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Additional Background Information

This case focuses on the various ways people define American Indian Art both inside and outside the Iroquois community. It is also brings up issues concerning the way American Indian art students experience education in the visual arts in mainstream colleges and universities in the United States and Canada. As background, it is important to understand that American Indian Art is defined as art made by people who are members of nations that have been indigenous to the Americans since pre-Columbian times. Only citizens of American Indian nations can make American Indian Art, and they define what is contemporary American Indian Art by what they choose to make. Other people can copy or appropriate aesthetic styles that are derived from art made by American Indian peoples, but in the United States they can not claim to make American Indian Art, and if they do, they are breaking the American Indian Arts and Crafts law passed by Congress and can be fined for fraudulently selling their work as American Indian Art.  Therefore it is the work of the citizens of the First Nations of the North, Central or South American continents to define what contemporary American Indian Art is, and it is the work made in their nations before and after the conquest that is shown as American Indian Art at the National Museum of the American Indian that is part of the Smithsonian Museum and at other Museums of American Indian art throughout the United States. If you wish to understand issues related to U.S. laws relating to who is defined as an American Indian artist, you should study a case study on that topic written by Tina Kuckhan. 

While law defines who makes American Indian Art and who is an American Indian artist in the United States, it does not define what American Indian art is in any given period of American Indian Art History. This is an incredibly complex task because between the Artic and Tierra del Fuego, there are thousands of indigenous nations with distinct and varied cultures and aesthetic practices. Art among the Tlingit, is very different from art among the Hopi. Art among the Lakota is very different from art among the Inca. Art among the Quechua is very different from art among the Pomo, and art among the Cheyenne is stylistically different from art among the Iroquois. American Indian art also varies according to historic period in particular cultures, and American Indian artists have been adopting materials gotten through trade to develop unique styles of art since contact with settlers of European, African, and Asian ancestry. That is why you see beads adorning clothing in various nations, Chinese coins in the beaded wedding headdresses women wear on the Warm Springs reservation, wool yarn used in Navajo rugs, or trade cloth and mother of pearl buttons used to make ornate button blankets with Northwest Coast designs among various peoples in Alaska and Washington. This particular case study uses an Iroquois example to explore the ways in which a variety of scholars and artists define indigenous art, and by describing the experience and work of a number of Iroquois women artists, it asks you to reflect on the pressures that contemporary indigenous artists face when deciding what they should make and how one can create definitions of indigenous artwork.  Students discussing this case should think about not only the Iroquois example as it is defined in this case study, but also about issues in other indigenous nations they have lived in or studied and the way those issues relate to the ones outlined in this case. Important questions that arise out of this case are:

· How do people inside indigenous communities define their aesthetic practices.

· How have non-Indian anthropologists and art historians defined the art or aesthetic practices of indigenous Americans?

· How has contact with settlers affected the art practices of American Indians in specific indigenous nations? 

· How has tradition affected the art practices of American Indians in specific indigenous nations?

· Who exhibits, buys, and collects American Indian Art and what affect does the art market have on art production in indigenous communities?

· Who writes about Indian Art and how does that writing shape perception of indigenous art inside and outside Native communities?

· How do various types of educational practices both inside and outside the community affect the artwork produced by indigenous people?

· How do social customs, spiritual traditions, and cultural practices effect aesthetic production in particular indigenous communities?

· How does economic need effect art making in particular Native Nations?

Related Cases: See Indian Identity in the Arts by Tina Kuckkhan

Learning Objectives

1) to understand the way that culture shapes art production in indigenous communities

2) to understand the effects of external forces on American Indian art 

3) to understand the tensions faced by contemporary American Indian Artists

4) to understand the relationship between art making and the survival of cultures

5) to understand significant concepts about contemporary indigenous nations such as sovereignty and how that impacts the art making of certain artists.  

6) To understand the political context in which indigenous art takes place and how education inside and outside the community impacts American Indian artists 


Intended Audience: 

Appropriate for students at any level in college classes; this case could also be used for teachers or college arts faculty.  Especially appropriate for classes in American Indian Art History, aesthetics, Native American Education and Native American Studies. 

Implementation: 

The case needs to be taught so that the accompanying images are timed to support the reading of the case, so students may access relevant images when they are reading about them. The case can be taught in one or two sessions.  If taught in two sessions, it would enrich the lesson if students broke before the section where Katsi studies the works of Jolene Rickard and Shelley Nirp. After a discussion about Katsi’s art education on and off the reservations and about what she is learning about American Indian art, students could watch Shelley Niro’s films “The Shirt, and “Suite Indian” before continuing with the second part of the case. 

Depending upon the pedagogical approach used, the case could be done in a class of 10-100 students. In classes with more than 15-20 students, using numerous small groups is recommended to promote discussion involving all students. While the case could be done in a 2-hour class with no prior work or follow-up work, it could also be done with students reading the case and viewing the images in advance. Students might also benefit by writing a paper on some of the discussion questions after completing the case or doing additional research as suggested below.

It might also be possible to give two or three questions to different groups and have them report to one another in the major points of their discussion.

If there is a large class that breaks up into groups, having a final all-class debrief where the instructor unpacks the key points is important.  

 Discussion Questions (Questions are organized according to level of complexity): 

Tier One: 

1.  How do people inside indigenous communities define their aesthetic practices.

2. How have non-Indian anthropologists and art historians defined the art or aesthetic   practices of indigenous Americans?

3. How has contact with settlers affected the art practices of  Iroquois and how does that compare with the affects on art practices of American Indians in other indigenous nations? 

4. How has tradition affected the art practices of  Iroquois.  How does that compare with American Indians in other indigenous nations?

5. Who exhibits, buys, and collects American Indian Art and what affect does the art market have on art production in indigenous communities?

6. How does Katsi George’s education shape her conception of what it means to be an indigenous artist?

Tier Two:

1. Who writes about Indian Art and how does that writing shape perception of indigenous art inside and outside Native communities?

2. How do various types of educational practices both inside and outside the community affect the artwork produced by indigenous people?

3. How do social customs, spiritual traditions, and cultural practices effect aesthetic production in the Iroquois community and in other particular indigenous communities?

4. How do artists like Jolene Richard and Shelley Niro shape the way in which contemporary Iroquois Art is defined?

5. How do national identity and issues of sovereignty affect indigenous art?

 Suggestions for Additional Research:

1. Examine artwork on the website of the National Museum of the American Indian.

2. Watch Shelley Niro’s film “It Starts with a Whisper.” (available at the T.E.S.C. film library.
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