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Kathleen Ash-Milby and Ruth B. Phillips

Inclusivity or Sovereignty?
Native American Arts

in the Gallery and

the Museum since 1992

1. Kay WalkingStick, “Native American Art in the
Postmodern Era,” in “Recent Native American
Art,” special issue, Art Journal 51, no. 3 (Fall 1992):
15.

2. Full disclosure: One author of the present essay
co-organized the exhibition discussed here: Kay
WalkingStick: An American Artist, organized by
Kathleen Ash-Milby and David Penney, National
Museum of the American Indian, Washington,
DC, November 7, 2015-September 18, 2016.

3. Holland Cotter, “Kay WalkingStick’s American
History,” New York Times, April 13, 2016, at www.
nytimes.com/2016/04/17/arts/ design/kay-
walkingsticks-american-history.htm, as of July 13,
2016; Philip Kennicott, “Kay WalkingStick, Painting
Her Heritage,” Washington Post, at www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/kay-
walkingstick-painting-her-heritage/2015/11/05/3a
ef7380-824a-11e5-9afb-ocg71f713doc_story.html, as
of November 6, 2016.

4. In 1992, the National Museum of the American
Indian was still very much a work in progress.
The existing staff, collections, and facilities of

the Museum of the American Indian—Heye
Foundation, created through an Act of Congress
in 1989, were in the process of being folded

into the Smithsonian Institution. The original
Museum of the American Indian facility, opened
in the 1920s at Audubon Terrace at 155th St. and
Broadway in Manhattan, was in the process of
shutting down while the staff worked on inaugural
exhibitions for a new facility, the George Gustav
Heye Center at One Bowling Green, which
opened only in 1994.

Writing in the pages of this journal in 1992, Kay WalkingStick decried “the lack
of serious critical discussion of Native American art outside of its relationship

to ethnographic or tribal art and artifacts.”* Almost twenty-five years later, the
National Museumn of the American Indian (NMATI) opened the first retrospec-
tive exhibition of WalkingStick’s work to favorable reviews from the art critics

of major American newspapers.* Holland Cotter of the NewYork Times called Kay
WalkingStick: An American Artist “an overdue career sur-
vey,” while the Washington Post’s Philip Kennicott wrote
sensitively of the artist’s successful exploitation of
the diptych format to express her dual heritages and
pointed to the comprehensive scope of the exhibi-
tion: “When the issues are complex,” he wrote,
“depth is essential.”? Both the exhibition venue and
the attention paid by prominent reviewers are indica-
tive of the distance traveled by public museums since
1992, as well as the paradoxes that continue to riddle
the institutional infrastructure of Native American art.
While the retrospective exhibition of a senior Native American artist’s work in a
large national museumn signaled the maturing of a field which had, a quarter of a
century earlier, still manifested itself primarily through group shows, it remains
true that the show was organized by an ethnically specific museumn committed to
promoting the work of artists historically marginalized by mainstream American
art worlds. It thus left unresolved central tensions between the desire for inclu-
sion in major art institutions that has powered momentous changes in recent
decades, and the equally compelling desire to claim and control exclusive spaces
for the representation of Native North American arts and cultures.

Twenty-five years is, in many ways, a blink in history. Yet this quarter century,
marked by a growing consciousness of globalization and the strengthening of
movements of decolonization in many settler nations, has seen significant reposi-
tionings of contemporary Native North American arts in museums and related
institutions. This essay will trace some of these changes from the perspectives of
two witnesses and participants in this history: an Indigenous curator of Navajo
descent working in an American national museum who specializes in contempo-
rary Native American art, and a non-Indigenous art historian of Ashkenazi Jewish
descent teaching in a Canadian university who specializes in Native North
American art and critical museology.

In 1992 a multitude of voices justifiably protested the exclusion of Native
artists from mainstream art venues. The historical consciousness-raising of that
year demonstrably sharpened awareness of the more comprehensive restitutions
required by histories of disenfranchisement and displacement and led to more
recent discourses of visual sovereignty—as evidenced by the creation and achieve-
ments of the NMAI itself* A comparison between 1992 and 2017 reveals dramatic
growth in the numbers of practicing Indigenous artists, the quality of their work,
the frequency of exhibitions, and the sizes and locations of exhibition venues. That
numerous artists have since found a purchase in museums and galleries across
North America has been the work of many arts professionals, both Native and
non-Indigenous. At the same time, however, the changes remain uneven. In some
regional institutions, contemporary Native American art is prominently displayed
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5. The National Museum of the American Indian
may be the only major museum with an annual
acquisitions budget and collecting plan that priori-
tizes contemporary Native art. The Denver Art
Museum has aggressively collected as well, though
this area is largely supported by a major private
donor. The Eiteljorg Museum of American Indians
and Western Art in Indianapolis has the second
largest collection of work by living Native artists,
but purchases are tied to the support of the
fellowship program, supported largely by the Lilly
Foundation. During the past decade especially,
the National Gallery of Canada and other major
Canadian art galleries have been actively expand-
ing their contemporary Indigenous art collections.
6. We use the term “visual sovereignty” to
denominate the right claimed by Indigenous artists
to determine their modes of self-expression and
to own space for the presentation of their work
independently of direction or approval from
outsiders.

