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n November 2017 the Denver 
Art Museum closed the north 
side of its campus to com-

pletely renovate the seven-story 
building designed by Italian             
architect Gio Ponti. The 150-                     
million-dollar capital campaign 
that funded the renovation also 
funded the reinstallation of the 
permanent collection galleries 
housed in what is now called the 
Lanny and Sharon Martin Building. 
As part of this, I served as the       
Andrew W. Mellon postdoctoral 
curatorial fellow in Indigenous 
Arts of North America at the Den-
ver Art Museum. Working along-
side John Lukavic, Andrew W. 
Mellon Curator of Native Arts, and 
Dakota Hoska, Associate Curator of 
Native Arts, I had the opportunity 
to participate in the reinstallation 
of the Indigenous Arts of North 
America permanent collection gal-
leries. Covering over twenty thou-
sand square feet of gallery space 
across portions of the second floor 
and the entire third floor of the 
Martin Building, the galleries have 
long been considered a benchmark 
for innovative approaches to the 
exhibition and interpretation of In-
digenous art and material culture. 
 The Denver Art Museum is of-
ten credited with being the first 
American art museum to acquire 
and exhibit Indigenous North 
American art and material culture 
for its aesthetic qualities in 

addition to its perceived cultural 
value.1 While Denver was certainly 
one of the first museums to ap-
proach Indigenous art from this 
perspective, the “honor” of being 
“the first” is sometimes given to 
the Brooklyn Museum. According 
to art historian Evan Maurer, “the 
first American art museum to pre-
sent objects from Native American 
cultures as serious art was the 
Brooklyn Museum, which, as early 
as 1910, devoted major areas of its 
exhibition galleries to the arts of 
Native America.”2 Previously, dis-
plays of Indigenous material cul-
ture were the exclusive domain of 
anthropologists and naturalists 
who created classificatory schema 
that transformed their collections 
into “specimens that could be stud-
ied scientifically to reveal infor-
mation about the technological    
development, belief systems, and 
practices of their makers.”3 While 
the debate about what institution 
was the first to introduce Indige-
nous collections into fine art muse-
ums may seem trivial, it provides 
an entry point into ongoing discus-
sions about the coexistence of mul-
tiple ways of seeing, being, and 
knowing; the lingering presence of 
artistic hierarchies and canons; 
and the fraught history of non-    
Native “experts” interpreting In-
digenous lifeways and artistic 
practices. 

I 
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 In this essay, I situate Denver’s 
2021 reinstallation of the Indige-
nous Arts of North America perma-
nent collection galleries within 
these seemingly irresolvable ten-
sions. Viewed in isolation, no mu-
seum exhibition—no matter how 
thorough and thoughtful—can 
ever provide a complete or com-
prehensive understanding of its 
subject(s). As argued by Steven D. 
Lavine and Ivan Karp over thirty 
years ago, museum exhibitions are 
inherently heuristic spaces: 
 
Decisions are made to emphasize one el-

ement and to downplay others, to assert 

some truths and to ignore others. . . .     

Exhibitions made today may seem obvi-

ously appropriate to some viewers pre-

cisely because those viewers share the 

same attitudes as the exhibition makers, 

and the exhibitions are cloaked in famil-

iar presentational styles.4 

 
Despite this, museum exhibitions 
can be the focal point of a suite of 
institution-wide initiatives, pro-
grams, relationships, and outreach 
that present the possibility of 
changing how visitors engage with 
history, the perceived distinctions 
between fine arts and craft, and, 
most important, our shared hu-
manity. Increasingly, museums are 
recognizing that this is only possi-
ble by decentering its own per-
spective and authority and instead 
creating spaces in which people 

can speak on their own behalf 
about the historical and lived expe-
riences of the artists, communities, 
and cultures whose artworks and 
cultural belongings these institu-
tions steward. 
 To demonstrate how the pro-
ject team at the Denver Art Mu-
seum approached the reinstalla-
tion, I begin with an overview of 
the role that past curators, begin-
ning with Frederic Huntington 
Douglas, have played in helping to 
define the exhibition and interpre-
tation of Indigenous art and mate-
rial culture on its own terms and 
within the context of global fine 
art. In doing so, I emphasize that 
many of the exhibitions curated or 
cocurated by Denver Art Museum 
staff have been iterative and 
deeply engaged with Native art 
and its “vexed relationship with 
the canons of American art his-
tory.”5 More recently, Denver       Art 
Museum curators Nancy 
Blomberg, Dakota Hoska (Oglala 
Lakȟóta), and John Lukavic have 
developed temporary exhibitions 
and traveling shows that empha-
sized the fact that Native artists—
past and present—both shape and 
are shaped by the diverse cultures 
in which they live and work. In     
doing so, these curators have at-
tempted to challenge dominant 
paradigms and hold space for con-
versations that “honor the joy, 
love, sacrifice, sorrow, trauma, and 



Venue Vol. 2, No. 1 (2024) 

 
 

91 

triumph embodied by these works 
while also acknowledging the his-
tory of removal, assimilation, and 
erasure that museums historically 
perpetrated while building collec-
tions of Indigenous arts.”6 I close 
this essay with an overview of the 
reinstallation, beginning with its 
planning and development and 
ending with its opening in October 
2021. While the gallery spaces are 
the focal point, they are also con-
duits that facilitate deeper engage-
ment with the fraught history of 
the exhibition and interpretation 
of Indigenous art and cultural be-
longings in fine arts museums,     
the seemingly unshakeable artistic 
canons that continue to inform the 
taxonomies embedded in collec-
tions and curatorial departments, 
and the relationship between art-
ists and their multidimensional 
identities. 
 
Frederic H. Douglas and the 
“Discovery” of Native Aesthetics 
(1929–56) 
Since the inception of the Native 
Arts department at the Denver Art 
Museum in 1925 (initially called 
the Indian Art department), cura-
tors at the museum have played a 
critical role in engaging debates   
regarding the ethical collecting 
and exhibition of Indigenous art-
work and cultural belongings,       
oftentimes occupying a central 
space in shifting perspectives and 

guiding the nascent field of Native 
American art history in new direc-
tions, however problematic they 
may seem today.7 While Frederic 
Douglas was not the first curator to 
lead the department, he was re-
sponsible for growing the collec-
tion and establishing the founda-
tional tenets of the department’s 
emphasis on aesthetic apprecia-
tion. The goal, ultimately, was to 
develop the parameters of Native 
American art history and to “in-
crease the acceptance of this field 
nationally.”8 In addition to his con-
tributions to the early years of the 
Native Arts department, Douglas 
was instrumental in organizing 
two major exhibitions of Indige-
nous North American art and ma-
terial culture. Along with René 
d’Harnoncourt, general manager of 
the Indian Arts and Crafts Board 
and later director of the Museum   
of Modern Art, Douglas helped     
organize the “Indian Court” in the 
Federal Building at the 1939 
Golden Gate International Exposi-
tion, which served as a preface to 
the watershed exhibition Indian 
Art of the United States at the Mu-
seum of Modern Art. 
 The Indian Court, a fifty-thou-
sand-square-foot exhibition, in-
cluded “an introductory gallery of 
Indian history, eight galleries of  
Indian arts, a market for Indian 
handicrafts, and ample working 
space for Indian artists and 
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artisans.”9 One of several exhibi-
tion spaces in the federal govern-
ment’s pavilion at the Golden Gate 
Exposition, the Indian Court was, 
according to Douglas, 
 
