Negotiating Native Identity through Art, Poetry and
Music
OVERVIEW

ESSENTIAL QUESTION
How have Native American musicians, poets,
and visual artists negotiated their identity,
and what role does physical space play in
these negotiations?
OVERVIEW

In this lesson, students begin by examining
the ways their sense of identity might be
affected by social pressures associated
with different spaces. By watching clips from RUMBLE, students then discover how musicians
Robbie Robertson, Stevie Salas, and Taboo have negotiated their Native identities, and compare
these musician’s journeys with those of earlier Native Americans. Students then participate in a
gallery walk activity, exploring how some artists have negotiated their “Native” and “American”
identities visually. Students will also investigate how Native American poets have express their
sense of identity, analyze some traditional Native American perspectives on space, and compare
Native and European American concepts of land and property. Finally, students view Jimi
Hendrix’s performance of “The Star Spangled Banner” from the Woodstock Music Festival in
1969 and consider ways the guitarist might have celebrated his multiethnic identity through an
instrumental rendition of the song.
In 1803, President Thomas Jefferson sent a letter marked “unofficial and private” to Indiana
Territory Governor (and future president) William Henry Harrison. In the letter, Jefferson
provides “information and instructions as to our Indian Affairs,” and outlines the Federal
Government’s plans to encourage tribes to leave their hunter-gatherer societies and take up
agriculture. This, Jefferson and others hoped, would result in Native Americans then selling off
vast tribal forestlands to the American government. “In this way,” Jefferson concludes, “our
settlements will gradually circumscribe and approach the Indians, and they will in time either
incorporate with us as citizens of the United States, or be removed beyond the Mississippi.”
Many Native Americans, however, wished neither to “incorporate as citizens” or depart from
lifestyles their communities had practiced for centuries. Among the most vocal dissenters
was Tecumseh, a Shawnee leader who traveled widely and amassed a sizable following from
dozens of tribes that opposed Jefferson’s vision. Tecumseh aligned his large, pan-tribal force
with the British during the War of 1812, and, despite several early military victories, was
ultimately defeated. Following this loss, treaty after treaty resulted in Native Americans being
forced west of the Mississippi. Those who remained were expected to “incorporate as citizens,”
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OVERVIEW (CONTINUED)
or “assimilate”—i.e. “bring into conformity”—with the European American public that
surrounded them.
“Assimilate,” leave, or face the consequences—Native Americans have grappled with these
choices for over two centuries.
Just how Native Americans were to “bring into conformity” with the 19th century American
public was an issue of much debate. To some, it meant that Native Americans should
adapt to the farming and factory jobs that might occupy one with darker skin. To others,
“conformity” within the European American U.S. could only be achieved by a complete
abandonment of all things “Indian”— communal living, the pooling of resources, native
languages, religious practices, and music. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, this
movement to “civilize” Native Americans resulted in measures such as the banning of song
and dance, and the forced enrollment of thousands of Native American children in Federal
Indian Boarding schools designed to “Americanize” them in both body and mind.
By the early 20th century, Native American heritage could be both dangerous and shameful.
To all but the proudest it had become something to hide. As several musicians recall in
RUMBLE: The Indians Who Rocked The World, such feelings became deeply embedded in
future generations. Guitarist, vocalist, and songwriter Robbie Robertson recalls his elders
advising him in the 1950s, “be proud you’re an Indian, but be careful who you tell.”
Elsewhere in the film, guitarist Stevie Salas discusses coming to terms with his heritage
only as a young adult in the 1980s, and the Black Eyed Peas’ Taboo admits to intentionally
privileging his Hispanic heritage over his Shoshone ancestry in the multiethnic Los Angeles
of the early 1990s. Each of these musicians, however, ultimately returned to their cultural
and geographical roots and found personal strength.
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OBJECTIVES

Upon completion of this lesson, students will:
1. KNOW (KNOWLEDGE):

2. MASTERY OBJECTIVE:

• Ways Native American artists have struggled
with revealing or promoting their indigenous
ancestry
• How Native Americans have been historically
forced to negotiate their identities

• By discovering how Native American musicians
and visual artists have grappled with their 		
identity, students will be able to better 		
empathize with the historic struggles that 		
Native Americans have confronted in the United
States.

