre-
tations. The longer the career of an object, however, the more 
segmented its history becomes, and the more knowledge about it 
becomes fragmented, contradictory, differentiated, and fodder for 
commodification and dispute (144). 

Objects, like words, function in part to structure our understanding 
of the world. They reflect and are keys to different realities. We under-
stand also that the object is a sign, but these signs do not refer to things, 
they signify concepts, and concepts are aspects of thought, not of real-
ity.14 In the past, for example, museums have assigned certain meanings 
to objects. Now we are seeing aboriginal people render their perspec-
tives on patrimony, as will be pointed out in later discussions of repa-
triation. In transforming these social relations, aboriginal people are now 
beginning to understand Bourdieu's concept of "cultural capital;" the 
struggle to transform the inequalities of perspectives is the essence of 
cultural politics. My use of the term cultural capital means that objects 
are repositories for knowledge shared by various people and institutions, 
particularly those who have heavy investments in them. This can lead to 
ideological struggles, such as an objection to their treatment. These objects 
are now central to a new discursiveness. 

If, then, an object has many properties and values associated with 
it, it may be useful to theorize that object under the concept of identity. 
How do language and ideology inform its identity? How does the career 
(or subjectivity) of an object change within different situations? And, 
how do objects serve to express aboriginal people's identity? 

Ames argues that to know objects, their history must be 
problematized in terms of their checkered, commodified, disputatious, 
and palimpsest-like careers (145). This notion of the "palimpsest" is an 
object's history, layered with shifting meanings, reinscribed each time it 
changes hands or contexts, and built up in stages without ever com-
pletely erasing its previous history. Aldona Jonaitis calls this "wrapping" 
(1992:28). The object's history, its wrapping, is its biography. Part of the 
curator's work is this study of an object's social history: 

[...] the study of what happens to objects, and to the people they 
attract, once they leave the hands of the original users, and most 
particularly, once they become appropriated by scholars, collec-
tors, and museums in the wealthier nations. Objects live beyond 
their origins, and acquire new meanings, new uses, and new owners 
along the way (46). 
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If an object has a history or biography, this implies that it must 
have begun with a discrete and undifferentiated identity. Ames's notion 
of the palimpsest inscribes objects with a rather post-modern identity — 
multiple, fragmented, and shifting.15 These notions are fundamental to 
understanding the discursive politics of the object, where the conjuncture 
of aboriginal and non-aboriginal perspectives is the site of struggle. 

While a palimpsest creates differing and often contradictory 
subjectivities, it would seem that tribally-specific objects must have very 
clearly defined and unified identities whose specificity is unquestioned. 
I once asked Walter Bonaise, a Plains Crée cultural instructor of the 
Poundmaker Reserve, Saskatchewan: Do objects have an identity? "Yes," 
he said, "every object has an identity, especially ceremonial objects." 
Another question: Can objects change their identity? "No, but, that 
depends upon the person describing their objects, whether he is selling 
or keeping. If we interpret these objects as having an identity, then we 
might see and handle them differently. If, for example, you're going to 
talk about an object, you have to know and understand its identity." 
Bonaise criticizes people's passivity in learning and obtaining this kind 
of knowledge. He believes that undertaking the responsibility of know-
ing is difficult for most people. He continues: "If one knew an object's 
identity, then potentially one could learn the language with which to 
speak." Bonaise acknowledges that each tribe has particular languages 
of articulation and knowledge. Furthermore, he understands objects as 
having essential qualities that signify their individual origins. "Though 
each tribe may use different words," he says, "they mean the same." He 
goes on to say that the only difference is the particular way a person 
explains the object's identity. For example, medicine bundles have indi-
vidual identities given to them by their owners. Selected from nature, 
small objects are ordered specifically; this is how the bundle would have 
been revealed in a dream. Bonaise says, "Once they find its identity, 
they will know how to use and preserve it." Gaultieri would say this is 
how devotees mystify objects. 

Indeed, the object's identity is part of the argument for repatriation; 
it is an attempt to return objects not only to their owners, but to their 
original function. Epistemologically, a shift must take place in under-
standing a tribal object's identity and its intrinsic qualities; since once, 
it was richly invested through ritual practices often based on rights, privi-
leges, and position. Returning objects to original communities is a chance 
for giving people new identities or recovering old ones. Canadian 
institutions are now respecting these conflicts. With the release of the 
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Task Force Report on Museums and First Nations (1992) we are now 
witnessing a shift in attitudes, as well as practices in acquisition, exhibi-
tion, and research policies. There is a more dynamic consciousness of 
the "Us/Them" duality, where museums with aboriginal holdings are 
more likely to work in partnership with specific First Nations communi-
ties, to become "Us." Torgovnick (1994) points out that such a "we" 
identification "effaces particularities and affirms identification with a 
larger body whose common features are relatively bloodless" (264), 
although in this case it is the reverse. It is the political power of the 
tribes that is affirming the museums' subject status. As Torgovnick 
argues, in the politics of inclusion, someone must surrender an aspect of 
themselves; in this case, it is the museums. 

Likewise, museums have differing discursive subjectivities; they 
too are constituted in language. For this reason, they are discursive spaces 
with hybrid identities: museums are given identities by the objects they 
hold, and vice versa. Furthermore, we can assume that their strategies 
and practices for exhibiting and collecting also vary. For example, 
curators and other museum professionals view collections aesthetically, 
historically, or anthropologically. They ask questions about the object: 
What is its provenance? Who made it? When? Where? What were the 
circumstance and conditions of its creation?16 

Objects now encompass new realities never before considered. 
Canadian museums are now more likely to try to surpass each other in 
establishing friendly relations with local aboriginal communities. Since 
the release of the Task Force Report, several museums across Canada 
have built such strong relations. At times, aboriginal contemporary artists 
are very much part of these activities. 

Joane Cardinal-Schubert 
Alberta artist, Joane Cardinal-Schubert, was inspired to create Is This 
My Grandmother's? (1988, fig. 17a) by a visit to the research collections 
of the Canadian Museum of Civilization. "I thought," she says, "what 
kind of possessions do Native people have of their grandparents, and 
great-grandparents? None. They're all in Ottawa in the drawers" (quoted 
in Duffek 1989:36). 

Cardinal-Schubert, born in 1942 in Red Deer, Alberta, is a multi-
media artist. A multi-faceted cultural heritage and the influence of two 
grandmothers, one of German extraction, the other a Piegan (Blackfoot) 
holy woman, have had a considerable impact on the content of her work. 
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Working in a variety of media, she unites aboriginal spiritual symbolism 
and political issues to make contemporary statements. 

During one particular visit, she saw in the museum's storage vaults 
many objects, including leather shirts, dresses, moccasins—anything 
considered organic—stuffed into clear plastic bags (fig. 17b). Not realiz-
ing that this practice of putting objects into plastic bags is preventive care, 
she had a spontaneous adverse reaction. Since many of the objects are 
made of organic material, storing them this way prevents insect infesta-
tions. This preventive care of cellophaning artifacts, a form of pest-control, 
does not work for her. Instead she questions: Just who are the pests? 
Cardinal-Schubert focuses attention on the physical and discursive 
distance between the museum's artifacts and their originating communi-
ties. As contemporary aboriginal peoples try to become more aware of the 
historical circumstances that led to the removal of hundreds of thousands 
of objects from communities across the Americas, and that now sit lifeless 
in storage facilities around the world, the question for both communities 
is: How can life be brought back to these objects? Though in works like 
these there are no answers; only more questions. Inevitably, the more ques-
tions are raised, the more responses will follow. Unfortunately, these are 
not the usual responses artists have received, because they are seen as 
agitators. Many of these artists have understood full well the strategies of 
"resistance," "articulation," and "empowerment," of connecting art with 
the social and political. Cardinal-Schubert writes: 

fig. 17a Joane Cardinal-Schubert, Preservation of a Species - Warshirt Series, 1988. 
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As well as the displacement of ceremonies and language, Native 
people suffered the loss of their cultural icons, their reliquiae. Cer-
emonial objects were taken from them and systematically collected 
by museums and collectors throughout the world as evidence of a 
dying culture.[...] These ceremonial objects are an important link 
in the cultural practice of most ceremonial rituals. Without them, 
life was meaningless—they were the cultural videos and bibles of 
the time. If someone were to remove the chalice from the taber-
nacle in the Catholic ritual, the ceremony could not continue. There 
would be no meaning without the symbolic ritual that goes along 
with that particular reliquiae, and the participants would have to 
deal with the horror of its loss as an icon. This is our heritage!17 

Cardinal-Schubert was interpellated not by beauty but by horror, 
fear, and helplessness. Horror in a loathsome sense of seeing the 
objectification of her heritage; fear in the reverential sense that many of 
these objects were sacred and she could do little to rescue them; and 
helplessness in that she knew little of the appropriate address to be made 
to the object as a traditional way of entering into dialogue. Some of 
these impressions led her to ask: Is this my Grandmother's? The ques-
tion is rhetorical; but, it does leave us to ponder the cruciform on which 
this dress hangs. The metaphor of the cross as Christianity leads us into 
different directions. First, the idea of the crucifix, which holds up the 
encased dress, is one of humiliation, as Christ was humiliated when he 

fig. 17b Joane Cardinal-Schubert, Is This My Grandmother's? (detail, 1988). 
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hung on the cross. Though Cardinal-Schubert's dress is a facsimile of a 
Ghost Dance dress, she presents it as an objectified dress left open for 
examination as artifact; whereas, the original dress was sanctified in the 
Ghost Dance religion of the late nineteenth century. This one is dis-
placed, desanctified and devalued.18 Another aspect is its necrotic, death-
like arrangement, outstretched as if it were on a rack. Similarly, the cross 
or tree from which Christ hung was used as an instrument of torture and 
persecution, and later came to represent sacrifice. Cardinal-Schubert 
makes a similar pronouncement in that the artifactuality of the dress is 
condemned to suffer and never to return to its original purpose. The rack 
on which the dress hangs is a framework not only for display and storage, 
but for its "artifact-ness." Its identity will always be "other." 

The Warshirt Series, of which this was part, equips Cardinal-Schubert 
with a warrior's fortitude at a time when a shift in power relations was 
taking place between museums and aboriginal people. The series began 
as a response to realizing that many war shirts ended up in museum 
collections. For her, sanctity is only possible if the objects are liberated 
from their confines and returned home. 

Object Sanctity 
In this section and the next, I propose to take into account the double 
usage of the term "object."19 The first usage is as a noun: "anything that 
is visible or tangible and is relatively stable in form; a thing, a person, or 
matter to which thought or action is directed"—as in, "object sanctity"; 
second, as a verb form: "to offer a reason or argument in opposition; to 
express or feel disapproval, dislike, or distaste, be averse"—as in "object 
to sanctity." 

Antonio Gaultieri, retired professor of religion at Carleton University, 
wrote that "[an object's] religious meaning may emerge only for those 
who live within its context [...] [where] cosmological and axiological 
meaning is not objectively present in the object but is interpolated by the 
devotees.[...] [Thus, objects] don't mean; people mean." Religious symbols 
"mediate the reality of another world whose inherent structure provides 
a therapeutic alternative to the profane world of bafflement, suffering, 
injustice, guilt, and death."20 

Walter Bonaise echoes these thoughts, when he says that elders/ 
owners give an object its identity, and thus its sanctity. Conversely, these 
objects serve to express the collective identity of aboriginal people. For 
example, I once asked him the following: Is an object like a medicine 
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bundle sacred, or is it the idea? He said that the many objects contained 
in a medicine bundle (Aya-chi-kana is the Crée word he uses) are ordered 
in particular ways, that its owner communicates with it in a particular 
language. "Today," he pointed out, "many Native people do not know 
what to do with the bundles because it scares them." He realized something 
had to be done, but this would only be possible with knowledgeable 
elders because of their access to language. He continued: "Awareness of 
the objects' identity, their importance, and their powerful manifestation, 
should be well known. Museum curators and conservators find it par-
ticularly difficult handling bundles because they don't understand the 
object's meaning. If, for instance, we are to understand what to get out 
of them, we must first know how to open them, what their functions are, 
and then how to use them. If they are to help us, we must know how to 
connect with their power." Bundles were (are) used and brought out for 
important ceremonies, because they helped the people. Unfortunately, 
this practice has been largely lost. He suggested that many unfortunate 
situations are happening to aboriginal people because they have lost cer-
tain kinds of knowledge; for example, the power of the bundles. The 
potential tensions between those who know and those who think they 
know, and the elemental nature of these objects, create a delicate pressure 
in aboriginal communities outside the museum, opposing the overall 
good. Thus Bonaise's concern, "we must know how to connect with 
their power," is an appeal to aboriginal people to work towards ensuring 
not just the sanctity of objects, but their identity as well. 

Sacred objects, Gaultieri says, are "interpolated" by their devotees. 
In other words, meaning is given to the objects. Since they are culturally 
interpolated, they are constituted within specific cultural discourses; thus, 
they can only have meaning to their devotees. This cultural discursive 
function of objects raises the issue of their ideological function, which is 
why current struggles arise at museum sites. Ideology—here meaning a 
set of opinions, beliefs, and attitudes, or world view—lies at the heart of 
how objects are sanctified. For example, aboriginal people believe that 
objects function as living things; museums, on the other hand, see objects 
as constituent to their disciplinary identity to be studied and then 
exposed to their visitors; some have argued that objects reflect the museum's 
colonial identity.21 Louis Althusser uses the homophonic term "interpellate" 
to suggest that "[...] ideology 'acts' or 'functions' in such a way that it 
'recruits' subjects among individuals (it recruits them all), or 'transforms' 
the individuals into subjects (it transforms them all)" (55). If we interpolate, 
or give meaning to objects, can objects in turn call out to us, attracting 
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our attention, as in: "Hey, you there!" or, "Hey, look!"? Do certain objects 
interpellate (hail) us by making us subjects? I contend that they do. Indeed, 
with the advancement of Primitivism and Formalism, objects from non-
Western cultures are converted to aesthetic capital. Collecting and trading 
them has become a multimillion dollar industry. Objects that are 
aesthetically interesting can and do turn us around, by making us take 
notice. When curators place objects in exhibitions, they are enabling the 
objects to interpellate the viewer. Interestingly, these objects could be 
either sacred or profane. However, the interpellation is contingent upon 
our awareness of what Bonaise calls the "power-ness" of certain objects. 
Hence, the museum's discourse is ambiguous, dependent as it is on its 
interlocutor's knowledge. Only recently have aboriginal people become 
more involved in museological debates over interpretation as one 
fundamental issue. As I will show later, aboriginal contemporary artists 
have challenged the museum over these issues. 

Curators are a strange lot; they are "exhibitionists." Above all, the 
object is their prime means of attracting attention and making an argument. 
Bal's (1996) three meanings of exhibition—exposition, expose, and 
exposure—facilitate our understanding of this curatorial practice. The 
idea of "exposition" is not only to bring an event to public attention, but 
it also defines a discursive practice. For example, curators market objects 
as commodities for public consumption; in their eyes, objects enter the 
museum as "failed metaphors" because they are no longer useful in the 
tribal sense. "Exposure" is performatory to the extent of presenting 
curatorial views; it is about the act of producing meaning through textual 
means. Curators make sense of the unspeakable objects for the audi-
ence. They objectify texts and textualize objects. To "expose" is not only 
to show or present objects, but to publicize one's views about them. 
Peter Gathercole observes that objects do not have the power that curators 
do. He calls this "curatorial knowledge," in which objects are transformed 
by the curator, thereby setting up a kind of power relation (75). Gathercole 
sees this power tending in the curator's favour. But this is not always so 
obvious. Did the curators of the 1988 Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of 
Canada's First Peoples exhibition consider their "curatorial knowledge" 
before selecting which objects would go on display? Or, did the objects 
interpellate the curators? I contend the latter was the case. Some curators 
were attracted for aesthetic reasons, others for scientific information, 
and still others came to realize that many of the objects had never 
appeared in a North American exhibition before. To some curators, these 
objects were coming home. The Spirits Sings was the last exhibition of 
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its kind. Since then, all exhibitions that have aboriginal content as a 
theme, now engage aboriginal people to prevent such uneven balances 
of power. 

Furthermore, consider museum conservators, another element in the 
discursive interaction around the object. Are they interpellated by the object? 
Yes. Unlike curators, however, they sanctify the object of their concern, 
but in a manner quite different from that of spiritual leaders. This sancti-
fication usually comes about only after an object is integrated into the 
collections as patrimony, not before. Entrusted by code, conservators are 
to preserve objects—debug, decontaminate, defer, democratize, detach— 
in other words, to "suspend" their organicity endlessly, at all costs. 
Interestingly, there is an underlying power relation with the curator. It is 
the curator's passion to exhibit an object, at all costs, whereas the 
conservator plays an oppositional strategy by recommending limiting the 
object's exposure, at all costs, because of its sanctity as object. 

Objection to traditional museal practices is opening the way to a 
closer working relationship with aboriginal people. It is almost routine 
now to include aboriginal people as advisors on committees where their 
cultures are going to be represented. In Canada, anyhow, many more 
museums are careful not to risk repeating The Spirit Sings episode. 

Two ideological views of sanctity: one side with a tradition of ex-
hibiting objects as objects, the other tradition seeing objects as subjects. 
In both cases, however, the objects give these ideological views their 
particular identities and subjectivity. In either case, the objects interpel-
late these views differently: aesthetically, scientifically, or spiritually. 
The ideological struggle of interpellation, how museums treat objects, 
and the players involved, advance the discourse to new dimensions. 
Objects hail us, we take notice; that is how museum exposition operates. 
If they do not, the exposition is unsuccessful, or it may be that we are 
ignorant of the discourse. 

Object to Sanctity 

The attitude of artists within western societies towards museums 
has always been ambivalent. They use them, they are inspired by 
them, but they also mock them. One could even say that a part of 
the inspiration a great artist takes from an object in a museum is the 
energy to break the museum framework, to make the object con-
temporary, a part of contemporary struggles, as the particular artist 
interprets those struggles.22 
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As I mentioned in the previous chapter, a number of aboriginal contem-
porary artists see museums as part of a radical geography. For the most 
part, aboriginal peoples marginalized in museal discourse and then 
objectified in exhibitions have become aware of their circumstance. 
Accordingly, for some of the following artists, disclosure of museal practice 
takes place in that radically discursive space. Consequently, they see the 
museum as a site of struggle where their works interrogate the museum's 
(ab)use of aboriginal cultures. This, the second aspect of the word "object," 
I will use as a verb offering a reason, an argument, and a critique of 
opposing past and present museum practices. While as artists, aboriginal 
contemporary artists share part of their identity with Western and non-
Western colleagues, they have had a peculiar and ambivalent association 
with ethnographic museums. Their identities as aboriginal artists have 
been constituted within the modem non-art museum. As explained earlier, 
ethnographic museums have a history of representing the "other"—both 
non-Western and aboriginal North Americans. The primary discourse of 
the museum was its view of aboriginal people living in the past, before 
modernity changed them. Fabian has demonstrated that colonizers have 
denied the colonized "coevalness" through the use of such terms as 
"primitive," "savage," "tribal," "traditional," and "Third World" (17). 
"Primitive being essentially a temporal concept, is a category, not an 
object, of Western thought" (18). Aboriginal contemporary artists have 
long taken the view that ethnographic museums are a burden on their 
contemporary identity; hence their struggle to contest the discourses that 
control them. Their resistance against the museum, to negotiate the status 
between time/space, sacred/secular and sanctity/artifactuality, has taken 
new directions. 

Jane Ash Poitras 
Jane Ash Poitras does not share the same museological polemic as the 
other artists discussed here, though she utilizes similar critical strategies. 
Instead of criticizing the (ab)use of the object, her subject is the Indian 
body politic as a casualty of modernity. Against modernity she positions 
the spirituality of the shaman as salvation for aboriginal culture. Since the 
late 1980s, the Shaman Never Die series has expressed the shaman's subject 
position of healer for many of the social ills aboriginal people experienced 
during the reservation period. The shaman as metaphor is traditionally 
positioned as magician, priest, mystic, poet, and master of ecstasy.23 In her 
practice and personal life, Ash Poitras celebrates the survival of her ancestors 
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and the shaman. Thus, her paintings are both a critical practice and a 
reverential activity where some of the qualities of the shaman unfurl. "The 
paintings become a valorization of who I am, of my soul, of how I see life. 
In the metaphysical sense, I have to paint to live. The minute I stop paint-
ing I die" (quoted in Enright 1992:13). 

Ash Poitras was born in the northern Alberta community of Fort 
Chipewyan in 1951. She continues to live and work in Edmonton. Though 
a prolific painter, this installation permitted her to explore new ques-
tions. In Transformation, Assimilated Indian, Hudson's Bay Lure (1992, 
fig. 18), she uses a museological technique of the display case as metaphors 
for seduction, change, and conversion. Reflecting a personal journey of 
discovery, from birth to death and back to rebirth, as the title indicates, 
Ash Poitras's frailties are an example of the problems and conflicts that 
are a constant threat to aboriginal community life. After the fragmenta-
tion and disintegration that signified the reservation period, aboriginal 
people now find themselves in radically new dispositions of renewal, 
affirmation, and self-determination. 

The first display case, Hudson's Bay Lure (far right), is framed 
around materialism, commodification, and wonder. Of the three vitrines, 
this one has the look and feel of an early-twentieth-century showroom— 
the other two are modern—and it is filled to capacity. This case performs 
at least two functions: the first is to entice customers to consumer goods 
made by Indians; the second is an ethnographic trap, displaying objects 
salvaged from aboriginal cultures as a cabinet of curiosities. The display 

fig. 18 Jane Ash Poitras, Transformation, Assimilated Indian, Hudson's Bay Lure, 1990. 

kbonder1
copyright protection



136 The New Tribe 

is to entice and seduce viewers, to interpellate them within a dominant 
ideology as they look upon their "other." The viewer is to look upon 
these objects with fascination; yet, the artist discourages our desires as 
we move to the next case. 

In the second case, Assimilated Indian presents the dangers of habits 
and addiction, an unbearable lightness of being, in which addiction 
signifies death. The skeleton reaches for a can of beer, while hovering 
over a field of cigarette butts. Drinking among aboriginal people has 
long been a sign of resistance, to counter the pain of existence and the 
conditions of poverty. The use of intoxicants has always been for per-
sonal reasons, including communitas, for example. But abuse of intoxi-
cants has, of course, far greater consequences for the individual and his/ 
her social network. The idea of assimilation has also always been part of 
the anthropological discourse describing the aboriginal state of affairs: a 
kind of longing for the past while at the same time, aboriginal cultures 
are absorbed into the great body politic of the West. Assimilation is to 
make similar, to change identity. In this case, Ash Poitras's skeletal fig-
ure is the final signifier of this idea. In the end, we all become the same. 
However, there is a twist. Though not apparent because of the visible 
signifiers, the twist is that this work is about museal practices, begin-
ning with exposition of aboriginal people as artifact, and ending with 
the intense interest in their remains. Ash Poitras adds a bit of salt, noting 
that it is abundantly clear how this person died. There is no need for 
exhumation. 

And in the last case on the left, Transformation, we sense freedom, 
self-control, resistance, and rebirth. The vitrine is completely empty, 
something of an anathema for museums that need objects for display. 
What is transformed? There is a sense that museums can no longer (ab)use 
aboriginal people for museal purposes, since many of the objects were 
not made for these purposes. The transformation is a shift from subjec-
tion to exclusive sovereignty. 

Reconstitution through repatriation 
As Ojibwa writer Basil Johnson makes clear in the following passage, 
even with the renewed efforts today, aboriginal traditions remain tenuous. 

When elders passed away, so did a portion of the tribal language 
come to an end as a tree disintegrates by degrees and in stages 
until it is no more; and, though infants were born to replenish the 
loss of life, not any one of them will learn the language of their 
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grandfathers or grandmothers to keep it alive and pass it on to 
their descendants. Thus the language dies (99). 

When language dies, so does our understanding of objects: objects 
remain objects and will potentially remain artifacts forever. Can they 
become active subjects once again? Knowing an aboriginal language, 
one is able to articulate the object, to give meaning back to it that makes 
sense for others. Unless great strides take place in recovery of aboriginal 
languages or political efforts to enact language policy, similar to those 
in the French-Canadian province of Quebec, recovery rates among 
aboriginal cultures will remain a slender thread. Language regeneration 
is vital to understanding traditional concepts of the object. In the age of 
repatriation and reclamation, however, how are aboriginal people 
influencing institutional practices? 

Here is one example. During the late 1970s and 1980s, Walter 
Bonaise and a group of elders, directed by the Saskatchewan Indian 
Cultural College (Saskatoon), made regular visits to museums in western 
Canada. They developed amicable relations with museum staff who then 
allowed them access to collections to renew bonds with historic objects. 
This practice has, however, declined in recent years due in part to high 
travel costs. At these museum sites, elders would ask the staff to bring 
out specific objects which they would address through prayer. Out of 
deep respect for the object's inherent sacred power, no elder touched the 
objects. Interestingly, these objects had remained in museums for so long 
they assumed an identity as object; in the presence of these elders, the 
objects became part of a shift. No longer seen as "objects" or "third 
person," they were now constituted in a ritual first-person address. Devotees 
like Bonaise take the object's sacred power seriously, and he counsels 
museum staff to be similarly careful in handling sacred objects. Aboriginal 
elders observe objects very differently from museologists. Bonaise says, 
"thorough understanding is crucial before deciding to open the bundles, 
otherwise, adverse affects could damage eyes or other parts of one's 
body." In more recent years, curators have begun to show knowledge 
and understanding of the processes Bonaise describes. He points out 
that some objects "kill;" it is very serious business. Adverse effects can 
cause one to go crazy, or to do something bad, even if one smells a 
medicine bundle. The repatriation of medicine bundles and other sacred 
and sensitive objects is riddled with problems. 

Sacred and sensitive objects are housed in museums around the world. 
Bonaise indicates that some institutions are willing to return them to 
aboriginal people. But the problem for him is not only awareness of the 
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kinds of objects that should be returned; the understanding of the contents 
of the objects and associated material is also often lacking. He and others 
would be willing to accept their return. However, over the years while 
working with members of various Plains Crée bands, he felt they were not 
always in full agreement as to the consequences of repatriation. Some did 
not want to make a move to repatriate, perhaps because of the tremendous 
responsibility it entails. What does it mean to attempt repatriating arti-
facts? Bonaise says it all depends on the kinds of artifacts, because certain 
objects provide more valuable assistance than others. This echoes a similar 
concern of other aboriginal peoples across Canada and thus placates the 
fears of museums who feel aboriginal people are preparing for all-out 
repatriation. In the end, it is only "certain" objects that are going to help, 
spiritually and culturally; namely, sacred objects. The play on "object (to) 
sanctity" is not at cross purposes: on the one hand, it allows us to under-
stand how meaning is conferred; while on the other, it allows for a politics 
that hopes to create an even playing field. 

One aboriginal community that was successful leveling the field in 
repatriating objects from museums in the late 1970s, was the U'mista 
Cultural Centre, Alert Bay, British Columbia. It did so because the 
community was able to meet the conditions the museums had set, such 
as having a building. Kwakwaka'wakw historian Gloria Cranmer Webster 
(1992) writes: 

We do not have a word for repatriation [...] The closest we come to 
it is the word u 'mista, which describes the return of people taken 
captive in raids. It also means the return of something important. 
We are working towards the u 'mista of much that was almost lost 
to us. The return of the potlatch collection is one u'mista (37). 

How does U'mista and its community see themselves today? Their 
exhibitions, intended for the community, present their history and culture 
as an expression of their identity. All museums have similar kinds of 
mandates. U'mista call itself a "cultural centre;" the repatriated objects are 
placed in terms of the Centre's own historicity, where the objects' cultural 
and historical identities speak to the community. U'mista's local audience is 
always aware of this, and they are always finding ways of transmitting their 
culture on to their children. "The renewed interest among younger people in 
learning about their cultural history is a kind of u'mistcT (37). When they 
speak to the outside, they do so in traveling exhibits like A Slender Thread: 
The Art of Mungo Martin (1990), a local artist who lived during the reserva-
tion period when the Potlatch was outlawed. The federal government saw 
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the cultural practices of the Kwakwaka'wakw as an impediment to their 
acculturation or enfranchisement into Canadian society. Therefore, many of 
their institutional practices were outlawed and objects confiscated in an 
effort to erase their identity. Due to Mungo Martin's efforts, the continuity 
of Kwakwaka'wakw artistic traditions has become legendary. U'mista's pres-
entations illustrate its patrimony and address its community. Outsiders learn 
who the Kwakwaka'wakw are and how they use cultural patrimony in the 
community. The Kwakwaka'wakw are not concerned with the same cul-
tural politics as many of the artists discussed above. They see oppositionality 
as consuming energy which they would rather spend on strengthening their 
identity and, by extension, their community. 

Repatriation is one way aboriginal people can take some form of 
control from museums. It is also a way to exercise cultural sovereignty 
by giving local communities a chance to rebuild on top of institutions 
that once disabled them. Aboriginal communities are now better posi-
tioned to control their fate. They are more conscious of the conditions of 
today and are readily able to actively participate in the modern world. 
Repatriation is a sign of the post-reservation. 

