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Culture Clash in Pencil and Paper
Solomons gift ‘ledger drawings’ to UIMA
By Emily Grosvenor
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A Sioux warrior, smeared with war paint and decked out in full battle regalia, sits astride a galloping horse. As he turns, he cocks his rifle at an infantryman closing in behind him. With just a few feet between them, the warrior shoots a bullet through the soldier’s torso, blood spattering from his back. The soldier’s hat flies off his head, his own horse reeling under him from the blow.

Not bad for a contour line drawing on lined paper.

The Plains Indians drawings currently on view at the University of Iowa Museum of Art (UIMA) present a progression of scenes with wildly differing effects: some so violent as to make the heart skip a beat, some so serene as to invite reflection. But it is their immediacy that really cuts to the bone — they depict events that have actually happened. 
“Ledger drawings are by native people recording their own history, depicting their own lives, depicting themselves,” says Dr. Candace Greene, a premier ethnologist at the Smithsonian Institute Museum of Natural history in Washington, D.C. “We just don’t have that from other illiterate peoples.”

Though modest in size — just 30 drawings by artists from the Cheyenne, Crow, Kiowa, Arapaho, and Sioux tribes are on view in the exhibition — Plains Indian Drawings: The Gerald and Hope Solomons Collections offers what museum-goers in this state so rarely have the chance to experience: stories about Plains Indians by Plains Indians.

 In scenes ranging from the mundane to the horrifying, ledger drawings — so named because many of them were rendered on lined accounting books — capture the daily life of Plains Indians over a period from about 1865 to 1910, during a time of extreme change and upheaval. 
Don Crouch, professor of sculpture at Western Illinois University, says it is the visual aspect of ledger drawings that catches you — then the history takes over as you learn more about them.

“The great thing about them is that they are vivid and honest,” Crouch says. They have a modern attitude to their subject matter and they aren’t playing any tricks. You may know nothing about what tribe the drawings are about; the spirit just moves you — it has this universal energy.”

Growing Interest in Native Art

Interest in American Indian art has been growing for a long time, but has reached critical mass since the opening of the Museum of the American Indian on the National Mall in Washington D.C. in 2004. 
Fascination with non-Western art grows as people are exposed to different genres, says Greene. The ledger drawings in particular have benefited from several larger exhibitions, such as in Minnesota and at the American Federation of Arts, and from a burgeoning movement to digitize them online. 

“People relate to them easily because they are representational,” Greene says. “But the downside is that the unfamiliar is often called child-like.”

The collection on display at the museum includes all of the works from the first time it was exhibited there in 1996 as well as several additional drawings that are part of the so-called ‘Sioux Ledger,’ perhaps the most striking and gruesome in the collection. Framed and hung individually, the drawings become beautiful renderings of Plains Indian life. But their use among native populations was far different.

Historians say ledger drawings, which were bound in book form and not exhibited publicly, worked as veritable encyclopaedias of individuals and their tribes, records to be carried in battle or used to recount histories much in the way warriors had drawn records of their conquests on rock and the hides of bison.
By the 1860s, bison had been killed off by white settlers and Plains Indian artists needed new materials. They found them in bound lined ledger paper bartered, stolen, or received as gifts from the settlers.

Some ledger drawings were commissioned by white settlers, but most were created solely for use by native populations to record battle conquests and sacred ceremonies. But as white settlers increasingly encroached upon native soil, everything changed. As American Indian populations were forced onto reservations or incarcerated, artists turned to other subjects — domestic life, courting, even landscapes. The entire range of ledger drawing subject matter is on view at the UIMA.

Some of the most curious drawings in the collection are from the “Old White Woman Ledger,” a series rendered in the 1890s by a male warrior who called himself “Old White Woman.”  
While there are examples of transgender male artists who had dignified roles in American Indian societies, the artist likely received the name as an honour of one of his war conquests, Greene says.

In one of these drawings, a woman surrounded by a lush landscape peeks out of a tipi, beckoning flirtatiously to one of the two men resting in a glen, their bodies covered by blankets. Another depicts a Cheyenne couple returning home from a long journey.

Those serene contour line drawings contrasts sharply with some of the later drawings in the collection from the ‘Sioux Ledger,’ created between 1900 and 1910. It shows the increasing conflict between white settlers and Natives, the resulting violence played out in pencil and paper. 

One of the drawings, a picture of a Sioux warrior, was rendered on top of a written document. The act seems defiant — a clear effort to reclaim space someone else had taken for their own. 
But not all of the drawings capture the deteriorating relationships between white settlers and Plains Indians — just as many document daily life and sacred ceremonies such as the Sun Dance, which was banned by the U.S. government in 1883 in an effort to “civilize” tribes.

