
Native Arts of 
North America 
 



Native North American Art 

 We concentrate our efforts 
in looking at the artforms of 
tribes located in what is 
now the United States.   

 

http://www.arcticravengallery.com/northwest/images/reece_victor_killerwhale.html
http://www.arcticravengallery.com/northwest/images/johnston_crooked_beak.html


American Indian art is a living art… 

 Artforms that have been made for thousands of years, 
continue to be made today. 

 



American Indian art is a living art… 

 Artforms which are the result 
of trade, exchange and 
Contact are also being made 
today. 

 



American Indian art is a living art… 

 Today’s Native artists use every medium, 

technique, and tool that is available for 

artistic expression. 

 

http://www.indiansun.net/MT055.asp


American Indian art is a living art… 

 After all, this is the 21st century and 

Native people live in today’s world. 

 



Contact brought many changes 

Changes in lifestyle, natural resources, trade goods, and culture. 

  

 

 

 

16 of the 77 Cherokee 

alphabetical characters 

• 

 
  

•Smallpox 



Changes in artforms… 

 Tiny glass seed beads nearly replaced the use of porcupine 

quills, seeds, nuts, carved stone and shells as materials to 

decorate personal clothing and items. 



Changes in clothing… 

 Trade wool (also called Stroud cloth), and 

colorful calico fabrics have replaced some 

animal hides, pounded fiber and cotton textiles. 

http://clarissahudson.com/owl.htm
http://www.fiberwoodart.com/_htmlpages/brocade.htm


Changes in design motifs… 

 Traditional design motifs 
have been altered and 
modified, at the same time 
that new ones have been 
introduced and adapted. 

 

http://www.berrybeadwork.com/bandoliers_thorns.html
http://www.berrybeadwork.com/moccasins_womenseasternwoodlands.html
http://collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume2/section3/31-37link1.htm
http://store1.yimg.com/I/wbtp_1721_880485


Changes in artistic mediums… 

 Paintings are made today on canvas 
and paper, rather than hides and bark. 

 

http://weber.ucsd.edu/Depts/Ethnic/fac/rfrank/Ledger.Project.Web/Morning.Star.G/Plate.4.html


Changes in social status… 

 

 

 Status could be enhanced through personal 

displays of trade goods and by 

incorporating new and exotic motifs and 

images into work. 

 

 

 There are gender distinctions in artforms, 

some artistic traditions fall into the purview 

of women’s arts and others, into the realm 

of men’s arts. 



When viewing a Native artform: 

 We  can appreciate the superb, and 

often ingenious, use of the local 

mineral, animal and vegetal wealth 

available to the maker. 

http://store6.yimg.com/I/doglover_1622_748738


When viewing a Native artform: 

 We can observe how closely the crafts 
reflect the environment of a particular 
cultural area. 

 



When viewing a Native artform: 

 We can recognize that the 
beauty of the items is a 
tribute to the skills of the 
makers and the cultural 
forces which motivated 
the artists.   

 

 Forces which continue to 
motivate Native artists 
today. 

 



There is a tendency to view 
Native art as curiosities created 
by people who no longer exist… 

Such thinking is in error! 
 

These are living cultures, not dead ones! 



Changing Perspectives 

 

 Native art encompasses the 

sacred and the secular, the 

political and domestic, the 

ceremonial and the 

commercial. 

 

 The visual arts have always 

been conduits of culture 

within Native communities as 

traditions are transmitted 

from one generation to the 

next. 



Native art is both sacred and secular 

 

 Art is social, meant to enrich 
tribal ceremonials 

 

 It has significance beyond the 
pictorial or design elements 

 

 Many artforms personify the 
forces and phenomena of the 
natural world. 

 

 All things have sentience, and 
are alive - including artforms…if 
they are created in the proper 
way. 



There is a great diversity of form and 
expression in Native art 

 Each tribe is influenced by its religious and 

social customs. 

 

 

 Raw materials are limited to what occurs in the 

local environment, or what is traded in. 

 

 

 The lifestyle of the people determines the type 

of materials and goods that are valued. 



The Politics of Identity 

 Today the visual arts within Native communities 
serve as some of the most eloquent and forceful 
articulations of the politics of identity. 

 

http://www.geocities.com/matoaka1595/pocwind.html


Issues of Identity involve: 

 Tribal recognition 

 

 Federal recognition 

 

 Government recognition and 
blood quantums 

 

 Community recognition 

 

 Cultural affiliation 

 

 Language association 

 

 Bi-cultural and multi-cultural 
pressures and influences 

 

http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/dr013.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/afav009.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/afav012.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/afav014.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/asst054.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/ge041ea.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/gees001.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/gees018.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/mtrad009.htm


The question of addressing the Native 

 There are multiple terms used 
to identify Native people. 

