
FINDING NATIVE VOICES
in Galleries 7 and 9

Tsekooh Hatosh
The Grand Canyon is the sacred place of many southwestern tribal nations.
This painting by Thomas Moran (1837–1926) depicts the Grand Canyon in all 
its grandeur and beauty. There is no question that it is a geologic marvel, and its 
size alone leaves visitors mesmerized. Often overlooked is that for, Southwestern 
Native American tribal nations, the Grand Canyon is much more than just a 
tourist attraction. To these tribal nations, they are as much a part of the Grand 
Canyon as the Grand Canyon is a part of them. They have stories of “emergence,” 
or how they came to be and, for both the Navajo and Pueblo peoples, their stories 
are centered around the Grand Canyon as their birthplace. In their narratives, they 
tell of many different worlds in which they have had to face trials and tribulations, 
finally emerging from previous worlds into the Fifth World (Earth). Each tribal 
nation’s emergence story is different, but they all revolve around a common theme 
that life is supposed to be lived with balance between all forms of life. Everything 
in this world, from human being to other-than-human, which consists of plants, 
animals, insects, crops, and water, is treated with the upmost respect and honor. 
This harmony and balance between humans and the environment is what makes 
these tribes so unique and the Grand Canyon their sanctuary.

INTRODUCTION
“Finding native voices” should be the goal of historical research involving 
American Indians. For many years, historians regularly omitted or 
misrepresented Native peoples’ accounts and points of view of their own 
histories. To the extent possible, this guide’s writings, in concert with the 
artworks in the galleries, attempts to highlight Native perspectives of key 
historical events and their cultures. University of Nebraska at Omaha’s 
Introduction to Native Studies students, taught by Dr. Brady DeSanti, created 
this guide for Joslyn Art Museum in partnership with UNO’s Service Learning 
Academy. It was designed to introduce Museum visitors to some of the major 
topics this type of class covers.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
What would you do if your birthplace, family burial grounds, or places of worship were fated to be destroyed? 

Many tribal nations from the Southwest are believers in the idea that you cannot have religion without the land. 
What happens if all of their sites are destroyed?

KEY TERMS:
Navajo (Dine) The People

Pueblo (Anasazi) Ancient People

Emergence (Dine Bahane) 
Story of the People

Tsekooh Hatosh Grand Canyon

Peji Sluta
Battle of the Little Bighorn (Greasy Grass) is remembered in beadwork.
Native American beadworks are crafted onto bison hide before being 
attached to a surface like a valise, most likely gathered through trade with 
Europeans. Typically created by anonymous Lakota women, it is fortunate to 
know these traveling cases on display were handcrafted by Edith Claymore 
(1858–1910), while her contemporary Lakota, Nellie Two Bear Gates (born 
1854) is now given credit for creating similar works in the “Edith Claymore 
style,” according to author F. Dennis Lessard. 
 The eagle (Wanbli) and American flag valise was most likely produced 
in the early 1900s in commemoration of Admiral George Dewey (1837–
1917) and his accomplishments in the Spanish-American War. The beloved 
admiral was famous throughout the country during this time, which could 
explain Claymore’s inspiration for the design. The reverse side of the valise is 
decorated in a multi-color geometric floral composition.
 The second valise was likely created to acknowledge General George 
Armstrong Custer (1839–1876) and the famous Battle of the Little Bighorn 
(Peji Sluta, Greasy Grass) on June 25, 1876. Crow scouts warned General 
Custer to avoid attacking the Lakota and Cheyenne encampment as they were 
gathered for the sacred Sun Dance ceremony and would be in a good position 
to resist the Seventh Calvary’s advancement. 
 Legend tells that Lakota leader Sitting Bull (Tatanka-Iyotanka, 
1831–1890) had a vision of an attack by Americans (bluecoats) falling from 
the sky, with Lakota and Cheyenne forces claiming victory. Warrior and 
Lakota leader Crazy Horse (Tashunka Witko, ca. 1843–1877), whose name 
referred to his masterful training of spirited horses, fought alongside Sitting 
Bull, the Lakota, and Cheyenne tribes. They easily won the battle, which 
has been romanticized and memorialized ever since in movies and popular 
culture. Unfortunately, the final colonization of the Lakota, Cheyenne, and 
other Plains tribal nations took place within a decade of the Battle of the 
Little Bighorn. 

Image: Thomas Moran (American (born England), 1837–1926), The Grand Canyon of the Colorado, 1913, oil on canvas, 25 x 30 in., Gift of Mrs. C. N. Dietz, 1934.10

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
How or why do you think Edith Claymore chose the designs 
for the valises?

How were the Lakota and Cheyenne people affected by the 
Battle of the Little Bighorn?

If you were designing a valise, who would you honor, and 
what story would you tell? 

KEY TERMS:
Bluecoats Term Lakota and 
Cheyenne called Americans

Peji Sluta Little Bighorn or 
Greasy Grass in Lakota

Sun Dance Most important 
Lakota ceremony and time of 
renewal

Tashunka Witko Lakota warrior 
and leader, Crazy Horse

Tatanka-Iyotanka  Leader of the 
Hunkpapa Lakota Sioux tribe, 
Sitting Bull

Wanbli Eagle in Lakota

Images (top to bottom): Edith Claymore (Standing Rock Sioux, 1858–1910), Custer Battle Valise, circa 1900, beaded panels on hide, Lent by Sean C. Claymore, Judith A. Parsely 
and Joseph C. Claymore, L-2003.1; Edith Claymore (Standing Rock Sioux, 1858–1910), Dewey Valise, circa 1900, beaded panels on hide, Lent by Sean C. Claymore, Judith A. 
Parsely and Joseph C. Claymore, L-2003.2



