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PRESIDENT ’S NOTE

The Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) is the  
birthplace of contemporary Native art—a place  
where visionaries’ bold ideas and actions resulted 
in the emergence of an art movement and a truly 
unique educational institution. From its inception, 
IAIA’s Native students were encouraged to look  
to their cultural heritage as a source of creativity 
and develop contemporary originality in their 
artistic expression. 

The United States Congress acknowledged  
the uniqueness and importance of our mission 
when it chartered IAIA in 1986 as the only federal  
college charged with the responsibility for supporting  
and fostering scholarship and research in Native 
arts and cultures. Congress, in its wisdom,  
acknowledged that Native arts and cultures are 
the country’s original Indigenous art and cultural 
forms, and are therefore significant contributions 
to the artistic and cultural richness of this nation. 

In addition to offering bachelor’s degrees in studio 
arts, film, creative writing, museum studies, and 
Indigenous liberal studies, IAIA recently expanded 
its mission to include an MFA in creative writing 
that has graduated ninety–five students since the 

program was launched in 2013.  Moreover, IAIA 
is the only institution of higher education in New 
Mexico offering fine–arts degrees accredited by 
both the Higher Learning Commission and the 
National Association of Schools of Art and Design. 

Because IAIA encourages experimentation and 
avant–garde art, the college continues to produce 
leading contemporary artists.  Our alumni have 
achieved renowned success as artists, writers,  
museum professionals, scholars, filmmakers,  
professors, attorneys, tribal leaders, and  
business entrepreneurs. Our alumni are present 
in extraordinary numbers at Indian art markets, 
exhibitions, galleries, and Native and non–Native 
contemporary art venues across the globe.  

Our distinguished alumni include Roxanne  
Swentzell, who received the Heard Spirit Award 
in 2016; Dan Namingha, designated as the 2016  
Museum of Indian Arts and Cultures Living  
Treasure and Featured Artist; Jody Naranjo, the  
recipient of a 2018 Governor’s Award for Excellence 
in the Arts; and Terese Mailhot, author of the New 
York Times bestselling memoir, Heart Berries, just 
to name a few.  

Dr. Robert Martin (Cherokee)

President, IAIA
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 IAIA’s Museum of Contemporary Native Arts  
plays a leading role in raising the profile of  
contemporary Native art in national and  
international venues and is the only museum  
in the world focusing exclusively on exhibiting,  
collecting, and interpreting the most progressive 
work of contemporary Native American artists.  
The Museum’s collection of more than 8,000  
contemporary Native artworks is the largest and 
most noteworthy such collection in the world. 

The Action/Abstraction Redefined exhibition is a 
manifestation of the Museum’s mission to advance 
contemporary Native arts and culture. It is the first 
major traveling exhibition analyzing modern Native 
American art inspired by Abstract Expression-
ism, Color Field and Hard–edge painting created 
during the mid–1940s through the 1970s.

Additionally, this catalog presents new research, 
including an examination of influential Native art 
centers in New York, Los Angeles, Minnesota, 
Oklahoma, and Santa Fe during the 1960s and 
early ’70s. It also contains commentary by former 
students from the 1960s who share the ways in 
which IAIA’s revolutionary art education models 
influenced their work—an exceptional illustration  
of IAIA’s mission to empower creativity and  
leadership in Native arts and cultures.

Bertha Lujan (Taos), Untitled, undated, stoneware, glaze,  
27 x 6 x 4 in., MoCNA Collection, TA–1.
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Native Modernism in the 1950s paved the way for 

artists to shift from painting romanticized Indians 

to abstract painting. Artists of this period, Walter 

Richard West (Southern Cheyenne), Oscar Howe 

(Yanktonai Dakota), and others explored new 

themes and considered new art forms that no 

longer depicted just romantic scenes of Native life. 

West and Howe became known for their innovative 

abstract paintings that departed from the traditional 

style of Indian painting, challenging the norms of 

their day. After the 1962 establishment of the  

Institute of American Indian Arts and the emergence 

of contemporary Native arts, IAIA students in the 

1960s and ‘70s transformed from working within 

customary aesthetics to experimentation, trying 

new themes, and creating works without conventional 

expectations. Action/Abstraction Redefined  

highlights and showcases this new and important 

era in Native arts and offers a glimpse into the 

future of Indian arts as Kiva New suggested. During 

these years, IAIA was a boarding high school for 

primarily reservation Natives and most of the 

remarkable works in this exhibition catalog were 

created by students. IAIA student talent then,  

as well as today, remains incomparable. 

Action/Abstraction Redefined is the first major 

exhibition that analyzes modern Native American 

art inspired by Abstract Expressionism, Color 

Field, and Hard–edge painting and created from 

1.  Lloyd Kiva New, President Emeritus, Institute of American Indian Arts, The Institute of American Arts     
     and its Significance in the Development of Modern Indian Art (1984).

To the extent that art is usually a reliable barometer of social movement and harbinger of 
change we should look carefully at the expressions of the Indian painter, sculptor, writer for 
insight to the present, and perhaps, as a glimpse of the future.1 

—  Lloyd Kiva New (Cherokee), 1984 

F O R E WO R D

Patsy Phillips   (Cherokee)

Director, IAIA Museum of Contemporary Native Arts
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the mid–1940s through the 1970s. These innovative 

artists explored new ways of artistic expression 

and challenged stereotypical expectations of Indian 

art. Many of the paintings, drawings, prints, and 

sculptures in the show are among the highlights of 

MoCNA’s permanent collection, created by  

leading artists of the time, including George  

Morrison (Chippewa); Lloyd Kiva New (Cherokee); 

T.C. Cannon (Kiowa/Caddo); Fritz Scholder  

(Mission/Luiseño); Kevin Red Star (Crow); Neil 

Parsons (Piikani); Alfred Young Man (Cree); Anita 

Fields (Osage/Creek); Bennie Buffalo (Southern 

Cheyenne); Don Montileaux (Sioux); Earl Eder 

(Yanktonai Sioux); Christine McHorse (Navajo); 

Edna Massey (Cherokee); John Hoover (Aleut); 

Peter Jones (Onondaga); Doug Hyde (Nez Perce); 

Patrick Swazo Hinds (Tesuque Pueblo); George 

Burdeau (Blackfeet); Bill Prokopiof (Aleut); Ralph 

Aragon (San Felipe/Acoma pueblos); Henry Hank 

Gobin (Tulalip/Snohomish); Carl Tubby (Choctaw), 

and others. This is also the first time these works 

from MoCNA’s permanent collection are presented 

in an art historical context, organized by the New 

York art movements that inspired them, such  

as Abstract Expressionism, Color Field, and  

Hard–edge painting. 

The success of this publication is a tribute to  

the dedication and talents of many individuals. A 

special thank you to MoCNA Chief Curator, Dr. 

Manuela Well–Off–Man, IAIA Associate Dean Dr. 

Lara Evans (Cherokee), and MoCNA Curator of 

Collections Tatiana Lomahaftewa–Singer (Hopi/

Choctaw), who conceived and co–curated Action/ 

Abstraction Redefined. They also collaborated 

on this publication and contributed essays and 

art entries. Thank you to guest authors Shanna 

Ketchum–Heap of Birds (Diné), Ryan Flahive, and 

Stephen Wall (White Earth Chippewa) for advancing 

the scholarship of modern and contemporary Native 

American art. I would like to extend personal 

thanks to Cornell College art history major Ylana 

Padgett, who authored several art entries as part of 

her internship at MoCNA. 

Many thanks to copy editor Linda DeBerry who 

worked closely with the co–curators to shape 

and fine–tune this publication. Her conscien-

tiousness and competence are much respected. 

Thank you also to Rose Marie Cutropia for proof 

reading the captions. Special recognition goes to 

Mattie Reynolds (Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma), 

MoCNA’s Preparator and Exhibition Coordinator, 

who contributed to the success of the exhibition 
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through her hard work, great organizational talents, 

and training of IAIA museum studies students,  

who helped with the installation. Thank you to 

MoCNA’s graphic designer Sallie Wesaw Sloan 

(Eastern Shoshone) for researching images and 

securing image reproduction permissions, and  

to collections registrar John Joe (Navajo) for  

lending his expertise in the traveling aspects  

of this exhibition, coordinating framing  

and preservation of artworks, and his  

beautiful art photography.  

Projects like this wouldn’t be possible without 

the help of volunteers: I would like to thank IAIA 

and MoCNA volunteers DeLisa Brown–Guc and 

Lisa Haydenfold who ably assisted with research. 

I am grateful to the Leon Polk Smith Foundation; 

Adolph & Esther Gottlieb Estate; Debbie Hashim 

at the Division of Political History, National  

Museum of American History; and Ilka Hartmann 

for generously lending images for this publication. 

David Chickey and Montana Currie, Radius 

Books, provided astute guidance in the overall 

development of the publication, from production 

schedules to marketing and design. A special thank 

you to the Institute of American Indian Arts for 

allocating funds from the Strategic Priority account 

to produce this publication. And, I am especially 

appreciative to all the MoCNA staff for their  

dedication and commitment to the highest  

quality in everything they do.

I am pleased to note that the exhibition  

Action/Abstraction Redefined accompanying  

this publication is available to travel after it  

closes at MoCNA in July 2019. The works in this 

exhibition demonstrate the best in Native abstract 

expression. I am grateful to the artists represented 

in Action/Abstraction Redefined. Some are living 

and some have passed, but all contributed to the 

advancement of contemporary Native arts.
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The world was irretrievably changed on July 16, 

1945. On that day, the mushroom cloud from the 

first atomic bomb rose 40,000 feet over the New 

Mexico desert. A few weeks later, two atomic 

bombs detonated in Japan, bringing World War II 

to an end. Earlier in 1945, the war in Europe ended 

with the assassination of Mussolini and Hitler’s 

suicide. World War II and the development of the 

ultimate weapon of mass destruction represent 

a collective turning point in global society and 

specifically Western civilization. The West, having 

world–wide political, economic, and philosophic 

hegemony since the mid–nineteenth century, found 

itself questioning its most basic values. 

Modernity came to an end and Postmodernism 

was born in this perplexing time. It was a period 

that challenged the idea of Western civilization  

as the highest achievement of human potential. 

Notions of right and wrong became relative.  

Colonies around the world questioned the right 

of European countries and the United States to 

dictate economic development and political  

outcomes. In the United States, church attendance 

fell while interest in Eastern religions and alternative 

lifestyles grew. In the mid–1960s, the countercul-

ture emerged along with the struggle for civil rights  

and resistance to the Vietnam War. Western  

civilization turned inward and entered a time  

of flux and change. 

Marked by unprecedented wealth while questioning 

the status quo, postmodern America was rife with 

contradiction. The United States was the only 

country involved in World War II whose industrial 

capacity was not diminished by the war. European 

and Japanese industry was decimated and  

rebuilding was necessary. The US, through the 

Marshall Plan, loaned money to Europe and Japan 

alike for post–war redevelopment. In the 1950s 

and 1960s, that effort brought wealth to the United 

States as American contractors rebuilt factories 

and infrastructure and loans were repaid to the 

US treasury by the participating countries. This 

created an artificially high standard of living and 

fostered economic expectations for the future  

that have not been fulfilled.

While experiencing high economic growth, Amer-

ica also experienced societal changes that re-

flected the loss of conviction in Western values. 

Prior to WWII few, if any, Americans expressed 

interest in any religious experience other than 

Christianity. But in the 1950s a surge of interest in 

Eastern religions surfaced. The “Beat” generation 

I N T R O D U CT I O N

Stephen Wall  

14
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and resistance to the Vietnam War. Western  

civilization turned inward and entered a time  

of flux and change. 

Marked by unprecedented wealth while questioning 

the status quo, postmodern America was rife with 

contradiction. The United States was the only 

country involved in World War II whose industrial 

capacity was not diminished by the war. European 

and Japanese industry was decimated and  

rebuilding was necessary. The US, through the 

Marshall Plan, loaned money to Europe and Japan 

alike for post–war redevelopment. In the 1950s 

and 1960s, that effort brought wealth to the United 

States as American contractors rebuilt factories 

and infrastructure and loans were repaid to the 

US treasury by the participating countries. This 

created an artificially high standard of living and 

fostered economic expectations for the future  

that have not been fulfilled.

While experiencing high economic growth, Amer-

ica also experienced societal changes that re-

flected the loss of conviction in Western values. 

Prior to WWII few, if any, Americans expressed 

interest in any religious experience other than 

Christianity. But in the 1950s a surge of interest in 

Eastern religions surfaced. The “Beat” generation 

became influential. Television spread information 

about alternative lifestyles and experiences, while 

creating what Newton L. Minow, then chairman of 

the Federal Communications Commission, called 

a “vast wasteland.” Pop culture emerged, with rock 

and roll its driving force. This trend expanded in 

the 1960s with the growth of the counterculture, 

development of the birth control pill, and resis-

tance to the war in Vietnam.