 American Indian 

 Indian 

 Native 

 Amerind 

 Aboriginal 

 First Nations 

 Native American 

 Indigenous 

 First  Americans 

 Redskins 

 

 

 The most common terms of 
address used today are: 

  American Indian in the US 

  First Nations in Canada 

 

 

 Some of these are more 
acceptable than others, 
but how a person 
identifies is a personal 
choice and so there is 
no single answer and no 
agreement. 

 

 

 Some terms that are 
inappropriate and 
should NOT be used 
are: 

 Squaw 

 Brave 

 Papoose 

 Shaman 

 Superstition 

 

 

 



Visual Arts 

 

 Since most visual art reflects moments in 
time…much of the Native art that has 
survived since Contact represents critical 
moments in history. 

 

 Some of those visual responses are 
answers to: 

 

 Disease epidemics 

 Forced removal from homelands 

 Repressive colonial regimes 

 Enforced religious conversion 

 Contact with foreign cultures 

 



Identifying Native Art 

 Subject matter 

does not 

determine the 

classification, 

it is the ethnic 

heritage that 

does.  This is 

art based on 

ethnicity, not 

genre art. 

 
 



What is American Indian Art? 

 What makes a piece of Native art authentic, is that it is made by a 
person who is American Indian…it is not a matter of the tools or 
materials which are used.  

 



Four Classifications of Native art: 

 1. Ethnic 
2. Tribal 

 3. Pan-Indian 
4. Mainstream 
 



Classification 1 

 Ethnic art encompasses 

artforms made by a tribal 

member for another tribal 

member. 



Classification 2 

 Tribal art encompasses art that 

is made by a tribal member for 

use by individuals outside of 

the tribal community. 



Classification 3 

 Pan-Indian art 

encompasses arts 

which are made for the 

art market, or art trade.  

These are defined by 

the expectations of the 

market, and the 

demand for their 

production. 



Classification 4 

 Indian Mainstream encompasses art 
which is the most difficult to recognize 
because it may or may not exhibit any hint 
of Indian heritage.  

  

 It is art that happens to be made by an 
Indian person and may not reflect the 
typical imagery or designs associated with 
Native art. 



What is art? 

How do we define art?   

 

How do we determine what art is, or encompasses? 



Art is a fundamental way of seeing... 

 If we look at the material culture of a people and understand the reasons 

for its construction, the meaning behind its creation, and the necessity for 

those items in the lifestyle of the people - then we understand more 

about the people. 

 

 We can appreciate art from any culture without knowing anything further 

about the people, but the more we understand about the art and why and 

how it fits into the culture, the more we understand about the people. 

 This class is designed to introduce you to American Indian art as a lens 
through which to view Native culture. 

 

 This is not an art history class…our focus is on the artform, the artist, the 
culture, and the continuity of tradition which brings the prehistoric past into 
the world of today within the works of every Native artist. 



Art and it’s Purpose 

 Cultural perspectives vary 

about the purpose and 

function of art, and Native art 

is intended to be functional, 

as well as aesthetically 

pleasing 

 

 From the Native perspective, 

the important aspects of 

creating an artform are the 

steps followed in its 

production, rather than the 

finished product. 

 



differences in art Perspectives 

 Native Perspective: 

 

 Art is functional in purpose 

 Art has sacred and secular 
functions 

 

 

 Non-Native Perspective: 

 

 Art is for art’s sake 

 Art is intended to be 
aesthetically pleasing 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Semantics of Terminology 

 What is the difference between a traditional artform and a 

contemporary one? 



What do you consider art? 

 

 

http://www.theartgallery.com.au/VladimirPanian/index.html
http://affiliates.allposters.com/link/redirect.asp?aid=713527&item=96788
http://www.haleysteele.com/hs_root/gallery/artwork.cfm?stockid=36263&pd=11
http://www.borsheimarts.com/sculpture/2003/expectingtwins.htm
http://www.charm.net/~nayak/shiva.jpeg
http://www.ballet.co.uk/home/about_us.htm
http://visualtattoo.com/
http://www.asianart.com/asianartgallery/1.html


What does art do? 

 Expresses ideas 

 

 Provokes emotional responses 

 

 Teaches visually 

 

 Identifies social issues 

 

 Promotes change 

 

 Encourages and outrages 

 

 Questions 

 

http://members.surfeu.at/horvath/laden.jpg
http://members.surfeu.at/horvath/bush2.jpg
http://members.surfeu.at/horvath/iwvar.jpg
http://www.folkart.com/mexart/96007.htm


What can art convey? 

