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PERSISTENT ENCOUNTERS:
MAINTAINING INDIGENOUS IDENTITY THROUGH CULTURAL EXCHANGE

Mario A. Caro
The works featured in this exhibition are the result of a singular event: asta’bsHil3b axW ti qa’qtu, “The Return to the Swing,” a gathering of native artists from the Pacific Rim that took place in June of 2001 at the Longhouse Education and Cultural Center in Olympia, Washington.
 This historical event was the product of the visionary imagination of the planners; it was also an event that resulted from connections that have been established and reinforced through millennia of cultural

exchange among native peoples.

There were no accounts of discovery in the stories shared at the gathering. That paradigm, so prevalent in the history of the West’s engagement with indigenous cultures, disavows the continuous existence and viability of other cultures. The histories the participants exchanged included, instead, accounts of encounters that acknowledge the persistence of other cultures. These accounts tell of long-term interactions that have resulted in the adaptation, transformation, and, at times, the violent demise of other cultures. It is within this paradigm of encounter, one that is mindful of protocols of hospitality and respect, that stories were told, artistic techniques were traded, songs were shared, and dances performed.

Although there was no explicit agenda for the gathering, certain themes emerged as being timely topics for discussion. The thematic structure for the exhibition is based on issues that were expressed during interviews, at public presentations, and during casual exchanges in the studios. I have put these issues into four sections that are meant to join the works into coherent groupings. The first sections addresses concerns about media and process; the second group discusses ever-changing iconography within native cultures; the third set of works addresses the relationship between performance and the art object; and the final part of the show looks at how relationships—between artist and the object, and between art and the community—affirm and sustain life.

Media Connections – Material Concerns

The works in this section feature objects that share similar modes of production. A medium often determines the techniques used to produce a work of art. Similar approaches to materials brought together artists from different cultures to discuss the similarities of processes of working materials such as clay, wood, and fibers. Radical differences, however, were found when discussions turned to the pre-production preparation of these materials. Some materials have become scarce through environmental deterioration, while access to others is highly regulated, often by non-indigenous governments. Much of the work in this section illustrates the similarities and differences discovered during these exchanges.

There were three workshops at the gathering dedicated to doing work in traditional media: carving, clay, and weaving. Most of the native cultures represented at the gathering consider working in these materials an essential part of their cultural identity.

Carvers, such as Dempsey Bob and Frank Fulmer, continuously innovate their traditional designs. During the gathering, Fulmer began work on Raven Guiding the Tlingit Nation, a traditional paddle made out of yellow cedar. He describes how:
[It] was designed to honor who we are, HAA SHAGOON, past and future generations, and the Creator. The bottom part of the Raven’s beak is formed like a canoe with a man representing the Tlingit Nation riding inside the canoe, being guided spiritually by Raven the Creator. The handle for the paddle is also formed in the shape of a canoe. 
This concept was in the making over a two-year period. My objective was to achieve a flow to the design using the old style heavy form line used by the earlier Tlingit artists. At the same time, I was moved by visions I had for a new design and color for the Raven’s head and body. The abalone shells used for the Creator’s eyes and body represent His spirit, which scintillates with flashes of His glory. I hope that I am pushing the envelope into new exciting directions by contributing these new concepts.

This sensibility for innovation has been at the core of Dempsey Bob’s approach to traditional forms. He emphasizes, however, that artists must first have a foundation from which to innovate. “Every artist must have a base of understanding in order to innovate. You must try to master as much of your culture as you can.”

The work of Hazel Pete (Chehalis)—not only her weaving but also her teaching—exemplifies the relationship between the practice of weaving and the binding together of communities. The woven object is often the product of an involved process that is itself a series of ties, ties that bind from the time of harvesting to well after the time the object is completed. Part of the teaching that went on during the gathering explicitly addressed these connections. Hazel’s daughter, Yvonne

Peterson, relates that:

One of the stories that the Maori women told us was that a new basket will be put beside an old basket so that they can talk. It’s not just that weavers sit beside one another to learn the art, they say that their products, their baskets, also need to have this conversation.