In the 1960s, the United States saw the international 

decolonization and self–determination movements 

come to American shores. The civil rights movement 

coincided with international decolonization and 

had many of the same goals: self–determination, 

equality, and freedom. Liberation, the call for  

freedom from European and American imperialism,  

Revere Copper and Brass Inc, ‘After Total War Can  
Come Total Living’ (From Better Living no. 10, 1943).

became the call for African Americans and  

Hispanics. The US Congress responded with the 

Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, and the  

Fair Housing Act, all designed to alleviate the racial 

inequality that was the reality of life in America. But 

reaction to these federal laws by white majorities, 

and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., 

brought violence to urban areas throughout the 

US, and so the struggle for civil rights continued.

The second wave of American feminism arose right 

on the heels of the civil rights movement. The first 

wave, a decades–long struggle for the right to vote, 

resulted in the nineteenth amendment, ratified in 

1920. The second wave sought equality for wom-

en in the workplace, in educational opportunity, 

and in the home. However, as the feminists sought 

liberation, many conservative women organized a 

resistance to this movement, a resistance strong 

enough to halt the passage of the Equal Rights 

Amendment in the late 1970s. To this day the 

struggle for economic equality and freedom from 

discrimination and workplace harassment continues 

and remains on a broader feminist agenda.

For the Native people of the United States, this 

period of time was challenging and invigorating. 

Indians did not approach the civil rights movement 

in the same manner as the African Americans,  

Hispanics, or women seeking equality based in 

race or gender. The American Indian struggle 

sought the fulfillment of the United States’ legal 

obligations based in laws and treaties. The Federal 

Indian policy during the 1950s and ‘60s was  

seen as an existential threat to American Indian 
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communities. Laws passed by Congress threatened 

tribal peoples’ self–governance; the Relocation 

program moved reservation residents into large  

urban areas with a promise of jobs and a better 

life, while services to reservation communities 

became limited or non–existent.

From that existential threat arose American Indian 

resistance and the desire to reclaim language, 

traditions, and culture, as well as a degree of political 

autonomy. The resistance manifested through  

the National Congress of American Indians, the 

American Indian Movement (AIM), National  

Indian Youth Council, and other organizations. 

Sometimes political, sometimes violent, sometimes 

educational, the American Indian resistance inspired 

communities—urban and reservation–based—to 

reclaim land, exercise rights, and revive  

cultural traditions. 

The inspiration to reclaim rights, language, and cul-

ture manifested itself in the art world as well as in 

the halls of Congress, in the urban streets, and on 

“A group of Indian people at Pier 40 following the June 11, 1971 
removal from Alcatraz. (John Trudell, wearing hat, to the far right 
of picture)” Copyright and photographer, Ilka Hartmann, 2018.

remote reservations. The majority of the artists in 

the Action/Abstraction Redefined exhibition were 

affiliated with the Institute of American Indian  

Arts, and the influence of IAIA cannot be  

overstated. Established in 1962 at the Santa Fe 

Indian School, the Institute of American Indian 

Arts brought Native American sensibilities to the 

contemporary art world. Riding the wave of Native 

resurgence, IAIA provided a mechanism for artistic 

expression that reflected tribal tradition combined 

with contemporary influences. Inclusive of the post-

modern milieu, tribal artists, coming from a variety 

of tribal traditions, could not avoid the influences  

of their environment. 

Action/Abstraction Redefined reveals the Indigenous 

artistic response to dramatic societal change that 

originated with the birth of the atomic age and 

matured through the human struggles for dignity 

and respect.
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To many, there is no doubt that the artwork created 

at the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) in the 

1960s–1970s constituted a dramatic shift in the genre of 

Native American fine art.  Political, economic, aesthetic, 

and social reasons for this shift have been explored 

by many talented scholars and artists.2 This essay will 

explore the curriculum developed at IAIA by Lloyd H. 

“Kiva” New and how it may have affected the creation 

of the artwork in Action/Abstraction Redefined. 

What happened at IAIA in the 1960s was the  

result of decades of reform in American Indian  

education.3 Alumna Phyllis Fife (Muskogee Creek),  

a 1966 IAIA high school graduate who went on 

to earn a doctorate in education, notes that the 

Progressive Education Movement of the 1930s had 

the most important influence on IAIA’s curriculum 

development.4 Championed by John Dewey,5 the 

“Progressive Education Movement” was cited in a 

1930 report by the United States Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs and referred to the general notion that 

traditional education models are “academic in orienta-

tion and divorced from the realities students faced.”6 

Dewey’s concepts rejected an “ideal” school curriculum 

as one based upon memorization, repetition, and 

a directed way of life. He believed that students 

should be grounded in real–life experiences and be 

provided with the opportunity to think for themselves 

and articulate their feelings. This represented a 

dramatic departure, primarily in American Indian 

educational circles, from the assimilationist practic-

es and theories of the previous centuries.

Based on this recommendation from the Commis-

sioner of Indian Affairs, the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

(BIA), beginning in 1932, directed teachers to use 

pieces of the new education model. Concepts to be 

included in the classroom were: 1) environmental 

experiences of children as a basis for school  

procedure and curriculum content, 2) basing  

school work on activities and at the same time 

Indian art can be projected into the future by a willingness to consider the evolution of  
new forms, the adoption of new technological methods, and the fact that new incentives  
for expression by the individual must fill the void of inertia in Indian groups or tribal forces,  
in the rapidly changing Indian world.1 

—Lloyd H. New (Cherokee), 1962

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

Ryan S. Flahive

0001-0144 243242.indd   17 2018-10-26   11:07 AM



18

recognizing and providing opportunities for various 

learning outcomes. . . ”7 The concepts of Dewey’s  

philosophy of pragmatism, summarized by his  

famous phrase “learning by doing,” was embraced 

by the Indian Service community.

One of the first BIA programs to use this new  

“progressive” directive was “The Studio” at the  

Santa Fe Indian School, supervised by Dorothy Dunn 

from 1932 to 1937. Prior to 1932 Pueblo day-school 

teachers were directed not to allow students to  

create Indian-themed artwork. The 1928 Meriam  

report recommended to change this practice.8  

Having once taught art at Santo Domingo Day  

School, Dunn was hired by the BIA to teach painting 

at the Santa Fe Indian School and she often told her 

students that she was a guide to making art rather than 

an art instructor. However, while many view Dunn’s 

instruction techniques as progressive and less strin-

gent than those of BIA teachers of earlier times, some 

art historians still consider the work from The Studio 

period to be “directed,” a point of view held by many 

IAIA students, faculty, and staff.9 Despite the short–

lived success of Dunn’s program, the flat, decorative 

artwork created during The Studio period of 1932–1937 

is generally considered the single greatest influence 

on Native painting aesthetics in the Southwest. As J.J. 

Brody wrote in 1971, “The Studio became the model 

for art departments at other Indian Schools, and no 

significant changes in method or philosophy occurred 

until thirty years after [Dunn] had begun her work.”10 

The Studio program is an early example of how  

progressive education was integrated into the BIA 

system. The Bureau also experimented with advanced 

techniques in language use and reading comprehen-

sion in the classroom throughout the 1930s into the 

1950s in places like Theodore Roosevelt Boarding 

School at Fort Apache, Arizona, and on the Navajo  

reservation near Toadlena, New Mexico, with little  

progress.11 After World War II, the emphasis on  

academic pedagogy rooted in real–life experience was 

replaced by “life adjustment” classes in the post–war 

economy, while the termination and relocation programs 

complicated the issues.12 By 1946 Native leaders were 

not satisfied with Progressive Education as it had been 

demonstrated on the reservation. It demanded gifted 

and trained teachers not always available for isolated 

spots on the reservation.13 By 1960, it seemed that Dew-

ey’s concepts of progressive pedagogy had fallen out  

of favor with the BIA.

Something transpired in the private sector in the 

late 1950s that altered the trajectory of progressive 

education in the Indian service, particularly in art 

education.14 The Rockefeller Foundation funded a 

conference and project based upon the progressive 

educational concepts of Lloyd Kiva New and other 

educators. The Southwest Indian Art Project  

(SWIAP), hosted at the University of Arizona in 

Tucson, featured an experimental art curriculum for 

Native students. The curriculum, as understood by 

Frederick J. Dockstader in 1960 “. . . was an attempt 

to present to the students a fairly well–rounded arts 

program, opportunity was offered to experience 

any one or two of the several fields, with no attempt 

made to dictate a choice.”15 
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A view of the terminal exhibition of the Southwest Indian Art 
Project, University of Arizona, Tucson, 1961. Courtesy of the 
Rockefeller Center Archives.

The SWIAP operated for three summers between 

1960 and 1963 and laid the theoretical foundation 

for IAIA. It was an intentional departure from the  

so–called “directed” art education of The Studio; to 

include non–Indian art and culture in a curriculum 

for Native students was perhaps the most progressive 

aspect of the program. By the Fall of 1960, the  

project in Tucson and its curricular elements 

garnered enough support from the BIA and the 

Indian Arts and Crafts Board that the Department 

of Interior allocated funds to establish an “arts and 

crafts center” in Santa Fe.16 Only months before the 

educational philosophy was institutionalized at  

IAIA, Lloyd New wrote:

we intend to do something specific about 

setting up a special Indian school, with the 

avowed purpose of giving young talented 

kids a chance to see what they can do in a spe-

cial setting where. . . their creative talents can be 

awakened, where their individual taste levels will 

be raised and adapted to the world into which 

they ultimately must fit. . . 17

Enter Jean Piaget, the father of what we know as 

“cognitive constructivist” philosophy in education, 

who was working on the study of genetic epistemology 

in the 1930s through the 1960s. Piaget built upon 

Dewey’s work and specialized in the study of 

obtaining knowledge. He believed that knowledge 

“was not to be constructed as pre–existing in reality, 

but only came about by virtue of the individual’s 

formulations in response to specific observations 

and experiences. . . ”18

Piaget’s model inspired several important twentieth– 

century American thinkers. Calvin Taylor used  

constructivism to argue for educational reform to 

allow for development of “multiple talents” or  

abilities in the mid–1960s. Howard Gardner utilized 

the base concepts of constructivism in his now– 

famous multiple intelligence theory in 1983. Jerome 

Bruner wrote about the importance of culture as a 

fundamental factor in learning and teaching in his 

1996 book Culture of Education.19 

When viewed in a practical classroom context,  

the application of Piaget’s model may feature five 

pedagogic principles:

1.  Teacher as facilitator, guiding rather than telling; 

2.  Focus on learner–developed understanding; 

3.  Problem–based instruction, with the problems 
situated in the learner’s culture and lived experiences; 

4.  Cooperative rather than competitive 
instruction; 

5.  Time–generous rather than time– 
driven instruction.20
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Outlined by Judith Elaine Hankes in a 1996 paper, 

these constructivist principles are compared to 

what Hankes called “Native American Pedagogy” 

and suggests that they share common beliefs about 

teaching and learning. She suggests that constructivist 

ways of teaching contain the promise to be culturally 

responsive to Native American students and 

potentially at odds with traditional and established 

pedagogical assumptions of the dominant culture.21

 

CONSTRUCTIVIST PEDAGOGY AT IAIA

By all measures, Lloyd Henri New was the philo-

sophical Father of IAIA—his ideas were used at the 

Rockefeller Project and are the foundation for the 

curriculum.22 In order to understand how New came 

to his philosophies, we should examine his time at 

the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC). 

New enrolled in the art education degree  

program at the SAIC in 1937, shortly after the  

institute’s accreditation in 1936 by the North  

Lloyd Henri “Kiva” New, ca. 1958. MS 15, Lloyd H. New 
Papers, IAIA Archives, Santa Fe, New Mexico.

Central Association of Colleges and Secondary 

Schools. In the accreditation report, the examining 

committee commented that the vocational curricula 

of the school were progressive in character and that 

SAIC seemed “equally progressive in the educational 

program as a whole.”23 It seems safe to assume, 

based on New’s life work and writings, that his  

education in Chicago may have dramatically  

redirected his educational philosophy.

David Warren, a historian from Santa Clara Pueblo, 

has long been an advocate of the work of Lloyd 

New.24 In an unpublished manuscript, Warren wrote 

“Lloyd anticipated many theories on learning and 

creativity. . . ”25 Warren contends that New “. . . was 

the man whose ideas were really ahead of his time, 

whose ideas were totally consistent with what his 

students and the school had to begin to serve in  

the needs [sic] of a changing Native youth moment.”26 

Founding documents and other instructional 

materials provide details and insight into how New 

orchestrated constructivist practice in the studio. 

