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ABSTRACT

In Alaska, contemporary Native artists are creating compelling works of art, yet, 

in the literature and exhibitions about Native North American contemporary art, Alaska 

Native art receives little if any attention. In this study, I assess how contemporary Alaska 

Native art is presented to the public to evaluate whether these representations marginalize 

this artwork. I examine the creation, exhibition and reception of contemporary Alaska 

Native art based on the perspectives of the artists, exhibit evaluations and viewer 

responses. My goal in this study is to substantiate the need to address the way Alaska 

Native art is presented and to analyze current practices. In particular, I seek to emphasize 

the importance of creating contextualized presentations of contemporary Alaska Native 

art using multiple perspectives and interpretative media based on collaboration between 

the exhibitors of public art and Native artists and communities. By creating more 

inclusive, informative representations of Alaska Native art, presentations can begin to 

address the differing requirements of a variety of audiences, utilize the critical attention 

given to Native American and Euro-American art elsewhere and provoke a re-thinking of 

preconceptions that continue to diminish the accomplishments of Alaska Native artists.
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CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND

Contemporary art can be a medium for Native artists and exhibitors of Native art 

to address the stereotyped preconceptions and decontextualized appropriations that still 

characterize representations of Native American cultures and affect perceptions of Native 

art. But, viewers need to comprehend the form, content and context of Native artwork in 

order for it to be an effective media; the presentations must make the artwork accessible 

to them. Critical discussion of contemporary Native art1 in scholarly literature and 

interpretative exhibits can increase accessibility. Discussions can address the 

contemporary forms and Native elements of the artwork as well as its historical and 

current context.

In Alaska, contemporary Native artists are creating compelling works of art, yet, 

in the literature and exhibitions about Native North American contemporary art, Alaska 

Native art receives little if any attention. In this study, I evaluate public presentations of 

contemporary Alaska Native art by examining the creation, exhibition and reception of a 

sample of this artwork based on the perspectives of the artists, exhibit evaluations and 

viewer responses. I focus on how contemporary Alaska Native art is presented to assess 

whether these representations contribute to the marginalization of this artwork.

1 Contemporary Native art is more readily recognized and applied in the literature than it is defined. Its 
exact definition remains an open-ended question (Berio and Phillips 1998:209; Dubin 1999:154-5). 
Including elements of traditional heritage (techniques, forms and subject matter), contemporary Native art 
is viewed in contrast to older forms (e.g., historically-made or classical forms, used for community or 
ceremonial purposes); as showing new influences from Western fine art forms, media, history and 
professional art school training; and as particularly influenced in style by modernism and postmodernism 
(Berio and Phillips 1998:209-210; Bernstein 1999:61).
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In the next four sections, I survey the relevant literature and present the 

procedures of this case study. My discussion of marginalization moves from the general 

to the specific beginning with the marginalization of contemporary Native art in the 

Western or Euro-American fine arts world to the further marginalization of contemporary 

Alaska Native art. I examine the marginalization of contemporary Alaska Native art by 

assessing the literature and by assessing public presentations of artwork based on a field 

study of artists, exhibits and viewers.

Implications of Contemporary Native Art

As with any type of art, Native art can be a means of conveying information and

communicating multiple levels of meaning, allowing Native artists to express individual

and cultural elements in their work (Greenhalgh and Megaw 1978:xiv; Layton 1978:28).

All artists adopt materials and ideas from a variety of sources and interpret cultural

tradition to achieve their own style. Contemporary Native art conveys a wide range of

expression making it possible for artists:

to remember, to condemn, to overturn, to instruct, to translate across cultural 

boundaries, and yet to withhold translation, to make beautiful things, according to 

various ideas of beauty, and sometimes, riotously and discomfitingly, to entertain. 

(Townsend-Gault 1999:113).

Native art can convey powerful “message[s] about cultural persistence and change”

(Strickland and Archuleta 1991:10).

Though the opportunity to communicate exists, Native artists find that their ability

to reach wide-ranging audiences is limited by factors outside their control. These artists



feel “doubly-marginalized” -  that their work is undervalued by non-Native audiences and 

by the mainstream art world (Leslie 1998:123). As a result, many Native artists attempt 

to directly address their heritage and to challenge stereotypes of Native American culture. 

Some artists seek to inform non-Native audiences about past and present-day issues 

(Heap-of-Birds in Rushing 1994:29; Williams as quoted by Hill 1995:vii). Others create 

a visual dialogue about what it means to be a Native American in today’s world (Hill 

2000:81).

Alaska Native contemporary artists, such as the four interviewed for this study, 

address their heritage and individuality as well as historical and current techniques and 

issues. Susie Bevins often has specific socio-political messages that she conveys in her 

work, reflecting personal and cultural issues. Bevins also interprets her Inupiaq heritage 

using modem materials and techniques. John Hoover focuses on interpreting Aleut and 

other Alaska Native myths and spiritual beliefs in his work. Although social commentary 

and humor is also evident, his pieces combine traditional and non-traditional materials 

and forms. Sylvester Ayek’s work draws from his Inupiaq upbringing yet is also inspired 

by his strong interest in modernist sculpture. The work of Kathleen Carlo, one of the first 

women mask-makers, has grounding in traditional techniques and forms, but is very 

individualistic. For her masks and particularly her panels, Carlo’s inspirations come from 

her Athabascan heritage, personal history, political issues and the process of carving 

itself.

Art can provide an opportunity to strengthen intercultural relations through 

understanding and appreciation of cultural values (Hill 1991:5). According to art
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historian W. Jackson Rushing, contemporary Native art can “empower its audience, both 

Native and non-Native alike, by rewriting art and cultural history in a plurality of 

languages” (1995:31). But the representation of Native cultures is a complex process that 

involves the artwork or object, its presentation and its audience (Baxandall 1990:36; 

Meyers 1992:321). Given the colonial past of appropriation, commoditization and 

stereotyping that continues into the present, representations of Native culture are highly 

contestable and undergoing change (Boehme 1998; Hart 1995; West 2000). The issue of 

where and how to exhibit Native art has recently become an urgent question, calling for 

renewed discussion of representation (Phillips 1988:64).

All artists are subject to the limitations of their viewers, which stem from lack of 

understanding or appreciation of particular art forms to the effects of their subjective 

response (Geertz 1976:1499; Hart 1995:145). But contemporary Native artists face an 

additional challenge. Native American fine art has received limited attention in scholarly 

literature and museum exhibitions (Strickland and Archuleta 1991:9-10). Preconceived, 

stereotyped notions about “traditional” Native art create expectations of Native art that 

often eclipse the impact of the work itself and contribute to its marginalization (Bernstein 

1999:68; Leslie 1998:111; Mitchell 1993:160; Strickland and Archuleta 1991:9). In 

order to address misconceptions, some form of contextualizing or framing must part of 

contemporary Native art presentations so that others can understand it (Townsend-Gault 

1995:97). Without explicit information on meanings, context and aesthetics in Native 

artwork, non-Native viewers may be limited to a superficial appreciation of its form, a 

by-product of emotional responses, or alternatively, they may resort to stereotypes and



misconceptions as a means of understanding what they are seeing (Geertz 1976:1499;

Hart 1995:145; Lidchi 1997:166).

Scholarly publications, interpretive materials and exhibition publications present 

opportunities to address misconceptions about contemporary Native art. Critics and 

curators (particularly by collaborating with artists and the represented community) can 

expand the potential meaning of artwork by explaining their views on its achievements 

and values to audiences, as well as relating it to historical and contemporary contexts 

(Lacy 1995:42). Published materials are particularly important since they allow longer, 

more complex discussions and can reach larger audiences than exhibitions. Many Native 

artists recognize the importance of professional dialogue and criticism but find they are 

denied this qualitative attention, that there is a lack of serious critical discussion of their 

work (Chaat Smith 1994:40; Dubin 1999:156; WalkingStick 1992:15).

The Question of Marginalization

The anthropological and art historical literature about Native American art 

documents a long history of marginalization, one that results from collection practices, 

appropriation, commoditization, exhibition master narratives, ethnographic vs. modernist 

displays and questions of authenticity, art vs. artifact, tourist art vs. fine art. These issues 

address factors that have contributed to a peripheral, lower status accorded to indigenous 

arts within the context of Western culture. Debate over these issues has made us aware 

of the challenge of representing Native culture in today’s post-modernist, post-colonial 

world. In addition to the efforts of Native activists and artists, criticisms of past practices

5



within anthropology, art history and museums have focused attention on how past 

representations of Native culture limited perceptions of Native art and peoples (Jonaitis 

1995:xi; Phillips 1989).

Contemporary Native art affords us an opportunity to set aside past debates and to 

examine critically current and future representations of Native culture. Critical 

examination can then inform the way we address the past. In anthropological and art 

historical literature, contemporary Native artwork receives much less attention than 

historic works, despite its potential to challenge past practices and direct discussions 

about complex, present-day conditions. Museum exhibitions have recently begun to 

address the challenge of presenting contemporary Native art, perhaps because this is a 

space where Native peoples have begun to gain access to their own representations.

Contemporary Alaska Native art, however, receives little attention or is 

overlooked within both exhibitions and literature, marginalized among the marginalized. 

This under-representation and limited discourse about contemporary Alaska Native artists 

within the context of North American Native art denies them acknowledgement as fine 

artists, access to audiences outside Alaska, and the kind of critical, complex analysis 

devoted to other contemporary Native and non-Native artists.

Analysis of contemporary Alaska Native art is limited in comparison to the 

literature on contemporary Native arts in the rest of the United States and Canada. In 

seemingly comprehensive books about Native North American art and contemporary 

Native art, Alaska Native art is excluded or superficially treated (Abbot 1994; Berio & 

Phillips 1998; Rushing 1999; Wade 1986). A few regional books on Alaska do include

6
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contemporary Native art. In the final chapter of Crossroads o f Continents: Cultures of 

Siberia and Alaska (Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988:326-340), Blackman and Hall summarize 

the history of recent Alaska Native arts including descriptions of eighteen contemporary 

Alaska Native artists. Dorothy Jean Ray (1969) focused on contemporary artists in her 

article on Alaska Native graphic arts, but its focus and length are uncommon. An Alaska 

Geographic issue, Alaska Native Arts and Crafts, briefly mentioned a few contemporary 

artists but included little if any analysis (Fair 1985). Quarterly and

Indian Magazine are peer-reviewed journals that include articles about Alaska Native art. 

With few exceptions however, (Decker 2002; Ingram 1992; Shalkop 1978), the focus is 

usually on historic or more recent pieces that use conventional Native forms and 

materials. Four non-peer-reviewed arts journals and magazines published in Alaska, all 

now defunct2, occasionally carried articles on contemporary Alaska Native art (e.g., 

Frederick 1972; McCollom 1978; Steinbright 1983, 1986; Ullman 1975). Julie Decker’s 

Icebreakers: Alaska’s Most Innovative Artists (1999) offers eighteen short essays on 

contemporary art in Alaska and short biographies of eleven Native and forty-three non

Native artists, but given its broad scope, its insights into the situation of Alaska Native 

artists are brief. It seems that unless a publication is by an Alaskan scholar or an Alaskan 

organization or about the region specifically, Alaska Native artists are overlooked.

Contemporary art receives more attention in Native American art exhibitions and 

subsequent publications3 than in academic literature, but exhibition format can be too

2 Alaska Journal (1971-1986), Alaska Today (1973-1985), Alaska Native Magazine (1986-1988) and The 
Journal o f Alaska Native Arts (1983-1995)
3 Most o f the critical exhibitions and literature on Native North American art are produced in Canada but 
the regional focus excludes Alaskans. Notable publications include: Bead, Basket, Quill (1996), Land,



8

brief or too narrowly focused for broadly based, critical analysis of the artwork.

Relatively few museums have major exhibitions of contemporary Native art, and those 

that do present the work of few if any Alaska Native artists.4 A notable but dated 

exception was Contemporary Art from Alaska (1978) at the Smithsonian’s National 

Collection of Fine Arts. However, none of the pieces came form the Smithsonian’s 

collections; all but one of the forty-one lenders was from Alaska.

Most of the exhibits that emphasize contemporary Alaska Native art are produced 

in Alaska. Few exhibitions travel outside Alaska and few publications are produced due 

to limited funding. On the positive side, Internet sites have recently allowed Alaskan 

museums to reach distant audiences. The few exhibition catalogs that include Alaska 

Native art document larger exhibitions on art from Alaska, focus on individual artists and 

represent groups of sculptors.5 Generally, however, this type of publication includes

Spirit, Power: First Nations at the National Gallery o f Canada (1992), Indigena: Contemporary Native 
Perspectives in Canadian Art (1992), Revisions (1992), Visions o f Power: Contemporary Art by First 
Nations Inuit and Japanese Canadians (1991), Beyond History (1989)
4 Shared Visions: Native North American Painters and Sculptors in the Twentieth Century at the Heard 
Museum mentions only two Alaska Native artists, Larry Beck and John Hoover, out of 36 contemporary 
Native North American artists (Archuleta and Strickland 1991). One out of forty-seven artists, John 
Hoover, was Alaska Native in the Peabody Museum’s Gifts o f the Spirit: Works by Nineteenth-Century & 
Contemporary Native American Artists. Museums West exhibition Powerful Images: Portrayals o f Native 
America (1998) excludes Alaska Natives entirely. Two groundbreaking exhibitions produced by the 
National Museum of the American Indian -  Reservation X: The Power o f Place in Aboriginal 
Contemporary Art (1998) and Who Stole the Teepee (2000) -  included only one work by an Alaskan artist, 
Susie Silook, in the latter show. The Eiteljorg Museum, which has begun a biannual program to honor and 
exhibit five Native American artists, included Susie Silook in its second exhibition and publication After 
the Storm (2001).
5 The University of Alaska Museum published of book Looking North (Jonaitis 1998) on an exhibition of 
works from their collection that includes recent Alaska Native artwork. This volume consists of short 
essays and transcripts of discussion by artists and museum professionals on historic to contemporary Native 
and non-Native art. The Anchorage Museum of History and Art published a short catalog for a 
retrospective exhibition on Jim Schoppert, Instrument o f Change (1997), including brief essays and 
illustrations. Recently, it produced John Hoover: Art and Life -  a retrospective exhibition (2002) curated 
by Julie Decker who also wrote a book from her art history PhD on Hoover. In 1984, the Institute of 
Alaska Native Arts (IANA), now defunct, produced New Traditions: An Exhibition o f Alaska Native 
Sculpture, an exhibition and booklet based on a project to expose Alaska Native artists to mainstream



limited analysis and discussion of contemporary Alaska Native art due to a broader focus 

or perhaps restrictions of the format. For example, the main essay for from the 

Arctic6 addresses the development of arts in Alaska and the current limitations in 

marketing and availability of traditional materials for artists, but omits the challenges 

presented by limitations in exhibition practices, writings and non-Native perceptions of 

Alaska Native art (Fair 1993).

Introduction to the Study

In order to investigate the marginalization of Contemporary Alaska Native art, I 

interviewed artists, assessed exhibits and their venues and surveyed artwork viewers. I 

then examined how current representations are perceived by the artists and by viewers. If 

the presentations are perceived to be limited, then the next question is whether this leads 

to an underestimation and subsequent marginalization of Alaska Native art.

The structure of my study was inspired in particular by key readings on the 

processes and agents that endow art objects with meaning, and in this section I discuss 

some of the relevant literature. According to Bourdieu, the “meaning and value” of 

artworks are not created by the artists but by agents in the art world, including critics, 

curators and collectors, and these perceptions of artwork are bound by the social and

contemporary sculpture (Flanagan 1984). The Alaska State Council for the Arts produced a group show 
Collection: Alaska Contemporary Art Bank 1975-1980 that included Alaska Native artists, but the 
publication had only two brief introductory essays. A series of Alaska Native wood-working and mask- 
making workshops led to exhibition and short publications -  Alaskameut ‘78 and & ’86 and Bending 
Tradition (1990) -  featuring works and biographies of participating contemporary artists (Miller 1978; 
Steinbright 1986; Wallen 1990).
6 The I AN A and the Anchorage Museum produced a short book Arts from the Arctic (1993) based on their 
1993-1995 exhibition of circumpolar art including work by twenty-four Alaska Native artists.

9



historical viewpoints of the users (1993:261). Appadurai also argues that objects do not 

have absolute value, that “transactions, attributions and motivations” of human actors 

encode meaning (1986:5).

When art is in a museum context, there is a third agent, the viewer, in the making 

of meaning and value. In an analysis of Australian Aboriginal painting, Fred Meyers 

(1992:321) claimed that the “production, circulation, and consumption” of this artwork is 

integral to both indigenous peoples’ self-production and to the representation of their 

culture. He states that the task is to understand how artwork comes to represent other 

cultures, particularly the role of anthropologists and art critics in this process. Baxandall 

(1990:36) also proposes three active factors in the experience of museum exhibition. 

Rather than seeing exhibitions of objects as static representations of culture, he argues 

that there is interplay between the object makers, exhibitors and viewers; each has 

different purposes. All three meet at the intellectual space between the object and the 

information on its accompanying label, where the influence of each varies in the viewer’s 

understanding of the object (1990:37-38).

The question of the way in which Native art should be presented is a continual 

source of disagreement (Ames 1992:70). Nicholas Thomas, in his discussion of 

Australian Aboriginal art, stressed the importance of how indigenous art is “framed” in 

public places and argues that the pertinent question is whether its presentation enables the 

artwork to speak to audiences or whether the art is appropriated for some other use 

(1999:225-6, 246-7). Canadian social anthropologist Charlotte Townsend-Gault has 

emphasized that First Nations artwork is “inseparable from strategies for its presentation”
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and its status is negotiated “over aesthetic strategies, the appropriation of idioms, the uses 

of history... from a shared socio-political situation, with the communities of reception, 

the terms under which their work will be received, understood and used” (1995:91, 95). 

She sees this process of negotiation as transacted by “makers, audiences and the frame 

for the encounter” (1995:100). Geertz indicated the importance of the presentation of 

Native art arguing that regardless of whether there is a universal sense of beauty, without 

knowledge about an indigenous art form or understanding of its culture of origin, viewer 

responses are limited to “ethnocentric sentimentalism” (1976:1499).

In developing this case study, I also looked at the methods of prior evaluative 

studies. Nelson Grabum conducted the first anthropological, viewer-based study of 

contemporary Native American art. Though he emphasized the importance of context — 

including the presentation of objects, viewer preconceptions and culture-bound notions 

— his questions were limited to aesthetic judgments on the objects. In addition, his 

methodology was hampered by the crude displays created for the study and by a response 

base that was confined to people on a university campus. Other recent anthropological 

studies of contemporary Native art provide little information on audiences or excluded 

them all together (e.g., Dubin 2001; Mitchell 1993). Museum visitor studies of Native art 

exhibitions tend to offer little critical evaluation of presentation practices (Doering 1998; 

Pekarik, Ziebarth and Doering 1996).
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Questions and Methods

Multiple factors potentially contribute to the marginalization of contemporary 

Alaska Native art. In my research, I focus on examining the impact of public 

presentations by assessing three factors -  the perspectives of artists and viewers and the 

exhibit practices of its venues, particularly the influence of interpretative information. By 

investigating presentations of Contemporary Alaska Native art, I begin to address the 

larger question of how current representations of Alaska Native culture may contribute to 

the marginalization of contemporary work by Alaska Native artists.

In the study I asked:

• What do Alaska Native artists want to convey in their work and what are

their opinions of the formats in which it is exhibited?

• How is their artwork presented in different public settings?

• How do audiences interpret the work of Alaska Native artists and to 

different presentations of their art?

In order to address these questions, I conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 

artists, structured audience surveys and audience/site observations.

In the spring, summer and fall of 2001,1 interviewed four contemporary Alaska 

Native artists in Anchorage, Fairbanks and Grapeview, Washington. The artists are 

Sylvester Ayek, Susie Bevins, Kathleen Carlo and John Hoover (see appendix A for 

transcripts). I based the selection of artists on the following criteria: they are self-defined 

artists who create contemporary fine art and have work displayed in at least four different
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types of public settings in Anchorage. I selected Anchorage since it is the city with the 

most public artworks in Alaska (AMHA 2001e).

During August 2001,1 conducted eighty audience surveys and observations at 

five sites for two pieces of art by each artist at two different types of public venues in 

Anchorage — a museum and public art program sites8. These sites were the Anchorage 

Museum of History and Art, the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts Discovery 

Theater and Atwood Concert Hall, the Egan Convention Center and the Nesbett 

Courthouse. The survey included both limited response and open-ended questions and 

took ten to fifteen minutes to complete. I conducted the survey “face-to-face” in order to 

have the mobility to query participants by the artwork, to ask potential respondents for 

less time than a written response would require, and to increase the likelihood of 

receiving responses to all survey questions.

I conducted surveys in both the morning and afternoon at each site, except on 

days when the facility was closed. Another exception was the Atwood Concert Hall 

where surveys were held on two consecutive evenings, which were the only adult 

performances during the August schedule. I randomly9 selected potential adult 

respondents either leaving or waiting in the area of the artwork and asked them to 

participate in the survey. If the person agreed, I then asked the participant questions in

7 The information for the types of settings came from a list of Anchorage Percent-for-Art pieces and 
locations given to me by the Anchorage Curator of the Public Art (Young, personal communication,
2001a). - ■
8 For a detailed description, see “Percent-for-Art Program and Exhibits” in Chapter 3.
9 At the Museum, Nesbett Courthouse and Atwood Concert Hall, I approached every third, seventh, then 
eleventh passer-by. At the Discovery Theater and Egan Center, people were waiting in a single area and 
could overhear the survey questions and responses, so I approached only one person -  third, seventh or 
eleventh -  each time I visited the venue.
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front of the piece of art. At the museum, we walked back to the artwork. At the Percent- 

for-Art sites, the individual were already in front of the artwork. For all sites, the 

respondents were able to look at the artwork and accompanying label while answering 

the survey questions. Overall, participants seemed willing and interested to look more 

closely at the artwork.

My field notes were based upon unobtrusive audience observation and critical 

assessments of the artwork presentations. I watched viewers’ behavior around the 

artwork and at the sites in general. I examined how the artwork was exhibited, where it 

was installed and compared it to other art at the site. I photographed the artwork to 

illustrate a close-up image of the piece, its presentation and its label (converted to type 

for easier reading). In particular, I focused on whether interpretative materials were 

present in the art exhibits, specifically explanatory text.

I present and analyze data in the following chapters. Each chapter begins with a 

short discussion of relevant issues. In Chapter 2 ,1 introduce the artists and summarize 

each interview into four general categories — influences on their work, intended effects 

of their artwork, their perspectives on the exhibiting of their work and comments on the 

artwork surveyed. In Chapter 3 ,1 assess presentations of contemporary Alaska Native art 

— at the sites in general and for the specific pieces surveyed — at the five venues where 

viewers were questioned. In Chapter 4 ,1 present the survey questions by theme — 

preconceptions, impact of the art and presentation — and analyze viewer responses in 

general and comparatively by site, viewer residency and whether or not interpretative text
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was present in the exhibit. In Chapter 5 ,1 present my conclusions and their implications 

for further research.

My findings indicate that the current presentations at the surveyed sites convey 

limited information about contemporary Alaska Native art. These exhibit practices 

conflict with both artists’ concerns and viewer preferences. I will argue that such 

restricted representations contribute to the marginalization of contemporary Alaska 

Native art. My goal in this work is to substantiate the need to address the how Alaska 

Native art is presented and to analyze current practices. In particular, I seek to emphasize 

the importance of creating contextualized presentations of contemporary Alaska Native 

art using multiple perspectives and interpretative materials based on collaboration 

between the exhibitors of public art and Native artists and communities. By creating more 

inclusive, informative representations of Alaska Native art, its presentations can begin to 

address the differing requirements of a variety of audiences, utilize the critical attention 

given to Native American and Euro-American art elsewhere and provoke a re-thinking of 

preconceptions that continue to diminish the accomplishments of Alaska Native artists.

15
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CHAPTER 2 

ARTISTS: INSPIRATION, COMMUNICATION, ARTWORK 

Challenges for Artists

Art is an act of self-representation in which Native artists can attempt to persuade, 

challenge and move viewers, particularly the larger non-Native public (Leuthold 1998:1; 

28). Yet people of different backgrounds and familiarity with Native American cultural 

expressions and concerns will have different perceptions of Native art, just as they would 

of any art, regardless of the artist’s intent. Viewer expectations regarding materials, form 

and content influence and potentially limit their responses to Native art (Grabum 1978).

Although inspired by many, wide-ranging sources, contemporary Native artists 

are often subject to judgments based on restricted ideas about Native art, not just artistic 

merit. Native North American arts and artists have been stereotyped as spiritual, closer to 

nature, sacred objects, relics of vanishing world, “Noble Savage” and exotic “other” 

(Grabum 1989:4; Phillips 1999:34; Phillips and Steiner 1999:17). Such expectations of 

what Native art should look like constrain viewers’ opinions (Grabum 1978, 1989:4,12; 

Leslie 1998:111). Some viewers and critics fail to appreciate that indigenous art can be 

simultaneously grounded in tradition and engaged with modem art practices (Thomas 

1999:223).

In the past, art historians and anthropologists questioned the authenticity of Native 

art because of the influence of the commodity market and Euro-American art forms 

(Myers 1995:81; Phillips and Steiner 1999:9). Opinions about the influence of commerce



on Native arts continue to fuel present day, often negative, evaluations of Native fine art 

(Grabum 1978:56-7, 1999:350-352). Yet one can argue that non-Native fine art has 

always been a commodity in the same way that commoditization is applied to Native art. 

Even within commercial Native art, there is expression of cultural values, social critique, 

artisanship and innovation (Anderson 1989:172-9; Grabum 1976:24; Phillips and Steiner 

1999:4).

In the following sections, I summarize interviews with four contemporary Alaska 

Native artists — Sylvester Ayek, Susie Bevins, Kathleen Carlo and John Hoover. 

Transcripts of the interviews are in Appendix A. The interview topics include: 

biographical information, development as an artist, contemporary and traditional 

influences, creative process, communication with viewers, presentations of their work 

and perspectives on the surveyed artwork. The chapter concludes with a comparative 

discussion of the artists.

Sylvester Ayek10

Sylvester Ayek currently resides in Anchorage, Alaska but returns to the Bering 

Sea every spring to hunt and fish (Tetpon 1990:B1). He was bom and raised among 

master ivory carvers on King Island, where, like other boys, he began learning how to 

carve by watching Elders. After leaving home, Ayek studied art for two years at the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks and Alaska Pacific University in Anchorage (Ayek n.d.). 

He first exhibited his work in 1973 at a Fairbanks group exhibition during the Alaska

10 Unless otherwise attributed, all information and quotes by the artists are from interviews conducted by 
the author. See Appendix A for transcripts.
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Festival of Native Arts (ibid). Ayek’s instructors greatly influenced his work by 

“stimulating [his] mind to pursue and to go beyond what’s normally seen as Native art.” 

He also names artists Henry Moore and Alexander Calder as influences on his 

development, through not only their work but also their ability to support themselves 

financially through their artwork.

Ayek calls himself a “contemporary Native artist.” His work combines traditional 

concepts with contemporary materials and interpretations. He sees little difference 

between contemporary Alaska Native art and contemporary art in general. “I think 

there’s a time and place for any kind of artwork, whether you’re Native or not, 

contemporary or traditional.” At the same time, he does not “think that we’re giving 

enough attention to the struggles common to Native artists.” In 1986, he stated, “I think 

we are in a generation where we have a lot to do with preserving traditional ways and 

traditional forms of our culture, while at the same time getting into contemporary form 

also” (Steinbright 1986: 12).

Traditional Inupiaq culture greatly influenced Ayek’s work. “I think I get my 

ideas from traditional forms and shapes from my culture.” He paused and added, “when 

you interpret it in such a way that it’s accepted, then you must be doing something right. I 

worry very little about acceptance from my people.” Ayek isn’t conflicted about being an 

innovative artist and a member of a Native community with strong traditions. He 

explained:

I try to separate my traditional values and my way of living in a city, as much as I 

can. And so, I pretty much adapt to making a 180-degree turn when I go up 

North. I don’t speak English for instance. And the same way here, I don’t

18



19

express myself in my Native tongue. So, I pretty much keep them separate. And I 

seem to get good acceptance of my art.

After briefly attending school in Fairbanks, Ayek wanted to make abstract art, but 

knew that he would not be able to make a living as an artist in Alaska with that kind of 

work. “I always go back to what sells in the market for me. And I suppose if I were 

outside [of Alaska] it would be easier to do my first interest.” Ayek feels that Native 

artists are “all prisoners o f . . .  what the system expects a Native artist to do.” He finds 

that galleries, public and private commissions, and gift shops expect him to do 

conventional work that is easily recognized as “Native” art. While developing pieces for 

public art program sites, Ayek found that rural Native communities also “want more 

traditional stuff.” According to Ayek, these expectations in the market from both Native 

and non-Native audiences are “the biggest roadblock for progressive thinking.”

The major change in Ayek’s work has been in its size. In addition to abstract 

design, modem western sculpture fueled a fascination with scale. Growing up on King 

Island, Ayek learned carving from men who mostly made very small pieces. “Their 

carvings were limited to the size of the ivory for instance. It was very limited material, 

what you can do.” Public art commissions have given him opportunities to pursue his 

interest in making large-scale pieces.

Before beginning a piece, Ayek makes sketches and small models out of wood 

and soft stone. By starting with a model, he is “more comfortable doing something 

different.” His choice of imagery and themes develop as he works, “solving what needs 

to be done along the way until it’s finished.” He starts with an idea of what he wants to



make and the specific forms are “pretty much up to the shape of the rock, especially on 

soft rock.”

Ayek created the masks at the Anchorage Museum and the Discovery Theater 

(see Figures la-c, 2a-c) at a time when he “was fascinated with the Yup’ik Native 

masks.” He was inspired by traditional Yup’ik designs but made additions to personalize 

them. The inspiration for Day and Night Journey to the Spawning Grounds at the 

University of Alaska Musuem was on Ayek’s mind for a long time before he had the 

opportunity to make the piece. To one critic, the work suggested “life cycles, subsistence 

living and wholeness” (Ingram 1989).

Ayek said that he does not specifically want to inform viewers about Alaska 

Native culture through his work but that knowledge of it might help them understand his 

work. As for stereotypes, Ayek feels that there is no escaping them. “Stereotyping is 

something that has always been attached to any culture by outsiders.” The important 

thing for artists, according Ayek, is to keep producing art and to make it true to 

themselves. He does not put social or political commentary in his work. He wants 

viewers to find “personal satisfaction, appreciation of the piece. And most of the time 

people really like what they see I do.” For Ayek, “craftsmanship has a lot to do with it. I 

go out of my way, spend so much time trying to be perfect on that.” Ayek thinks the role 

of public art is to inspire young people who are interested in visual arts. To those 

interested in visual arts, he stresses the importance of going to art school. “Because 

that’s the only way to do it, to make a decent living, if you want to spend all of your time 

doing art.”
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lb: Presentationla: Close-up

Mask
Sylvester Ayek, Anchorage, ca. 1978
Wood, ivory, bone, baleen, sinew, feathers, pigments
This mask was inspired by one collected on the Kuskokwim 
before 1900.
1979.13.1

lc: Label

Figures la-c: Sylvester Ayek, Untitled Mask, Anchorage Museum of History and Art
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2a: Close-up

2b: Presentation

UNTITLED MASK
walnut, mahogany, sinew, walrus ivory, 

ptarmigan tail feathers

Sylvester Ayek
bom King Island, 1940 

Inupiat Eskimo

1% for Art 
Municipality of Anchorage

2c: Label

Figures 2a-c: Sylvester Ayek, Untitled Mask, Discovery Theater, Alaska Center for the 
Performing Arts

When asked how he would like to have his artwork exhibited, Ayek responded, “I 

prefer to have it my way but you really know, it’s up to the people who pay for it. And



when that happens it doesn’t really matter to me. I have released ... my right to it.” After 

further thought, Ayek added, “I think it means a lot to have it displayed right but very 

seldom am I asked how it could be displayed.” He agreed that presentation affects 

viewers’ appreciation of his work but, at the same time, said that the way his work is 

displayed did not matter to him “as long as they’re able to, as long as people are able to 

appreciate it.”

If a piece of art has a particular story behind it or a theme, he is not concerned 

about whether or not viewers understand that. He probably would not choose to put 

explanatory text with his work. “If someone is curious as to the piece itself they can 

always come to me or go to a person that I make the piece through.” However, Ayek 

feels that there is nothing wrong with using interpretative materials. “I think that it’s 

really all up to an artist.”

For the masks at the Anchorage Museum and Discovery Theater, Ayek had no say 

in how they were presented. Looking at images of pieces at the sites, Ayek said that he 

would change where the mask was placed at the Theater. “I’d get it closer to the 

people... because you can’t see the detail that far up. I think it’s a disservice to the piece 

in that spot. It needs to be on eye level.” However, he would not change the presentation 

of the mask at the Museum. “This is to inform the public what traditional Native art is, 

and this is part of it.” Ayek added that “usually, I have very little say to where to display, 

unless of course it was planned way ahead of time, like the pieces of art that were under 

One Percent [for-Art Program].”
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Susie Bevins11

Susie Bevins was bom in Beechy Point, Alaska and spoke Inupiaq as her first 

language. She left the Arctic coast at age eleven when her family moved to Anchorage, 

where she now lives (Bevins n.d.). Bevins recalled that she had always been creative. In 

high school, she “dabbled around a little bit” in art, but did not begin to pursue art until 

much later while briefly living in Atlanta. A friend, after receiving a pastel from her, 

encouraged her to take night classes at the Atlanta School of Art. She soon moved back 

to Alaska where she attended Anchorage Community College for two years. A decade 

later, Bevins was a participating artist at the Visual Arts Center in Anchorage (ibid). Over 

six years, she attended workshops and classes including printmaking, carving and 

metalworking, where she was exposed to new techniques and materials. Workshops also 

brought in artists from outside of Alaska and the U.S. She found felt that the Center gave 

her more freedom and encouragement to experiment than an art school education would 

have allowed. At first, Bevins worked primarily with stone, then used wood as her 

primary medium. After taking a welding workshop, she began to integrate metal into her 

wood pieces. The first exhibition of her work was in a 1981, juried show at the 

Anchorage Museum of History and Art (ibid).