Cultural Appropriation or Educational Opportunity?

As with all discussions of native art, it is impossible to talk about ledger drawings without addressing issues of cultural appropriation.
“Some Native Americans view [the drawings] sceptically, their position being that for whites and museums to show them is appropriating Native American culture,” said Dr. Christopher Roy, professor of Art History at the University of Iowa. “But some share my opinion and are very proud of them, believing that they show a great deal of understanding and interest in Plains Indian culture.”

The collection, a promised gift to the museum donated by long-time area patrons of the arts, Gerald and Hope Solomons, will eventually take up a place in the museum’s print study room. Each year, the space hosts as many as 70 groups seeking intimate study of art on paper. 


The Solomons, who collected the works gradually beginning in the early 1980s, have witnessed first-hand how interest in ledger drawings has grown. Long interested in pre-Columbian art, the couple got their first introduction to ledger drawings through art dealer Don Crouch, whom they call a “catalyst” for their interest..
“We have a story with every piece – that’s what makes collecting fun,” says Mr. Solomons, a retired University of Iowa pediatrician. 

Hope Solomons, a retired psychologist from the University of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics, says part of her interest in American Indian art stems from the time she spent on the Meskwaki settlement in Tama conducting a study on child abuse and developmental disabilities.


“We really can’t overestimate how generous the Solomons have been in making these works public,” says Roy, who has been familiar with the collection for over a decade. He’s planned a summer session course on American Indian art to coincide with the exhibition.

Drawings in demand
While Roy says the works themselves have been valuable to private collectors for a long time, they have only reached wider audiences in the past few decades.
Whatever the fascination the drawings hold for individuals, one thing is clear: people interested in American Indian art value the drawings in part because they depict an insider’s perspective far more nuanced than the mass-produced depictions of “noble savages.” 
“I really delight in how they contrast with the way white artists represented Indians,” says Roy.
But the relationship between Native peoples and this genre of art remains problematic, he adds.
Historians have recorded many instances of fallen warriors’ bodies and tipis being looted for the drawing books, which were viewed as valuable souvenirs of soldiers’ time spent in “Indian Country.”  


Then there is the issue of how some collectors have acquired books and sold pages piecemeal — a fate not uncommon to many historic books that make it to the rare book market.
Collectors have long torn apart these ledger books to sell and exhibit the drawings separately, with individual drawings generally fetching between $1,000 and $20,000 each at auction. 

What gets lost is the subtle ways the books captured tribal life as cohesive whole, Greene says.
“Their function was largely social. The drawings done in books seem to be a compilation by several artists — and not a linear story. They were kept largely intact by the artists themselves,” she says.
Still, about 200 complete ledger books remain preserved in their entirety. And the Internet is helping more people view the drawings without having to remove them from the books.
“That’s been a huge thing for us,” says Greene, who has overseen a Smithsonian project to digitize the entire ledger book collection in the holdings of the institution for use by scholars and the public. “Ledger drawings are very difficult to exhibit, and illustrated books can rarely capture the power of the whole.”
Digitizing has provided museums a fertile ground for exhibiting the drawings without subjecting them to the elements.

“Light exposure, brittle paper — these are things we are always worried about,” Greene says. “Digitizing moves us beyond that.”

But digitizing doesn’t actually replace seeing the drawings in person, experiencing first-hand the grainy, abstract snapshots of a real person’s life rendered on fragile, yellowed lined paper stamped with a number in the corner.

Ledger drawings have also served as a point of inspiration for contemporary Plains Indians artists throughout the Midwest.
Some, like Colleen Cutschall of the Lakota Nation, have used the drawings as a means to identify and learn about tribal customs and heritage. Cutschall studies the drawings to analyze traditional women’s roles in Native societies.
Other artists, such as Minnesota-based artist Edgar Heap of Birds of the Cheyenne-Arapaho, have taken up stylistic elements common in the drawings to reflect ironically on the appropriation of American Indian images by the dominant culture.

Still others see in them a sheer energy of resistance and perseverance — proof of the power of art to transform individuals and to provide them the wherewithal to subsist despite extreme circumstances. 
In an essay he wrote on the Southern Plains Indians that created a series of important drawings while incarcerated in Fort Marion, Florida jail, John Ash Poitras of the Cree-Chipaway tribe explains the power of these drawings best:
“One can be subjected to many inhumane conditions, but for survival of the soul, the mind is always free through art.”
“Plains Indian Ledger Drawings: The Gerald and Hope Solomons Collection” is on view at the University of Iowa Museum of Art through September 30.