Take for example the 1962 document “Arts Division 

Curriculum,” written by the IAIA administration 

to the faculty (which included several non–Native 

instructors) as they developed course outlines.  

Faculty were directed to respect culture and to  

use it to their advantage when teaching:

The teacher considers all possible skills and 

activities that the students might well carry out 

in developing the broad area of experience...

activities primarily for creative expression…truly 
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creative expression is not limited to certain kinds 

of expression, materials or specific techniques. It 

springs from the depths of the individual’s culture.27

When examining the transition of this philosophy 

from New to the non–Native faculty, in particular 

the philosophy of building upon one’s cultural 

heritage, Seymour Tubis is a clear example. Tubis, a 

non–Native artist recruited to teach at IAIA in 1963, was 

a seasoned artist trained in painting and printmaking 

in New York and Paris.28 Unfamiliar with Native cul-

tures, Tubis insisted on “professional development” 

monies upon his arrival to learn more about the 

Native cultures of his students.

Over the course of a 2,800–mile trip during the 

Summer of 1964, Tubis visited Native communities in 

New Mexico and Arizona. Tubis’s trip was voluntary; 

a sign of complete buy–in by a non–Native artist 

turned IAIA educator. In his final report, Tubis does 

not come to any grand conclusions, but rather 

admits “what a vast amount of study and work has 

to be done to bring us to an understanding of what 

Seymour Tubis standing with abstract oil paintings, La Jolla, 
California, c. 1960. MS 27, Seymour Tubis Papers, IAIA Archives, 
Santa Fe, New Mexico.

this education should do for the modern Indian and 

how it can be really utilized.”29 

Tubis went out of his way to learn more about the 

varied cultures of his students, and his course outlines 

describe progressive and constructive classroom 

practice as laid out by New in 1962. A 1965 outline for 

his Basic and Intermediate Painting class states:

Establishing connections between the  

individual and cultural background of the 

student and the broader traditions and experi-

mentation in World Art is of prime importance. 

To this end, the following outline is directed. 

NOTE: In recognition of the need today for the 

development of the ‘whole’ man it is important 

that Painting, as with other Arts, be placed in 

its proper perspective in life, that the lives, func-

tions, human and personal problems of artists 

be explored and related to one’s life and one’s 

attitudes.30

Another non–Native painting instructor in the early 

1970s was John Kindred.31 His Advanced Painting 

course description from 1971 states similar goals and 

objectives to the Tubis description from 1965:

. . . Advanced painting gives the postgraduate 

student the element with which to express 

himself: his feelings, his desires, his traditions, 

his culture, his every day living. . .When Strong 

feelings of awareness develop in the student, 

then he will produce paintings. The Indian stu-

dent’s knowledge of tradition and unity makes 

painting important.”32
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These course descriptions and philosophical  

documents provide us with an understanding of what 

the curriculum was supposed to be, but it is the words 

of the students themselves that solidify the actuality of 

practice—how/if the philosophy affected the artwork. 

When Mike Medicine Horse Zillioux (Akimel 

O’odham/Cheyenne/Pawnee) discussed his 

painting, The Day Jackson Pollock Became a 

Christian, he talked about the studio environment 

and teaching techniques described by Kindred: “His 

instruction style was basically to leave us alone. 

. . . He would come in and look at our stuff. . . give us 

reminders, talk about hues, saturation and color, 

talking about how we wanted things seen.”33

Phyllis Fife (Muskogee Creek) also described the 

IAIA curriculum from a student perspective: “No 

one gave us instruction; no one set guidelines when 

we were in the studio.  We were kind of given a 

natural approach to learning, a ‘learn by doing.’”34 In 

discussing her piece, Life Within, Fife spoke of the stu-

dio environment at the time she created the painting: 

. . . I was in a studio that was shared with Dave 

Montana, Earl Eder, and Kevin Red Star . . . Their 

art work was way more mature than anything 

that I attempted to do . . . I experimented a lot...you 

had exposure to what other students were doing, 

and that was a big influence on me...whether it’s 

conscious or not, I think that happens.35

Many of the paintings in this exhibition were  

done by students under the age of twenty—most 

between the ages of fifteen and eighteen. It was 

important for them to learn from the older students 

Phyllis Fife (Creek, b. 1948), Life Within, 1965, oil on canvas, 
13 x 21 in., MoCNA Collection CK–4. 

as well as to rely upon each other for support and 

inspiration. As Alfred Young Man (Cree), an IAIA 

artist from the 1960s, wrote in 2012, “One might say 

the most basic curriculum at IAIA in the 1960s was 

the interaction between the students themselves. 

It was very natural for them to share, and with so 

many students on campus from so many places. . . 

student discussions became an educational tool.”36

When asked about her first exposure to action painting 

and Abstract Expressionism, Fife mentioned the 

Rockefeller Project. Her sister, Jimmie Carol Fife, had 

attended the project in Tucson, where she was shown 

the work and brought it back to Oklahoma.37 However, 

exposure to non–Native, modern art at IAIA came in a 

number of ways from a number of different people: 

“I think that what I learned about that mostly 

was from Fritz Scholder. He talked about 

going to art school in California . . . and of 

course, Wayne Thiebaud was on the tip of his 

tongue all the time as being an instructor 

to him . . . But, we had at the Institute a class 

that was an introduction to contemporary art 
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LEFT: Mike Medicine Horse Zillioux (Akimel O’odham/Chey-
enne/Pawnee, b. 1952), The Day Jackson Pollock Became a 
Christian, 1974, acrylic, rawhide, salt on canvas, 52 x 48.25 in., 
MoCNA Collection, P–22.

movements . . . and we really learned about a 

lot of the more contemporary artists who did 

some really bold contemporary types of things.  

But the action painter techniques . . . that was 

something that was the most exciting . . . it was 

a freeing style . . . It was . . . a total departure 

from . . . the murals on the walls at the Institute 

. . . the Dorothy Dunn style of painting; things 

that were very confined and two–dimensional.”38 

As mentioned previously, the constructivist model 

used at IAIA helped students construct knowledge 

based on their past experiences. In this case, students 

who were familiar with the more “traditional” style of 

painting were able to learn new techniques and view 

bold new works from both students and faculty alike.

Like Jimmie Carol Fife, Zuni painter and jeweler 

Roger Tsabetsaye was exposed to action painting and 

Abstract Expressionism while in Tucson at the SWIAP.39 

But unlike Fife’s Life Within, which is an abstraction in 

the truest sense, Tsabetsaye’s two pieces in the exhibit, 

The Creation of Pottery Symbols and Kachina No. 1, 

exhibit strong cultural influence. Both pieces from 

Tsabetsaye are indicative of the IAIA paradox to show 

contemporary departure from the norm while still  

integrating traditional imagery. As he explained:  

“I started some of. . . the pottery symbols to make  

things that would move, and that was the creation  

and my methods of. . . seeing things through a vision, 

not so much as to what is old style.”40

In stark contrast to the work by Fife and Tsabetsaye is 

the 1974 abstraction by Mike Medicine Horse Zillioux, 

The Day Jackson Pollock became a Christian.  

RIGHT: Roger Tsabetsaye (Zuni Pueblo, b. 1941), Creation of 
the Pottery Symbols, 1963, casein on illustration board,  
21.5 x 10.75 in., MoCNA Collection, ZU–27.

Zilloux discussed the misconceptions surrounding 

the work, in particular the built–in humor:

. . . it’s kinda tongue in cheek, The Day Jackson 

Pollock Became a Christian . . . a lot of people 

think it’s a drip.  But if you look at it with your eyes 

kinda closed, it’s not the drip.  There’s a series of, 

I want to call ‘em like shadow people that are 

based in there that you won’t see unless I told you. 

. . But the color itself has a real richness, a real or-

ganic feel. . . It’s very stylized. . . I wanted it variated 

so that the saturation point of the color stood out. 

. . It’s a strong piece.  But if you don’t look at it with 

your eyes closed, you will miss those shadows.41

The oral histories of the artists ring true; the students at 

IAIA in the 1960s and 1970s experienced something spe-

cial—a curriculum that accepted who they were, believed 

in how each of them could grow as a modern Indian 

person, and cultivated their talents through hands–off 

instruction and promotion of experimental techniques.
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CONCLUSION

IAIA and its experimental curriculum revolutionized 

Native American education, changing direction from 

a forced assimilationist platform toward a positive, 

culturally sensitive program designed to construct 

the whole individual through art and culture. 

Moreover, according to the various sources avail-

able on the history of the constructivist classroom, 

IAIA may have been an early example of the use of 

Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory and Calvin 

Taylor’s multiple talent approach, both popularized in 

the 1980s.42 Lloyd New and the talented faculty at IAIA 

were assisting in the development of modern Indian 

people through culture, an important theory later 

popularized by Harvard thinker Jerome Bruner.43 The 

painting course syllabi indicate that IAIA exemplified 

the constructivist classroom as defined by Hankes in 

her 1996 paper—thirty years prior to its writing. 

 It is not hyperbolic to say that the curriculum at the 

Institute of American Indian Arts was and remains a 

success in the history of American pedagogical practice. 

When combined with a supportive social environment 

and immensely talented student body, this work,  

created by young Native people, changed the Indian 

art world from one of traditional, communal aesthetics 

to one of modern, individualized expression.
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THE NEW YORK NATIVE MODERN ART MOVEMENT

Manuela Well–Off–Man

Beginning in the 1940s, an increasing number of Na-

tive artists moved to New York to develop their own 

version of Native Modernism inspired by the city’s 

art scene. They rejected the romanticized, decorative 

images promoted as the only authentic “Indian 

painting style” during the 1920s and 1930s. Instead 

they merged into the cosmopolitan art world,  

experimented with modern stylistic elements combined 

with Native art influences, and became part of the 

New York modern Native arts movement.

With the arrival of European immigrant artists 

during WWII and the emergence of Abstract 

Expressionism in the early 1940s, New York City 

became the center of the modern art world, replacing 

Paris. Often overlooked by Western art history, 

Native artists have been a vital aspect of the city’s 

avant–garde art scene since the 1940s, and some of 

them actively contributed to Abstract Expressionism, 

also known as the New York School. Several New 

York School artists, including Jackson Pollock, Mark 

Rothko, and Theodoros Stamos, were influenced 

by Native art, and in turn inspired American Indian 

artists. However, with a few exceptions, Native 

artists have rarely been treated as peers among the 

Abstract Expressionists. 

ART INSTITUTIONS AND GALLERIES

New York Abstract Expressionists had a variety of 

opportunities to engage with Indigenous art. They 

visited exhibitions and studied museum collections 

featuring Native art, such as the galleries of the  

Museum of the American Indian Heye Foundation, 

as part of their interest in universal myths and 

archaic symbolism.1 

The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) organized 

a series of exhibitions in the 1930s and ‘40s that 

generated modern artists’ interest in Native art and 

subconscious archetypes, including American Sources 

of Modern Art (1933) and Indian Art of the United 

States (1941), which actually challenged common 

definitions and preconceptions of Indian art. The 

curators emphasized that Indian art was evolving 

and not conceptually static. The exhibition brought 

forward the notion that Indian objects should be 

seen as art rather than artifacts. The Whitney  

Museum of American Art included Leon Polk  

Smith (Cherokee, 1906–1996) and George Morrison 

(Chippewa, 1919–2000) in their 1952 Annual Exhibi-

tion of Contemporary American Painting. 

Several art gallery shows also promoted Native 

American art and culture, for example the Exposition 
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of Indian Tribal Arts held at the Grand Central  

Galleries in 1931. Lloyd R. Oxendine’s groundbreaking 

American Art Gallery (1970–1978) and AMERINDA 

(established in 1987) were two galleries exclusively 

featuring contemporary Native art. In addition,  

alternative galleries Artists Space and White  

Columns also exhibited the work of Native artists. 

 

EARLY NEW YORK MODERN NATIVE ARTISTS

New York City has not been new territory to Native 

artists. Originally inhabited by the Lenape Nation, 

the island known as Manhattan today was given the 

Lenape name Manahatta, which means “hilly island.”2 

The history of New York as a modern Native art center 

began with early twentieth–century Indigenous artists 

working, studying, and exhibiting in the city in the 1920s 

and 1930s, including Bonita Wa Wa Calachaw Nunez 

(Luiseño, 1888–1966, also known as Wa Wa Chaw) and 

Leon Polk Smith (Cherokee, 1906–1996). Wa Wa Chaw 

briefly studied with Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847–1917), 

who introduced her to heavy impasto and muted 

colors. She soon developed her own expressionistic, 

narrative style, using earth–tone colors applied in thick 

layers. Known as an early Native American rights activ-

ist, she sold her paintings on Greenwich Village street 

corners and participated in the Washington Square 

Outdoor Show in the 1920s.3 

New York began to flourish as a Native art center 

during the 1940s and 1950s, when Native artists 

such as Leon Polk Smith and George Morrison had 

their studios in the city. Leon Polk Smith (Cherokee, 

1906–1996), whose parents were one–half Cherokee, 

was born near Chickasha in Oklahoma when it was 

still Indian Territory. He grew up amongst Chickasaws 

and Choctaws, speaking Cherokee as his first 

language. In 1936, he moved to New York, where 

he was inspired by European Modernism, i.e. Piet 

Mondrian, Constructivism, and the city itself. He was 

especially fascinated by Mondrian’s discovery of 

the interchangeability of form and space.4 However, 

much of his work was also influenced by American 

Indian artistic traditions, such as Plains Indian 

geometric designs. Smith was considered one of the 

founders of Hard–edge painting, and became best 

known for his flatly painted geometric abstractions, 

which he began to develop in the early 1940s. 