Susie Bevins considers herself both a contemporary artist and an Alaska Native 

artist. “I would like to not be categorized in cement as a Native artist. And I think most 

people feel that way, although, I’ve received my recognition because I do have that 

element in my creativity.” She has also expressed this tension bluntly. “As Native
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artists, we shouldn’t be expected to do little polar bears forever” (Tetpon 1987:H1).

While Bevins trained as an artist, she was “always interested in trying new techniques

and new materials.” She was exposed to more “contemporary influences” that included

instruction and encouragement from the late Jim Schoppert, a groundbreaking leader in

Alaska Native contemporary art,12 and had freedom to express herself in whatever form

she chose. Her work combines innovative form and materials with traditional and

contemporary subject matter.

In the beginning of her career, Bevins created life-like, realistic works. “I did a

lot of animal imagery and imagery and ideas from my village life.” Then, in addition to

ideas from her Native background, she began to put more personal experiences into her

work, “wanting to express something, rather than just make an image. So, I started

expressing myself my own personal experiences being part Native and part White and

some of the cross-cultural experiences that I’ve had.” In an artist’s statement Bevins

wrote, “my artistic expression draws from childhood memories, interpersonal

relationships and spiritual faith, together with values, emotions and conflicts derived

from my cross-cultural experiences” (Bevins n.d.).

For Bevins, Native heritage is something she draws from both consciously to

make a statement and to fulfill a need that seems innate to her. When making a piece of

art, she starts with ideas or fragments of thoughts and a particular choice of materials.

I don’t think I should have to think about if it is coming from my Native culture, 

but that seems to be where the center of it comes from, so I don’t even really try
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to dissect it to make an impact on somebody other than I would like to be able to 

make a statement about what matters to me.

In 1988, a series of Anchorage newspaper articles13 addressed the effects of drugs

and alcohol and Western influences on Native villages and peoples, and Bevins said, “I

just felt compelled to make a statement about that myself.” Bevins characterized the

Alaska Native reaction to the articles as mixed.

Some Native people thought that they were painting a really negative picture of 

Native people, and other Native people thought that it was time that we came 

clean and began to deal with these issues instead of being in denial and continuing 

that perpetual cycle.

By creating the piece People in Peril, Bound Alcohol (see Figures 3a-c) and co- 

curating an exhibition of the same name, Bevins made her own statement. For the show, 

she invited other artists, including John Hoover, to make visual expressions about the 

issues.

Through her piece, she “wanted to speak to the Native people about... the 

problem with alcohol and the effects of it on the culture,” not to chastise or place blame 

but to provoke thought about the effect of certain choices. The four figures of People In 

Peril, Bound by Alcohol made a strong impact on viewers. “A lot of women came to me 

and said that they just cried when they saw the pieces.” All of the figures have rawhide

13 Anchorage Daily News beginning Jan. 10 1988 ten-day series of forty-four stories and a large number of 
photographs (Stahlecker 1988:D4). Bevins co-curated a more recent exhibition with a socio-political 
message is Ceremony o f Healing: Expressions Concerning Violence Toward Native Alaska Women, an 
exhibition held at Alaska Pacific University in Anchorage. See Mike Dunham (2002) “Art of Outrage: 
Native rape victim finds self-expression and healing in mixed media;” Sandi Gerjevic (2001) “Ways of 
Healing: Writers, artists expose realities of violence;” Mark Muro (2001) “Powerful exhibit addresses 
world of trauma.”
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3a: Close-up 3b: Presentation

Susie Qimmiksak Bevins b. 1941 
People in Peril — Bound by Alcohol
1988
Wood, aluminum, plexiglass, rawhide

Gift of the artist 
1988.016.001ad

3c: Label

Figures 3a-c: Susie Bevins, People in Peril — Bound by Alcohol, Anchorage Museum of 
History and Art

bindings. The female figure has a baby in its womb that is black, indicating fetal alcohol 

syndrome. A male figure, on which a black-boned seal rests upside down, refers to “the 

loss of the culture where some of those men in the villages were so addicted to alcohol 

that they couldn’t go out hunting like they used to or provide for their families.” One 

figure wears a black mask, referring to “Elders and their inability to convey values and 

the culture of their people like they used to.” Bevins depicted the figure of a child with a
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split circular center of black and white halves to indicate conflict. Here she was making a 

comment on:

the younger people not willing to learn because of the influences of the Western 

world and of the split that happens inside of a child ... losing their language and 

not having the positive influence of the parents, towards values that used to 

sustain villages and hold cultures.

For In Search o f Truth (see Figures 4a-c), the large-scale installation at the

Nesbett Courthouse, Bevins also wanted to make a statement. The mask and kayak forms

refer to spirit beings and time travel on a river in the sky, the Northern Lights.

And my statement about that was that if our Elders, our ancestors, could take a 

spiritual journey and view us, what would they think of our lives now? How the 

changes that we’ve made and the differences in people from what they knew and 

experienced. How would they feel? What truth would they like to convey to us?

I did that for the courthouse, because I’ve ... served on juries, where it was a 

farce! [Chuckles.] Where is truth? I mean does it even matter that someone is 

telling the truth? They say it does, but there’s such obvious discrepancies in our 

system, that I came away feeling real frustrated from those experiences that I had 

as a juror.

That Bevins is a female Inupiaq artist working in wood, stone and metal 

challenges notions of what is traditional women’s work. At one of her first exhibits in a 

group show at the Anchorage Museum, Bevins faced criticism from older Alaska Native 

male ivory carvers:
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4a: Close-ups

“In Search of Truth”
Artist Susie Bevins “Qimmiqsak” 1997

Alaska Court System 
Nesbett Courthouse 1 % for Art

The Northern Lights are vibrant waves of energy, 
like rivers in the Heavens. The Kayaks and Mask 
forms depict visitors from the past on a spiritual 

journey carried by tumultuous forces of the 
Universe in search of Mercy, Justice and Truth.

4c: Label

4b: Presentation

Figures 4a-c: Susie Bevins, In Search o f Truth, Nesbett Courthouse
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Rather than appreciating my work, they were saying to me ‘Why are you doing 

that? Why don’t you sew parkas like your mom?’ That kind of stuff. It didn’t 

matter if I was using stone or bone or ivory. They still didn’t accept that I was, 

had the freedom, if I wanted to, to create, because it wasn’t ... traditionally 

accepted or practiced, you know, that women did that kind of work.

Through her choice of contemporary materials, Bevins addresses limited notions 

about what qualifies as Native art and questions the idea of what is traditional. “It’s 

really funny, the Native American community. I mean, our Elders and ancestors, they 

didn’t make glass beads.” She added, “I don’t know why they think beads are so 

traditional. I mean they become traditional because they’ve been used for a few 

generations, or what? That’s my question.”

Bevins feels that one of the problems faced by contemporary Alaska Native artists

is:

the expectations of the general public, as tourist art, or the expectations that 

people have of the way that Indian art or Native American art or Eskimo art 

should be, it’s frustrating for most contemporary artists to feel that they can have 

the freedom and be able to make a living at what they want to do. It’s easier to 

just go down that groove and make masks that sell or paintings that sell.

In order to avoid such pressures, Bevins periodically steps back from her work and

reevaluates her direction and progress. “If you don’t have a vision and you don’t have a

direction that you want to go, those forces outside of you will make up your mind for

you.”
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As demonstrated by the themes of her work, Bevins gives communication with

viewers an essential role in her work. “My artwork and the name recognition give me an

opportunity to make statements, hopefully to educate people.” For Bevins, public art has

an important role in society, especially in public buildings where art reaches a broader

range of people than does a museum.

Art in public places touches everybody that walks by, whether they recognize it or 

not. It makes some kind of impact on most people. And it’s aesthetically 

attractive, even if they don’t like i t ... or even if they don’t understand art, or they 

wouldn’t go to a museum, they’re exposed to it. And the more you’re exposed to 

art and creativity, I believe, the richer you are, as a person.

Bevins feels that where and how artwork is presented can make a “big difference

in how it comes off’ to different audiences and for different pieces. If people have

enough experience or education in the arts to appreciate an artist’s work or the artwork

has a strong enough statement to make an immediate impact, then Bevins does not “think

it really matters exactly how it’s presented.” But, she finds it important to directly inform

the public and writes interpretative text for her artwork.

I usually do a text, a fairly lengthy statement about what I want to express through 

the piece, mainly because I found that audiences really appreciate that. They 

want to know where your ideas come from, and they want to know what you were 

expressing. And most people can’t just look at a piece. And, even if they’re a 

critic, some people come away with something totally different than what you 

were wanting to express.... So, I decided, I made that conscious choice and 

decision that I wanted people to know what I was wanting to express.



Bevins often finds it difficult to put her inspiration for a piece into words, but she 

believes it worthwhile. Bevins sees interpretative text as an opportunity to allow viewers 

to understand her perspective and to understand contemporary art. “I’m also educating 

people into appreciating contemporary work that might not have had that much meaning 

to them, especially fragmented pieces that are not as recognizable as, you know, maybe 

what they’re used to.” At the Nesbett Courthouse, Bevins created a plaque that briefly 

explains the piece (see Illustration 4c). She wondered, in retrospect, how much of her 

intended statement a viewer could understand from the piece since she did not give a 

more in-depth explanation. For People in Peril, Bound by Alcohol, Bevins also wrote 

text to accompany the piece, but this is not part of its presentation at the Anchorage 

Museum.

Kathleen Carlo

Kathleen Carlo is an Athabascan artist known for her contemporary masks and 

large, topographic panels. She was bom in Tanana, Alaska (IANA 1984:12) and 

currently resides in Fairbanks, Alaska. Carlo took high school art classes, including 

soapstone and plaster casting. In the years that followed, she made beadwork, which she 

learned from her mother. She made her first mask in 1979 at the Native Art Center of the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks. Ron Senungetuk, then the department head, gave her a 

full art scholarship and encouraged her through years of classes to continue her artwork. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, there were workshops once or twice a year that were a big 

influence on Carlo. This gave her the opportunity to learn from and work with other
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Alaska Native artists. At the end of some workshops, there was an exhibition, a few of 

which traveled and had publications. Carlo first exhibited her work in 1979 at the 

Southeast Alaska Native cultural Festival in Sitka, Alaska (Carlo n.d.).

As one of the first women making masks, Carlo was working in a mostly male 

field (AMHA 1987; Steinbright 1986:31). According to Carlo, men traditionally make 

wood masks in Alaska Native cultures (Alaska State Museum 1982; Bauman 1982:9). At 

classes and workshops, she was usually the only woman there. The men, including older, 

traditional carvers, gave her encouragement that inspired her to continue carving.

On how her Athabascan heritage influences her art, Carlo said that her work 

incorporates “learning from the traditional ways, and not trying to copy it but express it 

again.” She is influenced by the past, but expresses her own views and interpretations to 

bring the past into the future and make her work contemporary. She does not feel 

constrained by traditional Athabascan art, because “there’s not a lot known about it, and 

so there’s not a lot to go back on.” Carlo has seen only a few Lower Ingalik Athabascan 

masks.

When creating art, Kathleen Carlo sometimes has a specific theme and form in

mind and sometimes she does not. Describing her mask-making process, Carlo said:

I just take the piece of wood and start working on the wood and see what happens. 

If it’s a mask and I don’t know what I want to do quite yet, I’ll just start doing the 

form and laying it out, and then sometimes the wood kind of takes me to where 

the shape or design of it because of the grain in the wood or something. Other 

times I know what I want to do.



Carlo had a theme in mind when she made the panel Break o f Day (see Figures 

5a-c) — to depict her father’s village, Rampart. The Yukon River is represented in 

copper and by a gap in the galvanized metal, and the village houses are indicated by 

copper tag. The multi-color, cube-like carved wood represents ice, and the shiny 

galvanized metal indicates snow. When carving the untitled mask at the Alaska Center 

for the Performing Arts (see Figures 6a-c), a finished work purchased from the artist, 

Carlo had no particular content to illustrate or idea that she wanted to convey to the 

viewer. She knew she had a style that would come out but not an exact form the mask 

would take. For a recently commissioned mask for the Fairbanks Federal courthouse, 

Carlo depicted ideas relevant to the cases presented there. She used children’s handprints 

to represent the future and stories to “represent Native issues.” She used gold leaf so that 

sunshine would create a glow from the eyes and mouth that to Carlo “represented the 

truth will set you free, or the light will.”

When asked what she sees as the role of her artwork, Carlo said that it depends on 

whether she has a strong statement to make. She directly addressed the issues of Alaska 

Native subsistence rights and sovereignty in Subsistence 1991 (Steinbright 1986:31). A 

series of panels including Subsistence 1991 are examples of work that she “made for a 

statement, a political statement... that conveys ... a message that I wanted to send to 

people — the issue of Native land claims.” Overall, Carlo wants to “show people Native 

culture, and Native art through my work, and to represent our people in a good light. But 

yes, I hope that I have some influence on the way people view Native people.” For 

Carlo, there is an opportunity to “make very strong statements, political statements,

34



35

5a: Close-up 5b: Presentation

Kathleen Carlo 
BREAK OF DAY
1984
Basswood, galvanized steel, brass, copper, pigment

Gift of Cook Inlet Region, Inc. 
85.046.000

5c: Label

Figures 5a-c: Kathleen Carlo, Break of Day, Anchorage Museum of History and Art
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6a: Close-up 6b: Presentation

UNTITLED MASK
mahogany, moose antler, copper and brass nails, 

bullet shells, paint

Kathleen Carlo 
Bom Tanana, 1952 
Athapaskan Indian

1% for Art 
Municipality of Anchorage

6c: Label

Figures 6a-c: Kathleen Carlo, Untitled Mask, Atwood Concert Hall, Alaska Center for 
the Performing Arts

emotional statements, with artwork.” She believes that art can help bring about change 

(Steinbright 1986:31).



Beyond specific themes, Carlo also wants convey that there are both Native and 

non-Native aspects of her work. She said that her use of the mask form is traditional but 

at the same time contemporary through her use of abstract design. She bases her work 

“on Native themes, Native art,” but says she is “definitely not a traditional artist.” Carlo 

identifies herself as both a “contemporary Native artist” and a “contemporary artist.”

When asked whether viewers needed prior knowledge of Alaska Native culture in 

order to understand her work, Carlo said no. “I think they get Native culture when they 

do view my work, so it doesn’t matter. I mean, it would be nice if, sure, they should 

understand Native culture. It’s not only art but traditions of hunting, subsistence.”

When it comes to the presentation of her work, Carlo made statements that she 

realized were contradictory. She said that she was not concerned with how her artwork is 

presented, because “everybody looks at artwork in their own way. You can either like it 

or don’t like it, and it’s just, as they say, art is in the eye of the beholder.” Based on this 

perspective, Carlo stated that it did not matter to her whether an interpretative label 

accompanied her artwork. Furthermore, she felt that viewers “should be able to decide 

for themselves about the way they look at art, and not be able to — to have someone 

decide how they look at it.”

In discussing the influence of how art is displayed on the way people see it, Carlo 

elaborated on her ideas about how people look at art. If “things are not displayed to their 

full advantage, so you miss a lot of the beauty of the piece, some line or color, or shape or 

whatever. I think setting has a lot to do with the way you look at art.” Carlo thought that 

the location and installation of her mask in the Atwood Concert Hall (see Illustration 6b)
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made the mask look unimpressive. As for leaving it untitled, Carlo explained that there 

was a period in her career when she felt that she did not need to title her pieces. 

“Sometimes I regret that, because I think that a title does add a lot more to a piece.”

Comparing the roles of exhibit practices and interpretative materials, Carlo found 

both important. “I’d love to have material that explains what my piece is about, but it’s 

the way people view it also.” Later in the interview, Carlo reconsidered the use of 

explanatory text with her piece at the Anchorage Musuem and decided that she would 

want an interpretative label. Now that her father has passed away, Carlo would like to 

have more information available with the piece. “I don’t even know if they know that 

this is the village of Rampart, with everybody’s houses there and the tributary.” She 

explained:

You see art and you want to know who is it, where are they from, male or female, 

what were they thinking, and it does help you understand the artwork more. It 

seems so contradictory, my interview here, let the piece stand on its own, or have 

some information about it.... I think there should be a choice, actually, thinking 

about it.... If the information is there, it’d be nice, but you don’t have to, have to 

read it or inform yourself, and just go by looking.

John Hoover

John Hoover was bom in Cordova Alaska in 1919 and lived there until 1950 when 

his family moved to Washington State, where he continues to live. His mother was part 

Aleut, “but she had been raised in a Jesuit home in Unalaska, orphaned, and had to speak 

Russian. She just lost all of her Aleut identity, you know. And she didn’t want to pass it 

on to us, because she had been treated so bad. She was protecting us.” Hoover has



always lived in cities and claims to have no “background of being a Native” but instead 

“grew up like a White person.” The arts were part of Hoover’s family life and a well- 

represented element in Cordova then, which boasted a cinema, an orchestra and visits 

from famous artists. As a young man, he watched painters including Sydney Lawrence 

and Eustace Ziegler work. Hoover first exhibited his work in 1966 at an art festival in 

Edinburgh, Scotland (Hoover n.d.).

After moving to Washington State, Hoover attended Leon Derbyshire School of 

Fine Arts in Seattle for three years where he studied drawing and painting. Hoover 

painted for about twenty-five years, depicting mostly Alaskan scenery including 

mountains, landscapes, seascapes and fishing. At age nine, Hoover first worked as a 

fisherman and this became a means of supporting himself while working as an artist. He 

also worked as a shipwright. About 1960, Hoover helped build a fifty-eight-foot boat and 

this return to working with wood aroused his interest in sculpting wood. Native 

American contemporary artists and teachers from the Southwest, particularly Alan 

Houser and the American Indian Art Institute, were strong influences on his development 

as a sculptor. He was amazed at the kind of work that they were able to do at the Institute 

— “that’s where contemporary Indian art started.”

John Hoover characterizes his work as “more or less abstract.” Alaska Native and 

Northwest Coast traditions inspire the content of his artwork, but, as Hoover explained in 

an artist’s statement, he makes contemporary interpretations of these myths and legends 

(Stonington n.d.). One writer describes his style as one “which draws upon traditional 

motifs, yet minimizes them through the use of nontraditional forms” (Fair 1985:152). A
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gallery curator explains that his “curvilinear, elongated forms are very different from 

traditional Northwest Coast carvings, but like them they employ symmetry, themes of 

transformation, and forms-within-forms” (Wasserman: 1986).

Hoover draws his inspiration from many sources — from sketching nature while 

fishing to studying Alaska Native and Northwest Coast myths and material arts. “I really 

didn’t have any Indian or Aleut culture to draw on. I had to find that out for myself.” In 

his early paintings, Hoover depicted Alaskan landscapes and scenes. Later, as his interest 

in Native culture grew, he began to incorporate myths, first in his painting, then in his 

woodworking.

His early works in wood were interpretations of historic Aleut and Northwest 

Coast forms — bentwood hats, crest boards and house posts. Early in his career, he 

found little information and few examples of Aleut art so he read un-illustrated ethnology 

books on Northwest Coast and Alaska Native myths and legends. Later, shamanism 

came into his work — “the idea of the spirit world,... the close, close relationship of 

man, animal, nature seemed so real I tried to enjoin, to fathom these mysteries (Blackman 

and Hall 1988:336; Hoover 1975; Monthan 1978:52).

Soon his woodworking shifted to more abstract sculptural forms, yet traditional 

elements continued to be a part of his artwork. Within larger figures, Hoover often 

carves smaller faces that represent inua — an Inupiaq word for the concept of a spirit or 

life force found in all things. More recently, Hoover has again brought his sense of 

humor into his art by placing a moustache and goatee on the inua faces — a signature of 

his own features.
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Hoover has not felt pressured to represent more traditional styles or forms in his 

work because he did not have to depend on selling his work. “I always made a living 

fishing. And I just did what I wanted to do and that’s how I got my own style 

developed.” But he has long been aware of the market pressures for Native artists, 

particularly in the Seattle area where “Indian art is stereotyped. They have to be 

traditional. They don’t even recognize contemporary Indian art. ‘What the hell is that,’ 

you know.”

In Seattle, his work was criticized for not looking more traditional, and he sold no work 

there.

Hoover has found inspiration beyond Alaska and the Northwest Coast. The work 

of Native American contemporary artists from the Southwest had a great impact on him. 

He feels that innovation has always had a place in Native art, that “at one time, that old 

art, the creators of that were the innovators.” Hoover also incorporates non-Native 

influences in his work. The folded structure of Russian Orthodox traveling icons gave 

him the idea of making pieces that were triptychs — three-part hinged sculptures. To this 

form, he brought the idea of transformation, which came from his readings about 

shamanism and transformation myths. Folded pieces open up to reveal another figure 

inside. This is the style for the piece Cormorant Spirit Helper (see Figures 7a-c), which 

has a central human-like figure flanked by cormorants.

When asked about his creative process, Hoover said:

I’ve done it so long now that it’s becoming difficult to do something different,

you know. I mean, I’ve been changing, using metallic colors and doing more
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7a: Close-up 7b: Presentation

John Jay Hoover b.1919 
Cormorant Spirit Helper
ca. 1978
Wood, pigment, brass

Anchorage Municipal Acquisition Fund purchase 
1978.037.007

7c: Label

Figures 7a-c: John Hoover, Cormorant Spirit Helper, Anchorage Museum of History and 
Art

modernistic forms. But I still do a lot of myths and legends, transformation, 

creation myths.



Hoover once wrote that an idea for a sculpture began with an idea from a myth and a 

form emerged as he made sketches on paper, then wood. “The design has to work before 

you can attempt to carve it” (Hoover n.d.).

Hoover conveys his study of myths, legends and shamanism and a general 

spirituality through his artwork. He recounted stories of people deeply moved by the 

spirituality of his pieces, indicating to him that viewers find his work personally 

meaningful. In a statement for an exhibition, Hoover wrote, “I’ve been told that I make a 

universal statement. People from many different parts of the world buy and relate to the 

spiritualism portrayed.” (Hoover n.d.2) He continued, “Like the shamans of old, I try to 

make healing images for the soul” (Hoover n.d.2; VACA 1988).

For Volcano Woman (see Figures 8a-c), Hoover made a large-scale depiction of 

an Aleut creation myth that he found compelling and imaginative. “When they saw her 

coming out of this volcano, [cormorants] changed to humans and mated, and changed 

back to cormorants, and threw the young all over the island. It’s like the stork myth.”

For an artist’s statement about this work, Hoover wrote, “Being able to chose an Aleut 

subject and for the first time ever putting this work picture from the past into an actual 

visual concept has been most rewarding and meaningful to me” (Municipality of 

Anchorage P.84.4.15). Both humor and politics have also been a part of Hoover’s 

interpretations of tradition, including Polar Politics at the Anchorage Museum and a 

piece for a 1988 show “Artists Respond: A People in Peril” at the Visual Arts Center of 

Alaska entitled Alcohol Spirit Mask or (Be Careful or the Owl Will Call Your Name) or 

(Quit Cold Owl, Turkey Won’t Help) or (Good Luck) or (Pray a Lot).
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8a: Close-up 8b: Presentation

Figures 8a-c: John Hoover, Volcarw Woman, Egan Civic & Convention Center

“Volcano Woman”
John Hoover, sculptor
The sculpture is based on the ancient creation myth 
which tells the story of how the Aleutian Islands came 
to be populated. According to the myth, cormorants 
lived on the islands before people. One day, a flock of 
the birds saw a woman arising from the crater of a 
volcano. They transformed themselves into human 
form order to mate with her. Then, as cormorants 
once again, the birds carried the children in their 
beaks to all the Aleutian Islands.

Surrounding the central female figure and the four 
cormorants in the sculpture are eight abstract human 
shapes that serve as witness to and/or guardians 
of the myth. The artist based these figures on the 
limbless, doll-like ivory carvings found in 
archeological sites in Alaska which have come to be 
known as Okvik madonnas.

“Shamanism, spirit helpers, soul catchers, 
transformation from animal to human, human to 
animal, the spiritualism of Native American art all 
these things have influenced my work, and I have______
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tried to incorporate these many facets into my art as 
a sculptor and carver,” Hoover said in a statement 
about this sculpture.

The artist was bom of Aleut ancestry in Cordova,
Alaska, in 1919.

“Volcano Woman” was carved out of 300-year-old 
western red cedar. The sculpture was commissioned 
by the Municipality of Anchorage’s 1% Art Public 
Places program.

June 1984 

8c: Label

Figures 8a-c: John Hoover, Volcano Woman, Egan Civic & Convention Center cont...

Regarding the presentation of his work, Hoover explained that he does not 

participate in that process. “I never have anything to do with the presentation. I just give 

them the work. And sometimes, it’s disappointing, the way they show it.” As for the use 

of interpretative labels, Hoover responded quickly and with a tone of sarcasm. Referring 

to the 1% for Art program, he said “Oh, I don’t want them there, because the artist has to 

pay for that. So that’s an added expense.” Yet, Hoover included a panel with 

interpretative text for Volcano Woman (see Illustration 8c). He mentioned that, in his 

experience, viewers have questions about his work and are interested in what his pieces 

mean.

Summary

The artists I interviewed described varying experiences in the art world and 

influences from their background that contributed to the development of their work. The



artists received different amounts of formal art school and informal art training. At just 

two years, Ayek had the least art school experience. Ayek, Bevins and Carlo have 

participated in numerous art workshops, and Ayek and Carlo also learned to make art 

within their communities and families. The artists have also spent different amounts of 

time in their Native communities. Ayek was raised in his home village of King Island 

where he learned ivory sculpture. Hoover, on the other hand, grew up in the city of 

Cordova and was raised “white.” Later in life, he taught himself about his Aleut heritage. 

Bevins was raised in an Inupiaq village until she moved to Anchorage at age eleven. 

Childhood memories have been a continual source of inspiration for her artwork. Bom in 

Tanana, Carlo was raised in Fairbanks, where her extended family and a large 

Athabascan community reside.

All of the artists mentioned the negative effects of stereotyping on their work and 

on Native art in general. Each emphasized the importance of both Alaska Native and 

contemporary elements in their artwork, yet each has felt their artistic expression 

constricted by audience preconceptions about Native art and by art market pressures for 

historically-made or “traditional” forms. The artists were aware of using art as a medium 

for communicating with the public, but directly addressing viewers about particular 

issues or personal values varied among the artists and over their careers. Bevins makes 

overt socio-political statements through much of her artwork, Carlo occasionally. Hoover 

claims that only a few of his pieces have social commentary and Ayek claims that none 

do.
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All of the artists agreed that the way artwork is presented influences viewers’ 

appreciation of their work. Each criticized how their artwork was displayed. Ayek and 

Hoover seemed resigned to giving up control over the presentation of their work once it 

was sold and were not concerned about interpretation of their artwork for viewers. But, 

they acknowledged the utility of interpretative materials, such as explanatory text. 

Toward the end of her interview, Carlo decided that she would like to have explanatory 

information displayed with her work to give viewers a choice of utilizing interpretative 

materials to gain insight into her work. Bevins feels that the use art interpretation is 

imperative and routinely incorporates this element her art installations. She wants the 

messages in her artwork to be clear for viewers and strongly believes that people should 

be educated about the art they view.
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CHAPTER 3

EXHIBITS: GETTING THE GAZE, MEDIATING MEANINGS

Art for the Pubic at Museums and Public Art Sites

After an extended period of exoticized and decontextualized exhibits of Native 

art, museum practices and mission statements have undergone changes. Museums have 

shifted from focusing on collection, research and conservation to a role that also 

emphasizes communication with their audiences through exhibition, education and 

marketing (Hooper-Greenhill 1994:1, 2000:21). Exhibition and object interpretation 

most directly make statements that engage museum visitors in the process of interpreting 

what they see. These viewers bring their own skills, knowledge, agendas and varied 

levels of attention into this process, but museums create an influential historical and 

cultural context in which interpretation occurs (Handler 1993:34; Hooper-Greenhill 

2000:4, 1999:12). Through object selections, display aesthetics, interpretative materials, 

gallery tours and other activities, museums contextualize objects and influence its impact 

on viewers (Hooper-Greenhill 2000:24, 1994:52-3; Lacy 1995:41; Lidchi 1997:204).

Museums practices are also changing through an ongoing process of 

“unmasking”(Sherman and Rogoff 1994 lx-x). By re-assessing exhibit strategies and 

viewer impressions, museum professionals are calling into question how they represent 

other cultures. The use of Western master narratives that exclude the viewpoints of non- 

Westem cultures are particularly under scrutiny (Handler 1993:34; Lidchi 1997:198-99; 

Sherman and Rogoff 1994:xi-xiii). As museums seek larger and more varied audiences,



they will have to successfully address their viewers, including the diverse communities 

that museums represent in their exhibits (Lidchi 1997:202). Given the implications of 

representing cultures, museums are sites of contention and change (Clifford 1997:204; 

Hooper-Greenhill 2000:8, 1999:4-19).

A defining goal of public art programs has been to involve a wide audience 

through fostering greater access to art than has been conventionally available (Steyn 

1989). The term “public art” can include many types of art installed in open air or indoor 

spaces outside museums and art galleries (Miles 1997:2; Walker 1992:547). In response 

to rejected projects and debates on its value, a recent focus in public art has emerged, one 

that challenges the view that public art is generic by creating works that engage the 

public and thus foster community identity and a sense of place (Doss 1992:64). This 

“new public art” emphasizes meeting its audiences’ needs to ensure its relevance to the 

public (Arthurs and Hodsoll 1998: 103; Deutshce 1990:115).

By making community connections more apparent, contextualized public art can 

meet its goal of making art widely accessible and relevant (Blum 1989). And so, the way 

Native public artwork is presented can determine whether or not it receives more than 

superficial recognition (Thomas 1999:247). Patricia Phillips, art critic and curator, 

characterizes this necessary context as art’s “engagement with the congested, 

cacophonous intersections of personal interest, collective values, social issues, political 

events, and wider cultural patterns that mark out our civic life” (Phillips 1988:93). But 

the question of how to communicate effectively with a diverse public is an ongoing 

challenge in public art (Seine and Webster 1992:xv). One solution is for artists and
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exhibitors to educate audiences about public art (Deutsche 1990:115; Elsen 1989:295; 

Seine 1992:245). As is the case for art in a museum setting, the way that public art is 

presented, particularly the use of interpretative information, affects it reception by 

viewers.

In the following sections, I discuss two art venues in Anchorage — the Anchorage 

Museum of History and Art and the Percent-for-Art program. I describe each venue, 

including its stated objectives, and evaluate its presentations of specific pieces of 

contemporary Alaska Native art about which I interviewed artists and surveyed viewers.

In particular, I focus on the uneven use of interpretative materials in both the museum 

and public art program exhibits. The issue of informing viewers about Anchorage public 

art is subject of the final section.

Anchorage Museum of History and Art

The Anchorage Musuem of History and Art (AMHA) is the largest museum in 

Alaska and one of the state’s ten most visited attractions (AMHA 2001a). Part of the 

Museum’s mission is “to collect, preserve, exhibit and interpret cultural materials which 

illustrate the art and history of Alaska and the circumpolar North.” A description of the 

Museum’s goals includes “endeavoring] to serve the widest possible audience” through 

“demonstrations, leadership and education” (AMHA 2001a).
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Contemporary Alaska Native art is found throughout the Museum in temporary 

and permanent exhibitions as well as general use areas14 including the lobby, cafe and 

gift shop. Yet, at the same time, assessments of the Museum’s two permanent 

exhibitions and two temporary exhibitions demonstrate that, for the most part, Native 

artwork in these areas is presented differently from non-Native art. The Alaska Native art 

is relegated to a separate, unequal space, which lacks artist or curatorial voices to make 

the presentation of the work more than superficial.

The AMHA has two permanent exhibitions, the Art o f the North and The Alaska 

Gallery, as well as temporary exhibitions including Contemporary Alaska Native Art 

from the Museum Collection15 (April 2000 through September 2002) and Arctic Eyes: 

Contemporary Work from the Permanent Collection (April 1 through October 14, 2001). 

Of the four artworks that are the subject of my audience surveys, three were in these 

temporary exhibitions, and one is in The Alaska Gallery.

The Contemporary Alaska Native Art exhibition had a title label at one of the two 

entrances, but no other information was available for visitors to the gallery. No 

information was provided in the Museum brochures. The artwork in this exhibition was 

displayed on walls or in cases. There was a label with each piece that listed the artist’s 

name, birth date, title, date finished, materials and catalogue reference. I surveyed 

viewers on two of the artworks in this exhibition, Break of Day (see Figures 5a-c) by 

Kathleen Carlo and People in Peril — Bound by Alcohol (see Figures 3a-c) by Susie

14 Alaska Native art in general use areas is displayed with minimal information on artwork, individually or 
in groups of similar forms (e.g., masks, stone carvings).
15 This is how the title for the exhibition appeared in the Gallery. On the Museum website, it was called 
“Contemporary Native Art Exhibit”
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Bevins. The Carlo piece was located on the wall in a short hallway to the main part of 

the gallery. This hallway is poorly lit, and the six pieces of art placed there, including 

Carlo’s Break o f Day, seemed to be overlooked by the most visitors.16 The work by 

Bevins was on a wall in the main gallery.

In the Contemporary Alaska Native Art exhibition, the art is displayed separately 

from other Alaska Native arts or other contemporary fine art, but there is no interpretative 

information to help the viewer understand why these works are set apart from other 

artwork in the Museum. Although used in other galleries, there is no introductory 

information for the exhibition, only the title “Contemporary Alaska Native Art from the 

Museum Permanent Collection” high up on the wall inside one entrance.17 And, there is 

no explanatory text for individual pieces, also present in other galleries. These pieces are 

visually evocative, but the more complex meanings and implications may be lost to 

viewers without prior knowledge of Alaska Native art and contemporary issues. There 

are descriptions of the exhibition and eight of the artworks on the museum website. The 

final paragraph states, “The works represented in the Contemporary Native Art gallery 

are often characterized by the representation of traditional values and images, but present 

them from a fresh perspective or in an unusual medium. The artists represented in the 

gallery all share a Native Alaskan heritage, but each has developed a unique vision” 

(AMHA 2002). None of this information was provided at the exhibition.
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past these pieces without stopping or glancing. Of the six, five glanced while walking and one stopped.
7 Museum visitors could also enter the exhibition from a hallway that connects the exhibition to the main 

lobby and to the other temporary exhibition area.