• The structure and guiding motivation of Indian
boarding schools in the early 1900s
• The artwork of Fred Kabotie, Wendy Red Star,
Teri Greeves, Jeffrey Gibson, Diego Romero,
and Brad Kahlhamer
• The poetry of Native American writers Diane
Burns and b: william bearhart
• The relationship between identity and physical
space
• Native American conceptions of land and
space, and how it differs from European
American ideas about property
• How music might serve as a vehicle to express
identity
ACTIVITIES

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY

Note to teachers: materials in this lesson mention alcohol abuse. Please review lesson to determine
if it is appropriate for your class.
1. Pass out Handout 1 - Community Circle to students, and have them complete the exercise. 		
Then, have students share part or all of their completed handout with the class. (If the activity
is unclear to students, feel free to show Image 1, “Example My Communities Chart.”)
2. Ask students:
•

Do you behave or present yourself differently among various communities and spaces?
Why?

•

Are all “spaces” physical? Can you think of any communities in which you participate
which are not bound by geography? (Encourage students to consider their online lives.)
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•

Do any of the quadrants you labeled better represent you? Do you feel you are being
“more true to yourself” in some places versus other places? Could you be “true to
yourself” no matter who you were with and where you were? Why or why not?

PROCEDURE:
1. Tell the class that you’ll now be looking at
how Native American musicians and visual
artists have struggled with identity, and the
way different spaces might allow them to “be
themselves.” Play Clip 1, “Fitting In,” and ask:
•

•

•

•

Why might Robbie Robertson have
been told, “Be proud you’re an Indian,
but be careful who you tell?” What
might his elders have been worried
about?
Why did Robbie Robertson’s peers
doubt the possibility that he could
become a successful musician outside
of the reservation he visited? What do
you think might have made them feel
that way?
Why do you think Stevie Salas might
not have wanted to be seen as an
“Indian rockstar?” (Encourage students
to consider how Native Americans
had been treated previously, the lack
of successful Native musician role
models, and the possibility that he
might have been stereotyped if he
promoted his Apache heritage. Did
he think there was such a thing as an
“Indian rockstar”?)
Why did Salas feel he needed to create
an “identity” to fit into the Los Angeles
scene, and why did he feel like he
didn’t fit in to that space? (Encourage
students to think about the ways
musicians and entertainers who appear
on stage might need to promote an
identity.)

•

What inspired Taboo to recognize his
Native ancestry?

2. Pass out Handout 2- Excerpts from Sure You
Can Ask Me a Personal Question, Diane Burns.
Individually, in groups, or together as a
class, read the poem. Then ask students:
•

How would you describe this poem?

•

Who might Diane Burns be having a
conversation with in this poem?

•

Do you get the sense that Burns is
enjoying this conversation or not? Why?

•

What kind of assumptions are being
made about Burns in this poem?

•

How might this poem relate to the
comment Robertson received “Be
proud you’re an Indian, but be careful
who you tell?” Why might Burns be
reluctant to admit her heritage after
having the conversation represented in
the poem?

3. Pass out Handout 3 - Profile of Artist Fred
Kabotie and read it aloud as a class. Ask
students:
•

What do you think federal authorities
were trying to accomplish by sending
Native American children like Kabotie
to English-only, military-style boarding
schools?

•

What were authorities trying to
accomplish by prohibiting traditional
Pueblo dances?
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•

•

In the reading, P.T. Lonergan states
that military-style Indian schools were
needed to make Native Americans
more “efficient.” What do you think
Lonergan meant by “efficient?”
What do you think Horton means when
she says the military-style schools
for Indians led to “bodily forgetting”?
(Encourage students to think about
whether forming military-style lines
everyday would lead Native Americans
students to forget about how they
moved and positioned their bodies in
traditional dances and ceremonies).