Devoted to the Indian of today and to-

morrow, seen against the background of 

yesterday. It will present the Indian’s 

traditions and past, since they are indis-

pensable for understanding him. It will 

also give the living Indian a chance to 

prove that he is today the keeper of val-

ues which, if they were better known, 

could be an important contribution to 

our own civilizations and the means of 

his finding his place in our world.10 

 
Organized by both culture area and 
the ecology or subsistence econ-
omy of that area, the exhibit sought 
to demonstrate, however paternal-
istically, that Native peoples have 
both an important place in Ameri-
can society and that a deeper ap-
preciation for Indigenous cultural 
practices and relationships to the 
land could offer the hope of salva-
tion for American society.11 These 
aspirations resonated with the 
overall aims of the federal govern-
ment and its participation in the 
exposition. In his report to the 
Golden Gate International Exposi-
tion Commission, Commissioner 
George Creel wrote that “the pur-
pose of federal participation in the 
Golden Gate International Exposi-
tion was to show to the citizenship, 

as dramatically and interestingly 
as possible, this new meaning of 
government; what it is doing and 
why.”12 Creel highlighted massive 
urbanization, the elimination of 
“any close relation between labor 
and management,” and little hope 
for the promise of a “better life” 
that had long been the origin myth 
of American identity as the pri-
mary concerns of both the govern-
ment and its citizens.13 
 In addressing all of these con-
cerns, d’Harnoncourt and Douglas 
were eager to ensure that the exhi-
bition was “‘presented to the pub-
lic in an easily digestible way’” and 
emphasized the aesthetic qualities 
of historical and contemporary  
Native arts and crafts.14 After visi-
tors passed through the exhibi-
tion’s introductory gallery and the 
subsequent culture areas, they     
arrived in an open courtyard that 
contained “a pan-Indian market of 
contemporary art.”15 As noted by 
W. Jackson Rushing, the goal of the 
exhibition was to engender a 
deeper appreciation of—and mar-
ket for—Indigenous art and craft-
work. This would achieve the goals 
outlined by Douglas in his lecture 
to the American Indian Defense  
Association to create pathways for 
Native self-sufficiency by educat-
ing non-Native consumers about 
the creative achievements of his-
torical and living Native artists, 
thereby “replac[ing] the sad image 
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of ‘the noble red man selling post-
cards on the depot platform’ with 
that of the proud American pro-
ducer of quality goods.”16 However, 
these choices, which were deeply 
connected to federal policies im-
plemented to revitalize Native 
economies and greater participa-
tion in American life, created “a bi-
nary construction of traditional 
and modern that precluded recog-
nition of the forms and practices 
that did not fall at either pole of 
this conceptual framework.”17 
 Douglas and d’Harnoncourt re-
vised and expanded their ideas in 
preparation for Indian Arts of the 
United States, the 1941 exhibition 
held at the Museum of Modern     
Art in New York. While the exhibi-
tion continued the stated goal of 
creating greater interest in mar-
keting “authentic” Native art, the 
exhibition catalogue coauthored 
by Douglas and d’Harnoncourt 
reemphasized the role that Native 
culture plays in defining American 
identity.18 Touted as the “largest 
and most representative of its 
kind,” the exhibition contained 
nearly one thousand works that 
ranged from projectile points to 
contemporary commissions by 
Hopi artists Fred Kabotie, Victor 
Coochwytewa, and Charles 
Loloma, purporting to represent 
twenty thousand years of cultural 
production.19 The foreword to the 
catalogue, written by Eleanor 

Roosevelt, acknowledges the “cul-
tural debt” to Indigenous peoples 
of the Americas, and states that 
“the Indian people of today have a 
contribution to make toward the 
America of the future.”20 
 While the catalogue echoed the 
sentiments of the Indian Court, it 
expanded on notions of aesthetics 
and the perceived distinction be-
tween art and craft, as well as       
settler society’s obsession with 
progress and technological ad-
vancement. In the catalogue’s in-
troduction, the authors reflect on 
the consequences of assimilation-
ist policies and the salvage para-
digm, writing that 
 
there are people who have created for 

themselves a romantic past that is often 

far from accurate. They wish to see the 

living Indian return to an age that has 

long since passed and they resent any 

change in his art. . . . To rob a people of 

tradition is to rob it of inborn strength 

and identity. To rob a people of oppor-

tunity to grow through invention or ac-

quisition of other races is to rob it of its 

future.21 

 
Douglas and d’Harnoncourt argue 
that the idea of a pure, precontact 
culture is a popular myth and that 
Native artists have always been in-
novative and creative. They cite 
Diné silversmithing and Plains 
horse culture as examples of the 
myriad ways that Native peoples 
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have incorporated new ideas and 
practices into ongoing customs 
and ways of being in the world.22 
 The authors also contend with 
the notion of aesthetics. In explain-
ing how to look at Indigenous art, 
they write that 
 
the eye, trained to see only familiar ele-

ments of form and color, actually fails to 

see in a work of foreign origin certain    

elements that may be of great im-

portance to its maker. . . . Only with 

knowledge of the background of a work 

of art are we able to synchronize, in         

effect, our pattern of associations with 

those of the culture that produced it and 

thus see it clearly enough to judge its 

merit.23 

 
While it is both aspirational and 
presumptuous to assume that 
knowledge of cultural practices 
creates pathways to access Native 
ways of seeing, the assertion that 
Native art and material culture 
only appears “primitive” or “gro-
tesque” is rooted in the privileging 
of settler conventions of seeing 
and the hierarchies embedded in 
artistic canons that museums, up 
until very recently, have upheld 
and reinforced.24 Douglas and 
d’Harnoncourt introduce the idea 
that canons, or at least ways of 
looking at art, are not universal but 
rather mediated by cultural 
knowledge as well as simultane-
ously intersecting and divergent 

ways of understanding our indi-
vidual and collective place in the 
world. 
 After returning from service 
during World War II, Douglas con-
tinued to grow the collection and 
expand its collecting into Oceanic 
and African arts. All the while, he 
also continued to develop his un-
derstanding of the relationships 
between environment, aesthetics, 
and cultural practices, applying  
the principles that he and d’Har-
noncourt introduced during the 
prewar era to the collection at the 
Denver Art Museum. In 1948 he 
curated the exhibition The Native 
Artist and His World, which was   
organized by ecosystem and fo-
cused on the ways in which artists 
from diverse cultures “influence 
other people’s ways of looking at 
life and nature.”25 Again, Douglas 
centered the artist within cultural 
ecosystems; however, he took a 
global approach to organizing the 
exhibition in an effort to demon-
strate  that  artists  working  in  
similar environments around the 
world shared aesthetic practices 
informed by the land. “When sur-
roundings are the same,” wrote 
Douglas, “[artists] build similar 
houses and create the same kind of 
arts and crafts, because they see 
the same kind of natural forms and 
have the same materials at hand.”26 
Approaching environmental deter-
minism, Douglas presumed that 
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there exists some sort of primor-
dial connection between global   
Indigeneity and the land. Such      
assumptions ignore other factors 
that contribute to social organiza-
tion and cultural practices, while 
also ignoring the inventive strate-
gies that people have historically 
used to intervene in their environ-
ments. While Douglas—perhaps 
unwittingly—reinforced binary 
distinctions between so-called 
“traditional” and “modern” socie-
ties, he did center artists within a 
nexus of cultural practices and eco-
systems that set the foundation for 
curators and exhibitions that fol-
lowed at the Denver Art Museum. 
 