Tina Wirihana made Whiri, a piece that specifically addressed the relationships made during the gathering:
This woven piece is representative of each of the participants who were involved in the weaving workshop at the gathering. Each strand of harakeke/flax represents the interwoven strength and knowledge that was shared by all weavers. The Whiri will remain the strong hold for us as a people. The tighter the whiri-the longer the life; the looser whiri-the shorter the life.

Although weaving is an art form that in most native cultures is traditionally done by women, the weaving section included two prominent male weavers: Bruce Subiyay Miller and Marques Marzan. Their participation helped to complete the bonding of the community formed by the weavers. In addition to the communal dimensions of weaving, there is also a personal sense of fulfillment attached to the work. Lisa Telford explains that:

Weaving is my thread to sanity. It brings me peace and enjoyment. It was a memorable experience connecting with other weavers for that week in June. I want to thank everyone for sharing knowledge, the Evergreen State College Longhouse for inviting me, Marques and Maile for the frogs that occupy my fingers.

The use of traditional material often demands a process of gathering. This is true of the cedar used by the carvers, by Telford for her Plaited Haida Hat, and it is also true of the micaceous clay gathered by Nora Naranjo-Morse.
 Being respectful of the taking of material from the earth often involves a traditional approach to gathering material. For Naranjo-Morse, these traditions are important. She explains the traditional method of working the clay:

The traditional method, especially with the Santa Clara clay, is that you form it; it dries relatively soon in the hot New Mexico sun. It’s sanded and several layers of slip are put onto the surface of the bowl and then polished with a river stone making a high polished shine.

The traditional approach, however, can become co-opted by a Western art market. She describes how much of the work produced following this traditional method “was mainly made for decorative wear.” During the gathering, however, she promoted experimentation:

Now we’re getting that same [traditional] process and not worrying about the commercial aspect and, just for this week, just experimenting with what the clay will do in this particular place. And it’s responding real interestingly because some of the slips changed color; that we did not expect.

This willingness to experiment allows her to venture out to other media as well. Naranjo-Morse has been sculpting in bronzes for more than ten years. It is a medium that allows her a flexibility not found with clay. This is clear when looking at her One of the Crow Sisters. She describes how:

Usually when someone dies in the community, everything stops and everybody goes to the funeral. I have six sisters, and three brothers. We went to this funeral and while we were standing there, I had fours sisters standing on either side of me. I looked to my sisters and their skirts where flowing and the wind was kicking up. We were standing outside of the church and their skirts were wild and there was all this life and movement. It was such a contrast, because we were saying goodbye to someone from our village, and yet there was so much life in these skirts and these bodies. So, I immediately went home and I created this piece out of clay and then I took it another step and then I used that clay piece as a mold for a bronze casting.

Making connections between traditional and non-traditional media is also part of Dempsey Bob’s approach. He is a master carver who fully exploits the possibilities of bronze. Bob talked
about his use of bronze:

I started working with bronze because bronze is really strong and it frees you with your forms. On wood I had to be very careful. Bronze is a whole new challenge. Traditionally our people made copper masks, and that’s what bronze is; it’s mostly copper. What I’m trying to do is trying to push the sculpture in my wood so it translates into bronze. You have to make the wood piece strong and you have to make it a strong sculpture for it to translate into this. . . . If you look at [The Eagles] from the side view, he was born to be a bronze. I think some carvings are born to be good wood carvings. The good strong bronze pieces, they will show themselves. You’ll see it in the profile; you’ll see it in the nice deep, recessed areas of the bronze.

Unlike the explorations with media by Naranjo-Morse and  Bob, Frank LaPena has been consistent in working with paint. Although, within Western art history, painting is often associated with modernism, it is a medium that has always been part of most native traditions. Artists such as Frank LaPena and Sandy Adsett use the medium not only as a way of maintaining traditional iconography but also as a pedagogical tool.
Iconography in Transition

The gathering offered opportunities for discussions about the persistence of certain forms within traditional images. Affinities between cultures could be discerned through similarities in shapes and compositions. Similarities were also noticed in the meanings that are given to these forms. At the same time, the fluidity of these forms was also apparent. Many of these forms are constantly undergoing change, from within and without, as was the case during the gathering itself. Many artistic elements were preserved during the gathering through repetition and variation.

One such affinity was noted by Sandy Adsett, who combined elements of the story of The Return to the Swing with details from a comparable Maori story in the paintings he produced.

