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56     SUMMER  2017

Mataoka Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi models diplomacy as the creative 
fashioning of humans, animals, materials, and words into new, shared political 
structures. Addressing the limitations of formal political representation for 
Indigenous peoples and their other-than-human relations inside colonial systems, 
the whole of Mataoka Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi can be understood as a his-
tory of negotiations that remains under construction. Raw wood beams form a 
series of open, interconnected rooms in which patchwork Native American, 
European, and animal figures interact, recalling Attakulakula’s vision of the con-
tested Carolinas as “one house [that] covers us all.”53 Durham has similarly 
described the entire universe as a “big council meeting” in which all present are 
responsible for “listening . . . and speaking well.”54 His material expression of 
diplomatic relations extends beyond the closures of colonial nationalisms and 
official documents to model an unfinished process of consensus-building among 
all entities who share a particular landscape. 

Durham’s emphasis on the philosophical and material dimensions of Native 
treaty negotiations provides a useful entry point to a series of contemporaneous 
performances staged by Rebecca Belmore. Artifact #671B (1988) references the 
Liquor Control Board of Ontario’s number for a favorite local brand of cheap 
wine as well as the objectifying assignment of Indian identification numbers  
by Canadian and US governments. The artist sat cross-legged and wrapped in 
blankets on a snowy street outside the Thunder Bay Art Gallery in Thunder Bay, 
Ontario, with a Shell logo pinned to her chest and an upside-down Canadian flag 

53. A transcript of  Attakulakula’s speech is quoted 
in James C. Kelly, “Notable Persons in Cherokee 
History: Attakullakulla,” Journal of  Cherokee Studies 
3, no. 1 (Winter 1978): 10.
54. Jimmie Durham, “Jimmie Durham,” in Land, 
Spirit, Power: First Nations Art at the National Gallery 
of  Canada, ed. Diana Nemiroff, Robert Houle, 
and Charlotte Townsend-Gault, exh. cat. (Ottawa: 
National Gallery of  Canada, 1992), 145. 

Jimmie Durham, details of Mataoka 
Ale Attakulakula Anel Guledisgo Hnihi 
(Pocahontas and the Little Carpenter in 
London), 1988, mixed-media installation, instal-
lation view, Matt’s Gallery, London (artwork © 
Jimmie Durham; photograph provided by Matt’s 
Gallery) 
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57. Jane Blocker, Where Is Ana Mendieta? (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1999), 48.
58. See Dot Teur, “Performing Memory: The Art 
of  Storytelling in the Work of  Rebecca Belmore,” 
in Rebecca Belmore: 33 Pieces, ed. Barbara Fisher, 
exh. cat. (Mississauga, ON: Blackwood Gallery, 
2001), 36. 

blockade, to the Prime Minister’s home, inviting participants in each place to 
address their chosen narratives to the surrounding land. While resonating with 
Indigenous worldviews, the notion of earth as a female body—specifically, a 
bountiful maternal womb—was appropriated and essentialized by environmen-
talists, new agers, and feminists alongside the Crying Indian in the 1970s. As Jane 
Blocker articulated in relation to the work of the Cuban-American performance 
artist Ana Mendieta, “Earth is nature to the nation’s culture. It is free from politics 
while the nation is defined politically, universal while the nation is particular, 
timeless while the nation is contingent.”57 Put in familiar terms, the gendered 
trope wed an objectified “whole earth” to a depoliticized ecological Indian,  
warranting criticisms I have already rehearsed. In Ayumee-aawach Oomama-mowan, 
Belmore reclaimed and transformed this overdetermined figure without resorting 
to nostalgic notions of premodern purity. The outsized wooden megaphone 
transformed a technology of modern manufacture and authority into a conduit 
for connecting a variety of human and other-than-human speakers and address-
ees. Here participants’ conversations with “their mother” were occasioned by and 
thoroughly entangled with state power, commercial development, and mass 
media, as well as First Nations land claims, environmental knowledge, and oral 
traditions. As the sound of human voices bounced off boulders and buildings, it 
assumed the features of a politicized contemporary landscape, in which ancestral, 
matrilineal, national, corporate, and “natural” sources of power clashed and min-
gled.58 Instead of a timeless feminine essence inviting passive worship (or worse, 
colonial penetration), earth was grasped as a dynamic set of relations shaped by 
participants willing to both talk and listen.  