Conclusion 
I once asked Edward Poitras his opinion about having his work collected 
by ethnographic museums. He said: "Having my work [in a museum], I 
feel at home with my ancestors. At the National Gallery, they would 
look out of place." This shift in attitude characterizes the current artistic 
practices of multiple spatialities. Art now reaches beyond the hallowed 
halls of art galleries and into new spaces. As well, aboriginal contemporary 
artists are much more complex subjects who cannot simply be exam-
ined by a discipline that is fixated around "artifacts." Objects are not 
just cultural signifiers, but complex statements that are intellectually 
appealing. Each of these artists has made conceptual installations 
critiquing anthropological practice quite independently of each other. 
Their investigations have raised questions about the nature of represent-
ing the "other," sometimes in very humorous ways, like James Luna's 
and Rebecca Belmore's self-representation as artifacts. Jimmie Durham 
has pointed out the weakness in our received beliefs in scientific objec-
tivity. Joane Cardinal-Schubert has touched on the broad gap between 
aboriginal communities and museums. And Jane Ash Poitras has shown 
the malaise of modernity and aboriginal communities. Each objected by 
questioning the nature of the "object," even when the object in these 
institutional spaces was about them and their cultural identity. This play 



140 The New Tribe 

of the object is a complex game of rhetoric that museums never ex-
pected to be articulated by their subject and object of study. 

In this chapter I examined the object's discursive identity and the 
museum as discursive space. For nearly a century the institutional space 
of the museum has been so far removed from aboriginal communities 
that the museum visitor, upon seeing old artifacts, must have sensed that 
aboriginal people were long extinct. Indeed, museological discourse was 
about the past verging on necromancy, as Ames points out: "Museums 
are cannibalistic in appropriating other peoples' material for their own 
study and interpretation, and they confine their representations to glass 
box display cases" (3). Of course, many of these objects that had long 
lived their original purpose somehow made their way into public and 
private collections. Some critics have argued that if aboriginal objects 
had not been collected there would have been a vacuum, leaving 
aboriginal people with no history and no identity. Though this argu-
ment is short-sighted, it is an attitude that museums whisper. 

In reaction to the techniques of exposition, aboriginal contempo-
rary artists began a critical discourse about the space that constituted 
them as subjects. They disliked the inference that their work could only 
be regarded as ethnographic because quality was compromised in favour 
of identity. Though there were still artists who maintained strong con-
nections with museums, there came a generation whose members were 
not so forgiving. Instead, they took every opportunity to bring attention 
to museal practices through their own work. They took full advantage of 
the times. Lucy Lippard (1990) points out that, 

Since the late '60s, the feminist movement's rehabilitation of 
subjectivity in the face of the dominant and loftily 'objective' 
stance has been one model in the ongoing search for identity 
within so-called minority groups. It is precisely the false identi-
ties to which deconstructionism calls attention that have led 
women and people of color to an obsession with self-definition, 
to a re-creation of identity from the inside out (11). 

Though aboriginal contemporary artists have raised important questions, 
their positions have yet to be fully appreciated by aboriginal people, partly 
because much of their practice takes place in unfamiliar spaces. Moreover, 
despite the anti-museum reaction of a while ago, and the changes that 
have transpired, aboriginal contemporary artists now see the museum as 
just another space. Indeed, it is a space with its own identity and audi-
ences, which some artists have "mined" with interesting results. 
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Following the Task Force Report on Museums and First Peoples 
Canadian museums have become more self-consciously aware of their 
practices. Decisions affecting aboriginal people are being addressed 
openly and honestly. But questions continue to be raised about the ethics 
of collecting and exhibiting artifacts. Aboriginal scholars and practitioners 
are being involved throughout all phases of exhibition production. Museum 
exhibitions at Alberta's Head Smashed In (1987), Saskatoon's 
Wanuskewin (1992), Regina's Royal Saskatchewan Museum (1994), 
Edmonton's Provincial Museum of Alberta (1997), and more recently 
the Canadian Museum of Civilization (2001) have all created new 
permanent exhibitions that reflect these new partnerships. 

Aboriginal communities' interest in the object is in itself not really 
new. For many years aboriginal people have visited museums to see their 
contents. In the last two decades we have witnessed an increase in aboriginal 
communities generating repatriation requests—human remains and asso-
ciated grave goods, sacred and sensitive; and objects taken from commu-
nities at a time their practices were considered illegal. Partnerships with 
aboriginal communities are now the new discursive language. Museums 
see this process as a two-way, win-win situation, unlike the past when the 
"salvage paradigm" or "urgent ethnology" were the principal ideas 
behind collecting and study. 

Notes 
1 An amendment to Indian Act 1880, S.C. 1884, c.27 (47 Vict.), sections 3, reads: 

"Every Indian or other person who engages in or assists in celebrating the Indian 
festival know as the 'Potlach' [sic] or in the Indian dance know as the 'Tasmanawas' 
is guilty of a misdemeanor, and shall be liable to imprisonment for a term of not 
more than six nor less than two months in any gaol or other place of confinement; 
and any Indian or other person who encourages either directly or indirectly, an Indian 
or Indians to get up such a festival or dance, or to celebrate the same or who shall 
assist in the celebration of the same is guilty of a like offence, and shall be liable to 
the same punishment." Aldona lonaitis describes the Potlatch as: "a complex cer-
emonial during which the host family communicates its status by displaying inher-
ited privileges embodied in lavishly decorated artworks and dances as well as by 
making eloquent speeches detailing those privileges. The guests are treated to a 
sumptuous cuisine and, at the end, receive gifts as payment for having witnessed 
these displays" (1991 : 12). Dickason says that the "'give-away' aspect of Potlatches 
was held to be incompatible with Western economic practices and inimical to the 
concept of private property" (286). 

2 In 1895 the Plains Crée Thirst Dance or Ni-pakway-simowin (among the Sioux, they 
call it the "Sun Dance") was prohibited. Like the Northwest Coast Potlatches, the 
Thirst Dances was the most religious expression among the Plains Crée tribes. The 
Dance was always around the time of the summer solstice. Bands that normally 
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lived dispersed throughout the winter found this to be the time to gather for spiritual 
and other forms of union. The government saw what they called "self-mutilation" as 
against their definition of decency at a time when aboriginal people were to be 
assimilated and acculturated. Today, it is still practised though its significance is not 
as widespread as it once was, due in part to religious conversion of many aboriginal 
people. 

3 Since The Spirit Sings exhibition of 1988, (re)presentation of aboriginal material culture 
has developed into a burgeoning critical discourse. Curators who routinely collected 
or exhibited such objects are now asking serious questions about their practice. In-
deed, The Spirit Sings became a watershed in Canadian museology. With the subse-
quent release of the Task Force Report on Museum and First Peoples, many museums 
are now taking greater pains to work with aboriginal peoples on what/what not to 
exhibit and collect. As an example, at the Head-Smashed-In site, near Lethbridge 
(Alberta), curators negotiated with the local aboriginal community on how to exhibit 
medicine bundles. A compromise resulted in which simulations were created. Its simu-
lated identity, however, served as a reminder to viewers the great respect accorded 
these sacred objects, thus establishing a principle that sanctity has little or no place in 
museums, that sacred-ness does transcend museum realities. This is but one example, 
but it's a quantum leap made from just a short while ago. 

4 Duncan Campbell Scott, superintendent of Indian education, quoted in the Edmonton 
Bulletin, August 9,1910, in response to white officials at a local fair who wanted to 
use local aboriginal people dressed up in their traditional regalia. 

5 See William H. Truettner, ed., The West as America: Reinterpreting Images of the 
Frontier, 1820-1920. In this controversial exhibition, Elizabeth Broun, Director, 
National Museum of American Art explains: Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
"[ajrtists did not work in isolation but were part of a wider movement of writers and 
thinkers in many disciplines and countries, all transfixed by the idea of progress as 
it applied to their own special studies" (viii). Elsewhere she adds: "Artists skated 
over the low points of the historical record—economic disasters, mining busts, 
droughts, depredations of the land, decimation of the buffalo herds, near oblitera-
tion of Indian cultures—with a consoling rhetoric of grand purpose" (viii). One of 
these low points, the "savage" turned "doomed" Indian is examined by lulie 
Schimmel, 149-189, through a number of artists and writers. 

6 See my essay Tenuous Lines of Descent: Indian Art and Craft of the Reservation 
Period (Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1993), 93-120. The essay covers the 
area east of the Canadian Rockies during the first half of the twentieth century. 

7 Deborah L. Nichols. "Ancestral Sites, Shrines, and Graves: Native American Per-
spectives on the Ethics of Collecting Cultural Properties." The Ethics of Collecting 
Cultural Property (1989): 29. 

8 The idea of a "candid camera" comes from the name of a well-known American 
television show in which the show's host would surreptitiously trick ordinary peo-
ple doing skits usually set up by the program. The person(s) would be filmed doing, 
saying, funny things. We, the audience, are the observers. Only at the end did the 
host finally tell the victim, "Smile! You're on Candid Camera." 

9 Quoted in Kaja Silverman, (1996), 164. 
10 Thomas McEvilley, whose debates with Rubin are now legendary, further states: "Rubin 

has made highly inappropriate claims about the intentions of tribal cultures without 
letting them have their say, except through the mute presence of their unexplained 
religious objects, which are misleadingly presented as art objects. This attitude 
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toward primitive objects is so habitual in our culture that one hardly notices the 
hidden assumptions until they are pointed out" (1984:59). McEvilley argues that the 
exhibition's creators failed to present its "other" as speaking subject, and failing to 
do so, one fails to know oneself. The voice of the "other" was silenced. 

11 See my essay "Museums and Galleries as Sites for Artistic Intervention." 
12 The accusations were that some fast-rising Indian art stars, like Jimmie Durham and 

Randy Lee Whitehorse, were bogus Indians. A campaign begun by an artists' lobby 
group in Santa Fe for protection against those who were usurping a market under 
false pretences, resulted in the introduction of the new Public Law. It states "that it 
is unlawful to offer or display for sale or sell any good, with or without a Govern-
ment trademark, in a manner that falsely suggests it is Indian produced, an Indian 
product, or the product of a particular Indian or Indian tribe or Indian arts and crafts 
organization, resident within the United States" (U.S. Department of the Interior). 

13 This term was first used by the late Haida artist, Bill Reid, to describe some of early 
works that were copies of originals. 

14 Robert Scholes, Semiotics and Interpretation (New Haven: Yale UR 1982). 
15 Although Ames once told me that anthropologists have yet to abandon interest in 

the object's original identity. Personal conversation, 1994. 
16 I address some of these issues in the essay cited in note 8. 
17 Joane Cardinal-Schubert, "In the Red," Artscraft Spring 1990: 5. 
18 See reference to Ghost Dance in Edward Poitras's Wevoka's Hat, Chapter-3. 
19 Stuart Berg Flexner (ed.), The Random Home Dictionary of the English Language. 

(New York: Random House, 1987). 
20 Antonio Gualtieri, Buildings as Religious Testaments, unpubli shed paper, uses build-

ings as examples of how we construct their meaning; I insert "objects" into the 
framework, since that is what buildings are also. 

21 Annie E. Coombes, "Ethnography and the formation of national and cultural identi-
ties," The Myth of Primitivism: Perspectives on Art, ed. Susan Hiller (New York: 
Routledge, 1991) 189-214. Coombes argues ways that ethnographic museums are 
an extension of colonialist domination and as institutions they help to maintain their 
cultural self-identity. 

22 Guy Brett, "Unofficial Versions," The Myth of Primitivism (New York: Routledge, 
1991), 115. 

23 These are some of the terms used by Eliade to describe the shaman, which he 
argues is primarily a religious phenomenon of Siberia and Central Asia. "The 
word [shaman] comes to us, through the Russian, from the Tungusic saman" 
(1964: 4). 
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6 
Land, Language, Identity 

Introduction 
A number of years ago I spoke with Walter Bonaise about some issues 
concerning the object. In his usual way, he spoke in English and occa-
sionally Crée, which is what most people do back home. Sometimes he 
spoke only Crée, when no English words or phrases existed to describe 
his ideas. This is not unusual in any sense of the word. In this case, it 
seemed Crée was more appropriate because its untranslatablility pre-
serves particular words and phrases while giving them more cogent 
meaning. He was talking about medicine bundles. He uttered a phrase 
about the role of the bundles during the signing of the treaties. It wasn't 
until after our conversation that it occurred to me that I should have 
asked him for a translation of the phrase he used. Later, I asked my 
mother how she would translate it; yet, I was not convinced she under-
stood its use. She suggested that perhaps one of my uncles might have a 
better idea. To no avail. Neither of them verified what I thought I had 
heard. I left it at that. 

What I thought I'd heard him say was that the bundles "speak"! 
I decided to ask Bonaise some time later. What did he really mean 

by the phrase the "bundles speak"? The bundles, he said, were to protect 
our people. In turn, they had to be respected each time we came into 
contact with one. They are so powerful, only the very special and pow-
erful of spiritual leaders or Wee-tay-wuk are given the right to make, 
handle, or own bundles. Only they knew how to find special objects that 
went into putting together a bundle. The bundle's power is so signifi-
cant, devotees believe each carries the spirit of a human being inside. 
The bundle is the human body, having legs and a head. They are sacred. 
For that reason alone, they are never opened, out of respect. Only if 
something is to be added by the spiritual leaders will the bundle be opened, 
and at no other time. They are always handled in a special way. Because 
they are considered animate, they are known to speak. Often, when troubled, 
they are addressed in a way that blesses and heals. 

Now I began to understand what he meant. 
This understanding raised the question: is it the object that is sacred, 

or the idea? Bonaise says that objects contained in medicine bundles are 
ordered in very particular ways, that their owners communicate with 
them in an equally particular language. Today, he points out, many 
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Indian people do not know what to do with them because of this power; 
it scares them. Other fears include keeping the bundles safe from looters, 
both Native or non-Native. Today, he says, everyone must be made aware 
of the identity of these objects, their importance, and the manifestations 
of their power. Museum curators and conservators find it particularly 
difficult handling bundles for preservation purposes, because they do 
not understand the object's meaning. If we are to know them, we must 
first know how to open the bundles, what their functions are, and then 
how to use them. We must know how to connect with their power, if 
they are to help us. We must master their language. 

As Bonaise said, bundles were brought out at the time of the treaty 
signings. Because Indian people believed in the bundles, they also be-
lieved that their power could prevail on the European to understand, and 
they expected the Europeans to look favourably upon the bundles. We 
know this didn't happen. Regardless, these bundles were brought out 
and presented to everyone as witnesses to this historical agreement as 
all of the natural world was watching and listening. This included all the 
early European negotiators, North West Mounted Police, the Métis trans-
lators, and anyone else who happened by. Now, most surviving bundles 
are locked away in museum storage vaults across the country. Government 
officials must have known the power these bundles had in aboriginal 
peoples' lives. 

I once listened to Dr. Mariene Brant Castellano speak about the 
idea of "witnessing." I asked her to explain. What she said was that for 
aboriginal people an important collective event like a ceremony was not 
only for the sake of human beings, it was for everything. That every-
thing is present gives efficacy to the event, everyone and everything is 
witness to a powerful moment. The sun, the clouds, the air, the animals, 
the grasses, all were part of the event. All are interconnected. As well, I 
am reminded of Wohaw, the Kiowa artist, whose drawing Wohaw in Two 
Worlds (c.1882) similarly affirms the presence of witnesses in addition to 
another human being. In this drawing, Wohaw struggles to come to terms 
with giving up one way of life for another, and hopes that the very least 
he can do is balance the two. In the work, Wohaw pictures celestial (sun, 
moon, and a falling star) and terrestrial (buffalo and cow) witnesses. 
Wohaw pictures himself standing between a tipi and house; the tipi has 
a rock formation in front of it, while the house is a farm house, with a 
grid-like field. ' On another occasion I heard a lecturer speak about human 
beings as witnesses to the signing of treaties between Plains tribes and 
the Canadian government. He indicated that we're often left to believe 
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there exists an official version of the event. Frequently, this version is 
signified by the signatures on the treaty. Yet, we are left with questions 
like: How accurate were translations? Did the Indian leaders fully 
understand all the intricacies of the treaties? What was left out of the 
official version of the story? The lecturer indicated that besides the official 
version of the transactions, there were often Mounted Police who routinely 
wrote diaries. Do these diaries exist? What would their version of events 
be? I believe there may have been others who could accurately recount 
the events, that perhaps written accounts do exist. Where are these writ-
ten diaries and accounts? He says that they are locked up in the National 
Archives as state secrets, or something ofthat nature. Indian people are 
forbidden from having access to them, no doubt, for what truth claims 
they actually contain. I have not heard more on the matter. My point 
here is to indicate the cultural, linguistic, and political distance between 
what Indian people and early Canadians believe to be honest. One culture 
relies on written corporeal text, while the other believes in the efficacy 
of ethereal texts like medicine bundles. These cultural assumptions, how-
ever, do not figure in these moments. A critical, cultural space did not 
exist. Yet, the aboriginal people of today have taken other strategic routes 
to uncover original versions. 

I became ever more convinced of the importance of aboriginal 
languages, not just for reasons of identity, but to understand the signifi-
cation of objects. The importance of aboriginal languages as the lan-
guage of articulation should not be underestimated. No doubt, we will 
continue handling objects in ways we have been taught, while others 
will bring other ways of knowing. By understanding the language, I was 
eventually able to find many relations into areas never before consid-
ered. I remember a time when I came upon a tribal elder; to whom I tried 
explaining the concept of "art," with the hope of gaining his confidence 
to show me new ways of knowing. I only convinced myself of the futil-
ity of the exercise. As I see it, what may be more important is for us to 
draw from the aboriginal point of view these new ways of knowing into 
the English language, and subsequently into art historical discourse, which 
is the subject of this chapter. 

Land, Language, and Identity 
In this chapter I focus on those artists to whom the practice of articula-
tion is fundamental to their notions of identity. I use Lawrence Grossberg's 
definition of "articulation" to mean connecting new sets of relations out 
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of older, difficult, or even unworkable ones: "Articulation is a continuous 
struggle to reposition practices within a shifting field of forces, to redefine 
the possibilities of life by redefining the field of relations—the context— 
within which a practice is located" (54). Thus by understanding the 
shifting relations within the art world, we begin to see the aboriginal 
contemporary artist practise new articulations that are often fundamental 
to notions of "aboriginality," among them questions of land and lan-
guage. This new practice brings with it new perspectives, sometimes at 
odds with prevailing views, and at other times consistent with them.2 

I maintain that the aboriginal contemporary artist not only uses the 
medium of art to make sense of the growing and complex reality of 
post-reservation times, but transforms these experiences and thoughts 
into intellectually powerful works of art that may be difficult to read. To 
begin, I want to consider the ideas of land and language as the basis for 
this new articulation. 

For aboriginal people, land holds special meaning; it is the land 
that helps to shape their identity. The discursive concept of land, how-
ever, has become more complex and now includes land claims, 
aboriginality, politics, spirituality, and renewal, as terms of empower-
ment. Aboriginal people continue to regard land as owned by the com-
munity. Individual ownership is of no significance since land is neither 
saleable nor bequeathable. Individuals have only the rights to occupy 
and cultivate a share of the land. This follows the commonly expressed 
dictum: "We don't own the land; the land owns us." With the arrival of 
Europeans, however, the struggle for ownership began to be contested 
as the newcomers gained control over lands through conquest. Histori-
cally, the British did acknowledge certain aboriginal rights to the land; 
but, the current land claims discourse, for example, has become part of 
an ongoing struggle to re-establish "aboriginal title" to the land. 
Aboriginal people now have proved: 

that they and their ancestors lived within, and were members of, 
organized societies; [that] these societies occupied the specific ter-
ritory over which they were claiming aboriginal title; [that] their 
occupation was exclusive; and [that] this occupation was in effect 
when England claimed sovereignty over the region.3 

Successful arguments in this process have established exclusive rights 
and title for aboriginal people to specific territories across the country.4 

It will, nonetheless, take decades if not centuries before all land claims 
are ever totally settled. In the meantime, now that aboriginal people or 
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First Nations have established in law exclusive borders and divisions, 
they can begin to renew and sustain their rights, privileges and obliga-
tions as aboriginal people. With the recent success of the "Gitksan and 
Wet'suwet'en" case in British Columbia this can become a possibility. 
Part of the claim included the repatriation of over half their objects from 
the Canadian Museum of Civilization, on the grounds that many of the 
objects were integral to their continued identity. For them and many 
others, land claims are a reality signifying aboriginality, and a condition 
of the post-reservation period. 

For the aboriginal contemporary artist, land—unlike "earth art" 
of the seventies, in which artists used metaphors of ecology and 
archaeology—has spiritual and political significance. Mohawk art 
historian, Lee-Ann Martin, writes that aboriginal identity continues to 
be embedded in notions of land: 

Vital cultural knowledge about the land is encoded within the language 
of aboriginal peoples. Physical landmarks such as lakes, hills or rock 
formations reaffirm the connections of the people with the sacred and 
the profane, the natural and supernatural, the past and the present. Ani-
mals, trees and other plants are personified and perpetuated in both the 
spiritual and secular oral traditions of Native communities. Such spe-
cific knowledge of the land as expressed in the language contributes to 
a personal sense of cultural identity that locates aboriginal people 
throughout time in relation to a particular place.5 

Ojibway storyteller, Esther Jacko, expresses a similar belief when she 
says: "By holding on strongly to my history and cultural beliefs, I was 
rewarded with a deep sense of identity with the land. This rooted feeling 
of continuity combined with the cultural values I had been taught saw 
me through many a good storm in the challenges of life" (65). Saulteaux 
artist, Robert Houle, sees land as the centre of power: "Today, many 
towns and cities are located in these traditional centres of power. First 
Nations people have known of them for thousands of years. They are 
mapped with songs and rituals. For this reason it is vitally important we 
try and make known the importance of land claims." Frank LaPena, 
Wintu-Nomtipom artist, sees ceremony as constancy for aboriginal identity: 
"In order for human beings to maintain a relationship built on under-
standing and respect for the earth and for our own humanity, ceremonies 
are performed to remind us of our obligations. This is a commitment of 
choice. In ceremonies, both the spiritual and ordinary realms are present. 
In their connection they preserve and sustain the earth" (8). Chipewyan 
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artist, Jane Ash Poitras, agrees: "As I look around, I notice that Canada 
and the Americas are still occupied by the original indigenous peoples, 
who have already renewed the country in shamanism, and repeat this 
renewal in their festivals and ceremonies" (7). In another example, 
Robert Houle illustrates this perspective: 

I recently visited [Alex] Janvier again at his home near Cold Lake 
[Alberta]. As we walked along the shore, I was moved when he 
picked up a small branch and handed it to me with the specific 
instruction to toss it into the lake. He said, "Now, your spirit will 
always be here." In spite of distances in physiography across this 
vast continent, the First Nations have a spirituality that is grounded 
in a relationship with their surrounding space and in the sanctifying 
of territory. It is not a "landscape" as developed by European art 
history; it is not a Christian metaphor for one's relationship with 
God. It is the indivisible contract between man and nature as equal 
before creation (1993:57). 

Ecologist and philosopher, David Abram, affirms this relationship that: 
"In indigenous, oral cultures, nature itself is articulate: It speaks. The 
human voice in an oral culture is always to some extent participant with 
the voices of wolves, wind, and waves—participant, that is, with the 
encompassing discourse of an animate earth" (116). Given that aboriginal 
identity continues to be anchored in the idea of land and is fundamental 
to aboriginal peoples today, what about the language(s) of articulation? 

Language in contemporary aboriginal art comes to signify a new 
aesthetic. It is both discursively political and playful. Both English and/or 
an aboriginal language as a constituent part of the new aboriginal contem-
porary artist's practice (like the conceptualists of the later 1960s and early 
1970s) are now being used in varying ways. As I will make clear, many 
artists treat English as a "stratagem" to be exploited rhetorically by seizing 
the language of the centre; whereas, using aboriginal languages often 
signifies a "recovery" of a post-reservation identity. 

It is a widely accepted notion, derived from Lacan, that sub-
jects are constituted in language.6 The term "subject," semantically 
and ideologically different from the more familiar term "individual,"7 

is now seen to encompass the unconscious and subconscious dimen-
sions of the "self." "Subjectivity," furthermore, implies contradictions, 
process, and change. Individual consciousness, on the other hand, can 
no longer be seen as the origin of meaning, knowledge, and action. The 
term "individual," which dates from Renaissance rationalism, views the 
human being on a more conscious level (Descartes: "I think therefore I 



Land, Language, Identity 151 

am"), implying identity is consciousness of self. Identity is constructed 
in and through language; it always related to what one is not—the Other. 
Psychoanalytic research since Freud and extending through Lacan 
prepares us to understand that it is through language that the subject is 
"constituted," that language always precedes us and therefore gives us 
our subjectivity; in other words, we are born into language ("signifying 
systems"). It is through language that the subject is made into a social 
being. Through our lives we take on various roles or cultural positions, 
like "artist," "father," and so on. The art world, for example, is the "struc-
turing agency" that produces its subjects. Subjectivity is relational, where 
both the "speaking subject" ("I"), and "subject of speech" ("You"), exist 
in a play of difference. 

If we are constituted in language, then who controls the language? 
Louis Althusser argues that it is institutions—religion, education, the 
family, the law, political parties, communication, and culture—that 
are ideology-forming (50-57). His central thesis is that "ideologies 
interpellate individuals as subjects," based on his belief that ideol-
ogy is the process by which individuals are constituted as subjects. 
Ideology, in other words, calls individuals ("interpellates") into place 
and confers on them their identity. This implies that ideology is bound 
up with the control over language. Madan Sarup argues that our identi-
ties are not completely determined by such institutions, for he believes 
we still have "free will" to limit or adapt to the external determinations 
(48). He believes that a subject's identity is affected but not entirely 
determined by them. If this is the case, then for aboriginal people, it 
has been the federal government through its assimilation programs 
that has done so much to transform them by forcing them to learn 
new languages. Althusser would say that their consciousness is not 
free-floating but constructed, that their beliefs and meanings would 
come through these institutions. The idea of assimilation was to have 
aboriginal people identify not with other aboriginal people but with 
Europeans. Since contact, the system of education has aimed to 
supplant aboriginal cultures and to demolish internal cohesion.8 

Edward Sapir has argued that one's perception, or way of looking at 
the world, is largely determined by the language that one speaks.9 

In Indian country, one is often accused of being either a "brown 
white man," or an "apple;" that is, "white" on the inside and "red" on 
the outside. During the brutal reservation period, traditional frame-
works, perspectives and ideologies were largely erased in favour of 
new ones. 
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Aboriginal people, however, have not completely succumbed. 
Instead, they were extremely adaptive to the frameworks of English, 
French, and Spanish, endeavouring to work around, within, and through 
these languages, to identify and use the language for their own benefit. 
This kind of discursive practice Ashcroft et al. describe as post-colonial: 
"[of] seizing the language of the centre ("appropriate") and re-placing 
("reconstituting") it in a discourse fully adapted to the colonized place" 
(1989:38). Those who have so long accepted their subject-position as 
"other" to the dominant ideology of modernity—women, gays and les-
bians, and various ethnicities—see this new consciousness as power. 

Aboriginal people, for example, constitute themselves within new 
language games like many other so-called minorities. "Land claims," 
for example, are not just actions to reclaim land illegally appropriated 
from aboriginal people. These claims are in themselves a discursive re-
sponse that now includes identity, repatriation, language, and ways of 
life, thus subsuming many aspects of local aboriginal culture. Taking 
another example, what does the right to self-determination and self-
government mean? We recall that this notion extends from establishing 
aboriginal title; it refers to social, cultural, economic, and political control; 
and, it is a group's right to say who they are and how they constitute 
themselves. This, of course, leads to the political notion of nationhood, 
as reflected in the term "First Nation." This term found efficacy in the 
early 1980s to describe the differential relations with the so-called "two 
founding nations" of Canada, the English and French. With aboriginal 
rights in hand, First Nations' governments now institute power structures 
of authority and hierarchy,10 controlling memberships through instituting 
their own codes like determining "blood lines" and "blood quantum" as 
indicators. Others default to the already well-established Department of 
Indian Affairs (DIA) system. 

For aboriginal people in the post-reservation period, the issues of 
land and the strategies of language are critical to their being. This form 
of tribalism, unfortunately, has come under critical examination because 
it is inherently fragmentary, particularly at a time when people every-
where say the world should be united. The unique historical relationship 
of the government to aboriginal peoples, however, accounts for the in-
sistence of a continuing special status for First Nations. Thus, in North 
America there is no post-colonial world. Though the stakes are not as 
high in North America as they are in contemporary Central Europe, long 
relations between aboriginal people and democratically elected govern-
ments continue to ensure peace and relative stability. The plurality of 



Land, Language, Identity 153 

contemporary North American society, on the other hand, has greatly 
influenced current thinking among aboriginal people. It is in this realm 
that articulation, redefining the possibilities of life, can be played out. 