For the Artie Eyes exhibition, a brochure written by the guest curator, Richard 

Benson, was provided at the entrance of the gallery. Benson, an artist and instructor at 

University of Alaska Anchorage, describes his selection process and briefly addresses 

Native and “outsider” influences contemporary Alaskan art. He then discusses multiple 

influences on Alaskan art since the 1970s. In the final section, “Iconography in Alaska 

Contemporary Art”, Benson describes in more detail than on the exhibition labels the 

three thematic categories — Vistas, Visions and Figurative Art — into which he grouped 

the art on display. The piece I questioned viewers about, Cormorant Spirit Helper (see 

Figures 7a-c) by John Hoover, was placed in the third section, labeled “Figurative: the 

way we see ourselves” in the exhibition.

The contemporary artwork exhibited in Arctic Eyes was made by both Alaska 

Native and non-Native artists and grouped into the three themes explained by the curator 

in the brochure and by phrases on labels in the exhibit. However, the utility of the 

curator’s synopsis of Alaska contemporary art and explanation of his ethnically-inclusive 

thematic categories (found only in the brochure) may have been greater if more of this 

information was made immediately available to viewers through exhibition labels. In 

addition, installation of the artwork and labels could have been designed for easier 

viewing. Some pieces, including Hoover’s Cormorant Spirit , were located on the

wall above vertical display cases or other artworks, where viewers overlooked them.18 In 

some instances, the artwork label was not near the piece.19
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The Alaska Gallery consists of exhibits that present “Alaskan history and 

ethnology” — dioramas that “provide a look at the early lifestyles of Alaska’s Aleuts, 

Eskimos, and Indians” and depictions of the “changing material culture of Alaska’s 

native people” and “topics including exploration and settlement by the Russians, the gold 

rush era, World War n, and statehood” (AMHA n.d.). The museum describes this gallery 

as “a popular Alaska resident and tourist destination, helping school children and adults 

alike explore Alaska’s unique history and rich cultures” (AMHA 2001a). The untitled 

mask by Sylvester Ayek (see Figures la-c), surveyed here, is exhibited in ‘The Eskimo” 

section of a case entitled “The Continuation of Culture” near the end of this galley. The 

mask is presented with historic and contemporary objects from Inupiaq culture, including 

dance fans, a gut parka, ivory carvings and other masks. The label for the mask has a 

short curatorial statement that briefly describes the piece (see Illustration lc).

All but the final Alaska Native exhibit in The Alaska Gallery are focused on the 

pre-historic and historic periods. This last section, “The Continuation of Culture,” 

addresses contemporary Native life with display cases that contain recently made objects 

relating to traditional practices and historically-used materials and forms. Although a 

few contemporary masks are presented, including Ayek’s untitled mask, other works with 

more innovative or abstract forms and more recently available materials are not included.

In contrast to the temporary exhibition Arctic Eyes, the relatively few pieces of 

Alaska Native art in the Art of the North galleries are not effectively integrated either 

historically or thematically with the non-Native fine art presented. This exhibition is 

organized “chronologically from the days of the early explorers to the very newest
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artworks” (AMHA n.d.). Most works on display are two-dimensional interpretations of 

Alaskan landscapes and people. There is little if any interpretative information for the

Alaska Native pieces20 and no curatorial statement or story to acknowledge the place of

9  1Alaska Native art. The gallery tour “presents the history of western art production in 

Alaska in landscapes, portraits, works about animals, and lifestyles in the North” (AMHA 

2001b).

<yy

Percent-for-Art Program and Exhibits

In 1975, the Alaska State government passed an ordinance requiring that one 

percent 23of the construction costs for new state buildings, transportation facilities and 

renovations over $250,000 be used for purchasing artwork — “including but not limited 

to sculptures, paintings, murals, or objects relating to Native art” — for permanent 

display in its public spaces (State of Alaska 1975:35.27.020). Through this law, the state 

“recognizes its responsibility to foster culture and the arts and the necessity for the viable 

development of its artists and craftsmen” (ibid, .010).

In 1978, the Anchorage Assembly, quoting the purpose of the state law, passed a 

similar ordinance that also broadened the accepted art forms and included more capital 

projects such as parks and parking facilities (Municipality of Anchorage 1978). The 

Anchorage Percent-for-Art Program is administered by the Curator of Public Art at the

20 The work of six Alaska Native artists is presented in this exhibition —  two figurative painters and four 
modernist sculptors. Only the paintings are presented with one paragraph o f interpretive text.
21 The work of six Alaska Native artists is presented in this exhibition —  two figurative painters and four 
modernist sculptors. Only the paintings are presented with one paragraph of interpretive text.
22 This program is also called the 1% for Art Program and 1% for Art in Public Places and, the name for the 
Anchorage collection, Museum without Walls.
23 For rural schools, the amount is at least one-half of one percent (State o f Alaska 1975:35.27.020).



Anchorage of Museum of History and Arts, currently Jocelyn Young24 in coordination 

with the Department of Public Works (Young 2001b). As of 2001, there are 276 public 

artworks in Anchorage (AMHA 200le). In the remainder of this section, I discuss four 

public artworks at three locations — the Nesbett Courthouse, the Alaska Center for 

Performing Arts and the Egan Convention Center.

Located in downtown Anchorage, the Nesbett Courthouse is part of the State of 

Alaska Court System and was completed in 1996 (AMC 2002). The public art here is part 

of the state Percent-for-Art program (Duke 2001). I queried people about the large-scale 

work by Susie Bevins, In Search of Truth (see Figures 4a-c), in the two-story lobby. The 

piece consists of mask, kayak and aurora elements installed in the lobby on walls and 

suspended from the ceiling. Near the end of a long bench below a bay of wall-length 

windows, there is a small text panel with a short statement by the artist. Here Bevins 

briefly explains that the piece depicts ancestors on spirit journey in search of “Mercy, 

Justice and Truth” (see Illustration 4c). In state court news publication, a writer describes 

the piece as representing “humanity’s spiritual journey in search of truth, and is derived 

thematically from Alaska Native legends and imagery” (Cole 1996). Judge Mike 

Wolverton, a member of the art selection committee, said to an Anchorage newspaper 

reporter that the building’s design and artwork was chosen to reflect Alaska’s uniqueness, 

that it is “particular to this place” (Bell 1995).

The artwork by Susie Bevins occupies a prominent place — large-scale, colorful 

pieces extend across the high ceilings and tops of walls. All of the pieces are suspended

24 The Alaska State Council for the Arts, initially administer the program, specifically Chris D ’Arcy.
Molly Jones held the position prior to Jocelyn Young.
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above viewers’ heads, which is probably a security or safety feature, but all survey 

respondents noticed the artwork. On the other hand, the panel with the title and 

explanatory text for the piece was not prominently displayed, and none of the respondents 

had noticed it.25 With the facility and art installations not yet complete, an Anchorage 

Daily News reporter predicted that its “cumulative effect will give the courthouse — 

viewed by many Natives as a white man’s institution — a distinctly Native look (Bell 

1995)26. Yet, with few if any interpretative statements about the building’s Alaska 

Native art and with architectural designs not attributed to their Alaska Native sources, the 

impression of this “Native look” may be restricted to superficial appreciation if 

recognized at all.

Completed in 1988, the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts (ACPA) is a three- 

theater facility in downtown Anchorage that hosts performing arts and special events 

(ACPA 2002). The public art here is part of the Municipality of Anchorage 1%-for-Art 

Program. At the ACPA, I conducted audience surveys outside two theaters for two of 

eighteen masks located in the lobbies (Young 2001a). One is an untitled mask (see 

Figures 6a-c) by Kathleen Carlo located in the orchestra-level lobby of the Atwood 

Concert Hall next to exit doors and with a sign for the bathrooms nearby. The other, an 

untitled mask by Sylvester Ayek (see Figures 2a-c), is in the lobby outside of the 

Discovery Theater, installed behind a bench and above another mask. Both pieces at the

25 Of the ten respondent who had not noticed the label, four had been to the building ten or more times, one 
six times and one four times.
26 In addition to the lobby piece by Bevins, there is a totem pole by Ketchikan artist Lee Wallace out front 
and Anchorage architect Michael Carlson borrowed ideas from Alaska Native baskets and skin work for 
interior design patterns (Bell 1995).



ACPA were finished works purchased from the artists, not planned or commissioned for 

the site (Ayek 2001; Carlo 2001; Municipality of Anchorage 1986a, 1986b).

The nine types of art in the ACPA are described briefly in a brochure available 

beside the main lobby ticket counter but not in the separate theaters. The exhibition of 

these masks is characterized as “representing the diversity of cultures and variety of art 

styles found throughout Alaska’s Native communities. The masks are installed in special 

niches throughout the public lobbies” (ACPA n.d.). Only basic factual information about 

the masks is presented on the labels next to the works (see Figures 6c, 2c). In addition to 

the locations described above, masks are installed, for example, next to elevator doors, in 

a stairwell and above a drinking fountain. The brochure also states that artists reviewed 

plans for the building and had “no limitations” for proposing artwork imposed on them 

(ibid). The brochure does not explain an overall theme for the artwork selections, but the 

ACPA website briefly describes the design of the lobbies as “meant to bring to mind 

bright Alaskan summers even in the darkest months” and makes no specific mention of 

the masks (ACPA 2002).

Unlike the other artists, the Alaska Native artists did not have the opportunity to 

design a piece for the ACPA. Instead, the art selection committee chose finished masks 

to install after construction (ACPA n.d.). Installations do not appear to be in “special 

niches” as claimed but instead appear dispersed to fill and decorate empty spaces. The 

mask by Kathleen Carlo in the Atwood Concert Hall lobby is located on a wall between 

exit doors and the turn for the bathroom, and there is a sign for the women’s bathroom 

and fire alarm switch next to the piece. At the Discovery Theater, none of the
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respondents had noticed Sylvester Ayek’s mask until I pointed it out to them. It is 

located high on a wall and behind a bench.27 That the pieces are installed in unnotable 

locations and are presented with no information about the artist other than name and 

Native affiliation with no information about Alaska Native cultures makes the Center’s 

claim of representing Alaska Native cultural and artistic diversity (ACPA n.d.) 

unrealized.

The Egan Convention Center28, built in 1984, is the largest convention facility in 

Alaska (Egan Center 2002) and is located in downtown Anchorage. The public art at this 

site is also part of the Anchorage Municipality 1%-for-Art program. The website for the 

facility states that “the lobby features live Ficus benjamina trees and conversation areas 

decorated with unique Alaskan Native art” (Egan Center 2001). In the ground floor 

lobby, there are two semicircular, sunken seating areas on either side of the main 

entrance. Two large-scale pieces of art commissioned from Alaska Native artists Melvin 

Olanna and John Hoover are in the center of the seating areas. I questioned people about 

the Hoover piece, Volcano Woman (see Figures 8a-c). In front of this work is a large- 

format, explanatory panel that includes a description of the Aleut creation myth that was 

the basis for the work, an explanation of the figures and a quote from the artist describing 

broader influences on the sculpture (see illustration 8c).

With its semicircular seating area and its comprehensive explanatory panel, the 

presentation of the Hoover’s Volcano Woman makes the work more accessible to viewers
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27 Four of the ten respondents recommended that the mask be lowered.
28 The Egan Convention Center is also called the Egan Center, Egan Convention Center and the William A. 
Egan Civic and Convention Center.



than the exhibits at the other sites. The presentation of this piece allows viewers to 

appreciate it at length and to inform themselves about the piece if they chose. The bay of 

windows behind the piece allows the artwork to be viewed by passers-by. Having a copy 

of the explanatory panel visible from the windows would be one improvement to an 

otherwise well-designed exhibit.

Fulfilling the Role of Anchorage Public Art

In a 1984 document for the state legislature, the Alaska State Council for the Arts 

(ASCA) emphasized four contributions of public art: that it has “enabled people in all 

societies to better understand their communities and individual lives;” that it “enhances 

public spaces;” that it “supports the creation of new work which is commissioned and 

displayed;” and that it “provides art work to an audience not necessarily served by 

traditional museums and galleries” (ASCA 1984). In the same document, the Council 

recognized the need to provide the public with “better information” on public artworks, 

specifically to create and distribute a publication on existing Percent-for-Art works; to 

provide communities “more education” prior to selecting and installing public art; and to 

involve artists in the planning and selection process.

To meet these needs, a public information and education project, eventually called 

“Museum Without Walls”, was launched in 1991. The art selection Advisory Committee 

created an Anchorage guide to public artwork, but additional explanatory materials, such 

as text on plaques or leaflets with interpretive information, were planned to be available 

only for installations at schools (ASAC 1991; Comeau 1992; Decker 1992; Jones 1991).
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In a 1991 letter, Molly Jones, then the Curator of Public Art, stated that the Anchorage 

Percent-for-Art Program required that a plaque be provided to identify the title, artist, 

date finished and program name. But, the guidelines required listing of materials used 

only when “not obvious” and interpretative information only when “the title of the work 

does not explain the artist’s idea or a statement about the artwork is desirable” (Jones 

1991b).

The goals and recognized needs for the Anchorage public art program indicate the 

importance of providing interpretative materials for all viewers, not just for those in 

schools. Artwork interpretation could have been an effective tool for the ASCA to 

achieve its stated goals of reaching a wide audience and better informing the public. 

Relying on artwork titles or subjectively assessing the need for further information are 

both unreliable, ineffective ways to educate viewers.

The preceding evaluations of contemporary Alaska Native art presentations at the 

Anchorage Museum and Percent-for-Art program sites show that interpretative materials 

were not consistently provided. Explanatory text about the artwork and the significance 

of the artwork exhibit was often unavailable despite its potential as a resource for 

viewers. Viewer responses in the next section demonstrate that access to interpretative 

information had a significant effect on their experience of art at both Percent-for-Art sites 

and the Anchorage Museum.
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CHAPTER 4

VIEWERS: LOOKING AND REFLECTING

Perceiving Meanings in Public Displays of Art

A work of art does not have a single or fixed meaning, and its meaning varies for 

each viewer (Handler 1993:34; Redfield 1971[1959]:46; Traugott 1992:39). As 

discussed in previous chapters, people interpret artwork based their reaction to it, where 

and how it is exhibited, and their expectations. Although affected by artists’ intentions 

and their own preconceptions, viewers’ perceptions of art are significantly influenced by 

its presentation, particularly if they are unfamiliar with the form or content of the artwork 

(Grabum 1978:52; Redfield 1971 [1959]:48-9; Vogel 1988:10-11).

Vanessa Vogel, in her discussion of First Nations art exhibitions (1994), 

emphasizes the importance of educating viewers about indigenous aesthetic criteria and 

cultural values. If this is not provided, she warns, “the public will evaluate the works of 

art by their own set of Western standards... and all too often depart with exactly the same 

prejudices about Native peoples as they arrived with...or they come away disappointed 

and critical if the art does not ‘look Indian’” (1994:49). Artwork presentations can be 

opportunities to educate viewers, but a lack of information about individual artists and the 

context of their work can limit viewers’ ability to invest art with more than superficial 

meanings.

Three main assumptions underlie my examination of the viewers’ 

reception of Alaska Native contemporary art in public places. First, contemporary



Alaska Native art conveys elements of individual and community cultural identity 

including aesthetics, values, history and socio-political issues. Second, I assume that 

multiple audiences view public presentations of Native art. And finally, it is my 

contention that viewers make their experiences of this artwork meaningful based on their 

prior knowledge of contemporary art and preconceptions of Native art and culture; on the 

communicativeness of the artwork — including its form, style and content — at an 

individual level; and how the artwork is presented, including the location and style of the 

display and the presence or absence of contextual information, particularly interpretative 

materials.

Introduction to the Findings

In addition to demographic questions, I asked each respondent seventeen 

questions. I confine my discussion in the following three sections to their preconceptions 

of Alaska Native art; the impact of the artworks (however the viewer might define or 

characterize the works as meaningful); and their perspectives on the presentation of the 

artwork, specifically the presence of explanatory text.

The following tables29 use abbreviated terms. “Residents” refers to survey 

respondents who said they lived in Alaska and “non-residents” to those living outside of 

Alaska. “Museum” refers to the Anchorage Museum of History and Art. “Percent-for- 

Art” indicates four public art sites in Anchorage: the Nesbett Courthouse, the Egan 

Convention Center and, at the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts, the Atwood

29 The numbers in the following tables were rounded to one decimal place. As a result, tallies across rows 
may be one-tenth of one percent greater than or less than 100 percent.
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Conceit Hall and Discovery Theater. The use of “with interpretation” and “no 

interpretation” refer specifically to the presence or absence of explanatory text on the 

label by the object. At the Museum, explanatory text may also appear on secondary 

labels describing exhibition themes, as found in Arctic Eyes and ‘The Continuation of 

Culture” in The Alaska Gallery, or in a primary label that, in addition to its title, 

introduces exhibition themes.

I was aware that conducting an audience survey might influence viewer responses 

to the artwork by asking them to consider the art more thoroughly than they may have on 

their own. There was also the possibility that a conscious or unconscious tendency to 

“say the right thing” or please the interviewer might have also affected viewers. To 

address such issues fully was beyond the scope of this project. But to acknowledge them, 

I have indicated the sequence of questions in the survey responses tables. Also, I asked 

groups of interrelated questions — on preconceptions, the impact of the art, and the 

presentation of the artwork — in order to compare responses and, in one instance, asked 

the same question twice. I rephrased the third question — whether the artwork helped 

them understand something about Alaska Native cultures — and asked it again as the 

thirteenth question (see the following Impact of the Art section). I chose to question 

survey participants face-to-face and not ask them for written responses in order to 

conduct the survey in front of the artwork, to ask potential respondents for less time, and 

to increase the likelihood of receiving responses to all survey questions.
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Viewers

A total of eighty viewers answered survey questions, forty at the Anchorage 

Museum of History and Art and forty at the four Percent-for-Art locations. Ten people 

declined to participate.30 Table 1 shows that, of the eighty respondents, the majority were 

non-residents. At the museum, nearly three-quarters of the respondents were non

residents31 and just over a quarter were residents. At the Percent-for-Art sites, 

respondents nearly half were non-residents and half residents.

I also asked survey participants how many times they had been to the museum or 

Percent-for-Art site. Nine out of ten resident respondents at the museum had visited there 

ten or more times and one twice. All of the residents had visited the Percent-for-Art sites 

previously. At the Atwood Concert Hall, four had been there ten times or more, four six 

times and one three times. At the Nesbett Courthouse, four also had been there ten or 

more times, two four times and three twice. Of the non-residents, four respondents — 

three at the museum and one at the public art sites — had been to Alaska once before.

There were no Alaska Native responses to this survey, due partly to the random 

nature of the sampling technique, but also partly due to the fact that the venues appeared 

to be less frequented by Alaska Natives. This in itself is an issue that needs further study.

30 At the Anchorage Museum, six said no -  two said that their English was not good enough; two said they 
were on their way to the bathroom; one said that it was close to closing time and he wanted to see more of 
the museum instead; and one said that she wasn’t “a good person to ask” and would rather not. All of those 
asked at the Atwood Concert Hall and the Discovery Theater agreed to participate. At the Egan Center, 
one said no -  that she wasn’t interested in looking at the art. Three said no -  one needed to leave for an 
appointment shortly; one had recently been asked to “sign too many petitions”; and one had just came out 
to check the parking meter.
31 This figure is consistent with data presented in the most recent statewide museum survey, which reports 
that 73.4% of visitors were tourists (Alaska State Museum 2002).
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Table 1: Residency at Museum & Percent for Art Sites
Sites % (n)

Museum
Residents 27.5% (11)
Non-residents 72.5% (29)

Percent-for-Art
Residents 47.5% (19)
Non-residents 52.5% (21)

Museum & Percent-for-Art
Residents 37.5% (30)
Non-residents 62.5% (50)

Tables 2a and 2b show the ages and education levels of the respondents. Overall, 

the non-residents were somewhat older than the residents. This difference is likely due to 

the fact that the fieldwork took place during the summer when the majority of tourists, 

many of retirement age, visit Alaska. The majority of both resident and non-resident 

respondents were college and graduate school educated.

Table 2a: Audience Demographics — Age
Sites Total

(n)
18-29
% (n)

30-39
% (n)

40-49
% (n)

50-64
% (n)

over 65
% (n)

Museum
Residents (11) 18.2% (2) 36.4% (4) 18.2% (2) 18.2% (2) 9.1% (1)
Non-residents (29) 10.3% (3) 10.3% (3) 27.6% (8) 51.7% (15) 0 (0)

Percent-for-Art
Residents (19) 0 (0) 26.3% (5) 42.1% (8) 15.8% (3) 15.8% (3)
Non-residents (21) 28.6% (6) 9.5% (2) 23.8% (5) 28.6% (6) 9.5% (2)

Museum & 
Percent-for-Art Sites
Residents (30) 6.7% (2) 30% (9) 33.3% (10) 16.7% (5) 13.3% (4)
Non-residents (50) 18% (9) 10% (5) 26% (13) 42% (21) 4% (2)



67

Table 2b: Audience Demographics — Education

Sites Total
(n)

High
School
% (n)

Technical
Training
% (n)

College
% (n)

Graduate
School
% (n)

Museum
Residents (11) 9.1% (1) 0 (0) 45.5% (5) 45.5% (5)
Non-residents (29) 0 (0) 3.5% (1) 72.4% (21) 24.1% (7)

Percent-for-Art
Residents (19) 15.8% (3) 5.3% (1) 52.6% (10) 26.3% (5)
Non-residents (21) 9.5% (2) 0 (0) 57.1% (12) 33.3% (7)

Museum & 
Percent-for-Art

Residents (30) 13.3% (4) 3.3% (1) 50% (15) 33.3% (10)
Non-residents (50) 4% (2) 2% (1) 66% (33) 28% (14)

Preconceptions

I asked survey participants two questions about what they expected to see in 

Alaska Native art. I asked this in order to assess preconceptions about form and materials 

that they might have for Alaska Native art when they viewed contemporary art forms that 

might differ from those prior ideas. Those two questions were “Do the materials used [in 

this piece] seem right for Alaska Native artwork?” and “What do you expect to see in 

Alaska Native art?” Their responses conveyed two levels of relevant information. On a 

general level, an answer to either question of “yes” or a specific statement indicated that 

they did have ideas about what Alaska Native art should look like and that these 

preconceptions might affect their appreciation or understanding of a contemporary work. 

The more specific responses to the second question indicate stereotypical ideas that 

viewers may have. Comparing these answers to whether or not viewers liked the artwork



can indicate whether preconceptions may have influenced their judgments. By looking at 

response differences between works presented with and without explanatory text, we can 

begin to see how the use of interpretative materials may counteract some of the effects of 

stereotypes about Native art.

The responses in Table 3a indicate that the majority of both residents and visitors 

to Alaska had preconceived ideas of what materials should be used to make Alaska 

Native art and that visitors were somewhat more uncertain than residents. The majority 

of both groups at the Museum exhibits (Table 3b) also responded with “yes” or “no,” but 

there were more ‘uncertain’ responses for residents and non-residents. At the Percent- 

for-Art sites (Table 3c), nearly all respondents from both groups had an idea of 

appropriate materials. This difference may indicate that with more examples and 

different types of Alaska Native art at a museum, viewers were somewhat less certain 

about judging the materials compared to solitary public art installations. Compared to the 

public art sites, fewer respondents in both groups at the Museum felt that the materials 

were appropriate. Perhaps since the Museum emphasizes historic Alaska Native material 

cultures, viewers were less accepting of the non-“traditional” materials used in the 

contemporary pieces. At, the Percent-for-Art sites, no visitors judged the materials 

inappropriate even though they had preconceptions about Alaska Native art.32

Categorizing responses by the presence of interpretative text shows a difference in 

responses between site types. Most respondents were certain in their judgment of 

artwork materials at the Museum and, of those who were uncertain, fewer were uncertain

32 Table 3c shows that 95.2% of non-residents at the Percent-for-Art sites had expectations o f what Alaska 
Native art would look like.

68



when interpretation was present. At the Percent-for-Art sites, very few respondents were 

uncertain and only when there was interpretative text. Visitors at a museum may expect 

to be informed by exhibits and may be less certain of their answers when no 

interpretative information is provided. At public art sites, viewers may be more likely to 

rely on their own opinion when no other information is provided. They may also find 

that a small amount of information about art or culture may not inform them enough and 

instead make them less certain.
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Table 3a: Responses at Museum and Percent-for-Art Sites to "Do the materials used

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (30) 60% (18) 30% (9) 10% (3)
Non-residents (50) 74% (37) 10% (5) 16% (8)
All respondents (80) 68.8% (55) 17.5% (14) 13.8% (11)

Table 3b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Do the materials used seem right for 
Alaska Native artwork?" (survey question 4) by Population and Presence of

Museum Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (11) 54.6% (6) 27.3% (3) 18.2% (2)
With interpretation (3) 66.7% (2) 33.3% (1) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 50% (4) 25% (2) 25% (2)
Non-residents (29) 58.6% (17) 17.2% (5) 24.1% (7)

With interpretation (17) 82.4% (14) 5.9% (1) 11.8% (2)
No interpretation (12) 25% (3) 33.3% (4) 41.7% (5)

All respondents (40) 57.5% (23) 20% (8) 22.5% (9)
With interpretation (20) 80% (16) 10% (2) 10% (2)

No interpretation (20) 35% (7) 30% (6) 35% (7)
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Table 3c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Do the materials used seem right for 
Alaska Native artwork?" (survey question 4) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text_____________________________________________________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (19) 63.2% (12) 31.6% (6) 5.3% (1)
With interpretation (10) 30% (3) 60% (6) 10% (1)

No interpretation (9) 100% (9) 0 (0) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 95.2% (20) 0 (0) 4.8% (1)

With interpretation (10) 90% (9) 0 (0) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 100% (11) 0 (0) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 80% (32) 15% (6) 5% (2 )
With interpretation (20) 60% (12) 30% (6) 10% (2 )

No interpretation (20) 100% (20) 0 (0) 0 (0)

As indicated in Tables 4a, most residents and non-residents described 

expectations about Alaska Native art. At the Museum (Table 4b), all residents and most 

non-residents made a statement, with little difference regarding the presence of 

interpretative text. Slightly more visitors than residents made statements at the Percent- 

for-Art sites (Table 4c), perhaps since they had more recent experiences with Alaska 

Native arts as part of their trip. At the public art sites, more residents stated expectations 

when interpretative text was present, and more non-residents stated expectations when 

there was none. The text may act as a reminder for residents, but an absence of text may 

make visitors more likely to give their own opinions.
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Table 4a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "What do you expect to 
see in Alaska Native art?" (survey question 12) by Population [response content 
categorized as 'makes statement' (S) or 'no expectations, does not know, not sure, 
etc.’ (NE/DK)]______________________________________________________

Museum & Total S NE/DK
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (30) 86.7% (26) 13.3% (4)
Non-residents (50) 82% (46) 8% (4)
All respondents (80) 90% (72) 10% (8)

Table 4b: Responses at Museum Sites to "What do you expect to see in Alaska 
Native art?" (survey question 12) by Population and Presence of Interpretative Text 
[response content categorized as 'makes statement' (S) or 'no expectations, does not 
know, not sure, etc.' (NE/DK)]_________________________________________

Museum Sites Total
(n)

S
% (n)

NE/DK
% (n)

Residents (11) 100% (11) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 100% (3) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 100% (8) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 89.7% (26) 10.3% (3)

With interpretation (17) 88.2% (15) 11.8% (2)
No interpretation (12) 91.7% (11) 8.3% (1)

All respondents (40) 92.5% (37) 7.5% (3)
With interpretation (20) 90% (18) 10% (2)

No interpretation (20) 95% (19) 5% (1)
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Table 4c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "What do you expect to see in 
Alaska Native art?" (survey question 12) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text [response content categorized as 'makes statement' (S) or 'no 
expectations, does not know, not sure, etc.' (NE/DK)]______________________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total
(n)

S
% (n)

NE/DK
% (n)

Residents (19) 84.2% (16) 15.8% (3)
With interpretation (10) 90% (9) 10% (1)

No interpretation (9) 77.8% (7) 22.2% (2)
Non-residents (21) 95.2% (20) 4.8% (1)

With interpretation (10) 90% (9) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 100% (11) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 90% (36) 10% (4)
With interpretation (20) 90% (18) 10% (2)

No interpretation ....(20)... 90% (18) 10% (2)

The following table (4d) shows a summary of specific responses to the question in 

Table 4a-c on expectations about Alaska Native art. I used both exact quotes and 

categories of quotes to present respondents’ statements. Most people stated more than 

one example. Overall, these results indicate that most respondents expected to see 

historically-made art forms using historically-available materials that represent animals, 

Alaska Native traditions or history and a relationship to nature.

Table 4d: Responses to "What do you expect to see in Alaska Native 
art?" (survey question 12) at Museum & Percent for Art Sites

Museum & 
Percent-for-Art Sites n

historic /traditional form (e.g., "carvings, beadwork, 
basket, skin clothing, totem poles," etc) 26

local/traditional materials (e.g., "fur, hide, ivory, 
wood, whale bone, feathers," etc.) 24
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Table 4d: Responses to "What do you expect to see in Alaska Native 
art?" (survey question 12) at Museum & Percent for Art Sites cont...

animal form (e.g., "animals, bear, whale, seal, fish") 15
expression of "tradition" or “traditional” 

(11 )/"history"(3)/"custom"( 1) 15
relationship to "nature "/"land" 9

expression of "culture"/"heritage" 7
no expectations 5

both "historicalY'traditional" and "contemporary" 5
"not sure"/"don't know" 3

"realistic" 3
"simple'V'easy to understand" 3

"fine detail" 2
"imaginative'V'creative" 2

"story'V'myth" 2
"spiritual" 1

"difference in culture" 1
"authentic" 1

"old" 1
"hand made" 1

"practical things made to look pretty" 1
"sculpture" 1

"abstract" 1

Based on the findings in Table 4d, one might expect that viewers’ expectations of 

historically-made Alaska Native arts would make them more likely to dislike 

contemporary works. But, as shown in Table 5a, the majority of respondents liked the 

contemporary Alaska Native art. At the Museum (Table 5b), more residents than non

residents liked the works. Both groups, especially residents, liked the contemporary 

works more often when interpretative text was present. Slightly more visitors than 

residents liked the contemporary pieces at the Percent-for-Art sites (Table5c). For 

residents, the presence of explanatory text had little effect on their preference for the
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pieces. For visitors, on the other hand, interpretative text did make a difference. When it 

was present, all visitors liked the contemporary artwork. Some of the viewers mentioned 

that they did not like the artwork because they could not understand it.33

Table 5a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to Do you like this piece 
of art?' (combination of survey questions 10: “What do you like about this piece of 
art?” and 11: “Is there anything you dislike?”) by Population _____________

Museum & 
Percent-for-Art Sites

Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (30) 80% (24) 20% (6) 0 (0)
Non-residents (50) 76% (38) 22% (11) 2% (1)
All respondents (80) 77.5% (62) 21.3% (17) 1.3% (1)

Table 5b: Responses at Museum Sites to Do you like this piece of art?' 
(combination of survey questions 10: “What do you like about this piece of art?” 
and 11: “Is there anything you dislike?”) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text__________ _____ ___________ ___________ _________

Museum Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (11) 81.8% (9) 18.2% (2) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 100% (3) 0 (0) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 75% (6) 25% (2) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 72.4% (21) 24.1% (7) 3.5% (1)

With interpretation (17) 76.5% (13) 23.5% (4) 0 (0)
No interpretation (12) 66.7% (8) 25% (3) 8.3% (1)

All respondents (40) 75% (30) 22.5% (9) 2.5% (1)
With interpretation (20) 80% (16) 20% (4) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 70% (14) 30% (6) 0 (0)

33 Of the seventeen who disliked the contemporary artwork, six (35.3%) said they could not understand it 
(3), did not know enough about it (1), could not figure it out (1) or connect with it (1). Nine of the other 
respondents gave various aesthetic reasons (e.g., ugly, plain, too big, harsh). One stated that he was not 
interested in contemporary Native art, and one did not like the artwork because the materials were “not 
authentic.”
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Table 5c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to 'Do you like this piece of art?' 
(combination of survey questions 10: “What do you like about this piece of art?” 
and 11: “Is there anything you dislike?”) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text__________ _____ ___________ _____________________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (190 79% (15) 21.1% (4) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 80% (8) 20% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 78% (7) 22% (2) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 81% (17) 19.1% (4) 0 (0

With interpretation (10) 100% (10) 0 (0) 0 (0)
No interpretation (11) 64% (7) 36% (4) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 80% (32) 20% (8) 0 (0)
With interpretation (20) 90% (18) 10% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 70% (14) 30% (6) 0 (0)

Impact of the Art

In order to assess the communicativeness of the artwork, I asked viewers three 

questions. The first — “Was this piece of art easy to understand?” — was intended to 

assess the ease or difficultly viewers had with thinking about art that is both 

contemporary and Alaska Native.34 Responses to “What do you think the artist is trying 

to convey in this piece of art?” indicated whether, regardless of that ease or difficulty, 

viewers had ideas about what the artist was expressing. Since respondents’ perspectives 

could change after giving other responses, I asked a question at the beginning of the 

survey and asked a rephrased version of it toward the end. The two versions asked if the 

artwork helped them understand (first) or told them (second) “something about Alaska

34 In order to avoid possibility of asking a question inappropriate for Alaska Native participants, a direct 
question regarding how familiar respondents were with Alaska Native arts or culture was not asked.



Native cultures.” I asked this question, like the previous two, to assess viewers’ ability to 

interpret the artwork. By again looking at the differences in responses based on the 

presence of interpretative text, we can begin to assess how this information affects what 

is communicated to the viewers. As in the prior section, the overall responses will be 

analyzed as well as responses by categories. Response comparisons by site type, 

residency and presence of interpretative materials reveal differences not indicated by 

general responses.

When queried about whether the artwork was “easy to understand” (Table 6a), the 

first question in the survey, the majority of both residents and non-residents at the 

Museum and Percent-for-Art sites replied that it was not. More non-residents replied 

“no” and more were uncertain. That slightly more than three-fifths of Alaska residents, 

who would have had more exposure to Alaska Native art, and just over three-quarters of 

visitors to Alaska, who may have had more recent exposure to Alaska Native arts on their 

trip, found the art difficult to understand or were uncertain indicates the potential utility 

of interpretative materials to viewers.35 Viewers may have found either the Alaska 

Native or the contemporary elements difficult to understand without further information.