•

What role do you think painting served
for Kabotie while at the Santa Fe
boarding school? How might it have
helped him with his situation?

•

How did painting allow Kabotie to
represent his Hopi identity?

4. Tell students they will now be looking
at more contemporary artwork to see
how recent Native American artists have
presented their identity in their art. Break
students up into groups for a Gallery
Walk activity. Post the Gallery Walk Images
throughout the classroom, then give each
group Handout 4 - Gallery Walk Questions and
have them follow the prompts. Once the
groups have finished, have them share their
ideas with the class.
5. Pass out Handout 5 - When I Was in Las Vegas
and Saw a Warhol Painting of Geronimo, b:
william bearhart. Individually, in groups, or
together as a class, read the poem. Then
ask students:
•

How would you describe this poem?

•

What kind of thoughts is bearhart
having while looking at the painting of
Geronimo?

•

How does he identify with Warhol? How
does he identify with Geronimo? Are
the connections he’s making sincere?

•

How might this poem represent a
process of understanding one’s cultural
identity?

6. Tell students they will now analyze the
relationship between land and Native
artists’ struggles with identity. Play Clip 2,
“Indian Country,” and ask:
•

In RUMBLE, Salas mentions that his
friend, Apache and Pueblo drummer
Randy Castillo took him on a retreat
to “Indian Country” in New Mexico.
What might have Randy noticed in his
friend that inspired him to go to Indian
Country? What do you think Randy
might have hoped the result of that trip
would have been?

•

In the clip you just viewed, John Trudell
says the secret of Indian Country is,
“Losing the part of your mind that
needs losing.” What part of Salas mind
do you think Randy thought “needed
losing”? Was that part of his identity?
What part of your mind might Trudell
suggest you lose?

•

What might it have been about “Indian
Country” that ultimately affected Salas?
How might you compare the scenes
you see in New Mexico with your
images of cities such as Los Angeles?
How might people behave differently in
each place? Why?

7. Pass out Handout 6 - Native Perspectives on
Land, and read as a class. Ask students:
•

Based on what we read, how would
you summarize the traditional Native
American viewpoint on land? Would you
say it is more practical or spiritual?
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•

How might this viewpoint differ from
the Western European viewpoint of
land? (Encourage students to think
about the Western idea of land as
property, owned by an individual to live
or produce resources.)

•

How might a song like the National
Anthem relate back to the ideas
about land you discussed previously?
Why might the song be a particularly
poignant one for someone such as Jimi
Hendrix?

•

Thinking back to the clip you saw
previously, in what ways might have the
Native American conception of land
helped Salas recover his identity?

•

Why do you think Jimi Hendrix’s sister
expressed concern over the reactions
to his performance of the “National
Anthem”? How might this relate
to more recent discussions of the
“National Anthem” at major public
events?

8. Play Clip 3, “Jimi Hendrix at Woodstock.” Ask
students:
•

Do you think Jimi Hendrix expressed
his multiethnic background through this
version of the “Star-Spangled Banner”?
Why or why not?

SUMMARY ACTIVITY
1. Have students to return to the “My Communities” handouts they completed at the beginning
of class, then ask:
• Imagine you are an artist or a public figure. Which aspects of your identity would you want
to present, and which would you want to keep private? Why?
• Still pretending you are a public figure, what sort of obligations might you have in
presenting yourself a certain way? What sort of pressures would you feel, and what risks
would you take in presenting other aspects of your identity to the public? What kinds of
issues were Native American social movements addressing in the 1960s and 1970s?
EXTENSION ACTIVITY
1. See Extension Activity: “Contemporary Musicians Promote their Native Heritage.”
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S TA N D A R D S

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS

College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Reading (K-12)
Reading 1: Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support
conclusions drawn from the text.
Reading 2: Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development;
summarize the key supporting details and ideas.
Reading 4: Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining
technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze how specific word choices
shape meaning or tone.
Reading 6: Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
Reading 8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, including
the validity of the reasoning as well as the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence.
Reading 9: Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to
build knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take.

