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In 2011, the Abbe Museum in Bar Harbor, Maine presented
an important exhibit entitled Twisted Path II: Contemporary
Native American Art Informed by Tradition. It was important because it addressed head on the issue "What Is Traditional
American Indian Art?"
Native American artists have pushed the boundaries of what is considered traditional
art for many years, often facing criticism for working with new materials or creating
new designs. There is a perception that Native art is static; that it should never change,
or is somehow less authentic with the introduction of new ideas and materials. But
what is traditional? Are glass beads, introduced by Europeans and purchased at trading
posts, traditional? What about a basket made to hold eyeglasses? Who decides. and
how is that decision made?
As co-curator Rick Hunt, Abenaki, relates.
I am always impressed by how functional pieces can move toward decorative
and purposeful design. In this show. it is evident that the pieces reflect a movement away from tradition and become a reflection of the artists' own personal
psychology. There are beautiful ash baskets and Pop Art-type beaded bags, and
even contemporary fashion design evolving from traditional northeast Native
clothing.
When the first Twisted Path show was conceived. through a Technicolor dream
of mine, it was envisioned as an exhibit that would highlight the idea of the
Native artist evolving and often struggling in this Westernized SOCiety.Questions about Native identity, spirituality, art, and traditions emerged. What was
illustrated in this show, is that Native people and our culture are very much alive
and well and here to stay.
Twisted Path II continues a dialogue that introduces the broader society to the concept
of the "modern Indian." Native traditions have grown and evolved. allowing the adaptation and incorporation of new ideas, methods. and concepts into Native culture.
As a result, Native artists are allowed to step out of the confines of entrenched stereotypes in ways that let him or her maintain the integrity of their tribal identity. As such.
Native artists are invited and encouraged to explore concepts of modern popular art that
can contain distinctive yet subtle flavors of
ancient cultures.
Twisted Path II: Contemporary Native
American Art Informed by Tradition exhibited the work of five Wabanaki artists from
New England. Their work, inspired by
traditional materials, methods. and designs,
breaks from tradition in important ways.
becoming a form of expression unique to
each artist.

Chocolate Wedding Cake, by George
Neptune, 2011, brown ash, sweetgrass,
dyes.
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GEORGE NEPTUNE.
PASSAMAQUODDY
Weaving has always been a very spiritual
experience for me. Using the same techniques my ancestors did brings me to a time
and place that my ancestors also visited, so
for me it's like we are all weaving together. I

New Cultural Identity, by LEON, 2011,
cream natural wool with 24-Karat gold
plate seed bead, modern peaked cap. Abbe
Museum collections.
try to stay close to tradition; sometimes 1
intentionally copy a basket of my grandmother's, sort of as a way to make sure
that I don't forget where I started.
It's interesting because I never start a
basket until I know exactly what it's
going to look like; I can't ever start
weaving and just see what happens. I
also never make the same basket twice;
even if I tried to. no two baskets are ever
the same.
LEON, PASSAMAQUODDY
As a child growing up on the Rez, I often
dreamed of my own world. Alone, I
saw fairy tale castles growing out of the
shoreline. Women gently smiled down at
me as their gowns softly glittered.
My dream is to inspire other Passamaquoddy people to make beauty in their
own way. Within the few surviving
materials of Northeastern Woodland
double-curve motifs. I found inspiration.
Ancient petroglyphs etched by shamans,
woolen blankets and peaked caps resonate to form a new cultural identity. Today's women remind us of all the beauty
the Passamaquoddies can still give.

,
•

MAX SANIPASS ROMERO,
MI'KMAQ/LAGUNA & TAOS
PUEBLO
We are constantly reminded in OUI ever
evolving environment, that many inspirational ideas can be conceived through
the simplest of notions.
As far as I can remember, the importance of creativity and Wabanaki Culture
have been significant to myself and my
family's lives. The knowledge of what a
three-dimensional form is was taught to
me at an early age.
The use of plaster and plaster gauze came
to me when experimenting with plaster
dip fabric. I found the frozen contours
of the dry plastered fabric so beautiful; a
sense that the object has been petrified
and shot still forever. The idea of the human form came to me while experimenting with plaster gauze. Redefining the
human form and placing it in a moment
of random instance and petrifying emotion. Even though I am a Native artist,
I want my work to speak to the viewer,
encouraging open interpretation of the
installation, despite cultural background.

RHONDA BESAW,ABENAKI
Beadwork designs that are influenced by
the world around me, such as mountains
or medicine plants. keep me observant,
grounded and grateful to Mother Earth.
Every stitch becomes a prayer of thanksgiving to my ancestors and the Creator.
My needle just flies when making such
a project! These designs are the most
powerful; the physical manifestation of
spirit captured in bits of glass and cloth.
Although my unique purses are not
reproductions, they are made in the
same manner and style as the old
ones. Through this mix of old and new,
traditional and contemporary. I hope to
honor those who have gone before me
and give to those in the future.
SARAH SOCKBESON, PENOBSCOT

I have been an artist my entire life. Even
at a young age I was intrigued by art; Native art in particular. Being Penobscot,
I had seen baskets in museums and in
the homes of my family, and was always
fascinated by them.
Although I am using traditional material
and techniques, my style comes from
the place I live today. in this modem

Fiddleheads, by Rhonda Besaw,
2011, wool felt, glass beads. Abbe Museum
collections.
society. Basketry. to me. is a fine art, and
in order for the tradition to survive. it
must evolve. It is important for my work
to appeal to a modem audience, while
still remaining true to cultural traditions.
It is personally important to me, not just
as an artist, but also as a Native American, to create art that will inspire future
generations, and keep the tradition of
basketry alive.
As for my inspiration. I look to the past,
present and future. r have a responsibility
to honor my ancestors that have practiced
the art of basketry long before I was alive,
to ensure that it is not lost or forgotten.
As I weave, it is almost like having a spiritual connection with the past

Assimilation Revisited, by Max Romero,
2011, Plaster of Paris, plaster gauze,
chicken netting. plastered dip clothing.
chair, spray paint,fiorescent lights. On
loan from the artist.
Untitled. by Sarah Sockbeson, 2011, brown ash. sweetgrass, hirchbark, acrylic, dyes. Abbe
Museum collections.
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