Articulations 
The artists to be considered here take the ideas of land and language not 
as issues of form but of meaning. Among its many uses we shall con-
sider: land as hybridity (Poitras) and reclamation (Belanger); language 
as a tool of assimilation (Janvier), as critical discourse (Beam) and, as a 
discursive frame (Marshall); together, as articulation of local identities 
(Houle), and as performance (Belmore). Frequently, their use of land 
and language is an interplay of sign systems, one that brings to the view-
er's attention concepts specific to the artist's spatiality. Though many 
artists use these concepts in their works, I particularly want to discuss 
works that allow us to read these ideas, because I believe they are 
fundamental to raising complex questions of identity. 

The Peterborough Petroglyphs 
The first illustration is the ancient site popularly known as the Peterborough 
Petroglyphs (fig. 19). These petroglyphs, located near the city of 
Peterborough, Ontario, were rediscovered by local anthropologists work-
ing in the area in the 1960s. I say "rediscovered," because it has been 
said that local aboriginal people always knew of their existence. More 
recently, the site has become an international attraction, causing authorities 
to erect a covered building to protect it from decay and vandalism. When 
one visits the site, one sees tobacco offerings placed on the images as 
indicators of the site's continued use; as well, the site points to a cohesion 
with the land, the respect and reverence the ancients had for other beings, 
as seen on the rock's surface. These marks, delicately chiseled, were 
created for all to see and read, and to be continually used, not hidden in 
caves. Like the Lascaux petroglyphs in France, the Peterborough 
Petroglyphs are the most famous of their kind in the country. And, like 
the Lascaux paintings which begin Art History's narrative trace through 
Egypt, Greece, Italy, and colonial North and South America, so too, this 
work begins the aboriginal art historical narrative. But there is a difference. 
Though Lascaux is far removed from the modem European, Peterborough 
continues to be used by modern-day aboriginal people (and artists) as 
a source of inspiration, spirituality, truth, understanding, and wonder. 
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:

fig. 19 Peterborough Petroglyphs. 

Today, aboriginal people are rearticulating these ideas in an effort to 
instil meaning and importance in their lives. 

Esther Jacko, for example, points to the importance of storytelling: 
"[It] has helped me understand my historical background, cultural 
beliefs and the value system from the Ojibway point of view. This view 
approaches life with a totally different interpretation and offers unique 
explanations of our relationship with nature, the animals and the spirit 
world."11 American artist Jimmie Durham, however, sees it differently: 
"We have a need to maintain and recuperate land and culture that 
directly involves artistic work with political work: two necessities that 
are inextricably bound to each other" (1989:9). The difference in the 
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two enunciations is that Jacko speaks from within the culture, whereas 
Durham speaks from a distance outside aboriginal centres. Jacko's ex-
presses healing, whereas Durham struggles to make a discursive space 
outside the centres. 

Though not used politically, the Peterborough Petroglyphs is one of 
a vast number of sites across North America that allow aboriginal people 
to connect with the land, and specifically to place. Not dissimilar to how 
churches function for Christians, these sites are persistent reminders of 
the mysteries of place and must continue being articulated. Like the artists 
commissioned by the church, the people who conceived of these images 
were no doubt acutely aware of the magnitude of this space. This site 
signifies the importance of the land in the aboriginal (un)conscious, of its 
historicity and spirituality. Sites like this cover the landscape, with names 
that are older than memory; they are maps of the sacred and profane. These 
profound images are mediators between these two worlds, yet contempo-
rary people can appreciate them for their beauty without understanding 
their spiritual significance. As the Peterborough Petroglyphs are visual 
mediators between two worlds, so too are the works of contemporary 
aboriginal artists. For the artist, sites like these are evidence of a great 
visual tradition. 

Edward Poitras 

When I first started showing my work, it was an identity issue 
[... of being] mixed. That's how I saw my life. As I grew up, I saw 
this connection with nature. [...] I have a very strong desire to change 
my own landscape.12 

Edward Poitras's identity—artist, performer, teacher, urban and rural, 
Indian and Métis—is fixed strongly to the Prairies. Their influence has 
played a strong defining role in his aesthetic, which he acknowledges. 
His spatialized identity is defined by the land: the flatness of the 
Prairies, the tremendous expanse of the sky, the ever-powerful winds, 
the birds and animals that are always present, and the historical relations 
of its varied peoples. He feels comfortable here. That is why he chooses 
to live in Regina rather than larger urban areas like Toronto or Vancouver. 
Continually drawn to this land that most people would rather fly over, 
he is kept here by the odd mix of people and the extremes of weather. 
Though he frequently leaves, he just as quickly returns. He wants to 
move his body, not his home. He insists on his connection to land; his 
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attitude towards it remains unaltered. Like his ancestors, this land 
provides the spiritual, historical, political, and physical connection that 
gives the people their identity. To lose sight of this notion has serious 
implications for identity. 

Earlier, I spoke about Poitras being a border crosser, about his 
accounts of growing up as a Métis on an Indian Reserve, then living in a 
predominantly urban, white environment. Being Métis signified being 
in between. As I quoted earlier, he says: "On the reserve, I was seen as 
Métis; but in the city, I was being called an Indian [...] I was getting it 
from both sides."13 This peculiar cultural circumstance profoundly 
affected his life and work. The consequent feeling of marginality epito-
mized the notion of displacement. As a result, he repeatedly shifted his 
identity depending on the context. How he felt was one thing, how others 
viewed him was another. In this sense, reserve and urban politics were 
parallel, tending always to marginalize the minority "other" (mixed-
bloods and Métis). Although as a child Poitras was made painfully aware 
of his difference, it was not until his early twenties that identity became 
an issue. Made conscious of his difference, he sought to submerge it. 
This process of repudiation is no doubt painful. He was sometimes so 
concerned with his contradictory status that he says, "I think there were 
a couple times I said I was Indian, but it didn't seem right. I'm Métis [...] 
I am [...] well, with this treaty card, I'm Indian." Since then, the Métis' 
strengthening political identity has profoundly affected Poitras. 

The politics of identity Poitras has encountered is nowhere more 
evident than in the site-specific work Offensive/Defensive (1988, fig. 20). 
Though the work was installed in two places simultaneously, it was part 
of a one-person show. The first part was installed just outside the Mendel 
Art Gallery, Saskatoon; the second part appeared somewhere on the 
Gordons Indian Reserve. The work is notably deceptive. From the pho-
tograph we see two patches of grass: Poitras took one piece of prairie 
sod from the Reserve and placed it on the manicured lawn of the Gallery; 
he then took sod from the Art Gallery lawn out to the Reserve. What was 
the result? The urban sod on the Reserve died immediately; but it re-
turned to life shortly thereafter. The Reserve sod at the Gallery, on the 
other hand, flourished quite nicely. Offensive/Defensive plays on at least 
two metaphors: identity and displacement. The metaphor of identity fol-
lows this logic: one's identity can remain relatively unaffected in urban 
environments; conversely, in the smaller rural/Reserve communities, 
identity may be more problematic than meets the eye. As well, it indi-
cates the (un)sustainability of identities in different spaces (urban and 
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rural). The metaphor of displacement highlights having to move from 
one place to another, and the sense of feeling out of place in urban envi-
ronments, even though they have their advantages. 

Offensive/Defensive received negative reactions from some members 
of the aboriginal community who felt it was irresponsible for Poitras to 
suggest that aboriginal cultural survival is possible only in the city. 

fig. 20 Edward Poitras, Offensive/Defensive, 1988. 
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I have a different reading. To me, there are many opportunities for cul-
tural survival in both spaces, which is why the title is deceptive. On the 
one hand, Poitras suggests how consistent has been aboriginal people's 
resistant and protective role upholding their principles and philosophies 
in the face of the government's aggressive tactics of assimilation, to 
alter them, to change them into brown, white men. Being defensive has 
more to do with tradition, of maintaining tribal philosophies of 
aboriginality, which is being connected to the land. Conversely, being 
offensive is attitudinal, in that urban environments by their very nature 
allow for the coexistence of multiple identities. Aboriginal people can 
find room to express personal and tribal identities in any number of ways: 
you can be who you are or who you want to be. In the smaller reserve 
communities, members know who you are, unless you are a stranger. 
Thus, in coming to the reserve community for an extended period, one 
must make certain sacrifices to fit within the existing patterns, which 
may be rigid or fluid. If one works within the community codes, it is 
more likely that the group identity will persist. 

Offensive/Defensive is a play on post-reservation identities, in that 
aboriginal people can now be seen to assume multiple identities beyond 
just the cultural. But, like everywhere else, the rise in identity conscious-
ness has sparked essentialist debates about "Who is or is not an Indian?" 
In Canada, for example, the recently arrived members to reserves who 
have gained status through Bill C-31, are currently experiencing mild 
forms of marginalizing even though they are now legally Indian. In the 
United States, the so-called Arts and Crafts Law 1990 has legalized 
artistic identity to keep out the "fakes." What works of art like Offensive/ 
Defensive do is reflect an important difference in reality; that is, the 
power inherent in art and the effectiveness of works like Poitras's. How 
it's played out in the real world is another matter; but, judging from the 
responses to it, its success is always contingent. 

Offensive/Defensive implies that the issues surrounding land 
involve a constant struggle. In Canada, land claims have become big 
business as aboriginal people are now gaining real estate, and in doing 
so, are also exercising their cultural affinities once again. In other cases, 
aboriginal land claims are becoming an issue for the surprised urban 
dweller, as urban areas are now being targeted for claims. Now the Indians 
are on the "offensive." 

Finally, this work is about centre and periphery, saying that in fact, 
in every centre there is a periphery, and vice versa. For example, it used 
to be that reserves were the outposts, the "backwater." This was before 
the identity-conscious sixties and seventies when so many young 
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aboriginal people were wanting to "go back" to the land. This meant 
going to reserves and other aboriginal communities in search of identity 
and to be identified. In effect, they were returning to the centre. These 
new centres have since begun to position themselves as such. Culturally, 
they are flourishing. 

The deceptiveness of this piece renders the question of who is on 
the offensive or defensive, a constantly shifting one, making the work 
even more powerful and effective. 

Lance Belanger 
The next artist with a quest uses the land as his art gallery. He is Maliseet 
artist Lance Belanger who was born in 1956, on the Tobique Reserve in 
the Canadian Maritime region of New Brunswick. His family divided 
their time between the Tobique Reserve, where he spent his youth living 
with his grandparents, and the predominantly white neighbourhoods of 
New England. Belanger has since lived in Regina (Saskatchewan), 
Ottawa (Ontario), and Vancouver (British Columbia), where he currently 
makes his home. 

Growing up along the eastern seaboard, and traveling to and from 
the Reserve and New England, were, he believes, relatively insignifi-
cant factors in the formation of his identity. "I was conscious of Tobique 
Reserve and my family," he says, "but it didn't mean anything at the 
time."14 Consequently, little of Belanger's recent work has to do with his 
own tribal identity; instead, his focus centres on creating a political space 
for the long extinct Taino Indians of the Caribbean. This interest began 
in the late 1980s while visiting the Taino Museum in the Dominican 
Republic; there he was inspired by a series of stone spheres. The Taino 
Indians were the first aboriginal people Columbus came in contact with 
and within fifty years they would be extinguished. The Lithic Spheres 
Project ( 1994), as it became known, is a reclamation of an extinct people. 
Taking the enigmatic shape, Belanger recreates his own spheres, within 
which he invests the spirit of the Taino. Then he "plants" the lithic spheres 
around the world, claiming what I call a spatial identity, more percep-
tual than real (fig. 21 ). Belanger combines a modernist sensibility with a 
sense of generosity and responsibility. As he puts it: "My assessment is 
based on pure enjoyment and awe. [...] What I'm doing is appropriating; 
but, I will try giving back as much as I can in terms of an outside under-
standing of Taino culture."ls This statement—"appropriating [...] but 
[...] giving back"—the claim to be creating a new spatial identity for the 
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fig. 21 Lance Belanger, Lithic Sphere, 1994. 

Taino, of "[protecting] what that process may have been," will be key to 
my analysis. 

Does he court the danger of an intellectual overlay that suggests 
appropriation is the only way to appreciate the Taino, regardless of 
whether the truth is attainable? "My job," he says, "is not scientific [... it] 
is to go in there and appreciate what they are." Belanger is experimental, 
creative, thoughtful, and empathetic, which leads him to engage with 
Taino art, and their memory, as Western history does in its continual 
affirmation of Christopher Columbus. The Taino were victims of 
Columbus, accorded no recognition except the distinction of being extinct, 
and objectified in museums. 

The Lithic Spheres signify a substantive concept Belanger refers 
to as "reclamation." But, what is being reclaimed, given back, or de-
manded, to be returned? The original lithic spheres, found in varying 
sizes across Central America and the Caribbean by archaeologists, have 
since been deposited in museums as artifacts of an extinct people, and, 
in some cases, the spheres are used as adornment for gardens, parks, and 
museums. Some spheres in Costa Rica, for example, measure some 
twenty feet in circumference and weigh some fifteen tons (fig. 22). Their 
mystery, however, has endured; their meaning is forever lost; their 
physicality remains enigmatic. Although intellectual interpolation remains 
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contradictory, why does an artist like Belanger inculcate his very 
unscientific ideas? First of all, Belanger's Lithic Spheres project 
articulates the identity politics of place, his choice to reclaim the iden-
tity of the long-extinct Taino, to make a political space for them. Their 
mysteriousness ("extinct-ness") allows him opportunities for personal 
interpretation, like creating his own ceremonies, and physically "planting" 
their identity around the world. This is his artistic strategy, his aesthetic 
of tricks. As well, he sees this spatialized politics of place, in which 
articulation is at once political, spiritual, and cultural, as an opportunity 
for reclamation by simply taking ownership and responsibility. Reclama-
tion, which often refers to the political empowerment through territoriality, 
also suggests the possibility of a cultural and intellectual self-empowerment: 
to decide upon one's own historical narrative, for example. Belanger says: 
"I can achieve my own reclamation in terms of my intellectual and physical 
territory with the use of pre-Colombian lithic spheres." Thus, he reclaims 
an intellectual and physical space for the Taino, the lost knowledge of 
who they are, by fixing them into our consciousness. Through this process, 

fig. 22 Lance Belanger, Los Bolas Grandes. 
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fig. 23 Lance Belanger, Lithic Spheres, 1992. 

they now become traces within our memory. This intellectual transfor-
mation has the potential to strengthen his own position, which I believe 
can be the foundation for a new aboriginal contemporary art practice 
based on the connection between land, language and identity. 

Finally, Belanger believes that "we don't need to know the details 
about our ancestors [...only] that they were there." This a priori state-
ment suggests a strong concern for self that needs explanation. The idea 
of self-identity, of centring self, through a process strengthened by 
reclamation in terms of physical territory, political empowerment, and 
intellectual reclamation is, as I see it, the basis for Belanger's work. 
Hence, Lithic Spheres (fig.23) is based on a dialectical strategy that implies 
that acquiescence to another knowledge of self can be both 
disempowering and decentring. While Western epistemologies and meth-
odologies décentre through analysis, the alternative is to centre oneself 
through an exploration of the self. Belanger sees this can be done through 
an artistic practice firmly situated within the practices of everyday life. 
For example, he speaks of Lithic Spheres as being placed in the finest 
galleries in the world. What he means is that his project is to locate 
spaces outside normal institutional spaces, spaces that are natural, that 
to see them is to travel great distances: to the glaciers, the sand beaches, 
or valleys of Hawaii. They are in cities like New York, Phoenix, 
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Thunder Bay, Ottawa. They are public art. The works happen wherever he 
goes. They become the practice of his everyday life. This is his idea of 
reclamation. It is a project limited not to reclaiming land, but what comes 
with it: space and identity. It is a liberating process where he no longer 
feels or thinks in terms of confinement, but of sovereignty. Belanger 
believes in vigilance and assertiveness when it comes to articulating 
notions of sovereignty. It has to be an important part of his consciousness, 
wherever he goes, whatever he does, because it strengthens the identity of 
self. He means it in the same way Robert Houle means it, when he says 
"sovereignty over subjectivity;"16 that when sovereignty is exercised and 
understood, it places the self in a very different attitudinal situation, unlike 
his impoverished ancestors who were heavily controlled by legislation. 
Aboriginal rights allow Indians to make choices. How they are articu-
lated, however, is critical to self-determination and consciousness. 

Alex Janvier 
In the mid-1960s Dene artist Alex Janvier was living and working in 
Ottawa, not as an artist, but employed by the Department of Indian 
Affairs (DIA). He abruptly left over internal pressures. During this time, 
the DIA was the prime employer of aboriginal people; no doubt it was 
trying to heal historical wounds brought on by its disastrous historical 
relations. This was one way to support and empower the new Indian. 
For Janvier, the institution was a vacuum that emptied everything out of 
the Indian. Before working with the DIA, his first institutional experi-
ence began at boarding school. His struggles follow from a process of 
self-realization to the development of a critical and intellectual under-
standing of the traditional space of the reserve—experiences that would 
be expressed by an artistic strategy. Known for his clever wit and criti-
cal observations, Janvier was the first aboriginal artist to understand the 
potential of critical positioning. This is reflected in his early works, 
particularly when he shifted from signing his paintings "Janvier" to 
the numbers "287" (fig. 24). 

Alex Janvier was born on the Le Goff Reserve, Cold Lake First 
Nations (Alberta), in 1935. He was one of ten children raised in the 
Chipewyan tradition, speaking the Dene language. Like many other 
Indian children of his generation, he attended the Blue Quills Boarding 
School. By the late 1950s he was attending the Alberta College of Art 
(ACA). It was at the ACAthat he began signing his work using his treaty 
number 287, instead of his Christian name. 
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It was an innocuous kind of gesture, expressing his subject posi-
tion within a powerful bureaucracy. It is also a commanding reminder of 
the efficacy of governments and corporations in systems of subjection; 
and as outlined in Chapter 1, aboriginal peoples' experience with codifi-
cation within a discursive system is now largely ubiquitous. Treaty num-
bers and treaty cards are part of a system of accounting for band mem-
bers worked out by DIA. It is a largely racist system, as Menno Boldt 
explains: 

[...] although the Indian status-determining criteria embodied in the 
Indian Act were not derived from any explicit or consistent principle 
of 'race,' the effect of the act's status-determining criteria has been 
such as to create and perpetuate a racial category. And because 
Indian culture was never incorporated in the Indian Act criteria for 
Indian status determination, Indian culture has never been a criterion 
for band/tribal membership determination. In effect, the Indian Act 
status-determining criteria have served to preserve the race while 
neglecting the culture. Its criteria have created racial communities 
while disregarding cultural communities (207). 

fig. 24 Alex Janvier, 287, detail of signature. 
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Because identity is no longer as clear as once presumed, band/tribal 
governments now have to determine new ways of identification, 
particularly since so many people no longer live on reserves. There are 
now stories to the effect that treaty cards, like the one Edward Poitras 
problematizes, are being counterfeited and sold in the streets. It is not 
sophisticated technology; but, owning a card gives the holder some 
exemption from paying taxes. What began as a universalizing tool of 
modernity, identification through the random issue of numbers, is no 
longer reliable. Will the band/tribal governments go high-tech? We have 
already seen the transcendent fingerprint used, which favours neither 
sex, colour, nor religion. We are now discovering that in the next millen-
nium, the new standard will be the "iris ID," which is an image of one's 
eye pattern as unique as one's fingerprints (with developed technology, 
the "iris ID" will replace Personal Identification Number (PIN) num-
bers on bank machines, and signatures on credit and ID cards). "Two 
eight seven" like "007" is now history. Yet both will always be remem-
bered, for the number signified more than the person; it encompassed a 
persona. Janvier ceased using his numbered signature in the late 1970s. 

It is difficult to read the marks and strokes in Janvier's work. We 
have to rely instead on his use of language, either from the paintings' 
titles or from his interviews. Only then can we begin to understand his 
intentions. Janvier pushes abstraction beyond the aesthetic. Viewers 
would be hard pressed to interpret the artist's intention on seeing the 
numbers 287; instead, they would probably read his work in ways other 
than what Janvier intended. Janvier is political; but his paintings belie 
this message. This is the fundamental problem when reading his work. 
Therefore, my intention is to look beyond the painting, at his working 
method, in order to understand his work. 

Janvier's return to the reserve was a return to land and Dene culture. 
By the early 1970s, long after he left the DIA and moved to Edmonton 
(Alberta), Janvier tired of urban life. He returned home to a quiet, slow-
paced life on the reserve, where he quickly became interested in trying 
to understand the demanding tradition of Dene epistemology. Though 
he was born into the Dene language and community, he felt somewhat 
removed. His first decision, therefore, was to speak Dene every day, 
leading him to become an active participant in various traditional practices. 
It is from here I believe his critical narrative emerged: the articulation of 
a Dene perspective that was based on a greater understanding of the 
outside world. He was able to understand the world he came from through 
the world he was in. His return was not forced; rather, he saw a new 
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dimension from which to express this spatiality. Through the years, his 
life work reflected his everyday life—from seeing something new, to 
visiting a new country; or, from being aggravated by the military air-
craft flying overhead, to celebrating his relationship to the land. 
Ultimately though, Janvier's philosophy is of the land. Like many aboriginal 
people whose identity is articulated within the interrelation with the land, 
Janvier's is nurtured in a sensitivity that sees the land as his "mother." It 
is a sentient understanding. His turn to the philosophy of the land, through 
the Dene language, marks a return to a spirituality that guides his life 
and art. He sees it not only as a responsibility but a commitment, unlike 
the Catholic practice of absolution: it is a struggle of the spirit, a way of 
life, of having a firm and fundamental belief in a more than human rela-
tionship with the land. Walter Bonaise's echoing statement, "it's hard to 
be an Indian," evokes the contradictions inherent in everyday life: the 
idea that conflicting positions, between taking ownership and responsi-
bility for the struggle and being relieved of the right to struggle, mark 
the contradictory aspect of present-day life, particularly the dislocation 
and fragmentation from the land. Janvier's works, however, signify these 
contradictions, though the viewer can easily miss the point, because his 
works, abstract as they are, are beautiful. 

Janvier's most compelling piece to date is Morning Star ( 1993, fig. 25), 
located in the Canadian Museum of Civilization. This immense work 
was done during the summer of 1993. Janvier was assisted by his son 
Dean. They both stood, high above the Museum's south dome, on a spe-
cially designed geodesic, dome-like, aluminum-tubing scaffold that was 
placed on a one-metre wide horizontal catwalk that circled the base of the 
domed ceiling. It was calculated that they spent three months, working ten 
hours a day, seven days a week, on a work that measures 418 square metres 
(4,500 sq. ft.), 19 metres (62 ft.) in diameter, and rises 27.5 (90 ft.) metres 
above the floor. "It was a profound spiritual feeling," he says, "of really 
being in it." Like many of Janvier's other murals located throughout 
Canada, Morning Star's physicality establishes a spatial presence that is at 
once overpowering, yet composed. The viewer, as seen in fig. 26, can see 
it from the floor; then by escalator, rise to the top floor. At the top, the 
viewer is almost completely surrounded by the mural. The impact is hum-
bling. The work is divided into four, each quadrant designating an episteme, 
or a set of relations held valid in a given historical period. The yellow 
quadrant, for example, signifies pre-contact, a time before the arrival of 
Europeans, when aboriginal people had a different sense of harmony with 
the land. Next, the blue quadrant signifies colonization, the loss of land 
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fig. 25 Alex Janvier, Morning Star, 1993. 

through treaties and the total colonial control of the Indian body politic. 
The red quadrant signifies the present, the post-reservation moment, where 
the power relations begin to shift marginally in favour of First Nations. It 
also signals a return to traditional morality and values. The final quadrant 
is white, signifying the unknown, the future. Janvier says it also means a 
time of healing, not just for aboriginal people, but for humanity. Morning 
Star is a history painting done in response to his band's land claims and as 
a tribute to the hunters and trappers in his area. He will always remember 
when, in 1952, the government expropriated their land for use as a Weapons 
Range; his people were then forced to move into the Cold Lake Reserve. 
Displacement and loss are important elements in this work, and as a 
result, they inform Janvier's politics. Of the "morning star" the Sioux 
holy man Black Elk once said: "Here you see the Morning Star. Who 
[ever] sees the Morning Star shall see more, for he shall be wise" (quoted 
in Neihardt 1932:xvii). For Janvier, this mural concerned finding direc-
tion, and by knowing the past, he and his children will be well-prepared 
for the future. 

Janvier still lives on the reserve, still paints in the abstract style, 
and still has an edge that comes only to those who feel unjustly treated. 
His work will always confound; but at the same time, offers a magnificent 
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visual experience. He continues to be Dene, meaning that his way of life 
will always be coloured by his cultural perspective. 

Carl Beam 
Carl Beam's The North American Iceberg (1985, fig. 26) is a shrewd 
work. Yet its complexity tends to be eclipsed by one particular distinction. 
It was the first work by a contemporary aboriginal artist to be purchased 
by the National Gallery of Canada.17 This piece was collected not 
because it was done by an aboriginal contemporary artist, but by a very 
talented contemporary Canadian artist. Taken synecdochically, however, 
The North American Iceberg has come to stand for a whole body of 
which it is only a part. It has been popularized in this synecdochical 
function by some artists, making the work a kind of Trojan horse for 
aboriginal contemporary art because it is the first to enter the fortress, 
thereby making it possible for others to be considered. This work opens 
more than a space for future aboriginal artists, or for Beam himself and 
his place in Canadian art history. Rather, The North American Iceberg 
insinuates something greater than itself. It has come to stand for an entire 
discursive network previously ignored by the mainstream, and for that 
reason it is a synecdoche. In a way, this work gave Beam the legitimacy 
which he skilfully used to press into the mainstream's own discursive-
ness, concerned with maintaining its own pre-eminence. A few years 
later Beam joked to an audience of aboriginal artists, no doubt realizing 

fig. 26 Carl Beam, The North American Iceberg, 1985. 
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all that glitters is not gold, that the mainstream in Canada was not that 
fast. In fact, he said: "there are very few people [in] it [...] it's not a 
roaring torrent [...] it's more like a mud puddle, or tiny creek at best [...] 
it might [look] a mile deep but it's only up to your knees" (quoted in 
Young Man 1988:91 ). If Beam was quick to test the depths of the main-
stream, how then do we read this work against that discourse? What 
does he mean by the "North American Iceberg"? Is he referring to 
another master narrative? 

Carl Beam was born at West Bay, Manitoulin Island (Ontario), in 
1943. Art historian Amelia Trevelyan writes that Beam: 

began life quite literally as the product of two cultures: his mother is 
Ojibway, his father Euro-American. Thus, he is contemporary artist, 
Canadian citizen, and a member of the Ojibway, or Anishnabe, as 
well as Anglo communities. He explores and unfolds these multiple 
identities in his work, resulting in his unique vision. From within this 
multi-layered identity, he sees and interprets the world from many, 
often divergent, perspectives. His scrupulous honesty in this process 
prevents his ignoring or privileging any of the realities he lives. The 
result is a clear, often stark, vision of the world, of the composite 
nature of culture and the universal imperative of responsibility, re-
gardless of the content or medium in which he works (52). 

Over the last fifteen to twenty years, Carl Beam's work has been 
fairly consistent in technique, a seemingly random disarticulated 
juxtapositioning of photographic images, taken by the artist, or abstracted 
from well-known sources. We, the viewing subjects, are responsible for 
filling in the discontinuous spaces, the ruptures in between, with suture-
like readings. Because Beam relies heavily on photographic images and 
seriality, we are solicited to read his works filmically. For this reason, I 
want to draw on Jacques-Alain Miller's notion of suture as "lack" and 
"absence" (in Silverman 1983:200) and our struggle to make these spaces 
cohere with meaning and narrative. Silverman adds: "Theoreticians of 
cinematic suture agree that films are articulated and the viewing subject 
spoken by means of interlocking shots" (201). She insists that it is the 
transitions that remain the basic element of organization. Stephen Heath 
(rendered in Silverman) argues that the editing process is common to all 
shot transitions (201). Silverman explains: 

Equally important to the cinematic organization are the operations of 
cutting and excluding. It is not merely that the camera is incapable of 
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showing us everything at once, but that it does not wish to do so. We 
must be shown only enough to know that there is more, and to want 
that "more" to be disclosed. A prime agency of disclosure is the cut, 
which divides one shot from the next. The cut guarantees that both the 
preceding and subsequent shots will function as structuring absences 
to the present shot. These absences make possible a signifying ensem-
ble, convert one shot into a signifier of the next one, and the signified 
of the preceding one (205). 

In The North American Iceberg Beam makes use of image and word. 
We see three views of the artist hovering above the phrase—The Artist 
Flying Still—drawing our immediate attention; at the lower left he writes 
"Revolving Sequential;" above right is the title "The North American Ice-
berg 85;" and beneath that it reads, "Ignored, the force moved unsung 
because it is so real. Into the real it knows flash to light." Flying past the 
bottom are the numbers one to eighteen. We see the artist's hand in the 
upper left corner. In addition to his self-portraits are historic photographic 
images of Geronimo, two bare-breasted Wichita women,18 and a group of 
people including a man and two women. Photographic sequences of the 
assassination of Anwar Sadat, Muybridge's flying eagle and running elk, 
and images of a rocket launch and a raven complete the sequence. 