College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Writing (K-12)
Writing 1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts
using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
Writing 7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused
questions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.
Writing 9: Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis,
reflection, and research.

College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening (K-12)
Speaking and Listening 1: Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of
conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and
expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
Speaking and Listening 2: Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.
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SOCIAL STUDIES – NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR THE SOCIAL STUDIES (NCSS)
Theme 1: Culture
Theme 2: Time, Continuity, and Change
Theme 4: Individual Development and Identity
Theme 5: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
Theme 9: Global ConnectionsTheme 6: Power, Authority, and Governance
NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR MUSIC EDUCATION
Core Music Standard: Responding
Analyze: Analyze how the structure and context of varied musical works inform the
response.
Interpret: Support interpretations of musical works that reflect creators’ and/or
performers’ expressive intent.
Evaluate: Support evaluations of musical works and performances based on analysis,
interpretation, and established criteria.

Core Music Standard: Connecting
Connecting 11: Relate musical ideas and works to varied contexts and daily life to
deepen understanding.
NEW JERSEY STATE LEARNING STANDARDS FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS
Reading
NJSLSA.R1: Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical
inferences and relevant connections from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing
or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
NJSLSA.R6: Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
NJSLSA.R8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, including
the validity of the reasoning as well as the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence.
NJSLSA.R9: Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to
build knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take.
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Writing
NJSLSA.W1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or
texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
NJSLSA.W7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects, utilizing
an inquiry-based research process, based on focused questions, demonstrating
understanding of the subject under investigation.
NJSLSA.W9: Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis,
reflection, and research.
RESOURCES

VIDEO RESOURCES

HANDOUTS

• Rumble – Fitting in

• Handout 1 - Community Circle

• Rumble – Indian Country

• Handout 2- Excerpts from Sure You Can Ask Me a
Personal Question, Diane Burns

• Rumble – Jimi Hendrix and the National Anthem

• Handout 3 - Profile of Artist Fred Kabotie

IMAGE RESOURCES

• Handout 4 - Gallery Walk Questions

• Community Circle Example

• Handout 5 - When I Was in Las Vegas and Saw a
Warhol Painting of Geronimo, b: william bearhart
• Handout 4: Native Perspectives on Land
• Gallery Walk Images
• Extension Activity: Contemporary Musicians
Promote their Native Heritage
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Lesson
Materials

Image 1, “Example My Communities
Chart.”

My Community Circle
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Instructions:
1. For each qudrant of the darkest circle, list a community you feel a part of. It might be your family
group, your circle of friends, or an online community.
2. In the lighter circle, write down the place you feel most comfortable in that community (you might
list “school” for you friends community, or “Xbox Live” for your gaming community, for example).
3. In the largest white circle, list some ways you might present yourself in these communities and
spaces (you may be more “polite” with your family community and more “aggressive” with your
community of teammates, for example).

Handout 2 - Excerpts from Sure You Can Ask Me a Personal Question, Diane Burns (Anishinaabe-Lac Courte
Oreilles and Chemehuevi)

Diane Burns (1957-2006) was the daughter of teachers at Native boarding schools. After moving to
New York City, she became well-known member of the Lower East Side poetry scene in the 1980s.
Her book, Riding the One-Eyed Ford, was published in 1981.
How do you do?
No, I am not Chinese.
No, not Spanish.
No, I am American Indian, Native American.
No, not from India.
No, not Apache.
No, not Navajo.
No, not Sioux.
No, we are not extinct.
Yes, Indian.
Oh?
So that’s where you got those high cheekbones.
Your great grandmother, huh?
An Indian Princess, huh?
Hair down to there?
Let me guess. Cherokee?
[. . .]
Thank you. I like your hair too.
I don’t know if anyone know whether or not Cher
is really Indian.
No, I didn’t make it rain tonight.
Yeah. Uh-huh. Spirituality.
Uh-huh. Yeah. Spirituality. Uh-huh. Mother
Earth. Yeah. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Spirituality
[. . .]
This ain’t no stoic look.
This is my face.