At the Museum (Table 6b), residents and non-residents responded differently to 

the presence of interpretative material. With interpretation for the artwork, all residents 

replied that the art was not easy to understand and, without interpretation, half replied 

“no” and one-eighth “uncertain.” When interpretative text was present, two-fifths of non

residents replied “yes” and one-half “no.” The residents, already familiar with Alaska
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35 This question is addressed in the next section.



Native art, may have found the art more complicated given a small amount of 

information. Visitors to Alaska may have found that the additional information improved 

their ability to understand the artwork.

At the Percent-for-Art sites (Table 6c), the presence of interpretative text had a 

positive influence on the responses of both residents and non-residents. For works with 

interpretation, three-fifths of the residents and two-fifths of non-residents found the art 

easy to understand. Without interpretation, only one-tenth of the residents and none of the 

residents found it easy.

Table 6a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Was this piece of art
easy to understand?" (survey question 1) by Popu' ation

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (30) 33.3% (10) 63.3% (19) 3.3% (1)
Non-residents (50) 24% (12) 68% (34) 8% (4)
All respondents (80) 27.6% (22) 66.3% (53) 6.3% (5)

Table 6b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Was this piece of art easy to understand?" 
(survey question 1) by Population and Presence of Interpretative Text___________

Museum Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (11) 27.3% (3) 63.6% (7) 9.1% (1)
With interpretation (3) 0 (0) 100% (3) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 37.5% (3) 50% (4) 12.5% (1)
Non-residents (29) 27.6% (8) 69% (20) 3.5% (1)

With interpretation (17) 41.2% (7) 52.9% (9) 5.9% (1)
No interpretation (12) 8.3% (1) 91.7% (11) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 27.5% (11) 67.5% (27) 5% (2)
With interpretation (20) 35% (7) 60% (12) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 20% (4) 75% (15) 5% (1)
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Table 6c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Was this piece of art easy to

Percent-for-Art Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (19) 36.8% (7) 63.2% (12) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 60% (6) 40% (4) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 11.1% (1) 88.9% (8) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 19.1% (4) 66.7% (14) 14.3% (3)

With interpretation (10) 40% (4) 50% (5) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 0 (0) 81.8% (9) 18.2% (2)

All respondents (40) 27.5% (11) 65% (26) 7.5% (3)
With interpretation (20) 50% ( 10) 45% (9) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 5% (1) 85% (17) 10% (2)

Even though the majority of respondents at both types of sites replied that the 

artwork was not easy to understand, the majority were able to make statements about 

what they thought the artist was conveying in their work (Table 7a). As might be 

expected, more residents made statements about the artist’s intent than non-residents. 

Also, more non-residents than residents said that they did not know what the artist was 

trying to convey.

Over three-fifths of residents and non-residents at the Museum (Table 7b) made 

statements about the artist’s intent. The same percentage of people said that the artwork 

was not easy to understand. When interpretative text was present, both groups made 

fewer statements. Brief information on this artwork, in a setting where more information 

is available for other types, seemed to increase both groups’ uncertainty about its 

meaning.



At the Percent-for-Art sites (Table 7c), a greater majority of residents made 

statements about what the artist was conveying in the art than at the Museum. Though 

still a majority, somewhat fewer non-residents made statements. Again, residents made 

fewer statements when interpretation was present. Without it, all residents made 

statements about the artist’s intent. But, for non-residents, the presence of interpretative 

material had a different effect at these sites than at the Museum. More non-residents 

made statements with interpretation present than without it. All respondents may have 

been more likely to give an opinion on artistic intent outside of a museum setting and 

residents even more likely without interpretative text that might cause them to question 

their opinion. Outside the educational setting of a museum, visitors to Alaska, on the 

other hand, might use interpretative text to inform their statements.
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Table 7a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "What do you think the 
artist is trying to convey in this piece of art?" (survey question 9) by Population 
[response content categorized as 'makes statement1 (S) or 'does not know, not sure, 
etc.' (DK)]_________________________________________________________

Museum & Total S DK
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (30) 80% (24) 20% (6)
Non-residents (50) 66% (33) 34% (17)
All respondents (80) 71.3% (57) 28.8% (23)
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Table 7b: Responses at Museum Sites to "What do you think the artist is trying to 
convey in this piece of art?" (survey question 9) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text [response content categorized as 'makes statement' (S) or 'does 
not know, not sure, etc.' (DK)]_________________________________________

Museum Sites Total
(n)

S
% (n)

DK
% (n)

Residents (11) 63.6% (7) 36.4% (4)
With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 66.7% (2)

No interpretation (8) 75% (6) 25% (2)
Non-residents (29) 69% (20) 31% (9)

With interpretation (17) 58.8% (10) 41.2% (7)
No interpretation (12) 83.3% (10) 16.7% (2)

All respondents (40) 67.5% (27) 32.5% (13)
With interpretation (20) 55% (11) 45% (9)

No interpretation (20) 80% (16) 20% (4)

Table 7c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "What do you think the artist is 
trying to convey in this piece of art?" (survey question 9) by Population and 
Presence of Interpretative Text [response content categorized as 'makes statement'
(S) or 'does not know, not sure, etc.' (DK);

Percent-for-Art Sites Total S DK
(n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (19) 89.5% (17) 10.5% (2)
With interpretation (10) 80% (8) 20% (2)

No interpretation (9) 100% (9) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 61.9% (13) 38.1% (8)

With interpretation (10) 70% (7) 30% (3)
No interpretation (11) 54.6% (6) 45.5% (5)

All respondents (40) 75% (30) 25% (10)
With interpretation (20) 75% (15) 25% (5)

No interpretation .. (20) 75% (15) 25% (5)



The responses in Tables 8a show that, at both types of sites, just over half of the 

residents stated that the artwork did tell them something about Alaska Native cultures and 

none were uncertain. Just over two-fifths of the non-residents felt informed and just over 

two-fifths did not feel informed. Nearly one-eighth of non-residents were uncertain. 

When asked again later in the survey (Table 9a), residents and non-residents gave nearly 

the same replies. Just over half of both groups replied felt informed by the artwork.
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Table 8a: Responses at Museum and Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did it help you 
understand something about Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 3) by
Population [rephrasec for question 13]

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (30) 56.7% (17) 43.3% (13) 0 (0)
Non-residents (50) 44% (22) 44% (22) 12% (6)
All respondents (80) 48.8% (39) 43.8% (35) 7.5% (6)

Table 9a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did this artwork tell 
you something about Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 13, rephrasing of 
question 3) by Population _____________ _____________ ____________

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (30) 56.7% (17) 43.3% (13) 0 (0)
Non-residents (50) 56% (28) 42% (21) 2% (1)
All respondents (80) 56.3% (45) 42.5% (34) 1.3% (1)

At the Museum (Table 8b, 9b), just less than half of residents felt informed about 

Alaska Native culture through the art, fewer when asked a second time. When first 

asked, just less than half of the non-residents also felt informed, but, after answering 

other questions, the majority felt informed when asked again. Despite being more



familiar with Alaska Native art and culture, residents found the pieces with interpretation 

less informative than non-residents in both sets of responses. Perhaps the residents were 

looking for a greater degree of interpretation. Visitors to Alaska found pieces with 

interpretation much more informative at first. Later, the response for interpreted works 

was the same, and half found the pieces without interpretation informative after 

answering other questions.

Table 8b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Did it help you understand something 
about Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 3) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text [rephrased for question 13]___________________________

Museum Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (11) 45.5% (5) 54.6% (6) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 66.7% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 50% (4) 50% (4) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 44.8% (13) 44.8% (13) 10.3% (3)

With interpretation (17) 70.6% (12) 17.6% (3) 11.8% (2)
No interpretation (12) 8.3% (1) 83.3% (10) 8.3% (1)

All respondents (40) 45% (18) 47.5% (19) 7.5% (3)
With interpretation (20) 65% (13) 25% (5) 10% (2)

No interpretation (20) 25% (5) 70% (14) 5% (1)
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Table 9b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Did this artwork tell you something about 
Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 13, rephrasing of question 3) by 
Population and Presence of Interpretative Text______ ___________ ___________

Museum Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (11) 36.4% (4) 63.6% (7) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 66.7% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 37.5% (3) 62.5% (5) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 62.1% (18) 37.9% (11) 0 (0)

With interpretation (17) 70.6% (12) 29.4% (5) 0 (0)
No interpretation (12) 50% (6) 50% (6) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 55% (22) 45% (18) 0 (0)
With interpretation (20) 65% (13) 35% (7) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 45% (9) 55% (ID 0 (0)

Nearly two-thirds of the residents and just over half the non-residents, when first 

asked at the Percent-for-Art sites (Table 8c), stated that the artwork informed them about 

Alaska Native cultures. When asked later (Table 9c), the resident response was similar, 

but the non-resident response dropped to less than half. Initially at the Percent-for-Art 

sites, residents responded similarly to artwork with and without interpretation. This may 

indicate that the limited information on the label was not particularly helpful to them. 

When asked the rephrased question, residents gave more positive responses to pieces 

presented with interpretative information. When first asked, all non-residents at pieces 

with interpretative text said the artwork informed them about Alaska Native cultures, few 

without interpretation. The majority answered positively when asked again and more 

answered negatively, perhaps less certain of their response after answering other 

questions.
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Table 8c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did it help you understand 
something about Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 3) by Population and 
Presence of Interpretative Text [rephrased for question 13]_______ _________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (19) 63.2% (12) 36.8% (7) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 60% (6) 40% (4) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 66.7% (6) 33.3% (3) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 57.1% (12) 28.6% (6) 14.3% (3)

With interpretation (10) 100% (10) 0 (0) 0 (0)
No interpretation (11) 18.2% (2) 54.6% (6) 27.3% (3)

All respondents (40) 52.5% (21) 40% (16) 7.5% (3)
With interpretation (20) 65% (13) 35% (7) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 40% (8) 45% (9) 15% (3)

Table 9c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did this artwork tell you something 
about Alaska Native cultures?" (survey question 13, rephrasing of question 3) by 
Population and Presence of Interpretative Text______ ___________ ___________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (19) 68.4% (13) 31.6% (6) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 80% (8) 20% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 55.6% (5) 44.4% (4) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 47.6% (10) 47.6% (10) 4.8% (1)

With interpretation (10) 70% (7) 20% (2) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 27.3% (3) 72.7% (8) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 57.5% (23) 40% (16) 2.5% (1)
With interpretation (20) 75% (15) 20% (4) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 40% (8) 60% (12) 0 (0)



Presentation

Anticipating that interpretative text would affect viewers’ responses to the 

artwork, I also wanted to assess their opinions about the presentation of Alaska Native 

contemporary art. I asked survey participants five questions about how the artwork was 

exhibited. First, to get a general impression, I asked if they thought the presentation was 

informative. Then, more specifically, I asked if the label that accompanied the artwork 

helped them “understand the piece of art,” and whether there was enough information on 

it. I anticipated that the information on the label, however minimal, would help viewers 

understand the art since the titles were often descriptive. By asking viewers if there was 

enough information on the label, I addressed their satisfaction with the amount of 

interpretation for the artwork. Later in the survey, I asked if any changes could be made 

to the presentation of the art that “would make it more meaningful” to them, which could 

include the amount of interpretative information on the label. If they said “yes,” I asked 

them what changes they would like made.

As a reminder, four pieces of art were presented with interpretative text. At the 

Museum, the Ayek mask has an object label with a one-sentence curator statement and 

there was an exhibition brochure and descriptive category label for the Hoover piece. At 

the Percent-for-Art sites, the Bevins piece has a two-sentence artist statement panel, and 

the Hoover sculpture has a panel with three paragraphs of interpretative information from 

both a curator and the artist.

Overall, nearly two-thirds of the residents and over two-thirds of the non-residents 

thought that the presentation of the artwork was not informative (Table 10a). At the
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Museum and Percent-for Art sites, most of the overall responses were also negative, but 

both residents and non-residents responded differently when interpretative text was 

available (Table 10b, 10c). The majority of residents at both site types found the 

presentations informative with interpretation, few without it. The presence of 

interpretative text had a similar, but weaker effect on non-residents. Although the 

majority response was still negative with interpretation available, nearly two-fifths of the 

non-residents thought the presentation informative. At the Percent-for-Art sites, none of 

the non-residents found the presentation informative without interpretative text. These 

responses show that without interpretative text, almost all residents and non-residents did 

not find the presentations informative.
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Table 10a: Responses at Museum and Percent-for-Art Sites to "Was this piece of art 
presented in an informative way?" (survey question 2) by Population____________

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (30) 33.3% (10) 63.3% (19) 3.3% (1)
Non-residents (50) 24% (12) 68% (34) 8% (4)
All respondents (80) 27% (22) 66.3% (53) 6.3% (5)
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Table 10b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Was this piece of art presented in an 
informative way?" (survey question 2) by Population and Presence of Interpretative 
Text

Museum Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (11) 27.3% (3) 63.6% (7) 9.1% (1)
With interpretation (3) 66.7% (2) 33.3% (1) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 12.5% (1) 75% (6) 12.5% (1)
Non-residents (29) 27.6% (8) 69% (20) 3.5% (1)

With interpretation (17) 35.3% (6) 58.8% (10) 5.9% (1)
No interpretation (12) 16.7% (2) 83.3% (10) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 27.5% (11) 67.5% (27) 5% (2)
With interpretation (20) 40% (8) 55% (11) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 15% (3) 80% (16) 5% (1)

Table 10c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Was this piece of art presented in 
an informative way?" (survey question 2) by Population and Presence of 
Interpretative Text__________ _____ ___________ ___________ ___________

Percent-for-Art Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % n

Residents (19) 36.8% (7) 63.2% (12) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 60% (6) 40% (4) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 11.1% (1) 88.9% (8) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 5.3% (4) 66.7% (14) 14.3% (3)

With interpretation (10) 40% (4) 50% (5) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 0 (0) 81.8% (9) 18.2% (2)

All respondents (40) 27.5% (11) 65% (26) 7.5% (3)
With interpretation (20) 50% (10) 45% (9) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 5% (1) 85% (17) 10% (2)

Contrary to what might initially be expected, the majority of respondents did state 

that the label helped then understand the piece of art (Table 11a) even though the 

majority of all respondents thought that the presentations of the artwork were not 

informative (Table 10a). The majority of both residents and non-residents at the Museum



(Table lib ) found the label similarly helpful with or without interpretative text. At the 

Percent for Art sites (Table 1 lc), the majority of both groups also found the labels 

helpful, but at these sites the presence of interpretative text on the labels did make a 

difference. With interpretation, the label helped four-fifths of both residents and non

residents understand the artwork, without it the number dropped to two-thirds of the 

residents and less than half of the non-residents. The difference in response at these sites 

compared to the Museum indicates the important role interpretative text can have in a 

public art setting.

Although the results in Tables 1 la-c may also seem initially contradictory, further 

examination shows that this is not necessarily the case. These results might be 

attributable to the descriptive titles for most of the artwork (e.g., Cormorant Spirit 

Helper, People in Peril — bound by Alcohol) or to viewers finding any amount of 

information helpful. In anticipation of this, I also asked if the viewers thought there was 

enough information on the label and how they might change the display. As the next two 

sets of tables will show, even though viewers found the labels helpful, the majority 

thought that there was not enough information on the labels and would increase the 

amount of interpretative information for the exhibits.
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Table 1 la: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did the label help you

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (30) 76.7% (23) 23.3% (7) 0 (0)
Non-residents (50) 66% (33) 32% (16) 2% (1)
All respondents (80) 70% (56) 28.8% (23) 1.3% (1)
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Table lib : Responses at Museum Sites to "Did the label help you understand the
piece of art?" (survey question 5) by Po]pulation and Presence of Inter]pretative Text

Museum Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (11) 72.7% (8) 27.3% (3) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 66.7% (2) 33.3% (1) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 75% (6) 25% (2) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 65.5% (19) 34.5% (10) 0 (0)

With interpretation (17) 64.7% (11) 35.3% (6) 0 (0)
No interpretation (12) 66.7% (8) 33.3% (4) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 67.5% (27) 32.5% (13) 0 (0)
With interpretation (20) 65% (13) 35% (7) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 70% (14) 30% (6) 0 (0)

Table 1 lc: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Did the label help you understand 
the piece of art?" (survey question 5) by Population and Presence of Interpretative 
Text

Percent-for-Art Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (19) 79% (15) 21.1% (4) 0 (0)
With interpretation (10) 90% (9) 10% (1) 0 (0)

No interpretation (9) 66.7% (6) 33.3% (3) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 66.7% (14) 28.6% (6) 4.8% (1)

With interpretation (10) 90% (9) 10% (1) 0 (0)
No interpretation (11) 45.5% (5) 45.5% (5) 9.1% (1)

All respondents (40) 72.5% (29) 25% (10) 2.5% (1)
With interpretation ( 2 0 ) 90% (18) 10% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (20) 55% (11) 40% (8) 5% (1)

When asked if the labels had enough information, most respondents said “no” 

(Table 12a). At the Museum (Table 12b), most residents and even more non-residents 

thought the labels both with and without interpretative text did not have enough 

information. That there was little difference in the responses for works with and without



interpretative text at the museum may at first seem ambiguous, but given the minimal 

amount of information provided, especially in comparison with more informative 

presentations elsewhere in the Museum, the viewers may have found both types of 

displays similarly deficient in providing information. That more resident respondents at 

the museum felt that there was enough information may be attributable to the fact that 

most of them had been to the museum ten or more times.

The presence of interpretative text made for a difference in responses at the 

Percent-for-Art sites (Table 12c). With interpretation on the label, three-fifths of the 

residents thought there was enough information and none without it. Nearly three- 

quarters of the non-residents thought there was enough information on the label with 

interpretation and less than one-fifth without it. These responses indicate the need for 

further interpretation at the museum where perhaps viewers, both resident and non

residents, expect to be well informed by exhibits. Again, the findings indicate the 

significance of interpretative text to viewers at public art settings.
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Table 12a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Was there enough 
information on the label?" (survey question 6) by Population ___________

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (30) 33.3% (10) 63.3% (19) 3.3% (1)
Non-residents (50) 22% (11) 74% (37) 4% (2)
All respondents (80) 26.3% (21) 70% (56) 3.8% (3)
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Table 12b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Was there enough information on the 
label?" (survey question 6) by Population and Presence of Interpretative Text

Museum Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (11) 36.4% (4) 63.6% (7) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 66.7% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 37.5% (3) 62.5% (5) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 6.9% (2) 89.7% (26) 3.5% (1)

With interpretation (17) 5.9% (1) 88.2% (15) 5.9% (1)
No interpretation (12) 8.3% (1) 91.7% (11) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 15% (6) 82.5% (33) 2.5% (1)
With interpretation (20) 10% (2) 85% (17) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 20% (4) 80% (16) 0 (0)

Table 12c: Responses at Percent-for-Ai 
the label?" (survey question 6) by Popul

1 Sites to "Was there enough information on 
ation and Presence of Interpretative Text

Percent-for-Art Sites Total
(n)

Yes
% (n)

No
% (n)

Uncertain
% (n)

Residents (19) 31.6% (6) 63.2% (12) 5.3% (1)
With interpretation (10) 60% (6) 30% (3) 10% (1)

No interpretation (9) 0 (0) 100% (9) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 42.9% (9) 52.4% (11) 4.8% (1)

With interpretation (10) 70% (7) 20% (2) 10% (1)
No interpretation (11) 18.2% (2) 81.8% (9) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 37.5% (15) 57.5% (23) 5% (2)
With interpretation (20) 65% (13) 25% (5) 10% (2)

No interpretation (20) 10% (2) 90% (18) 0 (0)

Toward the end of the survey, I asked participants if the artwork presentation 

could be changed to “make it more meaningful to them.” In order to solicit a general 

response, I did not specify what I meant by meaningful, and none of the respondents



asked me to clarify its use. The general response for residents and non-residents was 

similar. Over two-thirds of all respondents said that changes could be made (Table 13a).

Responses at the Museum (Table 13b) were different from those at the Percent- 

for-Art sites (Table 13c). At the Museum the majority of both groups, though more 

residents than non-residents, replied that changes to the presentation could make the 

artwork more meaningful to them. When interpretative material was present, this reply 

was somewhat greater, again more often by residents. In contrast, the majority of 

residents and non-residents said “no” to changes or that they were uncertain at the 

Percent-for-Art sites. When interpretative text was present, both groups equally 

responded with “yes” or “uncertain.” But when interpretation was not available, more of 

both group said “yes” to changes, nearly all non-residents, and none were uncertain. 

Respondents at the Museum may have been more able to suggest changes since that 

location offered other examples of artwork presentations. Even with the example of 

explanatory text, some public art viewers may have been uncertain of what changes could 

be made without comparisons available, but, without it, more residents and most non

residents wanted to change the presentation.
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Table 13a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Could any changes be 
made to the presentation of this artwork that would make it more meaningful to 
you?" (survey question 14) by Population______ _____________ ______________

Museum & Total Yes No Uncertain
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (30) 60% (18) 26.7% (8) 13.3% (4)
Non-residents (50) 66% (33) 24% (12) 10% (5)
All respondents (80) 63.8% (51) 25% (20) 11.3% (9)
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Table 13b: Responses at Museum Sites to "Could any changes be made to the 
presentation of this artwork that would make it more meaningful to you?" (survey
question 14) by Population and ’Presence of Interpretative Text

Museum Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (11) 81.8% (9) 18.2% (2) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 100% (3) 0 (0) 0 (0)

No interpretation (8) 75% (6) 25% (2) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 69% (20) 24.1% (7) 6.9% (2)

With interpretation (17) 70.6% (12) 23.5% (4) 5.9% (1)
No interpretation (12) 66.7% (8) 25% (3) 8.3% (1)

All respondents (40) 72.5% (29) 22.5% (9) 5% (2)
With interpretation (20) 75% (15) 20% (4) 5% (1)

No interpretation (20) 70% (14) 25% (5) 5% (1)

Table 13c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "Could any changes be made to the 
presentation of this artwork that would make it more meaningful to you?" (survey
question 14) by Population and ]5resence of Interpretative Text

Percent-for-Art Sites Total Yes No Uncertain
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (19) 47.3% (9) 31.6% (6) 21.1% (4)
With interpretation (10) 40% (4) 20% (2) 40% (4)

No interpretation (9) 55.6% (5) 44.4% (4) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 61.9% (13) 23.8% (5) 14.3% (3)

With interpretation (10) 30% (3) 40% (4) 30% (3)
No interpretation (11) 90.9% (10) 9.1% (1) 0 (0)

All respondents (40) 55% (22) 27.5% (11) 17.5% (7)
With interpretation (20) 35% (7) 30% (6) 35% (7)

No interpretation (20) 75% (15) 25% (5) 0 (0)

When viewers answered yes to the previous question — “Could any changes be 

made to the presentation of this artwork that would make it more meaningful to you?” — 

I then asked what change they would like to see. Statements such as ‘more about what



the artist is trying to convey’, ‘an explanation of the pieces’ and ‘more details on the 

label’ were categorized in the following table as EM — more interpretative material. 

Statements such as ‘more prominent place,’ ‘move to eye level’ and ‘make the plaque 

more visible’ were categorized as CD — change how displayed. Viewers also stated a 

preference for both — B. Overall (Table 14a), more than two-thirds of both residents and 

non-residents wanted more interpretative materials, an even greater majority when replies 

of “both” are included.

The majority of residents and non-residents at the museum (Table 14b) wanted 

more interpretative material, nearly all non-residents when “both” replies are included. 

When interpretative material was present, two-thirds of the residents wanted more and 

when not present, a greater majority requested it. All non-residents wanted more 

interpretative information when it was absent and nearly all wanted more on its own or 

with display changes it was when present. These responses clearly indicate that all 

Museum visitors wanted more interpretative information even when some was already 

available.

At the public art program sites (Table 14c), half of the residents thought there 

should be more interpretative information and half said they would change the display36 

when interpretative text was present. With no interpretation, all of the residents wanted 

more information or both more information and a changed display. One-third of non

residents wanted more interpretation when some was present and two-thirds to change the
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36 Most o f the residents who wanted to change the display said that they would make the plaque with the 
interpretative information more noticeable and its text larger.



way the work was displayed.37 The non-residents may have found the relatively 

extensive interpretative text at this site sufficient.38 But, with no interpretation available, 

the majority wanted more information about the artwork or both. These responses show 

that at public art sites, all viewers wanted interpretative information when none was 

available.

Table 14a: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "If yes (question Table 
13a), what changes?" (survey question 14) by Population [response content 
categorized as IM - more interpretative material, CD - change how displayed or B - 
both]_______________________________________________________________
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Museum & Total IM CD B
Percent-for-Art Sites (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
Residents (18) 66.7% (12) 22.2% (4) 11.1% (2)
Non-residents (32) 62.5% (20) 15.6% (5) 21.9% (7)
All respondents (50) 64% (32) 18% (9) 18% (9)

Table 14b: Responses at Museum Sites to "If yes (question Table 13a), what 
changes?" (survey question 14) by Population and Presence of Interpretative Text 
[response content categorized as ‘more interpretative material’ (IM), ‘change how
displayed’ (CD) or ‘both’ (:b )]

Museum Sites Total IM CD B
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (9) 77.8% (7) 22.2% (2) 0 (0)
With interpretation (3) 66.7% (2) 33.3% (1) 0 (0)

No interpretation (6) 83.3% (5) 16.7% (1) 0 (0)
Non-residents (20) 70% (14) 5% (1) 25% (5)

With interpretation (12) 50% (6) 8.3% (1) 41.7% (5)
No interpretation (8) 100% (8) 0 (0) 0 (0)

All respondents (29) 72.4% (21) 10.3% (3) 17.2% (5)
With interpretation (15) 53.3% (8) 13.3% (2) 33.3% (5)

No interpretation (14) 92.9% (13) 7.1% (1) 0 (0)

37 Most o f the non-residents who wanted the display changed said that the sculpture should not be closed 
off, which was done to protect it from damage.
38 This artwork at this site, the Hoover piece at the Egan Center, had the most interpretative text o f all 
exhibits (Illustration 8c).
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Table 14c: Responses at Percent-for-Art Sites to "If yes (question Table 13a), what 
changes?" (survey question 14) by Population and Presence of Interpretative Text 
[response content categorized as ‘more interpretative material’ (IM), ‘change how
displayed’ (CD) or ‘both’ (:b )i

Percent-for-Art Sites Total IM CD B
(n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Residents (9) 55.6% (5) 22.2% (2) 22.2% (2)
With interpretation (4) 50% (2) 50% (2) 0 (0)

No interpretation (5) 60% (3) 0 (0) 40% (2)
Non-residents (12) 50% (6) 33.3 (4) 16.7% (2)

With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 66.7% (2) 0 (0)
No interpretation (9) 55.6% (5) 22.2% (2) 22.2% (2)

All respondents (21) 52.4% (11) 28.6% (6) 19.1% (4)
With interpretation (7) 42.9% (3) 57.1% (4) 0 (0)

No interpretation (14) 57.1% (8) 14.3% (2) 28.6% (4)
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Discussion of Findings

This examination of artists’ perspectives, artwork presentations and viewers’ 

perceptions of public contemporary Alaska Native art indicates that presentations at the 

sites I surveyed do not address the concerns of artists, the needs of viewers or the stated 

museum and public art program goals. Such restrictive representations, particularly their 

lack of interpretative information, contribute to the marginalization of contemporary 

Alaska Native art. Without explicit information on meanings, context and aesthetics in 

Native artwork, non-Native viewers may be limited to a superficial appreciation of its 

form, or they may resort to stereotypes and misconceptions as a means of understanding 

what they are seeing.

The artists I interviewed combined personal, innovative interpretations of their 

Native heritage with contemporary art expressions. That their work is perceived both as 

fine art and as Native art, reflecting the dynamic nature of their cultural heritage, is 

important to them. But each artist has felt constrained by the stereotypes of what Alaska 

Native art should look like from the art market and audience perspectives. Their 

expectations of “traditional” forms and content have impeded the artists’ freedom of 

expression, impacted their access to commissions and gallery representation, and affected 

their ability to make a living as artists. They have found limited acceptance for artwork 

with more abstract forms, new materials and techniques, and controversial subject matter.



These artists depict aspects of their Native background in their art, but they do not want 

to be limited to that in order for their work to be widely accepted or appreciated.

Most of the resident and non-resident viewers surveyed expected that Alaska 

Native art would consist of specific materials and forms that were historically used. 

Although these preconceptions of ‘traditional” elements did not seem to keep viewers 

from liking the contemporary artwork, most found the artwork challenging to understand. 

This may have been due to difficultly with contemporary forms as much as their ability to 

interpret Native elements. That more people made statements about the artist’s intent 

when interpretative information was not present may indicate that they had 

preconceptions about Native culture to draw from, yet when there was explanatory text, 

they were unsure about their own ideas and not informed enough by alternative 

information.

The differences in most audience responses between pieces with and without 

interpretative text, particularly for non-residents, indicate the influence of interpretative 

text on all viewers. Most viewers recommended that more interpretative information be 

made available even when some was already present. The artwork with the most 

extensive interpretation, Hoover’s Volcano Woman, was best received as a result. 

Alternatively, viewers had the greatest trouble understanding the most abstract piece, 

which had no explanatory text, Carlo’s Break o f Day. That viewers said they liked this 

piece more after thinking about it for the survey indicates that they do appreciate art more 

when it is made meaningful to them and indicates the important role of artwork 

presentation, particularly the influence of interpretative materials.
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Artwork presentation was also important to the artists interviewed. All felt that 

the way art is displayed affects its aesthetic impact and that presentation influences 

viewers’ appreciation. Each artist criticized how his or her work was presented. Initially, 

this criticism focused on the aesthetics of the particular installations, but their concerns 

also included the absence of interpretative materials. Hoover downplayed his interest in 

the presentation of his work but in a tone of frustrated resignation. Ayek and Carlo 

thought that interpretative information could be useful but also expressed concern that it 

did not detract from the beauty of their work. Interpretation is greatly valued by Bevins 

who routinely incorporates this element in her work. She often writes explanatory text to 

accompany her artwork so that her intention or specific message with a piece may be 

clearer to viewers. Bevins recognizes that viewers want more information about art and 

that interpretation helps them overcome limits in their understanding of both the Alaska 

Native and contemporary elements in her work. She wrote explanatory text for People in 

Peril -  Bound by Alcohol that was not presented in the Museum display. Bevins was 

unaware of this and angered by the omission.

At the sites surveyed, presentations of contemporary Alaska Native art included 

little if any information about the perspectives of the artists or the context of their work.

At the Museum, an artistic or curatorial voice was entirely absent from the contemporary 

Alaska Native art exhibition. This not only limited the significance of the artwork for the 

viewers but also underscored the peripheral place that contemporary Native art has 

throughout the museum. Locating this artwork in hallways, the atrium and the cafe 

relegates it to spaces detached from fine art or Native art connections almost to the point

RASMUSON LIBRARY
UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA-FAIRBANKS
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of segregation. Where the Museum had made attempts to contextualize Alaska Native 

art, information was minimal and its historical and socio-political implications 

overlooked. These restricted presentations conveyed little about contemporary Alaska 

Native art making for insignificant, marginalizing representations.

At the Percent-for-Art sites, the overall impact of the artwork was limited to 

furnishing the buildings with “Alaskan” look. At the Atwood Concert Hall and 

Discovery Theater, the uninformative presentation and poor choice in installation 

locations (above a bench, in stairwell, above a drinking fountain, etc.) for the Alaska 

Native masks has the effect of reducing their role to the merely decorative. The pieces at 

the Nesbett Courthouse and Egan Convention Center are prominently presented and 

include interpretative information, but the significance of representing an Aleut creation 

myth and Inupiaq philosophies of justice are restricted to illustrated stories whose 

implications about ongoing conflicts over issues such as subsistence rights and self

determination are not explored at these non-Native institutions for commerce and law. 

With further assessment, the use of Alaska Native art in these public places seems to fall 

in line with the wider critique of continued colonial appropriation of Native culture, 

which has the effect of continued marginalization of contemporary Alaska Native art.

Implications

The findings of this study indicate that contemporary Alaska Native art at the 

assessed sites is marginalized. The simplistic, superficial presentations do not convey the 

intent of the artists, indicate the aesthetic or cultural implications of the artwork, nor
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challenge viewer preconceptions, which may confine their appreciation of contemporary 

Native art. My focus on contemporary Alaska Native art is not to remove discussion of 

this artwork from fine art in general or advocate separate exhibits. Rather my intent is to 

draw attention to ongoing problems in the presentation of Alaska Native art in Anchorage 

that have been successfully addressed elsewhere. Given the colonial past of 

appropriation, commoditization and stereotyping that continues into the present, 

representations of Native culture require renewed discussion.

Two recent Alaska exhibition publications are powerful exceptions to this 

marginalizing of Alaska Native art. University of Alaska Museum’s Looking North 

(Jonaitis 1998) emphasized an equal status for Native and non-Native artwork and 

presented a dialogue among Native and non-Native experts that addresses complex art 

issues and provoked the questioning of assumptions. Looking Both Ways (Crowell, et. al. 

2001) is also based on multiple, Native and non-Native perspectives and addresses 

complex historical and contemporary socio-political issues. These projects set precedents 

for multi-vocal, reflexive presentations of Alaska Native culture based Native 

participation and self-representation. Despite years of changing practices outside and 

within Alaska, however, the representations of contemporary Alaska Native art at the 

museum and public art program sites in the state’s largest city marginalize the artists and 

their work, due in part to an absence of critical and comparative evaluation of their 

presentation practices.

If the Anchorage Museum and Public Art Program are to achieve their goal of 

serving the public, their presentations of Native culture must address the differing
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perspectives and needs of its multiple audiences, including Natives and non-Natives, 

residents and non-residents. The answer is not to offer decontextualized, simplistic, 

apolitical displays. Exhibitions of Alaska Native art merit the same complex, critical 

attention and use of interpretative materials given to other arts, which make its 

significance accessible to diverse audiences. Such presentations, used extensively in 

exhibits of Euro-American fine art can confer equal status, whereas decontextualized 

exhibits contribute to its marginalization. In order to impart complex, reflexive 

meanings, exhibitions of Native art require collaboration with artists and community 

members in developing structure and content. For presentations to be accessible to 

multiple audiences, they need to utilize interpretative materials. For representations to be 

effective, they need to provoke a re-thinking of stereotypes and assumptions that continue 

to diminish the accomplishments of Alaska Native artists. By incorporating these 

elements, presentations also become more meaningful to Native viewers, instead of 

excluding them.