The image/word relation is often difficult to make cohere, equiva-
lence can be misleading; yet, I do not want to be drawn away with reading 
his work as pastiche, or a medley of borrowed images that lead nowhere. 

Before reading the relations between the images, they must first be 
read iconically—that is, as analogous relationships between sign and 
meaning19—against the title of the work. This work is an objection to 
the extraordinary arrogant title of its namesake, the 1985 exhibition The 
European Iceberg,20 which was held in Toronto. The problem with ice-
bergs is that they float in similar waters with other icebergs, against 
which they will occasionally collide. Carrying this metaphor further, it 
can be said that icebergs focus on their own centrality ; this is, of course, 
until they melt and their waters become one. In this context, the iceberg 
from Europe was understood as a massive force flexing its muscles to 
reposition itself as a force in the contemporary art world; in contrast, 
Beam's iceberg of North America is not inconsequential. Unlike the 
European iceberg which speaks about its impressive and influential 
contemporaneity, the North American iceberg attempts to articulate its 
historicity. Thus, both icebergs address particular metanarratives. 

In The North American Iceberg there are several images that are 
in no way referenced to being North American, or aboriginal for that 
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matter. Rather, the artist seems to indicate that he (or we) is (are) consti-
tuted by history, both past and present, and by events near and far, that 
there are heroes as well as everyday people. The camera shoots and 
everybody, and everything, bleeds; yet, the work is not concerned with 
death, but with subjectivity, with knowing and telling untold realities. 
The artist is pictured in three different angles while we take the fourth 
position in this "revolving sequential." We, the viewing subject (the 
absent spectator), become part of the picture, to complete the suture. 
We are also put in a position of spectators caught up in the gaze21 facing 
various figures who stare back at us, as well as witnessing world events— 
space travel and the assassination of Anwar Sadat. 

The voyeuristic position we are placed in where we gaze at two 
prominently enlarged images of bare-breasted Wichita women, makes 
us feel their nakedness, not immodestly, but as if we were reading 
National Geographic. Whereas the reality of a man with two women, 
more than likely his two wives, is incongruent to Western values, yet 
they seem unsullied. The famous warrior-chief Geronimo is now sup-
pressed to biography. These bits and pieces proffered by Beam as the tip 
of the North American iceberg are, however, far greater in their rela-
tions. Though each of these images can be read independently and 
iconically, they are only partial. If we take the idea of suture to draw 
relations between the words and images, we can extend this work to 
create a plural and complex meaning and narrative. 

The history of North America is a history of relations between 
Europeans and aboriginal peoples. It is the narrative of two forces—one 
is not possible without the other. The nature of the relationship has been 
all but ignored in the mainstream discourse. I believe Beam's use of the 
phrase "revolving sequential" affirms the relationship. The Iroquoian 
Two-Row wampum belt (fig. 27) signifies this historical relation 

fig. 27 Two-Row Wampum. 
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between the Iroquois and the European, where each is expected to 
respect the space of the other, like two boats going down a river. The 
revolving sequential further suggests a kind of double helix where 
Europeans and aboriginals continue to be distinct, while realizing there 
will be relations along the way Thus, Beam's work is in part a narrative 
of those relations; events along this historical trajectory will always form 
the conditions for particular moments. This work does not point so much 
to the future as a project in front of us; instead, it suggests that our col-
lective past cannot be ignored because our North American identity is 
very real. Beam may therefore be saying that the camera has subjec-
tively constituted this North American-ness. 

Indeed, Beam is "flying still," at least that is the paradox of this 
work and what it means. Beam has perforated spaces for others. More 
importantly, however, he has opened our minds to a far more complex 
understanding of who we are. 

Carl Beam's visual vocabulary, of using images like words, fascinates 
the viewer. We enter into his world, which is really our world, the global 
common. Yet sometimes, we are left trying to understand, to glue the 
images/words together, so they come to signify something. He sees and 
hears the same things we do; only he disarticulates them and we are left to 
do the connecting. We must play the game of signification, by making 
them into signs. The opportunity afforded by The North American Iceberg, 
of fastening images and words together, is a bit like trying to use the very 
basis of the English language. One can end up going in circles at the 
enormity of the task of connecting, or articulating, from the huge 
vocabulary Beam works with. 

Teresa Marshall 
Teresa Marshall, born in 1962 on the Millbrook Reserve (Nova Scotia), 
is an idea-based artist, frequently using language as means to convey 
messages about identity. Her installations can be complex, sometimes 
political, yet they manage to project a great deal of humour. She has 
realized that the political is indeed inherent in much of what she does, 
but that it takes humour to advance the idea further. 

When we imagine the present state of post-modern identities, we 
expect to see masses of disconnected and fragmented bodies in search 
of one true, unified self, or perhaps, celebrating yet another layer of the 
self that lies dormant or "closeted." Indeed, Douglas Kellner suggests 
that contemporary identity "becomes a freely chosen game, a theatrical 
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presentation of the self, in which one is able to present oneself in a vari-
ety of roles, images, and activities, relatively unconcerned about shifts, 
transformations, and dramatic change" (158). Conversely, when we 
envisage aboriginal identities in Canada, our projections tend to be slanted 
towards the common stereotypes. Recent works by Teresa Marshall 
problematize this discrepancy as a radical nineteenth-century interven-
tion by a newly emerging nation state called Canada, which imposed 
disastrous parameters around and on the colonized aboriginal peoples. 
Her own strategy is to complicate and transgress the received identity of 
colonial discourse, what Homi Bhabha calls the "productive ambiva-
lence [...] that 'otherness' which is at once an object of desire and derision, 
an articulation of difference."22 Without question, Marshall says, "my 
mother is Micmac23 and my father is 'Canadian'."24 This type of 
consonance is not recent. In fact, Marshall comments, "Micmac oral 
tradition says that the green-eyed Micmacs are a result of intermarriage 
between the early Norse, the Beothuks, and the Micmac."25 

Indeed, Olive Dickason points out that it was British policy for a 
short while to encourage this kind of union (160). No doubt intertribal 
marriages were apart of the everyday life of Marshall's ancestors. In the 
first instance, however, her argument remains keyed to the artificiality 
of early Canadians and their government that segregated these two op-
posing identities. The instrument of segregation was the infamous 
Indian Act 1876. For Marshall, unfortunately, the Indian Act is a "strait 
jacket" for anyone defined as "Indian." Does this mean that those other 
aboriginal people who escaped the definition, but fall into the interstices 
of the Act, are content at being called "Canadian"? She, and many others 
like her, feel that their identity is constantly being manipulated by official-
dom, leaving little room for agency. This leads us to examine the issue 
of "language as a discursive frame" through a fairly deceptive piece. 

Marshall's reference in the Bering Strait Jacket (1993, fig. 28) is, 
of course, the infamous Bering Strait theory. It seems that all but a few 
archaeologists now believe that the ancestors of the aboriginal North 
Americans came from Asia by crossing the Bering Strait, either because 
of the pressures from local enemies, or because they were in search of 
game. Experts studying this area give dates for this movement at around 
ten thousand years ago. Aboriginal peoples of the Americas of late, how-
ever, have invoked the right to disagree with this theory. They consider 
it just as fictive as their right to claim they came out of a hole in the 
ground or the sky, or that Coyote created the earth long ago when there 
was none, only water. What this theory of the Bering Strait does is to 
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fig. 28 Teresa Marshall, Bering Strait Jacket, 1993. 

position any or all aboriginal people in similar circumstances to the 
European colonizers of five hundred years ago, as immigrants and 
colonizers. Though this last point is dangerously arrogant, because it 
has been used by radical right-wing thinkers, Marshall's point of con-
tention is the discursiveness of this type of language and its force among 
the general public. 

Marshall takes a man's suit coat,26 extending its sleeves into a strait 
jacket form that leaves no opening for the hands, and tethers restraining 
buckles at the end to bind the wearer. In the lapel pocket she places a 
white silk handkerchief labelled Indian Act in red ink; and in the coat's 
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lining, the 7752 Treaty21 is silk-screened. Basically, this treaty was the 
first of its kind to guarantee hunting and fishing rights for aboriginal 
people, as well as regular gift distributions, which later became annuity 
payments. 

Clearly, this work is personal. By this I mean that its principal notion 
concerns Marshall as a person of Micmac ancestry. She says this strait 
jacket signifies for her and her ancestors the specificity of the law which 
was designed to reduce if not annihilate them. The tribes (or, First 
Nations) of the Canadian Maritime region, notably the Micmac and 
Maliseet, have had the longest contact with Europeans—longer than any 
other aboriginal people in Canada. More importantly, they have managed 
to continue living on their ancestral lands despite their reduced size. 
Accordingly, there is a curious twist in this hanging suit. Although there 
is no body, bodiless hands suspended just above are positioned to 
manipulate the suit. The red strings attached to the hands hold up the 
puppet-like suit. The suit looks for a (Micmac?) body. Are these the 
hands of people who cannot see or understand aboriginal people's unique 
history, or are they the only sensory touch available to the functionaries 
who carry out the orders? Curiously, the label on the suit says "made in 
USA" suggesting that the United States government is somehow impli-
cated. But, how? The treaty was British-made. Could it be that some of 
those tribes, who signed the 1725-28 Treaty, were from the U.S. side of 
the border? This tag does not make sense. Marshall may have seen the 
contradictory, if not constricting, parameters of this and other treaties 
that don't make sense, least of all to contemporary Canadians who feel 
the aboriginal Canadian gets more than his or her "fair" share. 

The suit, finally, was the uniform of the professional ruling class in 
the late nineteenth century, signifying that group's power. It was not 
designed for any physical activity, but for the sedentary. Interestingly, at 
the signing of treaties in the late nineteenth century, suits were given to 
the chiefs, according them an authoritative identity on a par with the 
white man. Suits were also given to young aboriginal boys once they 
entered the boarding schools. The suits were uniforms that took away 
their individuality. The suits signified assimilation, the success of "colonial 
alchemy,"28 at turning the savages into civilized human beings. As a 
result, the suits signify the position of difficulty early signatories were 
placed in, thus the strait jacket. 

Teresa Marshall's suit jacket objectifies its intended wearer; namely, 
the aboriginal (Micmac). Its constricting nature returns us to the idea 
that the identity of aboriginal people is differentiated from all other 
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Canadians. The Bering Strait Jacket in effect tells us that contemporary 
aboriginal identity continues to be restricted to being a "treaty Indian." 
In her case, however, is she allowed to have other identities? Unfor-
tunately, she and others like her are in contradictory situations because 
of how these treaties are sanctified by aboriginal peoples, which can 
complicate any possibility for differing identities. 

Marshall's Bering Strait Jacket, then, puts into place ways in which 
language and treaties, frame, constrict, and place frames around things. 
Her play and abrogation of well-known signifiers, Bering Strait, straight 
jacket, treaties, are the strengths of this work; it is an intellectually chal-
lenging piece that seizes the language of the centre and replaces it with a 
more powerful meaning. Land will always be contentious, whether one 
has been is a particular place for five hundred or twenty thousand years. 

Robert Houle 
Saulteaux artist Robert Houle often infuses his work with references to 
both land and language. Born in St. Boniface (Manitoba) in 1947 and 
raised on the Sandy Bay Reserve, Houle is one of the most sophisticated 
aboriginal contemporary artists. Not only is he an artist, but also a cura-
tor and an accomplished writer. 

Robert Houle is one artist whose rhetorical strategies are signifi-
cant as spatial strategies. On a number of occasions he gave differential 
treatment to this idea. In Everything You Wanted to Know About Indians 
AtoZ (1985, fig. 29), for example, we see an angled shelf of objects, 

fig. 29 Robert Houle, Everything You Wanted to Know About Indians A-Z, 1985. 
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forms inspired by rawhide containers known as "parfleche." The shelf 
can be read metaphorically as a library on which lie reference books. 
Each parfleche has written on it one letter of the alphabet and above 
each parfleche are common tribal names (A=Aztec, B=Beaver, C=Cree, 
[...] Z=Zuni), which in turn can be read as synecdoches. Houle implies 
at least two ideas: one, that knowledge of aboriginal cultures contained 
in books can be appropriated, studied, and learned; and two, the dis-
placement of orality by the written word. Knowledge can be defined as 
"a set of ideas accepted by a group or society of people, ideas pertaining 
to what they accept as real for them" (McCarthy 1996:16). In this case, 
knowledge is two-sided: it is how aboriginal people see themselves, and 
how they are seen by others. This pseudo-scientific presentation sug-
gests, however, a space not for Indians, but for others wanting to know 
about Indians. Herein lies the irony, fact versus fiction: many people, 
including aboriginal peoples, search for a quality known as "Indian-ness" 
at sometime or another. I often hear it said that it is the so-called "urban" 
Indians who are removed from the aboriginal centre and are therefore in 
search of it, because at some point they have been displaced. So where 
can one go to find it? Ethnology books are one source. Hobbyist groups 
in Europe and the U.S.A. attempting to learn how to dress, perform 
ceremonies, talk, and live a life of independence like the aboriginal peo-
ple of the Plains, frequently consult books. Houle's rhetorical strategy 
contends the impossibility of attaining such a quality, of assuming a 
look (identity) by reading these books, disputing that culture cannot be 
reduced to books. We can never fully know everything about Indians or 
even specific tribes because they are never static long enough to know. 
Houle, however, asks: Can our lives be so easily scripted? Everything 
You Wanted to Know About Indians AtoZ assaults these scientific strategies 
for classification, as well as the betraying of objects for pedagogical 
purposes where aboriginal people become scientific, pedagogic, and 
consumer curiosities. In fact, this may be the total argument by aboriginal 
people today: that the study of Indians is a losing exercise. The entire 
installation is a rhetorical sign of this deprivation. 

The second idea proposed concerns the displacement of orality as 
represented in the alphabetization of the tribal names—Aztec to Zuni. 
This displacement came about through the imposed forced attendance 
of many, if not all, aboriginal children at Westernized schools. School-
ing, as we are now more aware, is a crucial element in the process of 
identity formation. As I pointed out in Chapter 2, based on the idea of 
the historical manipulation of identity, aboriginal children were taken 
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from their families and put into boarding schools where they received a 
purely Westernized schooling. The power of the written word, its 
contradictory status, replaces and displaces the oral culture. However, 
its ambiguous status in a post-reservation world is not lost on people 
like Houle, who see its power. In this work, he objectifies the alphabet 
for its power both to destroy and create. For artists like Houle, it is the 
strategy of the creative alphabet that accounts for a new, and profoundly 
reflexive, sense of self. 

In early 1989, as artist-in-residence at the Winnipeg Art Gallery, Houle 
created four oversized abstract paintings called The Place Where God Lives 
(1989, fig. 30), coloured red, green, blue, yellow, referring to the sacred 
place the Saulteaux call Manito-wapah. Manito, the word for God, also 
forms the root word for the western Canadian province of Manitoba, where 
Houle was born. Manito-wapah is located on a narrow stretch of Lake 
Manitoba where the currents ebb and flow. The waters hitting the rock 
make the sounds of distant drams. A similar phenomenon is believed to 
occur at the Peterborough Petroglyphs. Houle's work re-appropriates and 
reclaims Manitoba. It gives form, abstractly, to the tribal narratives Houle 
is constituting. In the presence of the works, one senses the place and its 
spiritual qualities. The four paintings form a group of religious paintings 
by Houle, signifying the Four Directions (Winds); "The Place Where God 
Lives" becomes "the place where the winds meet," the centre of the 

fig. 30 Robert Houle, The Place Where God Lives, 1989. 
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cosmos. It is a metaphysical work, articulating Saulteaux epistemology. 
Though the paintings make interdiscursive allusions to landscape, they 
are not landscapes per se; instead, they suggest a cosmological totality. 
The meeting of the four directions, the sky above (male/Father) and earth 
below (female/Mother) are signified in ceremony. 

Houle stops short of this depiction, for this would fall into 
objectification. Instead, he places the four works not in a circle or in a 
formation suggesting it, but side by side in a typical gallery setting where 
our reading of them is at an aesthetic level, nothing more. They are meta-
phor, in that they permit us to understand an experience in terms of art. 
These works help to structure a potential experience of creating a new 
reality for the observer. They become landscapes for the mind, speaking 
of a "real" other space for the Saulteaux. The works are modernist in 
their handling and placement, yet equally important as pure reference to 
an ancient aesthetic of simplicity. This work that signifies one sacred 
space, now hangs in that most hallowed of places for artists, the National 
Gallery of Canada. 

Houle's Anishnabe Walker Court, Part 2 (1993, fig. 31), was an 
installation in the Art Gallery of Ontario's Walker Court. This work can 
be seen as a site-specific response to the 1985 piece by German artist 
Lothar Baumgarten for the exhibition The European Iceberg: Creativity 
in Germany and Italy Today. Baumgarten's installation, Monument to 
the Native People of Ontario, paid honour to local tribes of southern 
Ontario, by recovering their proper names as a strategic practice of giving 
them visibility and identity. There is something problematic about this 
foreign artist coming to Canada to give, or confer, meaning by inscribing 
their names on a gallery wall. Has he not done the same thing as ethno-
graphic museums, which by putting aboriginal objects on display, 
objectified them? These names, like artifacts, are to be read 
synecdochically. Baumgarten's strategy has a paradox attached to it, due 
to its interdiscursive relation to museum discourse. The gallery visitor 
sees the artist's work standing for an aesthetic (art), and the proper names 
are read as standing for a larger whole (artifact). Is this what Houle read 
that prompted an interventionist Anishnabe Walker Court: Part 2? 

Houle's work is in the foreground, while Baumgarten's is off in the 
distance. Baumgarten's (NEPISSING) upper-case lettering is situated over-
head on the very high archways on this inner courtyard; while Houle's 
("nipissing") lower-case lettering at chest height is on the courtyard's 
periphery. Baumgarten monumentalizes and thus speaks on behalf of the 
aboriginal people; Houle ironically quotes the authority while bringing 
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the tribes down to the viewer's level, an indication that they are still alive. 
It would seem that Houle seeks to undermine this space by calling it 
Anishnabe, meaning "the people," but more specifically by invoking the 
linguistic association of all the named tribes. Houle intends the word "court" 
to be used more as a notion of sovereignty than a delimited space. So, 
whereas Baumgarten monumentalizes, Houle reifies. Indeed, that is the 
politics of this work, in addition to calling into play the representational 
practices of art, in which representation of the "other" is an attempt to 
legitimate from a critical distance. For Houle to originate the idea of 
inscribing tribal names could have appeared self-righteous; instead, we 
now see a work where juxtaposition induces us to respond critically. 

For the last several years, Houle's study of well-known historical 
events—works such as Kanata: Robert Houle's Histories (1993) and 
Pontiac's Conspiracy (1995)—has prompted new questions of interpre-
tation and framing from an aboriginal perspective. In Kekabishcoon 
Péenish Chipedahbung (1997, fig. 32a,b), a quotation from the famed 
Odawa Chief Pontiac29 (written in the language of the artist, Saulteaux, 
and translating roughly as "I will thwart your progress till the early morn-
ing sunrise") is juxtaposed to a make of automobile called Pontiac. First, 
Houle confirms an historical moment, then demands that we look criti-
cally at the reductive stereotype of Indian names used as commodity 
forms. His final strategy is giving subjectivity back to Chief Pontiac. 

fig. 31 Robert Houle, Anishnabe Walker Court, Part 2, 1993. 
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fig. 32a,b Robert Houle, Kekabishcoon Péenish Chipedahbung, 1997. 

Historically, Pontiac was at the centre of a brief but bloody war 
known as Pontiac 's Revolt in 1763.30 Pontiac amalgamated eighteen tribes 
as an effective opposition to the government's policies and actions. 
Houle's narrative juxtaposes the much-admired Chief against the present-
day city of Detroit, Michigan, where the car of the same name is made. 
Although Pontiac himself was Odawa, the linguistic distance between 
the two is not far. "Kekabishcoon Péenish Chipedahbung" was a war cry 
uttered as a defiance against Euro-American colonizers who saw Pontiac's 
Confederacy as an obstacle. Indeed, the relations were very clear 
between the two sides. Houle endows Pontiac with status and subjecthood 
by giving him voice, albeit a Saulteaux voice. As well, Pontiac's subject 
presence is threaded through all the car advertisements presented by 
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Houle in the work. Like many Aboriginal people of his generation, Houle 
grew up knowing Pontiac as the name of an automobile. This is espe-
cially true for anyone born before the 1960s. Somehow, the automobile's 
iconic hood ornament symbolized several desires: freedom, individuality, 
and romanticism, the subject position of the "noble savage." Thus, any 
connection between Pontiac the car and Pontiac the stereotyped 
"Indian" and Odawa chief, is at best fortuitous. Correlate that with the 
dominant discourse of the day, the invisibility of aboriginal peoples, and 
the image/sign of Pontiac remains at the level of object; until of course 
Robert Houle declares Pontiac to be an individual with other qualities: 
warrior, hero, leader. 

No image exists of Pontiac as he lived in the early eighteenth century; 
consequently, our only memory the name evokes is the hood ornament. 
So, how can Robert Houle continue to struggle/fight/examine/infer/ 
insert/make manifest the identity of Pontiac when our vision is over-
whelmingly saturated by a false, commodified image? Rather than 
continue the dehumanizing reference as commercial product, Houle's 
strategy is to question the invisibility, absence, and objecthood that 
underlie the very possibility ofthat reference. Houle reasons that Pontiac's 
life and times are important elements in our historical narrative; yet, in 
an odd sort of way, so is Pontiac the automobile, though perhaps only in 
relational terms. To be sure, Pontiac the person, not the city or automobile, 
has had to be reified through visual and literary texts. Thus, to have any 
oppositional power against an already powerful image and fiction-making 
machine, Pontiac's image must be presented as real. 

Robert Houle's use of rhetorical strategies creates a radical geography 
within the art museum where his articulation seeks not to undermine, but 
rather, to insert new if not forgotten and/or suppressed narratives. 

Rebecca Belmore 
I end this discussion of the relations between land, language and identity 
with the work of Rebecca Belmore. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, 
her main means of expression is performance. In the following section, 
I examine a work that operates in public and private spaces depending 
on the significance of the moment. 

Belmore's sound and performance installation, Ayum-ee-aawach 
Oomama-mowan: Speaking to their Mother (1991, fig. 33a), took place in a 
meadow near Banff, Alberta. Sometime later she arranged to take it across 
Canada, asking aboriginal people from across the country to participate. 
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fig. 33a,b Rebecca Belmore, Ayum-ee-aawach Oomama-mowan: 
Speaking to Their Mother, 27 July 1991. 

My heart is beating like a small drum, and I hope that you mother 
earth can feel it. Someday I will speak to you in my language. I 
have watched my grandmother live very close to you, my mother 
the same. I have watched my grandmother show respect for all that 
you have given her [...] Although I went away and left a certain 
kind of closeness to you, I have gone in a kind of circle. I think I am 
coming back to understanding where I came from [...] ." (quoted 
in Townsend-Gault 1992:97). 

This was for her a very deeply moving, personal and public address. 
Though her address is in English, she wishes it could have been in her 
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ancestral language of Ojibwa, but she does not speak it. In this work she 
does not speak about, but to, the sentient cosmos. In this way, she and 
others participate in a dialogue not with human beings but with what 
Abram calls "a more-than-human cosmos." In this piece, land and 
language meet; in fact, the whole of creation is addressed—"all my 
relations"—a reciprocity is renewed. "In multiple and diverse ways, 
taking a unique form in each indigenous culture, spoken language seems 
to give voice to, and thus to enhance and accentuate, the sensorial affinity 
between humans and the environing earth" (71). This is what she means 
by her wish that someday her address will be in "my language," Ojibwa. 
For aboriginal people, language originates from the land—"language 
originates in our sensuous receptivity to the sounds and shapes of the 
natural environment."31 It is one way to explain the notion of ab origine, 
that language has its origins in human beings trying to make sense of 
their relationship with the environing earth, where indigenous languages 
articulate the land and in turn the aboriginal is articulated by the land. 
"Indeed, if human language arises from the perceptual interplay between 
body and the world, then this language 'belongs' to the animate land-
scape as much as it 'belongs' to ourselves" (82). Thus Belmore's 
address or utterance invokes that relationship; she becomes part of the 
landscape, she enters into a dialogue with all her relations. 

Two ideas are inscribed in this piece: communication and sacred 
time/space. In the Banff photographs (fig. 33b), Chief John Snow of the 
nearby Stoney tribe stands beside the seated artist; he speaks into the 
attached microphone, his voice amplified by the megaphone. Everything 
and everybody become witnesses. The work's efficacy is that it brings 
to our attention the continued belief in the relation of humanity to the 
rest of nature. Belmore created an opportunity for everyone to speak 
without prejudice, fear, or embarrassment to the universe, because at the 
moment of enunciation, everything and everybody—the animals, the 
grass, the wind, the rocks, the sun, the mountains—are witnesses to the 
address. Belmore's work, in this instance, depends on performance and 
space for its efficacy. The fact that she uses technology as a medium of 
communication is not at issue; similar technologies are continually used 
in large public gatherings by aboriginal people. Amplification is for reach-
ing beyond. We raise, lower, or mediate our voices, depending on the 
space or situation. Belmore's point, as I see it, is not just amplification, 
but a belief in the power of communion with some type of audience. 

The second idea relates to the space where the expiation occurs. 
Her insistence that the event take place outside carries with it the idea of 
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inclusiveness—everybody and everything. Having the event out-of-doors 
places everyone on an equal basis, no one is greater or lesser than the 
next. What she helps create is a moment, a sacred time, a liturgical moment, 
where every responsible action is subject to everybody and everything. 
As traditional spiritual beliefs indicate, there are key times of the year 
for large formal performance gatherings, but none for personal 
enunciations. Belmore's performance is more informal and not subject 
to specific tribal orientation; rather, she creates time/space and context. 

Belmore's endeavor to reclaim a relationship with the land is also 
an effort to reconcile herself as an Ojibwa woman in a modern world. 
Her return is an emotional, intellectual, and spiritual journey that she 
shares with so many others. Ayum-ee-aawach Oomama-mowan: Speaking 
to their Mother is a profound articulation of that journey to understand 
what it means to be aboriginal: "I have gone in a kind of circle. I think I 
am coming back to understanding where I came from." 

Conclusion 
I began this chapter by relating a story of the "speaking bundles." 
Realizing the distances across cultural lines profoundly affected my 
understanding of language, particularly now that we are more knowl-
edgeable about how one's perceptions, how one looks at the world, are 
coloured by language. I became more aware of the critical importance 
of aboriginal languages as keys to articulation, particularly in regard to 
interpolating traditionally based objects. 

Furthermore, the pressing situation today regarding aboriginal 
languages is the discovery that they are becoming increasingly extinct. 
Out of the fifty-three different aboriginal languages now known to exist 
in Canada, only Crée, Ojibway and Inuktitut, are forecast to survive. 
The two "official" languages, English and French, now the common 
denominators for everyone, will supplant aboriginal languages, or as 
some have often expressed it, "entire libraries." My subject, however, 
was not this issue; rather, it was how artists make use of language, 
aboriginal and non-aboriginal, as points of departure. 

How do we draw from the aboriginal ways of knowing into the 
English language and subsequently into art historical discourse? I con-
sidered the ideas of land and language as the basis for a new articulation. 
As I pointed out in previous chapters, it is important to understand the 
shifting relations within the art world to see how aboriginal contempo-
rary artists assert new articulations that are often fundamental to notions 
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of aboriginality, among them questions of land and language. This new 
practice brings with it new perspectives, sometimes at odds and at other 
times consistent, with prevailing views. Furthermore, language in con-
temporary aboriginal art has come to signify a new aesthetic. It is both 
discursively political and playful. Both English and/or an aboriginal 
language, as a constituent part of the new aboriginal contemporary artist's 
practice, are now being used in varying ways. As I showed, many artists 
treat English as a stratagem to be exploited rhetorically by seizing the 
language of the centre; whereas, using aboriginal languages often signi-
fies a construction of a post-reservation identity. AH the artists I have 
examined engage in ideas of land and language. Frequently, their use of 
land and language is an interplay of sign systems, one that brings to the 
viewer's attention concepts specific to the artist's position. Though many 
artists use these concepts in their works, the works I discussed allow us 
to read these ideas, because they are fundamental to raising complex 
questions of identity. 

In view of these analyses, I contend that the aboriginal contempo-
rary artist uses the medium of art to make sense of the complex realities 
of post-reservation times, transforming these experiences and thoughts 
into intellectually powerful works. Though their works are often diffi-
cult to read, they have managed to maintain a perspective consistent 
with their cultural identity; in other words, the reference points within 
their respective cultures are observed and not manipulated. Land and 
language are still puissant to a post-reservation spirit, because together 
they instill a strong sense of identity. 
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7 
Living on Reservation X 

Introduction 
What is this place—the reserve,'—that Americans call the reservation, 
and some call "the rez"? For most contemporary aboriginal peoples, the 
reserve is, was, or will be home. 