Handout 3 - Profile of Artist Fred Kabotie
The following profile of artist Fred Kabotie comes from the book, Art for an Undivided Earth: The American Indian Movement Generation, by Jessica L. Horton.
Born in the village of Shungopavi on the Hopi Second Mesa around 1900,
Kabotie traveled roughly three hundred miles in 1915 to attend the Santa Fe
Indian School, a boarding school run by the U.S. Government. Between [1887
and 1933], federal officials parceled communal lands into private allotments,
discouraged the practice of religious ceremonies, and attempted to acculturate
youths through imposed education. Like many resistant Hopi, Kabotie despised
the day school he was forced to attend growing up in Shungopavi. About 1911 he
ran away and hid on his family’s land, where he tended cattle. In 1915, officials
told Kabotie that if he completed three years of boarding school in Santa Fe,
they would permit him to return to the mesas. In reality it was fifteen years before
Kabotie moved back home.
On arriving at the Santa Fe Indian School, Kabotie underwent military-style
education, a key component of the government’s larger campaign to assimilate
Native minds and bodies to the U.S. Labor economy. He was forced to speak
only English and wear a uniform. He recalled, “The disciplinarian, Mr. Saenz, was Fred Kabotie
short and stocky and had a loud voice. He always wore a military cap with a shiny
band around it. In the morning when the bugle sounded reveille Mr. Saenz would yell, ‘Roll out! Roll out! Everybody roll out!’ We’d all jump up and run to the washroom. Then there’d be another bugle, and we would rush
into a big room and line up for roll call.” At stake was not only the ideological inculcation of Native students, but
also bodily forgetting, as neural pathways once primed to Hopi cultural rhythms conformed to regiments segregated by gender and age and marked with the letters A, B, C. Drills and bugles encouraged Native youths to
“evolve” toward greater productivity. Superintendent of Pueblo Day Schools P.T. Lonergan explained in 1916, “It
is our business to bring [the Indian] out of the past and put him in the twentieth century. It is our duty to make
him efficient and we are making him efficient.”
Kabotie obeyed the drills just as the U.S. government consolidated an attack against Pueblo dances. . .Educators, government officials, missionaries, and social reformers launched a campaign to prohibit ceremonial dances by calling attention to their presumed sexual and moral excesses. [Note: many have pointed out that the early
“Jazz Age” dances popular in U.S. cities at the time were far more sexually suggestive than any Native American
traditions.]
Not all were sympathetic to the assimilation ethos. . .Many white artists and intellectuals vehemently defended
the aesthetic and spiritual properties of Pueblo dance. . .When progressive educator John David Dehuff was appointed superintendent of the Santa Fe Indian School in 1918, he and his wife, Elizabeth, encouraged students to
remember and record their cultural traditions. . .They arranged for Kabotie to be excused from vocational classes
in the afternoons to paint in the parlor.
Kabotie recounted, “Mrs. De Huff got me some drawing paper and watercolors and I started painting things I
remembered from home, mostly kachinas. When you’re so remote from your own people you get lonesome. You
don’t paint what’s around you, you paint what you have in mind.”

Fred Kapotie - “Hopi Ceremonial Dance”

Handout 4 - Gallery Walk Questions
Circulate through the room and observe each piece of art. Then choose one piece on which to focus and answer the questions below.
1. What is the name of the piece you chose? Who is the artist?

2. What about this piece might be seen as typically “Native American”?

3. What about this piece might be seen as typically “American”?

4. Do you think the two above categories are exclusive from each other? Why?

5. Do you think the artist makes a clear distinction between “traditional” Native American culture and “mainstream” American culture? Use examples in your answer.