After trips to Europe and Santa Fe, New Mexico, 

Smith moved to New York full time in 1944, and was 

among the most successful Native artists in New 

York. In 1945, he participated in Sidney Janis Gal-

lery’s exhibition, Post Mondrian Painters, which also 

included works by Josef Albers and Ilya Bolotowsky. 

His balance of color, form, and space inspired  

Ellsworth Kelly, Ad Reinhardt, and Robert Indiana, 

who discussed the subject during their visits to 

Smith’s studio in the mid–1950s.5 He was also a 

mentor to artist and curator Lloyd R. Oxendine 

(Lumbee, 1942–2015). As early as the 1940s, Smith 

explored the curved line to free himself from the 

limitations of rectilinear shapes. Beginning in 1957, he 

created Hard–edge paintings on shaped canvases—

years before Ellsworth Kelly or anyone else did.6 

In 1958, Smith had his first exhibition with the Betty 

Parsons Gallery and joined her influential roster of 

artists. During the early 1960s, Smith’s reputation 
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continued to grow with the rise of non–gestural 

forms of abstraction, including Color Field, Hard–edge, 

Op, and Minimalism. In 1965, he participated in  

MoMA’s landmark exhibition, The Responsive Eye.  

A year later, art critic and curator Lawrence Alloway 

included Smith’s work in Systemic Painting at The 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. In the same year, 

he received the National Council of Art Award.7 

George Morrison (Chippewa, 1919–2000) was 

born and raised on Minnesota’s North Shore of 

Lake Superior. He graduated from the Minneapolis 

School of Art in 1943 with a scholarship to study at 

the famously innovative Art Students League (ASL) 

in New York City.8 During his years at ASL (1943 to 

1946) Morrison merged Cubism, Expressionism, and 

Surrealism in his works. He remembered about his 

processes that “it was all very subconscious” and 

that a “dreamlike Surrealism [was] creeping in,”—in 

Leon Polk Smith (Cherokee, 1906–1996), Geronimo, 1957,  
oil on canvas, 67 x 45 in., photo courtesy of the Leon Polk  
Smith Foundation.

fact, his drawings from 1945 reveal that he was the 

first Native American artist to respond to Surrealism.9 

Morrison matured artistically in the new Abstract 

Expressionist scene in New York in the mid–1940s. 

The style is known for its spontaneous and emotional 

approach to painting, which includes intuition, 

improvisation, and chance. This is also evident in 

Morrison’s working process, which includes discovering 

forms and images while painting, and in the variety 

of moods and effects in his works. In 1946, his last 

year at the ASL, Morrison was included in exhibitions 

at the Whitney Museum of American Art and the 

Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. He also frequently 

exhibited in group shows with avant–garde artist 

friends such as Louise Nevelson at the Grand  

Central Art Galleries.10 

In the mid–1940s Morrison began to create works in 

which biomorphic elements were fitted into linear 

patterns and grids that gave his compositions more 

structure, and often relied on Surrealist creative 

processes. Some of his organic forms suggested 

slopes, mounds, and serpentine bodies of water. 

In the late 1980s, Morrison recalled, “In those early 

years I was interested in the Cubist technique of 

breaking down landscape elements—a portion of 

land, water, or sky—into sections, and I still work that 

way.”11 In 1954 he participated in an exhibition at the 

Tanager Gallery with Ad Reinhardt, Joan Mitchell, 

Robert Rauschenberg, and others. 

In 1955, he moved to Greenwich Village, and spent 

time at the Village’s legendary Cedar Tavern with 

artist friends Franz Kline, Willem de Kooning, Philip 

Guston, and Jackson Pollock. His paintings of that 
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time consisted of spontaneously generated, thick 

impasto surfaces. He referred to Abstract Expres-

sionist all–over compositions as “one–shot paint-

ings,” produced in a single session that might last 

all through the night.12 His focus on texture and the 

physical qualities of paint, as well as the aesthetic 

quality of his compositions, made him a successful 

member of the Abstract Expressionism movement, 

receiving positive critiques and exhibiting at major 

venues.13 He explained “This was my version  

of gestural painting, which the other Abstract  

Expressionists like Pollock and de Kooning were  

doing.... Movement of the paint became an integral 

part of the idea of painting. There might be a suggestion 

of subject matter…[but] the phenomenon of paint 

was what the painting was really about.”14 In 1957 

Morrison had another solo exhibition at the Grand 

Central Moderns, from which the Whitney Museum 

of American Art acquired The Antagonist (1957).15  

A year later, Morrison was included in group exhibitions 

at the Dallas Museum of Fine Arts and the Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art, and an invitational 

at the Nonagon Gallery in New York along with 

the artists Willem de Kooning, Philip Guston, Hans 

Hofmann, Franz Kline, and Milton Resnick. When 

his son, Briand Mesaba Morrison, was born in 1961, 

Franz Kline “elected himself Briand’s godfather.”16 

Morrison was a key figure in New York’s early Native 

art movement. Even though he mainly associated with 

non–Native artists at the beginning of his career, he lat-

er connected with other Native artists and writers, and 

exhibited at the American Indian Community House 

Gallery. He also didn’t identify as an Indian artist in his 

early years: “I never played the role of being an Indian 

artist. I always just stated the fact that I was a painter 

and I happened to be Indian. I wasn’t exploiting the 

idea of being Indian at all, or using Indian themes  

 . . . But as my work became better known, some critics 

would pick up on my Indian background, and they’d 

make something of it. I guess they were looking for a 

way to understand my work.”17 Morrison also com-

mented, “Critics will refer to my Indian background to 

try and make sense of the work, I wasn’t pushing it, but 

they found it anyway.”18 In fact, for years he was better 

known in the Abstract Expressionism movement than 

within American Indian art circles. 

His relationship to the land was essential to Morrison’s 

identity. Even while he lived in New York, he was 

constantly drawn to the beaches and shoreline of 

Cape Cod and Provincetown—places that were 

similar to the views on Lake Superior. The results of 

his beachcombing for found wood and other natural 

materials were his monumental wood collages of the 

mid–1960s, which are among his major works, along 

with his abstract paintings inspired by Lake Superior. 

Both emphasized the horizontal line.

 

ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISTS’ INTEREST  

IN NATIVE ART

While Polk and Morrison contributed to the New 

York School movement, its members in turn found  

inspiration in Native art. They explored Indigenous 

imagery, archaic symbolism, ancient universal mythology, 

and Surrealist ideas to free themselves from realism 

and to develop new aesthetic principles as a  

response to the tension–wracked post–WWII era. 
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John Graham (1886–1961), for example, studied the Indig-

enous arts of the world, collected African, Oceanic, and 

Melanesian artifacts, and became a teacher and mentor 

to many of the young Abstract Expressionists, including 

Pollock, Gottlieb, Newman, Gorky, and de Kooning.19

Jackson Pollock (1912–1956) grew up in Arizona and 

California, and became interested in American 

Indian art and culture while on surveying trips with 

his father. Beginning in the late 1930s, he included 

pictographs and ideograms in his paintings, partly 

prompted by his Jungian therapist, as well as by 

his interest in American Indian culture and works 

by Miro and Masson. He cited Native art influence 

throughout his career. After seeing Navajo sand 

painting demonstrations at the Museum of Modern 

Art, Pollock’s process changed drastically, and he 

began using his drip painting technique on canvases 

spread on the floor instead of placed on an easel. 

Pollock explained: “On the floor I am more at ease.  

I feel nearer, more part of the the painting, since this 

way I can walk around it, work from the four sides 

and literally be in the painting. This is akin to the 

method of the Indian sand painting of the West.”20 

Adolph Gottlieb (1903–1974) explored American 

Indian art as part of his interest in mythology and 

nature. In 1937, Gottlieb visited the Southwest while 

researching universal mythologies that inspired 

his early paintings.21 He found similarities between 

Native American culture and Greek mythology, and 

was impressed by the “immediacy” of Northwest 

Coast Native art. He created his first “pictograph” 

painting in 1941. Many of his “pictographs” evoke  

Inuit masks and American Indian petroglyphs, as 

well as ancient myths and archaic symbols.22 Even 

though he collected and admired Native art,  

Gottlieb did not want to have his imagery interpreted 

as direct references to Indigenous cultures; instead 

they represented his personal iconography. Like 

other Abstract Expressionists, he never consulted 

with Native artists or tribal members to get permission 

to use some of the symbols or learn about their 

meaning.23 However, from today’s perspective it 

seems many Abstract Expressionists, as well as  

artists of the previous Modernist generation,  

practiced a form of cultural art appropriation.

Like Gottlieb, and other New York artists before them, 

Mark Rothko (1903–1970) traveled to the Southwest to 

experience Native art and culture in person. Accord-

ing to Noah G. Hoffman, director of the Mark Rothko 

Southwest History Project/Rothko with Reservations: 

“Rothko was attending and sketching at American  

Indian ceremonies as early as 1938 and continued to 

do so as late as 1949. His signature compositional for-

mat can now be traced to a specific Native American 

Adolph Gottlieb, Pictograph, 1946, oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in., 
photo courtesy of the Adolph and Ester Gottlieb Foundation.
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dance board which he sketched in detail at a Pueblo 

dance near Santa Fe, New Mexico.”24 

Barnett Newman (1905–1970) was probably the 

Abstract Expressionist who supported Native art 

the most. He wrote several essays on this subject 

between 1944 and 1949, and organized two major  

exhibitions at the Betty Parsons Gallery in New 

York in 1944 and 1946. He believed Native American 

art was the answer to the crisis of modernity and 

national culture, since it “illuminates the work of 

our time” and “gives meaning to the strivings of 

our artists.”25 He and his circle of friends argued 

that Indigenous art of the Americas could serve 

as the resource for a new American Modernism 

and identity separate from European art traditions. 

In his 1946 exhibition he claimed the Northwest 

Coast Indian painters as the “spiritual and aesthetic 

ancestors of modern American artists.”26 Newman’s 

1944 exhibition of pre–Columbian stone sculptures 

included several works from the American Museum 

of Natural History collection. Even though he was 

not the first to present these kinds of works as fine 

art (several objects he borrowed from collectors 

John D. Graham and Max Ernest had already been 

presented in a modern art context), Newman’s 

intent was still groundbreaking at his time. Art histo-

rian Bill Anthes explains: “By literally and figuratively 

removing artifacts from the didactic contexts of mu-

seums of archeology and ethnology and redeploying 

them in the clean, modern (and commercial) spaces 

of New York galleries, Newman in effect recast 

the artifact as essentially Modernist artworks in an 

unfolding drama of, in Newman’s words, ‘our  

inter–American consciousness.’”27 Newman contin-

ues to inspire contemporary Indian artists: Robert 

Houle (Saulteaux, b. 1947) and Gerald McMaster 

(Plains Cree/Blackfoot, b. 1953) recognize Newman 

as “a key figure in a critique of Western Modernism.”28 

Theodoros Stamos (1922–1997) was an early mentor 

of Lloyd R. Oxendine (Lumbee, 1942–2015), one of 

the key artists and curators of the New York Native 

American Contemporary Art Movement. They met 

at the Art Students League in New York City,  

where Stamos began teaching in 1955. Oxendine 

was inspired by Stamos’s fluid paint application, 

expressive use of color, and abstractions of nature.  

 

INDIAN SPACE PAINTERS

George Morrison’s New York artist friends included 

Peter Busa (1914–1985), who was part of of the Indian 

Space Painters, a group of non–Native artists whose 

work was inspired by Native American art designs 

and principles. During the 1940s they often met in 

the cafeteria of the Art Students League to discuss 

their theories of Native American and avant–garde 

art.29 Among the members were Steve Wheeler 

(1912–1992), Peter Busa (1914–1985), Robert Barrell 

(1912–1995), and Will Barnet (1911–2012), George 

Morrison’s Art Students League teacher, as well 

as his classmate, Helen DeMott (1920–1997). Even 

though they were not as prominent as the Abstract 

Expressionists, these artists played a vital role in 

the promotion of American Indian art as fine art. 

