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For nearly four decades, the United States gov­
ernment has sponsored a unique arts school whose
sole purpose is to educate Native Americans. Al­
though its institutional framework has developed
over time from a Bureau of Indian Affairs high
school to a congressionally supported tribal college,
the mission ofthe Institute ofAmerican Indian Arts
(lAIA) has remained relatively consistent. It is sur­
prising then, to note how little scholarship has been
published on this native arts initiative, given its
singular identity.!

The Institute ofAmerican Indian Arts Museum
has endeavored to address this void with its exhibit
"IAIA Rocks the Sixties" conceived by guest curator
Charleen Touchette. The exhibition features the
work of 21 students producing works during the
time known self-referentially as IAIA's "golden pe­
riod." A contextual exhibit technique is utilized
throughout the show, including recreated studio, li­
brary and dorm spaces in an effort to "evoke(s) a
multi-sensory experience ofwhat it looked, felt, and
sounded like to be a painting student in this historic
period." A small black and white television features
period sitcoms along with clips ofWoodstock, while
an audiotape in the main exhibit hall plays Dylan
and Hendrix. The ambience is further enhanced by
a diner-style booth and a worn table with
hand-made coffee cups and urn where visitors can
sit and review scrap-book style catalogues of old
IAIA press clippings and photos.

Touchette's accompanying essay lists three pri­
mary goals ofthe exhibit: 1) to recreate the excite­
ment of an era defined as revolutionary "when both
students and instructors participated in a rich ex­
change of artistic ideas" 2) "to highlight the quality
and artistic merit ofthe paintings" and 3) to honor

1. Instructor in Green by T.C. Cannon. Photograph by
Walter BigBee.

the IAIA instructors and the traditional artists of
the students' home communities for their aesthetic
influence upon the students' development. This last
aim is accomplished by the exhibition of works by
Fritz Scholder, Otellie Loloma, John Hoover and
Allan Houser among others. Traditional arts are
represented by exhibition of the Institute's
ethnographic collections including a Nez Perce corn
husk bag, Acoma pottery by Lucy Lewis, a tradi­
tional Cheyenne leather dress and several Navajo

'blankets.
The influence of traditional arts upon the aes­

thetic life of the school is most effectively demon­
strated when illustrated with concrete examples.
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2. I'd Love My Mother ...or White by Alfred Youngman.
Photograph by Larry Phillips.

One such display features several Navajo weavings
in view of a horizontally striped painting by Fritz
Scholder titled "New Mexico #21." This juxtaposi­
tion is within view of a T.C. Cannon painting titled
"Instructor in Green." (Fig. 1) Cannon's work de­
picts a stylized seated figure ofScholder, (T.C.'s in­
structor) floating in front of what appears to be his
"New Mexico #21" painting. Thus the weavings in­
spired the instructor's painting, which in turn in­
spired his student to illustrate both, utilizing a style
ofrepresentation distinctive from either ofhis origi­
nal influences. This cross-fertilization is evidence of
the stimulating environment the curator intends to
convey to the audience. Similar examples include
the display oftraditional beadwork by Jerry Ingram
(a horse collar identified as a Crow tribal design)
viewed in closeproximity to a comparable geometric
motif in a 1965 painting by George Crawford.

This display method of exhibiting an object
which has aesthetic merit but is not classified as
"fine art" alongside a work ofsimilar design ostensi­
bly defined as "art" is reminiscent of the many his­
torical juxtapositions of "the primitive" with
modern art - a history succinctly described in
Thomas McEvilley's "Doctor, Lawyer, Indian
Chief.,,2 McEvilley's concern with the Museum of
Modern Art's 1984 exhibit "'Primitivism' in Twenti­
eth Century Art: Affinity ofthe Tribal and the Mod­
ern" is one of apparent appropriation. He suggests
that while MoMAattempts to validate modern art
by demonstrating universal "affinities" with
so-called primitive art, the opposite conclusion can
also be drawn, that Modernism is derivative of
tribal arts. IAIA President Emeritus Lloyd New
succinctly draws out the implications ofthis sugges­
tion in the "IAIA Rocks the Sixties" wall text, stat­
ing:

What could be more abstract expressionist than
the body of a hawk or other animal fetish
mounted on a freely yellow ochre smeared
Plains Indian war shield collage? What's more
conceptual, demonstrational and performing
than a Sioux Sun Dance? I like to toy with the
idea that a lot of these 'schools' of art - abstrac­
tion, surrealism, etc. were invented by Native
Americans long before the so-called 'modern­
ists' - that when our young people move out,
they are not forsaking their heritage, they are
just reclaiming it.

Here we have what might have been the central
thesis of "IAIARocks the Sixties" exhibit. What are
the implications of tribal people establishing own­
ership over both the production of traditional arts
and works that may be defined as modern and why
are these categories so often seen to be mutually ex­
clusive? Curator Touchette appears to embrace the
notion that crossing over from tribal to modern idi­
oms is a hard won accomplishment, yet, all evi­
dence, including the works displayed and the
artists' statements seems to lead the viewer to other
conclusions. In other words, the stated goal #1 of
recreating the excitement ofthe period is detrimen­
tal to the accompanying premise #3 that the tradi­
tional arts formed the base for modernist
endeavors.

Herein lies the confusion - is modernism some­
thing totally new, a "revolutionary" movement as it
is referred to throughout the exhibit text, or is mod-