My intention in emphasizing the role of interpretative text is to show that its 

greater use can serve the public in many ways. Viewers want more interpretative 

information, and artists want their work to be meaningful. Interpretative materials may 

also be able to address stereotypes affecting perceptions of Native art that contribute to its 

marginalization, particularly given the nostalgic images of Native life promoted by the 

Alaskan tourist industry. Better understanding of contemporary Native art has the 

potential to increase its acceptance in the art market and promote the support of a wider 

range of artistic expression.
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Public art can provide an empowering opportunity for contemporary Native artists 

to communicate with Native and non-Native viewers. An effective exhibition of 

contemporary Native art can improve its status, dispel stereotypes, and facilitate greater 

understanding of Native culture, including its dynamic nature and current issues. 

Presentations developed in collaboration with artists and that use interpretative materials 

can increase the significance and accessibility of contemporary Native art exhibits. There 

are no simple solutions to the question of how to best represent Native art. What is clear 

is that this question must be continually asked, that answers must be sought from multiple 

viewpoints and approaches, and that practices must be examined in order to assess their 

effects and possible improvements.
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APPENDIX A: ARTIST INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS

The following transcripts are presented in chronological order and edited where
indicated.

John Hoover

DB: It is May 28, Monday, and my name is Dawn Biddison and I’m interviewing John
and Mary Hoover at their home in Grapeview, WA.

JH: As soon as you turn that on it costs a hundred dollars.

DB: [Laughs.] So, let’s see. I have some forms but we’ll do that later. So I guess
what would be a good thing to start with is that since this is a resource for other 
people as well would be some biographical information. So, if you could just say 
a bit about yourself, where you were bom and where you grew up.

JH: I was bom in Cordova Alaska in 1919. I started commercial fishing there when I
was 9 years old. I lived there until 1950. We moved out of there, family of five. 
We moved to Washington, and I’ve been here ever since.

DB: And how did you first come to make art? Was it something that you learned in
your family or picked up on your own?

JH: It was sort of in the family, yeah. My sister was a concert violinist at seventeen
playing lead violin. We had a philharmonic orchestra in Cordova. And my sister 
painted and played music. And all of the famous Alaskan artists would . . .  
Cordova was a hub for them. They all came there to paint, all of them. I mean
you name them, they were there. They stayed at the Windsor Hotel and I used to
watch them. And I was just interested.

DB: So, did you get both formal training and informal training?

JH: After I moved to Washington, I got formal training in painting for three years
with Leon Sturbashiner in Seattle. He had a school of fine arts. I took up 
painting and drawing and composition. He was a great teacher. I painted for 
about twenty-five years after that. Then I quit and started sculpting.

DB: So, how old were you when you started focusing on sculpture?

JH: On sculpture?

MH: Did boat building have any -
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JH: Yeah, we built a big boat in our backyard, a 58-foot limit seiner, and I had painted
up until then. That got me started in sculpting. That was 1960, probably 1962 or 
somewhere in there.

MH: All the shaping . . .

DB: Sure, sure. And that got you interested in woodworking?

JH: Well, I was a shipwright all my life too. I worked with wood, building boats for
the canneries in Cordova. So, I knew how to use wood, work wood.

DB: So were there other experiences that you had or breakthroughs that really changed
how you were making art cause it sounds like your change from painting to 
sculpture was a big one for you.

JH: Well that, building that big boat got me interested in sculpting wood because
every piece was different. You had to form them all by hand and put them all
together and then you had a piece of sculpture. So, that’s when I started getting 
interested in sculpture. Course it had to be Indian, you know, or related, carving 
that was all Indian carving, you know, the whole Northwest Coast of Alaska.

DB: And when you say it had to be Indian carving, was that just something that you
felt you needed to have as an element in your artwork always?

JH: Yeah. Something I had to do. But the first show I did, the first commercial show
in a gallery that I ever had, was stuff like these crest boards and house posts. I 
never did any three-dimensional work.

DB: And what year was that first exhibition?

JH: Um . . .  [Indicates artist resume.]

DB: Oh, it’s right down here? Okay.

MH: Would that be at the Heard or would that have been the one at the State
Department?

JH: No. Is that when this thing starts?

MH: W ell-

JH: Anyway, the . . .  What was before this? The show sold out. I had thirty some
carvings in it. And the purchasing agent for the Bureau of Indian affairs was
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traveling through the Northwest and she heard about this show and she went out 
and bought the whole damn thing! [Chuckles.] That was my first show!

DB: And what was the destination for these pieces? Was it for -

JH: For the Bureau of Indian affair offices and -

MH: To give as gifts, to visiting dignitaries.

JH: President, what was his name at that time?

MH: Was it Nixon?

JH: No, long before that. He gave three pieces as gifts. But the rest are in the White
House in the Bureau of Indian affairs section. So, that was encouraging.

DB: Certainly.

MH: And you know you were living in Washington and the carving that was going on
here was specific Northwest. So, that would be a starting point.

JH: Yeah. Well, I was bom in the Northwest, Alaska and Aleut.

MH: But a little different, I mean, crest boards and house posts. Those were more -

JH: Those were more Northwest or Salish. I was really impressed with them. They
did some great carving. Then, I started doing my own thing. I read a lot of myths 
and legends of Alaska. Alaskan myths. The Bureau of Ethnology in the 1800s 
were traveling all over Alaska writing about. . .  You can look at those books if 
you like. They’re interesting.

DB: When you started getting formal training in Seattle, was that the first time you
were getting exposure to the more contemporary and international art styles?

JH: No, I was just painting at that time. I wasn’t carving at all.

DB: And was the painting you that were doing, was that also influenced by Northwest
art?

JH: Well, it was Alaskan scenery, you know, the mountains, fishing the water . . . .
Mostly landscapes, seascapes.

DB: So, was there something that kind of made a change was it also the woodworking
that made you focus back on more clearly Native Alaskan themes?
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MH: Well, when you got interested in the myths.

JH: Well, I painted a few myths to start with but that’s when I started to change to
sculpture.

MH: And then all your time on the water as a commercial fisherman, all his life from
nine years old, he’s had a lot of experiences with nature, birds and fish -

JH: I used to sketch a lot, all the time, paint in the winter. Fishing, I made a living
fishing and I had eight or nine months off every year, which was ideal for an 
artist. I didn’t have to sell anything. So, I didn’t paint to sell, any of my art. I 
didn’t care really whether it sold or not. I guess everybody’s going to say that’s 
b.s. But I really didn’t. I think a really true artist just does it for himself, 
practically. If he likes it, it’s art. If he doesn’t, it isn’t. If it works for the artist it 
works for people.

DB: Were there certain artists that were an influence on your work?

JH: Painting there was. You know all of the painters like Sydney Lawrence. I can’t
think of their names anymore.

DB: Ziegler and -

JH: Yeah, all of them. I knew them. I’ve seen them all, personally, you know.
Watched them paint in the lobby of the hotel. So, of course they influenced me. 
When I first started, I was copying them.

DB: When you changed to sculpture -

JH: But sculpting . . .  Just from seeing the contemporary art that was being done in
the Southwest mostly. There was a few people around here too but very few.

DB: So were most of your influences then or most of the artwork that you saw, were
they by other Native artists?

JH: Yeah. Oh, yeah. But contemporary Native artists, doing their own thing, you
know. I mean, it was amazing.

DB: Did you ever go down to Santa Fe?

JH: Yeah, I taught at the Institute with Alan Houser there for one winter three months.
And he was really a great influence, great teacher, wonderful sculptor.
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DB: So when you’re creating pieces, do you kind of have a plan of what you’re going
to make or are things just more intuitive or what’s your approach?

JH: For the students?

DB: No, when you’re here in your workshop making pieces.

JH: Oh, I’ve done it so long now that it’s becoming difficult to do something
different, you know. I mean, I’ve been changing, using metallic colors and doing 
more modernistic forms. But I still do a lot of myths and legends, transformation, 
creation myths.

DB: When you say modernistic forms do you mean more abstracts or different
themes?

JH: Well, yeah, more abstract. My work is, for a long time, has been more or less
abstract.

DB: [Shows images of his artwork.] Oh, some of the paintings, great.

MH: Some are myths. But a lot of these will be in the traveling show.

DB: Oh, great.

JH: But the Southwest had -  that’s where contemporary Indian art started at that
American Institute of Art. There were some great teachers there.

DB: So when you’re making your pieces are they for the most part kind of
thematically just individual pieces or do you do pieces in a series?

JH: Well I do, I get involved with a certain form or color or myth. I may do a series
of them. And I have bronzes made that in, what do they call them, additions. But 
they just use the wood form that I carve and make a mold from that and then . . .

MH: I’d say you definitely do a series. You start with one piece and then you might do
four or five more.

JH: In the same idea.

MH: Of the same idea. But they’re all original. So they kind of evolve. Usually the
first one is the -

JH: Worst.
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DB: [Laughs.]

MH: I was going to say the opposite.

DB, JH, MH: [Laughs.]

DB: What’s been your favorite exhibition? You mentioned that the first one was a
great success. Was there another one later on that you were most proud of or -

JH: The Anchorage Museum gave me a one-man show that was really good. But one
of the most fun shows I had was at Heard museum. I had a one man show there 
and Will Sampson, the actor, you know, the Cuckoo Nest guy, the big Indian, he 
was a good friend of ours he visited up here. He came to the show at the Heard 
from, he was in California, I guess. And he was late. I was waiting for him. We 
got to my show about an hour late and everybody was, you know, “What the hell, 
one of these guys.” And we walked in and it’s real crowded and Will had, you 
know, he’s big and he had a big white Stetson on. And that’s all you could see, 
Will Sampson. They didn’t even see me. [Chuckles.] Everybody was rushing up 
to shake hands with him and forgot all about me. [Chuckles.] But it was a great
show. The museum bought a lot of work. I sold a lot of work. I sold a piece
there to, what’s her name, Georgia O’Keefe? No. I met her, had lunch with her 
but -  who’s the Supreme Court justice?

MH: Sandra O’Connor.

JH: Sandra O’Connor. She has a room there named after her. She was from Phoenix.
Of course, I’ve run into her a couple times. I met a lot of interesting people.

DB: Do you have a favorite piece of work that you’ve done?

JH: No, I think the culmination is the raven I just did.

DB: The one that’s at the Alaska Native Medical Center? I mean the Heritage Center.

JH: Yeah, I think that’s -

MH: What about your geese at the -

JH: Snow geese at the hospital. That was good.

MH: It’s called Circle o f Life.

DB: I’ve sat in that sitting area and it’s just it’s a beautiful piece of art and it’s a
beautiful architectural space.
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JH: Really.

HM: It’s a beautiful spot.

DB: And spending time there, everybody’s just meeting other people and they’re, you
know, happy to be in a hospital and see a friend and say hello. And it’s such a 
warm space. And it’s such a great piece of art.

JH: Mmm, hmm. A welcome space.

DB: Yeah.

MH: How about Volcano Woman over at the Egan Convention Center?

JH: That was one of the first big commissions I got. I’m proud of that too.

DB: For my audience surveys, and I’ll ask you more questions about individual pieces
later, those are two of the pieces I’m focusing on. The one at the Egan Center is 
great. And one thing I really liked about that piece is they have a nice long label 
that kind of tells the story of the piece and has a quote from you about some of 
your inspirations for your artwork. And so, it’s really nice and informative. And 
I’ve seen people just sitting there reading it and looking at the piece again for a lot 
longer.

MH: Yes. And the seating area is so wonderful. You could drive by at night and it’s lit
up.

DB: Yeah, it’s a great location, great showpiece there.

JH: Mmm, hmm. Course Mary and I and Anna, my daughter, went to New Zealand,
for the Heard Museum put on a -  what did they call that show?

MH: What did they call that show?

JH: Where’s that -

MH: It was a several month venue in different towns in New Zealand. And no one
really wanted to go to the first one, which was in the North Island on the west 
coast.

JH: Wanganuee . . .  little fishing village.

MH: More remote. Plus the time of year. It was early, early spring and it was early
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JH: Oh, it was called Heard Museum traveling show, Shared Visions, Sergeant
Gallery, in Wanganuee, New Zealand. We stayed there two weeks, and we had 
fun, meeting all the Maoris, and eating their food.

MH: It was impressive.

JH: They were interesting. That was a great show.

MH: The Heard has done so much. I mean, they’re the ones that chose twelve Native
American artists for the show in the Rose Garden. They were asked to come up 
with the show, because Hilary, someone, chose to do a Native American show.

JH: Well it was the first Native American contemporary sculpture show in the garden.

MH: In the Rose Garden. And the tradition that Jacquelyn Kennedy started. She
started the tradition of art in the Rose Garden. And it changed every year except 
for nine months or something. So you get the big hoopla and then you go home 
and the work stays there almost a year.

JH: Yeah that was funny. Everybody there had already sold their pieces, and they had
to pay their own way there and their own hotel and everything. It was expensive. 
But Heard Museum didn’t have an outdoor piece. It had to be an outdoor piece. It 
had to be owned by a public collection.

MH: It had to be a public collection. And one that could be removed, right?

JH: Yeah.

MH: So, they bought it.

JH: So, they bought it. So, I was the only one that made any money of off it.

MH: Oh, man, traveling around with Anna. Behind me there’s a picture of the White
House visit. And she was a couple years younger than that for the New Zealand 
one. So, she’s been so lucky. Cruising around and soaking up the art.

DB: Famous dad.

JH: Yeah, rich mother. [Chuckles.]

DB: [Laughs.]
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MH: Yeah, poor person.

JH: Oh, I was at a . . .  They had 400 artists the night of the first American show at the
Kennedy Center. And they showed part of it at the Smithsonian too. But, there 
were 400 artists there. And everybody that was anybody in the entertainment 
world was there and performed.

DB: Was that a while back?

JH: Yeah, I forget when that was.

MH: Julie [Decker] must still have a flier. We still have the flier from it. Wayne
Newton, he’s a Native American, so he was there singing. And then this is the 
White House [shows photograph]. This guy’s from Oregon and he was really the 
only other West coast. . .  Oh, you’re going to interview her, yeah, Susie.

DB: Mmm, hmm.

MH: Where is it?

JH: It’s in the middle there somewhere.

DB: Oh right, 1982.

JH: That was fun. That was a great time. We spent two weeks with a congresswoman
and the . . .  What were those apartments?

MH: Watergate Apartments, we stayed.

JH: Watergate. [Chuckles.]

DB: Oh, really. [Chuckles.]

MH: We’d come home from touring and she’d say “Out! Out! You haven’t seen
enough.” We were just dying and our feet were hurting.

JH: She let us use her limousine. [Chuckles.]

DB: When was this event at the White House?

JH: This. It’s on there. A few years ago.

MH: The last page. Don’t tell me it’s not on here.
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DB: Oh, that’s it, right there, 1997. Amazing it took so long to have Native American
art there. Big oversight.

JH: Yeah, that was the first.

MH: Beautiful paintings though. A lot of excellent artwork in the White House.

DB: [Looks at photographs.] Oh, so is this the piece that’s at the Alaska Heritage
Center?

JH: Yeah. This is where it was cast.

DB: It’s huge. You can’t really get the idea of the scale from the poster.

MH: No. [Chuckles.]

JH: It’s about thirteen feet high on the stand.

DB: And what was your inspiration for this piece?

JH: Raven the creator is one of the first myths that I became interested in. I’ve been
doing them all my life, hundreds of them. He was the, he could transform from 
bird to human or human to bird. One of the myths is that he created the universe, 
the stars, and the moon. That’s mother earth in the middle.

DB: And then on each wing?

JH: Sun and the moon and the stars and the people.

DB: I think one of the things I liked best about the raven creator myths that I’ve read
from different places is the idea that the raven is also a trickster.

JH: Trickster? Oh yeah, he’s like the coyote that Southwest creator. Same thing.
Trickster.

MH: Another reason you picked that when you submitted the proposal -

JH: Oh, it to . . .  There were nine artists that were sent invitations to do this $65,000
commission. But they wanted something that represented all of the Natives of 
Alaska. All of the different tribes. So, most of the Indian people in Alaska 
believe in this Raven myth of some sort. They all have their own.

DB: And was this carved from one piece of wood?
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JH: No, it was a piece of foam.

DB: A piece of foam? Oh, okay.

MH: Weird, huh.

JH: Five hundred pound piece of foam. [Laughs.]

DB: [Laughs.] Who would have thought you could get a five hundred pound piece of
foam.

JH: All I sent them was a sketch of this. I think it was like 9x11 or something, piece
of paper. So, that’s all we had to go by when we started carving the dam thing.
[Chuckles.] We had to enlarge it, make big templates. It was a lot of work. But 
it was -

MH: Foam material shatters. It’s like -

JH: Had to take a shower every hour and the dust would stick.

MH: Got everywhere.

JH: Terrible, icky.

MH: They make airplane parts out of this, and maybe cars, when they’re in the design
stage.

JH: We had to make some tools. We couldn’t use power tools on it, it’d just turn into
a dust storm.

DB: Wow.

JH: We had to do everything by hand.

DB: For most of your other pieces are they made out of cedar?

JH: Yeah. When I first started, I did a few in mahogany, but cedar was the wood that
used, you know, in most of them, the “Tree of Life” they call it.

DB: Yeah, that’s at the Anchorage Museum.

JH: Yeah, they do everything with it, their houses, their boats, their clothing, and
utensils, artwork, everything.
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DB: Oh, so the “Tree of Life” is what different Native groups call the cedar tree?

JH: Down here they call it the “Tree of Life”. All the coastal people.

MH: This piece is mahogany. Tell her the story of this piece.

JH: Why?

MH: Well, this piece was sold in the 60s.

JH: That’s one of the first things I did.

MH: It ended up in Aberdeen, Washington.

JH: I had a show in Aberdeen, Washington. And a doctor there bought several pieces.
This is thirty years ago, at least. And he called just a year or so ago and “John 
Hoover?’ I said “Yeah.” “I have two pieces of your work. I’ve been trying to 
sell them in Seattle to auction houses and they don’t even know you.” So, I said, 
“Well. . . ” He sent pictures of them. I said, “Well, how much do . . .  what did 
they? . . . ” He didn’t. “I couldn’t sell them,” he said. I said, “Well, I’ll give you 
a thousand dollars for them.” “A thousand dollars? It’s yours.”

MH: And this old couple delivered it. And he brought it in and handed it to me. And I
immediately said, “Boy this is heavy.” Because John uses cedar. He’s always
used cedar. Except-

JH: Mahogany.

DB: And this happened a year ago did you say?

MH: It was about a year ago or so. You were in hospital. And I told the guy “Don’t
sell it. Wait.” So, John could see it.

JH: Well, they were real tickled to death. Him and his wife were out here. They
reminisced. I was tickled to death to get it back. [Chuckles.]

DB: No doubt, yeah. So when did you start making the triptychs? The ones that have
folding pieces?

JH: Oh, early on. I was inspired by those traveling icons, the Russian orthodox. They
fold them up and take them with them. And then they put them on a wall or open 
them up. So, that’s where I got that idea, of the triptychs. And then I started 
incorporating the transformation myths like the raven. And the shamans had 
spirit helpers, they called them. And they could transform into their shape,
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whatever, or as a bird or an animal. And they could communicate back and forth. 
That’s a long time ago.

MH: This is was one of your early, early triptychs. [Shows piece.] They were still -

JH: Polar bear.

MH: -  drawn, not much carving, and square.

DB: Did you start from the beginning also making masks?

JH: I made a few masks early on but -  oh, I did two. I did make some. That was one
of the first masks I made in 1972. [Indicates piece.] And then I started 
embellishing. Those are like Eskimo masks. But, I started making masks from 
my -

MH: Which masks, John?

JH: Oh, those round ones, the big ones, you know, four foot diameter.

MH: This is really old. [Indicates piece.]

JH: I made that the same year as -

MH: This is alder. You see it’s got a different -

DB: Oh, with some beads.

MH: -  feeling to it.

JH: I use the Salmon Woman myth a lot.

DB: And what’s the story behind the Salmon Woman?

JH: Well, the Natives, the Indians in Southeastern Alaska put Salmon Women at the
head of every fish stream in their village, you know. And they live off the salmon 
mostly. And they put a petroglyph, a rock, you know, carved rock, at the head of 
each stream and that represented the Salmon Woman. And she was beautiful, 
large breasts, and irresistible to the male salmon, had to come back her and spawn 
every year. So, it was an incentive to make sure the fish returned. I used that 
myth a lot. I liked that. [Chuckles.] Salmon Woman.

DB: And the pieces that have the porcupine quill in them. [Indicates pieces.]
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JH: Those are Dentalium Mary and Porcupine Jesus.

DB: When did you make those pieces?

JH: Probably about seven, eight years ago.

DB: Seven, eight years ago?

JH: I got the material from the Fairbanks -  what did they call that?

MH: Resource Center?

JH: The Natives had, they put on that arctic show. But they sold porcupine quills, and
dentalium, and fur and everything there, at the college.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: So after starting painting and making canvases and then getting into woodwork,
when did you start having bronze cast from your woodwork?

JH: Oh, that was a story in itself. A friend of ours, Dave Calamar was collecting
wood carvings. And he was here one day and I had a four-foot high carving 
called Seaweed People. This one here. [Indicates image.] And he said, “Have 
you ever done any bronze work?’ I said, “No, I never have.” He says, “Well, 
why don’t we have this cast twice as large.” So, I said, “Okay.” So, I had to 
make one of these pieces eight feet tall. And then that’s all I had to do. But they 
cast everything from that one. They make a mold from that one piece.

DB: So how long ago was it that you started doing the bronze?

JH: Oh, ah -

MH: That was the first bronze.

JH: That was the first bronze.

DB: Okay.

MH: ‘85.

DB: ’85? So, about fifteen years ago?

JH: I don’t think it was that long ago.
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MH: Anna was a baby remember? We were carrying her up there and bottles and all
that to the foundry.

JH: Okay.

MH: But, yeah, just a guy that said, “I love your work but could you do it in bronze?”
It was wonderful.

JH: There’s one of these in Anchorage.

DB: There is?

JH: Yeah.

DB: I haven’t come across it yet.

JH: I forget the name of the building. You just ask anybody there.

MH: Decker will know. They sold it to them.

DB: Right, okay.

JH: It’s in the lobby of a big building, a new building.

MH: New office building. We tried to go see it, but we couldn’t find it.

JH: This piece is at Daybreak Star Center. Bronze is very expensive to have cast.
You’ve got to have a prospect [chuckles] or have a commission or something. 
You can’t just have a bunch of bronzes around.

MH: But we have. [Chuckles.]

DB: I noticed that some of the triptychs that were at the Decker Morris Gallery were
cast in bronze.

JH: Yeah.

DB: One of the things I like so much about some of the cedar pieces they have there
are that there are these very large pieces hanging and if you touch them they are 
just so light.

JH: Oh, yeah, yeah.
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MH: Yeah, that’s why this [indicates piece] was such a shock because I’ve handled so
many cedar boards. Step into this room for a second.

[Break: pause in taping while moving to other room.]

DB: Oh, so these -

JH: Aleut hats.

DB: -  the Aleut hats, did you make those?

JH: Yeah. I’ve got 5 of those. They’re going be in the show.

DB: Were they made a while back?

JH: I did those when I first started carving. I wanted to do something Aleut.

DB: When you were taking the classes in Seattle, was there more encouragement to do
more, you know, Western type of art or were you just as encouraged to continue 
with Aleut art?

JH: When you first started there you just started drawing things . . .  still-lifes. You had
to set them up yourself. And if it didn’t look right he’d correct them and get the 
composition. And then, just learning how to use the paint, the colors, the brushes. 
So, it was very formal, very good teaching. He was great. He had a big following 
there. And I painted with the Seattle Co-Arts. They were headquartered in, most 
of them were from around Edmonds. But there was thirty-two women and two 
men. [Chuckle] And they had, they formed the Seattle Co-Arts, they called it.
And I used to show there. They had a gallery in Bellevue.

DB: So, Mary was saying that these whales that you’ve done are recent pieces?

JH: Are what?

DB: Recent pieces that you’ve done?

JH: I just finished those just recently. Mary was digging around outside cleaning up
and piles of lumber all over and she found all these things. They were already cut 
out. I never did finish them. I like them.

DB: And it looks like most of you pieces have, are they yua faces?

JH: They’re inua.
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DB: Inua, okay.

JH: Spirit. Soul of a human being and spirit of an animal. But I have started putting 
my face into some of them.

DB: Oh, you have. [Chuckles.]

JH: Well, now, you know it has the moustache and goatee signature.

MH: Here’s a great one with that.

DB: Oh, yeah. And they’re carving on both sides. It is beautiful.

MH: And when you shut it you have an Aleut hunting visor or hat.

DB: Oh, right, right.

MH: Isn’t that cool.

DB: And it also reminds me of some of the old ivory carved volutes that would be on 
the hunting helmets.

MH: Yeah, yeah.

DB: That’s beautiful.

MH: This is special. This will go traveling with the museum show.

[Break: pause in taping while moving to other room.]

DB: Have you ever been criticized for your work not looking more like traditional 
Aleut stuff?

JH: In Seattle.

DB: In Seattle you did. Was it at a gallery or -

JH: They don’t recognize contemporary art.

DB: Do you think that’s a Northwest coast thing how the different tribes there are very 
much, really want to keep all the traditional symbols -

JH: I don’t know what it is. It’s a group of non-Indian artists that are doing traditional 
carving and it’s . . .  The only way you can do Indian art is traditional. They have
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rules, you know, and they’re propagating this. I mean, they took over the Indian 
market in Seattle.

DB: So, do they kind of make it seem that unless it looked historic, Native stuff is not
authentic?

JH: Oh Yeah. It has to be exact, yeah.

DB: So is that just something that you find in Seattle area? Do you get that criticism
in Alaska?

JH: No.

DB: One thing I love that Jim Schoppert said was that, you know, what would
Northwest Coast art look like today if the White people never came.

JH: Yeah.

DB: He said that culture is about change and growth, always. And that contemporary
Northwest Coast art wouldn’t look like it did in 1842, even if the white man 
didn’t come, because culture always changes and grows. And that was a criticism 
of those people saying that, for it to be authentic, art had to look a certain way. I 
loved how he put that, because it really brought, you know, the point home that 
culture isn’t static. Artists’ work isn’t static.

MH: And at one time, that old art, the creators of that, were the innovators.

DB: Yeah, exactly.

MH: That’s a good point.

JH: Well, they were doing their own thing. I know at the Daybreak Star Center they
have a gallery there. I used to show there when I first started years ago. They’ve 
had shows by world famous contemporary Indian artists from Santa Fe, that area, 
Phoenix. And nobody ever even comes to them. They never sell anything.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: So what I did is that I found different statements by Native American artists and I
wanted to kind of quote them and then see what you think about -

JH: Oh, yeah, that’s interesting, yeah.

DB: -  different statements they made. Okay, so, this one -
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JH: I know any of them?

DB: I bet you know all of them. [Chuckles.] The first one is Gerald McMaster. He
was talking about how artwork is displayed. And he said that most people walk 
away from artwork without seeing or concluding anything, because the art is so 
different. He said that for his own work, in order to start drawing people in more, 
that he was integrating text with his images.

JH: Integrating what?

DB: Integrating text. He was bringing in -

JH: Text, oh.

DB: Like the piece you have at the Egan Center that has a description of the story -

JH: Yeah, yeah.

DB: -  and about what your influences were. So, what that made me think of, that
statement, is when you’re making a piece of art, are there certain themes or ideas 
that you want to convey to viewers? And is that something you try to develop in 
your work?

JH: Well, I think every artist, no matter whether he’s Indian or not, he develops a style
of his own and he does the work according to his plan. And although similar, 
different, you know, each piece is different but . . .  Does that answer the 
question?

DB: Yeah. You know is there any, I mean, you’ve said that a lot of your pieces are
about different myths that you’ve read and heard of in Native culture. Is that a 
kind of thing you’re conveying in most of your pieces?

JH: Most of it, yeah. Mythology, legendry, shamanism -

MH: Sometimes humor.

JH: Humor, that’s . . .  You can’t five without humor.

DB: Do you ever, I mean, I’ve seen your work displayed in lots of different places and
lots of different ways. Are you ever concerned about how your work is interpreted 
versus what you are trying to convey in your work? You know, whether or not 
people get the stories behind your pieces?
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JH: I never have anything to do with the presentation. I just give them the work. And
sometimes, it’s disappointing, the way they show it. But they’re doing it, they’re 
the ones that are going to have to sell them to make the money, so.

MH: Do you care though that the final recipient, the person maybe that buys the piece,
if their reason for buying the piece is different -

JH: Oh, that’s very interesting. Yeah, I’ve had -

MH: It can be very personal.

DB: Or someone might buy something by saying “Look, this matches my sofa“. Or
“Oh, this is by a famous contemporary Native artist. I’ll just buy this.” And they 
won’t necessarily inform themselves about what inspired the piece. They won’t 
necessarily understand all the different layers of meaning.

JH: No, I’ve had people come back in Anchorage, I’ve had a show maybe ten years
apart, and people come and say “I just still, I love your piece.” I mean, they relate 
to them, personally, which is good.

DB: So most people show an interest in what the pieces are about.

JH: Yeah, yeah.

DB: Let’s say for pieces that are displayed in public places or in museums. Sometimes,
like at the Egan Center, they’ll have a nice interpretive text that tells a story and 
really informs the viewer. And sometimes you’ll see pieces that are just there on 
a wall with nothing at all, maybe your name, maybe they’ll say you’re Aleut, 
maybe they’ll say nothing. Which kind of thing do you prefer?

JH: Gee, I don’t know. Any publicity is good. Well, even if it’s bad, you know.

DB: [Chuckles.] There you go.

MH: The public wants more though.

DB: Yeah.

JH: One thing about my public art, I’ve done quite a bit of it, is I’ve never heard
anything bad about it. You know, a lot of public art you hear “Oh, hell that’s not 
art. Blah, blah, blah.” But my art’s been accepted.

[Break: interview edited]
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JH: Alaska Native culture wasn’t disturbed, you know, by occupation or reservations
or anything. Course I never did have a, don’t background of being a Native. I 
really lived in Cordova, and went to public schools in metropolitan city. They 
had everything, you know. It was like a little New York. People from all over 
and every nationality was there working on the railroad. And I grew up in a 
different atmosphere. I grew up like a White person.

DB: It sounds International in a way.

MH: They had a Japanese restaurant, they had a Chinese restaurant, they had a laundry,
they Greek restaurant, a railroad stop.

JH: Gypsies. You name it, they were there.

MH: A whole colorful culture there. The orchestra. Now, if you go to other villages,
or even Cordova now, you know, it’s not that way at all.

JH: They had a big theatre with pipe organ, silent movies. I mean we used to go to
movies three times a week. [Chuckles.] I mean it wasn’t a village life or
reservation life. It was a city, city life. It was only four blocks, the whole town.
You could walk anyplace. Everybody knew everybody. You know, small town 
stuff.

MH: Tell Dawn about the woman who came up to you at a show, who had been to all
the cathedrals in Europe.

JH: Oh, one woman bought a piece, I think it was at the Heard Museum, and she had
tears in her eyes. Made me cry. She said, “I’ve been all over Europe, all over the 
world, museums, and I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as your work.”

DB: Wow.

JH: There’s religiously connotations of a . . .  A lot of people have that feeling about
it. I don’t know where that comes from.

[Break: tape end]

JH: They have it in their bedroom and see it when they first wake up. They’re like
icons.

DB: Yeah, I can see that because, as you’ve said, some of the stories that these pieces
are based on are very old and sacred and very spiritual. And I can see that -

MH: Timeless.
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DB: Yeah, timeless. And that art communicates something to everybody -

JH: Yeah.

DB: -  and some artists have a very clear intention of what they’re trying to
communicate and some -

JH: Everybody’s looking for their own personal religion in a way.

MH: Yeah, you’re not rigid about what they see in it, but you’re very pleased when
they see something of that importance, spiritual importance.

JH: And they pay for it.

DB, MH: [Laughs.]

DB: There you go. And they’re always going to have that reminder of something
that’s meaningful.

JH: That’s the amazing part. People buy it.

DB: [Laughs.] Well, I can’t agree with you there about that being amazing. When you
think about your own art or other peoples art, do you see art as having certain 
kinds of potential like offering a spiritual meaning to people and that sort of 
thing?

JH: Well, a lot of the art is based on religion, like the Mexican art, the Catholics . . .
What was the question?

DB: Well, I guess, in your own art let’s say, do you see that it has a particular
potential? Some artists say they use it to communicate about their own culture.

JH: No, I don’t have any . . .  Like I said before, I wasn’t raised like as Indian. I was
baptized as a Presbyterian. [Chuckles.] So, I really didn’t have any Indian or 
Aleut culture to draw on. I had to find that out for myself.

DB: Right, later on.

JH: Yeah. There wasn’t much of that going on in Alaska. You know, culture. That’s
just in the last ten or so years that people have been going back to their roots, and 
learning the dances and the language and -

MH: But it hadn’t quite died in Alaska either.
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JH: No, it was always

MH: So, that helped a lot.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: Well, here’s another quote that I came up with. A Southwest artist named Oscar
Howe, and we touched on this a little bit, he said that one criterion for his painting 
was to present Lakota cultural life and activities and that his greatest hope in his 
work was to bring the best of Native culture into contemporary life through his 
painting. I think you talked about this a bit, how through your use of myth and 
that type of subject matter, you bring Aleut culture -

JH: Mmm, hmm.

DB: -  and Native culture in general into your work.

JH: Well Oscar Howe, I know him personally, he’s an Indian. [Chuckles.] And I
guess I’m not really, so I just had to make up my own interpretations and of ideas 
of what art is. I guess, maybe, it isn’t even Indian maybe, but it’s based on Indian 
mythology.

DB: When did you start - you mentioned at one point that you did start studying the
myths and studying Native culture in the Northwest and in Alaska. Do you 
remember when that started happening or what made you really turn to focus on 
that?