Their painting style was developed as an American 
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response to Cubism, based on Native American 

designs and aesthetics, and exploring generalized 

“Indian” myths that fascinated New Yorkers in the 

1930s and ‘40s. Influenced by Hans Hofmann’s 

(1880–1966) theories of space and color, they shared 

with Abstract Expressionism a preference for all–

over compositions and two–dimensional space.

 

SECOND GENERATION OF NEW YORK  

MODERN NATIVE ARTISTS  

Lloyd R. Oxendine (Lumbee, 1942–2015) was part of 

a younger generation of New York Native modern 

artists and studied painting with Theodoros Stamos 

at the Art Students League in the mid–1960s. While 

his early works were Abstract Expressionist in style, 

his later paintings included figurations inspired by 

nature, rendered in a neo–expressionist technique. 

In 1970, he opened New York’s first art gallery 

dedicated solely to contemporary Native art: the 

American Art Gallery in Soho. From 1985 to 1993 

he was curator of the American Indian Community 

House Gallery, founded in 1969. His philosophy of 

“art not artifact” led to a new appreciation of Native 

art as fine art. His curatorial practices addressed 

themes that are still relevant today: politics, activ-

ism, spirituality, irony, and conceptual contents.30 

As a student, G. Peter Jemison (Heron Clan Sene-

ca, b. 1945) studied works by Clyfford Still, Pollock, 

and de Kooning at the Albright–Knox Art Gallery. 

However, he felt the greatest affinity to the found–

object art of Robert Rauschenberg, whom he met at 

the New York nightclub, Max’s Kansas City.31 Jemison 

began exhibiting his work in New York in 1967, while also 

promoting the work of other Native artists as curator at 

the American Indian Community House Gallery.  

He became known for his paintings, videos, and mixed– 

media works on parasols and brown paper bags.

Jaune Quick–to–See Smith (Salish/French/Cree/

Shoshone, b. 1940) is an internationally known  

contemporary Native American artist whose work 

contains imagery from popular culture, combined 

with irony and a dose of rage. Her complex, multi– 

layered paintings and drawings use the visual language 

of the Abstract Expressionists juxtaposed with 

newspaper clippings and symbols found in petroglyphs. 

Smith explained “I am a bridge–maker. Art and artists 

that are important to me are Oscar Howe, Paul 

Klee, Fritz Scholder, Robert Rauschenberg, Esteban 

Vicente, and Diebenkorn, as well as the media of 

petroglyphs, pictographs, old skin robes, cave painting, 

ledger art, and muslin painting.”32 Her prints often 

address Native stereotypes and illustrate with biting 

satire false assumptions about Native culture. She 

exhibited and collaborated with Peter Jemison and 

Jolene Rickland (Tuscarora, b. 1956) at the American 

Indian Community House in New York during the 

1970s and ‘80s. 

New York Native artists also contributed to the 

city’s vibrant performance–art scene: artists such 

as the Native American Theatre Ensemble and 

Spiderwoman Theater explored feminism and Na-

tive cultural exploitation during the tumultuous late 

1960s and early 1970s. 
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CONCLUSION  

Since the 1940s, New York has attracted and 

produced a wide variety of Native artists and art 

practices, each defined by their own artistic experi-

ences. Native galleries and non–Native galleries, as 

well as museums, have been vital to the success of 

the New York modern Native art movement. Unlike 

other Native art movements, such as the Santa Fe, 

Northwest Coast, Oklahoma, or Plains Indian art 

scene, the New York movement often did not ref-

erence so–called “traditional” or customary Indian 

art. Instead, these artists used the visual language 

of the New York School. As Native artists gravitated 

toward New York, the exposure to avant–garde art 

gave them a new freedom of expression and liberated 

them from the expectations of the conservative 

Native art market and museums. Without these 

artists’ willingness to take risks and experiment with 

new art processes, the high level of diversity in 

contemporary Native art could not have happened. 

In particular, Leon Polk Smith and George Morrison 

influenced generations of contemporary Native art-

ists. These artists contributed to the development 

of the New York School and its successors with the 

introduction of the shaped canvas as a further  

development of Hard–edge painting (Smith) and 

thickly layered, textural compositions inspired by 

forms of nature and the unconscious (Morrison). 

The close examination of the pioneering works  

by Smith and Morrison also helps to correct the 

continued art–historical emphasis on Abstract  

Expressionism’s artistic innovations at the expense 

of one of its sources of inspiration: Indigenous art.33 

Even though Abstract Expressionists were interested in 

Indigenous art, they were not willing to have a dialog 

with Native artists; nor did they try to understand 

the Native art and culture they used as inspiration 

for their own works. Native and non–Native art were 

also not treated equally in exhibitions that featured 

both.34 Nevertheless, New York Native artists made 

an impact on the art world. For Native Abstract 

Expressionists, the Modernist period did not invent 

abstract imagery. However, the movement’s experiments 

with abstraction did provide inspiration: Native art-

ists explored intuitive expressions from their own art 

traditions, which manifested in geometric, expres-

sionistic, and symbolic representations of shapes, 

forms, and colors. 
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When Anishinaabe artist George Morrison (1919–

2000) went home in the mid–1970s to the Grand 

Portage Reservation in Minnesota, he started 

painting the Horizon series at his studio and home 

located on Lake Superior. Morrison discusses this 

series of works as springing from his subconscious 

because the landscape of his youth had come back 

full force in the kinds of moods, atmospheres, colors, 

and textures he painted from memory.2 Morrison 

speaks also about growing up close to nature to 

explain his affinity for the textural qualities of rocks, 

trees, and water that eventually were transmuted 

into thick paint on canvas. Self–described as an 

“old fashion[ed] abstract artist,”3 Morrison’s fifty–

year career began at the Minneapolis School of 

Art and continued at the New York Art Students 

League from 1943 to 1946, where he was influenced 

by Expressionism, Cubism, Surrealism, and other 

art movements.4 Living in a studio on East Ninth 

Street near Cooper Union, Morrison encountered 

Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline, 

My art is my religion. I’ve tried to unravel the fabric of my life and how it relates to my work.  
Certain Indian values are inherent—an inner connection with the people and all living things,  
a sense of being in tune with natural phenomena, a consciousness of sea and sky, space
and light, the enigma of the horizon, the color of the wind.1 

—  George Morrison, This Song Remembers  

W R I T I N G  AGA I N ST  T H E  E N E M Y:  R E –T H I N K I N G  N AT I V E  
M O D E R N I S M  A N D  S H I F T I N G  T H E  H O R I ZO N  L I N E S  O F  H I STO RY

Shanna Ketchum–Heap of Birds

George Morrison (1919–2000), Spirit Path, New Day, Red Rock 
Variation: Lake Superior Landscape, 1990, acrylic and pastel  
on paper, 22 3/8 x 30 in., Collection, Minnesota Museum of 
American Art, purchase, with funds from Mrs. Arthur Savage, 
John R. Savage, Mrs. Harold Searles, Mr. and Mrs. Walter H. 
Trenerry, and Mr. and Mrs. Louis N. Zelle, 99.04.02.03.

and other Abstract Expressionist painters—whom 

he described as “friendly to everyone”—at the Ce-

dar Street Tavern in Greenwich Village.5  

Most critics would agree that viewing Morrison’s 

work within the context of Abstract Expressionism 
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situates us, art historically, within the Eurocentric 

scenario that modern art is the provenance of a 

select few who, by virtue of their Western European 

heritage and male gender, conform to the fully 

established conventions and categories governing 

it. In particular, scholar Serge Guilbaut argues, in 

his book titled How New York Stole the Idea of 

Modern Art (1983), that the Abstract Expressionist 

movement achieved its success by abusing the 

concept of freedom for ideological purposes, and 

that the “discourses of modernism have produced 

the silences, created the omissions, and wiped 

out whole groups of artists and types of artistic 

practice” because of its focus on white, male 

artists.6 In her article titled “The Space Between 

Art and Political Action: Abstract Expressionism 

and Ethical Choice in Postwar America 1945–1950,” 

art historian Nancy Jachec marks the year 1945 as 

the “beginning of a stylistic change in the work of 

each of the Abstract Expressionists, as they moved 

from a Surrealist–influenced style to what can be 

considered their mature styles.”7 It is within that 

five–year framework, coupled with the post–World 

War II mood of anxiety and trauma, that Jachec 

links statements artists made about their own  

work with an idea of freedom and individuality 

incompatible with political action.8 Therefore, in 

terms of the present exhibition at IAIA’s Museum 

of Contemporary Native Arts, “redefining action 

and abstraction” means engaging Western modernist 

paradigms and going beyond their limitations and 

contradictions to define a space for Native artists 

to exhibit work outside of power structures  

that have appropriated, commodified, and de– 

historicized their labor and modes of expression. 

‘TRADITIONAL’ INDIAN PAINTING IN OKLAHOMA: 

THE ‘INDIVIDUAL’ AS INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE  

Are we to be held back forever with one 

phase of Indian painting, with no right for 

individualism, dictated to as the Indian 

has always been, put on reservations and 

treated like a child, and only the White 

Man knows what is best for him? 

—Oscar Howe9 

In December, 1975, the Artists Meeting for Cultural 

Change (AMCC) circulated a petition that  

demanded the Whitney Museum of American  

Art in New York City cancel a show titled Three 

Centuries of American Art.10 The Bicentennial  

exhibition contained works entirely from the 

private collection of John D. Rockefeller III. The 

petition stated that “no black artists and only one 

woman artist” would be shown and that “other 

minorities in United States culture [would] also 

be under–represented or excluded.”11 The AMCC 

produced a publication known as the “anti–catalog,” 

which comprised essays and documents that 

“criticized what its members saw as the misuse of 

art and art institutions to serve the interests of a 

wealthy minority of the population.”12 In an essay 

published in “an anti–catalog” titled “Mr. Catlin and 

Mr. Rockefeller Tame the Wilderness,” artist Jimmie 

Durham discloses the connections between the 

Rockefellers’ art collection and their history of 

oppressing Indians in the name of Westward  

Expansion.13 In particular, Durham points out that 
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the history of the Rockefeller family’s fortune in 

the oil industry began in Oklahoma where they 

stole land that belonged to various Indian nations.14 

Durham includes a reproduction of Oklahoma painter 

Blackbear Bosin’s (Comanche/Kiowa) Prairie Fire (1953) 

to counteract the mythology of nineteenth–century 

artist George Catlin’s landscape paintings that depict 

white settlers peddling “American exceptionalism” and 

the “taming of the West” in lieu of the colonization and 

genocide of Indian people. 

In 1958, similar to AMCC’s petition, Oscar Howe 

(Yanktonai Dakota) leveled a critique at the Philbrook 

Museum’s Indian Annual jurors in a letter challenging 

the institutional legitimacy of ‘traditional’ style 

Indian painting that catered to white patrons at the 

expense of individual expression and experimentation. 

According to scholar Bill Anthes, since its founding 

in 1946, the Philbrook Museum, located in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, had “promoted what its organizers 

considered to be the ‘traditional style’ of Native 

American painting developed by the young Indian 

artists in Dorothy Dunn’s Studio and under Oscar 

Jacobson at the University of Oklahoma in the 

Francis Blackbear Bosin, Prairie Fire, c. 1953., gouache on 
brown paper, 23 x 33 in., Philbrook Museum of Art,  
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Museum purchase, 1953.7.

1930s.”15 The flat, two–dimensional, formal style  

of “traditional” Indian art that extends from  

Oklahoma westward into New Mexico and  

Arizona was popular with white patrons because 

the Indian subject matter made it “authentic”  

while the “illustrational style […] emphasized flat, 

linear patterns and unmodulated earth colors 

uncontaminated by Western pictorial techniques 

such as shading and perspective.”16 This  

“traditional” style of Indian painting was originally 

attributed to the Kiowa Five/Six artists Steven 

Mopope, Monroe Tsatoke, Spencer Asah, James 

Auchiah, Jack Hokeah, and later, Lois Smokey, who 

was the youngest and only female artist in the 

group.17  In the 1920s, these artists were admitted 

to the University of Oklahoma’s art department by 

Swedish–American artist Oscar Jacobson and  

encouraged by their teachers to “develop an  

‘Indian’ style based on the ledger drawings they 

had seen in books”18 and that were drawn by  

warriors who were unjustly imprisoned at Fort 

Marion in Saint Augustine, Florida.