7. Damian Skinner, “Settler-colonial Art History: A
Proposition in Two Parts,” Canadian fournal of Art
History 35, no. 1 (2014): 131-71.

8. The statement was made at a 1994 symposium
organized by the Commonwealth Association

of Museums. See Deborah Doxtator, “The
Implications of Canadian Nationalism for
Aboriginal Cultural Autonomy,” in Curatorship:
Indigenous Perspectives in Post-Colonial Societies;
Proceedings, Mercury Series Directorate Paper 8
(Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996),
56—69.

9. Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks:
Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2014), 17. See also Charles Taylor, “The Politics of
Recognition,” in Multiculturalism, ed. Amy Gutman
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994),
25-74.

10. Public Law 101-185, National Museum of the
American Indian Act, November 28, 198¢.

1. At the time of this writing, an unfortunate
historical parallel is unfolding in North Dakota

as Native American activists from the United
States, Canada, and elsewhere are joining with the
Standing Rock Sioux to protest the desecration of
sacred lands and defend their land and the safety
of their water supply against threats posed by the
Dakota Access Pipeline.

12. Public Law 101-601, H. R.5237, Native American
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, and
Public Law 101-644, Indian Arts and Crafts Act

of 1990. )

in dedicated galleries, integrated into permanent installations of American,
Canadian, and contemporary art, or both, while in many others—including some
of the most influential~—it remains conspicuously absent. The timing of special
exhibitions tends to be sporadic and is often tied to a moment of historical com-
memoration. With a few notable exceptions, furthermore, collecting programs are
often similarly opportunistic and reliant on private donations.s

As we will argue in this essay, these somewhat quantitative measures of
improvement can mask even more difficult conceptual issues. In the twenty-first
century, a cultural discourse of postcolonialism, which came to the fore in the
late twentieth century as external colonies in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere fought
for and gained independence, has been supplanted by a renewed insistence on
the unfinished project of decolonization, especially in settler-colonial societies.
The assertion of “visual sovereignty” in and through Indigenous practices of art-
making, pedagogy, and curatorial practice is complemented by a more recently
formulated critical interrogation of settler-colonial art history on the part of non-
Native scholars.® The New Zealand pakeha (white settler) art historian Damian
Skinner, for example, has urged the need to “write a new kind of art history that
will actively grapple with the impact of settler colonialism on both artistic prac-
tice and art historical narratives.”? This discursive politics has resulted in new
theorizations countering liberal values of “recognition” and “inclusion” that, it
is argued, have failed to disturb ongoing colonial power relations.

While these arguments are not new, they have been more fully articulated in
recent years. In 1994, for example, the Mohawk curator and historian Deborah
Doxtator—an early and acute critic of the Western museumn—wrote that “the
tasteful lighting of objects, which for Western society is culture—beautiful
baskets, spoons, and clothing items, for example—illuminates far more about
Euro-Canadian aesthetics and values than they do about the cultural views of the
people who made the objects. Such an exhibition within an aboriginal world
view completely ignores the basic values and culture principles that the object
represents.”® Two decades later, the Dene political scientist Glen Coulthard made
this case more comprehensively in a rigorously theorized response to the philo-
sopher Charles Taylor’s influential affirmation of the “politics of recognition.”
Coulthard argues that “when delegated exchanges of recognition occur in real
world contexts of domination the terms of accommodation usually end up being
determined by and in the interests of the hegemonic partner in the relation-
ship.”? Applying such arguments to the art gallery leads us to ask as yet unan-
swered questions: On whose terms should inclusion take place? What does
sovereignty look like in terms of institutional practice?

The 1992 Columbus Quincentennial gave new impetus to pressures for
inclusion and the creation of dedicated institutional spaces for Native arts in both
the United States and Canada. In both countries, Native North American artists
commemorated five centuries of colonization, loss, and survivance with ground-
breaking exhibitions of contemporary art, some of which we discuss later in this
essay. Arguably, however, this moment of commemoration was merely the out-
ward sign of a deeper process of contestation and activism that had been gather-
ing momentum for some years. In late 1989, after years of advocacy and lobbying,
the NMAI was created as a new museum in the Smithsonian Institution by an act
of Congress.” In the summer of 1990, Canadians had witnessed the unfolding of
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