We Are The People

A draft narrative of the Eiteljorg Museum’s phase I reinstallation of the Native American galleries

Introduction to galleries:

As visitors approach the Native American galleries on the second floor of the museum, they will be greeted by a collage of contemporary and historical images of Native Americans of varying age, sex and nation. Above the entrance is the name of the gallery, We Are The People (so named because many tribal names in their Native language translate as “The People”). Three monitors will be integrated into the design to show randomly changing “faces” in order to provide a sense of movement as well as an opportunity to easily update the entrance with new images.  These images will reinforce the galleries’ main theme of dynamic cultures, showing people throughout time involved in traditional culture as well as in change.

Upon entering the galleries, visitors will become oriented to the Native American galleries through a large map of North America displaying the regional boundaries as well as informative image-rich text panels which will offer insight into how best to utilize the experience. (As much as possible, text in the gallery will be quoted from specific Native Americans.  However, some explanatory and interpretive text will be needed to meet the needs of our visitors.)  The map itself will delineate culture areas and trade routes of historic Native America, including major rivers and geologic features and major sources of raw materials.  The map would be flanked by excerpts from origin narratives of at least four different nations from diverse culture areas, told by a Native American (ideally with a photo or illustration of the person reciting the story).  In addition, we hope to find some way to show or reference the location of tribes today, especially referencing that many Native Americans live across the country, not solely on reservation lands.  Above or near this map will be the main idea of the galleries accompanied by a relevant quote from a Native American:

Native American cultures have thrived for thousands of years, surviving in the face of upheaval and displacement.  These age-old cultures have managed to maintain and restore many of their traditions and belief systems, while continuously dealing with change and adopting new ways.

Moving into the experience, visitors will be encouraged to watch an orientation film that will provide an overview of the gallery’s themes highlighting dynamic cultures.  The film will use the annual Eiteljorg Museum’s Indian Market as a backdrop and as an example of the tradition of trade and exchange that has continued and yet changed throughout time.  The film will begin by highlighting the diverse Native cultures of North America, but then will focus on the people from the Indiana region.  Ideally the film is hosted by a Miami person who will guide the visitors into the first section focusing on the people of the Indiana region.  The theater will be an enclosed space with seating capacity for twenty people and will be equipped with state of the art large format rear projection screen and stereo sound capability.  

We Are The People … [of the Indiana Woodlands, title TBA]

[NOTE ON TITLES IN THIS AREA:  We’d like to have all titles in Native languages 

with the English translation immediately following.  

One possible title for this gallery is “Mihtohseeniaki atasihkiomawe / Land of the Indians”]

Introduction

Upon exiting the orientation film, visitors will walk through an arched entryway and through a grove of trees symbolically representing entry into the section of We Are the People that focuses on Native Americans from the Indiana/Midwest region. Because the Miami are indigenous to this region, they will act as our host tribe and offer insight into their art, history and cultures.  The installations will also feature the Potawatomi and Delaware along with other communities with whom the Miami shared their land.  A large mural of a Miami garden or a picture of the Miami community gathered at Seven Pillars may welcome visitors as they emerge from the forest into the clearing.  Stylized epresentations of sandhill cranes may be suspended overhead accompanied by a short audio track of a flock, which could be triggered by a remote sensor.  (The cranes are an important symbol to the Miami and other tribes of this area.)

A graphically-rich introductory panel will introduce visitors to this section of the gallery and provide a visual kinship map showing the relationships among the Algonquian people hat frequented the Indiana area. We will explain that while Native Americans have been in this area for ages, our main focus will be from 1700 to the present.  A graphically-rich introductory panel will introduce visitors to this section of the gallery and provide a visual kinship map showing the relationships among the Algonquian tribes that frequented the Indiana area during this time.

Interactive map

An interactive map activity utilizing GIS technology will introduce visitors to “Indian” Indiana.  A large wall map of the historical area now known as Indiana will provide visitors with the opportunity to see the Native influence on Indiana.  The area of the map will extend beyond Indiana’s borders to incorporate Native tribal areas.  It will feature the major geologic features, rivers, trails, and villages with the original Native names but also identified in English in smaller type.  Through the use of an adjacent computer console, visitors will be able to layer information on a screen to display on the map the influx of other Native cultures, the progressive loss of land by treaty, locations of major historic events, and finally a map of present-day Indiana.  The base map of 1680 will show the land when mainly Miami lived on it.  Visitors can also select specific time periods to see the Native influence at that time.  For example, by 1710, the Potawatomi had moved into northern Indiana and southern Michigan through permission of the Miami.  By 1800, the Delaware had settled along White River.  Finally, visitors will be able to overlay a map of Indiana today, showing contemporary cities, roads, and river names that were influenced by or even first developed by Native Americans from this area.  Other information available on this map will include treaty boundaries, images and documents (such as drawings of a particular village) and audio pronunciations of Native names.