The “Hobbyist” and the  
“Professional”: Norman Feder 
and Richard Conn (1956–94) 
After Frederic Douglas’s death in 
1956, the Native Arts department 
was briefly led by Richard “Dick” 
Conn during the first of his two 
nonconsecutive terms at the mu-
seum. He was followed briefly by 
Royal Hassrick, and then Norman 
Feder, who served as the curator of 
Native Arts from 1961 to 1971.    
After Feder’s departure, Conn       
returned to the museum until his 
retirement in 1994.27 In this sec-
tion, I focus on exhibitions and    
catalogues produced by Feder    
and Conn, who arrived at the mu-
seum via distinct professional tra-
jectories. Feder, a hobbyist who 

became a professional, was ini-
tially uninterested in questions of 
art and aesthetics, focusing his 
early efforts on recreating “tradi-
tional Native crafts.” 28 However, he 
became an important contributor 
to ongoing conversations about In-
digenous aesthetics and the role of 
Indigenous art in fine arts muse-
ums. In contrast, Conn received a 
master’s degree from the Univer-
sity of Washington in 1955 and 
was a career-long museum profes-
sional. Conn and Feder represent 
two different approaches to the 
study of Indigenous art and mate-
rial culture, although both contrib-
uted to the discipline in ways that 
informed the project team’s ap-
proach to the 2021 reinstallation. 
 Two exhibitions, one at the 
Denver Art Museum and the other 
at the Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art, demonstrate Feder’s tra-
jectory from hobbyist to museum 
professional. In 1965 Feder orga-
nized American Indian Art Before 
1850 at the Denver Art Museum. 
Like many twentieth-century exhi-
bitions of Native art and material 
culture, Feder claimed that the 
show represented an important 
first for the museum and the field. 
In the catalogue introduction, he 
claimed that 
 
This exhibition of American Indian Art is 

the first comprehensive presentation, 

devoted entirely to material of the        
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pre-1850 period. . . . Pipes, war clubs, 

medicine bundles, mirrors, fetishes, 

bowls and costumes with accessories re-

veal the Indian’s innate ability to utilize        

native materials in a dynamic fashion.29 

 
Echoing some of the foundational 
work of Douglas and d’Har-
noncourt, Feder maintained the 
connections between the land and 
artistic practices, as well as the art-
ists’ ability to incorporate novel 
goods and materials into preexist-
ing and ongoing ways of being. 
“The year 1850,” writes Feder, 
“was chosen as the terminal when 
the indigenous Indian craftsmen 
had achieved a perfect integration 
of native techniques and imported 
trade goods.”30 Given his back-
ground in the hobbyist world, 
Feder focused detailed attention 
on the relationship between mate-
rials and techniques, using these 
relationships to provide historical 
context to objects included in the 
exhibition and catalogue.31 
 In 1971 Feder guest curated 
Two Hundred Years of North Amer-
ican Indian Art at the Whitney    
Museum of American Art, which 
featured 314 objects from private 
collections and cultural institu-
tions in the United States, Canada, 
and Europe.32 Sponsored by Philip 
Morris (now Altria), the exhibition 
catalogue included a foreword by 
the company’s president George 
Weissman. Weissman’s foreword, 

like that of Eleanor Roosevelt’s in 
Indian Art of the United States, 
acknowledges the “debt” owed by 
the United States to Indigenous 
peoples, and that 
 
it has taken the threat of environmental 

disaster to make twentieth-century 

Americans acutely aware of our earth, of 

our animal and plant life, and of the qual-

ity of our air and our water. In contrast, 

the North American Indian has always 

been an instinctive environmentalist 

who never separated man from nature.33 

 
Two Hundred Years of North Amer-
ican Indian Art was the first exhibi-
tion at a major art institution in 
New York since Indian Art of the 
United States, and it was hugely 
successful for both the Whitney 
and Philip Morris.34 
 Although it retained many of 
the idiosyncratic and paradoxical 
ideas about the relationship be-
tween Native cultures and Ameri-
can identity, the exhibition and ac-
companying catalogue introduced, 
however tentatively, the possibil-
ity of appreciating Native North 
American art and material culture 
on its own terms and with greater 
specificity than previously imag-
ined by non-Native curators and 
museum professionals. Feder be-
gan his introduction by asking 
whether or not it is necessary—or 
even possible—to view an artwork 
from the perspective of a person 
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from the community that pro-
duced it. Feder claimed that 
 
While it is certainly true that a Sioux      

Indian born and brought up on a Sioux 

reservation will have a different view of 

Sioux art than a non-Indian. . . . Likewise, 

the fact that he is a Sioux will not give 

him special insights into the art of any 

other tribe. Furthermore, his tastes will 

be far different from those of his father 

and grandfather because ideas of beauty 

vary from time to time and from place to 

place.35 

 
In stressing the limitations of try-
ing to adopt an insider’s perspec-
tive to appreciate artworks and 
material culture, Feder demon-
strated that there was no unifying 
or overarching aesthetic sensibil-
ity that could encompass all Indig-
enous creative expressions. More-
over, Feder acknowledged that 
change over time does not dilute  
or acculturate Indigenous cultural 
practices, which change over 
time.36 The goals outlined in the 
catalogue seemed to be successful. 
New York Times art writer Hilton 
Kramer wrote that visitors “cannot 
help being aware that the esthetic 
faculty alone is finally insufficient 
for apprehending the full power of 
the objects on view.”37 
 After the exhibition at the Whit-
ney, Feder left the museum and 
was replaced by Dick Conn, who 
returned after serving as the 

Curator of Anthropology and His-
tory at the Eastern Washington 
State Historical Society in Spokane, 
Washington, and later holding     
positions at the Manitoba Museum 
of Man and Nature and the Heard 
Museum in Phoenix. Conn was the 
first curator at the Denver Art    
Museum to author a collection 
highlights of the Native Arts per-
manent collection, which outlined 
his approach to the study of Indig-
enous art. Published in 1979,       
Native American Art in the Denver 
Art Museum represents the synthe-
sis of the department’s work over 
the preceding five decades, setting 
the foundation for the depart-
ment’s vision over the coming 
years. Conn also played an im-
portant role in deepening relation-
ships  with  the  Indigenous  com-
munity in the Front Range, hosting 
the first Friendship Powwow. Run-
ning continuously since 1990, the 
Friendship Powwow has created 
further opportunities for the de-
partment and the museum to work 
alongside community partners in 
the Front Range and beyond. 
 Organized by culture area—one 
of the most enduring survivals of 
early anthropological scholarship 
on Indigenous North American cul-
ture—Native American Art in the 
Denver Art Museum at once up-
holds many of the intellectual con-
ventions of non-Native experts 
“explaining” Native culture to 
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primarily non-Native audiences 
while at the same time introducing 
new ways of thinking about the re-
lationship between museums and 
originating and descendant com-
munities.38 In the introduction, 
Conn writes about the “discovery 
of Native art” and the slow disman-
tling of artistic canons in fine arts 
museums since the turn of the 
twentieth century. “Art museums,” 
according to Conn, “have ventured 
into collecting and exhibiting ob-
jects from native societies of the 
Americas, Africa, and the Pacific.  
At last these works have taken 
their rightful places among those 
by Giotto and Winslow Homer.”39 
While recognizing the increasing 
visibility of Indigenous art and ma-
terial culture in fine arts museums 
marks a significant loosening of 
rigid artistic canons, the notion 
that Indigenous artists need fine 
arts museums to legitimize their 
work still foregrounds the author-
ity of taste within the walls of set-
tler cultural institutions.40 
 Despite this, Conn’s introduc-
tion demonstrates that museums 
were beginning to awaken to the 
historical and contemporary con-
tributions of Native artists. He con-
cludes his introduction by saying 
that 
 