In Chapter 2, we saw how the federal government set aside lands called 
"reserves" exclusively for its colonized subjects, to extricate them from their 
cultural habits, and protect them from the vices of the outside world. 
Reserves were special lands held in trust by a federal government that 
regarded aboriginal people as wards to be looked after, cared for, and 
assimilated, even though they had been independent cultural entities long 
before the arrival of Europeans. Nevertheless, the isolation imposed during 
the reservation period actually helped aboriginal people to maintain their 
distinct languages and many other traditional practices. In effect, reserves 
were "preservation" spaces. Yet reserves continued to be restrictive, panoptic 
spaces presided over by Indian agents who, until the 1960s, exercised unusual 
amounts of power. At one time, Indian people needed special "passes" to 
leave the reserve boundaries. As John PeeAce and George Peequaquat of 
the Nut Lake Reserve recall reserve life in the 1940s, they could not leave 
the reserve without such a pass: "We were prisoners and we could barely 
survive. There were gates on the fence around the reserve. We had to beg 
and barter with the neighbouring off-reserve farmers, but before we could 
do even that we needed a pass to get there."2 Although some may find it 
difficult to view these places as prisons, it was precisely this effectiveness of 
the reserve system that inspired apartheid South Africa to institute similar 
enslavement measures for aboriginal Africans some fifty years ago. Today, 
reserves remain an affirming presence despite their context of numerous 
historical uncertainties, and the fact that many non-Indians still believe 
"reserves are the proper place for Indians." Ironically, reserves have been 
the glue giving aboriginal people their distinct identity for more than a 
century. In recent years, self-determination through land claims is helping 
to ensure the reserve's survival and prosperity. 

Today, aboriginal people are, of necessity, creating new and pre-
viously unimagined discursive spaces that transcend the old restrictive 
idea of the reserve. In this the final chapter I examine one of those 
metaphoric spaces in which the "new tribe" is situated, and that I call 
"reservation x." 
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Reservation X 
As I argued in chapter 3, community is no longer assumed to be a fixed, 
unified or stable place; rather, it exists in a state of flux. Often a means of 
maintaining some sense of meaning and coherence, communities his-
torically encouraged sameness, making individual difference difficult. 
Similarly, identity is now conceptualized as multiple and mobile, as 
opposed to the seemingly stable and homogenous entity of the past. 
Language and religion, once the great integrating forces, are now in crisis; 
and as the world grows ever more complex, so do our communities and 
identities. We may say that we are from there, when really we are from 
here; tomorrow we will be from over there. Similarly, we can no longer 
say we are this or that; we are now both and more. 

In a real sense, the reserve, like many communities today, is both 
an ambivalent and contingent space: ambivalent in the sense that while 
it is an attractive social space for familial, spiritual, and emotional reasons, 
it is a repulsive environment for political, prejudicial and economic ones. 
At present, we are witnessing tremendous, ambivalent demands on 
reserves that either attract or repel its members; we are also seeing greater 
migration of reserve members to urban areas, now estimated at around 
fifty percent for both Canada and the U.S.A. Reserves are contingent in 
the synecdochical sense of being part of a larger whole; more specifically, 
a reserve's members depend on the larger group's response in order to be 
interpellated as subjects. For the purpose of this dissertation, I will focus 
on the idea of "reservation x," as a new, conceptual, and hybrid space, 
constituted by the "new tribe." 

To cite Homi Bhabha, hybridity "is the 'third space' which enables 
other positions to emerge."3 It is a conceptual space in which new atti-
tudes, opinions, and ways of thinking and feeling can be expressed, where 
new points of view are presented, and new approaches and orientations 
are observed. Bhabha calls this "third space," an incommensurable but 
productive space of cultural difference. Hybridity is commonly used to 
describe something of mixed origins, or unlike parts. In fact, the word 
has other connotations. It encompasses the idea of occupying in-between 
spaces; and many, composite, or syncretic entities and new formations, 
as well as Creole or mixed people. I am suggesting that in this third 
space, or "reservation x," there emerges a new subject, the "new tribe." 
It is a new site that allows differentiated individuals to carry with them 
old principles to participate productively and creatively in the world. In 
this space of "reservation x," status is in flux as social standing shifts 
and identity is negotiated. Indeed, Mary Longman sees this space as 
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having "no fixed address," where artists are in constant motion, whether 
moving physically off the reserve, or in or out of urban environments. 
These artists may also be undertaking activities such as an exhibition, a 
play, a performance, a demonstration, a lecture, an argument, a court 
challenge, or dancing; or be socially committed in a local community as 
cultural workers and activists. 

It was Edward Poitras who first identified "a place for marginal 
people [...] who were adopted as children." Though he described this 
space as a place for unconnected and displaced individuals, "reservation 
x" is now seized upon by the "new tribe" as a "position." As a concept, 
"position" is seen as a discursive process by Davis and Harré, as 
opposed to the idea of role. They see position as far more fluid and 
dynamic, because it takes into account a sense of multiple selves (iden-
tities). Position also distinguishes subjects as interpellated in conversa-
tions, between people or in other discursive contexts: "there can be 
interactive positioning in which what one person says positions another. 
And there can be reflexive positioning in which one positions oneself' 
(48). Though Poitras did not see the "new tribe" as insignificant, he did 
want them identified as being somewhere at the edge, where they were 
allowed to be different. Being Métis himself, he has always been aware 
of the dynamics of social standing between two strongly situated identi-
ties, aboriginal and non-aboriginal. 

Analogous to Poitras's marginal space is artist Shelley Niro's 
description of a fictional space in her film script for Honey Moccasin: 
"The locale [...] is a Reservation X otherwise known as the Grand Pine 
Indian Reservation." Her point about Reservation X denotes a reality of 
place for contemporary Indian people, a community that is at once fic-
tional and real, but nonetheless a place with a story. We are forewarned 
that a reservation narrative is at the threshold, and with the release of 
Honey Moccasin, our desire to know more about life on the reserve 
encounters an intellectual permeability. In Canada, reservation narratives 
are becoming more familiar to general audiences through television dramas 
like North of 60 and The Rez.4 Crossing the mysterious frontiers of the 
reserve, once out of reach to outsiders, is now much easier. Niro and the 
other artists get us there through individual narratives. 

The concepts of position and hybridity illuminate several possi-
bilities for a practice of the "new tribe on reservation x." The emergence 
of new positions on "reservation x" gives a licence to new practices, and 
signals unrestricted movement—physically, intellectually, and virtually— 
two new issues for a post-reservation practice. 
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Reservation X: The Exhibition 
The initial idea for an exhibition about the issue of place began by our 
investigating the value and importance of belonging or connecting to an 
aboriginal community. This idea raised the following questions: What is 
the artist's role in, and how does the artist contribute to, a community's 
cultural identity? In turn, how is the community giving artists an identity? 
And, what is the relation between an artist's community of choice and 
the mainstream art community? The first question came out of the 
observation of the current practices on Canada's west coast, where artists 
in aboriginal communities have long been connected to community 
activities, either by active participation in dances and other celebrations, 
or by making objects for use in such celebrations. This led me to ques-
tion whether aboriginal artists in other communities engaged in similar 
practices. The second question is more theoretical, but has been answered 
in various ways by the artists themselves. The final question is addressed 
in various sections of this dissertation. 

In early 1996, Arthur Renwick and I conducted research/studio 
tours of the artists' homes and communities of artists to be featured in 
the exhibition. It soon became evident that individual circumstances led 
each artist to conceptualize community in multiple ways. Some artists, 
born and brought up in aboriginal communities, continued to live there; 
others, born and raised in urban areas, have since moved to a reserve 
community. Still others, born and working in urban spaces, maintain 
links to both urban and rural communities. Their ideas of community 
and their quotidian experience reflected different perspectives; yet all 
were essentially aware of their affinity to aboriginal identity. Each artist 
was invited to create an installation work addressing the issues of com-
munity and identity. The exhibition opened at the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization in the spring of 1998 and included the following artists: 
Mary Longman, Nora Naranjo-Morse, Marianne Nicolson, Shelley Niro, 
Jolene Rickard, Mateo Romero, and C. Maxx Stevens. This chapter 
examines each of their installations. 

Who lives on "reservation x"? In this era of land claims and self-
determination, aboriginal communities are taking more responsibility for 
their internal affairs. More and more reserve members with advanced 
degrees are also contributing to the betterment of their communities. In 
the past, Indian people moved home when they reached a certain age to 
become part of the whole once again. Moving back is now a more com-
mon event for all ages. A number of artists have recently returned home, 
only to discover some interesting results. This trend inspired Reservation X. 
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Of course, not everyone returns. Some prefer cities. Some have returned, 
only to re-depart again, this time with a more developed disposition. 
Jolene Rickard, after years of urban living, was asked by her family to 
return and contribute to the reservation community; Marianne Nicolson 
went back to the place where her mother grew up, feeling that she needed 
to make a connection. Mateo Romero moved to his wife's reservation of 
Pojoaque; Shelley Niro lives at the edge of the Six Nations Reserve in the 
town of Brantford. Nora Naranjo-Morse continues to live on her reserva-
tion of Santa Clara, while Mary Longman and C. Maxx Stevens choose to 
live in cities for educational or professional reasons. 

The mystery of the X is an historical moment. In late nineteenth-
century treaty signings, Indian chiefs had to have their hands held in 
order to sign an X as a mark of their consent and understanding of the 
political process, that is: X Poundmaker, his mark; X Red Pheasant, his 
mark, and so on. X signified articulation. It left a trace, even for those 
unable to write. Because of the uniformity of their signatures, the mark-
ing of an X belied the signatories' intelligence. The X was contradictory 
because it also implied inarticulation. Their A"s created the reserves. As 
Harold Cardinal once observed: "In the language of the Crée Indians, 
the Indian reserves are known as the land that we kept for ourselves or 
the land that we did not give to the government" (29). While the treaty 
negotiators thought they had won the day, it could be argued that the 
aboriginal signatories were not thinking of themselves, but of their de-
scendants. The Europeans, on the other hand, wanted immediate results. 
Today, in courts of law, aboriginal people are winning land claim cases 
based on the interpretations of the original treaties. The simple, cogent 
mark, X, whose mystery would have done the original signatories proud, 
has proven to have powerful consequences. 

The mystery of Indian territories is like the impermeability of a 
particular subject: although we see it and hear about it, we don't under-
stand it. For so long reserves have been out of reach to outsiders. The 
nature of the reserve is now rapidly changing, however; yet, like any small 
community, until you know and understand it, it will remain inexplicable. 
Struggling to maintain its meaning for both the people who live there and 
for urban Indians and whites who consider visiting it, the reserve has been 
both sanctuary and prison. Despite its history, reserves are becoming 
attractive and permeable: attractive in the sense of young people wanting 
to identify with the reserve culture, and tourists wanting an experience; 
and permeable, in the sense that communications media, from radio and 
television to the Internet, are now being beamed into most homes, making 
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isolation impossible. Nor does the idea of reservation x limit our under-
standing of those territories called reserves. Territoriality is fundamen-
tally important to Indian people, and the Indian reserve is a territorial space 
that signifies "home," a place that enables and promotes a varied and ever-
changing perspective. It is a frontier of difference and a place to which 
one can always return. Some Indian people must return to participate in 
Powwows, Potlatches, Corn Dances, or Kiva ceremonies, or to attend 
weddings or funerals and other rites of passage. For many, this does not 
mean a return to the margins; rather, it is a return to the centre of activity, 
which provides points of reference for those in search of a dialogue with 
identity and community. Thus, by inverting the stereotype of the reserve 
as somehow outside the core of the state, a new, enabling trend occurs. On 
the other hand, of the large percentage of aboriginal peoples in North 
America who live in urban centres, a majority of that number would 
consider their birthplace to be urban. The urban and rural now make up 
two discursive spaces or communities that form the new reservation nar-
rative. As will become evident, Indian people's continuous movement from 
one place to another makes individual identity problematic because of a 
need to belong to some community. For Indian people, historically, urban 
living renders attachment urgent. They continue to greet each other by 
asking: Where are you from? It is no longer embarrassing to say that one 
is from a place that is not a reserve, although this may be prefaced by 
pointing out a parent's specific tribal territory. It is within this complexity 
that we quest for a sense of place, of community and identity. 

From the artists' perspective, Utopian communities are a thing of the 
past and can be signified only poetically. There was a time in the 1960s 
and 1970s when cultural identity was at its zenith and many young people 
longed for an alternative way of life reminiscent of some golden age. That 
era contributed to a greater consciousness of community, of living with 
others, and of sharing ideas. What has survived from those days is a strong 
commitment to preserving fundamental philosophies and principles. Going 
back home, living on "reservation x, " contributing to local culture, are 
now accessible for many. The ancient ancestors who signed their mysteri-
ous X would be very surprised to see how great a difference their obscure 
mark has made for present and future generations. 

New Reference Points 
The "new tribe," as I have been proposing throughout, denotes a group of 
artists whose continued practices are contingent and ambivalent, artists who 



Living on Reservation X 195 

understand and negotiate different spaces, artists who are multilingual. The 
following artists, like all others in this dissertation, construct their culture 
from the national text of everyday life translated into modern forms of 
information technology, language, and dress. Furthermore, I have been 
particularly interested in artists who are contemporary in that their perspec-
tives and practices are critically based, and whose expressive demeanour is 
conditioned both by tradition and modernity. Moreover, these are artists 
who are highly conscious of their subject positions as artists—who are also 
aboriginal, male/female, young/old, urban/rural, Canadian/ American, Crée/ 
not-Cree, schooled/unschooled, Métis, treaty/non-treaty. The artists posi-
tioned on "reservation x" are individuals who are more aware of the new 
centres and reference points. In this chapter, then, I examine the work of 
seven artists whose articulation and position are shifting the focus and break-
ing down the modernist barriers of art and everyday life. 

Historically, artists were always very much a part of the community 
fabric. During the post-war period, however, contemporary aboriginal 
artists positioned themselves apart from their respective aboriginal 
communities, becoming more individualistic by leaving the reserves 
and conforming more with the mainstream. This disconnection was symp-
tomatic of a modernist world whose adherents had originally wanted to 
express themselves freely without the pressure of community standards. 
Modernism became a consciously forward-looking movement that 
wanted little to do with tradition. It was always thinking in terms of the 
future, a tomorrow that was forever on its way.5 If modernism was a 
necessary step in the evolution of contemporary aboriginal artistic practice, 
it is also currently undergoing radical changes. Artists are attempting to 
merge the legacy of individualism with the dynamic and affirming bond 
of community. They no longer see the appeal of being marginalized icono-
clasts but prefer to become active participants, where community and 
individual growth are not incompatible but complementary goals. By 
understanding the logic and evolution of their practices, we may be able 
to see some critical connections and reconnections. 

Why, for example, is "reservation x" important and for whom? I 
suggest that between two or more communities—reserve and urban— 
there exists a socially ambiguous zone, a site for articulation for the 
aboriginal contemporary artist that is frequently crossed, experienced, 
interrogated, and negotiated. The idea of "reservation x" argues for a 
space of radical openness and "hybridity," of spaces of resistance being 
opened at the margins. However, I see this space as in between two 
centres—a politically charged, though highly permeable site. 
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Aboriginal contemporary artists, like other artists, often respond 
to the conditions of their times. These artists move freely between dif-
ferent communities and places, often within a new "third space"6 that 
encompasses the two. They are able to see, borrow from, and articulate 
their position within the two spaces. They understand the aboriginal com-
munity and the mainstream; at times they question the two, at other times 
they subvert them. They see boundaries as permeable and culture as a 
changing tradition. Aware of family and community dynamics as con-
stituting identity through language, society and the unconscious, aboriginal 
artists have accessed new and different reference points, for which the 
reserve is a major catalyst. 

Some communities view artists as important because they give 
visual expression to identity. Always skilled articulators of culture and 
community identity, aboriginal contemporary artists were for many years 
led across the discursive boundaries of the mainstream, since it gave 
them an identity as artists and potentially important artists. Yet in striv-
ing to legitimate their identity, they brought with them baggage that was 
often dismissed by the gate-keepers as not-quite art—a logic akin to the 
cowboy/Indian dichotomy, where the equation is not quite balanced. On 
the one hand, cowboy, like artist, is an occupation anyone can choose. 
Being Indian, however, is a far more complex formation of identity and 
community. Anyone can become an artist, but not anyone can become 
an Indian. The identity of the artist is mobile and unfixed, as is the artist's 
cultural identity. Yet together, the two identities contribute to the makeup 
of a complex subject of the modern age. 

In what ways is this idea being articulated? Contemporary artists 
place greater value in self-determination, a willingness to be an individual 
yet unconsciously tied to place. "Returning home" means contributing 
and reconnecting to local culture. Living and working in a changing 
world, while maintaining a sense of identity, an artist must recognize the 
necessity of preserving fundamental philosophies and principles. In the 
late 1960s, the community projects of 'Ksan, in northern British Columbia, 
and the IAIA, in Santa Fe, New Mexico, provided many artists with a 
new sense of identity and community.7 In the decades since, however, 
contemporary artists of aboriginal ancestry have struggled to become 
recognized players in the mainstream. In the process, many succeeded 
in becoming nationally and internationally distinguished. The late Haida 
artist Bill Reid is an example. 

Meanwhile, the mainstream itself has undergone major ideologi-
cal shifts, fuelled in part by artists outside the dominant Western canon 
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and in part by the growing awareness of pluralism and difference as 
leading indicators of change.8 These changes include notions of cultural 
identity, an artist's relation to community, and the questioning of indi-
vidualism. This is the so-called post-modern moment where boundaries 
are blurred and more permeable, and where global communication and 
economies are leading to a kind of creative confusion. Furthermore, we 
are witnessing a continual movement by artists, both physically and psy-
chologically. Increasing numbers of aboriginal artists are pursuing an 
education in fine arts or art history, being exposed to new ideas, and 
asking new questions. They question the mainstream and their role within 
it. Aboriginal artists also question their identity as aboriginal—can they 
continue to be aboriginal, Indian, "other"?—and that identity's value in 
a changing world. 

Crossing intellectual frontiers to meet people and exchange ideas 
is the reality of artists coming together to share in this experience of 
questioning identity. "Reservation x" is about any space or place where 
these artists have lived, where they now live, or where they will live: it 
is about being elsewhere. It is about the permeable spaces of rural and 
urban aboriginal communities where artists—like the seven examined 
in the following sections—move in and out. 

Mary Longman 
Mary Longman summarizes her spirit—fostered out at a young age, 
travelling across the country, living among several cultures—in the 
dictum that "there is no fixed address for Reservation X": It is every-
where and nowhere. 

Longman's "no fixed address" is situated in an ever-diminishing 
world where individuals have become increasingly atomized, disoriented, 
disconnected and displaced. We are forever trying to make sense of place 
against an increasingly complex environment. Who and what and where 
is our community when our networks of relations are in spaces subdivided 
into cities, towns, reserves, neighbourhoods, blocks, and houses? At first 
glance, our social space is defined by our friends and neighbours. Longman 
says it is first family and home that embed her in place; then, it is commu-
nity. But what does community mean for her, and most aboriginal people? 
While the connection to community often signifies continuity, other con-
nections come deep from within her personal life. Drawing on customs 
and traditions is not just a bond of faith, but also a transformative integra-
tion. She adapts them to contemporary everyday life. 
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How does Longman conceptualize these frequent shifts in and out-
side "reservation x"? Her recent works derive their foundation, in part, 
from a profound consciousness of her aboriginality, conjoined with her 
quotidian experiences, in and outside, aboriginal communities. The piece 
called Reservations (1992, fig. 34), for example, pertains to the tenacity 
of cultural memory. We see a birdcage sitting atop a sturdy, decorative 
column; in the cage stands a solitary red "tree of life."9 The rusted birdcage 
has a severe formality; it implies an outdated yet powerful institution. 
The cage manages to maintain a tree; in a similar way, reserves hold 
significant stories. Anyone raised on a reserve often has a profound and 

fig. 34 Mary Longman, Reservations, 1993. 
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simultaneous sense of ambivalence: love and hate, attraction and repulsion, 
freedom and confinement, liberty and subjection. The reserve is a life in 
constant transformation—about which Longman also has reservations. 

This work does not force itself upon us politically. The caged tree 
subtly evokes the containment of the colonized. We begin to recognize 
the human being as the rational animal—"man as the measure"—who is 
capable of containing nature. The leaves, however, manage to escape 
their confinement. But, like a colonized people, they can be clipped (read: 
controlled)—maintained, managed, and manicured. Interestingly, the 
plant's roots (read: tradition, ancestry, history) remain within the bounda-
ries of the cage. While the plant's life can be terminated at any time, its 
independence (read: sovereignty) is always in question and under 
surveillance. Why then, can't it grow and become something? This ques-
tion, in fact, underlines the new discursive debate for aboriginal leaders 
who are attempting to define their idea of self-determination through 
self-government. We may see the plant as a people or community taking 
a step towards this self-determination, of wrestling authority away from 
the government's Department of Indian Affairs, the great "Modernist 
Project." Indeed, this radical move to rebuild local identity is occurring 
in many aboriginal communities today. At the same time, we are wit-
nessing a system that is losing control and is no longer instrumental in 
the everyday life of aboriginal communities, a system that can only pro-
vide economic but not cultural welfare. Longman's work gives a bleak 
yet "beautiful" (ironically aestheticized) articulation to this philosophy 
of aboriginal contemporaneity. 

Similarly, her Medicine People (1996, fig. 35) articulates a striving 
for balanced relationships; a resolution of the tension that is a simulta-
neity of push/pull, active/passive, us/them, known/unknown. The piece 
shows three horn-like figures crouched inward; suspended between them 
is a solitary stone on a steel wire. The medicine people from whom this 
piece takes its title were not considered doctors in the contemporary 
sense, resolving issues based on the observance of symptoms; rather, 
they were a special group more concerned with the psychological mani-
festations and origins of sickness. They involved themselves more with 
matters of the mind than of the body, the two being inextricably linked. 
Medicine people have special powers and language that make them 
almost incomprehensible. In some ways, Longman articulates this idea 
abstractly. Looking at this work leaves us with more questions than 
answers; no doubt, she herself is also pondering the question. The three 
horns personify three figures, or holy people, engaged in a communal 
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fig. 35 Mary Longman, Medicine People, 1996. 

ceremony. Are they gathered around an embryonic form or rock to help 
give it energy and spiritual strength? We are not sure. However, Longman 
seems to suggest this gathering of medicine people is not by chance, but 
by design. It is a gathering more in the realm of resolving a problem, or 
an idea, or in honour of an event of extraordinary meaning. Materially 
speaking, Longman cast the figures in copper, and carved the floating 
object in Catlinite (or pipestone, an indigenous material from a quarry in 
Minnesota). It is no accident that copper is Longman's preferred ele-
ment, as it once was with ancient American cultures. Its conducting prop-
erties suggest an exceptionally multiple meaning in this piece. Longman 
is no doubt aware that cut-out copper forms were used in ceremonial 
lodges. This material originated near the shorelines of the Great Lakes, 
where local people pounded it out to form effigies. And on the West 
Coast, copper became not only a symbol of wealth, but also a monetary 
standard. Indeed, copper objects found in museums throughout the world 
indicate how widespread was their use. 

Longman's Strata and Routes (1998, fig. 36), is a sculptural instal-
lation that at first glance shows two tree trunks welded together with 
roots showing at each end. How does a tree grow to be this way? The 
image is in fact a trompe-l 'oeil. The two trees are positioned together, 
then layers (strata) of little rocks are positioned at the centre acting as 
sutures. A large stone is embedded atop the trunk suggesting that the 
roots are growing around it. This stone bears photo-emulsified images 
of Longman's biological family. It is a deceptively simple work, yet 
powerfully overdetermined, in that it is an intensely personal statement 
about Longman's heritage, firmament, and progression. Strata and Routes 
pieces together home, family, community, and land. Although her work 
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is strongly influenced by aboriginal sensibilities, her themes are deci-
pherable: family ("unconditional acceptance") and community (Shackan). 
In this piece we see the value of community and personal growth as 
affirming self-determination among First Nations. Her use of a tree, as 
in Reservations, signifies the bond between family and nature; the fact 
that nature as suture helps heal First Nation communities. Roots reach 
into the earth suggesting heritage. Roots reach into the Sky World, cradling 
her family (the flat stone supporting photographic images). The homo-
phones, route and root, evoke past, present, and future directions, as 
well as a categorizing instrument. 

Longman positions these works as reflections of a struggle to be an 
active part of the post-reservation world. In Reservations, we sensed a 
struggle for freedom from control; in Medicine People it was the significance 
of a spiritual relationship to the cosmos and the principles of belonging; 
finally, Strata and Routes addressed the issues of travel, movement and 
change, both personally and culturally. Longman's grasp of her origins, 

fig. 36 Mary Longman, Strata and Routes, 1998. 
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influences, experiences, and relations in her personal life, is complemented 
by her awareness of the change that transforms all cultures. 

Nora Naranjo-Morse 
Nora Naranjo-Morse's Gia's Song (1998, fig. 37a-c) is quite simply about 
home. Several years ago, she and her husband built their home on tribal 
land, just outside the town of Espanola, New Mexico. "During the proc-
ess," she says, "I started realizing what art is; art could be everything and 
is everything. When I started plastering the walls I felt like I had been 
doing it all my life.[...] This reconnected me to the culture in an important 
sense." The house took them five to six years to build, using fifty-five 
hundred adobe bricks. Naranjo-Morse says of the building experience: "I 
never walk into a building and take it for granted anymore." She lives on 
the periphery of the Santa Clara Pueblo, an interesting position for a con-
temporary Pueblo woman, especially when we understand that Pueblo 
means town or community. The main part of the village is largely unpaved. 

fig.37a Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, 1998. 
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Adobe brick houses are still standard, except on the outskirts of town where 
government-built, framed stucco houses sit apart from each other. Some 
of the traditional homes have been here for hundreds of years, whereas the 
modern homes last for a short while, some even abandoned after only a 
few years. To understand this connection to tradition is to understand the 
Pueblo world-view. Naranjo-Morse says: 

I come from Pueblo people who still have an ideology of commu-
nity [...] but because of assimilation they are becoming more frag-
mented. [... Adobe is] used primarily to build homes, outdoor bread 
ovens, and interior fireplaces. Not only was this a practical way of 
using the environment to build shelter, but it was and still is our 
connection to the earth. Our culture built its belief system to a great 
degree on the environment, including the idea that we emerged from 
the earth. This idea is still very rooted in people like me who insist 
on building their own homes.10 

In Gia's Song Naranjo-Morse presents fragmentation as a sign of 
the contradictory nature of aboriginal communities today. On one side, 
the walls are completely plastered with red-coloured adobe; on the other, 
we see a wall completely plastered with graffiti. This work can thus be 
viewed in two parts: beauty and loss. 

We enter a contemplative space we are to understand as traditionally 
pueblo; it reflects a belief in finding or coming from a centre. This is the 
centre from which we emerge, born with an understanding that a people 
came from a particular place, a place that is sacred and that gives us mean-
ing and identity. On the back of the wall, we see a human image rising out 
of the earth. This figure has a counter-clockwise spiral sign on its chest 
(fig. 37b); the centre that Naranjo-Morse calls Po-wa-ha. Below the fig-
ure, plant formations rise up from the sand. I read this as a suggestion that 
we are born of the earth, and of the "emergence" from the earth below. In 
this case then, each of us is asked to consider our relationship with the 
natural world. Naranjo-Morse speaks of this relationship with clay: 

When my mother gathered clay, she would take me with her. Before 
she allowed us to gather clay, we would kneel down and pray to the 
clay spirit, which in the Tewa language is Nan chu kwee jo. [...] My 
mother was making a connection to something very powerful." 

In this uncomplicated space, we can now emerge, not to exit, but to be bom 
into this world. We have come from an abstract space, a contemplative space, 
a space where we are enveloped: it is a space of beauty. 
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fig. 37b Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, 1998. 

The second half of this work is much more hectic in contrast: 
graffiti deface the wall, a television runs continuously, and objects are 
scattered about (fig. 37c). This is Naranjo-Morse's harshest comment: 

One day when we drove by Santa Clara Pueblo, we saw the gov-
ernment-built HUD12 houses. The first thing my son said was, 
'Where is the mud?' When he said that, I could not control the 
tears. I realized we had put him in a unique position to understand 
something very elemental about himself and his relationship with 
his family and the culture." 