Timeline

Flowing through the gallery like the rivers that were so important to the Miami and others in this region, a visual historical timeline will tell the story of the Native peoples of this area, a story that deals with maintaining ties to tradition while continuously adapting and adopting new ways, a story that deals with upheaval and displacement, with struggling to remain sovereign nations amidst the turmoil, and with the trade and exchange of various cultures, Native and non-Native.  This story will focus on the Miami, and bring in the stories of other tribes as they relate to the Miami.  Beginning with a portion of the Miami creation story and brief reference to life prior to 1700, the timeline will focus on 1700 to the present and incorporate historical information, quotes, artifacts and photographs as well as early representational artwork of specific individuals and events illustrated by artists like George Winter and J.O. Lewis.  The physical structure of the timeline will consist of a low cabinetwork base with a natural river rock surface from which vertical supports for graphic/text panels may be mounted.  Additional photographs, display cases and artwork may be mounted directly to these panels.  Ambient water sounds will accompany the display and help mask sound coming from other areas.  The timeline will flow around the perimeter of the gallery.

Bays of artwork and accompanying video

From this point, visitors will become engaged by three large artifact installation bays.  As the host tribe, the Miami will be featured in our first bay.  The wall leading to the Miami bay will include multiple graphics that introduce the visitor the Miami people.  The second bay will focus on the Potawatomi, and the third bay will focus on other tribes who lived in this area as they were moved further westward.  Each bay will accommodate approximately 50 objects as well as integral photographs, illustrations, informative text and quotes from Native Americans that highlight the gallery themes.  The artifacts themselves will be a blend of historical and contemporary examples that show the continuation of tradition as well as change and adaptation – again emphasizing dynamic cultures.  Because of the rarity of Woodlands objects from the Indiana region, approximately 95% of the artifacts on display will be on loan from other institutions around the country.  Ongoing relationships and partnerships with these institutions will be built to sustain a rotation system that will allow for objects to rest off view while similar objects take their place in the gallery.

Suspended above each bay will be a large screen video monitor that will feature contemporary Native artists from that particular community who are making objects that tie in some way to the historic objects on view.  The short clips will highlight the artist creating his/her art and talking about his/her culture, traditions, teachers and contemporary life.  The artists featured here will be introduced briefly to visitors in the introductory film at the entrance to the Native American galleries.  These video clips will emphasize the galleries’ theme of dynamic cultures by presenting contemporary artists continuing traditions yet utilizing new tools and techniques.  (Note:  We are hoping to have an option for turning off the sound temporarily for interpreters in the gallery.)
Each bay will be constructed from three large glass cases in a wide U configuration.  The casework will be designed and fabricated in such a manner as to provide a safe and stable environment for the objects.  Internal lighting will be integrated with a timed motion sensor system that will bring the case lights up as visitors approach and turn them off a few moments after people have moved on.  This will ensure that the artifacts have minimal exposure to UV light.   Each large screen video monitor will be linked to a freestanding interactive unit several feet away and in front of each monitor.  Each interactive unit will consist of a small monitor and selection device that will enable the visitor to make video clip selections relative to interest.  The video will show on the small screens for the individuals as well as the large monitors for groups of people to experience.  Closed captioning will be incorporated into the video presentations.

Interactive areas

There will be three-four unmediated interactive areas focusing on the themes of dynamic cultures, continuity and change.  The areas will tie to the video and objects that visitors will see in the gallery.  Through the video, visitors have an opportunity to see an artists make ribbonwork, baskets, beaded bandolier bags, and German silver brooches.  With the interactives, visitors can try their hand at some aspect of the making of these types of objects.  Education staff will monitor the areas and provide upkeep.

Demonstration area

Designed to accommodate a group of 20, a self-contained area within the gallery will provide opportunities for the visitor to interact with a variety of experts relative to the content of the gallery.  This space, consisting of seating, a work surface, material storage, casework to house educational collection materials, etc., will allow artists-in-residence, cultural representatives and guides to work and perform within the gallery space.  It may be possible for this experience to be shared electronically with other visitors in the soon to be constructed Nina Mason Pulliam Education Center as well as with schools through distance learning.