JH: Oh, that was early, early on. When I was painting even, I was reading myths. My
former wife was a great book collector. She was interested in religions of all 
kinds. She started going to Shorey’s Bookstore in Seattle and buying all of these 
old books on legendry, shamanism. . . .  But, I don’t have any real Indian 
connections like a lot of the Indian artists have.

DB: Well, did you hear stories from people in your family? Or were they mostly just
things you read?

JH: No, there was no . . .  My mother was part Aleut, and she knew how to tan skins
and she was a taxidermist. She could do anything. She was a good cook and a 
hard worker. But she had been raised in a Jesuit home in Unalaska, orphaned, and 
had to speak Russian. She just lost all of her Aleut identity, you know. And she 
didn’t want to pass it on to us, because she had been treated so bad. She was 
protecting us. But like I said, we grew up in an entirely different environment.
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MH: And the Alaska experience is so different from the lower forty-eight anyway.

DB: Yeah, yeah. The historical experience of the Native people.

MH: Yeah, yeah.

DB: Another thing that I’ve read a lot about is stereotypes in Native American art and
in audience expectations and perceptions of Native culture and their art. Gerald 
McMaster, going back to him again because he said so much, he said that 
people’s ideas about Native art were stereotyped, but that Native art, like any art, 
is open for all types of definitions - traditional, contemporary, whatever - and that 
each artist makes his or her own definition. Have you found that in your work or 
based on what people’s reactions were to your work that you had to address 
stereotypes?

JH: Well, in this area, Seattle mainly, Indian art is stereotyped. They have to be
traditional. They don’t even recognize contemporary Indian art. “What the hell is 
that,” you know.

DB: And I think you said before that it’s pretty much only happening in this area, not
really in Alaska? That in Alaska your work was just accepted as it is?

JH: Well in Alaska . . .  Well, all over Indian art used to be called “curio art”.

DB: Right.

JH: It was made in Japan and China. And, you know, everybody was making it. But
they were making it all exactly the same way, like the traditional art. So . . .  who 
the hell wants to do that? [Chuckles.] There’s even a $5000 fine and a year in 
jail for misinterpreting. If you sell Indian art, and you’re not Indian, it’s a serious 
offense.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: Well, one thing that Rick Hill said, as a Native artist and also the curator at the
National Museum of the American Indian, he said that, in his work, he felt that he 
needed to recognize what happened to Native people in the past and in the 
present, and that he wanted to communicate to non-Natives through symbolism in 
his work that non-Native audience would recognize. And, in his work, there is 
some social and political commentary that goes on.

JH: Mmm, hmm.

DB: And I think, though, from what you’ve said so far, that in your work, that only a
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few pieces play on that in a way, like the ones that give different kinds of creation 
myths.

JH: When I was younger, I did a lot, not a lot, but some political.... I did Polar
Politics.

MH: It’s at the museum.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: With the kind of work that you make, do you expect or would you really like
viewers to have more knowledge of Native culture so they could understand more 
the stories behind your pieces?

JH: No, because I don’t know about the Native culture myself. I was never raised that
way. I never had to live by the rules of being an Indian, you know, whatever they 
are. And the tradition doesn’t mean nothing to me.

MH: You’ve made your own though, John, you know, with your nature. And you, no
one respects nature more than you, with all the boating and fishing and -

JH: Oh, I believe in their beliefs, but I didn’t get them from word of mouth. I had to
live by them and you -

MH: You absorbed it and -

[Break: tape end]

DB: -  but labels that would go with pieces of your artwork, like the one at the Egan,
like I said before, had stuff about the stories behind things.

JH: Yeah.

DB: Then some pieces have absolutely nothing. If you had a choice between the kind
of labels, would you want things to stand alone -

JH: Oh, I don’t want them there, because the artist has to pay for that. So that’s an
added expense.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: For the commissioned pieces that you do -

JH: Pardon?
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DB: For the commissioned pieces that you do, do you usually just put together a
proposal?

JH: Oh, no. It’s not that easy. You’ve got to make ten copies of everything, and have
thirty or forty slides, and . . .  It’s just insane.

DB: Do they kind of tell you what they’re looking for?

JH: Yeah, oh yeah, yeah.

MH: Sort of. We’ve done so many of those and -

JH: I just quit doing those.

MH: -  and some of the worst requirements.

DB: Yeah, it’s gotta be a catch-22, because they want you to create something as an
application, but, at the same time, you know they probably have certain things 
they want to see.

JH: Well it’s public art. It’s not your art. It’s what the public wants to look at, isn’t it.

MH: And it’s a competition. And we found one place, they encouraged you to submit
all the time, fairly often. It requires so much paper, and they always pick someone 
from their area.

DB: Well, it sounds to me like it’s more about what the commission boards want and
not really about for the public.

MH: Yeah, there’s a selection committee.

JH: You have to meet so many demands. It has to be patriotic or Greenpeace or
whatever, you know. Whatever suits the -

MH: Well often the selection committee doesn’t know who you are.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: One other criticism I’d read about Native art anywhere and was about, what they
call, commoditization, when art is made for sale. That was another criticism 
about whether or not Indian art is authentic. Because if it’s made for sale then it 
really isn’t authentic, it’s not traditional. One thing that Rick Hill said is that, 
when he was in Santa Fe, was that artists knew the difference between culture and
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commerce. And a lot of times they would make things for the art market down 
there. But then they’d say to him “Oh, come to the back room. I’ve got some real 
art back there.”

JH: Mmm, hmm.

DB: When you’ve been making art, have there been times when you’ve felt that what
you really wanted to make as an artist and how to express yourself kind of had to 
differ if you wanted to try to make sales?

JH: No, never. Like I said before, never much interested in whether it sold or not
because I always made a living fishing. And I just did what I wanted to do and 
that’s how I got my own style developed. I never followed any sales activity or 
anything.

DB: Right. It is impressive with all of the pressure that’s apparently in Seattle to, you
know, look authentic -

JH: Yeah.

DB: -  that you just still stayed as independent. That’s great.

JH: Well, that was so phony in Seattle. I mean, there’s so many white guys doing
Indian art. It just became a farce. It still is, I mean. They even give talks at the
galleries and museums on how to do Indian art. [Chuckles.] It’s a money-maker.

DB: Do you -  when you’re meeting with -  if you’re at an opening for your exhibition
and these pieces are for sale and there’s potential patrons asking you questions 
about the artwork, do you find that a lot of the questions are about the Native 
content in the artwork and it’s meaning?

JH: No, not with my shows. I can’t speak for any other Indians, but they’re mostly
interested in -  they don’t say “What is this?” or “What is that?” They’re interested 
in the piece itself and they want to know a little more bit about it. Not necessarily 
whether it’s Indian or not, but . . .

[Break: interview edited]

DB: One thing I wanted to talk a little bit about is public artwork.

JH: That’s tough. Those are tough to get, two hundred to three hundred artists after
each piece, from over the world. You’re lucky if you get one of those.

DB: And, one thing, as far as, let’s say, Native artwork in public places -



141

JH: That’s a little different. That limits it, you know. There’s not that many Native
artists that are capable of doing something on . . .

DB: A big scale?

JH: A big scale. So, that’s a limitation. That’s probably how I got most of mine.
[Chuckles.] Although that thing in Anchorage, the Indian myth in the Egan 
Center, there were two hundred artists.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: Well, the last thing I wanted to do was talk about some of the specific pieces of
art that I’ll be doing my audience surveys for. But do you want to wait until 
tomorrow to do that?

JH: Yeah, we’ve been talking a lot. Talks a lot....

The date is Tuesday, May 29, 2001. My name is Dawn Biddison, and I’m interviewing
John and Mary Hoover at their home in Grapeview, WA.

DB: Well, I guess the only other thing I wanted to do was to talk about specific pieces
of art that I’ll be looking at and doing audience surveys for.

[Break: interview edited]

JH: Creation myth, Volcano Woman.

DB: Is that a cormorant behind her? Or -

JH: Cormorants.

DB: Cormorants on each side?

MH: Cormorants on either side.

JH: When they saw her coming out of this volcano, they changed to humans, and
mated, and changed back to cormorants, and threw the young all over the island.

MH: They populated the Aleutians.

JH: It’s like the stork myth.
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[Break: interview edited]

MH: The guardians were modeled after small ivory, so that’s why they were so
smooth.

JH: Basis? [Reads my notes.] What did that mean?

DB: That was just a short note I made. It talked about the creation legend that you’ve
described.

JH: Oh, oh. Well, I thought this was a great myth. Imaginative.

DB: So is this also a piece for which you had to submit a proposal and then you were
selected?

JH: Yeah, this is the one where Henry Moore almost got it. Remember? Well, the
guy that does his work like him, somebody in California. He was going to put a 
bunch of rocks and bones there. They even awarded it to him. And then a week 
later they called me up and said, “You’ve got it.” “How could you do that?”
“Oh, we changed our mind.”

DB: Came to their senses. [Chuckles.]

JH: That was unusual. I don’t know how they did that.

DB: So was this just a story that you liked and then you decided that you had the
opportunity to do it in a large scale?

JH: Yeah, I happened to have a lot of wood at that time. I had just had a big tree cut
up. Had all these big chunks of wood. It was an opportune time. And I was 
younger and stronger. [Chuckles.] I could do these bigger things. I couldn’t do it 
now.

DB: And I think, is this the piece that you said you overheard someone point at it and
say, “He got a million dollars for this one.” [Chuckles.]

JH: Oh yeah. [Chuckles.] A photographer, at a convention there, he was in the lobby
looking at this, and I happened to be there, and sat down and we got to talking. 
And I told him, “I did this.” “You did? Wow, great.” And this little old Aleut 
lady came up on this balcony and “You know that guy got a million dollars for 
those boards.” [Chuckles.]

DB: [Laughs.] That’s great.



JH: I never said anything.

MH: [Chuckles.]

DB: That must be such an interesting experience to be able to go incognito and
overhear people’s comments about your work.

JH: That’s one of the real pleasures I get sometimes. And the commentary, the
comments are usually favorable, so that’s good. [Chuckles.]

DB: [Chuckles.]

JH: Don’t take much guff from anybody. They liked it.

[Break: interview edited]

DB: The pieces here that are dangling out of the cormorants’ mouths, are those the
children?

JH: Yeah. I had to make, I forget how much, at least eight or ten more and send back.
They were, people were stealing it.

MH: Stealing the babies.

[Break: interview edited]

Sylvester Ayek

DB: My name is Dawn Biddison. The date is August 11, 2001, and I am speaking
with Sylvester Ayek in Anchorage, Alaska.

DB: First questions I wanted to ask were just some basic biographical questions. I was
wondering if you could tell me about when you started to make art and when you 
became interested in it?

SA: Hmmm, probably watching my father and the Elders.

DB: And where was that?

SA: In King Island. Most of them were master carvers, and they made tools from
what was available on the island. And, for most of the boys growing up, we 
watched. We learned by watching them, the Elders. And when I got into town
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here, I started getting interested to go to school. And I went to the school in 
Fairbanks for one year.

DB: How old were you when you started school?

SA: I was about 20. Maybe 21. And then, I spent one year in Fairbanks taking art
courses, mostly art courses and one year at APU [Alaska Pacific University].
And from there, I went on my own.

DB: What were some of the influences in the development of your work?

SA: Oh, there’s a few of them, like famous artists like Henry Moore and Alexander
Calder. I was fascinated with what they were able to do and how they were able 
to make a good living being an artist and I was fascinated. And, the influence of 
my teachers in Fairbanks and APU have a lot to do with my development. They 
stimulated your mind to pursue and to go beyond what’s normally seen as Native 
art.

DB: So they encouraged innovation?

SA: Oh yeah, right, right. And I -  after going to school, my first interest has been
more abstract work. But, I know I wouldn’t be able to make it.

DB: To make a living as an artist doing abstract work?

SA: Right, right. And so back, I always go back to what sells in the market for me.
And I suppose if I were outside it would be easier to do my first interest.

DB: To do more abstract art?

SA: Yeah.

DB: So, do you find that the market here in Alaska is limited to more traditional work?

SA: I think, that we’re all prisoners o f . . .  by what the . . .  the system expects a Native
artist to do.

DB: And by the system, do you mean galleries and commission boards?

SA: Oh, yeah. And the gift shops you deal with. And people who let you do some
commission work. They sort of expect to know . . .  to see you do what you see in 
Alaska today, the Native art.

DB: Do you make work that is more abstract just to give away or for yourself that you
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don’t intend to sell?

SA: I haven’t done that for many years.

DB: It takes time, huh.

SA: Yeah, I haven’t done it for many years. I did it only when I was in school.

DB: When was the first time you were exposed to art that was different from what you
had seen before? Was that when you started school in Fairbanks?

SA: Ah, pretty much, yes. Fairbanks was a good place to . . .  to see what else is
available for you.

DB: You mentioned the names of a couple contemporary, modem western sculptures.
Is that where you look to see different kinds of art being made?

SA: I think I was more fascinated with the size that they were able to . . .

DB: The large scale?

SA: Yeah, the large scale. Artwork they were able to do and I was very interested -
because growing up on island, most men were carvers of very small pieces. And 
their carvings were limited to the size of the ivory for instance. It was very 
limited material, what you can do.

DB: Have you had the opportunity to do larger scale pieces?

SA: Oh, yes. Yes, I have.

DB: And where are some of those pieces?

SA: Right now I have the biggest one out at Elmendorf, Elmendorf Hospital. And I
did wall hangings for different places like Nome for instance, Nome school, 
elementary school. And right now I’m doing large-scale pieces for a new primary 
care center. And these are commissioned for arts in public places.

DB: How has your work changed over the years? Is scale one of the things that has
changed?

SA: Oh, yeah, the larger size. The size has been the major change. I’m able to do
large-scale work. And that was a far cry from doing very small pieces out of 
ivory for instance. And I suppose that I just got tired of doing carvings on such a 
small scale. I wanted to do big pieces.
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DB: Have the themes or imagery changed in your work?

SA: Ah, some of the commission-work, yes. And . . .  but the ones that I did, the last
big pieces I did, they’re just a, they’re forms that I came up with a few years ago 
in large scale. And this was a proposal that the selection committee selected.

DB: So you came up with the idea before you submitted the proposal?

SA: Oh, yeah. Right, right. And it’s a long process of being selected and turning in a
proposal that’s selected, going through the process of picking the material. And 
this material for Elmendorf is marble from Colorado. And I had to go down there 
and select two big blocks of marble weighing over 26,000 pounds. And have 
them shipped here. I was hoping to do some work in Colorado, but that didn’t 
work out. So I called the truckers to tell them to ship it here.

DB: Have you had much opportunity to work with marble before that?

SA: Ah, not in a large scale like that. But I’ve been able to do . . .  I’ve worked with
marble on a small scale before.

DB: When you’re creating a piece, how do the specific forms come about? Can you
tell me a little bit about the process?

SA: Most of the time,. . .  When I’m starting out I don’t put in black and white on
paper. I tend to sketch [ ]. But, what I’m mostly comfortable with is making 
small models out of wood and soft stone, soft rock, like alabaster and yellow 
cedar. I’m more comfortable doing something different making small models.
And before.

DB: How conscious is your choice of imagery and themes in your work? Is that
something you think about before you start making your small models or is it just 
all together?

SA: I think that they just develop as I go along. I don’t . . .  I very seldom have two or
three pieces going at the same time, so that once in a while I will. Like right now, 
I have, I’m working on three pieces now at the same time. But most of the time I 
go through the process of solving what needs to be done along the way until it’s 
finished.

DB: So, would you say that you start with an idea first of what you want to make and
then it takes some type of specific form?

SA: Oh, yeah. And the forms themselves are usually. . .  That’s pretty much up to the
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shape of the rock, especially on soft rock.

DB: What raw materials do you choose to work with? You’ve mentioned ivory, wood,
marble. Are those the ones that you mostly stay with?

SA: Right now I’m doing a proposal to use oaken panels and I’ll also hang aluminum
panels that’ll measure probably five feet by eight feet long, for a school in 
Noorvik.

DB: And what brought you to choose those materials? Did it have to do with
limitations to the sight?

SA: That and the weight. If I was to propose to do a big piece out of marble for
instance, that’s a lot of weight to take to a small village like that. And if I do a 
piece that weighs five tons for instance, the expense of getting to it is going to be 
astronomical.

DB: So it would make your proposal less feasible.

SA: Yeah, I can get it to a village, to a bigger town like Kotzebue. And the problem is
to get it to a small village from there.

DB: So then, is it the case that for commissioned work or for proposals that your
materials can be affected by the location requirements?

SA: Oh, yeah. That’s the only restriction I see for commissions.

DB: Have you felt any restrictions on the subject matter of the work?

SA: No, no. And usually, you know, subject matter is unlimited. If you work with the
understanding committee, the selection committee. Usually they have a mindset. 
You can’t get around their mindset of selection jury but. They want something 
Alaskan, you know. And I don’t like to work under those conditions, you know, 
but they’re bigger commissions.

DB: For most commissions are you invited to give a proposal or are they open or both?

SA: Both, yeah. Sometimes I am approached directly, but most of the commissions are
submitted for competition. So, all the artists are open to submit their proposals 
for any site. Even lower forty-eight artists, they’re not restricted.

DB: What do you find most satisfying about being an artist, about making your
artwork?
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SA: I guess that would be my. . .  that would be . . .  financial reward for one. Because
before I started working on commissions, I struggled most of my life trying to 
make ends meet, financially. And today, I’m able to demand fair prices for my 
work. And, I don’t know, comfort and satisfaction, that I don’t have to struggle 
so much. And as anybody knows being an artist is a struggle sometimes. And my 
income fluctuates quite a bit. But I am less afraid to take part, because I can turn 
around and go to a gallery or a gift shop and sell my work through them. And I 
get a few special works smaller scale, for those who can afford it.

DB: Has your commissioned work and public artwork enabled you to be in a better
position with galleries and gift shops in terms of being represented there or the 
prices you can ask?

SA: Ah, I don’t think so. No. I think . . .  I let that take it’s own course. I’m a
production person though, and that’s to me, that’s all that matters. Although, I 
will produce to sell. I never have any problems selling my work.

DB: What do you find most difficult?

SA: In doing artwork? I think not feeling financially secure at times. Because
sometimes I don’t see payment for a long time and that has been. . .  that has been 
the biggest problem And I try to have understanding for though, but that, this is 
the process that takes place when you start dealing with the system itself.

DB: What piece of art are you most proud of?

SA: Oh, I don’t know. [Chuckles.] I’m really not sure.

DB: Let me narrow it down a little bit.

SA: Oh, sure.

DB: How about for you public artwork. What public artwork that you’ve done are you
most proud of?

SA: I think there’s two pieces that I really like, in the collection of the Fairbanks
Museum, University Museum They’re made out of wood and those are the best 
pieces I’ve done, especially out of wood, in the permanent collection of the 
Fairbanks Museum.

DB: What were the inspirations for those pieces?

SA: I think that those particular pieces were in my mind for a long time. And I finally,
I finally got in a position to go ahead and do them. And why don’t I find time,
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you know, to expend with it, these pieces I’ve been wanting to do for a long time. 
And the result was those two.

DB: Were they commission pieces?

SA: Oh, no, no.

DB: Were they purchased?

SA: Oh yeah, yeah. These . . .  It took me a while, you know, to finish these pieces. I
had them lying around for a long time. Eventually, you know, somebody came 
around. And I said, “Well, take them.” And that was it.

DB: For the next set of questions, I’d taken some statements by Native artists and
curators from some of the reading that I had done and I used them as a basis for 
coming up with some further questions. So, I wanted to paraphrase some of these 
people and then ask you some questions about it. In an interview, Gerald 
McMaster said that most people walk away from artwork without seeing or 
concluding anything because the art is so different. In order to draw people in, he 
began to integrate text with the images that he created. What kind of things do 
you try to convey or want to convey in your artwork?

SA: What kind of things? I’m not sure I quite understand that.

DB: When someone sees a piece of your work, what would you like them to walk
away with?

SA: I think personal satisfaction, appreciation of the piece. And most of the time
people really like what they see I do. And they would have to - 1 never had to 
make changes after they’ve seen it. They take what I do.

DB: When you say people appreciating your work, is it craftsmanship, is it the content
of the piece, the themes behind it?

SA: Probably craftsmanship has a lot to do with it. I go out of my way, spend so much
time trying to be perfect on that. And then I guess somebody chose my product. 
And I just know that my customers are satisfied that I’ll do a good job. I, or I will, 
people do notice that I try to do a good job, for their satisfaction, people who 
appreciate my work.

DB: Do these people also ask you what your ideas were, your inspirations were for the
work? Does that seem important to them as well?

SA: Usually, no. They come to me after talking to another person who knows me and
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that I will do it right the first time and that’s it.

DB: Is it different at all with your commissioned public art pieces where you’ve
already kind of been selected and you know you’re going to make the piece and 
your audience is more of a general audience as opposed to a specific -

SA: Right. Yeah. This process that I’m talking, I’m going through right now with the
Noorvik and Silook proposals. I will have to get the group conscious of those 
villages, exactly what they expect for these art pieces to be or what they expect to 
see . . .  from different artists that are submitting their proposals. And I may have 
to travel up there and to meet with the committee. And not only with the 
committee but the general public, in the village, and ask what they want to see.
And I’d like to get involved.

DB: Is the process different at all when it’s an urban setting? Say in Anchorage for a
public art piece?

SA: Ah, I think more that the more abstract pieces are readily accepted in a place like
this, in a big city like this. And they, out in the bush, they sort of want more 
traditional stuff. And,. . .  But, if there’s a problem with a compromise with 
myself and the group conscious, then I probably wouldn’t want to get involved. I 
would have some other person do it. I don’t want to - 1 know that I cannot please 
everybody when it comes to working, art in public places. But, I have to be 
cautious when it comes to working with a small village like I would in Silook. 
Because I know that the craftsmen maybe might just can do just as good a job to 
please most of the village you know. And this, this is just a beginning of this 
group process and I’m trying to get the people involved with before I come up 
with the proposals, that I’m gonna do and I would like to get their ideas more, 
what they expect.

DB: So that’s something new that you’re integrating into the proposals or is that
something new that you have the opportunity to do given changes in the process 
of just doing commission work.

SA: I entertain that. I entertain that working with the village, not only with the
selection jury but with the village. I’d like to put their ideas.

DB: For the piece at the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts Discovery Theatre
[Untitled Mask], was that something that was commissioned or was that 
something that they purchased as part of the Percent for Art program?

SA: That was something that was purchased.

DB: So it was already made.
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SA: Oh yeah, it was already made. And they came around. It was a long time ago.
[Chuckles.]

DB: Are you at all concerned about the intent in your artwork versus the interpretation
of it? Let’s say you are presenting a theme or something that inspired you, are 
you concerned that viewers are able to understand that or once a piece is finished, 
is that it?

SA: Come again?

DB: Let’s say you have a particular piece of art that you had an inspiration for, there
was a story behind it or a theme, is it a concern of yours that viewers understand 
that?

SA: No, I’m not concerned at all about that. If they have a question, I want them to
come to me. And I don’t want to hear it from the third person, for instance, that 
there’s a complaint. And that’s what I relay to the people who ask me to translate, 
to interpret what already has been sold. And I tell to them to, they should -  heck, 
this is the artwork, you know. And certainly, well, there’s going to be questions 
about the, about the finished product, the purpose of, of what the form itself. 
There’ll still be questions. I can. . .  The good example is the piece I sold to the 
museum a long time ago that the Cook Inlet Regional uses for their logo. And 
there’s a few people who question the purpose behind this piece that CIRI uses for 
their label. And I wrote my explanation to the vice president.

[Break: tape end]

SA: And I guess even today they, especially shareholders, question the team behind
the CIRI logo. And I’m not about to try to justify myself.

DB: What do you think of pieces like the one by Susie Bevins at the Nesbett
Courthouse or the one at the Egan Center by John Hoover that have a panel that 
has some interpretation of the piece - what some general ideas are behind the 
piece, what particular elements of it means. Do you think that interpretive 
materials have a place with your public art or do you think it’s not really 
necessary? How do you feel about that?

SA: I think that it’s really all up to an artist. There’s a lot of different artist out there,
and good artists. And I don’t see anything wrong with that. And I don’t see 
anything wrong with any kind of art. And just a matter of appreciating or having 
interest in any kind of material or artwork.

DB: Do you think that interpretive materials like labels and things like that or
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explanatory text would help viewers become more interested in the piece or more 
appreciative?

SA: It doesn’t bother me. I probably wouldn’t do that.

DB: You wouldn’t put interpretive text with your work?

SA: Right, right. I probably wouldn’t. Because if someone is curious as to the piece
itself they can always come to me or go to a person that I make the piece through. 
For instance, Percent for Art office is a good place to start for information. They 
have information such as what you’re asking.

DB: What do see the role of public art as being?

SA: Public art?

DB: You have pieces in schools, performing art center, villages. What role or purpose
do you think that serves either in your work or in art in general?

SA: I think it inspires young people who are interested in visual arts. And that is
something that they can go to school for. And I think what you can do is really 
unlimited out there. And it really all depends on the person. I always stress more 
that if your interest is in visual arts, stay in school. Major in artwork, I mean 
major in visual arts. And go to school first before you get into art, if you’re 
interested. Because that’s the only way to do it, to make a decent living, if you 
want to spend all of your time doing art.

DB: For pieces in places like the Alaska Performing Arts Center or the Egan Center,
places where there’s adults that go there, there’s tourists that go there, what do 
you see as the role of public art in those places?

SA: Here again, like I said, unlimited. I mean, you can -  if you’re going to do
artwork, especially if it’s something controversial, then. . .  I think it really 
doesn’t matter. You will either buy or go see but you appreciate visual arts. And 
so it doesn’t matter. I mean -  you don’t have to go there if you’re just going to 
complain about somebody’s work. You don’t have to go there. Go someplace 
where you like the art at.

DB: In both of those places they chose to put in art that was by Alaska Natives. Do
you think that there was an idea there to try to convey something about Alaska 
Native culture at that point to the public, to people who were from outside Alaska, 
or to try to give people the opportunity to appreciate Alaska Native art that they 
may not otherwise see elsewhere?
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S A: Oh, I don’t know. If you’re talking about the piece by Jim Schoppert the big
sculpture outside Sullivan Arena, I’d like to see more of that. Such a beautiful 
piece that Jim Schoppert did.

DB: And what about a piece like John Hoover’s Volcano Woman that has a story
behind it that’s from Aleut myth and that sort of thing. Do you think that also has 
an important place along with abstract pieces showing Alaskan Native artists 
making contemporary art period.

SA: Well it might be important for some of the people who want background
information of a particular artwork. But, otherwise I don’t see that to be relevant.

DB: Susan Vogel, an exhibition curator, wrote that most visitors to museums are
unaware of how much their experience and estimation of a piece of art is 
influenced by the way that it’s displayed. How do you like to have your artwork 
displayed?

SA: My work? [Chuckles.] Yeah, I prefer to have it my way but you really know, it’s
up to the people who pay for it. And when that happens it doesn’t really matter to 
me. I have released that. I have released my right to it. And it - 1 guess you can.
. .  I think it means a lot to have it displayed right but very seldom am I asked how 
it could be displayed.

DB: Do you think display affects viewer’s appreciation for your work?

SA: Right, right. Very so. I don’t see that to be too relevant though. Doesn’t matter.

DB: What do you think about the differences between the way galleries or public art
displays artwork and the way museums display artwork? Let’s say for example, 
I’ll show you a piece of your work. This is at the Alaska Center for the 
Performing Arts, your piece up here [Untitled Mask] and then this mask of yours 
is at the Anchorage Museum [Mask]. This [at the Anchorage Museum] has a lot 
more in the case, in terms of contextual materials and other materials from the 
cultural region whereas this [at the Alaska Center for the Performing Arts] pretty 
much stands on its own.

SA: Here again, how they have it displayed really, it doesn’t, it doesn’t matter which
one to me. I don’t . . .  As long as they’re able to, as long as people are able to 
appreciate it.

DB: Oscar Howe said that one criterion for his painting was to present Lakota cultural
life and activities and that his greatest hope was to bring the best of Native culture 
into contemporary life through his painting. How does your native heritage factor 
into your work?
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S A: How does it affect my work? I feel it has a lot of influence in my work. It was I
suppose in there just kind of naturally. I guess I was bom and raised up there and 
experiencing and watching the art that was produced.

DB: Do you think viewers need knowledge of Alaska Native culture in order to
understand your work?

SA: Ah, that might help.

DB: We talked about this a little bit already, but do you find that there are expectations
of certain content or meanings in your work because of your Native heritage from 
Native communities?

SA: Yeah, definitely. I guess, the biggest roadblock for progressive thinking or just . .
. and expectations of the outside world . . .  each Native audience.

DB: Do you think that’s an issue that’s faced by most contemporary Alaska Native
artists? Are there other issues that they face?

SA: Ah, if you’re a contemporary native artist and doing it or making a living at it I
don’t think it really matters all that much. I mean, they probably don’t care. The 
outside expectations are always evident.

DB: Mike Leslie, an ethnology curator, wrote that, in order to understand
contemporary Native American fine art, you have to address racial biases and 
stereotypes and let Native artists speak for themselves. What do you see as the 
role of your artwork? Is there anything you try to convey to different audiences 
about stereotypes and racial biases?

SA: Stereotyping is something that has always been attached to any culture by
outsiders.

DB: I get stereotypes about being from New Jersey.

SA: Right. [Chuckles.] There’s no escaping from that. The important thing is that are
you . . .  you produce and the art that you are.

DB: Gerald McMaster said that people’s ideas about Native art were stereotyped but
that Native art, like any art, is open for all types of definitions - traditional, 
contemporary, or whatever - and each artist has his or her own definition. Do you 
address tradition in your work or preconceptions about what is traditional?

SA: I think I get my ideas from traditional forms and shapes from my culture. And . . .
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When you interpret it in such a way that it’s accepted, then you must be doing 
something right. I worry very little about acceptance from my people.

DB: Have you found conflicts between being an innovative artist and then being a
member of a Native community that has traditions?

SA: Ah, no. I try to separate my traditional values and my way of living in a city, as
much as I can. And so, I pretty much adapt to making a 180-degree turn when I 
go up North. I don’t speak English for instance. And the same way here, I don’t 
express myself in my Native tongue. So, I pretty much keep them separate. And I 
seem to get good acceptance of my art. Or people don’t care that I’m an artist and 
I’m making a living out of it, so . . .

DB: You mentioned that you had difficulty having some acceptance about your more
abstract pieces. Are there other conflicts you’ve found between your interest in 
Western art or influences from western arts and then Native arts?

SA: I don’t know. I never looked for any conflict. And if I’m going to do abstract
work, I’m going to go ahead and do it, if I can find the time to get into it. And I 
will. And I’m going to go ahead and do it regardless of what anybody going to 
say. Maybe this won’t satisfy me, then it doesn’t necessarily have to satisfy you or 
anybody for that matter. And I’m going to go ahead like that and do it.

DB: What do you think of the distinction of contemporary Alaskan Native art and just
contemporary art in general? Do you have any opinions about that?

SA: I don’t think there’s too much difference. There’s very little difference, for that
matter.

DB: Rick Hill has said that in his work, he needs to recognize what’s happened to
Native people in the past and in the present, and that he communicates to the non
Native world through symbolism that they might recognize. Is there social or 
political commentary in your work?

SA: I don’t think so, no.

DB: Do you want to inform viewers about Alaska Native culture through your work?

SA: Inform viewers of what?

DB: About Alaska Native culture through your work?

SA: In my work? Ah, I think that it’s irrelevant. It really doesn’t matter. Or does it
matter at all? [Chuckles.]
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DB: Jim Schoppert wrote that, if Alaska Native art doesn’t use historic styles, it might
not be popular and that it’s dangerous for an artist to become too concerned with 
or influenced by market demands. We talked a little bit about pressures about 
what the art market looks for in your work. Are there any other opinions you 
have about the art market that we haven’t touched on?

SA: [Chuckles.] Yeah. I get disturbed by expectations of what Native art should be,
you know, and . . .  It’s unfortunate though, with, because of Native arts, it has 
made many people very rich. And, the poor Native craftsmen, though, are still 
struggling out there. And, I think that is part o f . . .  part of the process. So be it. 
But we have to keep in mind that the - 1 don’t think that we’re giving enough 
attention to the struggles to common Native artists. I think there’s a time and 
place for any kind of artwork, whether you’re Native or not, contemporary or 
traditional. There’s a place for you I’d say, for that. I guess it doesn’t really 
bother me what other people’s opinions are when it comes to Native artwork.

DB: And the last set of questions, I wanted to ask just about two specific pieces of art
that I’m doing some audience surveys with, these two pieces here. [Shows 
images.] We can start with this one [Untitled ] that’s at the Alaska Center 
for the Performing Arts. And you said before, I think, that this piece was 
something that you already made and that they purchased?

SA: Right, right.

DB: How did this piece of art come about?

SA: Well, that was a time when I was fascinated with the Yup’ik Native masks. And
this one is, this one right here especially is very traditional Yup’ik made, Yup’ik 
masks. But this one right here now I added little things on there. After seeing 
similar masks to this. And I was inspired by Yup’ik masks at the time that I made
this.

DB: Are there any representational elements that you can explain, like the placement
of the feathers being toward the center as opposed to the periphery?

S A: Ah, in, for some of the pieces like that, I just add on as I go along.

DB: And how does this piece relate to your other work that came later?

SA: Ah, . . .

DB: We talked about one thing, scale, being something that’s changed in your work
recently, that you’re doing larger scale.
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SA: Pardon me?

DB: We talked about that you’re making larger scale pieces now. Are there any other
kind of changes from when then piece was made?

SA: Ah, yeah. There’s quite a few masks I did same period in private collection.
There’s many of them, probably anywhere from fifty to one hundred, using theme 
of Yup’ik masks. They’re just about the same scale as this. And I didn’t start 
doing larger scale until a few years down the line.

DB: Have you received any responses about or feedback about this particular mask?

SA: Ah, I think I’d had a couple over the years, comments that they’ve seen my work
at the Performing Arts Center and that was just about it.

DB: Is there anything in particular you’d like the viewer to come away with after
seeing this piece?

SA: Come again?

DB: Is there anything in particular you’d like the viewer to come away with after
seeing this piece?