We gaze through an iron-framed window into a small room where we 
see a television set. In the room there is an easy chair, and several 
decorative objects line the wall. The decorations objectify aboriginal 
culture in that they hang unused from the wall, for aesthetic and Christian 
motives, rather than ritual purposes. The artist has created a poetic video 
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fig. 37c. Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia 's Song, 1998. 

narrative focusing on housing issues. In the technique of "slow motion," 
we see and hear the contradictory situation of her community. We see 
fragmentation. As the Spanish word indicates, the Pueblo people live in 
small villages, their homes usually side by side. This is still the case in 
all Pueblo villages in New Mexico. However, we are seeing more and 
more prefabricated homes being built on the outskirts of the village. 
These are single-family dwellings, often poorly constructed. Many are 
vacated because they are not suitable for habitation. Naranjo-Morse built 
an exterior wall that is typically modern, its graffiti indicating a moral 
decay brought on by an external system—one approved by the tribal 
government that believed it was good for the people. Instead, the two 
governments ripped apart a system that had worked. Santa Clara had to 
be "Americanized;" that is, "modernized." Defacement normally typi-
fies disrespect. But in this case, it speaks more about resistance, a yearn-
ing for traditional moral values. 
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Is Santa Clara dying? In other words, by the logic of synecdoche, 
are aboriginal communities dying? Historically, aboriginal communi-
ties suffered because of external pressures, and this would seem to be 
true even today. We are seeing new social pressures on community. Some 
of these Naranjo-Morse points out; there are others that will affect the 
tribal fabric. To survive as aboriginal people, or Tewa, it is more than 
ever essential to maintain traditional principles and philosophies. With-
out these, we lose that sense of centre. As Naranjo-Morse puts it: 

To be a mother, a nurturer, is how I'm valued by my people. It has 
nothing to do with what you've achieved in the outside world, or 
what your name is. When my son was dancing for the Deer Dance, 
I made a whole feast where I fed about one hundred people. I felt I 
was a very important person—even though I was slaving over the 
stove. Maybe feminists would deem this a step backwards, but I 
had a role in my community. I was happy because I was nourishing 
my son through his spiritual journey, and, on a different level, I was 
being nourished through his dance and his energy.14 

For her, being and belonging are critical to her Santa Clara identity. Unlike 
other artists, she remains close, continuing to live near her community. 
However, although her house is on the reservation, it is located on the 
outskirts of Espanola, not in the Pueblo proper. 

Despite her location on or near Santa Clara, Naranjo-Morse is an 
artist very much a part of the post-reservation world. Her connections 
continually reach beyond the Pueblo. She frequently conjoins traditional 
and modern ideas, and lectures regularly to different audiences about 
her art and culture. Though she leaves, she always returns. 

Marianne Nicolson 
Marianne Nicolson's House of Origin (1998, fig. 38a) is made of two 
large paintings and several photographs printed on both sides. Cedar 
planks serve as roof trusses. All three visual elements hang from the 
ceiling and form a house, a gukwdzi, big house, or "House of Origin." 
Since it forms a virtual house, there is both an inside and outside. The 
viewer is expected to move in and out of the installation. 

"HutEilala, dukwalala, k'ot£ala; To listen, to look, to know." This 
inscription which appears on the Copper Doorway painting is the crite-
rion for the newcomer to ensure they respect the old ways, and possibly, 
come to understand the power of belonging. Aboriginal elders are often 
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fig. 38a Marianne Nicolson,  House of Origin, 1998. 

heard saying, "It's hard to be an Indian," implying that observing the 
strict principles and practices of aboriginality is a lifetime commitment. 
Yet the elder's wisdom does not seem to be overwhelmingly influential, 
especially when there are so many seductive attractions around us to 
captivate the focus of younger people. Pronouncements like this pose a 
predicament. Elders have an arduous task in preparing young people, 
when all around them distractions call out, from high-tech to powwows. 

Marianne Nicolson is from a small and isolated Kwakwaka'wakw 
community of Kingcome Inlet, British Columbia. She moved to this, 
her mother's community, in the early 1990s, having grown up in Van-
couver and Victoria. She studied at the Emily Carr College of Art and 
Design in Vancouver, and in the last year, moved to Victoria to complete 
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her Master of Fine Arts degree at the University of Victoria. While liv-
ing at Kingcome, she managed to immerse herself in the traditional 
Kwakwaka'wakw culture that has greatly influenced her work. She 
learned the traditional singing and dancing, as well as the tribal beliefs. 
Of the House of Origin, she says, "I've drawn from traditional forms 
and incorporated contemporary styles with them. They express ideas 
about community, about the individual within a community, and how 
one relates."15 

The people from Kingcome Inlet are referred to as the 
Dzawada'enuxw. Nicolson retells the traditional story of Kawadilikala: 
"[who] brought Hayalilegas down to the Kingcome River which is called 
Gwâyi, and there he told her that this is where her home would always 
be. There were not yet people, but she would always live in that area to 
protect the people that were to come."16 

From the top end of Kingcome Inlet came a large wolf and his 
name was Galalite, and from him came four other wolves. The first 
wolf that came from him was Kawadilikala; the second brother was 
'Nanolakw. The third wolf was a female named Hayalilegas. Their 
youngest brother was Kwa'lili. Eventually Kawadilikala shed his 
animal form to become the first of the Kingcome people.17 

To get to Kingcome Inlet takes about one hour by air from Campbell 
River, or two hours by speed boat from Alert Bay. The only road is the 
one that is used by the community's sanitation department, which winds 
its way through the village. The people here are at ease both on land and 
sea. In historic times, visits to other villages were only possible by boat. 
All houses faced the water. As late as the turn of the century, houses 
were still arranged in their traditional close proximity, although under-
going some stylistic transformation. It is highly possible that the road 
that passed in front is the one we see today. The only difference is that 
the houses today are very far apart, which is typical of many contempo-
rary reserves, and unlike the "village" quality of historic times. 

The most inspiring presence in any West Coast community is the 
gukwdzi or "big house." Located in the centre, the gukwdzi is where all the 
people gather to celebrate or honour important community functions. Large 
enough to accommodate many local and visiting people, it is a long, simple 
structure; four great central posts hold up two giant beams, along with six 
side posts. For Nicolson and her people, the gukwdzi is the House of Origin. 
Like many people before her, she draws inspiration from its centre. In her 
earlier work, she uses the structure to remind us of the strong relationship 
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the community has with the land and sea and its relative isolation from other 
regional communities. The idea of the gukwdzi becomes a metaphor for the 
community itself and the people's communal identity. Nicolson, however, 
concedes that the people of Kingcome have accepted many changes in their 
architecture over the past century, from the large multi-family dwellings, to 
late-nineteenth-century European vernacular style housing, to the modern 
government-issue-style homes found on most reserves across the country 
today. This style of housing reflects the government's efforts to homogenize 
all aboriginal people. In addition, the houses at each stage get progressively 
smaller and further apart. Yet, the gukwdzi at Kingcome retains its symbolic 
presence within a rapidly changing community. The gukwdzi is what re-
mains to remind the people of their identity, of where they came from, while 
others around them change. The House of Origin sustains Kwakwaka'wakw 
identity, which is the land, and the houses each person was born into. The 
House speaks of the importance of retaining the community structure and 
family identity. Today, we see a church, a band office, a store, a school, a 
soccer field, and a post office as important facets of this contemporary com-
munity. Large satellite dishes ensure that Kingcome is wired to the global 
community, negating its isolation even though it is far away and difficult to 
access physically. Relative isolation has long been advantageous for 
aboriginal communities because it enabled them to carry on their quotidian 
expressions of language and ceremony away from the sinister eyes of 
government officials. 

Language also plays a part in the House of Origin. On the exterior 
of the two paintings that form the end walls of the house, are texts written in 
Kwakwaka'wakw; the inner sides are paintings that depict the narrative. 
Here are the translations. The blue painting (not shown) translates thus: 

The great Flood had not yet arrived when Kawadilikala and his 
younger brother Kwa'lili dressed in their wolf cloaks travelled to 
look for new land. Kawadilikala came to Gwayi (Kingcome). Kwa'lili 
when to At At ku (Wakeman). Kawadilikala said to his younger 
brother, "Let us take off our wolf cloaks and we will be just men." 

The red painting translates thus: 

"What does this bird sound like in your land?" asked Kwa'lili. 
"Dza'wala," replied Kawadilikala. Then the name of your people 
will be the Dzawada'enuxa," said Kwa'lili. "What does the bird 
sound like in your land?" asked Kawadilikala of his younger brother. 
"Haxwala," said Kwa'lili. "Then the name of your people shall be 
the Haxwamis." So it is. 
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The painting's text is inaccessible without this translation (fig. 38b, close-up). 
Why has Nicolson decided that we should enjoy only the penmanship of 
this unusual orthography? I would argue that what is suggested here is 
not so much the text's indecipherability, since the artist has provided a 
translation. Rather, these texts indicate or promote the reality that most 
aboriginal people read, write and speak their aboriginal languages. We 
often hear dire statistics that many aboriginal languages are endangered, 
that only a handful of the total of fifty-three languages will survive. 
Indeed, with many aboriginal children seeing, hearing and speaking one or 
two of the "official" languages, these predictions become ever more real. 

What is so important about maintaining aboriginal languages? 
For one thing, they are an essential means of communication; in par-
ticular, in articulating the culture. Aboriginal languages bring objects 
alive, investing them with meaning. For many, trying to make sense 

fig. 38b Marianne Nicolson, House of Origin, (detail). 
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of objects contained in museums today, is like trying to find the 
proverbial key to unlock the secrets, the codes to knowledge and 
understanding. Otherwise, the objects remain inert and will sit on 
shelves forever. 

There is a sense of urgency in the way Nicolson applies the text; 
yet, it remains secretive. Aboriginal languages function as well, to 
maintain unity. Ceremonials, potlatches, and other festivities become 
the adhesives that hold communities together, and together they celebrate 
life. Original language upholds Kwakwaka'wakw identity, or more 
specifically Dzawada'enuxw identity. However, the language is fairly useless 
outside the community, unless its members are visiting other 
Kwakwaka'wakw communities. In that case, it is more symbolic and 
cultural, used for ceremonial and everyday purposes. Thus the language 
as it is written in the paintings signifies its inaccessibility. 

A photographer by training, Nicolson combines the paintings with 
suspended text/photographs that frame the outer walls of the house. The 
photographs are of the people and the local landscape, both reflecting 
Kwakwaka'wakw identity. In the works that are bounded by the walls, 
the text/photographs reference familial relations—'nula (older brother/ 
sister), gagamp (grandmother/grandfather), wak'wa (brother, sister, first 
cousin), tsa'ya (younger brother, sister, namwut (a relative), and hi'lu's 
(great grandparents). Around the outer structure are photographs of the 
community and the imposing landscape surrounding Kingcome. Nage 
(mountain), t'tama'is (beach), 'yugwa (rain), t'tisala (sun), K'waxi (tree), 
wa (river) are words that describe the structure of their cosmological 
landscape. The photographs show how important family is to community. 
They show smiling children, ceremonies, the everyday life of Kingcome, 
and what it means to be Kwakwaka'wakw. The words—"Having 
consumed you I cast you back into the world changed from what you 
were"—appear in the bear and frog painting. Our entrance/exchange/ 
departure from The House of Origin is a form of consumption; it is 
experiential. As in the traditional Kwakwaka'wakw culture, we leave 
these living structures having experienced something profoundly moving 
that will affect some aspect of our lives. When I visited Nicolson at 
Kingcome, as an outsider, I felt the community's remoteness, its 
inaccessibility; yet, the people themselves felt the opposite. They were 
at home, surrounded by mountains, sky and water. This was who they 
were. When the sun disappeared, it seemed they and the cosmos slept. 
Several years after that visit, all the moments remain with me; indeed, it 
was a profoundly moving experience to be among them. 
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Shelley Niro 
In Shelley Niro's film Honey Moccasin (1998, fig. 39a), which she wrote 
and directed, she imagines an Indian community where everyday life is 
like anywhere else except that the people are a little different. This 
fictional community is "Reservation X," or as named in the film, the 
Grand Pine Reserve. Niro's strategy is to take control of a medium that 
has a history of doing the opposite. 

fig. 39a,b Shelley Niro, Honey Moccasin, 1998. 
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The history of "Indians and film," as a discursive formation, is as 
old as the medium itself. Raymond Stedman points out that: "With the 
coming of the movies, the Indian was ensnared, then filmically embalmed" 
(155). Even the most recent success of Dances with Wolves shows just 
how powerful the western myth of cowboys and Indians continues to be. 
But, unlike Costner's sensitive portrayal, "[the Indian in general was] 
destined to lose the overall struggle, he was a terrifying opponent, the 
equal of the Japanese or Germans in Hollywood's World War II movies" 
(160). Furthermore, the use of "Indian actors in film" has helped con-
struct the controlling narrative of good guy/bad guy, yet: "Since the 
infancy of the movies the Indian has been given the opportunity with 
some regularity to enact or even to re-enact the battle against the 
invader" (164). Stedman points out, however, that non-Indian actors 
often played the roles of "Indians," as regularly as they played "Blacks." 
The trend today is to use aboriginal actors to play the parts of aboriginal 
people. They are coached in using the dialogue of the Indian in question, 
a technique not that far removed from earlier constructions. Finally, the 
idea of "Indians making films" is like a "coup shtick," especially in the 
hands of someone with Niro's humour. 

Niro, who was born at Niagara Falls, New York, and currently 
residesin Brantford, Ontario, is a Mohawk band member of the nearby 
Six Nations Reserve. She has a Master's degree in painting from the 
University of Western Ontario, London. Honey Moccasin, her first feature-
length film with an all-aboriginal cast, was shot entirely on location 
around the Six Nations Reserve. Although primarily a photographer, Niro 
has done shorter films. But Honey Moccasin has allowed her greater 
possibilities with narrative, perspective, and humour. 

In Honey Moccasin, Niro reacts against the flat characterizations 
of aboriginal people as they are so often portrayed in mainstream cinema. 
She aims to create a narrative that plays on the kinds of subtleties and 
nuances that animate traditional aboriginal tales. "What I'm trying to do 
is loosen up the characters a bit so that they're flawed, and there are 
multi-dimensions to these people. [...] they're not going to be perfect, 
or [...] blasé. They're pretty interesting in their own way."18 Niro's phi-
losophy is one of focalization. "Focalization is [...] the relation between 
the vision and that which is 'seen,' perceived" (Bal 1997: 143). That is, 
the story has a certain point of view. The point of view used relates to 
how the reader will perceive the story. Responsive to the fact that her 
audience is overwhelmingly non-Iroquois—although she says the film 
is directed toward a Native audience—she makes adjustments to find a 
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voice understandable to those on "reservation x," and the many who 
will come into contact with modern Indian humour. English is the 
language of choice; but, what is understood? This is an artistic dilemma. 
Since film is an expression of experience, Niro intends the viewer to see 
a side of Indian life that could be said to exist only on "reservation x." 
Nevertheless, is this an Indian film? 

The fact that Honey Moccasin has a totally aboriginal cast is a start. 
Niro mentions that her target audience was aboriginal people. "I want 
them," she says, "to relate to the situations in this film without trying to 
find a way in." Although many parts may appeal particularly to aboriginal 
audiences, Niro manages to maintain the film's appeal for a general 
audience. What I found particularly interesting was the discursive posi-
tion in which we as the viewing subjects find ourselves. Although there 
are no new filmic techniques presented, no complicated narrative, no overt 
cynicism, the film does bring us into the secret world of Indians in a way 
totally different from "ethno-films"—those academic works or scientific 
reporting called "visual anthropology." Jay Ruby states that "Ethnographic 
film has always been a field dominated by documentary filmmakers who 
fancy themselves amateur anthropologists" (3). But, "Since the Vietnam 
War, North American anthropologists have been made acutely aware of 
the need to examine the political and moral implications of their work and 
the complexities involved in using the Other as the subject of their 
research" (14). But unlike anthro-films, whose viewing subjects are pri-
marily non-aboriginal, Niro's viewing subjects include both aboriginal 
and non-aboriginal people. Her filmic text is intended for everyone, whereas 
the anthro-film's statement of the world is intended for a specific audi-
ence. Since we are constituted as subjects within discourse, film is one 
medium that allows that reconstruction. For example, in Niro's film we 
are spoken to, we are inside the discourse, we relate to the fictional char-
acters; in anthro-films, on the other hand, we are outside the discourse.19 

In the anthro-film scenario, the dialogue is between the filmmaker (the 
"speaking subject") and us ("the subject of speech"), as we watch the 
spoken-about subject. In Niro's film, we the "spoken subject" (or, third 
person) watch the dialogue between the "speaking subject" and "subject 
of speech." In both cases we are constituted within the discourse as the 
"projected viewer." Silverman would say that in Niro's film, the connec-
tion is between the viewer and the fictional characters; in the anthro-film, 
the connection is between the level of enunciation and the viewer (199). 

There may be times viewers think, "I don't get it!," because they 
missed a joke, but these moments are rare. They may find parts difficult 
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to untangle, such as the climax of the film when we discover the charac-
ter Zachary John stealing traditional Powwow outfits from local dancers 
and hiding them. In the privacy of his basement, he secretly practises a 
woman's dance, while wearing a "jingle dress." Aware that his private is 
our public, unlike anthro-films that are denied access into the private, 
we are discursively constituted as subjects. We can relate to the pain and 
angst of this character. It is a rather difficult moment in the film. We 
have come to know Zachary as gay and Indian, consequently we see 
him on the fringe. As Niro explains: "[Zachary John] owns a rival bar 
across the street. He competes with a karaoke set-up, thinking he is keep-
ing in step with modern times. His earnestness towards the community 
is demonstrated through acts of entrepreneurship, for example, offering 
vegetarian meals in his restaurant." Stealing Powwow outfits is his way 
of playing out his fantasy of being a jingle-dress dancer, of finding 
meaning in his life. Yet, what eludes him is social acceptance, and being 
understood. He is repudiated for having multiple identities; instead, he 
has been culturally written as fragmented. He doesn't represent only 
gay Indian men; in fact, he is the post-reservation Indian who must 
negotiate the discursive boundaries set up by traditional aboriginal com-
munities, which are usually assumed to be free of problems of identity. 
But this is not always the situation. As Niro herself says about identity 
issues and community: "The city of Brantford is away from any major 
art centre, therefore I am marginalized. The reserve I come from is about 
a fifteen-minute drive from my home. Again, I am marginalized as I am 
now an urban Native." The reader may ask: Is Shelley Niro, Zachary John, 
or vice versa? Film is an expression of experience—one way of 
knowing and understanding the world. 

Niro's installation (1998, fig. 39b) in Reservation X features objects 
from the film, including highly imaginative Powwow costumes made from 
elements as unlikely as audiotape and tennis balls. In the film, these 
costumes replaced the ones Zachary John pilfered. A short out-take from 
the film helps explain their identity. These replacements, manufactured 
out of found materials—rubber tires, candy, broom heads—are encased in 
large wooden frames decorated with Christmas lights. Niro presents the 
costumes like a fashion show: on mannequins. Their effect is real, both in 
the film and in the installation, in the sense that they could be worn to a 
Powwow. Up close, they betray themselves as inauthentic; but, in the post-
modern, post-reservation world, what is real or authentic? The uninformed 
viewer of this exhibition may see these objects as real, and not simulacra. 
Here again is that outrageous Indian humour that Niro is so adept at 
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articulating. These objects are neither artifact nor synecdoche, but a meta-
phor for disenfranchisement, of being at the edge, or in some liminal space. 
It is "reservation x." It is commonplace these days to watch "fashion TV," 
where the creations are just as unreal as these. The signs and meaning 
change depending on the context. Niro seems to say that these outfits are 
not any more outrageous than those we find in stores for the consumer 
who wants to play Indian. Children want to play Indian; Zachary John 
wanted to be a jingle-dress dancer, but because he is adult, his mimetic 
experience had to be private. We are unsure if the models in the film wanted 
to be models or Powwow dancers. Wanting to be something or someone 
else—that is the post-modern/post-reservation question. The answer is, of 
course, that one can be all of these. 

Jolene Rickard 
Jolene Rickard's Corn Blue Room (1998, fig. 40a,b) is a complex work 
contained within the traditional Iroquoian spatial concept of the 
"Longhouse." Like the Kwakwaka'wakw Big House, the Longhouse is 
the community's centre; it is in the interior space of the Longhouse that 
two clans cement their identity. The Iroquoian Longhouse was owned 

fig. 40a Jolene Rickard, Com Blue Room, 1998. 
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fig. 40b Jolene Rickard, Corn Blue Room, 1998. 

by the woman; the matron with her daughters, her younger sisters, and 
all their husbands, occupied a Longhouse, while the brothers and sons 
moved away to live with their wives. The Longhouse was particularly 
long, often accommodating up to ten families; indeed, the Iroquoian 
people call themselves "Haudenosaunee," or, People of the Longhouse. 

Moreover, the Longhouse has long been conceptualized as politi-
cal idea in reference to the union of the five Iroquoian nations, often 
called the Iroquois Confederacy or the League of Iroquois.20 The League 
gave itself the name the "Great Peace," suggesting that for its members 
to war against each other was no longer an option. The present-day 
Tuscarora, of whom Rickard is a member, are the Sixth Nation in the 
Confederacy. They originally came from North Carolina after the 
Tuscarora Wars in 1711 -1713. Rickard says: "We were welcomed by the 
Oneida people [...] through the adopting nation, the Cayuga. We reside 
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under the wing of our elder brother the Tonawanda Seneca. For this we 
are grateful."21 

Jolene Rickard, artist and educator, is from the Tuscarora Nation 
in Sanborn, New York. She studied at the London College of Printing, 
London, England, completed her Bachelor of Fine Arts at Rochester 
Institute of Technology, Rochester, New York, her Master of Fine Arts at 
Buffalo State College, New York, and her Ph.D. at the State University 
of New York at Buffalo. 

In Corn Blue Room Rickard explores the positive and negative 
effects of modern technologies on Native communities. She uses a wall 
of photographs mounted on two sides of steel frames, which then are 
positioned to mark out a visual space reminiscent of the Iroquoian 
Longhouse. Inside the house are several hanging braids of corn, lit with 
blue lights; as well, there is an interactive CD-ROM and projection. These 
tell a complex narrative, dealing with the territorial and cultural sover-
eignty that her people wish to reclaim. Rickard's installation, centred on 
the power of the electronic image, ironically illuminates the underside of 
technology— in particular, the hydroelectric project that took a third of 
her community's land. Corn Blue Room has two entry points bisecting the 
conceptual Longhouse: on one side, we see photographic images of the 
Robert Moses Power Authority; on the other, we see images of corn. At 
the foot of the back wall lies a row of rocks, metaphors for the line of 
people as they resisted the Power Authority. 

At the computer station, we find a collage of images culled from 
photographs Rickard has taken over the years. Many of these images 
refer to events in her own life. In particular, we see images of the annual 
Border Crossing Celebration that takes place between Buffalo, New York, 
and Niagara Falls, Ontario. These border crossings are political protests, 
commemorations, and celebrations. Begun in 1926 by her paternal grand-
father, Clinton Rickard, Chief of the Beaver Clan, the Border Crossing 
Celebration situates their personal, political, and honourable identity. 
The point of these celebrations is to affirm rights and tradition, the defense 
of Indian rights against extinguishment by governments, and the endur-
ance of aboriginal life, particularly the recognition of connections with 
other Iroquoian nations across the border. Each year, hundreds of 
aboriginal people gather here to participate in a peaceful demonstration 
of aboriginal rights. Rickard says: "I need to do something that reconfirms 
our borders—the 'borders of sovereignty' the geopolitical borders that 
mark our nationhood, reservation, self-determination, and our territo-
ries." The photographic images that ring the space were taken by Rickard: 
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on one side are images close to her heart; on the other, are images that 
tear at her heart. The computer station stands symbolically in the middle 
of the Longhouse to remind us that the Tuscarora are very much part of 
the modern world. We are to understand the computer as a tool that 
mediates the generations. High technology is not out of keeping with 
aboriginal people's ability to adapt and be creative in the surrounding 
world, provided it does not displace the philosophy and principles of 
being Tuscarora. Together, symbols of tradition and modernity are able 
to coexist. 

As part of the modern world, the Tuscarora have had to confront 
other authorities. Since the mid-1950s, they have been fighting the New 
York Power Authority, in particular the Robert Moses-Robert H. Saunders 
Power Dam,22 which appropriated one-third of Tuscarora land. Before doing 
so, the Power Authority had to relocate the Tuscarora. In a move that 
reminds us of the lone man facing government tanks in Tiananmen Square, 
Tuscarora women with their children stepped forward and lay in front of 
the bulldozers. "They say the operating engineers were told to run them 
over. They couldn't do it; instead, they tossed their keys into puddles so 
that no one could run the equipment until the issue was resolved in a more 
humane way [...] We lost a lot. Some writers have said it was the first real 
resistance [...] and catalyst for Native peoples [...] to fight for our home-
lands." It was a partial victory, and it remains a sad state of affairs. Today, 
Rickard regularly travels across the reservoir that floods over the 
reservation. The images evoke painful memories of powerful forces slowly 
encroaching upon their land. Nevertheless, it is "art" that provides Rickard 
with the intellectual and polemic space to synthesize her ideas: "the re-
formulation of traditional knowledge, of inherited familial knowledge, 
and of lived experience." She says that there is irony in how they are so 
dominated by electricity. After all, how would she be able to operate her 
high-tech installation? The power is not in the electrical energy; on the 
contrary, it is in the effects of intellectual knowledge. 

I would like to offer a few interpretations of Rickard's "corn blue" 
room. First, the corn blue is not the blue corn that is the basis for many 
of the Southwestern dishes we all love to eat, even though in the instal-
lation she bathes the yellow corn in blue light. If she wanted blue corn, 
she would have used blue corn; anyhow, Rickard presents us with a semi-
otic problem. Mieke Bal ( 1998) argues that semiotics privileges meaning. 
Taking that as my sign, I suggest that the word "blue" mystifies the 
reading. The word itself in some Iroquoian languages like Mohawk, is 
orónya, and refers to the idea we know as "sky." From this, if the blue of 
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the sky and the colour blue are synonymous, then does that mean that 
anything coloured blue is of the sky? I would like to read this a little 
further. In Rickard's installation, braids of corn are hung from the ceiling 
and rafters to dry.23 There would have been a similar practice in the 
Longhouse. In the Iroquois Creation narrative, it is Sky Woman who falls 
from a hole in the sky. Her fall is absorbed by geese who gently put her 
onto the back of a turtle, who is floating on water because there was no 
land. As the story continues, land is formed on the back of the turtle only 
after the muskrat is able to deliver a bit of earth from beneath the waters. 
When Sky Woman fell, she brought with her seeds, which she planted on 
the earth to grow into all the plants we have come to know. Some of these 
seeds were likely corn, beans and squash, the "Three Sisters" of the Iroquois. 
In other interpretations, Sky Woman gave birth to twins, one of whom— 
the Good—was responsible for the sacred plant. Though corn is of the 
earth, it hangs from the sky. The blue sky and Sky Woman are likely syn-
onymous. If so, then the hanging corn refers to the sky from which Sky 
Woman fell. She is the Iroquoian Culture Hero. And as such, her meaning 
is still part of the indomitable spirit that gives strength to contemporary 
Iroquois. My final reading is that blue is also a metaphor for being de-
pressed, in a situation offering little hope, and bordering on despair. I would 
like to suggest that this is another aspect of the reality this room presents, in 
face of powerful external forces like the Robert Moses Power Authority. 
The long battles waged by the modern-day Tuscarora over territorial, 
cultural, and linguistic sovereignty are what gives them their identity. The 
Corn Blue Room is a struggle between the federal government, the power 
authority and the Longhouse authority. Somehow corn is what stands in 
their path. It is both the material and spiritual centre of Iroquoian culture. 
So long as the Tuscarora continue growing corn, they will know who they 
are. As Rickard says: "We centre ourselves around it to feed us on a 
spiritual and cultural level." The Power Authority harnesses the land, but 
at a tremendous cost to the people, the land and its resources. Tuscarora 
people still gather in the fall to celebrate the harvesting of crops as they 
have been doing for centuries. "We want to keep the seeds going," she 
says, "because they will feed our people for the next seven generations." 
In this sense, Corn Blue Room is about corn as much as it is about power. 

Mateo Romero 
The Painted Caves Shrine has been continuously used by the Pueblo Indians 
of the American Southwest. It is located in the present-day Bandelier 
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National Monument, high in the mountains near Los Almos, New Mexico, 
where there are hundreds of ruins of Anasazi cliff houses and pueblo-style 
dwellings. Though Bandelier's location is somewhat difficult to access, 
the descendants of the ancient Anasazi, the modern-day Pueblo people, 
still regard the Painted Caves Shrine as an especially powerful and spir-
itual place. Its natural appearance suggests the concave half of an open 
clam shell; open fully and exposed to its surroundings, it is also a natural 
amphitheatre. An arduous journey just to get there, coupled with a fifty-foot 
climb, leaves little doubt the original people who used this site understood 
its transcendent nature. The Painted Caves Shrine is an immense wall of 
paintings that reify the relationship and ideas specific to the people them-
selves who lived in this area. The Shrine contains many inspiring images, 
from simple geometric marks to very sophisticated images like church 
symbols, Conquistadores, horses, churches, and dates. As well, there are 
signatures, names, dates, and Latin-based numbers. In 1880, it was the 
men from nearby Cochiti Pueblo who first guided the self-taught Swiss 
anthropologist and historian Adolph F. A. Bandelier to this site, and whom 
the site was named after in 1916 by the U.S. Forest Service. The very idea 
of "discovering" these sites today may be contentious, because aboriginal 
people argue they have always known of their existence. Therefore, they 
see these sites as "living" and use them continuously to maintain their 
relationship to all of creation. Today, the idea of adding new paintings to 
the Shrine may not be as meaningful as presenting the spirit world with 
various offerings. Far more than a pictographic site for tourists, students 
and scholars, the Shrine is the spiritual centre for the area's aboriginal 
people. "It's a living shrine," Mateo Romero reminds us, "because it's still 
in use." Signs of this continual use include offerings of antlers and cornmeal 
placed in different areas. Thus, today the Painted Caves Shrine gives the 
Pueblos their identity and is an inspiration for artists like Romero to 
rekindle its meaning. 