We have a similar legend. I’ve incorporated my own story, which we have, of a similar nature of climbing through the roots of a tree from the upper world where we used to, in legend, go and gain knowledge. So there is a connection in the story.

June Grant also created a work that combines Maori with Native American imagery. In Ruahine Woman of Two Peoples, Grant commemorates the coming together of these groups of cultures by personifying them in a hybrid female figure. 
Some of the images attempt to counter stereotypes of indigenous peoples as passive. Pi’ikea Clark’s A’u ka lehua features a Hawaiian warrior in the heat of battle. Clark insists that: “Despite what the tourist images are of Hawai’i, the Hawaiian race is a fighting race. . . . I try to image examples of that spirit to help us to remember where we come from.”

Darcy Nicholas paints portraits that are also landscapes. For him, showing the relationship of the native to the land is paramount. He believes that: “Each individual is made up of a whole range of ancestors. Knowing that you’re part of a long line of genealogy gives you strength.” This is particularly important as the Maori face undergoes change. He notes that he is “looking at the changing face of our people. Many of us now, our grandchildren for example, have blonde hair and blue eyes, so they’re changing quite considerably.”

Nakia Williamson-Cloud (Ime’eec’inpun ,”The Prophet,”) and Andrea Wilbur-Sigo (Our Helpers) represent a younger generation of artists who are devoted to paying close attention to traditional forms. Their methodical of use traditional iconography results in works that reinforce their cultural heritage. 
Othniel Oomittuk’s Raven Headdress brings the figure of Raven north. While the mask is constructed to allow for optimum visibility and mobility during dance performances, he has also made sure to keep Raven warm by adding polar bear fur. The playfulness of this mask complements Joe Feddersen’s humorous take on traditional basket design. In Procession of the Species, he takes imagery from a yearly celebration held by residents of Olympia, Washington, which is meant to celebrate the resilience of nature, and places it in a band around a traditionally woven Salish basket.

Performance and the Object

Another element that artists observed was the relationship between performance and art objects. Many of the cultures represented emphasized the importance of the finished product as a functional part of their lives. Whether produced for use during ceremonies or for utilitarian use, these objects are part of native life. It was also clear that the usefulness of these objects included their role in the gathering itself, as elements in the performance of cultural exchange. 
In Sleeping Spirits Awaken, Roger Fernandes depicts a scene that invokes a Salish smokehouse ceremony. The spirit boards that flank the central figure were often destroyed after being used in the ceremony. The ephemeral qualities of these objects are essential to the success of the performance.

Dorothy Waetford (Maori: Ngatiwai, Ngatihini, Ngapuhi-nuitonu) writes about the process through which she came to create Taku Whanaketanga:
Te Kanikani O Te Rangatahi was a group of young Maori dancers who toured a show called Tenei Whakatipuranga in the mid eighties. The show was molded and then so named by John Tahuparae. The dance pieces we created reflected our experiences as Maori youth turning to our culture and the ways of our ancestors for strength and direction. It was a time of growth and exploration.

This clay sculpture draws from the support given by Nora Naranjo-Morse, through karakia (prayer) and sharing. It draws also from the awe-inspired respect for the art students of Toihou Kura, who shared our culture through waiata and haka at the gathering. 
E mihi whanui ki a koutou katoa kua hapai te kaupapa nei, “Return to the Swing.” Ki a koutou nga mate kua wehe tenei ao hurihuri, haere, haere ki te po, haere ki tena taha o te arai, haere, haere, haere. Ki a tatou te hunga ora, kia kaha, kia maia, kia manawanui. No reira, tena koutou, tena koutou, tena ra koutou katoa.

The commemorative function of Waetford’s image is an important aspect of traditional storytelling, which itself relies on performance for its impact. Larry McNeil’s Yéil emphasizes this performative quality of contemporary storytelling. He states that “With ‘fly by night’ I wanted to take some of the traditional stories and put them in a contemporary context.”
 Similarly, Alma Barton’s Raven Ladle also alludes to the exploits performed by Raven to bring light back to the world.