Although the Kiowa Five/Six artists received  

international acclaim under Jacobson, by the 1950s, 

“cosmopolitan, educated Native American artists 

including Oscar Howe and Dick West (Southern 

Cheyenne) argued that ‘traditional–style’ Indian 

painting had become ‘kitsch’ or ‘formulaic.’”19  

Furthermore, this style of painting, taught and  

celebrated in Oklahoma and the Southwest, was 

seen as a “simplistic stereotype that elided tribal 

differences, repressed individual expression, 

and was out of touch with contemporary Native 

lives, which by now [the late 1950s] encompassed 
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military service, urban wage labor, mainstream 

education and increasing activism.”20 Revisionist art 

history starting in the 1980s takes into account  

tribal diversity and individual expression found in 

“contemporary painting, as it is practiced by artists 

who live on or near reservations in the Great 

Plains, [as] a complex synthesis of tribal traditions, 

Euro–American influences, and individual visions that 

cannot be categorized simply as modern.”21 For 

example, other notable Oklahoma artists such as 

Acee Blue Eagle (Muscogee/Pawnee/Wichita), his 

student Dick West (Southern Cheyenne), Woody 

Crumbo (Potawatomi), and Ruth Blalock Jones 

(Delaware/Shawnee/Peoria) developed a distinct 

style at Bacone College at Muskogee, in eastern 

Oklahoma. And still more notable artists from 

Oklahoma and the Southwest, such as Allan Hous-

er (Chiricahua Apache), Quincy Tahoma (Navajo), 

and Oscar Howe, attended The Studio in Santa Fe, 

New Mexico, under the tutelage and watchful eye 

of Dorothy Dunn. Although the journey of each in-

dividual artist took them to diverse locations, these 

artists shared the experience of colonial institutions 

such as museums, galleries, schools, and gov-

ernment that artists like Oscar Howe increasingly 

challenged, or critiqued, as limiting.

 

NATIVE ARTISTS IN CALIFORNIA:  

RELOCATION AND AMERICAN INDIAN ACTIVISM  

Here in California, cultural diversity plays an im-

portant role now. But when I was going to school 

as an artist, cultural diversity was not considered 

an important part of the fine–arts movement. It 

was always a white Renaissance European artist 

that was represented as important.

—Jean LaMarr22 

Jean LaMarr (Paiute/Pit River), a nationally recog-

nized community–arts activist based in Susanville, 

California, went to school at UC Berkeley after the 

Third World Strike of 1968 and during the time of 

the occupation of Alcatraz in 1969, and the Pit River 

occupation in 1970.23 In addition to being a print-

maker, LaMarr is a muralist inspired by the Chicano 

art movement to engage Native American youth 

in community projects that instill pride about their 

Indigenous heritage. The fight for civil rights among 

the minority populations in the US has been cited 

by many contemporary Native American artists as 

the impetus for addressing the socio–political  

realities of Indian life in the US. LaMarr’s contem-

poraries during the late 1960s to 1970s included 

other artists with California tribal associations, 

such as Harry Fonseca (Maidu/Portuguese/Hawaiian)/

Rick Bartow (Wiyot)/Frank LaPena (Wintu– 

Nomtipom/Tena), Judith Lowry (Maidu/Pit River), 

and Brian Tripp (Karuk), to only name a few. Some 

of these artists were exhibited in Images  

of Identity (2004), curated by Frank LaPena,  

at California State University, Sacramento. 

Other artists connected to California in various ways 

were also exhibited in Images of Identity such as  

Dugan Aguilar (Paiute/Maidu/Pit River), Fritz Scholder 

(Luiseño), and Frank Tuttle (Yuki/Wailaki/Concow 

Maidu). Curator LaPena states that even though  
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“California is not usually associated with what is com-

monly thought of as ‘Indian art’, the state has a signifi-

cant population of native people, whether indigenous 

or relocated from other areas.”24 

When the Indian Relocation Act of 1956 was 

instituted, the US government encouraged Native 

people to leave Indian reservations for urban  

centers promising employment opportunities so that 

nearly 100,000 Indians were relocated to California 

between 1952 and 1968.25 This program brought Native 

artists from other areas of the country, such as  

multimedia documentarian Pamela Peters (Diné), while 

other influential artists like Bob Haozous (Chiricahua 

Apache), Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie (Seminole, Muscogee, 

Diné), James Luna (Puyukitchum, Ipai), Gerald Clarke  

(Cahuilla), and George Longfish (Seneca/Tuscarora)  

either studied, exhibited, lived, or worked in California. 

In fact, since 1973, artist, writer, curator, and educator 

George Longfish has been a supporter and exhibiter 

of Native American artists. He served as director of the 

C.N. Gorman Museum of American Art at UC Davis, 

California, until 1997, and retired from the Department of 

Native American Studies at Davis in 2003. As a young 

artist studying at the Art Institute of Chicago in the 

1970s, Longfish remembers wanting to be “just an artist. 

But after teaching in Montana for a year and witnessing 

the reservation system, his art became politicized.”26 

The American Indian Movement (AIM), like other 

movements of the 1960s, allowed many artists to 

create cultural expressions with an overarching 

critique of US society that also challenged stereo-

typical expectations of Indian art. These critiques 

were “radical” in the sense that they “attempted to 

get to the root of oppression and [the] current  

system of gross inequality.”27 The impetus for  

minority political activism can be traced to the 

1940s and 1950s because these decades fore-

ground the fight for, mostly, Black civil rights and 

the emergence of AIM in 1968, especially with 

the occupation of Alcatraz Island from 1969 to ‘71. 

Scholar Joane Nagel discusses the formation of 

the Red Power movement during civil rights–era 

America and how, although there were some very 

real differences between the problems facing 

American Indians and those confronting Black 

Americans in the 1960s, we cannot discount the 

importance of the civil rights movement for the 

emergence of Red Power.28 For example, Nagel 

points out that Red Power borrowed from civil 

rights organizational forms, rhetorics, and tactics 

but modified them to meet the specific needs and 

symbolic purposes of Indian grievances, targets, 

and locations: “the black lunch counter ‘sit–in’  

became the tribal ‘fish–in’; ‘Black Power’ became 

‘Red Power’; AIMs police–monitoring activities in Min-

neapolis paralleled those of the Black Panthers in Oak-

land.”29 In moments of social upheaval, artists generate 

large–scale aesthetic and creative outpourings, and the 

well–documented actions of AIM in the media inspired 

a large number of student artists from various tribal 

backgrounds and locations to participate as agents of 

social change. For these, and many other reasons, the 

Native artists discussed in this essay continue to inspire 

successive generations of Native and non–Native artists 

who are open to investigating, challenging, and creating 

work that can reshape our understanding of the world.
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Edna Massey (née Hogner)  (Cherokee, 1913–1977), Untitled 
(Abstract Print), ca. 1945–1960, woodcut on paper, 5.25 x 7 in., 
MoCNA Collection, CHE–20.

The print is untitled and small in scale, just  

5.25 x 7 inches. The black and gold composition of 

geometric forms oscillates in rhythmic fashion  

on the paper. It is full of life. The design fills the 

pictorial space and looks vaguely like words or graffiti 

with an ambiguous figure/ground relationship. It is 

strikingly bold and nonrepresentational. Created 

sometime between 1945 and 1960, it is potentially 

one of the earliest works in the Action/Abstraction 

Redefined exhibition. Only the untitled paintings by 

John Hoover or Fritz Scholder’s The Offering could 

have been created earlier than this small print by 

Edna Massey (Cherokee). Where exactly it was made 

and under what circumstances were never recorded. 

And, in fact, there have been no scholarly publica-

tions about Massey, an Oklahoma–born Cherokee artist 

who produced paintings and prints and who, in her role 

as an employee of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board 

(IACB) in Washington DC, helped set the increasingly 

diverse directions of Native American art between the 

beginning of her civil service career in 1940 and her 

death in 1977. Her work is remarkable for many reasons—

for the way it employs abstract design and symbolic mo-

tifs, of course, but also for its innovations. She received 

her first award for use of silkscreen printing on fabric in 

1960, when Andy Warhol was just beginning to experi-

ment with the medium.1 And she was a Native woman 

in an art world that was largely male and welcomed few 

non–whites into its upper echelon.

It takes some combination of art criticism, scholarly 

attention, and notable public narrative to establish 

the kind of lasting artistic legacy that now exists for 

George Morrison, T.C. Cannon, and Fritz Scholder. 

But in the 1950s and 1960s, that combination of 

critical attention was exceedingly rare for a female 

artist, even rarer for a female Native American artist 

experimenting with non–representational abstraction 

without utilizing pictorial narrative or materials tied 

to so–called primitive traditions. This chapter is 

the start of an effort to recover the history of Edna 

Massey and the importance of her contributions to 

Native Modernism of the 1950s to the 1970s.

EDNA MASSEY AND NATIVE MODERNISM

Lara M. Evans
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Shanna Ketchum–Heap of Birds’ chapter describes 

the origins of Modernism as specifically male 

and of European heritage. Efforts to expand 

our understanding of that origin constantly take 

place, though success is slow. Fortunately, several 

scholars, including Ketchum–Heap of Birds, have 

been working to build a more complex analysis 

of Modernism as a multi–faceted movement with 

locally unique expressions and active participation 

of artists outside of the Euro–American male cate-

gories.2 Few Native American women artists active 

during the 1950s and 1960s have been included in 

these efforts. Edna Hogner Massey began making 

artwork by the 1940s and continued working until 

shortly before her death in 1977. She won awards, 

has work in at least two museums, and had a  

productive career, but is missing from the art  

historical record.  This absence from the canon  

of art history is a fairly common story. An artist  

can be successful in their own lifetime, but fall  

out of the public eye fifty years later and even  

art experts may know very little about them. 

The curatorial process for this exhibition began 

with combing through the collections database in 

search of abstract two–dimensional works from the 

earliest objects in the collection up through the 

1970s. We narrowed our criteria even further by 

eliminating nearly all figurative abstraction. Edna 

Massey’s untitled print was easily agreed upon. I 

was fascinated by the stark design qualities and 

the energy of the composition when I first saw the 

print in early 2017. A check of the museum catalog 

revealed the lack of a precise date of acquisition. 

It turns out this print entered the IAIA Museum of 

Contemporary Native Arts collection along with a 

number of other works transferred from the Indian 

Arts and Crafts Board and the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs in 1971. This lack of provenance information 

turns out to be typical of records from this series 

of transfers.3  

The first snippets of information I could find about 

Edna Massey were intriguing. Most of the artists 

in the exhibition were either IAIA faculty, such 

as Fritz Scholder; students who attended IAIA 

at some point, like Alfred Young Man or Anita 

Fields; or prominent Native artists, such as George 

Morrison or John Hoover. Preliminary research 

revealed that Massey had not attended IAIA, nor 

had she been faculty. The only readily accessible 

information about her on the Internet was from a 

brief presentation available through Google Arts, 

developed by the Bureau of Indian Affairs Museum 

Program In 2016.4 

Throughout her government career, Ms. 

Massey continued to create her own art. She 

drew inspiration both from her own Cher-

okee heritage and from the work of other 

artists with whom she came into contact. Ms. 

Massey was especially interested in experi-

menting with modern applications of tradition-

al Native American motifs and did much of 

her work in screen prints and textiles.5

The web–based slides indicated Edna Massey had 

worked for thirty–two years as a civil servant in a 

variety of positions in the Bureau of Indian affairs 

and the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, and  

described her as responsible for the acquisition  
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of much of their art collection. It also mentioned 

she worked with the wife of the Secretary of the  

Interior, Mrs. Ermalee Webb Udall, to create an 

art gallery within the US Department of the Interior 

building. She helped establish at least one biennial 

competition and a number of special exhibits. This 

biographical information was a clue that there 

might be a paper trail of some of her activities, but 

even more importantly, that she may have been 

connected to Native Modernism not only through 

the style of her own artwork; she may have played 

a role in the development of the movement during 

these crucial decades. After looking through dozens 

of boxes of archival records, creating a family  

tree from birth certificates, marriage licenses, and 

census records, and finding her last surviving  

sibling and a colleague who worked with her long 

ago, I came to the conclusion that her contributions 

were, indeed, significant. 

What follows is the story of Edna Hogner Massey 

and Native Modernism, so far.

She was born to Katie Ketcher Hogner (Cherokee) 

and Adam Hogner (Cherokee) in 1914 in Stilwell, 

Oklahoma, the oldest of eleven children. She 

attended high school in Stilwell for a while before 

going to Haskell Institute in Lawrence, Kansas.6 At 

the time of the 1940 census, Edna was recorded 

as working for the Department of the Interior 

as a “stat clerk” and was married to Frederick 

Harrison Massey (Choctaw), a financial clerk with 

the Department of the Interior.7 They married 

on February 10, 1940, at the Warrenton Baptist 

Church in Warrenton, Virginia.8 She was twenty–six 

and he was twenty–seven. The 1940 Census record 

shows that both had lived in Lawrence, Kansas, in 

1935. I worked up a family tree and was able to find 

a niece, Tonia Hogner Weavel, via social media. 