We owe a great debt to the Native Amer-

icans for the magnificent works of art 

they and their ancestors have given the 

world. Their genius and enterprise have 

enriched all people to a degree we are 

just beginning to realize. They have 

much to show us that is beautiful, but 

they also have much to teach. Let us      

approach their works with our eyes 

upon and our minds ready to learn.41 

 
 Three years after the publica-
tion of Native American Art in the 
Denver Art Museum, Conn orga-
nized Circles of the World: Tradi-
tional Art of the Plains Indian, an 
exhibition of historical Plains cul-
tural belongings largely drawn 
from the museum’s permanent col-
lection. The exhibition, which trav-
eled to venues in the United States 
and Europe, used the circle “as the 
central device of the exhibition   
because the Plains people consid-
ered it an ideal form. Having nei-
ther beginning nor end, it reflects 
the eternal continuity of all life.”42 
Conn, choosing to use Native 
frameworks for organizing the    
exhibition’s sections, affirmed his 
aspirational statement that muse-
ums should approach Native art 
and material culture “with our 
eyes upon and our minds ready to 
learn.” Moreover, Conn convened a 
consulting group of Native and 
non-Native scholars and commu-
nity members, which included Dr. 
Beatrice Medicine, George Horse 
Capture, Dr. Omer Stewart, and 
Richard Tallbull.43 This group “re-
viewed the exhibition and catalog 
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to assure its accuracy and its inclu-
sion of the perspective of the Plains 
Indian people themselves.”44 
 
From the Artist’s Hand to the 
Here and Now (1994–2021) 
Nancy Blomberg joined the curato-
rial staff at the museum in 1990 
and was promoted to department 
head in 1993. Of her many contri-
butions to the department, her role 
in growing the Indigenous contem-
porary art collection, developing 
temporary exhibitions, and rein-
stalling the permanent collection 
galleries in 2011 was foundational 
to the project team’s work in 2018. 
Many of the stories told in the gal-
leries would not have been possi-
ble had Blomberg, later joined by 
John Lukavic in 2012, not focused 
tremendous effort in acquiring 
masterworks by modern and     
contemporary Indigenous artists. 
Likewise, her commitment to em-
phasizing that Native people are 
artists, not anonymous craftspeo-
ple who repeat culturally pre-
scribed designs and motifs, created 
the building blocks upon which the 
2021 reinstallation was founded. 
 Over the course of three years, 
the project team for the reinstalla-
tion included the following people: 
John Lukavic, Andrew W. Mellon 
Curator of Native Arts; Dakota 
Hoska, Associate Curator of Native 
Arts; Danielle Stephens, Senior    
Interpretive Specialist; Curatorial 

Assistants Julia Strunk and Jennie 
Trujillo; Project Manager Emily 
Attwool; exhibition design firm 
Fricker Studio; and graphic design 
firm McGinty Co. Artist and videog-
rapher Steven Yazzie (Navajo and 
Laguna Pueblo) shot and edited 
the majority of the artist videos. 
Additionally, staff members in the 
Publications department Laura  
Caruso, Kati Woock, and Valerie 
Hellstein copyedited and proof-
read the exhibition label program 
for the galleries, as well as the pub-
lications Companion to Northwest 
Coast and Alaska Native Art and 
Here, Now: Indigenous Arts of North 
America at the Denver Art Museum. 
There were many more staff mem-
bers in departments across the 
museum that conserved, prepared, 
and installed over six hundred art-
works for public presentation in 
the galleries. 
 Planning for the reinstallation 
began in September 2018, with an 
initial focus on the Northwest 
Coast and Alaska Native gallery,  
located on the second floor of the 
Martin Building. While the building 
was under renovation, the project 
team had limited access to the col-
lection, which was stored off-site 
at several locations in the Denver 
area. In addition to these practical 
obstacles, the Northwest Coast col-
lection at the Denver Art Museum 
presented other challenges that re-
quired the project team to consider 
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the following issues: ensuring 
meaningful community engage-
ment and consultation; working 
with largely historical collections 
that privileged the work of male 
artists; engaging the persistence of 
the culture area paradigm; and ne-
gotiating gaps in the collection. In 
navigating these issues, the team 
developed an approach to the gal-
leries that sought to address these 
concerns. Within the broadly de-
fined culture areas, we organized 
sections thematically, and each 
section text was grounded with a 
quotation from an artist or com-
munity member intended to intro-
duce visitors to the ideas explored 
in that section. Each section also 
brought together historical and 
contemporary works from differ-
ent tribal nations along the North-
west Coast and included works by 
both male and female artists. Over-
all, the goal of the gallery was to 
help visitors understand that, in 
the words of Danielle Stephens, 
“artists work within knowledge 
systems that are rooted in commu-
nity and place. They make choices 
that influence—and are influenced 
by—the cultures in which they live 
and work. These galleries convey 
that continuity and change are in-
terrelated aesthetic and cultural 
forces that inform people’s 
worldviews and lifeways.”45 
 In January 2019 the project 
team traveled to Seattle, Victoria, 

and Vancouver to meet with col-
leagues and artists. During this 
trip, we met with Musgamakw 
Dzawada’enuxw artist Marianne 
Nicolson to discuss the reinstalla-
tion. Nicolson, who was installing 
an exhibition at the Morris and 
Helen Belkin Art Gallery at the  
University of British Columbia,     
offered deep insight into the collec-
tion that radically shifted the 
team’s approach. Nicolson’s in-
sights set the foundation for root-
ing the Denver Art Museum rein-
stallation in the colonial histories 
of land theft and the removal of    
regalia from communities. The 
Welcome Figure in the museum’s 
collection has long stood near the 
entrance of the second-floor gal-
lery. The museum knew that it     
was acquired by Norman Feder 
from Chief William Scow in 1969 
but had little information about it 
beyond its provenance. Nicolson 
informed the team that the     
carved human figure was not a 
Welcome Figure but a protest fig-
ure carved in defiance of the theft 
of Kwakwaka’wakw land histori-
cally used to harvest clover. In 
1912 the Royal Commission on    
Indian Affairs significantly re-
duced reserve territories for many 
First Nations and, in response, 
Kwikwasut’inuxw chief Johnny 
Scow commissioned the Welcome 
Figure and “gifted” it to farmers 
who now occupied annexed 
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Kwakwaka’wakw land. According 
to Nicolson, “it is not a gesture         
of supplication to colonial en-
croachment but an assertion 
against it.”46 By placing the Wel-
come Figure on annexed land, the 
farmers unknowingly affirmed the 
Kwakwaka’wakw as its true and 
rightful stewards. 