SA: Probably not. You know, it’s sort of just like another, piece, another phase of my
development. I’m not too particularly, [chuckles] in touch with the Performing 
Center.

DB: And one other question I had about this piece, is you talked just a little bit about
how you don’t often have a choice about how your work is displayed -

SA: Right, right.

DB: The way this piece is displayed at the Performing Arts Center, is there something
you would change about that?

SA: Oh, yeah. I’d get it closer to the people. I don’t know [chuckles], because you
can’t see the detail that far up. I think it’s a disservice to the piece in that spot. It 
needs to be on eye level. Usually, I have very little say, to where to display, 
unless of course it was planned way ahead of time, like the pieces of art that were 
under One Percent.

DB: Because that would be part of your proposal?
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SA: Yeah, yeah. Right, right. But, for commissions like the one that I’m going to be
doing here, they gave me a wall, ten by twenty, to fill. And that’s exactly what 
I’m going to do. And then, they told me that “This is what we want” and that’s 
exactly what I give them. And just leave it at that.

DB: When they say what they want, do you mean in terms of what’s going to be in the
piece, what it’s going to be about?

SA: Yeah, what I did is very simple. I’m going to exploit the CIRI logo in a large
scale. It’s going to measure from tip to tip maybe twenty feet across and maybe 
twenty, thirty feet high. And so . . .

DB: The other piece I’m doing some audience surveys on is this one here [Mask].
From what you’ve said already it sounds like it’s similar to this other mask in 
terms of the time frame when you made it.

SA: Right, right.

DB: And that you were also looking at Yup’ik masks then as your inspiration.

SA: Yes, yes.

DB: And as far as this piece goes, the presentation of it here, is there anything you’d
change about this presentation?

SA: Ah, probably not, probably not. This is to inform the public what traditional
Native art is, and this is part of it. I wouldn’t change it.

DB: You I think that’s actually the end of my questions.

SA: [Chuckles.]

DB: Is there anything that you wanted to add or any questions you had for me?

SA: It’s fine to my life, it’s fine, to my being an artist. I am contented. And I find at
peace with myself being an artist. And after experiencing feeling of out of being 
out of place or feeling financially insecure, and that was in my younger days.
And today, I feel at home. Because I have . . .  expressed myself to be part of 
contemporary Native artists in Alaska.

DB: Have you also found that there’s been a change in the contemporary art
community here in Alaska from when you started out to now?

SA: Ah, not very much, not very much. And there’s still very interesting up and
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coming artists out there. And I don’t think I say if -  *

* Tape ends just before statement completed and interview concluded.

Susie Bevins

DB: The date is Tuesday, August 14, 2001. My name is Dawn Biddison, and I am
interviewing Susie Bevins in Anchorage, Alaska.

DB: The first set of questions, I just wanted to ask you some basic background
questions. Could you tell me about when you started to make art, how you 
became interested in it?

SB: Ah, let’s see. When I lived in Atlanta for a short time, I had decided to do a pastel
for a friend of mine, that said that he had wanted to buy a painting when he was in 
college and couldn’t afford it, and it was a cover of a book, Ann Rand’s Atlas 
Shrugged. [Laughs.] A birthday was coming up, and I was trying to find 
somebody to do it for me for his birthday, and that’s how I got started. I just kept 
looking at the cover, and I thought “Gee, that doesn’t look like it’s a very hard 
thing to do.” So, I went to the store and bought some pastels, looked at the cover 
of the book and worked from that to do that for his birthday. I thought, “Gee, this 
is pretty good. This is pretty easy.” So, it looked pretty good, and I was 
confident that he’d like it, so I had it matted and framed and presented it to him 
for his birthday. He wanted to know where I had gotten it, and I told him I had 
done it, and he wouldn’t believe me. I said, “Well, here. I even put my signature 
here, myself!” And he just couldn’t get over it. I had known him for a while, and 
he didn’t know that I could do anything like that. I had dabbled around a little bit 
when I was in high school, but I never really pursued art. I was always creative, 
but I didn’t really think much about artistic talents that I may have. I was busy 
raising children, so, anyway, that’s how I got started. He kept bugging me, and 
telling me that if I have this gift, if I could just pick up pastels and create 
something like that. I said, “Well really, I just picked it up and copied it. It 
wasn’t even my own imagination.” He said that “It doesn’t matter.” So, he 
encouraged me to take some art classes, so he paid for my tuition at the Atlanta 
School of Art and I went to night school for a while. He watched my kids and 
paid for my tuition, so I figured, “Okay, you, know, this is great!” So, that’s how 
I got started.

DB: What kind of art classes were you taking?

SB: I was just taking, you know, basic drawing classes and figure drawing classes,
things like that.
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DB: What were some of the influences on how your work developed? The pieces that
I’ve seen recently are large-scale and made out of metal.

SB: Well, as you work, you just . . .  Well, anyway, as I worked over the years, I’m
always interested in trying new techniques and new materials, not ever really 
wanting to stay with one medium. So, when I was at the Visual Arts Center, I got 
accepted there as a participating artist in about 1980 when the Visual Arts Center 
was out by the airport. And I had to take slides of my work and report to them 
periodically and they would critique my work and encourage me along the lines 
of the direction that I was going, or if they thought that maybe I could improve in 
some way or try something else. They encouraged me. There were other artists 
there that were doing other things. There was a printmaking shop, and metal- 
smithing and all kinds of opportunities for me to try new materials and 
techniques. So, I took every workshop that they had, and I was there probably 
about seven or eight years. I went to a space there, and that enabled me to try 
different kinds of techniques and materials that I probably wouldn’t of even had if 
I had gone to full time art school.

DB: Could you tell me a little bit about your approach to making a piece, how your
themes and imagery come about?

SB: Well, when I first started, I wanted to do more life-like and I did a lot of animal
imagery and imagery and ideas from my village life, when I was young. So, I did 
that. I worked with stone. I took some stone carving classes from Jim Schoppert, 
and I started with soapstone and started trying different kinds of stone, also. So, I 
got into real heavy stone carving. I went to Italy and took a stone-carving 
workshop there one summer. But, one of my friends had gone there, Melvin 
Olanna. And he was really excited about it, and I decided, “Well, why not? Why 
couldn’t I go?” So, we -  there were maybe about twenty artists that went there 
with a woman that was from the east coast, that had a home there, and she went 
every summer to Italy, to Carrera and she taught in the winter in the U.S. And so 
I went with a group and started working with stone more and more. And then I 
got kind of tired on that and started working with wood. And just the 
opportunities that I had through the Visual Arts Center. They would bring artists 
from around the country or even outside of the U.S. for week long or ten-day long 
workshops and pretty proficient artists in their medium, and that was a real 
encouraging time for me to explore. So, most of my work, in the beginning, dealt 
with a lot more life-like, realistic imagery of animals and Native people. And I 
got tired of that and I started expanding a little bit more with mixed media, and 
still, getting the idea from my village life and my Native background. At the 
same time, putting more of my experiences into the work, wanting to express 
something, rather than just make an image. So, I started expressing myself my 
own personal experiences being part Native and part White and some of the cross- 
cultural experiences that I’ve had. And I got a lot of freedom to express myself
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however I wanted to there at the visual art center, which tended to be more of a 
contemporary influence there. So, that’s . .  . kind of evolved from there.

DB: And was it after you started to use wood that you came to use metal in some of
the pieces I’ve seen recently?

SB: I don’t know if it was . . .  probably. Yeah, I did work with wood after stone. And
then I took a welding workshop, and I think it was a jewelry workshop. So, I 
started delving into integrating metal into my wood. That’s how I got started with 
metal.

DB: And for your pieces, how do the particular forms come about? Do you start with
the materials or do you start with a particular idea or a concept for the piece 
you’re going to make?

SB: I start with an idea or a statement that I want to make or some train of thought. I
usually just get fragments, fragments of flashes in my mind of what I would like 
to express and the kind of material I might want to use. I don’t look at the 
material and say, “What’s inside of this thing?” I’m able to do that, if it’s a 
natural form, like a stone or a piece of wood. But, when I started wanting to 
explore in more large-scale work, I started trying to train myself. With stone or 
wood, you’re subtracting, which is a different way of thinking than assembling. 
And it took a while to begin to integrate adding things to what I was doing, little 
by little, and then starting to come up with a train of thought or an idea for a 
specific space or a statement that I wanted to make and assemble that and add to 
it, rather than subtracting from it.

DB: What do you find most satisfying about making artwork?

SB: Well, it changes. [Laughs.] At first, I could just lose myself in i t . . .  not think
about anything else, sort of a meditative kind of a state when I’m able to do that. 
But, then, as I started doing commissions and then large-scale commissions, I 
wasn’t able to do that, because that process, it’s a specific location, and they 
usually want a specific kind of material or theme that you kind of have to think 
about and follow. And you do a proposal, maybe a mock-ette that the committee 
can look at. And then it’s pretty well done. They don’t give you much leeway to 
be creative or change things once you’ve given the proposal to them and they 
decided, “Okay, this is what we want in this space and if you make any variations 
or . . . ” It’s a process of dealing with maybe anywhere from she to eight people or 
ten people on a committee and it kind of loses its, what I used to savor about 
creating just from scratch or just from an idea. Once I’ve done the mock-ette and 
they see it, that’s how they expect to have it done and then it is kind of boring 
after that. I don’t get a whole lot of, as much pleasure as I do when I’m starting 
from scratch and just do what I want to do and have it progress and evolve as I’m
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working along. There are some aspects of doing the large-scale commissions 
that’s enjoyable, but that particular process is totally changed once I’ve done a 
proposal.

DB: What piece of public art are you most proud of?

SB: I can’t say that I’m more proud of one than the other. No matter what I do, I
always see that I could have done it differently.

DB: You’re your own worst critic.

SB: Right.

DB: What do you find most difficult about being an artist?

SB: I think the expectations that people have about you. And trying to get the other,
trying to get materials up here to Alaska and all the expense of -  you end up being 
a, oh, [sigh] I don’t know. You end up being more of a contractor or a 
subcontractor or a contractor hiring subcontractors to buy, you know, to ship and
to . . .  I’ve had to travel outside to buy materials. It gets to be kind of hectic, the 
process. And that’s why I haven’t done any proposals in the last couple of years, 
because I got kind of burned out on the process of deadlines and people’s 
expectations and feeling that I wasn’t enjoying what I was doing in the past. So, 
I’ve kind of had to say, “ Forget it!” for a while and do other things that want to 
do for the last couple of years, because I got kind of burned out on the whole 
business, the business part of being an artist, not the creative part, but the business 
part of being an artist. The more I did, the larger the pieces got. I had to hire 
people to paint, and I got tired of trying to deal with painters and that whole 
process of the business part of being an artist.

DB: Right. And when you mentioned people’s expectations, were you referring to the
people that were on selection committees for public art?

SB: Oh, just, yeah, that part and, I just, people in general. People in general think they
have the right to - 1 mean, if you are a surgeon or an attorney, people don’t tell 
you how to do your work or, “I like this case that you did better than the last case” 
or “I want you to do this surgery this way instead of how you think it ought to 
be.” It just got to the point where I thought, I don’t, I’ve never really cared what 
people thought, so, I just got tired of people’s expectations. You can’t please 
everybody, and not everybody’s going to like your work, but if you’re in a 
different profession, you don’t get as much opinion, I don’t think, as you when 
you’re an artist. Maybe it’s because I’ve experienced different levels of notoriety 
and using different materials and exploring. And people feel that, most of the 
public feel they have the right to express something about your work or ask you
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questions about it and that was another reason why I really didn’t want to do 
another interview.

DB: Sure, sure.

SB: It didn’t have anything to do with you. I just got tired of that whole . . .  Once you
start getting recognition, it’s like people think they own you or something. I don’t 
know. I just needed to step back a little bit and reevaluate. And I’ve had to do 
that several times over my career. “Is this the direction I want to go?” What, 
what part of my career or what type of material or what direction do I want to go 
to be honest with myself, to be good to myself, to work from the center of my 
spirit, rather than being subject to people’s opinions and putting myself in a 
situation where I’m not enjoying, as much as I used to, the creative part of my 
life. So, I’ve had to do that probably every three or four years all along since I 
started, well practically since I started living. It doesn’t have . . .  That process is 
a part of growing. It’s not really so much a part of the gift. It has to do with my 
own self-examination. As years go by, I go through those periods. So, I also do 
that with my artwork. It’s part of my life and my growth process. I’m 60 years 
old now, so probably maybe a half a dozen or a dozen times rather, I stepped back 
and say, “Is this the direction I want to go. Is this the relationship that I really 
want to be in?” or “Where do I want to spend my time?’ because my life is short. 
So, I tend to evaluate and step back and take some time to decide if this is a 
specific thing I need to change or something else I want to do with my life, kind 
of self examination.

DB: That is a very healthy, forthright approach to life. I try to do the same myself.

SB: Yeah, I think it is really important. I don’t like to be lead around by
circumstances. If you don’t have a vision and you don’t have a direction that you 
want to go, those forces outside of you will make up your mind for you.

DB: Well, for the next batch of questions, I had done reading by Native American
artists and curators and things like that about contemporary art. And I’d found 
some statements that really struck me, and I’ve used that as a basis for creating 
some questions. The first thing was something that Gerald McMaster wrote. He 
said that most people walk away from artwork without seeing or concluding 
anything, because the art is so different. And in order to draw people in, he began 
to integrate text with images. I was wondering what kind of things you want to 
convey through your artwork. You mentioned that you’ve drawn things from 
your background and from your experience in two different worlds. Are there 
particular things you want to convey to your different audiences?

SB: Yes. I usually do a text, a fairly lengthy statement about what I want to express
through the piece, mainly because I found that audiences really appreciate that.
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They want to know where your ideas come from, and they want to know what you 
were expressing. And most people can’t just look at a piece. And, even if they’re 
a critic, some people come away with something totally different than what you 
were wanting to express. Other artists have said to me, and they live by this, “I 
don’t title anything” and “I don’t want to explain my work.” They let them come 
away with whatever they feel they got away with, you know, with whatever it was 
they read into it or they experienced. I don’t, myself anyway, from my own work,
I don’t feel that way. I think having had the experience of watching people, 
without them knowing who I was, that I was the artist, listening to their comments 
in a gallery or in a museum, I decided that people see with different eyes, from 
their own perspective. And a lot of people, some people like the work and some 
people didn’t have any opinion one way or the other. Some people didn’t like the 
work. And that was, most people had some opinion about the work. So, I 
decided, I made that conscious choice and decision that I wanted people to know 
what I was wanting to express. And, for better or worse that’s the decision that I 
made, and it’s good for me. It’s probably not good for other artists, but it’s good 
for me. And it’s not easy to, a lot of times, to put into words some impression 
that I have or the emotions that I go through when I’m creating a piece. But I still 
feel good about that process. And I guess it was a conscious decision that I still 
feel that, at this point anyway, I might change my mind later, that I want to give 
the audience the opportunity to sense or feel or understand where I was coming 
from. And, for the most part, I have found that when I do that, I’m also educating 
people into appreciating contemporary work that might not have had that much 
meaning to them, especially fragmented pieces that are not as recognizable as, 
you know, maybe what they’re used to. They can start to sense, “Oh, okay, I get 
it now, this is what this means and I can see what’s going on here and, what, I can 
feel this, I can understand this.” And, in a way, I’m educating some of those 
people that wouldn’t know how to interpret something, you know, that they 
weren’t used to seeing or trying to decipher. They would just go away and say, 
“Oh, well that’s different.” [Chuckles.]

DB: Sure.

SB: I think, for the most part, most people really appreciate my effort to show them
and educate them. And they become really entranced, a lot of times, with the 
work after I explain to them why I did that or what material I used or the process 
of creating that they didn’t understand previously. So that’s a choice that I made, 
and I’ve been doing that for, I don’t know, quite a while. At first, I didn’t have 
those kinds of thoughts, so I might change my mind later.

DB: Well, my next question, actually, was what you thought the role of public art was.
But, it sounds like you’ve answered that a bit by your emphasis on the 
opportunity to educate your viewers about your pieces.
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SB: Umm, hmm. That’s a part of it. I think some of my artist friends don’t like to do
Percent for Art or that kind of commission because they feel that it limits them or 
they don’t like the political and the business part of dealing with the process of 
selection committees and whatever problems come along with that. I, for the 
most part, I’ve enjoyed that process. I don’t mind taking the time with the 
committee or the users of the building, to meet with them and get their ideas or 
their thoughts. I think it’s good for me, anyway, maybe not for other artists, but 
it’s good for me to get input from people that are the users of the building. And I 
think having art in a public building is really wonderful.

DB: And art in museums, do you see that as having the same kind of role as art in
other public places?

SB: Well, I don’t know what percentage of the population goes to museums.

DB: Sure.

SB: Art in public places touches everybody that walks by, whether they recognize it or
not. It makes some kind of impact on most people. And it’s aesthetically 
attractive, even if they don’t like it, you know, or even if they don’t understand 
art, or they wouldn’t go to a museum, they’re exposed to it. And the more you’re 
exposed to art and creativity, I believe, the richer you are, as a person.

DB: I agree with you completely. Another statement that I found interesting was made
by Susan Vogel, who is an exhibition curator. She wrote that most visitors are 
unaware of how much their experiences and estimation of art is influenced by the 
way it is displayed. What kind of things do you think affect viewer’s appreciation 
of art?

SB: Well, I’ve done some installation work, and when you do installation work, you
have to take into consideration the space and lighting and how it’s assembled or 
installed in a specific place. And there are a lot of factors involved there - the size
of the space and the lighting available, and  And you’re limited by space. I
don’t know. What was the question again?

DB: It was just about what you think that affects viewers’ appreciation of art. You
mentioned that when you’ve had interpretive statements with your pieces that 
people really seem to appreciate that and get a lot more out of your pieces.

SB: Right.

DB: So I was wondering if you think that is one of the main factors that affect peoples’
appreciation of art or if there were other things.
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SB: Well, I think that educating the public and the people taking the time to come in
usually are part of the population that enjoys the creative gift that people have. 
And they, themselves, have trained themselves or some ability that they have to 
really get into an artist’s work or a certain type of work and they’re followers and 
they’re patrons of the arts. And those people are a lot more discerning about how 
things are displayed and what your expressions are. They have a broader view of 
creativity and the arts. So, I think it does matter, to a certain group of people, 
how it’s presented, whether . . .  I mean, you can see a beautiful -  if the piece 
itself, if the work itself is a strong statement and it’s a thing that has some life to 
it, that has a strong statement that can speak to people just even as they walk by, 
they’ll stop and look at it and receive something from it and enjoy what they’re 
seeing, then I don’t think it really matters exactly how it’s presented. Other things

[Break: tape end]

SB: -  materials or whatever that makes up the whole theme of the statement that
you’re making in your work, then it does matter where the space is and how it is 
presented. It can make a big difference in how it comes off.

DB: One other statement was made by Oscar Howe. He said that one criterion for his
painting was to present Lakota cultural life and activities, that his greatest hope 
was to bring the best of Native culture and contemporary life through his painting. 
You’ve mentioned a bit about how your Native heritage is something you draw 
from in your work. Was there anything else you wanted to add to that, of how it 
factors into your work?

SB: My Native culture, you mean?

DB: Yeah.

SB: Sometimes I don’t even know if I’m really doing it for the audience as much as
I’m doing it for myself, to make up the statement. And I don’t know if it’s a 
need, but it seems to be innate, whatever it is. I don’t think I should have to think 
about if it is coming from my Native culture, but that seems to be where the 
center of it comes from, so I don’t even really try to dissect it to make an impact 
on somebody other than I would like to be able to make a statement about what 
matters to me.

DB: So would you say then that viewers don’t really need knowledge of Alaska Native
culture to understand your work, because they’re, essentially, personal 
statements?

SB: Well, I think, there are personal statements, but, I . . .  because I use Native
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imagery. It’s pretty contemporary. I would like to not be categorized in cement 
as a Native artist. And I think most people feel that way, although, I’ve received 
my recognition because I do have that element in my creativity. But I think it, it 
seems like the impressions of, that come to me are from my childhood, so I don’t 
know if that’s early training process or if it’s part of a strong element that is 
genetic or . . .  I don’t know.

DB: Do you find that people have expectations of content in your art or form because
of your Native heritage?

SB: Ah, yes. Yes, I do. If I try to do something that doesn’t have some Native
imagery, because I’m a contemporary person. I’d like to be able to do some 
flowers, or whatever. But it’s not always accepted when I do that. When I first 
started doing contemporary work, and I was leaning toward that direction because 
I was tired of doing the more realistic work, and I got kind of abstract, wanting to 
put an impression or an idea into the work, rather than the shape of it or the face, 
some outward design on a parka or something, my work didn’t sell. My stuff was 
selling like hotcakes as long I was doing the more realistic traditional animal 
forms and Native positions of humans. When I started introducing metal into the 
stone or instead of doing a face, I’d put a metal or aluminum face or something 
with very few signs of features. And rather than a recognizable body, I would do 
something, a real clean line. The first show I had like that, I sold nothing, 
absolutely nothing! And it was like that for, I don’t know, several years. There 
wasn’t anybody else that was doing anything like that. Most everybody did their 
recognizable Native imagery, either mask forms or carvings or stone or whatever. 
It was - 1 was fortunate in that I didn’t have to depend on my sales to sustain 
myself, so that even though it was lean and dry, I was still able to pursue that 
direction that I wanted to go until I had a breakthrough and people started, the 
public started, here and there, being open to, and appreciating what I was doing. I 
got some really bad critics. [Laughs.] It was hard. It was really hard.

DB: Yeah, there are people out there that distinguish contemporary Alaska Native art
from contemporary art, in general.

SB: Uh-huh, yeah.

DB: And it sounds to me you think, you’d rather there wasn’t any distinction, that it
might allow you freer reign as an innovative artist.

SB: Yeah, I’d like to be able to do that, and I am working towards that even now.
You’d be surprised, well maybe you wouldn’t be surprised, how it was in the 
‘70’s and ‘80’s as a Native woman. I had . . .  I’ve never really fully received 
acceptance from the male Native artists. I mean I’m friends with them, and I 
appreciate their work, but they have zilch to say about my work.
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DB: I think that happens for most artists, between men and women.

SB: Yeah, I think so.

DB: I think that’s a general prejudice in any work environment, really. It’s difficult.

SB: Yeah. Well, it’s - 1 never really saw it as difficult. I just thought it was asinine.
[Laughs.]

DB: [Laughs.] There you go. Get to the heart of it.

SB: A man’s ego is so easily. . .  pricked. [Laughs.] I know that I’ve received some
admiration from them. In fact, Melvin Olanna, I was giving a slide presentation 
at the Museum of the progression of my work, and the different materials and the 
statements that I was making, and afterwards, the only thing he could say to me 
was “How can you do that? Aren’t you scared?” I said, “Well, yeah, I guess, but, 
you know, I want to create . . . ” “How can you do all that different material?
How can you step out like that?” I can’t remember his exact words, but that’s 
what he was, in essence, what he was saying.

DB: Do you think that your choice of materials, let’s say the pieces that incorporate
both wood and metal, do you think that’s a way to address some of the 
preconceptions about what’s traditional and what’s contemporary art and allowing 
freedom in your artwork?

SB: Yeah. It’s really funny, the Native American community. I mean, our Elders and
ancestors, they didn’t make glass beads.

DB: Yeah. There’s been new materials coming in all of the time.

SB: Well, yeah. I don’t know why they think beads are so traditional. I mean they
become traditional because they’ve been used for a few generations, or what? 
That’s my question. What about the, they used, integrated beads into their work 
and shells? Some of those shells that, they weren’t from Alaska, the shells they 
inlaid and used in some of those baleen baskets, water baskets. And I’ve seen bits 
of metal and shell and ammunition metal in old artwork, old utilitarian carved 
ivory pieces that have stuff integrated into them that wasn’t from Alaska.

DB: And I think that’s one of the things that points to the fact that the judgment of
traditional or non-traditional isn’t really a valid statement about art.

SB: No. I remember the first couple of pieces I had that Jim Schoppert encouraged
me to put into an Earth, Fire, Fiber show at the Museum, and they got accepted
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and both of them sold. And there were a couple of older Native men that were 
ivory carvers, and, rather than appreciating my work, they were saying to me 
“Why aren’t you, why are you doing that? Why don’t you sew parkas like your 
mom?” That kind of stuff. It didn’t matter if I was using stone or bone or ivory. 
They still didn’t accept that I was, had the freedom, if I wanted to, to create, 
because it wasn’t a traditionally accepted or practiced, you know, that women did 
that kind of work.

DB: Sure. Do you have social and political commentary in your work? In particular, I
was thinking of the piece People in Peril that’s at the Anchorage Museum. But, I 
was wondering if that’s something that is incorporated into your work, generally.

SB: Probably not generally, but I do quite a bit that, whatever statement it is that I
want to make. The last pieces that I did for a show that Susie Silook wanted to 
do, I don’t know if you read the articles on that, that made the statement about 
Native women that have been raped and killed. We had a -  it was on the front 
page, Susie’s picture on the front page, the whole front page and on the back page 
of the front page was my work and my statement about the prejudice and how the 
authorities haven’t found the killer that had raped and killed those Native women. 
And I was really upset about that, so I wanted to make some kind of statement 
about it. Whenever something comes up that really touches me that I feel 
compelled to make some kind of a statement to bring attention to it, I do.

DB: So do you see that as one of the roles of your artwork, is to have a medium
through which to make these kinds of statements?

SB: Yeah. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have a platform. My artwork and the name
recognition give me an opportunity to make statements, hopefully to educate 
people. I had one woman from my church say, “Well, you know I have to admit 
that before I read your article, I was pretty indifferent to women that, Native 
women that put themselves in positions by getting drunk and getting raped.” Here 
was a very caring woman, I know her, and yet she had that mindset. And I told -  
and from reading the article -  Susie had been raped while she was drunk. But that 
doesn’t give any human being the right to attack another human being, just 
because you’re helpless and you’re addicted.

DB: Absolutely. I think sometimes people, because they’re afraid of things like that
happening to them, they think that someone must have done something wrong to 
have that happen and that’s something that they can avoid and be safe.

SB: Right. And it isn’t just the Native community that feels that way. Women get
raped all of the time.

DB: Yeah, that’s definitely a misconception that’s widely held. A misunderstanding.
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SB: I felt, I thought we were pretty successful in bringing attention to that, because it
appeared on the front page of the newspaper. And at the opening at APU [Alaska 
Pacific University], it was a standing room only in the auditorium and the show, 
the opening of the show. So we had an opportunity to expose that through the 
media and television, as well, not just the newspaper, but also the public radio 
station. And when I went home to Barrow, I came across people that had read the 
article and supported our efforts.

DB: The last bit of questions in this format is about something that Jim Schoppert said,
and he had said that if Alaska Native art does not use historic styles, it might not 
be popular, that it’s a danger for an artist to become too influenced by market 
demands. We’ve talked a bit about some of your criticisms of that and some of 
the things you feel that have been expectations out of your artwork. Are there any 
other opinions about the art market that you wanted to share?

SB: Well, I guess for those of us that want to make a statement and use whatever
materials we can chose to use, we are a different, we have a slightly different bent 
than people that want to create objects for people to buy that are more accepted as 
traditional Native art. So, I guess it’ll be like that.

DB: Do you have private work that differs from art that might sell, that you might, you
know, put in a gallery?

SB: You know, I never have anything in my house of my own. Most of the time,
ninety-nine of the time, when I create something, it sells. So, I am real fortunate 
there.

DB: Are there some other issues faced by contemporary Alaskan artists that you
wanted to talk about?

SB: Well, I think that because of the expectations of the general public, as tourist art,
or the expectations that people have of the way that Indian art or Native American 
art or Eskimo art should be, it’s, it’s frustrating for most contemporary artists to 
feel that they can’t have the freedom and be able to make a living at what they 
want to do. It’s easier to just go down that groove and make masks that sell or 
paintings that sell. And those are the kinds of things that each individual artist has 
to consciously decide for themselves. I don’t know.

DB: That’s an issue that other artists have talked about. The last things I wanted to
talk about were three pieces of art that you’ve done in particular that I was going 
to look at. I wanted just to talk just a little bit about each of those three pieces. 
The first one is at the Anchorage Museum, the People in Peril Bound by Alcohol. 
Could you talk a little about how that piece of art came about?



171

SB: Yes, that came about through a set of articles that the newspaper featured about
the changing Native culture and the effects of drugs and alcohol and western 
influence on the villages and the Native people. And they focused a lot on the 
alcohol, and that was the name of the articles, People in Peril, Bound by Alcohol. 
And, I was getting ready and creating pieces for a solo show at the Anchorage 
Museum when those articles came out, and I just felt compelled to make a 
statement about that myself. They were making statements about us, and doing 
stories about us. There were a lot of different opinions about that. Some Native 
people thought that they were painting a really negative picture of Native people, 
and other Native people were, thought that it was time that we came clean and 
began to deal with these issues instead of being in denial and continuing that 
perpetual cycle. You can’t deny that that was happening, especially in the ‘70’s 
and the ‘80’s in the villages and in our people. So, I wanted to make my own 
statement about it, and that’s how those pieces came about. After I did those 
pieces, I decided that I wanted to invite other Native artists to have an opportunity 
to make their own statements about what they thought about those issues. And 
Karen Stalaker from the Visual Arts Center and I put together a show that traveled 
around into Canada and some venues in the U.S. and Alaska. And that show also 
was called People in Peril. And there were several artists that participated in that 
show.

DB: What statement, in particular, were you conveying in the piece that you made?

SB: Well, what I wanted to speak to the Native people about was the problem with
alcohol and the effects of it on the culture. Not pointing my finger at them saying, 
“Don’t do this” but “This is the effect of the choices that we make.”

DB: Sure. So would you want a viewer to come away with from seeing that piece as
just thinking about how substances are part of their life?

SB: Right. A lot of women came to me and said that they just cried when they saw
the pieces, the fetal alcohol syndrome, the one, the baby in the womb. My 
statement about that and also, some women that had babies that resulted because 
of alcohol used during pregnancy, that had fetal alcohol syndrome children. I 
mean, that’s a life long problem for the child, that’s very real and very difficult to 
deal with. I mean, you are damaging your child for life by those kinds of choices. 
And the loss of the culture where some of those men in the villages were so 
addicted to alcohol that they couldn’t go out hunting like they used to or provide 
for their families. Not that that was happening to all families, but it definitely 
affected villages. And the loss of the ability of the Elders to teach the younger 
people, the younger people not willing to learn because of the influences of the 
western world and of the split that happens inside of a child, being, losing their 
language and not having the positive influence of the parents, towards values that
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used to sustain villages and hold cultures.

DB: Actually, at the display at the Museum, there is no interpretive text with that
piece. Is that something that you would want to add if you could?

SB: Well, I did have that. So if they are not showing it, I don’t know what happened
to it.

DB: Okay, yeah. It’s not there now.

SB: Yeah, that would be good. I’ll have to call them and see about that.

DB: And were there other elements about the other figures that you could explain?

SB: I think they were all pretty much what I just said. The piece with the mammal on
the front, and bound, that was my statement about how the parent, the father, the 
male being so bound by alcohol that their subsistence, the gift of subsistence was 
not operating in their lives, and not being able to provide for their family like they 
used to. And the child has a split center. The light and the dark, of the white and 
the black, the conflict within them, whether they are Native or non-Native, and 
whether to go the western way or the values of the Native culture also affecting 
the mind. And then, the fetal alcohol syndrome with the female figure. And the 
one with the mask form on that and black, was my statement about Elders and 
their inability to convey values and the culture of their people like they used to.

DB: The next piece I wanted to ask you about is the one that’s here in Anchorage at
the Nesbett Courthouse, In Search o f Truth. Could you tell me a little about that 
piece?

SB: Yeah, I wanted to make some kind of statement about -  I’ve done a lot of kayak
pieces as a vehicle of travel, time travel. . .  the idea that a vehicle, like a kayak as 
a form of travel. And my statement about that was that if our Elders, our 
ancestors, could take a spiritual journey and view us, what would they think of 
our lives now? How the changes that we’ve made and the differences in people 
from what they knew and experienced. How would they feel? What truth would 
they like to convey to us? I did that for the courthouse, because I’ve been in, 
served on juries, where it was a farce! [Chuckles.] Where is truth? I mean does 
it even matter that someone is telling the truth? They say it does, but there’s such 
obvious discrepancies in our system, that I came away feeling real frustrated from 
those experiences that I had as a juror.

DB: Are there representational elements that you could explain, like how the aurora
fits into that, and some of the pieces that had, looked like bands of color with 
some Inua faces in it?
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SB: Those, I used the forms to just make the impressions that these were spirit beings
that were traveling in the kayak and the northern lights as a river in the sky. Some 
cultures have that idea that they were, they transported spirits and it was like a 
river in the sky. So, I was using those kinds of thoughts as impressions of 
elements to convey what I wanted to say.

DB: And what would you like a viewer to come away with after seeing that piece?

SB: I guess that’s the kind of a piece that the viewer would have to decide what they
got out of it, because, I don’t . . .  There’s a plaque there that explains a little bit, 
but not in depth about it. So, I don’t know so much what I expect the viewer to 
come out of it as I felt the importance of the statement that I was making, I was 
leaving behind there.

DB: Right, right. Have you received any feedback about that piece?

SB: I hardly ever get any feedback about Percent for Art pieces, you know, unless I
stand around and listen.

DB: Sure. [Chuckles.]

SB: [Chuckles.] I haven’t had anybody critique it or anything like that.

DB: And the last piece I wanted to ask you about is the one that’s on the exterior of the
Carlson Community Center in Fairbanks. Was that another Percent for Art piece?

SB: Yes. It was -  the proposal that I made ended up being something totally different.
I had proposed to do a freestanding piece in the lobby. And that was a real 
frustration having to deal with the committee. And where I had to make some 
changes that I wasn’t real happy about because of their request. And that I was 
into it, and decided that, okay, it might not be exactly what I wanted it to be, but 
I’ll go ahead and execute the piece. That’s one piece that I was not as happy with 
as I would like to have been. I was going to do carved stone faces on, of spirits of 
the seal and it was supposed to be a three dimensional, free standing piece. And 
they decided that it would be a hazard for children to climb in the lobby, or the 
entrance area, and they wanted it on the exterior, weather proof and waterproof 
and flatten it out. So, that is what I did and a compromise that I had to make. So, 
that’s some of the things that happen that are real frustrating.