Weavel was easy to find because she is a respect-

ed expert in the history of Cherokee clothing and 

a noted seamstress. Tonia connected me with 

Edna’s last surviving sister, Kathryn Hogner Green, 

who was able to fill in some family details. 

There was quite an age difference between the 

two sisters; Kathryn was born in 1930, sixteen years 

after Edna. In Kathryn’s earliest memories, Edna 

had already left home and only came for visits. 

Kathryn reported that the Cherokee language 

had been Edna’s first language. She did not learn 

English until she started primary school. Edna and 

Fred Massey, who went by “Dick,” met at Haskell. 

Like her sister, Kathryn also went away from home 

to go to Haskell Institute for high school and met 

her future husband there. Kathryn and her husband 

had taken the civil service exam as part of their 

education, just as Edna and Dick had. Students 

who were offered government jobs usually departed 

right away for their new cities. It appears Edna 

went to Washington DC, and Dick moved to the 

Navajo Nation for a time before joining Edna in 

Washington. They also spent some time in Chicago, 

while some federal offices temporarily relocated 

during World War II, but moved back to DC in 

the summer of 1948. Amongst her colleagues in 

DC, Edna went by the nickname “Kitty,” but never 

used the name amongst family. Because of the age 

difference, Kathryn did not have insight into how 
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exactly Edna became an artist. A Stilwell news-

paper article from 1965 titled “Former Resident is 

High in Art Circles” reports Edna took classes at 

George Washington University, and states, “Then 

she attended art and textile classes about  

everywhere.”9 That lack of specificity is maddening. 

I have not yet found information about one of the 

most important aspects of any artist’s history: her 

early artistic training and influences. 

There are about twenty examples of Massey’s 

artwork accessible through online databases of the 

collections at the Smithsonian National Museum 

of the American Indian, as well as black–and–

white photographs elsewhere that identify Edna 

Massey’s work in the images, though there is not 

complete certainty which works within the frame 

are by Massey. Massey won first place in the Printed 

Fabrics category in the Smithsonian Institution’s 

1960 Creative Crafts Fourth Biennial for a pattern 

called “Full Bloom.”10 She also won prizes in Indian 

art shows over the years, as seen through official 

government press releases announcing the awards. 

Looking at the textile designs of Lloyd Kiva New, a 

key figure in the formation of IAIA, there is clearly 

a relationship between his work and Massey’s in 

terms of production methods, design aesthetics, 

and pattern organization. Massey was about four 

years Lloyd New’s senior and they do not appear 

to have had relatives nor any schooling in common. 

They were definitely acquainted, but how they 

became acquainted is uncertain. Correspondence 

in the National Archives shows public inquiries 

about Native art were often referred to contacts 

at IAIA. Edna Massey was purchasing artwork from 

students at IAIA and worked with James McGrath, 

the first Assistant Art Director of the school, on  

international exhibitions that combined work by 

IAIA students and faculty with works from the 

IACB collections. James McGrath reported New 

and Massey knew one another, but did not know 

when or how they had met, nor if they might have 

influenced each other artistically.11

Edna Massey’s creative endeavors also included 

interior design. Kathryn reports Edna was hired to 

design the décor of motels in the Southwest and 

the Cherokee Restaurant in Tahlequah, Oklahoma. 

She also did interior design work for a number of 

tribal government offices around the country, as 

well as government offices at the State Department, 

Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the Indian Arts and 

Crafts Board.12 The caption accompanying a 1965 

photo in the Arizona Republic newspaper in  

Phoenix, picturing Edna Massey and a team  

looking over architectural drawings, reads: 

Mrs. Edna H. Massey . . . confers with Dick 

Welsh, vice chairman of the Colorado River 

Indian Tribal Council and Councilwoman Mrs. 

Agnes Sylvia about the interior decorating 

of the tribe’s new administration center at 

Parker. Mrs. Massey, a member of the Cher-

okee tribe, is an artist and teacher. She is 

‘on loan’ from the Bureau of Indian Affairs to 

help tribes throughout the nation with interior 

decorating problems.13

Her interior design work, according to her sister, 

combined Modernist works by other Native artists, 
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her own silkscreened textile designs, and traditional 

pottery, usually from the Southwest. 

She had a lot of fabrics; she had a lot of wall 

hangings and she used them in her decorat-

ing of the motels and the restaurants and the 

offices that used her services as an interior 

designer. She used to tell me about all the 

pottery she used to buy. And she was really 

angry . . . and sad, because she had bought 

art and decorated the Washington office . . . 

when the American Indian Movement went 

to the BIA in Washington DC and just tore 

up the offices—broke some of the pottery that 

she had bought, like the black pottery by 

Maria Martinez—very, very famous pottery 

. . . I didn’t know what AIM was about, But I 

remember her coming home and telling us all 

about it right afterward.14

The American Indian Movement (AIM) organized  

a caravan of American Indian activists to drive 

from the West Coast to Washington DC, in a 

demonstration called the “Trail of Broken Treaties,” 

to raise awareness of the US government’s failures 

to abide by treaties and its use of federal policies 

to harm Native communities. Arrangements for  

discussions with government representatives 

quickly went wrong, and a large group of AIM 

activists occupied the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

building November 2–10, 1972. Government officials 

reported various costs for damage to the building, 

from half a million to 2 million dollars, though those 

numbers did not include damage to artworks: 

paintings, pottery, sculptures, and baskets. Political 

fallout from the events destabilized leadership in the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs for an extended period.15

Perhaps Edna Massey found this turn of events 

especially disheartening because she had found so 

much success in organizing exhibition opportunities for 

Native artists and artisans. Occurring so close to 

the end of her career in civil service, the destruction 

of so many artworks must have been devastating. 

She had greatly expanded the collection of the 

IACB and had seen to it that a wide array of Indian 

art was exhibited at home and abroad as a regular 

component of international diplomacy. She selected 

artworks to travel to US embassies abroad, and 

was a key connection between Native artists and 

US Cold War diplomacy. Native American art was 

intentionally exhibited in US embassies as part of 

the government’s efforts to counter the perceived 

threat of communism/socialism, by promoting  

“truly American” art and the integration of its  

Indigenous population into a democratic society.16

According to James McGrath, Edna Massey had 

a hand in the organization of exhibitions of works 

from the IACB collections and was a constant 

presence at anything related to Indian art. She 

traveled to the openings of the international 

exhibitions and was a gracious and supportive 

presence.17 A report about the Bureau’s activities 

for the fiscal year 1963–1964 concludes with the 

statement that there was much more demand 

for the IACB’s exhibitions than they had funds to 

support and their exhibitions were fully booked 

through 1965.18 
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The records preserved in the National Archives 

demonstrate the environment in which Edna 

Massey worked was one that promoted a wide 

range of artistic styles by Native artists. A 1967 

press release about a juried exhibition reported,

… the judges were impressed and stimulated to 

find not only that the works of art were based 

on the rich tradition that is the background 

and the environment of these artists, but that 

the artists are also concerned with contempo-

rary expressions, and searching for a synthesis 

that combines the modern and traditional.19

James McGrath described Edna Massey’s collecting 

sensibilities as being very much in agreement with 

the IACB’s broad support of Native artists during a 

personal interview in 2018:

She definitely liked the traditional, but she 

was intrigued by the new, very much by the 

new.  And I would say she had a very wide 

taste, quite frankly... I think she was interested 

in building a collection as to what was going 

on today, and as in her world.  And when you 

do that in the ‘60s or the ‘70s, you know that 

she would be collecting work that’s tradition-

al, as well as non–traditional… But she was 

also very supportive of the people who are el-

ders and what they were doing, and keeping 

that tradition alive.20  

McGrath’s description of the breadth of Edna 

Massey’s artistic taste is confirmed in a short  

two–page essay written by Massey herself in a 

catalog from a 1965 exhibition:

It is encouraging to see our new generation of 

Indian artists branching out in new directions 

in the arts. This is testimony that their imag-

inations are ignited. We must appreciate and 

respect the beautiful and traditional arts of the 

American Indian, and we must, at the same 

time, go forward and allow for the transfor-

mation of our minds and spirit in this exciting 

second half of the 20th century.21

In 1966, Edna Massey and James McGrath created  

an exhibition that first traveled to Edinburgh,  

Scotland, and then around the world for the next  

several years.22 The exhibition, Arts of Indian and  

Eskimo America, included works produced by 

students at the Institute of American Indian Arts, 

selected by McGrath, and works from the Indian Arts 

and Crafts Board collection, selected by Massey. It first 

opened in Edinburgh, Scotland. A review of the exhibi-

tion, which traveled to Berlin, West Germany, in October 

1966, was published in Der Tagesspiegel and read:

The surprises of the exhibition are the paint-

ings and sculpture. The European observer 

sees much that he knows well: construction-

ism, tachism, hard edge and monochrome 

painting. But the Indian artists do not exhaust 

themselves in imitating currently popular art 

trends, they attentively and open–mindedly pur-

sue generally practiced art forms but blend 

them with their own traditional artistic means. 

This is probably no coincidence, for just as 

Indian artists today orient themselves toward 

international art trends, has the European 

avant–garde in the beginning of our century 
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been inspired by the forms of the more primi-

tive cultures.23

The success of the 1963–64 exhibition cycle  

appears to have been surpassed by the success  

of this 1966 exhibition, which, in addition to  

Germany, traveled to Turkey, Chile, Argentina, 

and Mexico. Visitors to the exhibitions exceeded 

140,000. Arts of Indian and Eskimo America also 

exhibited in the US in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and 

in Alaska, drawing an audience of over 10,000. 

In a letter from the Commissioner of the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs to James McGrath in 1969, the 

Commisioner notes, “American ambassadors and 

representatives in countries where the exhibition 

has appeared have reported that it was a great 

credit to the United States. The Cultural Affairs  

Office and the Department of State informed us 

that this program is one of the most effective it  

has sponsored abroad.”24

Photographic documentation of the installation of 

the Edinburgh exhibition shows an arrangement of 

printed textiles spilling from baskets suspended 

from the ceiling. Archival records accompanying 

the photograph identify the fabrics as creations 

of Lloyd Kiva New, Edna Massey, and students 

at IAIA. The display method draws a connection 

between the baskets, a historical form widely 

accepted as “authentically Indian,” and the silk-

screen–printed fabric, a clearly modern expression.

Kathryn Hogner Green spoke about how Edna 

explained her work to family at home in Oklahoma,

Detail of IAIA exhibition, Edinburgh Festival, 1966. Hanging 
woven and printed textiles created by students at IAIA and 
textile designers Lloyd New and Edna Massey (both Cherokee). 
Baskets are by Hopi, Cherokee, and Papago artists. Photo by 
Alan Daiches.

She would go out and buy from the Indian 

artists and then, if she was working for a 

restaurant and they wanted it decorated in 

Southwest themes or Indian art themes, she 

would go out to Indian art shows and… buy 

from them, and then for museums, too. 

She had a lot of birds, different types of birds 

in her artwork. The picture I had is probably 

about 3.5 feet, maybe 4 feet in height and 

about 2.5 feet in width, and I had 2 of them. 

There were 12 birds, 6 birds to a picture, and 

none of them were alike…. I used them in my 

house for a long time…and then she had a 

little logo of a bird with Ahni, her Cherokee 

name that she used, and she made greeting 
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cards and stationery…. She did little pictures, 

big pictures, wall hangings, curtains.25

Kathryn Hogner Green identified the bird–pat-

terned fabric in Indian Birds as very similar to the 

set of pictures she owned. She shared recollec-

tions of her time with her sister near the end of 

life, after she lost her sight as a result of complica-

tions of diabetes and an unsuccessful eye surgery:

When I got to know her really well was later, 

when they retired and moved to Albuquerque. 

And she was blind at that point....  We got 

close in our relationship, just talking, reminiscing 

about old times, about our youth... Edna 

used to tell me all about my father…. My 

grandmother and grandfather didn’t speak 

any English. And Edna said when she went to 

school, she spoke all Cherokee. I got close to 

her in those later years.

After Edna’s passing in 1977, her husband, Fred H. 

Massey, remarried several times, which likely  

impacted the family’s ability to promote and 

keep her remaining artistic work in circulation. A 

1986 letter from Myles Libhart at the IACB to Mr. 

Massey inquired about records of Edna Massey’s 

artwork, interior design, and a storefront shop she 

had in Washington DC called Ahni Designs. There 

is no record of his reply in the archives. It is clear 

Myles Libhart was interested in taking action to  

secure a legacy for Massey’s work. In fact, the 

IACB made two purchases of her work after her 

death. The most recent was from Mr. Massey in 

1986, which included her textile design Navajo. 