 The recontextualized Welcome 
Figure sits at the entrance of the 
gallery and is grouped with a com-
mission by Nicolson and an artist 
video in which she recounts the 
story of the Welcome Figure (fig. 
1).47 Nicolson’s commission, titled 
To Change the Shape of the World, 
is a testimonial to the long history

 

 

Fig. 1. Installation view, To Change the Shape of the World, with Welcome Figure, Northwest Coast and 

Alaska Native Galleries, Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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of Musgamakw Dzawada’enuxw 
art as protest. The monumental 
sand-carved panel was fabricated 
by Charles Gabriel, who also de-
signed the framing and mounting 
for the three-hundred-pound glass 
panel. The images and dates 
carved into its surface all refer to 
pictographs painted near Petley 
Point, a site located northwest of 
Vancouver, as a protest action. In 
1921 Chief Johnny Scow partici-
pated in a copper transaction as 
part of his younger brother 
George’s marriage ceremony, 
which violated restrictions im-
posed by the Canadian govern-
ment.48 In 1895 the Canadian gov-
ernment had amended the Indian 
Act to include a ban on all ceremo-
nies and dances: 
 
Every Indian or other person who en-

gages in, or assists in celebrating or en-

courages either directly or indirectly   

another to celebrate, any Indian festival, 

dance or other ceremony, goods or arti-

cles of any sort forms a part, or is a fea-

ture, whether such gift of money, goods 

or articles, takes place before, at, or after 

the celebration of the same, and every  

Indian or other person who engages or 

assists in any celebration or dance of 

which the wounding or mutilation of the 

dead or living body of any human being 

or animal forms a part or is a feature, is 

guilty of an indictable offence and is lia-

ble to imprisonment for a term not 

exceeding six months and not less than 

two months.49 

 
Johnny and his brothers were 
prosecuted by Indian Agent Wil-
liam Halliday. A woman named 
Molly Wilson painted ceremonial 
coppers and the date at the mouth 
of the river at Petley Point as an act 
of defiance and “statement about 
[Kwakwaka’wakw] land jurisdic-
tion and their law, which is basi-
cally symbolized by the coppers.”50 
That same year, Halliday prose-
cuted participants in a potlatch 
hosted by ’Namgis hereditary chief 
Dan Cranmer at ʼMimkwa̱mlis. In 
this sense, the date 1921 in the   
upper-right corner of To Change 
the Shape of the World takes on   
additional significance in that it 
grounds viewers in the historical 
suppression of the most significant 
ceremonies for Kwakwaka’wakw 
peoples, as well as the conse-
quences of this legal suppression 
by the Canadian government.51 
 The panel is backlit to create the 
illusion of a window or an addi-
tional architectural feature of the 
museum building itself. Nicolson 
described this choice as an inter-
vention into the space that opened 
up the possibility of challenging 
the dynamics of colonial power 
upon which the institution and its 
collection were founded. “Symbol-
ically,” she says, “the disruption . . . 
of the architecture of the window 



Venue Vol. 2, No. 1 (2024) 

 
 

103 

space is a way to create an aper-
ture or a way of looking that dis-
rupts the colonial infrastructure of 
the space itself.”52 The placement of 
this grouping at the entrance to the 
hall was an intentional choice to 
encourage visitors to view every-
thing in the gallery through the 
lenses of removal, forced assimila-
tion, and survivance. 
 The Native Arts department 
also commissioned an artwork 
from Haida artist Michael Nicoll 
Yahgulanaas’s Coppers from the 
Hood series. Like To Change the 
Shape of the World, Yahgulanaas’s 
DAM Dancing Crane sits in conver-
sation with historical objects re-
lated to the use of ceremonial cop-
pers throughout the Northwest 
Coast. Serving as the anchor art-
work for the section “Expressing 
Values,” DAM Dancing Crane pro-
vides an entry point into conversa-
tions about our shared humanity 
and responsibility to each other 
and the land, as well as the ten-
sions between settler narratives 
about coppers and the role that 
coppers continue to serve for 
many Northwest Coast communi-
ties. In an artist video directed by 
Gillian Darling Kovanic for the 
Denver Art Museum, Yahgulanaas 
says 
 
This artwork is not confined to a partic-

ular place or time. My inspiration is        

informed by a historical connection to 

activities deeply rooted in landscape and 

place, but it is also deeply rooted in this 

place today and this time today. This is 

not a typical time for the species. This is 

a time for all-hands-on-deck.53 

 
Employing his signature “frame-
line” style—which blends custom-
ary Haida design elements with 
manga-inspired graphic features 
and calligraphic brushstrokes—
Yahgulanaas depicts a crane, 
which he also refers to as a heron, 
on a copper-leafed Toyota Tercel 
car hood.54 The lacquered surface is 
highly reflective, allowing visitors 
to see themselves and their sur-
roundings mirrored on its surface. 
 The series, Coppers from the 
Hood, reflects on the ways in which 
both ceremonial coppers and auto-
mobiles can signify status. How-
ever, Yahgulanaas is quick to cau-
tion against conflating the two or 
only focusing on the relationship 
between ceremonial coppers and 
wealth or prestige. In an artist 
video accompanying the piece, 
Yahgulanaas says that 
 
Coppers are similar to automobiles in 

that they function as symbols of achieve-

ment or status. Coppers are still used    

today. Copper shields are still manufac-

tured and displayed and gifted and con-

vey respect and notions of incorporeal 

and tangible value. They still function 

that way. But the fascination of Western 
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institutions with coppers is rooted in the 

fascination of the “imaginary Indian.”55 

 
The placement of DAM Dancing 
Crane within a section focusing 
specifically on the cultural mean-
ing of ceremonial coppers creates a 
conversation between Yahugla-
naas and the institution, allowing 
him to challenge the very ways in 
which the project team chose to in-
terpret coppers and the regalia re-
lated to them. DAM Dancing Crane 
is joined by a Kwakwaka’wakw 
broken copper, a 'Kumukwamł 
carved by Willie Seaweed, and a 
copper breaking post in the form of 
'Namxiyalagiyu, a halibut-like sea 
monster (fig. 2). Interpretive text 
in this section provides context for 
the use, exchange, and ongoing   
importance of ceremonial coppers, 
to which Yahgulanaas provides an 
important counterpoint and re-
minder that institutional ways of 
knowing are often different than 
those of originating and descend-
ant communities. 
 The project team continued its 
commitment to amplifying the 
voices of artists and community 
members in other sections of the 
gallery. “Seeing the Line” explores 
the ways in which Northwest Coast 
artists approach questions of de-
sign, form, and materials, thereby 
challenging the perceived rigidity 
of Northwest Coast design princi-
ples by showing artworks that defy 

and challenge these expectations. 
The section also provides visitors 
with the opportunity to learn 
about the historiography of North-
west Coast art, namely, the ways in 
which non-Native scholars have 
talked about Northwest Coast de-
sign elements, as well as the ways 
that artists today are reclaiming 
that language. In an essay written 
for Companion to Northwest Coast 
and Alaska Native Art, Haida artist 
Gwaai Edenshaw describes the 
work of non-Native scholars, par-
ticularly art historian Bill Holm, 
that contributed to a deeper un-
derstanding of Northwest Coast 
design elements.56 “What Bill Holm 
did,” writes Edenshaw, “was pro-
vide a tool that artists in our field 
have employed as the principal 
language that we have used to      
expand our understanding of the 
art.”57 Gwaai and his brother Jaalen 
have been developing Haida-lan-
guage terms to describe the same 
formal elements identified by 
Holm. 
 Edenshaw’s essay formed the 
basis of the interpretive panel ac-
companying the “Seeing the Line” 
section (fig. 3). Using the design 
painted on the interior of a Tlingit 
drum depicting an eagle, graphic 
design firm McGinty created a vi-
nyl panel with a clear Sintra over-
lay identifying the shapes and 
terms described by Holm. In the ac-
companying panel text, the project 
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Fig. 2. Installation view, “Expressing Values” grouping, Northwest Coast and Alaska Native Galleries, 

Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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Fig. 3. Interpretive panel for “Seeing the Line” grouping, Northwest Coast and Alaska Native Galleries, 

Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 

 
team introduced both Holm’s con-
cepts and Gwaai and Jaalen’s work 
to redefine them using Xaayda Kil 
linguistic concepts. “For instance,” 
writes Gwaai, “we use kunjuu. . . . 
As a Shape Classifier, kun can de-
scribe a whale’s fin, a bump in the 
road, a point of land, or the nose on 
your face. It describes any object 
that comes off another body, and 
so describes an intrinsic property 
of U form.”58 