 Ideas  

 Stories 
 

 Concepts 
 

 Learning 
 

 Thought 
 

 Culture 
 



Folk art vs. Fine art 

 Is there a difference? 

 

 

 Is it a distinction based on culture? 

 

 

 Why is your work art, and my work craft? 



Visual Arts, Mediums, Traditions 

 Virtually all artistic mediums 
have been utilized by Native 
artists since Contact, and nearly 
all traditions illustrate change in 
artforms and conceptualizations 
as a result. 



Art endures through time 

 Great art is timeless – it endures the 
ages and transcends time. 



Who decides what an artwork 
means? 

  The artist?  

 

 

  The community? 

 

  

 Can an artwork that means one thing to 

people when it is created, mean something 

entirely different to people in another time 

and place? 

Can art that celebrates ideas 

that we disagree with, still be 

great art? 

 

http://search.gallery.yahoo.com/search/corbis_id?p=cid%3A11438830
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/gourd007.htm


Origins & Beliefs 

 Tribal oral tradition and Western scholars account differently for 
the origin of the world and the human presence in it. 

 

 Stories of creation are as varied as the peoples of North 
America.  All creation stories explain the world, place people in 
the world, and provide satisfactory explanations for the believer. 

 

 Respect for Native beliefs regarding the creation of the world is 
fundamental to understanding the cyclical nature of time and 
existence. 

 

 There are alternative explanations for the creation of the world 
and the universe, science is as much a belief system as any 
other philosophy. 

 



“Made Beings” 

 A shared belief among tribes 
is that all items, animate and 
inanimate, are given a place 
in the being of things and to 
create a new thing from them 
is a significant act. 
 

 

 Items can be brought into 
existence through song, 
prayer, thought, and artistic 
expression. 



Native art is utilitarian, 
functional, purposeful…but also 
denotes beauty, structure and 
harmony. 

Objects have always been made to satisfy practical and 

physical needs, but they also are intended to encompass 

aesthetic and spiritual needs at the same time. 



Native art can be viewed as a 
chronological narrative. 
 
 

 Pre-Contact refers to the prehistoric period 
before Europeans arrive. 

 

 

 Contact refers to the arrival of the first influx of 
Europeans. 

 

 

 By definition, history begins at Contact 
because that is when written records are made 
by early European explorers. 

 

http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/kids/images/houses/tipi04.html


Some notes about what we term…...ART  
    

 Native languages have no word for art, but 
there have always been individuals in every 
tribe whose roles are to create decorative items 
for use. 

 

 Like people everywhere, Native artisans have 
always valued the visual pleasure by things 
made well and  imaginatively. 

 

 The purely material and visual features of an 
object are not necessarily the most important in 
establishing it’s relative value. 

 



Art has many purposes… 

 It is both sacred and secular. 

 

 It serves social and religious purposes. 
 

 It can be a public demonstration or power and 
celebration 

 

 It can be an instance of personal adornment 
which enriches the individual and places them 
in proper relationship to the world. 

 

 Body decoration and clothing has been a 
traditional vehicle of artistic expression and is 
a tradition which continues today with pow 
wow dress and traditional clothing. 

 

 

 

http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/afav002.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/powwow02/pages/afav009.htm


Creativity and innovation… 

 The introduction of new trade goods and raw 
materials as a result of Contact resulted in 
changing artforms, clothing styles and perceptions. 

 

 New materials were eagerly used along with 
traditional materials. 

 

 The use and incorporation of trade materials has 
had a long tradition of artistic expression in Native 
communities. 

 

 Long before trade was established with 
Europeans, trade and exchange for exotic and 
desirable items existed between Native 
communities. 

http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/pw02kh/pages/khp012.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/pw02kh/pages/khp003.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/pw02kh/pages/khp058.htm
http://www.gatheringofnations.com/photos/esch01/pages/P9220628.htm


Cultural decimation and survival 

 When the first Europeans reached America nearly five hundred 
years ago, it was a vast, fertile land that supported millions of 
culturally distinct people who spoke hundreds of different languages. 

 

 While it is true that many Native people were killed defending their 
sacred homelands, warfare was not the principal cause of their 
demise.  Some demographers estimate that as many as 19 out of 20 
Native Americans died of European diseases like smallpox, 
influenza, and tuberculosis. 

 

 Today, Indian-owned lands comprise less than 2% of the contiguous 
forty-eight states. 

 

 Native populations comprise only 1% of the country today. 



No word exists in any American 
Indian language that comes close 
to today’s definition of art. 

The Native did not set out to create art for it’s own sake. 

 

In traditional Native thinking, there is no separation between art 
and life or between what is beautiful and what is functional. 

 

Art, beauty and spirituality are so firmly intertwined in the routine 
of living that no words are needed, or allowed, to separate them. 

  

 