However, there is no evidence that her artwork 

received any public attention for nearly forty  

years following her death.

CONCLUSION

When I embarked on this research, I was unsure 

how much meaningful information would be 

available about Edna Massey. With hard work and 

some generous help from archivists, colleagues, 

and family of the artist, I have come to the con-

clusion that Edna Massey had an impact on the 

development and recognition of Native Modernism 

during her lifetime, through her art and through 

her advocacy. For more than thirty years, Massey 

consistently worked to expand “Indian art” beyond 

narrow categories. Her acquisition and exhibition 

of Modernist works by Native artists helped artists 

Edna H. Massey (Cherokee), Indian Birds, 1968, linen, ink (block 
printed), 98 x 52.76 in., National Museum of the American Indian, 
25/8966. Kathryn Hogner Green had two panels of the fabric 
stretched on stretcher bars and installed on her walls for years. 
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REDEFINING AMERICAN ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM

Tatiana Lomahaftewa–Singer

As the American Abstract Expressionist art movement 

(1940s–1960s) broke from representational conven-

tions and prioritized experimentation, so did 

Native American art. It is no coincidence that the  

experimental educational program at the Institute 

of American Indian Arts (IAIA, est. 1962) played an 

important role for Native art toward contemporary 

expression. This high school and post–secondary 

program for Native American students provided  

an extensive arts curriculum that included formal 

studio training in painting, drawing, graphic arts, 

sculpture, jewelry, dance, ceramics, music,  

performing arts, written arts (creative writing), 

traditional arts, and commercial design. Funded by 

the US Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), IAIA was un-

like its predecessors (US Indian Boarding Schools 

of the 1800s), which were established to assimilate 

Native American children into American society. 

This program arose out of a concern regarding the 

devastating effects of the government’s Termination 

and Relocation policies (1945–1960).1 IAIA’s found-

ing art director Lloyd H. New (Cherokee) stated, 

“Many Indians of today find themselves in a  

psychological no man’s land as a result of this  

impact of the ways of the dominant culture on  

Indian values. Most young Indian people now share 

similar educational experiences with the typical 

teenager of today. They no longer wear the  

tribal costume, and they speak the common  

language. They, also, are victims of televisions  

and followers of the latest fad. They have all the 

problems common to the youth of the country,  

and in addition, the special problem of making 

satisfactory psychological reconciliations with the 

mores of two cultures.”2 In response to the decline 

of tribal communities and youth, IAIA began as  

an experiment with the intent of reconciling 

those mores. 

IAIA set about creating a program that fostered 

individual confidence as a way to sustain tribal 

communities. In a “Report on a Proposed Philosophical 

Approach to the Art Education Program of the 

Institute of American Indian Arts” to the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs, Lloyd H. New asserted, “It is 

the intent of this school that the glorious cultural 

heritage, as manifested in the artistic production of 

Indians of the North and South American continents can 

be used as the grand inspiration for an intelligent 

linkage with modern creative effort. It should result 

in unique enrichment of the total cultural scene. 

It is the belief of the school that no formula exists 

which can magically bring about this exciting projection. 

But it is hoped that effective techniques can be 
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evolved which will overwhelm the harm that comes 

from clichés and platitudes regarding Indians and 

Indian art.”3

With a vision in place, students from the ages of 

sixteen to twenty–three, representing more than 

eighty tribal nations from twenty–five states, came 

to Santa Fe to study at the newly formed institute. 

The diverse student body was led by an equally 

diverse faculty and staff of both Native and non–

Native heritage. Following New’s modern art and 

education concepts, the early IAIA instructors 

introduced their students to American, Native 

American, and world art history and culture. Their 

visionary art education philosophy encouraged 

risk–taking and experimentation in the studios. 

Through careful faculty selection by New and 

the IAIA administration, many of the innovative, 

early art instructors at IAIA, such as Fritz Scholder 

(Luiseño), Neil Parsons (Piikani), Jim McGrath, and 

Seymour Tubis, were trained at mainstream art  

institutions and were very familiar with American 

modern and contemporary art styles such as Ab-

stract Expressionism, Color Field, and Hard–edge 

painting. They encouraged the students to exper-

iment with Abstract Expressionism and other art 

movements that focused on the work itself as the 

subject, emphasizing formal aesthetic content. In 

practice, these experiments with style revealed is-

sues of identity that were new to both Native and  

Non–Native art.

These young artists did not just passively copy 

modern art styles, but rather adopted new 

practices and used modern styles in a new 

context, challenging stereotypical expectations 

about Native art through individual expression. 

“In contrast to (George) Morrison and (Leon Polk) 

Smith, (Fritz) Scholder, and the young IAIA artists 

reintroduced images culled from the troubled past 

of US–Indian relations and deliberately engaged 

a new discourse of Native American identity and 

critical subjectivity.”4 Many of the students at IAIA 

expressed ideas and feelings of the world around 

them in combination with designs/images from 

their heritage/communities rather than replicate 

the art conventions of their communities or the 

general public’s expectations of what Indian art 

should look like.

Fritz Scholder (Mission/Luiseño, 1937–2005), New Mexico #40, 
1966, acrylic on canvas, 73.5 x 51.5 in., MoCNA Collection, MS–41.
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For the first decade and a half, three dominant 

styles and techniques of the Abstract Expressionist 

movement could be seen in many of the artworks 

coming out of the IAIA painting studios: Color 

Field/Gestural painting, Hard–edge painting, and 

Action painting. Many of the works created during 

this time period were created by leading artists 

such as IAIA instructors and well–known IAIA 

students, including T.C. Cannon (Kiowa/Caddo), 

Earl Biss (Crow), and Kevin Red Star (Crow), as 

well as innovative non–IAIA artists such as George 

Morrison, John Hoover (Aleut), Patrick Swazo Hinds 

(Tesuque Pueblo), and Edna Massey (Cherokee). 

 

COLOR FIELD/GESTURAL PAINTING

Students Earl Eder (Yanktonai Sioux) and Hank 

Gobin (Tulalip/Snohomish) created paintings partly 

inspired by Color Field, a style characterized 

by large fields of color, and gestural abstraction, 

a painting style where paint is spontaneously 

applied. Unlike Abstract Expressionist painters 

such as Mark Rothko or Barnett Newman, who 

expressed abstract ideas of Native influences in 

their works, Eder and Gobin often directly referenced 

Native American concepts and designs.5 Eder  

attended IAIA from 1962 to 1965. In an early 

student quote Eder stated, “…I find myself in two 

cultures; in this I find my art. I try to incorporate 

different old Sioux artifacts and things that the 

Indian valued, into new modern ideas. Also I draw 

sources from poetry, myths, and Indian folklore. 

Now being exposed to new modern concepts I can 

Earl Eder (Tancan Hanskan, Longchase) (Yanktonai Sioux,  
b. 1944), Forms in Beadwork, 1963, oil on canvas, 37.5 x 47 in., 
MoCNA collection, S–60.

express myself. As a contemporary painter I feel 

this is a new moving type of Indian Art.”6

Eder’s Forms in Beadwork conveys a personal,  

yet unique influence from his Northern Plains  

heritage. Another artist, Henry Hank Gobin  

(Tulalip/Snohomish), who traveled from  

Washington state to attend IAIA from 1962 to  

1965, created paintings and works on paper  

using Northwest Coast imagery from a personal 

perception. In Gobin’s 1966 painting Northwest 

Design, the image used is reminiscent of the  

often–stylized, highly executed Native designs  

of the Northwest Coast. However, this piece is  

rendered less precisely and makes use of its  

large planes of color with a subtle hand–written 

poem on the image, “Two Faces to his eyes, And  

A Tear Well Fall...To Make Way For the Hands of 

Happyness, A Road For him to Follow This Way 

Too!”7 Both artists embraced art influences  

from their own heritage and from modern art 

0001-0144 243242.indd   53 2018-10-26   11:07 AM



54

movements, which allowed them to liberate  

themselves from stereotypical expectations  

regarding Native art and to self–express themselves  

as modern and Native in the twentieth century.

HARD–EDGE PAINTING

Hard–edge painting is closely related to Color 

Field painting; however, unlike the more painterly 

Color Field works, Hard–edge is known for its  

impersonal execution and smooth surface planes. 

One of the most notable IAIA instructors who 

worked in this style is Neil Parsons (Piikani), who 

taught painting from 1964 to 1967 after completing 

his MFA in painting at Montana State University. 

Parsons was about twenty–six years old at the time 

and was fascinated with the work of Hard–edge 

painter Kenneth Noland.8 Parsons took to this style 

to try to incorporate parfleche painting and Color 

Field elements into large–scale contemporary 

works. He also experimented with abstracting the 

New Mexico landscape, in particular Taos Pueblo.  

Neil Parsons (O’mahk-Pita, Tall Eagle) (Piikani, b. 1938), Pueblo 
Form #2, 1965, acrylic on canvas, 25 x 36.75 in., MoCNA  
Collection, BL–45.

For example, Pueblo Form #2 is an abstracted 

reference to the blue doors, dark blue mountains, 

yellow grass, and turquoise skies of Taos. 

Of the student artists, Redstar Price (formerly  

Connie Red Star) (Crow), who attended the IAIA 

from 1964 to 1968, painted exclusively in Hard–edge 

style. Her interest and talent for painting were 

observed very early by her instructors, Scholder 

and Parsons, who broke from customs that forced 

students to first learn perspective and realism,  

acknowledging students who showed an aptitude 

for abstraction. These students were allowed 

to bypass introductory training to an advanced 

level in the studio arts where the instructors 

encouraged self–discovery and experimentation. 

Redstar Price states, “I (had) just started (at IAIA), 

Fritz (Scholder) taught advanced painting where 

students had their own studios/cubicles. Parsons 

brought Fritz to look at my work and then moved 

me to Fritz’s advanced painting class.”9 Redstar 

Price combines the geometric designs of her  

Redstar Price, (née Connie Red Star) (Crow, b. 1948),  
Symbols of Sex, 1969, acrylic on canvas, 24.75 x 24.75 in.,  
MoCNA Collection, CR–50. 
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Absolooka (Crow) heritage into her canvases.10 

Using the clean, flat lines and bold colors of the 

distinctive graphic style of Crow designs (also 

characteristic of Hard–edge painting), Redstar  

Price stated that “parfleche designs just came to 

her,” and that she later learned that her great–

grandmother did parfleche designs.11 Her color 

palette often reflected more earthy colors, which 

she mixed herself. 

ACTION PAINTING

Action painting (or gestural abstraction), was a style that 

emphasized the energy of the painter’s mark. Inspired 

by the physical activity of Abstract Expressionism’s new 

techniques of applying paint, including dripping, throw-

ing, and squirting, Native artists such as Alice (Ackley) 

Loiselle (Chippewa, IAIA 1967–1969) approached their 

canvases in a direct, intuitive, and spontaneous way. 

Loiselle attended IAIA in the post–graduate studies 

program right after graduating high school in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin.12 She had contracted polio 

at a young age, however this did not debilitate her. 

She was one of the few female artists who exper-

imented with painting, and later was among a few 

women artists to work on large canvases. 

Experimentation was a common element of most 

of these students’ early work. As a result, the paint-

ings and drawings are very intense, and several of 

the works seem to express the artists’ personal 

emotions. A painterly quality and a rough–and–

ready look is part of the intentional aesthetic and 

reflects the artists’ interest in experimentation with 

the material properties of their chosen media.

CONCLUSION

Unlike Abstract Expressionists from New York, 

IAIA artists did not have to look far for inspirations 

for their abstractions: abstract elements were part 

of Native art for thousands of years. These students 

experimented with Modernist styles, which presented 

different means of coping with competing cultural 

mores. For some, the solution was a physically  

embodied and highly emotional use of paint to  

represent the disruption of social structures. For 

others, Hard–edge abstraction imparted order and 

delineated boundaries. And for yet others, the 

atmospheric qualities of meditative color transitions 

represented the fluid movement between multiple 

Anita Loiselle (née Ackley) (Chippewa, 1949–2003), We Ay  
Ge She Go Quay (Sky Woman), 1968, oil on canvas,  
30.5 x 40.75 in., MoCNA Collection, CHP–31.
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mores and social codes. IAIA students were equally 

inspired by customary art forms such as parfleche 

painting, weavings, basketry, beadwork, or  

petroglyphs as modern art influences. IAIA exposed 

its students to many art forms, while encouraging 

individuality and supporting cultural difference. The 

students explored the possibilities offered by modern, 

abstract art movements merged with personal  

iconographies and influences inspired by nature, 

Native art traditions, and political commentary. The 

results of this experimental program helped these 

young students to explore their identity as Native 

American in the twentieth century. In the process, 

they created a new, contemporary direction of indi-

vidual expression in Native American art.  
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