 The reinstallation of the North-
west Coast and Alaska Native gal-
leries also offered opportunities to 
partner with community mem-
bers. In November 2019 the mu-
seum reinstalled the Haida house 
frontal and memorial pole in the 
Northwest Coast and Alaska Native 
gallery. The museum collaborated 
with descendants of Dwight Wal-
lace—the Haida artist who com-
missioned the memorial pole and 
carved the house frontal pole 



Venue Vol. 2, No. 1 (2024) 

 
 

107 

originally from Sukkwan, Alaska—
to host a pole raising ceremony 
and feast to commemorate their 
reinstallation and honor their   
family.59 The project team worked 
closely  with  artist  and  commu-
nity leader Lee Wallace, his daugh-
ter Markel, grandnieces Andrea 
Cook and Valesha Patterson, and 
Valesha’s son Tristen, which af-
forded  the  family  and  the  mu-
seum the chance to engage in 

conversations about stewardship,    
cultural   protocols,   and   the   in-
tergenerational transmission of 
knowledge.60 
 The Alaska Native section of the 
gallery is distinguished by a shift in 
color and design inspired by both 
the Alaskan tundra and the coast-
lines from which many of the be-
longings on view originate (fig. 4). 
The section is organized into three

 

 
Fig. 4. Installation view of Alaska Native Section, Northwest Coast and Alaska Native Galleries, Denver 

Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 

 

 



Venue Vol. 2, No. 1 (2024) 

 
 

108 

interrelated groupings that exam-
ine the reciprocal relationships  
between humans and nonhuman 
beings that animate the cosmos. 
The first grouping, “Honoring the 
Land,” grounds visitors in the fact 
that many Alaska Native communi-
ties understand that the landscape 
is animate, and that physical and 
spiritual sustenance is predicated 
upon a reciprocal relationship 
with all beings. “Honoring the 
Hunt” focuses on the relationship 
between artists, hunters, and game 
that offers itself to hunters wear-
ing and using beautifully made gar-
ments and hunting equipment. 
“Honoring all Life” turns to the  
ceremonies that honor the game 
that offered itself to hunters in the 
previous hunting season, while 
also ensuring future cooperation 
from game in the following year. 
 The Alaska Native section also 
features an artist video with multi-
disciplinary artist Sonya Kelliher-
Combs, who discusses her practice 
and the relationship between ma-
terials and ongoing cultural and 
spiritual practices. “My relation-
ship to material is very important,” 
she states. “Something that is re-
ally beautiful about Alaska Native 
culture is that every object was de-
signed and incised with beautiful 
motifs and pattern to strengthen 
or give power to an object. So, eve-
rything was made and was made  
to last.”61 Kelliher-Combs grounds 

visitors in the deeply rooted           
relationship between artists, com-
munity, land, and the ongoing envi-
ronmental consequences of non-
Indigenous human behavior on the 
ecosystems upon which many 
Alaska Native communities still 
rely. 
 She also reminds visitors that 
not only are Native peoples still 
here, they are stewards of the land 
who engage with it as relatives and 
caretakers. In an interview with 
the author, Kelliher-Combs elabo-
rated on the consequences of an-
thropogenic change and extractive 
industries for Alaska Native com-
munities. When asked to describe 
the emotional connection she has 
to materials, she said that she is 
 
inspired by our ancestors and their rela-

tionship to their environment, which is 

embodied in their use of skin, fur, and 

membrane in material cultures. The sub-

jects of my work are patterns of history, 

family, and culture. Personal and cultural 

symbolism form the imagery. These 

symbols speak to history, culture, family, 

and the life of our people. They also 

speak about abuse, marginalization and 

the historical and contemporary strug-

gles of Indigenous peoples.62 

 
From the outset, the project team 
committed to a process that ampli-
fied the voices of Indigenous art-
ists. The commissions, groupings, 
and interpretation were guided by 
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Northwest Coast and Alaska Native 
ways of being, seeing, and know-
ing. 
 Once the project team com-
pleted planning the Northwest 
Coast and Alaska Native galleries, 
we then turned our attention to the 
third-floor galleries. The eighteen-
thousand-square-foot space com-
prises two large galleries that are 
connected by a smaller space that 
is home to the Native Arts artist- 
in-residency studio.63 While the 
Northwest Coast and Alaska Native 
galleries used the culture area   
paradigm as their most basic or-
ganizational structure, the third-
floor galleries presented the possi-
bility to further develop themes 
and ideas introduced on the sec-
ond floor. In developing the           
visitor experience goals for the    
Indigenous Arts of North America 
galleries, the project team—in col-
laboration with the museum’s      
Indigenous Community Advisory 
Council—committed to the follow-
ing goals for both Native and non-
Native visitors: 
 

• Recognize the diversity of 
Native nations living in 
North America and the vari-
ety of materials used in In-
digenous arts. 

• Appreciate the continuity of 
creativity and skill evident   
in Indigenous arts and how 

they contribute to global ar-
tistic conversations. 

• Reinterpret history through 
Indigenous perspectives. 

• Think about ideas of perse-
verance and survival. 

• Connect to universal themes 
around place, knowledge, 
and community.64 

 
Additionally, the project team de-
veloped the space so that it could 
serve as a resource for Native peo-
ple across North America. This as-
piration sought to create a gallery 
experience that was “accessible, a 
source of pride, and a catalyst for 
honest conversations.”65 
 To achieve these goals, the pro-
ject  team  followed  the  transhis-
torical approach established in the 
Northwest Coast and Alaska Native 
galleries, but also introduced the-
matic sections that were not teth-
ered to the culture area paradigm. 
The thematic gallery focused on 
identity and history, using modern 
and contemporary artworks as   
anchor pieces in conversation with 
historical artworks and cultural 
belongings (fig. 5). The hinge space 
housed a large case focusing on  
Native American Church art, which 
led into the artist-in-residence  
studio. After passing through        
the hinge, visitors enter the 
“Home|Land” section. This circular 
gallery focuses on Cheyenne, Arap-
aho, and Ute cultural relationships 
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Fig. 5. Installation view thematic gallery in the Indigenous Arts of North America permanent collection 

galleries. Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photograph: Christopher Patrello. 
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with what is today known as         
Colorado. Dakota Hoska led the  
development of this gallery, and 
worked with Cheyenne, Arapaho, 
and Ute community members and 
tribal leaders who served as advi-
sors and participants in the inter-
pretive videos in the gallery. This 
gallery transitions into a geo-
graphic gallery, which is organized 
by culture area. Like the Northwest 
Coast and Alaska Native gallery, 
every section in this part of the  
gallery comprises historical and 
contemporary artworks from di-
verse tribal communities, as well 
as works by both male and female 
artists. Moreover, the interpreta-
tion focuses on concepts of conflu-
ence and exchange, the forced relo-
cation of Indigenous peoples onto 
reservations and allotments, and 
the novel and inventive use of      
European and American trade 
goods and motifs by Native artists. 
The project team also developed a 
community label program called 
“Our Voices,” which placed labels 
written by community members 
throughout the galleries.66 
 When visitors   enter  the  the-
matically organized gallery from 
the elevator lobby, they are met   
by  Mud  Woman  Rolls  On, a  site-
specific artwork by Roxanne 
Swentzell originally commissioned 
by Blomberg for the 2011 reinstal-
lation of what were then called the 
American Indian Art galleries. Mud 