DB: Right. What were you conveying in that piece?

SB: Oh, I can’t remember exactly the theme of it. That it was . . .  Oh, it’s been so
long now. What I was trying to say. . .
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DB: The subject matter, though, was animal spirits?

SB: Yeah, right. The spirits behind living things and there was a human body of.... *

* Tape ends just before statement completed and interview concluded.

Kathleen Carlo

DB: The date is Monday October 15, 2001. My name is Dawn Biddison, and I’m
interviewing Kathleen Carlo at her home in Fairbanks, Alaska.

DB: First I wanted to ask you some general biographical questions. Can you tell me
about when you started to make art, and how you became interested in it.

KC: Well, in high school I enjoyed art, I took art classes, and I did some soapstone and
some plaster work in high school. After I graduated I didn’t do any artwork until 
1979, that must have been 8 years later, and I took a class at the Native Art 
Center. I made my first mask and my art professor, Lawrence Senungetuk asked 
me to come back the following year with a full art scholarship, and that’s how I
got started in artwork. Before that, I used to do beadwork, a lot of beading. I’ve
always been on the creative side of doing things, making things, but I seriously 
got started with woodworking in 1979 at the Native Art Center.

DB: And did you do beadwork before the carving that you did in high school?

KC: Yes, I . . .  No, I didn’t do beadwork in high school, but after graduating and
before starting the university, which was nine years, I spent odd jobs in student 
beadwork selling necklaces and making little things.

DB: And where did you learn how to do that?

KC: My mother showed me how. She’s a bead worker.

DB: And who showed you how to do the carving that you did in high school, was that
in high school art classes?

KC: Well, I didn’t do carving in high school, it was plaster and then soapstone, and
drawing and painting, you know, just the basic high school art classes.

DB: And then the classes that you took at UAF [University of Alaska Fairbanks], how
many years were you working as a student and as an apprentice?



175

KC: I spent years just taking art classes, that’s all I took was art classes. I never
considered myself as going for a degree, because I never thought I could get a 
degree. And then finally my professor told me, well Kathleen you’ve taken all the 
art classes there are, why don’t you just go for a Bachelor of Fine Arts. I never 
thought I’d be able to do it, but after that, after he said that I spent the next two 
years doing no art, but all my regular courses, your English, your history. And I 
did it. It took me, let me see, 1985 I think I graduated. I got a Bachelor of Fine 
Arts.

DB: You mentioned that you’d had training with Ron Senungetuk and that he was a
mentor to you. How did he influence development of your work, and were there 
other strong influences?

KC: He just encouraged me, just to keep doing artwork. He gave me a full scholarship
every year, without even having to take other classes, but just doing art. He just 
kind of let me have the run of the Native art studio and let me work any time I 
wanted. And then we had, during those years, which was in the 70s, there was so 
much pipeline money around that we had all these wonderful workshops, with 
John Hoover, and Sylvester, and Joe Senungetuk, and Fred Anderson, just a 
bunch of artists. We’d all get together at least once or twice a year in the 
semester, and we’d all of us do artwork together at the Native Arts Center. By the 
end of the two weeks there were enough artists and enough artwork to do a 
traveling exhibit of shows, and that’s how Alaskameut came about. And bending 
wood, Bending Tradition was through these workshops, put on by the Institute of 
Native Art. So that was a big influence also, those workshops.

DB: As far as how your work has changed over the years, you’ve talked about how
you were doing some plastic art in high school, and then some beadwork for a 
while, and then you switched over to carving. How did that come about, that 
transfer over to doing carving and working with wood and sculptural elements?

KC: Well, it’s pretty much by accident, by taking that Native Art class, and starting
out in wood. I tried stone, but I never really liked working with stone. It seemed 
to never work for me, something would break off, or chip off or something. I just 
never really got good with stone, and so I stuck with woodworking, and in 
particular mask making. And after years of mask making I decided to stay with 
masks, because I wanted to learn all I could about mask making, and get fairly 
developed in mask making before going on to something else. So, I got known as 
a mask maker, and I was one of the few, if only one of the first female artists 
doing woodworking.

DB: How was that?

KC: It was nice, and inspiring, because all the guys in the workshop, and usually I was
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the only girl there, and even the older guys, the traditional carvers would tell me, 
hang in there, you’ll be a carver. I got lots of encouragement, and so that really 
made me want to do more.

DB: Can you tell me a bit about your approach to making a piece?

KC: Sometimes I have an idea what I want to do . . .

DB: In terms of theme, or form, or both?

KC: Yeah, title, theme, wood. Other times I have no idea, I just take the piece of wood
and start working on the wood and see what happens. If it’s a mask and I don’t 
know what I want to do quite yet, I’ll just start doing the form and laying it out,
and then sometimes the wood kind of takes me to where the shape or design of it 
because of the grain in the wood or something. Other times I know what I want to 
do.

DB: So you start out, you said, with a title, or a theme?

KC: Well, sometimes, sometimes I do, like Subsistence, 1991 was a big panel that I
did, so I knew what I kind of wanted to do there. The panel which is in the 
Anchorage Museum, Breaking Into My Father’s , I knew what I wanted
to do there. Other times I just see what comes out.

DB: You said that you started out with wood. More recent pieces that I’ve seen also
involve other media, like steel.

KC: Yes, well my degree is in metal-smithing, but I don’t really consider myself a
metal-smith. I consider myself more of a woodworker, a wood carver. So I like 
to incorporate a lot of metal with my pieces, so that’s where all that comes from, 
and plus I like the contrast, the warmth of the wood and the coldness of the metal.
I think they work well together.

DB: What do you find most satisfying about your artwork?

KC: What do I find most satisfying? What do you mean, me working on it?

DB: Yes, or the process as an expression of what comes to mind?

KC: I’m not sure if I understand this. What do I find most satisfying . . .

DB: What kind of things drew you to being an artist?

KC: [Pauses.] Can we go to another question?
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DB: Sure. Is there a piece of art that you’re most proud of?

KC: Yes, there is. The one in the Anchorage Museum, Breaking Into Father’s
Country. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen it or not. It’s a huge panel. It depicts 
the Yukon River in Copper, and its got the village of Rampart, which is my 
father’s village, where he’s from, and its got everybody’s house on there, 
indicated by copper tag. But that one because it represents my father’s place. 
There’s also another one from my mother’s village, Nulato, that I did, and it 
shows the graveyard. It’s one of the most beautiful graveyards in Alaska and 
you’ve got all these little houses and fences on top of the graves and stuff, and 
you can look down to the village and see the graveyard with these mirrors that 
they put up above the graves. They used to . . .  and you can see the reflecting sun 
from the village. That one is another proud piece that I liked doing. And the ones 
that I just finished at the courthouse. I don’t know if you saw those ones yet. I’m 
pretty proud of that. But that’s kind of my first big commission for a federal 
place, so I’m proud of that one. And I’m proud of the title for that one, which is 
[Athabascan words], which means in Athabascan, “he shall decide their fate, he 
shall judge them”. And it’s male/female contemporary mask.

DB: For the next set of questions I have some statements that were made by Native
artists and curators that I used as a basis for developing some questions.

[Break: interruption edited out]

DB: So the first quote I wanted to read was in an interview with Gerald McMaster. He
said that most people walk away from artwork without seeing or concluding 
anything, because the art is so different. In order to draw people in, he began to 
integrate text with images. So I was wondering, what kind of things do you want 
to convey through your artwork?

KC: Well, I consider myself a contemporary Native artist. The only thing that’s
traditional about my work is the fact that they’re masks, but they’re done in a very 
contemporary kind of abstract design. I guess what I convey with my artwork is 
being a Native artist, but doing contemporary artwork, and that I like to convey. I 
don’t like to be called a traditional artist. I want my work to be contemporary and 
abstract.

DB: And do you feel comfortable with that term, “contemporary Native artist”, or
“contemporary Alaskan artist”?

KC: Yes.

DB: Are you concerned with how your artwork is interpreted?
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KC:

DB:

KC:

DB:

KC:

DB:

KC:

DB:

KC:

No, because you know everybody looks at artwork in their own way. You can 
either like it or don’t like it, and it’s just, as they say, art is in the eye of the 
beholder, so . . .

Do you see art as a medium of communication for different themes, or 
statements?

Oh yes. You can make very strong statements, political statements, emotional 
statements, with artwork.

What do you see as the role of art in public places, like in museums or the 
courthouse, or different public buildings?

Well, I wish that . . .  It seems that funds are dwindling everywhere. It’s not like 
during the 70s when there was so much money and so many people doing 
artwork. Now it’s kind of gone down to -  people aren’t even buying it, for one. I 
don’t think that people are spending their money on artwork. As far as 
institutions, I think it should be kept up and going strong in institutions.

When you create a piece, like you just did for the courthouse, for a public place, 
what do you see as the purpose of your art in that type of specific situation?

Hmm. I’m not sure.

Well, lets say you have a commission for a performing arts building, or a federal 
court building, how do you go about deciding what your art is going to look like, 
or the title of the piece?

Oh, yeah. Well, like for the courthouse, I did want to make something relevant to 
cases being said here, and so I knew I had to have a few maybe guidelines to work 
by. One of them was male and female. Then I had my niece’s and nephew’s 
handprints. They’re five years old. I’ve got their handprints on the piece, to kind 
of represent the children coming up, the future. I’ve got written little stories in 
there, issues like subsistence, a little pictograph, things that come out of the mouth 
that represent Native issues. One wears a labret, representing man, the other has a 
tattoo representing woman, and the eyes are lined with gold leaf. I was hoping 
because of the square where the piece is hung that when the sun comes out 
through the atrium that you’ll see gold shine coming out of the eyes and mouth. 
That to me kind of represented the truth will set you free, or the light will. So, 
that’s what I’m thinking, but, you know, nobody else.

DB: When you have a piece like that, that has a particular content and a subtext about
Native issues, or particular ideas about what you think about truth and things like
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that, what do you see as the role of interpretive materials? Do you want a label up 
there, that gives some type of catalyst from your thoughts for someone who’s 
looking at this piece, or do you want it to be by itself?

KC: Well, you know, it depends. If somebody asks me what it represents, I would tell
them, but as far as thinking that there should be a label there, and I think there is 
going to be a brochure about all the artwork there anyway, and they did ask me 
what this meant. But as far as it being right there, it really doesn’t give me any 
trouble if there’s a label there or not, because it’s all in what people see, and 
whether they like it or not, or whether . . .  I think they should be able to decide 
for themselves about the way they look at art, and not be able to -  to have 
someone decide how they look at it.

DB: The next quote is by Susan Vogel, who is an exhibition curator. She wrote that
most visitors are unaware of how much their experience and estimation of art is 
influenced by the way it’s displayed. I think we’ve already started talking about 
this, as far as how interpretive materials affect a display. What do you think 
affects a viewer’s appreciation of art in general?

KC: What do I . . .

DB: As this curator said, the way something’s displayed, such as having an
interpretive label next to a piece, or what kind of place it’s located, say a museum 
or in a public building, these things people have thought really affect a viewer’s 
appreciation of a piece of work.

KC: Oh, yeah. I think, if this is what you mean, that the way a person displays their
artwork has a lot to do with the piece, the way people see it. There’s places that 
artwork is just -  I’m not sure if this is what you want. Things are not displayed to 
their full advantage, so you miss a lot of the beauty of the piece, some line or 
color, or shape or whatever. I think setting has a lot to do with the way you look 
at art. Is that what? . . .

DB: Yeah. As far as you like your artwork displayed then, it seems to me, and I don’t
want to speak for you, that you like a display to enhance the beauty of your piece, 
but you don’t necessarily feel that it needs to have interpretive material with it?

KC: Yeah, yeah. You know it’s hard to say. I’d love to have material that explains
what my piece is about, but it’s the way people view it also. You can’t go by . . .  
Oh, I don’t know.

DB: The next question I have is from a statement by Oscar Howe. He said that one
criterion for his painting was to present Lakota cultural life and activities, and that 
his greatest hope was to bring the best of Native culture into contemporary life
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through his painting. You’ve mentioned a little bit about how your Native 
heritage factors into your work in terms of choosing masks forms that you use.
Are there other ways that it informs your work?

KC: Well, like my panels, I think, have a lot to do with where I’m from, topographical
type of areas of the Yukon, and the villages. Hmm . . .

DB: Do you think that viewers need to have knowledge of Alaska Native culture to
understand your work?

KC: Do you think . . .  Say that over again now.

DB: Do you think that viewers need knowledge of Alaska Native culture in order to
understand your work?

KC: Well, I think they get Native culture when they do view my work, so it doesn’t
matter. I mean, it would be nice if, sure, they should understand Native culture.
It’s not only art but traditions of hunting, subsistence . . . .

DB: Do you find that with audiences, with patrons or galleries that there are
expectations of certain content in your work, or form, because of your Native 
heritage?

KC: Well, I think most people accept my work, because I teach a lot too. I teach a lot
of adult classes, and its, it’s -  a lot of times they might be thinking that they’re 
going to do a traditional mask-making workshop, but it’s not. And plus I don’t 
like to teach the traditional. I think it’s another aspect of learning from the 
traditional ways, and not trying to copy it but express it again, maybe, and have an 
influence from the past, but express it through your own views, the way you like 
things. Make it contemporary with your influence in there.

DB: The next quote I wanted to read was also by Gerald McMaster. He said that
people’s ideas about Native art were stereotyped, but that Native art, like any art, 
is open for all sorts of definitions, traditional, contemporary, whatever, and that 
each artist has his or her own definition. You’ve talked a little about tradition. I 
was wondering how do you address tradition in your work? You’ve talked a little 
bit about the subject matter and a bit about the form.

KC: Well, I like to have some kind of tradition, even though I say I’m a contemporary
Native artist, but I do have a traditional influence. I’m glad I have it. I see it. So, 
and that’s what you need anyway, a traditional feeling for the old ways or 
whatever, even if you’re not doing them that way, but to have a feel for the past, 
so that you can bring it into the contemporary, the future. So my work is, like I 
said before, the only traditional thing about my work is the fact that they’re
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masks, but in a very abstract way. So, you can look at it and say well, oh, in a 
hundred years from now, this contemporary abstract mask would be traditional, a 
traditional mask. . . .

DB: Traditions are constantly made. Have you found that there are any conflicts
between your creative expression as an innovative individual artist and with 
Alaska Native traditions?

KC: Any conflicts?

DB: Any conflicts.

KC: No, I don’t have any because I don’t . . .  Athabascan art does not have, there’s
not a lot known about it, and so there’s not a lot to go back on, like I’ve only seen
maybe three or four Lower Ingalik Athabascan masks. So for me, I’m pretty 
basically on my own, to do whatever I want, as opposed to the Southeast people 
who are so specialized in their style, that it takes a lot for a person to step out of 
that traditional style, and go on and do his own contemporary thing. But now I 
think they’re recognizing it more also, of a contemporary art in the southeastern 
people. Before, they were very, well, “You can’t do that, that’s not the way its 
supposed to be”, which now I think more artists are making their own statements, 
but keeping their traditional influences with their contemporary work.

DB: Have you had any reactions to your masks, because they do look very different
from the few Athabascan examples that are still here and from other just Alaskan 
Native masks? Do people say things like “This doesn’t look right”, or “What 
material is that?”

KC: [Chuckles.] “What is that?’ -  yeah! My mother says, “How do you come up with
these things!” Now what. . .  I’ve missed the question again.

DB: Well, how do you take those reactions, “This isn’t what a mask is supposed to
look like”, or “What the heck is this?” Does it amuse you?

KC: Well, most traditional Native people, [chuckles] I don’t know what they think!
So, I don’t . . . .  I think it’s like they don’t know what to say.

DB: I touched upon this a little earlier, when I asked you about how you felt being
called a contemporary Alaska Native artist. What do you think about the 
distinction of contemporary Alaska Native artist, or Native art in general, from a 
general discussion of contemporary art? Some artists, like Ron [Senungetuk], 
would say -  I’ve seen him write someplace -  that he wanted to be considered a 
contemporary artist first, and not really considered a Native artist. How do you 
feel about that kind of discussion that goes on?
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KC: Well, you know what, I kind of agree with him, and that’s the way I would like to
consider my work. I consider myself a contemporary artist. My work is based on 
Native themes, Native art, but I’m definitely not a traditional artist, and I like to 
consider myself contemporary.

DB: Next quote I have is from Rick Hill. He said that in his work he needs to
recognize what has happened to Native people in the past and in the present and 
that he communicates to the non-Native world through symbolism they might 
recognize. We’ve talked a little bit about this already, but what do you see as the 
role of your artwork, in terms of its content and what you’re conveying?

KC: Well, it depends. It depends on sometimes if I really have a strong statement to
say, like during the subsistence, Native land claims issues, when I made a piece 
which is in Washington DC right now, at the Indian Arts and Crafts Board. Now 
that was a piece that I made for a statement, a political statement, so that conveys, 
that’s a message that I wanted to send to people, the issue of Native land claims.

DB: We also talked about this a little bit too. Is it one of your goals to inform viewers
about Alaska Native culture through your work or is that just one of the facets of 
your work that they’ll get out of it?

KC: I hoped that I can show people Native culture, and Native art through my work,
and to represent our people in a good light. But yes, I hope that I have some 
influence on the way people view Native people.

DB: Jim Schoppert wrote that if Alaska Native art does not use historic style, it may
not be popular, and that a danger for an artist is to become too concerned with, or 
influenced, by market demands. What are some of your opinions about the art 
market and your experiences in it?

KC: Well, like I was saying before, in the 70s there was lots of money around. People
were buying artwork, and now it’s kind of dried up a bit. Sometimes I think, well, 
I maybe have to consider making something that’s going to make me my bread 
and butter, and you have to. That’s definitely going to dictate, the demand. But 
also it’s like, you do need to live. So, I have no problem with making something 
that might be redundant, doing the same piece over and over all the time or the 
same size or manufacturing that, if it comes down to being your bread and butter, 
and doing it as an artist, well that’s the way things fall. You can either starve and 
stand on your reputation of trying to be unique or keeping to your conviction of 
being a professional artist, I guess, of trying to do something and hoping that you 
get paid for it. But a lot of times we’re mostly starving artists anyway, and you 
do have to do things for your bread and butter. You might not like it, but . . .
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DB: Do you feel any pressure from galleries, or anything, about how traditional or
contemporary pieces look?

KC: No. Usually I don’t go through a gallery too often, only because they want so
much commission, its fifty, sixty, seventy percent up. So an artist either has to 
come down on his price, so that the gallery will be able to sell it at their asking 
price, or sell it at the price they want and the gallery has to put a price on it that is 
way too high. I do realize that artists have to be represented by a gallery, that’s 
the way you kind of do establish yourself as an artist, is to get a gallery to 
represent you. But, a lot of my stuff is commissions, and hopefully like a 
museum might, if I bring it to a museum, they might buy it or something.

DB: Do you find that people see your work in a museum, or hear about you, and then
they get in touch with you and ask you to make a piece?

KC: Yes, yeah.

DB: So along with having to struggle to make a living as an artist, just like any artist
would, what other issues do you think are faced by contemporary Alaska Native 
artists?

KC: What other issues are faced . . .  You know, I think the biggest issue right now is
not, people not buying artwork now, not like they were.

DB: Like the shrinking of the economy in Alaska since the oil boom years has really
affected people as patrons in the arts?

KC: Yeah.

DB: When you’ve done commissioned projects, like the one at the courthouse, how
was that experience for you?

KC: Well, it was actually a very learning experience, because I didn’t know all these
steps that you have to sign, make sure that your piece is going to stay together for 
a year, at certain times, professional photographs taken, insurance and all that 
kind of stuff. I didn’t realize all of that, so it was a very learning that way.

DB: Did you feel that the content, what you wanted to express, or the forms you
wanted to use, did you feel any pressure about that?

KC: No, because they kind of know who I am, and what kind of artwork I do. So
basically I couldn’t give them anything I can’t do otherwise, like they wanted a 
mobile like Ron Senungetuk.
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DB: Did you present them with different concepts for the piece you wanted to do, and
they chose one, or -

KC: I just pretty much drew out a mask, and it wasn’t really a mask. I didn’t know
how it was going to look at the end. So I knew it was going to be a mask, and I 
knew the shape and size, but I didn’t know the colors, or what the little details 
would be, and they knew that too. But they saw my work, and . . .

DB: So they knew they wanted you as an artist doing work there. Was that your first
major commission for a building?

KC: For a federal state building, yeah.

DB: Yes, I’ve seen pieces up in Doyon Building. How was the Doyon Building, how
was that process different, or was it?

KC: Well, it kind of just started out when they asked for a design for a Pendleton
blanket. So I submitted my design, and that’s one of my prouder moments, I 
think, was having my design chosen and woven into a Pendleton trading blanket. 
Trading blankets had an important part in American Indian history, and it was 
fascinating studying about the blankets. So it kind of started out with me doing 
this design and then it went on to, well, would you paint the boardroom doors the 
same design as on your blanket. So I did that, and then they just kind of asked, 
well would you do this, and yeah, so . . .

DB: And the panel that you have there, was that just they asked you to create a piece
for the building too?

KC: You mean the panels up on the ceiling? Well, what it was, was they asked three
artists, Jim Schoppert -  oh, not Jim Schoppert -  Alvin Amason, Jim Grant and I 
to create. They had all these different beams, and they wanted us to get together 
and do something. So we did get together, us three, and we decided, well, lets 
keep it all animals, so that we wouldn’t be too contrast each other, take away from 
each other’s piece. So we chose our animals [chuckles], kind of like, well, “I like 
the caribou, I’ll take caribou” and . . .  So that’s kind of how that came about.
And each one is very different also. The only thing that brings them all together 
is that they are all animals.

DB: Okay, for the last section, I wanted to talk specifically about two different pieces
of art, and these are the pieces that I did audience surveys for. So the first one, 
there’s a picture of it right there [Untitled Mask]. If you could talk a little bit 
about how this particular piece came about? It’s in the Alaska Center for 
Performing Arts, in the concert hall.
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KC: Yeah, well. I don’t have a title for it, sorry I, I kind of don’t. There was a point
that I felt that I didn’t need to have a title to my pieces, so I didn’t title a lot of my 
pieces. And sometimes I regret that, because I think that a title does add a lot 
more to a piece. But what can I say? Its just a large mahogany, very typical my 
style, with the middle work.

DB: Is this one of the pieces where you said you had two basic ways of approaching
something, you start working and form comes to you, or you start with an idea of 
content?

KC: Yeah, I know. On this I just started. I didn’t know what I was going to do, and I
stumbled across the horn, and . . .  But, I had no idea what I was going to do, and I 
just kept going until the final finish. I knew what my style is, I knew that was 
going to come out, but I just kind of started chipping away to see what came out, 
and this is what came out.

DB: And was this piece one that was commissioned for this site, or did they buy it
after you had made it?

KC: Oh, they bought it after I made it, which happens with a lot of my stuff. I just
make it, and try to go round peddle it somewhere. [Chuckles.]

DB: Have you received any feedback about this piece?

KC: No, not really. It’s one of my favorite pieces too, though. I like the colors, and
the different angles.

DB: And is there anything in particular that you’d want a viewer to come away with
after viewing this piece?

KC: No. Seriously, no. It’s just up to the general person, how he sees it.

DB: And I also have a picture of where it’s placed in the Atwood Concert Hall. What
do you think about how this piece is presented?

KC: It used to be hanging in a nice place. [Chuckles.]

DB: Really? They moved it?

KC: Yeah, they moved it. But it used to be upstairs. This is downstairs, isn’t it?

DB: It’s upstairs, but it’s on the far side of the doors to the entrance.

KC: Because I think it used to be more -  is this the main entrance into the theatre,
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right?

DB: Yes, the orchestra.

KC: Okay, now, oh, they didn’t move it then. But yeah, I was happy that it was here,
actually, because it was going into the main entrance of the gallery, the theatre, so 
yeah. But looking at it from right here it doesn’t look too impressive. [Chuckles.]

DB: Is there anything you’d change about how this piece is presented, either where its
put, or -

KC: Yeah, I think I would. Myself, I would, if it had to be there, I would center it
more in the center of the wall, I don’t know, maybe . . .  I don’t know, maybe a 
little higher, I don’t know.

DB: And the other piece is from the Anchorage Museum [Break o f Day].

KC: Yeah, this is, means a lot to me. Only because its my father’s village. This is the
one that’s Breaking Into My Father’s Country.

DB: You know, they don’t have that as the title. They have it as Break o f Day.

KC: No, I think . . .  No, it should be Breaking Into My Father’s Country. I did do,
see, I did a series of Break Up, Break o f Day. This one is Breaking Into My 
Father’s Country. This is the village of Rampart, and that’s got everybody’s 
house at the time in Rampart, and this is Little Manook tributary, and my father’s 
gold mine is there, and this is the Yukon River.

DB: And then the division here, is that a change in seasons, or is that just the contrast
of media that you like?

KC: It was just color. But this part right here I kind of wanted to represent ice and
snow, and then of course the use of metal. I love galvanized metal. I love the 
shininess of it, the way it works with the wood.

DB: And that’s the kind you used there?

KC: Yeah. And done in copper. And, it was [Athabascan word] because that was my
father’s village. He passed away not long after this, so . . .

DB: So was this one that you started with the idea of creating a representation of your
father’s village?

KC: Yeah, it was. I wanted to do where my father was from. Just like I wanted the
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Nulato one, I wanted to do where my mother was from.

DB: And how does a piece like this relate to your other artwork? You said that a lot of
your pieces are masks. Something like this -

KC: Well, after years of doing masks, and it was because I wanted to learn the most I
could of, and becoming good at mask making. And with eight years of doing that 
it was like time to move on. So, I started doing panels.

DB: And again I wanted to show you how this piece is presented. That’s the entrance
to the gallery. It’s pieces from their contemporary Native art collection. And 
your piece is right there on the wall, and the label that’s with it is this. What do 
you think about the presentation of this piece?

KC: It doesn’t bother me.

DB: And would you change the amount of interpretive information with it?

KC: I think I would like now, looking back since my father’s passed away and stuff, I
would like to -  actually, I might have to call them and tell them, because I don’t 
even know if they know that this is the village of Rampart, with everybody’s 
houses there and the tributary.

DB: So that would be something that you might want to have included on a label for
the audience to look at?

KC: Yeah, I think so.

DB: One thing I noticed in my surveys is that people would often say they appreciate a
piece for what it is, for a piece of artwork that stood on its own, but they’d want to 
know more. One person had said they’d just gotten back from going to New York 
City and went to an exhibition at the Met, and he said there was a lot of 
interpretation about a western artist, and he said, “I don’t care if this person’s 
Native, non-Native, it doesn’t matter, I just want to learn more” and he felt a little 
frustrated that he couldn’t learn more about whatever piece it was.

KC: Yeah, well, from that point of view too, you see art and you want to know who is
it, where are they from, male or female, what were they thinking, and it does help 
you understand the artwork more. It seems so contradictory, my interview here, 
let the piece stand on its own, or have some information about i t . . .

DB: Well, I found in my surveys, people were saying exactly that, both things. You
want a piece of art to stand on its own, but you also want a piece of art to have 
meaning for people, and how can you have it all without interfering with each?
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KC: Yeah.

DB: And a few people that I interviewed after I gave the survey went back to look at
your piece and came back and said to me “I like it so much more now” and “Can 
you tell me a little bit more about the piece, or the artist?” and “Now it really 
means a lot to me” or “I walked past it because it wasn’t in the entrance, and it 
wasn’t well lit” and “I’m so glad you made me think more about the piece.”

KC: And then its like too, you don’t want to bog people down with a whole big title of
having to read everything, too much information also.

DB: Yeah, one person said that to me, he said, “You know, if there’s a label or if there
isn’t a label, I may or may not read it. I’m just going to choose what I feel like 
doing at the moment.” And I think he liked having the choice, but not anyone 
forcing it on him.

KC: Yeah, and I think there should be a choice, actually, thinking about it. Like you
said, you may or may not read it, it’s up to you. So, if the information is there, 
it’d be nice, but you don’t have to, have to read it or inform yourself, and just go 
by looking.

DB: Well, that’s actually the end of all the questions, believe it or not. [Chuckles.] Is
there anything else you want to add, or any questions?

KC: No, not really, but thank you for interviewing me.

DB: Well, thank you for letting me interview you.
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APPENDIX B: AUDIENCE SURVEY

1) Was this piece of art easy to understand?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

2) Was this piece of art presented in an informative way?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

3) Did it help you understand something about Alaska Native cultures?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

4) Do the materials used seem right for Alaska Native artwork?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

5) Did the label help you understand the piece of art?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

6) Was there enough information on the label?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

7) Does seeing this artwork make you want to learn more about Alaska Native cultures?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

8) Do you think you will look for more information?
□ yes □ no □ uncertain

Comments:

9) What do you think the artist is trying to convey in this piece of art?

10) What do you like about this piece of art?

11) Is there anything you dislike?
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12) What do you expect to see in Alaska Native art?

13) Did this artwork tell you something about Alaska Native cultures? 
□ yes □ no If yes, what?

14) Could any changes be made to the presentation of this artwork that would make it 
more meaningful to you?
□ yes □ no If yes, what?

15) What Alaska Native artwork have you liked best? Why?

16) Do you have any Alaska Native art at home or have you bought any on your trip? 
□ yes □ no If yes, what?

[Survey participants are shown two, large-format images o f contemporary Native art — 
one presented with and one presented without interpretative materials. (See smaller-sized 
print o f images below.)]
17) Which of these two art displays do you prefer and why?
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Can I ask some questions about you? (If yes, then:) You can choose not to answer any o f  
these questions. And, like the other questions, your responses would be used 
anonymously. Is that okay with you?

Do you live in Alaska? □ yes □ no
If yes, where?____________________________________
If no, where do you live?___________________________
How many times have you visited Alaska?_______

Are you an Alaska Native? □ yes □ no
If yes, what is your Native heritage:___________________

(□ Female □ Male)

What is your age?
□ 18-29 □ 30 -  39 □ 40 -  49 □ 50 - 64 □ over 65

What kind of school did you last attend?
□ Elementary school □ Middle School □ High School
□ Technical Training □ College □ Graduate School
□ Other:_______________________________

How many times have you been here? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1 0 +

How many people are you here with? 0 1 2 3 4 5+
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APPENDIX C: ADDITIONAL SURVEY RESPONSE TABLES

Question 16: Do you have any Alaska Native art at home or have you bought any on 
your trip? If yes, what?”

For the following question, I divided responses to “If yes, what” into two categories -  
mass-produced objects and handmade objects. Responses such as mug, miniature totem 
pole, replica bowl or replica shaman rattle were categorized as mass-produced.
Responses such as ivory and whalebone carving, soapstone sculpture, mask, beadwork, 
jewelry, basket and doll were categorized as handmade. Prints (three instances), 
photographs (one instance) and paintings (four instances) were excluded from the count 
because I did not find out what kind they were. All but one respondent mentioned these 
along with other objects that did fit into the categories.

Table 15: Responses to "Do you have any Alaska Native art at home or have you bought 
any on your trip? If yes, what?" by Site, Population and Presence of Interpretative Text 
['yes, what' response categorizes: mass-produced objects (MP), handmade objects (HM) 
or both (B)]_____________________________________________________________

Total
(n)

Yes
% n

No
% n

Yes: MP
% n

Yes: HM
% n

Yes: B
% n

Museum
Residents (11) 72.7% (8) 27.3% (3) 0 (0) 100% (8) 0 (0)
Non-residents (29) 34.5% (10) 65.5% (19) 30% (3) 60% (6) 10% (1)

Percent-for-Art
Residents (19) 89.5% (17) 10.5% (2) 0 (0) 100% (17) 0 (0)
Non-residents (21) 19.1% (4) 81% (17) 50% (2) 50% (2) 0 (0)

Museum & 
Percent-for-Art Sites
Residents (30) 83.3% (25) 16.7% (5) 0 (0) 100% (25) 0 (0)
Non-residents (50) 28% (14) 72% (36) 35.7% (5) 57.1% (8) 7.1% (1)
All respondents (80) 48.8% (39) 51.3% (41) 12.8% (5) 84.6% (33) 2.6% (1)
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Question 17: “Which of these two art displays do you prefer and why?”

For the following question, I showed survey participants images of two contemporary 
Aleut hunting hat exhibits.38 In one exhibit (see Appendix B, 17a), the hat is presented in 
a case with related objects, specifically other materials related to Aleut culture. Object 
labels were present, but too small to read. The other hat (see Appendix B, 17b) is 
presented in a case on its own. I did this to try to assess whether viewers preferred 
presentations with non-textual interpretative materials or presentations that focused on 
individual pieces.

Table 16: Responses at Museum & Percent-for-Art Sites to "Which of these two art 
displays do you prefer and why?" by Site, Population & Presence of Interpretative 
Text [response categories: exhibited with related objects (A), by itself (B) or both 
(C); none were uncertain]___________________________________

Total
(n

A
% n

B
% n

C
% n

Museum
Residents (11) 27.3% (3) 36.4% (4) 36.4% (4)

With interpretation (3) 33.3% (1) 0 (0) 66.7% (2)
No interpretation (8) 25% (2) 50% (4) 25% (2)

Non-residents (29) 34.5% (10) 48.3% (14) 17.2% (5)
With interpretation (17) 41.2% (7) 41.2% (7) 17.7% (3)

No interpretation (12) 25% (3) 58.3% (7) 16.7% (2)
Percent-for-Art

Residents (19) 47.4% (9) 31.6% (6) 21.1% (4)
With interpretation (10) 60% (6) 20% (2) 20% (2)

No interpretation (9) 33.3% (3) 22.2% (2) 44.4% (4)
Non-residents (21) 38.1% (8) 47.6% (10) 14.3% (3)

With interpretation (10) 30% (3) 50% (5) 20% (2)
No interpretation (11) 45.5% (5) 45.5% (5) 9.1% (1)
Museum & 

Percent-for-Art Sites
Residents ( 30) 40% ( 12) 26.7% (8) 33.3% (10)
Non-residents ( 50) 36% (18) 48% (24) 16% (8)
All respondents (80) 37.5% (30) 40% (32) 22.5% (18)

39 Jacob Simconoff made both of these pieces. One is at the Anchorage Museum of History and Art (5a) 
and the other is at the University of Alaska Museum (5b).