Mateo Romero, a Southern Keresan Cochiti Pueblo member, did 
his undergraduate studies at Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire, 
and later completed a Master of Fine Arts at the University of New Mexico. 
He currently lives and works in the Pueblo of Pojoaque, New Mexico. 

Inspired by the Shrine's physical shape and painted images, Romero 
in turn depicts an evolving visual historical narrative of his people. His 
own Painted Caves (1998, fig. 41) is not a reconstruction of the original 
site; rather it is a distillation of the cave's concave shape, its painting, 
and the practice of offering. The semi-circular, elliptical structure in 
which a twenty-four foot long drawing is suspended, suggests the 
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shrine's inner space and the metaphysical journey of the artist. Atop the 
curving wall is a "kiva-stepped" formation suggestive of small "beehive 
shaped" fireplaces, and towards the end of the curve, the walls straighten 
out. Speakers positioned atop the walls face inward so that the viewer/ 
listener standing at the centre would be totally enveloped by the sound-
track of traditional Pueblo singing, reminding us of another way of spiritual 
communication. Lining the curved wall is his over-sized drawing that is 
read from left to right. It is a complex allegorical work that has little to 
do with images from the actual Painted Caves Shrine of Bandelier; 
rather, he presents us with new themes. Finally, in the installation 
Romero positions nichos, or small niches or carved shelves in the wall, 
at each end of the hollow, to intimate the idea of offering, in which he 
places sand rather than cornmeal. 

Romero presents us with two major themes: historical and spiritual 
identity. First, he suggests that the Pueblo people are affected by a whole 
series of historical discontinuities (ruptures, breaks, mutations, and trans-
formations) that give them their particular identity. As Foucault (1972) 
points out: "the problem is no longer one of tradition, of tracing a line, 
but one of division, of limits; it is no longer one of lasting foundations, 
but one of transformations that serve as new foundations, the rebuilding 
of foundations" (5). Though this idea may seem at first to fly in the face 
of traditionalists who hold on to the idea of everlasting foundations, we 
see in Romero's piece his articulations of many historical discontinuities 
that indeed tell of a greater story. It is further arguable that before the 

fig. 41   Mateo Romero. Painted Caves 1998 
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arrival of Europeans in this area, other ruptures occurred. For example, 
archaeological evidence shows the existence of an ancient tribe, known 
to modern-day Pueblo by the Navajo term Anasazi, or "ancient ones," 
who lived about 2,000 years ago. They occupied pit houses, cultivated 
com, beans, and squash, and lived in small scattered settlements of one 
or two families. About 800 years ago, a much larger group began living 
together, creating larger villages or pueblos, some as extensive as forty 
rooms. These Anasazi scooped out dwellings from the soft volcanic tuff 
walls of the Pajarito Plateau to create cave-like, multi-story masonry 
buildings. By 1500, with the arrival of the Spanish, the residents left this 
area, never to return. Their descendants live in present-day Cochiti and 
San Ildefonso Pueblos. 

In Painted Caves Romero highlights the discontinuities since 
1500. In the first instance, the ancient Anasazi enter into the frame, 
stopping, looking, and pointing across the Rio Grande. In the back-
ground we see their primary activity of agriculture, assisted by elabo-
rate irrigation systems. In the river, two women go about their daily 
chores oblivious to the scene at which the men are pointing. The man's 
pointing is a helpless, but portentous gesture, because across the river 
we are witness to atrocities of immense proportion inflicted on the 
Pueblo people by Spanish Conquistadores. The people's dismembered 
bodies lie in waste as a religious figure prays for them. At the end of 
the sixteenth century, Don Juan de Onate led a band of Conquistadores 
into the Rio Grande valley from Mexico (then New Spain), conquer-
ing most of the Pueblos along the river. Acoma Pueblo resisted, and in 
retribution Onate massacred the women and children, and severed the 
right foot from each of twenty-four warriors. Fifteen hundred people 
died, the surviving fifteen hundred eventually submitted to Spanish 
rule. In the final scene, we see enormous changes. We follow a road, 
and on it, we see the modern-day Pueblo walking and dancing into the 
future. Employment outside the Pueblo is far more attractive than 
maintaining crops. The entire Pueblo lifestyle is overlayed by a post-
industrial, capitalist modernity of planes, trains, and automobiles. The 
arrival of the Santa Fe Railroad in 1880 helped create an economic 
revolution in New Mexico. With its signature red and silver "war bonnet" 
passenger trains, the Santa Fe Railroad played a key role in promoting 
the arts and crafts of the Southwest and images of the Native American, 
creating a "romantic" vision of the region and thus encouraging 
tourism. Ancient kivas, circular ceremonial structures, are overlayed 
by adobe-styled Christian churches. An "economic pie" floats in 
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amongst all these other elements as an indicator of competing interests. 
The artist signs his name near the hand prints as a contrast to a 
complex bar-code and a bingo chip on the right. Is all that remains 
of the essence of the Pueblo dancing in the lights of the casino for 
the tourist? These transformations are problematic for all Pueblo 
people today. How do they make sense of who they are within this 
complex reality? 

The idea that pulls the Pueblo people together is a profound sense 
of a spiritual identity. By looking back at the past from the critical dis-
tance of the present, we see the urgency of a Pueblo or Cochiti identity. 
Who are they today? What sustains them? Spirituality and philosophy 
remain the core of most of the nineteen Pueblos languages. Although the 
Pueblos are in close proximity to each other, and subject to the same 
natural forces, each one has its own identity. Language differentiates 
each of them, though modern-day governance makes them similar. 
Romero gives us one divine sign of this spiritual identity that draws 
together a Pueblo identity: it is rain; more specifically, it is the "rain-
cloud." In the desert where there is an eternal hope for rain, the Pueblo 
people manage to sustain themselves by modern means; yet it is the 
environment in this "land of enchantment" that gives them their identity. 
In Painted Caves, cloud symbols are everywhere. We see the rain-bird, 
and beside it a male figure drips rain (semen) onto the plants and the 
women—a signification of the people's eternal relation with the land 
and cosmos. Another rain element is the large kiva-stepped pattern above 
the drawing, pulling everything together as a symbol of the clouds. The 
rains have always come, and they will continue to fall as long as there 
are offerings made to please the spirits. Although the rain in our era has 
been turned acid by industrial waste, the people of the Southwest will 
continue to maintain a strong sense of identity so long as they cherish 
their relationship to the land. In Romero's installation, we come to 
understand that the nichos are here because they signify that eternal 
relation, and his continuing affirmation that he is a Pueblo and Cochiti. 

Romero was born in Berkeley, California, and now lives with his 
family in Pueblo of Pojoaque, up the Rio Grande from Cochiti.24 He is 
part ofthat new generation he pictures in the last segment ofPainted Caves. 
This work, in effect, signifies "reservation x," and is a powerful reminder 
that the Southwest also experiences historical discontinuities, whether its 
inhabitants know it or not. This is why I believe the Painted Caves Shrine 
can be used only as a place of offering. It represents a vestige of the cul-
ture to which the people must hold. 
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C. Maxx Stevens 
C. Maxx Stevens is from the Seminole Nation of Oklahoma. The name 
Seminole comes from the Spanish word "cimarrones" meaning "sav-
ages or runaway slaves" (some authors use semanoli). This is ironic 
since many of the Seminole had resisted slavery and fought a war of 
attrition against foreign invaders. The Seminole Nation was made up of 
a mix of related peoples whose ancestors were mostly Creek. They once 
inhabited the southwestern United States. During the early nineteenth 
century, they were forcibly removed from their territory because of the 
burgeoning cotton industry's increased demand for land. The Indian 
Removal Act J830 affected the Five Civilized Tribes including the 
Cherokee, Creek, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Seminole. They were all 
forced to walk a thousand miles in the now infamous Trail of Tears, 
from the Southeast to an area once known as "Indian Territory," now the 
state of Oklahoma. A large division of Seminoles moved in 1836, but 
the ancestors of the present-day Florida Seminoles managed to conceal 
themselves in the Everglades and thus avoid the tragedy of their 
Oklahoma relatives. 

The second and third major disruptions to Seminole communities 
were the systematic removal of children to educational facilities known 
as "boarding schools," and the assimilation program that affected entire 
families. The intent of the boarding school was to remove children from 
their families because it was believed they were easier to assimilate than 
adults. They were taken en masse from their homes and sent far away to 
military-style schools, removed from home, family, community. The 
second re(dis)location wave occurred in the 1950s, when huge numbers 
of Indian people were compelled to move into large American cities, 
because the government believed that by taking them away from the 
land they would become useful, hard-working citizens. After all, the 
government was of the opinion that Indian people were not making good 
use of their lands, as they were leasing land to non-Indian people instead 
of using it themselves. The Indian Relocation Act 1956 affected many 
families. C. Maxx Stevens's family had already moved to Wichita in 
1954, just prior to the migration. Most Indian families who moved to the 
city were often poorly equipped for urban living; yet some managed to 
find work. The Indian families in Wichita, for instance, survived by build-
ing airplanes for the government. 

Stevens has drawn on these themes over the past several years. One 
of her earlier works that dealt with the issue of community and identity, 
for example, was Dreaming of Circles and Chairs (1991, fig. 42). In the 
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middle of a room, collaged together with bits and pieces of scrap 
lumber, sit four chairs, back-to-back. The circle of chairs is a play on 
the "four directions" philosophy. Either one or four sitters can become 
the centre of the universe. In this work, Stevens says that you are at the 
centre of the universe no matter where you are, either in the city or in the 
country. She also speaks to issues of growing up in Wichita, posing the 

fig. 42 C. Maxx Stevens, Dreaming of Circles and Chairs, 1991 

fig. 43 C. Maxx Stevens, History: True or False, 1993. 
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question: "If you're urban, are you Indian? If you're not, what are you?" 
This is a rhetorical question that nevertheless gnaws away at the self. It 
situates people in a position of "otherness" by questioning their authen-
ticity. In a later work, an exterior installation, History: True or False 
(1993, fig. 43), Stevens started using old school chairs in a circular 
arrangement around a quasi-excavation. This time the chairs are look-
ing inward. On each desk is a book containing the words: "History," 
"True," "Or," "False." In the central excavation pit are figures in 
various stages of fragmentation. The surrounding desks project a sense 
of authority, and of discursively evaluating this evidence of humanity. 
The institutional character of the chairs informs us of the power of the 
establishment's text, whose truth is apparently unassailable. Finally, 
in Fragments of Life (1994, not shown), she address issues of her historical, 
tribal, and urban identity—all components of a multiple modern 
persona. This piece consists of part of a steel drawer, on the back of 
which is a collage. The poetic and narrative words, "Fighting" and 
"Surviving in Cities," describe the condition of the "Urban Indian." A 
photograph of a city and floating houses suggests the disharmony of 
urban living. It is the most poignant piece in a similar series of works 
reflecting on the despair aboriginal people faced when they were moved 
into cities in the 1950s and 1960s. As well, it is an unapologetic look at 
her life—that of a modern Seminole urban woman. 

Stevens's work is "self-portraiture," though not in the traditional 
sense. Rather, she layers each piece with signs from her own life. She 
says that her commitment is "in creating sculptural environments that 
tell stories about history, the present state, and our hope in the future." 
She describes herself as an "unspeaking visual storyteller," a practice 
influenced by her father who often told stories of the history and culture 
of the Seminole nation. She credits him as having a great impact on her 
later work, particularly the practice of storytelling. 

Stevens's career includes teaching in art schools. As a result of 
personal life experiences within pedagogical contexts, she takes the 
responsibility of teaching very seriously. Though her work is done within 
institutional frameworks, her strategy is not so much to convince 
students, as to inform them of alternative ways of seeing. An example 
she often uses is encouraging her students to "listen to the crows [...] 
watch the winds [...] listen to the elders [...] watch for signs [...] honour 
their past and themselves."25 For Stevens, crows are a symbol of self-
reflection because like her, they move everywhere, and are therefore an 
important part of her life. She considers them messengers. 
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Her installation, if these walls could talk (1998, fig. 44a,b), is a 
story of educational systems and the survival of community, of main-
taining a sense of Seminole-ness in the modern world. This work 
addresses discordant, contradictory, and confusing messages. The in-
stallation is divided in two: on one side are school desks overlaid with 
books; at the other end of the room is a long table topped with onions. A 
radio playing the voice of the artist's mother sits at one end. In the school 
section, the perimeter walls have approximately twenty speakers 
imbedded in them that continuously play the stories of her former students. 
if these walls could talk is a simple yet complex work that integrates all 
the thematic elements previously outlined—Seminole and family history, 
education, storytelling and community. The work asks the question: How 
does one live in two worlds? This may seem like a reductionist frame-
work, but the idea is more complicated. Stevens asked former students 
of hers from Haskell and the Institute of American Indian Arts, as well 
as several friends, to tell her their stories. She took the stories and 
animated them in the installation by embedding them in the wall. The 
listener hears voices addressing issues of education and community, with 
an underlying subtext of identity. 

fig. 44a C. Maxx Stevens, if these walls could talk, 1998. 
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fig. 44b C. Maxx Stevens, if these walls could talk, 1998. 

Furthermore, on one chair in the classroom sits a cinnamon roll. 
The artist says: "At the beginning of every year, I would always get kind 
of nervous and kind of scared. I got up one time and said, 'Hi, I'm Maxx 
and I'm a cinnamon roll' ,"26 This humorous faux pas in the formal context 
is embarrassing; whereas, in a communal context of an Oklahoma sensi-
bility, her family would see the humour and laugh with Maxx, not at her. 
The onions on the table refer to a harvesting activity, but in the context 
of Stevens's faux pas, the onions would undoubtedly make everyone in 
her family cry and laugh together; whereas in the classroom, the gaffe 
would make her cry, while everyone else laughed. 

"Being an urban Indian has always been a source of dualism in my 
work, and that sometimes gives the viewer a sense of the conflict it 
generates."27 

if these walls could talk articulates contradiction and struggle. The 
installation embodies a sense of want that tears at the emotive conscious-
ness of aboriginal people. It responds to the idea of "reservation x" in its 
spatiality of difference, even while it plays on concepts of duality. 
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Conclusion 
We can elaborate upon Mary Longman's dictum that there is no fixed 
address for "reservation x," taking it beyond the radical expanse of spatial 
movement or nomadism. Thus, we can conclude that this idea conveys 
not simply agency, but also a position within a discursive field. In the 
first consideration, the "new tribe" moves continually: for them trans-
portation is ubiquitous, space is not a foreign concept. They see its 
limitations and its freedoms; they see their place within the shifting 
parameters of the art world; they see the complexity and latitude it brings 
to their practice; and at the local community level, they see the limita-
tions on aspects of their practice, but also the closeness of others with 
whom they can identify. As a discursive process, and from the position 
of "reservation x," aboriginal contemporary artists engage in many 
worlds, productively, creatively, and at times, subversively. As a discur-
sive practice, their address becomes more complex to includes ways of 
viewing the world, ways of speaking to the world from multiple 
perspectives, and ways of performing. As we have seen in so many of 
these artists' works, they now have a place to stand. They have audi-
ences willing to listen. Their works are multiple and diverse statements 
of being. Their manner of articulation draws upon tradition and modernity 
without anxiety; their skill of performance brings them into contact with 
many artists, locally, nationally, and internationally; and their intelli-
gence often applies both wit and ingenuity. 

All these artists were brought together for this exhibition because 
of their common concern to weave community and identity as an 
expression of the need to understand a contemporary reality, which for 
them can only be articulated in art. Thus, "reservation x" is both a meta-
phor for the "new tribe" and a space to speak and act in the world. 

Notes 
1 Today, "Indian Reserve" is a problematic term: many tribal governments prefer the 

term "First Nations Reserve" to indicate their unique historical status in relation to 
Canada's so-called founding nations, and it is a circumstance of the post-reservation. 

2 In Jack Funk and Gordon Lobe ...And They Told Us Their Stories: A Book of Indian 
Stories, (Saskatoon: Saskatoon District Tribal Council, 1991) 32. 

3 Homi Bhabha's notion of hybridity is as follows: "for me the importance of hybridity 
is not to be able to trace two original moments from which the third emerges, rather 
hybridity to me is the 'third space' which enables other positions to emerge. This third 
space displaces histories that constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new 
political initiatives, which are uniquely understood through received wisdom." See 
"The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha." Identity: Community, Culture, 
Difference, Ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990) 211. 
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4 The laconic term, "the rez," which has been around for some time, is gaining wider 
usage in the arts. The popular CBC television program The Rez features young abo-
riginal actors on some Reservation X. "The rez" is a cool expression taken up by 
young urban Indians to refer to a cool Indian community. Its hip-hop style abrogates 
our old understanding and infuses the word with new, powerful, and ironic messages. 
Contemporary authors and artists find this usage resonating with a bold and tenacious 
spirit. It is a term of appropriation and articulation, of taking something and using it to 
advantage. "Rez talk" now plays a part in the language of Indian country as does that 
of the "hood" in Black communities, or the barrio in urban Chicano communities. 
Though "the rez" may now mean any Indian community, urban or rural, it signifies the 
complexities, paradoxes, and contradictions of living on the rez. 

5 French Sociologist, Michel Maffesoli interviewed by Marco Senaldi in Flash Art 
News, p.59, on issues of artistic practice. 

6 For further development on this idea, see Chapter 3. For more on the "third space," 
see Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-
Imagined Places (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). 

7 The American Southwest has had the longest and most continuous artistic development 
of any place in North America. Artists gravitate towards the art market centres of Santa 
Fe, Albuquerque, and Phoenix, where many make a highly successful living. The Insti-
tute of American Indian Arts (I AI A) in Santa Fe has influenced several generations of 
artists, with its strong sense of identity and community for aboriginal students from all 
across the United States. Similarly, in northern British Columbia the community of ' Ksan, 
near Hazelton, set up a school to provide economic opportunities for young artists to 
revive interest in Northwest Coast Indian art. Both these institutions thrived for a short 
time. IAIA is still clinging to life; 'Ksan seemed to achieve its goals, at which point all 
the artists returned to their respective communities. Unlike the aboriginality inspired 
universality of IAIA, 'Ksan's focus was regional. 

8 Lernen states that changes "are disrupting the most fundamental structures that under-
lie the modern world—structures that were built up and have endured for nearly half a 
millennium." These changes are: the collapse of the Euro-American world colonial 
system; there are no longer unrivalled and imperial centres; and, the opposition to a 
universal world culture based on Euro-American values. Lemert goes on to state that 
new social movements, re-emergence of ethnicities, and reappearance of traditionalist 
cultures, are the new influences that are changing "the modern world" (31-36). 

9 The idea of the "tree of life," "celestial tree," "the cosmic tree," is almost world-
wide. It is theorized as the axis mundi, the connection between the earth and sky, the 
funnel within which the tribal shaman is able to travel. For a number of aboriginal 
tribes in Canada, the tree of life is from the creation narrative. See Eliade and the 
reference to Jolene Rickard and "Sky Woman." 

10 Nora Naranjo-Morse, personal interview, March 1997. 
11 Naranjo-Morse. 
12 HUD stands for Housing and Urban Development, a United States government-

sponsored project. 
13 Naranjo-Morse. 
14 Naranjo-Morse. 
15 Marianne Nicolson, personal interview, 1997. 
16 Marianne Nicolson's notes sent to me as part of her proposal, summer 1997. 
17 Nicolson's notes. 
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18 Shelley Niro, personal interview, March 1997. 
19 I have been using some of the analytical strategies outlined in Silverman (1983), 

195-201, particularly her reading of Emile Beneviste. 
20 The political framework of the League is as follows: At its western door were the 

Seneca, "Great Hill People;" then the Cayuga, "of the Marsh;" next the Onondaga, 
"on the Hills," keeper of the central fire; then the Oneida, "of the Boulder" and, last, 
the Mohawk, "of the Place of Flint," keepers of the eastern door. 

21 Jolene Rickard, personal interview, March 1996. 
22 Spanning the Canada-U.S. border at Massena, New York, this hydroelectric facility 

is supposed to produce the cleanest and cheapest power in North America. The 
dam's generating units can produce enough electricity to light Washington, D.C., 
which has a population of over 600,000. Construction started in 1954 and was 
completed in 1959, at a cost of over $650 million, shared between New York and 
Ontario. A total of 95 million cubic yards of earth was excavated. The material 
needed included: 3.2 million cubic yards of concrete, 2 million tons of sand, 
3.2 million tons of stone, 28,000 tons of structural steel, 20,200 tons of gates, hoists 
and cranes, 59,300 tons of reinforcing steel, and 3.6 million barrels of cement. There 
was a total workforce of 11,610. These facts were obtained from the New York 
Power Authority Web-site: www.stl.nypa.gov/power.html 

23 During my visit to see Rickard, we conducted the interview in her uncle's barn, 
where hundreds of corn stalks hung from the ceiling to dry. It was a powerful sight. 
It became evident to me how important corn is to who they are. 

24 Mateo Romero, personal interview, March 29, 1997. This is how he described his 
situation: "The boundaries of the culture are so restrictive that I find that I become a 
refugee, a self-exile, that I live in a northern community, because they are a little 
more progressive, a little more acculturated, a little more intermarried, a little more 
open to talking about things, about the art, and things like that [...] they're not 
decentred at all, they're just more open in many ways." 

25 C. Maxx Stevens, personal interview, March 1997. 
26 Stevens. 
27 Stevens. 

http://www.stl.nypa.gov/power.html
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8 
Conclusion 

In his book, The Millennium: Tribal Wisdom and the Modern World, the 
Harvard anthropologist, David Maybury-Lewis, compares the issue of 
identity between aboriginal peoples and the mainstream Western popu-
lation. "Curiously enough," he declares: 

tribal peoples who are given a chance—who are not physically 
massacred or economically or socially overpowered so they are 
reduced to destitution—seem to have much less problem main-
taining their own identity than we do. We are the people who are 
constantly worried about our own identity and feel it is threatened 
by diversity, multiculturalism, and so on (279). 

To cite an example, Guy Brett, the British art critic, saw his cultural identity 
as an Englishman as unproblematic—at least, this is what he had always 
assumed. His lack of awareness was made apparent to him by Mexican-
American artist, Guillermo Gomez-Pena, who questioned him as to his 
cultural identity. To Brett's surprise, he now looked into Lacan's mirror, and 
suddenly realised his "otherness" and status as a white male Anglo-Saxon. 
"Dominant cultures," he says "[often see themselves as] whole and beyond 
question [...] accustomed to rule, to decide, to explain, to define. This is our 
conception of knowledge. But this self-confidence today is actually hollow, 
like an empty suit of clothes, a kind of void" (1992:52). Charles Lemert 
called the void, a "lost centre" (98); and Maybury-Lewis feels the centre 
itself is threatened. Madan Sarup sees the West's preoccupation with 
identity as relating to its confidence and weakened sense of self: "It could 
be said that the impulse to preserve the past is part of the impulse to preserve 
the self.[...] The past is the foundation of individual and collective identity" 
(97). "Nowadays," says Thomas McEvilley of our changing world, "we see 
the next age not as a Prussian ordering or homogenization of world-wide 
culture, but as a pluralistic globalization of it. [...] Instead of one deeply 
etched line crossing the page, a series of more lightly inscribed lines run 
parallel" (142-144). The world colonial systems have been arrested and 
supplanted by decolonization movements. Despite this progress, aboriginal 
people in Canada continue to remain very much in a position in which 
domination and subordination are defining terms. 

As I pointed out in Chapter 2, the federal government enforced 
draconian policies to rid aboriginal peoples of their specific identities 
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(a kind of "ethnic cleansing"), and impose on them identities acceptable 
to mainstream society. Assimilation and acculturation were two 
processes used to reinforce this action. Despite this, aboriginal peo-
ples resisted—but at an enormous cost. Throughout the twentieth 
century, aboriginal political organizations unrelentingly struggled to 
bring about changes to this relationship. But, it was not until after World 
War II, a period I call post-reservation, that radical reconstruction took 
hold, including the increasing migration of people to cities, aboriginal 
leaders' demand for a new relationship with the federal government, 
aboriginal communities' control of educational systems and economic 
development projects, and aboriginal people's assertion of cultural free-
dom. Aboriginal people began to embrace the arts, both in urban and 
reserve spaces. Power structures shifted, as the federal government with 
its special relation with aboriginal people, saw them take far greater 
responsibility for their own affairs. Self-government, self-determination, 
and land claims are now discursive terms that hold significant currency; 
yet, their perceived efficacy far surpasses the simply post-colonial. 
Especially for visual artists and their work, these terms had ramifications 
that began appearing in many levels of society. 

Jimmie Durham, for example, looks at the problem with aboriginal 
identity in society as perpetuating stereotypes: "We only get to protect 
culture, we don't get to make a new thing. We get only to tell about the 
past, to tell about traditions, or to protect our traditions, we don't get to 
move forward, the way jazz [and] blues move forward" (1998:29). Nev-
ertheless, aboriginal people are more apt to hold on to things because of 
the suffering imposed by historical assimilationist processes. Because 
they have fought back to win legislation in their own favour, there is a 
need to want to hold on to the past. The question of whether or not 
"tradition" is an "albatross" doesn't prevent it from still being there. But 
many aboriginal contemporary artists feel the strong need for such an 
identity because it makes them different. For if they were to accept a 
modernist identity, they run the risk of getting lost in the art world with 
everyone else. They would then be forced to rely on new forms of self-
identity. Therefore, aboriginal communities will still practise traditions, 
and artists will continue to identify with those practices. The aboriginal 
artist sees the value of identity as "capital." 

As I have argued, the objectification of cultural identity through 
the arts has become key to this new consciousness, repeatedly played 
out on a national and international level by a new type of artist: one who 
moves freely about, living on or off the reserve; and one who recognizes 
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the unlimited potential of art to express—poignantly and critically, per-
sonally or universally, locally or pan-tribally—issues, situations, and 
perspectives that are extra-tribal. What differentiates these artists from 
previous generations is their relation to a complex world outside the 
traditional tribal framework, where they apply new visual languages, 
and play in the "field of force" called the art world. These new artists 
have emerged from different backgrounds, shaped by various circum-
stances. Some of them have been widely acknowledged as the voice of 
the people, since they too, have been constituted within colonial dis-
courses. It has been my thesis that they are not only carriers but in-
novators of culture, living betwixt and between several cultures and 
communities: finding comfort in the mainstream, in local aboriginal 
communities, and in liminal spaces between the two, where identity 
politics allows them to choose a position with respect to their identi-
ties, as members of one or more groups as their political point of 
departure. Nevertheless, they derive their foundation, in part, from a 
profound consciousness of their social, historical, political, and cul-
tural identity. Coterminous with these experiences are the artists' inter-
relations with aboriginal and non-aboriginal communities, where they 
assume positions with the recognition that such identity is discursively 
and politically paramount. While their connection to community often 
signifies continuity, there are other connections that come deep from 
within their personal life. For example, changing senses of identity at 
the local level—who one is, where one belongs, what one's place in the 
world is—are now profoundly affected by the accelerated forces of glo-
balization. Contests over the representations of personal and collective 
identity and the categories through which identity is filtered (class, gender, 
ethnicity, and nation state) now come with the recognition that we all 
live in highly contestable spaces—spaces that continually collide and 
mix. The artist sees these spaces of negotiation as mental and physical 
arenas for articulation. 

For the artist specifically, as for aboriginal people generally, iden-
tity has always played a critical role in affirming the continuity of cul-
ture. Personal memories, sad or happy, moments of joy or terror, are 
all inscribed in our consciousness. They are an easily manipulable text 
that can find expression in such means as art. Tribal memories, which 
are critical traces for oral cultures, are inscribed within the collective 
unconscious. Functioning to stabilize community, tribal memories are more 
conservative than personal memories. Consequently, for the contempo-
rary aboriginal artist who is connected to tradition and community, 
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balance is critical. For example, the ephemeral quality of speaking is 
like producing a trace. In contemporary art, the artist takes the oral 
narratives to create new texts, while respecting traditional orality. As 
the language of art, like the language of ceremony, orality must remain 
fundamental. However, we are now "writing the ceremony," 
concretizing and fixing the ephemeral narrative. As younger aborigi-
nal people become more educated, the idea of orality is in danger of 
becoming obsolete. The contemporary aboriginal artist has not rejected 
the idea of orality; on the contrary, art's ephemeral and ambiguous 
nature allows for multiple interpretations and thus in some ways helps 
preserve the idea of orality. This, I have argued, is a major reason why 
"installation art" has become increasingly popular as a medium of ex-
pression among aboriginal contemporary artists. It is continuous with a 
kind of traditional artistic practice, where, paradoxically, orality becomes 
preserved through the continuous act of shifting articulations. Contem-
porary installation art in effect replaces the single self-referential art 
object by process- and action-oriented works, consisting of several 
objects. Each of these objects relies on the other, and they are usually 
unable (or not made) to act on their own. Objects can be constantly 
rearranged, so that meaning becomes ever-more dynamic, and argu-
ably, reflects and continues the idea of orality. For some artists, the 
art-market forces are destructive to certain traditional ideas. In spite of 
this, the practice of creating installation art has become a strategic 
alternative for the continuity of ideas, and not simply objects. 