Woman Rolls On remained on the 
third floor during renovation and 
was housed in a climate-controlled 
chamber while the building was 
under construction. In its new 
placement in the gallery, Mud 
Woman Rolls On is connected to        
a grouping of pottery and sculp-
ture that honors the artistic legacy 
of the Naranjo family. All of the  
artists featured in this grouping 
are descendants of famed Santa 
Clara potter Rose (Gia) Naranjo,  
including Judy (Jody) Folwell,  
Nora Naranjo Morse, Roxanne 
Swentzell, Polly Rose Folwell,       
Susan Folwell, Jody Naranjo, 
Rose B. Simpson, and Kaa Folwell 
(see fig. 6). 
 Mud Woman Rolls On is a monu-
mental Storyteller figure, which is 
a pottery motif that was first intro-
duced by Cochiti potter Helen 
Cordero around 1964.67 Made from 
unfired mud and fired clay over a 
plant fiber substructure, Mud 
Woman cradles four nested chil-
dren, creating both a symbolic and 
material connection between in-
tergenerational knowledge, hu-
man beings, and the earth as 
mother.68 Placing Mud Woman in 
the context of an artistic lineage of 
Santa Clara artists reinforces both 
Swentzell’s intentions and inspira-
tions while also highlighting the 
connection between dynamic ar-
tistic practices, families, and the 
land. The grouping is also paired 
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Fig. 6. Installation view, “One Family’s Legacy” grouping, Indigenous Arts of North America permanent 

collection galleries, Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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with a family tree that shows the 
connections between artists fea-
tured in the grouping, as well as 
other family members whose work 
is not on view. Works in this group-
ing range from customary pottery 
to conceptually challenging instal-
lation art, thereby demonstrating 
the tremendous range of Native 
artists and the diverse ways in 
which similar materials can be 
used in inventive ways. 
 Another section in the thematic 
tower, “History through Indige-
nous Eyes,” reinterprets the his-
tory of North America from the 
perspective of Indigenous artists 
and community members, with 
specific focus on social justice is-
sues that acutely impact Native 
communities. Fritz Scholder’s  
Massacre in America: Wounded 
Knee depicts an open grave set 
against a snow-covered field. A 
lone horse stands near the horizon 
where snow meets sky. A tangled 
knot of unidentifiable parts and 
viscera rests in the open grave. 
Scholder’s unflinching account       
of the Seventh Calvary’s massacre 
of   approximately   three  hundred 
Mnikȟówožu and Húŋkpapȟa 
Lakȟóta  men,  women,  and  chil-
dren near Wounded Knee Creek is 
contextualized by a label written 
by Oglála Lakȟóta hip hop artist      
Terrance Jade. 
 

I feel anger. Elders watching generations 

of family being ended right before their 

own eyes. No Mercy. Yet they call us “sav-

ages.” Nothing is more savage than kill-

ing innocent people seeking refuge. 

 

I feel sadness. In this painting I see my-

self. I see my sons. My nephews. My little 

brother. My daughter. My nieces. My 

mother. My grandparents. My aunties. 

My uncles. I see friends. 

 

I feel a peace of mind and peace of heart. 

We live on. We are a true nation of war-

riors.69 

 
The painting by Scholder and ac-
companying text by Jade provoke 
visitors to confront the historical 
realities of genocide and forced re-
moval in ways that underscore the 
ongoing relevance of the past for 
the present. Jade describes the 
emotions and sensations of histor-
ical trauma in ways that are not   
academic or moralistic. They are 
deeply personal. And yet, he also 
talks about the survivance of 
Lakȟóta people and lifeways and 
the pride he feels knowing that 
Lakȟóta culture is still vibrant and 
powerful despite the US govern-
ment’s attempts to erase it. 
 Other works in this space, such 
as Sonya Kelliher-Combs’s Credi-
ble, which reveals the history of 
abuse by Catholic clergymen and 
laypeople in Alaska Native commu-
nities, and Kent Monkman’s The 
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Scream, a monumental history 
painting that challenges viewers to 
confront the trauma of the residen-
tial school system in Canada, can 
be deeply unsettling and painful 
for visitors. In addition to includ-
ing contact information for organi-
zations that support survivors of 
sexual abuse and the residential 

school system, the project team in-
cluded a reflection space in the gal-
lery for visitors who need a place 
to process, reflect, and rest. The 
minimalist space also features an 
excerpt from a poem by 2019–22 
US Poet Laureate Joy Harjo (see   
fig. 7).

 
Fig. 7. Reflection Space, Indigenous Arts of North America permanent collection galleries, Denver Art 

Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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 The “Home|Land” section func-
tions as a gateway between the 
thematic gallery and the geo-
graphic gallery. The project team 
believed that it was important to 
ground visitors in the history of 
what is today known as Colorado 
by both focusing on Cheyenne, 
Arapaho, Ute, and Ancestral Pueb-
loan artworks and cultural belong-
ings as well as the perspectives      
of tribal citizens. Steven Yazzie 
produced a multichannel video in-
stallation featuring Dr. Henrietta 
Mann (Cheyenne); Jordan Dresser 
(Northern Arapaho); George Curtis 
Levi (Southern Cheyenne, Arap-
aho, Lakȟóta); Angelica Lawson, 
PhD (Northern Arapaho); Cassan-
dra Atencio (Southern Ute); Helen 
Munoz (Ute Mountain Ute); Elise 
Redd (Southern Ute); and Harvey 
Pratt (Cheyenne, Arapaho). In her 
interview, Dr. Mann said that 
 
we are made from the same four basic el-

ements of life: earth, air, fire, and water, 

which really constitutes everything that 

lives on this earth of ours. That lives on 

this earth, that lives in the skies, that con-

stitutes this beautiful whole and one 

earth in which we live where everything 

is interdependent. And so I think our art 

really begins to draw on those kinds of 

our beliefs, depicted in whatever way 

that the artist chooses.70 

 
Dr. Mann provides poignant re-
minders of our shared humanity 

and the role that artists play in    
mediating relationships between 
their communities and the basic   
elements of life derived from the 
earth. Importantly, we are not    
necessarily the same, but we com-
prise the same basic building 
blocks of life, and artists maintain 
and develop creative practices that 
express the myriad ways in which 
communities understand individ-
ual and collective identities (see 
fig. 8). 
 This testament to artistic crea-
tivity and cultural diversity also 
sets the foundation for the curato-
rial and interpretive approach 
found in the geographic gallery. 
Organized by culture area, the 
open concept galleries employ a 
range of colors to distinguish be-
tween different sections. Although 
the culture area paradigm creates 
seemingly arbitrary barriers be-
tween cultures and communities 
that have exchanged goods, ideas, 
and beliefs since time immemorial, 
it “can provide rich historical and 
geographical context to the art-
works from a given culture area . . . 
[recognizing] that it can also ob-
scure the fluid and porous bounda-
ries between them.”71 For instance, 
the “Great Basin and Plateau” sec-
tion focuses on the interchange be-
tween Plains and Plateau artists,  
as well their incorporation of     
dentalium and other trade items 
acquired from the west coast of 
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Fig. 8. Installation view, “Home|Land” section, Indigenous Arts of North America permanent collection 

galleries, Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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North America. Additionally, the 
section focuses on the use of mate-
rials introduced by Anglo-Ameri-
can traders moving westward 
across the United States and Can-
ada, as well as the ways in which 
artists adapted to the radical shifts 
caused by forced relocation onto 
reservations. For instance, the sec-
tion highlights painted hides at-
tributed to Codsiogo—also known 
as Cadzi Cody—a Shoshone artist 
who painted hides with depictions 
of buffalo hunts and dances in re-
sponse to non-Native market de-
mands for Native art and material 
culture. According to curator Joe 
Horse Capture, “Codsiogo’s work 
reflected historical Plains life while 
also including non-confrontational 
images that would be acceptable to 
non-Natives.”72 
 As visitors exit the gallery and 
return to the elevator lobby, they 
are greeted by a statement from 
the museum’s Indigenous Commu-
nity Advisory Council (fig. 9). The 
statement reads as follows: 
 
We ask you to contemplate the many dif-

ferent peoples and nations represented 

throughout these galleries. What you see 

on display is only a small portion of the 

nearly 18,000 Indigenous works from 

North America stewarded by the Denver 

Art Museum. Each of these works,     

while representing an individual artist, 

object, culture or expression, serves as a 

reminder of moments in time, stories, 

ceremonies, thoughts, visions, and the 

need to create and explore. Indigenous 

peoples knew no states or countries, but 

they fully knew their ancestral lands. 