6. Are there any details you find striking about this piece?

7. What message do you think the artists is trying to convey with this piece? Name specific facets of the piece
when answering.

Jeffrey Gibson (Cherokee/Choctaw), “American Girl,” 2013

Diego Romero (Cochiti Pueblo), “Large bowl depicting Cochiti feast
dance gold rim with water and corn design,” 2011

Brad Kahlhamer (American), “Waqui Totem USA,” 2006

Teri Greeves (Kiowa), “Deer Woman as Lady Luck,” 2004

Wendy Red Star (Crow), “Last Thanks,” 2006

Handout 5 - When I Was in Las Vegas and Saw a Warhol Painting of Geronimo, b: william bearhart
(Anishinaabe-St. Croix)

b: william bearhart (1979- ) is a writer, editor, and poker dealer in Wisconsin. He received an MFA
from the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, and his poetry has been published in multiple
magazines and journals.
I thought We could be related, Andy and I. We’re both
blue walls and yellow cows in a gallery of pristine white. We’re both
screen prints, off-set and layered. Under exposed. We’re both
silver clouds filled with helium and polluted rain. We’re both
white and blonde and scared of hospitals. Only I’m not really any of those
things.
And then I thought We could be related, Geronimo and I. We’re both
code names for assassinations. We’re both first
names you yell when you jump from a plane. We’re both
gamblers and dead and neon acrylic brush strokes on a screen printed
image. Only I’m more
like a neon beer sign sputtering in a tavern window: burned out, broke,
a heart with arrhythmic beats.

Handout 6 - Native Perspectives on Land
The following comes from the book, God is Red: A Native View of Religion, by Vine Deloria, Jr.
The structure of [Native American] religious traditions is taken directly from the world around them, from their
relationship with other forms of life. Context is therefore all-important for both practice and the understanding
of reality. The places where revelations were experienced were remembered and set aside as locations where,
through rituals and ceremonials, the people could once again communicate with the spirits. Thousands of years
of occupancy on their lands taught tribal peoples the sacred landscapes for which they were responsible and
gradually the structure of the ceremonial reality became clear. It was not what people believed to be true that
was all important but what they experienced as true. Hence revelation was seen as a continuous process of
adjustment to the natural surroundings and not as a specific message valid for all times and places.
The vast majority of Indian tribal religions, therefore, have a sacred center at a particular place, be it a river, a
mountain, a plateau, a valley, or other natural feature. This center enables the people to look out along the four
dimensions and locate their lands, to relate all historical events within the confines of this particular land, and
to accept responsibility for it. Regardless of what subsequently happens to the people, the sacred lands remain
as permanent fixtures in their cultural or religious understanding. Thus, many tribes now living in Oklahoma, but
formerly from the eastern United States, still hold in their hearts the sacred locations of their history, and small
groups travel to obscure locations in secret to continue tribal ceremonial life.

Serpent Mound, Ohio

Extension Activity: Contemporary Musicians Promote their Native Heritage
While the Native American musicians profiled in the lesson at times struggled with identity at times, other musicians have been more forward about their heritage. Choose one of the following music videos by Native artists.
Describe the video, and then address the following questions:
1. How does artist promote their Native heritage visually?
2. How is the artist representing their Native roots in their music and lyrics?
3. Does this video address a possible issue facing Native American communities today?
4. What might be the overall message of the music video?
Videos:
Blues: Cary Morin, “Dawns Early Light” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=142&v=SlXJRf91hTU)
Country: Jade Turner, “Worth” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=286&v=wSEHi7uhAeA)
EDM: DJ Shub ft. Northern Cree Singers, “Indomitable” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=257&v=qTJvpfkRRdA)
Pop: Wolf Saga, “Walls” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=213&v=c8Q6vi0o3B0)
Hip Hop: Joey Stylez ft. Treaty 6 Youth, “Keep On” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bhB4U93I3g4)
Metal: Testament, “Native Blood” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l5Ibm8mjSek)