Aboriginal artistic self-expression is, likewise, no longer bound to 
specific places. Artists who often live away from established tribal spaces 
have been mediated by, and become mediators of, aboriginal identity in 
the modern world. As we have come to realize, the contemporary 
aboriginal artist in the 1970s and 1980s was largely influenced by the 
political discourse of cultural identity, and at the same time, by the art 
world's quality debate. In the 1990s, however, artists are now more likely 
to be concerned with the highly competitive nature of this discursive 
field where quality is to some extent, still one of the major issues. More 
recently, the struggle for identity, is not so much with the quality of 
expression, or with making the best and most original mark, but rather 
with what the mark means. In other words, from a semiotic perspective, 
it is not the sign that is the issue but the signification. The point where 
notions of identity come into play is the differential reading of signs, 
where the discursive boundaries become clearer. I recall seeing an exhi-
bition by contemporary Chicano artists at the Studio Museum in Harlem 
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a few years ago where I was profoundly affected by the fact that I could 
not read the works. Even though visually, they were powerfully moving, 
I had great difficulty reading the signs. My problem was that I had en-
tered into a whole new spatial reality where I was a complete stranger. 
Suddenly, there were no similarities—only differences. I contend that 
this is the mainstream's position when reading and thus accepting art 
that prefers to speak in a local, rather than international language. Mak-
ing art in this way may not be a directly political act. Rather, it is a way 
to articulate issues of interest and concern to the artist, where artists are 
trying to make sense of the complexities, contradictions, not only of 
everyday life in a modern world, but in their bounded world as well. 

A special function in this process befalls the museum. Institution-
ally and culturally, aboriginal people have been largely represented 
through the discursive space of the anthropology museum, and by ex-
tension, so too have aboriginal artists. From the perspective of the artist, 
the relation has been ambivalent: in terms of a space to exhibit, they 
really wanted to be associated with the art gallery. Still largely limited to 
exhibiting in anthropology museums as late as the 1980s, aboriginal artists 
soon realized the world in general was rapidly changing—they began 
finding new audiences for their work and patrons who were willing to 
make allowances for their new expressions—critiquing museums was 
like critiquing their "other." Often this was done within the museums, 
and at other times in art galleries. Artists like James Luna staged a blatant 
critique that struck at the very heart of the museum by tackling his 
audiences with "crack backs," or surprising his viewer when they least 
expect it. Other artists choose art galleries where audiences have come 
to expect works that discursively pounce on their subject, often through 
rhetorical strategies. Museums of ethnology are much more reticent 
because the public perceives their spaces as fairly neutral, where their 
discursive subjects are usually objectified and there is little chance of 
their opposition. Thus, galleries tend to be active in contrast to the more 
passive space of the museum. 

Aboriginal contemporary artists changed all that. And, in doing so, 
they engendered two transformations. First, they got over the fact that 
the museum was their only venue, because many were beginning to ex-
hibit their work in every space imaginable; to them, the museum was 
just another space. They were more in control of what and how their 
work was being presented. Second, and the most profound factor, is the 
ongoing relationship with the museum. Of all aboriginal people, they 
were the ones most often anchored to the museum as active subjects. 
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There were, of course, other aboriginal people subjectively engaged 
with the museum, especially those who were called "informants," who 
worked directly with ethnologists to assist them to frame particular 
ideas. But it is largely the artists who exacted change within the 
museum community. 

The exhibition The Spirit Sings also dramatically changed the way 
Canadians viewed the relationship between aboriginal people and 
museums, and it was a change artists had longed to bring about. The trans-
formation that took place during The Spirit Sings resulted from the com-
bined forces of aboriginal people during the Calgary Olympics of 1988. 
The world was moved more by a small band of northern Alberta Crée 
being displaced by a giant oil company and a duplicitous government, 
than by the exhibition itself. The media saw in the Crée a story; the Crée 
saw in the media, the medium. Together they combined to energize the 
museum community. The relation between the museum and the aboriginal 
community changed dramatically, enough that a Task Force was created 
to examine this relationship and recommend changes. The artists whose 
identity had always been safe in museums now assumed a greater discur-
sive stance, not just in museums but in the art world as well. 

Aboriginality is based in the people's profound connection to land, 
that is furthermore articulated in specific tribal languages. This affinity 
is highly significant to the ideological basis that has long differentiated 
them from many other Canadians and Americans. David Abram points 
to the importance of language to this idea of aboriginality: "Enacted 
primarily in song, prayer, and story, among oral peoples language func-
tions not simply to dialogue with other humans but also to converse with 
the more-than-human cosmos, to renew reciprocity with the surround-
ing powers of the earth and sky, to invoke kinship even with those enti-
ties which, to the civilized mind, are utterly insentient and inert" (71). 
Because language constitutes us as subjects, there are many people of 
aboriginal ancestry who find themselves in contradictory positions to-
day. This is because the federal government's cleansing process during 
the reservation period almost completely reconstructed aboriginal iden-
tity, making language-specific identity problematic for individual tribes. 
Reinforced by aboriginal languages' recovery, popularization, and 
strengthening today, aboriginal people's ideological relation to land is 
the discursive glue that continues to set them apart from many other 
Canadians, particularly in the current age of land claims. 

This glue is sovereignty, where aboriginal people must prove their 
usufructuary right, which in treaty terms means the right to use the land 
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for hunting and fishing purposes. By extension, aboriginal artists, like 
mainstream artists, claim a sort of personal sovereignty, like having the 
freedom of assertion, which is evidenced in their artistic practice. This 
places them in strategic attitudinal situations, unlike our impoverished 
ancestors who were heavily controlled by government legislation. Con-
temporary aboriginal artists can make choices, and these choices are 
essential in the articulation of aboriginal people's consciousness to self-
determination. Part ofthat resoluteness is the recovery of aboriginal lan-
guages as fundamental to a post-reservation identity in which language 
is key to articulation; the other component is the control over signs and 
meanings so commonly discussed in post-colonial discourse. Thus, the 
aboriginal contemporary artist who uses the medium of art to make sense 
of the complex reality of post-modern/reservation times, provocatively 
and epistemologically, uses language—often English and/or an aboriginal 
language—to reposition the viewers. The artist thus transforms them 
into actively viewing subjects, and engages them dialogically. But more 
importantly, the language of visuality that is partly inspired by main-
stream or Western art discourse, is syncretized with specific aboriginal 
visual discourses. The danger is that this syncretism makes their work 
difficult to read; hence, we come to regard this collision as the tension 
between the local and the global. 

These shifts, between the local and the global, have become a 
powerful creative and interventionist force for many aboriginal contem-
porary artists, allowing them to move physically and psychologically in 
either direction. The artists' subject position as multiple and diverse 
reflects this reality. Meanwhile, the mainstream itself has undergone 
major ideological shifts, fuelled in part by artists outside the dominant 
Western canon and in part by the growing recognition of pluralism 
and difference as leading indicators of change. These changes include 
notions of cultural identity, an artist's relation to community, the 
question of the object, and the questioning of individualism. This is the 
so-called condition of the post-modern where boundaries are blurred 
and more permeable; and when communication and economies are 
becoming globalized, leading to a kind of creative chaos. In some cases, 
however, new boundaries are being created, especially when tribes now 
speak in terms of self-government and self-determination. 

Greater numbers of aboriginal artists are pursuing an education in 
fine arts or art history, being exposed to new ideas, and posing new 
questions regarding their own position within the mainstream, for ex-
ample. They also question their identity as "Indian"—Can they continue 
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to be "Indian"?—and the value of this identity in a changing world. Yet 
crossing intellectual frontiers, meeting people, and exchanging ideas are 
all characteristic of the cogency of artists coming together to share in 
this experience. These exchanges may centre on reflections regarding 
any space or place where these artists have lived, where they now live, 
or where they will live: the whole reality of being elsewhere. Indeed, 
there are many artists today in the visual, literary, and performing arts 
who use tradition in the most creative ways to represent aboriginal peo-
ple in the modern world, whether the mainstream audiences understand 
it or not. It is a way to situate aboriginal people as being very much part 
of the contemporary world, as opposed to an identity of the past that is 
so often challenged. 

These practices are an important part of a live culture today that 
can no longer sever past from present, "Indian" from "Western," art from 
language, culture from politics. The perspectives and practices I have 
presented here enhance the notion that is today's global culture. Every-
one in his or her own way inhabits something, some place. For the art 
discussed here, that place is represented by the sign, "reservation x." 
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Supplement I 
Abstract in Dutch 

De Nieuwe Stam: Kritische perspectieven en praktijken in 
autochtone hedendaagse kunst. 

De herleving van de kunst praktijk heeft sinds de tweede wereld oorlog 
bijgedragen tot een scherpere definitie van eigen identiteit van de 
autochtone bevolking van Canada, op nationaal zowel als internationaal 
niveau. Door middel van de kunst heeft zij economische, sociale, politieke 
en culturele erkenning bereikt. Het zijn vooral de culturele praktijken 
van de kunstenaars die zich kritisch hebben ontwikkeld om een eigen 
identiteit te articuleren, met scherpe werken en praktijken waarmee ze 
bemiddelen in een ingewikkelde wereld vol conflicten en 
tegenstrijdigheden, die daar aan hebben meegewerkt. Deze kunstenaars 
zijn geen ongecompliceerde individuen, maar complexe subjecten die 
gevormd worden binnen zwaar beladen sociale, historische en politieke 
kaders. Zij gaan heen en weer russen de grenzen waar hun voorvaderen 
door waren bepaald. Zij vormen een nieuwe stam die werkt en een 
intercultureel leven leidt in een randgebied. 

Deze nieuwe kunstenaars, met hun kritiek op modernisme, vormen 
een fenomeen dat parallel loopt met het postmodernisme. Hun artistieke 
praktijken zouden historisch gekarakteriseerd kunnen worden als de "post-
reservaat" periode. De universaliserende vooronderstellingen van het 
modernisme—de bureaucratie, rationalisatie, socialisatie, en de 
hokjesmentaliteit—werden belichaamd in de behandeling van de 
autochtone bevolking door de federale regering. Gedurende de periode 
van de reservaten, van eind achtiende eeuw tot het midden van de twintigste, 
waren bepaalde culturele expressies bij de wet verboden, terwijl andere 
praktijken langzamerhand in onbruik raakten, verschoven werden naar 
andere plaatsen en praktijken. Op het einde van de negentiende eeuw 
werden sommige, zoals de Sundance en de Potlatch, bij de wet verboden. 
De periode van na de reservaten echter, markeert een tijd van verzet en 
bevrijding van een systeem van controle door de regering. Het gevolg was 
dat de autochtone bevolkingsgroepen van het hele land rechten en vrijheden 
terug wonnen, die hun waren afgenomen sinds het midden van de 
negentiende eeuw. 

De erkenning die de autochtone kunstenaars in de jaren zestig vonden 
in de wereld van de hedendaagse kunst opende de weg naar nieuwe 
modernistische en postmodernistische praktijken en discussies. Zij 
realiseerden zich spoedig, dat modernisme een exclusief geloof in zuivere 
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kunst en daarmee een verdoezeling van de (culturele) identiteit van de 
kunstenaar betekende; deze belangrijke dogma's werden in die tijd naar 
voren geschoven, juist toen deze nieuwe kunstenaar zijn of haar 
"autochtone" identiteit begon te bevestigen. Een modernist te zijn betekende 
een futurist te zijn en traditionele praktijken en de eisen van het alledaagse 
leven achter te laten. Zulke kunstenaars waren geen behouders van de 
cultuur. Modernisme verklaarde een geloof in autonome kunst, en 
afzondering. Postmodernisme daarentegen gaf de nieuwe kunstenaar 
strategieën aan van verzet, articulatie en zelfbewustzijn. De 
Postmodernisten probeerden aanknopingspunten te vinden tussen kunst 
en het sociale en politieke leven en bekritiseerden de algemeenheden van 
de modernistische meta-verhalen, terwijl zij de doeltreffendheid van het 
plaatselijke beargumenteerden. Zij wezen de hiërarchie die de Westerse 
kunst boven andere wereld tradities stelde van de hand en beweerden dat 
de Westerse kunst slechts een van de Anderen is in een theater van Anderen. 

De nieuwe subjectpositie van de autochtone kunstenaar ging een 
engagement inhouden met, vanuit en tussen verschillende ruimtelijke 
ordeningen: het reservaat/de stad, centraal/peripheraal, museum/gallerij, 
waarbij de controle verschoof over culturele, sociale, politieke en 
artistieke ruimte. De Métis kunstenaar Edward Poitras sprak eens over 
een groep onsamenhangende, gemarginaliseerde, ontheemde mensen als 
over een "Nieuwe Stam", een term die ik hier gebruik om dit nieuwe 
culturele subject te beschrijven. 

Sinds deze dissertatie een interdisciplinaire basis heeft, integreer ik 
kunst en kunstgeschiedenis, antropologie, literaire, postkoloniale en 
poststructurele theorie, om het idee van identiteit te interpreteren zoals het 
is geëxploreerd en bemiddeld in de kunstwerken en de praktijken van 
autochtone hedendaagse kunstenaars. Ik concentreer me op het werk van 
verschillende kunstenaars, voornamelijk van Canada, en gebruik hun werk 
als sleutels ter articulatie van deze nieuwe identiteit: het woord werk duidt 
hier zowel specifieke kunstwerken als de praktijk aan. De praktijk van 
kunst betekent voor mij een "articulatie" van het leven en werken in de 
kunstwereld, terwijl de kunstwerken objecten zijn die geproduceerd worden 
in die wereld en in deze veranderende wereld "leven". 

Verschillende perspectieven vormen de basis in deel 1. Hoofdstuk 2 
geeft een historische achtergrond voor identiteit in Canada, en, wat minder 
uitgebreid, in the Verenigde Staten, door te onderzoeken hoe autochtone 
identiteit geconstitueerd wordt—in de politiek, de wet en door symbolen. 
Vervolgens wordt onderzocht hoe deze identiteit politieke waarde verkrijgt 
in de verschillende autochtone groepen. Hoofdstuk 3 presenteert een 
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historisch overzicht van de situatie sinds de tweede wereldoorlog, wat 
noodzakelijk is om de nieuwe "discursieve mogelijkheden" te begrijpen 
waarin de nieuwe stam van hedendaagse kunstenaars zich uitdrukt. 
Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft deze kunstenaars als vrije rondtrekkende subjecten 
die vaak grenzen verleggen om plaatsen van verzet te creëren, terwijl zij 
terzelfder tijd een identiteit claimen en vormgeven. 

In Deel 2 zien we dat de nieuwe stam meer kritisch en strategisch 
wordt. Zo onderzoekt hoofdstuk 5 het idee van "museum object" en de 
"ruimte van het volkenkundig museum" en wordt onderzocht hoe deze 
ideeën inspelen op het werk van de kunstenaar als activist. Hoofdstuk 6 
is ingesteld op een andere groep kunstenaars die taal in hun werk 
gebruiken, niet zozeer als betekenaars maar als autochtone concepten 
waarbij taal een belangrijke factor is voor articulatie. Het laatste hoofdstuk 
eindigt met een terugblik van de nieuwe stam naar de gemeenschappen 
waar zij vandaan kwamen en door welke zij waren geïnspireerd. (Vertaald 
door Petra Halkes) 
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Supplement II 
Abstract in English: 

The New Tribe: Critical Perspectives and Practices in 
Aboriginal Contemporary Art 

Since World War II, the resurgence in Canada of aboriginal people's 
artistic practice has contributed to their greater self-definition, which 
has had an impact both nationally and internationally. By this means, 
aboriginal people have achieved economic, social, political and cultural 
recognition. In particular, the cultural practices of artists have become 
critical in articulating identity, with incisive works and methods mediat-
ing their position in a complex and contradictory world. These artists 
are all complex individuals who have developed within highly charged 
social, historical and political frameworks. They crisscross ancestral 
boundaries. They are a new tribe working and enjoying life, through an 
intercultural perspective from the margins. 

These emerging artists, with their critique of modernity, are a 
phenomenon of a period that runs parallel with the post-modern. Their 
artistic practices can be characterized as "post-reservation." Modernity's 
universalizing assumptions—bureaucratization, rationalization, 
socialization, and compartmentalization—were embodied in federal 
government colonial policies imposed on aboriginal peoples. During the 
reservation period, from the late eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century, 
certain cultural expressions flourished while others suffered a gradual 
decline because of disuse or displacement. In the late nineteenth century, 
some ceremonies, like the Sun Dance and the Potlatch, were effectively 
outlawed. The post-reservation or post-war period, however, marked an 
era of aboriginal people's resistance and liberation from a system of 
government control. As a consequence, aboriginal peoples across the 
country regained rights and freedoms denied to them since the mid-
nineteenth century. 

Aboriginal artists' entry into the contemporary art world in the 1960s 
introduced them to the culturally foreign discursive practices of mod-
ernism and post-modernism. Modernism, they soon realized, meant an 
exclusive belief in the purity of art and the disappearance of the artist's 
(cultural) identity; these were both important tenets promoted at a time 
when the new aboriginal artist was beginning to affirm his or her 
"aboriginal" identity. To be a modernist meant being progressive and 
liberated from traditional practices and the demands of everyday life. 
Such practitioners were not conservers of culture. Modernism expounded 
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a belief in art's autonomy and separation. Post-modernism, on the other 
hand, offered strategies of "resistance," "articulation," and "empowerment." 
Post-modernists sought to connect art with social and political issues, 
and critiqued modernism's universalizing metanarratives, arguing instead 
for the viability of local narratives. They objected to the hierarchical 
positioning of Western art over other world traditions, asserting that 
Western art is in effect another other in a theatre of others. 

The aboriginal artists' new subject position became an engagement 
around and in-between multiple spatialities—reserve/urban, centre/periphery, 
museum/gallery—shifting control over cultural, social, political and 
artistic space. The Métis artist, Edward Poitras, once envisioned this group 
of unconnected, marginalized, and displaced individuals as a "new tribe," 
which I propose here as a concept to describe this new cultural subject. 

As this dissertation is grounded in an interdisciplinary framework, 
I will integrate art and art history, anthropology, and literary, post-
colonial, and post-structural theory, to interpret the idea of identity as 
mediated in the works and practices of aboriginal contemporary artists. 
Specifically, I will focus on the work of several artists, mostly in Canada, 
as key articulations: "work" is used here to mean both practice and key 
pieces within the artist's body of work. For me, practice signifies the 
"articulation" of living and working within the field of art, while the key 
pieces denote the objects produced and "living" within this shifting field. 

In Part I, several perspectives lay the groundwork. Chapter 2 pro-
vides an historical background to aboriginal identity in Canada, and to a 
lesser extent in the United States, by examining the way this identity is 
constituted—politically, legally, and symbolically—then, how it is 
politicized by various aboriginal groups. Chapter 3 presents an historical 
background since World War II, as necessary to understanding the dis-
cursive spaces within which the new tribe of aboriginal contemporary 
artists is constituted. Chapter 4 establishes these artists as mobile sub-
jects, who frequently cross, experience, interrogate, and negotiate spaces 
of "resistance," at the same time articulating a self-identity. In Part II, 
we see the new tribe becoming more critical and strategic. Thus, Chap-
ter 5 examines both the idea of the "museum object" and the "space of 
the ethnographic museum" and how activist artists bring these concepts 
to bear on their practice. Chapter 6 then focuses on another group of artists 
who use language in their works, not so much as signifiers but as aboriginal 
concepts where language is key to articulation. The final chapter concludes 
with the members of the new tribe shifting their focus back on to the 
communities from which they originate, and draw inspiration. 
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the reader will come away understanding the importance of their contri-
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Museum of Civilization. But there is one person in particular whom 
I came to appreciate and speak with regularly over the years. He is 
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thought. It is through his teaching that I have come to realize the tremen-
dous potential implicit in the ancient epistemologies. And it is with his 
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fig. 4 Edward Poitras, Stone Books (1995). Mixed-media installation. From the 
exhibition Edward Poitras: Canada XLVI Biennale di Venezia, 1995. Collection 
of the artist. Photograph by Stephen Darby. 

fig. 5a Edward Poitras, Three Lemons and a Dead Coyote (1993). Mixed media 
installation. Collection of the Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photograph 
by Stephen Darby. 

fig. 5b Edward Poitras, Three Lemons and a Dead Coyote, (detail). From the exhibition 
of the same name at the Ottawa School of Art. 

fig. 6 Edward Poitras, Wevoka's Hat (1996). Mixed-media installation. From the 
exhibition Edward Poitras: Canada XLVI Biennale di Venezia, at the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996. Collection of the artist. Photograph 
by Stephen Darby. 

fig. 7a Edward Poitras and Gerald McMaster, Untitled (1995). Mixed-media 
installation. From the exhibition Prärie-und Piainsindianer: Wandel und 
Tradition, Westfälisches Museum für Naturkunde, Münster, Germany, 1995. 
Photograph by R. Franke. 

fig. 7b Edward Poitras and Gerald McMaster, Untitled, (detail). 
fig. 8 Jeffrey Thomas. Dream Escape—Bear Thomas (1995). Triptych. Collection 

of the artist. 
fig. 9 Jeffrey Thomas, Dancers, Niagara Falls, New York (1985). Black and white 

photograph. Collection of the artist. 
fig. 10 Jeffrey Thomas, Nepean Point Indian Guide: Champlain Monument (1993). 

Diptych. Collection of the artist. 
fig. 11 Jeffrey Thomas, Founder of the New World, Winnipeg, Manitoba (1989). 

Collection of the artist. 
fig. 12 Jeffrey Thomas, Bear Thomas, "General Store " ( 1994). Collection of the artist. 
fig. 13 Jeffrey Thomas, Tail-gate Poitrait at Smoothtown (1991). Collection of the artist. 
fig. 14 Rebecca Belmore, Artifact #671B (1988). Performance at the Thunder Bay 

Art Gallery, Thunder Bay. Photograph by Bill Landsay Studio 12. 
fig. 15a James Luna, The Artifact Piece (1987). Mixed-media installation and performance 

at the Museum of Man, San Diego. 
fig. 15b James Luna, The Artifact Piece. 
fig. 15c James Luna, The Artifact Piece. 
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fig- 18 

fig- 19 

fig- 20 
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fig. 16 Jimmie Durham, On Loan from the Museum of the American Indian (1986). 
Mixed-media. Collection of the artist. 

fig. 17a Joane Cardinal-Schubert, Preservation of a Species—Warshirt Series. Mixed-
media installation. Collection of the artist. Photography by Lawrence Cook. 
Joane Cardinal-Schubert, /5 This My Grandmother's? (detail, 1988). 
Jane Ash Poitras, Transformation, Assimilated Indian, Hudson's Bay Lure (1990). 
Mixed-media installation. From the exhibition Who Discovered the Americas: 
Recent Work by Jane Ash Poitras. Photograph by Gerald McMaster. 
Petroglyphs. Peterborough, Ontario. 
Edward Poitras, Offensive/Defensive (1988). Sod. Collection of the 
Saskatchewan Arts Board, Regina. 

fig. 21 Lance Belanger, Lithic Sphere (1994), at home of Vagn Lundby in Rudkobing, 
Island of Longeland, Denmark. 

fig. 22 Lance Belanger, Los Bolas Grandes, photograph by artist for the exhibition 
El Tango Neolitico, National Museum of Costa Rica, April 1997. 

fig. 23 Lance Belanger, Lithic Spheres ( 1992). Collection of the artist. 
fig. 24 Alex Janvier, 287, detail of signature. 
fig. 25 Alex Janvier, Morning Star (1993). Acrylic on plaster. Permanent installation 

at the Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photograph by Harry Foster and 
Stephen Darby. 

fig. 26 Carl Beam, The North American Iceberg (1985). Acrylic, photo-serigraph, 
pencil on Plexiglas, 213.6 X 374.1 cm. Collection of the National Gallery of 
Canada, Ottawa. 

fig. 27 Two-Row Wampum, Iroquois. Collection of the Six Nations Confederacy, 
Six Nations Reserve, Ontario. 

fig. 28 Teresa Marshall, Bering Strait Jacket (1993). Mixed-media wall installation. 
From the exhibition The Deportment of Indian Affairs, A Space, Toronto. 
Collection of the artist. Photograph by Don Hall. 

fig. 29 Robert Houle, Everything You Wanted to Know About Indians A-Z (1985). 
Mixed-media installation. Collection of the Thunder Bay Art Gallery. 

fig. 30 Robert Houle, The Place Where God Lives (1989). Oil on canvas, 4 panels, 
each 244 X 182.8 cm, collection of the National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. 

fig. 31 Robert Houle, Anishnabe Walker Court, Part 2 ( 1993). Silk-screen on plaster 
wall. Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario. 

fig. 32a Robert Houle, Kekabishcoon Péenish Chipedahbung (1997). Mixed-media 
wall installation. From the exhibition A View of Things: Robert Houle and 
Don Hall, "Ghost Writer Series," Mercer Union, Toronto. 

fig. 32b Robert Houle, Kekabishcoon Péenish Chipedahbung (detail). 
fig. 33a Rebecca Belmore, Avum-ee-aawach Oomama-mowan: Speaking to Then-

Mother (27 July 1991). Megaphone, 2 m. diameter. Performance work with 
13 Native speakers, Banff, Alberta. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 

fig. 33b Rebecca Belmore, Ayum-ee-aawach Oomama-mowan: Speaking to Their Mother. 
fig. 34 Mary Longman, Resei-vations (1993). Mixed media, 137 x 38 x 38.5 cm. From 

the exhibition Mary Longman: Traces. Collection and photograph courtesy 
the Kamloops Art Gallery. 
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fig. 35 Mary Longman, Medicine People (1996). Mixed-media, 377 x 377 x 377 cm. 
Collection and photograph courtesy Kamloops Art Gallery. 

fig. 36 Mary Longman, Strata and Routes (1998). Mixed-media installation. From the 
exhibition Resei-vation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary Art, 
Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig.37a Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song (1998). Mixed-media installation. From the 
exhibition Reservation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary Art, 
Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 37b Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, (detail). 
fig. 37c. Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, (detail). 
fig. 38a Marianne Nicolson, House of Origin (1998). Mixed-media installation. From 

the exhibition Reservation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary 
Art, Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 38b Marianne Nicolson, House of Origin, (detail). 
fig. 39a Shelley Niro, Honey Moccasin (1998). Mixed media installation. From the 

exhibition Reservation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary 
Art, Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 39b Shelley'Niro, Honey Moccasin, (detail). 
fig. 40a Jolene Rickard. Com Blue Room (1998). Mixed-media installation. From the 

exhibition Reservation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary Art, 
Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 40b Jolene Rickard, Corn Blue Room. 
fig. 41 Mateo Romero, Painted Caves (1998). Mixed-media installation. Collection 

of the Canadian Museum of Civilization. From the exhibition Resei-vation X: 
The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary Art, Canadian Museum of 
Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 42 C. Maxx Stevens, Dreaming of Circles and Chairs (1991). Mixed-media 
installation. From an exhibition at the College of Santa Fe, New Mexico. 
Photograph courtesy of C. Maxx Stevens. 

fig. 43 C. Maxx Stevens, Histoty: True or False ( 1993). Mixed-media installation. From 
an exhibition at the College of Santa Fe, New Mexico. Photograph courtesy of 
C. Maxx Stevens. 

fig. 44a C. Maxx Stevens, if these walls could talk ( 1998). Mixed-media installation. From 
the exhibition Reseivation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary 
Art, Canadian Museum of Civilization. Photography by Harry Foster. 

fig. 44b C. Maxx Stevens, if these walls could talk. 
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V 



Critical Perspectives and Practices in 
Aboriginal Contemporary Art 

The new subject position of aboriginal contemporary artists is an 
engagement around and in-between multiple spatialities — 
reserve/urban, centre/periphery, museum/gallery —shifting control 
over cultural, social, political and artistic space. The Métis artist, 
Edward Poitras, once envisioned this group of unconnected, 
marginalized, and displaced individuals as a "new tribe," a concept 
used here to describe this new cultural subject. 

This dissertation is grounded in an interdisciplinary framework, 
integrating art and art history, anthropology, and literary, post-
colonial, and post-structural theory, to interpret the idea of identity 
as mediated in the works and practices of aboriginal contemporary 
artists. Specifically, the focus is on the work of several artists, mostly 
Canadian, as key articulations: "work" is used to mean both 
practice and key pieces within the artist's body of work. Practice 
signifies the "articulation" of living and working within the field of 
art, while the key pieces denote the objects produced and "living" 
within this shifting field. 




