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VISUAL ARTS 

Prison of Iml!l1!!� 
Seizing the Means of Representation 

THE POSITION OCCUPIED BY 
Native people in white culture is similar 
to that of women in patriarchy. From 
cigar store Indian, to cowboy and In
dian movies, to the "noble savage," 
Native people live in a prison of images 
not of their own making. This carries 
over into the world of art where Indian 
artists face the pressures of turning out 
hack work for tourists on the one side. 
and paintings and sculpture (as wi th the 
Inuit) which are sufficiently 'primitive' 
for the art nilics, on the other. 

But there is a growing movement to 
take back the means of self-represen
tation. One example of this is the new 
Native arts journal. Akwekon (pro
nounced: Ah-gway-go(m), which means 
"encompassing all") produced by the 
people at the Mohawk Reserve in 
upstate New York. (For more informa
tion, see "Mohawk Radio" and "Ad
vocacy Journalism: Native Style" in 
FUSE, Dec. 1985.) Now into its second 
issue, Akwekon features poetry, visual 
art, music reportage, reviews of film, 
video and literature, essays, interviews 
and resoU.rce listings. Edited by an edi
torial collective of five people, Ak
wckon solicits work by Native artists 
from all over North America, and in
tends to extend its coverage to in
digenous people overseas. I interviewed 
co-editor Alex Jacobs last summer, and 
in this review, I draw extensively from 
the interviews, essays and poems which I 
appear in Issue 2.-3. 

The editors of Akwekon and many of 
the artists they've spoken with are con

cerned with lWo major issues - how to 

get out of the ghetto of 'Indian' art, be it 
tourist or primitive. and how to em
brace new methods and materials while 
preserving the Native message and car
rying it to a wider audience. In a conver
sation with Native artist Andrew Des
lisle, Jr. (whose work is featured on the 
cover of Issue 2-3), an Akwekon editor 
noted the existence of "the Politics of 
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Primitivism, where art has to look 
primitive or traditional... to a point 
where what [the art world wants] is ar
tifacts ... [When] people like the Maoris 
do modern fetishes with Coca-Cola 
cans, it's still real materials from the en
vironment, but the Art World doesn't 
see it, they call it debased, touristy." 

As Native artists investigate new 
mediums, new materials, and installa
tion pieces, the attitude of the art 
establishment is not always one of ac
ceptance. Peter Blue Cloud, a poet, 
visual artist, and one of the editors of 
Akwekon describes in a poem entitled 
"Portrait of An Art Born of Uncer
tainty" the angst that comes from being 
de[l{'ndent on art world trustees for 
one's day-to-day existence. 

But rebelling against the stereotypes 
is only one dilemma confronting Native 
artists. The other is how to get one's 
message across, without diluting one's 
Native identity. Indeed, the wisdom of 
Native artists reaching outside their 
own milieu is a matter of some debate. 
"When I talk about the magazine to In
dian people, some say 'Well, why the 
hell do we have to share our culture 
with anybody?' It comes down to that 
assimilation and acculturation thing 
being both ways. You have to show 
people, it has to be right there on the 
page" (Alex Jacobs). In order to escape 
the stereotypes, Native artists need to 
communicate directly to non-Native 
people. In order to avoid assimilation 
Indians need to acculturate the domi� 
nant society, teach it to respect and 
value what Native people have to offer. 

What do Native people have to offer? 
Whereas most whites could clearcut a 
forest or stripmine a mountain (or con
sume the products derived frum that) 
without feeling the slightest remorse, for 
Native people this would be an act of 
murder. The earth and its living things 
are sacred. For whites steeped in the 
scientific tradition, this would translate 
into the recognition that other creatures 
on the earth feel and, at a very rudimen
tary level, think and therefore have 
claims to existence equal to our own. 
The earth and its ecosystems form a 
complex whole which we disrupt at our 
own peril; rather than seek to dominate 
and control it, we should strive to find a 
balance. Not only do we need clean, un
contaminated air, food and water, but 
we need the spiritual nourishment that 
comes from experiencing nature in all its 
wildness, which means being able to ap
preciate "otherness" - that which does 
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not bear our stamp or imprint. 
The derogation of nature characteris

tic of white society causes us to view 
ourselves as the centre of the universe 
and hence breeds an obsession with self. 
In the words of featured poet Linda 
Hogan: 

We're full of bread and gas 
getting fat on the outside 
while inside we grow thin. 

White culture stresses the development 
of self (or humanity) in opposition to 
other (or nature). From a Native 
perspective, self and other exist in a 

transcendant unity: 

We become ... 
the music balanced on a drum head, 

the softly shushing coccoon rattle, 
sharp tattoo of elderberry clapper, 

stomping of strange feet seeking 
red clay earth ... 

-Coyote/The Other Twin/Coyote 
by Peter Blue Cloud 

If white society treats humanity and 
nature as separate and discrete, this 
tends to characterize its attitude 
towards phenomenon in general. In an 
essay entitled 'The Politics of Primi
tivism," co-editor Alex Jacobs describes 
how white culture has transformed "liv
ing" Native art into dead artifacts: 

While our lifestyles were romanticized 
(by both non-native and later native 
writers/artists) and elements were 
taken from Our Culture into Their 
Culture, it is also obvious that the in
tangibles were not taken in with the 
other gifts or elements. Each element 
had a relationshp to all things, so many 
connections came together into one 
piece of everyday art. NOW, when 

FUSE 

that piece of culture-that-once-was is 
displayed as Art, artifact, relic, 
object. .. where are the connections, the 
relationships? Their culture is all about 
this ... separation ... 

The challenge for Native artists is to 
interweave form and content so tightly 
that they can't be split apart. To do so 
requires producing forms which possess 
sufficient universality to communicate 
to a wider audience, but which are un

mistakable in their message. One 
rather unlikely example is that of come
dian Charlie Hill, an Oneida Indian 
from upstate New York. Hill has ap
peared on T.V. talk shows and works 
the comedy circuit. He's fought hard to 
avoid being confined bv the label of 
'ethnic humour:' 

. 

When I started out a lot of them said ... 
'Oh, that's a good gimmick, being an 
Indian.' I say, 'Oh well, I can't help it, 
my parents are gimmicks.' 

Hill's barbs at Catholicism ("I left 
being a Christian and became a born
ag.ain savage") have aroused the ire of 
some whites, "but if they're true 
Catholics, they gotta forgive me." 
Doing his routines in clubs, Hill 
sometimes gets the cold shoulder from 
whites who haven't learned to laugh 
at themselves: 

My Dad told me once, 'White people 
discovered everything except their own 
sense of humour,' and I find that [if) 
you make a joke about Indians ... they 
all go ha-ha, black people ha-ha, Mex
ican ha-ha, but make a joke about 
white people ... what1 

Hill is trying to get whites to "laugh 
with us ... not at us,

" which is tanta
mount to accepting Natives as equals -
no longer object to subject, viewed to 
viewer, represented to representer. To 
enter into a dialogue of equality re
quires that Native artists have their own 
venue where they can present their 
work and discuss it on their own terms, 
rather than being sandwiched into 
"special issues" as a tokenistic extra: 
"It'll be great when we can have our 

special issue ... our special Czech and 
Polish poets issue" (Alex Jacobs). 

For sample copy and subscription in
forma tion, write  to:  Akwekon, 
Mohawk Nation, P.O. Box 196, via 
Rooseveltown, New York, U.S.A. 
13683-0196. 

Don Alexander 
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