Negotiating Complexities
Gender, Marriage, and Survival among Native Peoples and Europeans
Artist Alfred Jacob Miller’s (1810–1874) only venture to the West was with 
Captain William Drummond Stewart (1795–1871) in 1837. He sketched 
the original composition for The Trapper’s Bride in Oregon during this 
expedition. It is thought that Kit Carson (1809–1868) is the trapper and 
Waa-Nibe (“Singing Grass,” ca. 1819–1841) is his bride, and they united 
in 1835. There are five other paintings and watercolors of this subject 
throughout the United States.
 Historically, some Native American women were forced to play 
unsavory roles, such as helpless victim, seductress, or commodity. 
Intermarriage with Europeans often took place in order to solidify trade 
and diplomatic relations and deepen intercultural understandings.   
 Most Native American tribal nations continue their ancestors’ 
belief that women are sacred and possess great power. For instance, 
the Iroquois understand their clan mothers determined the fate of war 
captives. The Lakota believe they received their sacred pipe from White 
Buffalo Calf Woman who also provided them with their seven sacred 
rituals. The Navajo have three elements of sacred subsistence: Earth 
(Mother), sheep, and corn, with the Apache understanding womanhood 
as symbolizing hope and new life. 
 Today, we benefit from the diligent work of Native American 
women like Wilma Mankiller, former Principal Chief of Cherokee 
Nation; Dr. Susan LaFlesche of the Omaha Nation, who became the first 
Native American female doctor in the United States; and environmental 
activist Winona LaDuke (Ojibwe). 

Navigating the Flood
Protecting the Common Ground
Superintendent of Indian Trade, Thomas L. McKenney (1785–1859), appointed 
artist Charles Bird King (1785–1862) to paint portraits of Native leaders when 
they visited the nation’s capital. The U.S. government gave these portraits and 
medals to the Native leaders as a sign of respect and peace. 
 Ongpatonga received a peace medal and his portrait was painted when he 
visited Washington, D.C., in 1821. Upon returning home, he delivered a famous 
speech to prepare his nation to withstand the radical changes: 

There is a coming flood which will soon reach us, and I advise you to prepare 
for it. Soon the animals which Wakonda has given us for sustenance will 
disappear beneath this flood to return no more, and it will be very hard for you. 

He addressed thousands of Americans, both Native and non-Native, who were 
about to migrate across the Midwest. 
 With his people devastated by disease, threatened by enemy tribes, and 
facing the overwhelming potential of the U.S. military, Ongpatonga was forced to 
make difficult and life-changing decisions for the safety and preservation of his 
nation. His legacy, one born of hardship and tragedy, served as an intermediary 
between the United States and the Umonhon Nation. He remains viewed as one 
of many beloved Umonhon Nation leaders, by both the United States government 
and his nation.

KEY TERMS:
Umonhon Traditional spelling in 
Omaha language for the Omaha 
Tribe of Nebraska

Wakonda The Great Spirit, Creator, 
the Omaha people’s high power

KEY TERMS:
Manifest Destiny 19th-century belief 
that U.S. expansion throughout 
the American West was both justified 
and inevitable. 

Vanishing Americans An ideology that 
the heritage of Native Americans would 
come to an end in the late-19th and early-
20th centuries. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
How do you think Native Americans viewed leaders who received a peace medal from the U. S. government?

How do you think Ongpatonga’s speech in 1821 affected his people before their migration?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
How has society shaped your perception of Native American people? 

Do you feel it has been an accurate portrayal?

Image: N. C. Wyeth (American, 1882–1945), Illustration for Fisk Cord Tires, 1919, oil on canvas mounted to Masonite, 
32 x 71 1/2 in., Museum purchase with funds from Collectors’ Choice VI, 1995, and the Major Art Purchase Fund, 1995.2 

Image: Henry Inman (American, 1801–1846), Ongpatonga (Big Elk), ca. 1832–33, oil on canvas, 30 x 25 in., Museum purchase from the Edward R. Trabold 
and Lulu H. Trabold Fund with additional funds from the Durham Center for Wetern Studies Art Endowment Fund, 2011.12

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
Why did these marriages take place? 

What are the benefits for this type 
of arrangement between Native 
American women and Anglo/ 
European men?

What emotions does The Trapper’s 
Bride evoke? 

Leaving the Myth in the Dust
The Controvery of Progress
This painting by N.C. Wyeth (1882–1945) was created for a Fisk Cord Tires advertisement. Although originally 
intended to encourage the purchase of tires, the ad and painting contain ideas many Americans held about the 
inevitable decline and disappearance of Native Americans during the late-19th and early-20th centuries. Such 
assumptions were influenced by federal policies designed to forcibly assimilate Native people and eliminate their 
cultures. Along with this, society became conditioned during this time to only see Native Americans as people of the 
past, without a present or a future.  
 This view became widespread in artwork and pop culture, where Native Americans and their cultures were 
portrayed as static and unable to change over time. Native people were only shown wearing clothing from the 19th 
century. The message was that “real” Indians only existed in the past. These understandings of Native Americans 
touched upon myths like the Vanishing American and Manifest Destiny. These ideas became ways mainstream 
Americans compared themselves against Native people to prove their intellectual and technological superiority. These 
thoughts were shown in many depictions of Native Americans in artwork, movies, books, and television shows, but 
fortunately have been challenged and confronted in recent decades.

Image: Alfred Jacob Miller (American, 1810–1874), The Trapper’s Bride, 1850, oil on canvas, 30 x 25 inches, Museum Purchase, 1963.612