At first sight, Dempsey Bob’s Eagle Mask is counter-performative. He has taken a form that is meant to be worn and has made it into an object to be studied. It is this process of contemplation, however, that becomes the performance in this piece. The work comes to represent culture and, as such, it becomes part of the production of identity. Bob observes that: “What culture gives you is strength, and beauty gives you strength. And that’s what we’re doing. Our art lifts up our people and gives you identity; it gives you meaning; it gives you a reason to get up in the morning. It’s very spiritual.”

Frank LaPena’s Blue Shadow Spirit is based on petroglyphs found on his traditional homeland. Although the usefulness of these ancient images are often neglected or dismissed, LaPena sees them as extremely relevant today. The forms found on these rocks have persistent usefulness in his community. He likens them to shadows: “Shadow is a given; it’s something that you can never get away from. It’s something that will be constant even though you will change.”

Living Arts

The process of making art in indigenous communities often includes a moment when the work is given life. This moment affirms a connection with the past, a past that belongs to these artists. 
Through their work, they tell their own stories. Although it is most often the case that artists work in the solitude of their studios, the time spent with other artists is the time when communities are formed and strengthened. The importance of being self-conscious about this process is particularly poignant for native artists. Their role as historians demands that the process of making art functions to acknowledge events and strengthen relations. All the works in the exhibit place the artists within a system of exchange that binds them into a community with common concerns.

These common concerns are what defined the common ground on which they met. Garry Nicholas refers to this commonality in A Matter of Self-Determination, which he made to “reflect the experience of interacting with the people of Puget Sound during the Gathering . . . We are all part of our ancestry and through us our ancestors become part of our conversations.” The title of Candyce Sweeney’s print, Te Taura Tangata, or the human rope, also refers to this sense of interconnectedness.

Joe Feddersen uses the story behind his Changer as a metaphor for the collaborative process that occurred at the gathering:

The legend depicted in my print speaks to a time when the Changer came to the Puget Sound area. He gave different languages to the various peoples. The landscape was different in those days, as the sky was much lower than it is today, and people could wander into the upper world. This caused chaos, so the people came together and talked. They decided that together they would use poles to push up the sky. They all pushed together, and, on the fourth try, the sky broke loose and moved to where it is today. The people and creatures left in the upper world became the constellations we see in the night sky. 
Just as the peoples of the past came together to make change in the world, the participants in the gathering came together and made change by sharing their visions, expanding everyone’s world view. Artists shared their various cultures through their artwork. People freely exchanged ideas and helped each other. Friendships were made, and people still talk of the excitement and power produced through that exchange of knowledge. As part of this gathering, the printmaking areas became filled with creative activity, and people from many places and various visual arts disciplines were invited to participate. It was amazing to see the prints produced in just a few days.

These talented artists were given full access to equipment and facilities, and they thrived. I, along with a valuable staff of assistants, taught an array of processes including mono-printing techniques, drypoint methods, screen printing, and relief linocuts. We walked the artist through these processes and showed them the ins and outs of the printed image-helping them to make visible their ideas. They lived in the print shop often starting early in the morning and working late into the night. The energy was high as they created and shared images that spoke of themselves and their communities.

It is especially the collaborative pieces made by the artists that attest to the process of coming together in order to locate one’s place within history. These collaborative works are not merely records of artists who gathered together one summer; the works function as maps that show the place where the artists stand within the circle of the rim.

� In order to capture the candid nature of the exchanges that occurred during the gathering, I included material transcribed from outtakes from Gathering of Indigenous Visual Artist, produced by Sandra Osawa, and Return to the Swing, produced by George Amiotte, and from personal recordings and observations. Quotations not cited are from correspondence from the artist.





� For an account of the event from the perspective of the organizers, see Tina Kuckkahn and Laura Grabhorn’s “Setting the Stage for Magic to Happen.”





� Panel presentation on spirituality and art, Pataka Museum, Porirua, New Zealand/Aotearoa, March 3, 2002.





� Osawa, A Gathering.





� For a description of the process of gathering cedar for weaving, see Lisa Telford’s essay “Harvesting.”


� Amiotte, outtake.





� Amiotte, outtake.





� Osawa, outtake.


� Osawa, Gathering.





� Osawa, outtake.





� Interview with Ervanna Little Eagle.





� For a fuller explanation of the work, see McNeil’s “Yéil (raven) A Short Chapter from the Imaginary Book ‘fly by night mythology.’”





� Osawa, Indigenous.





� Amiotte, outtake.