They were and remain distinct from one 

another, each having their own sense of 

place and community. Today’s Indige-

nous artists still embrace the old, but 

they are not afraid to look at things in  

enlightening ways.73 

 
This address to visitors, whether it 
is viewed as a welcome or a re-
minder, fully captures the goals of 
the project team in programming 
over twenty thousand square feet 
of gallery space. Given the size of 
the collection, the number of Indig-
enous nations represented therein, 
and the deep history of the Native 
Arts department and its role in    
defining the interpretation of In-
digenous art and material culture 
in fine arts museums, the Denver 
Art Museum employed a number 
of strategies. It sought both to 
build upon this history and chal-
lenge itself to develop pathways 
for greater collaboration with 
community members and artists. 
 
Moving Forward (2024–) 
Although permanent collection 
galleries often remain static for 
long periods of time, the galleries 
at the Denver Art Museum have 
featured significant changes and 
rotations over the last three years. 
While  the  initial  focus  of  the 
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Fig. 9. Installation view, Indigenous Community Advisory Council Statement, Indigenous Arts of North 

America permanent collection galleries, Denver Art Museum, Denver, CO. Photo: Christopher Patrello. 
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reinstallation examined the role 
that artists play in mediating rela-
tionships between human beings, 
their environments, and the more-
than-human beings that animate 
the cosmos, recent rotations have 
created greater opportunities to 
partner with members of originat-
ing and descendant communities 
to change how artworks and cul-
tural belongings are exhibited and 
interpreted therein. More im-
portant, these changes have also 
transformed the museum’s collec-
tions and conservation practices, 
thereby illustrating the necessity 
for deeper, ongoing collaborations 
with tribal representatives within 
and beyond the purview of the      
recent changes to the Native   
American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act as well as the 
Duty of Care guidelines outlined in 
those changes. 
 In 2021 the museum received a 
Bank of America Art Conservation 
grant focused on the museum’s 
collection of Acoma textiles. In    
addition to technical analysis of 
the textiles, the collaborative pro-
ject sought to develop conserva-
tion treatments guided by Acoma 
representatives, as well as a loan  
of textiles to Acoma Pueblo for ex-
hibition at the Haak’u Museum at 
Sky City Cultural Center.74 The  pro-
ject resulted in changes to the mu-
seum’s collections storage and 
conservation practices, and also 

significantly impacted the ways in 
which such garments are exhibited 
in the galleries.75 When the galler-
ies originally opened in 2021,       
the Acoma textiles were installed 
alongside Diné weavings, all of 
which were suspended in front of  
a black scrim in the “Southwest” 
section of the geographic gallery. 
Exhibiting them flat afforded visi-
tors the ability to engage with the 
motifs and weaving techniques  
but did not accurately reflect the 
manner in which the Acoma tex-
tiles were—and continue to be—
worn by people. According to 
Hoska, the Acoma representatives 
had two primary requests. First, 
they asked that the Acoma textiles 
be separated from the Diné weav-
ings. Second, they stated that         
the textiles should be displayed    
on mannequin forms with com-
plete outfits.76 While hanging the 
textiles two-dimensionally empha-
sizes materials, form, and icono-
graphy, it also decontextualizes the 
garments and disrupts visitors’ 
ability to understand the embod-
ied practices and intimate connec-
tions between adornment and the 
body. While other areas of the       
Indigenous Arts of North America 
permanent collection galleries in-
stalled garments and regalia on 
mannequins, this project created 
opportunities for both direct    
feedback and responses to that 
feedback. 
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 Building upon the response to 
the “Our Voices” labels throughout 
the galleries, Hoska worked closely 
with Erlidawn Roy (Meskwaki/   
Laguna and Isleta Pueblo) on a      
rotation examining the history and 
development of Prairie style, as 
well as the relationship between 
Prairie style and the forced reloca-
tion of many Native communities 
to the Southern Plains as part of 
the 1830 Indian Removal Act. The 
development of this intertribal  
visual and material culture is richly 
expressed in a range of clothing 
and other objects. “As you look 
upon this dance regalia,” writes 
Roy, “try to visualize the move-
ment of the ribbon, the prayer of 
the dance, and the strength of the 
woman wearing it. As a Meskwaki 
(Sac and Fox) woman, I am proud 
to be a part of the resurgence           
of this once dwindling style of 
dance, ‘Women’s appliqué’ or ‘Old 
Style Scrub.’ Following my grand-
mother’s path, I continue the        
legacy—emulating dignity, grace, 
and power in each movement.”77 
The “Our Voices” label program 
continues to develop as wholesale 
changes are made to the original 
2021 installation, and now involve 
deeper collaboration between  
participants and curators, which 
further informs the selection and 
interpretation of cultural belong-
ings and artworks currently on 
view rather than simply providing 

community members an oppor-
tunity to share their perspectives 
on a given belonging or artwork. 
 As museums across the country 
reevaluate their permanent collec-
tion galleries, it is increasingly nec-
essary to also reevaluate collecting 
practices, collections management 
policies and collections access, 
conservation procedures, exhibi-
tion curation, and interpretation. 
Having participated in the original 
installation of the Denver Art Mu-
seum’s Indigenous Arts of North 
America permanent collection gal-
leries, it is somewhat difficult to 
situate the project team’s work in 
the larger conversations regarding 
the ethics and politics of exhibiting 
Indigenous histories and material 
culture within the context of global 
fine art. The reinstallation, like the 
others that preceded it, will be 
evaluated retrospectively. Its con-
tributions to the field, its short-
comings, its errors and omissions 
will be part of that conversation. 
The challenge for the Denver Art 
Museum, and any museum, is to  
respond to those critiques with  
humility and a desire to change 
when such critiques from Native 
communities arise. However, it is 
worth questioning whether or not 
substantive change is even possi-
ble, given the generally inflexible 
structure of modern museums. 
Michel Foucault describes muse-
ums as heterotopias, or the 
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“project of organizing in this way a 
sort of perpetual and indefinite ac-
cumulation of time in an immobile 
place.”78 As such, museums contrib-
ute to a peculiar form of ordering, 
one in which Enlightenment epis-
temologies and classificatory 
schema create a strange engage-
ment with place, time, and history. 
Often, if not always, the unending 
accumulation of time and space  
experienced in a museum does not 
reflect how people live or how they 
make sense of their place in the 
world. What might a fundamental 
reevaluation of the structure and 
mission of global fine arts muse-
ums look like? Are there more ap-
propriate ways of engaging with 
human creativity without the need 
for taxonomies and divisions that 
separate individual and collective 
engagement with the world into 
neatly defined culture areas, time 
periods, and artistic practices? If 
so, who would such changes serve? 
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