Thanks to a centuries-old visual culture linking Natives and nature, advocat-
ing for First Nations contributions to ecoaesthetics can seem dangerously self-
evident. When considering the reception of Indigenous practices, it matters that 
repoliticizing the ecological Indian in the manner of Durham and Belmore is 
consonant with subsequent efforts to displace purified nature in ecocritical 
debates. With the publication of William Cronan’s “The Trouble with Wilderness: 
Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1995), Bruno Latour’s The Politics of Nature 
(2004), Timothy Morton’s Ecology without Nature (2007), Donna Haraway’s When 

Rebecca Belmore, Ayumee-aawach 
Oomama-mowan: Speaking to Their Mother, 
1991, performance with a wooden megaphone, 
multiple locations (artwork © Rebecca Belmore)
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Durham’s Anti-Architecture,” in A Matter of  Life 
and Death and Singing, exh. cat. (Zurich: Ringier, 
2012), 75–83; Richard William Hill, “The Question 
of  Agency in the Art and Writing of  Jimmie 
Durham” (PhD thesis, Middlesex University, 2010); 
Jessica L. Horton, “Jimmie Durham’s Stones and 
Bones,” in Jimmie Durham: At the Center of  the 
World, ed. Anne Ellegood, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: 
Hammer Museum, 2017), 78–85; and Jessica L. 
Horton, “Ojibwa Tableaux Vivants: George Catlin, 
Robert Houle, and Transcultural Materialism,” Art 
History 39 (February 2016): 124–51.
76. The outdoor installation was on view from 
May 5 to June 30, 2015, through the McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection. Devine, conversation 
with the author, November 3, 2016. 

piles of glimmering yellow tailings, byproducts of the mining process that are at 
once beautiful and highly toxic, strewn through her community. Noting that sci-
entists sometimes use a language of kinship to describe nuclear processes—for 
example, decay can produce “radioactive daughters”—the artist has suggested 
that uranium is “a kind of life form that we haven’t catalogued or recognized or 
politicized as a being.”73 Her installation Phenomenology (2015) juxtaposes materials 
collected near a demolished sulfuric acid plant where raw ore was leached at 
midcentury, including a layered metamorphic rock called gneiss from the 
Serpent River, a decaying uranium sample, and industrial hardwood stakes like 
those used in prospecting, draped in white muslin.74 While stones are often 
associated in the English language with weight and immobility, Devine’s tableau 
highlights the animate potential of seemingly inert substances, as grasped in 
Anishinaabe verb tenses that make way for social relationships with other-than-
human entities.75 In particular, the disturbance of uranium-rich strata triggers a 
chain of invisible reactions capable of penetrating and modifying flesh. When 
the artist shrouded rigid stakes in pliable cloth and first exhibited them on an 
exposed hillside overlooking the Humber River near Lake Ontario, the installa-
tion swayed and frayed in winds that she believed carried unseen radioactive 
particles.76 The stakes are scaled to the human body. They call to mind a line of 

Bonnie Devine, Canoe, 2003, graphite and 
mixed media on paper, with twine, beads, and 
cotton thread. Collection of  Eiteljorg Museum of  
American Indians and Western Art, Indianapolis, 
Indiana (artwork © Bonnie Devine; photograph 
provided by National Museum of  the American 
Indian, Smithsonian Institution)
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77. “Desertification,” Collins English Dictionary, 
Complete and Unabridged, 12th ed., 2014, at 
www.thefreedictionary.com/desertification, as 
of  August 12, 2017. For “slow violence,” see Rob 
Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of  
the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2011), 1–44. Nixon argues that the violent 
effects of  environmental crises unfold gradually 
and often invisibly, inflicting disproportionate suf-
fering on the global poor. 
78. Traci Brynne Voyles, Wastelanding: Legacies of  
Uranium Mining in Navajo Country (Minneapolis: 
University of  Minnesota Press, 2015), 21. 

ceremonial dancers dressed in fluttering gowns, or nomadic dwellings, such as 
the tipis that Plains peoples lined with muslin instead of hide amid the massive 
dislocations of US Indian removal in the nineteenth century. Across subatomic 
and atmospheric scales, Devine’s projects picture a world in a state of constant 
movement and transformation. Throughout, Anishinaabe environmental knowl-
edge likewise shape-shifts to navigate and persist through the mining industry’s 
catastrophic disturbance of elemental forces.

Will Wilson’s multimedia project Auto Immune Response (AIR) (2005–ongoing) 
similarly visualizes desertification, “a process by which fertile land turns into bar-
ren land or desert,” as a colonial technique of “slow violence.”77 His project con-
nects climate change to the conquest of Dinétah (the Navajo Nation), the physical 
and spiritual homeland of the Diné (Navajo), or Earth Surface People, in the arid 
Four Corners region of the southwestern United States. Here I expand on our 
brief discussion in “Beyond the Mirror” to emphasize the work’s relationship  
to Anthropocene discourses. As Traci Brynne Voyles has analyzed, US officials’  
designation of Dinétah as “a waterless worthless waste” preempted the violent 
cleansing of Diné agriculture, animals, and humans beginning in the nineteenth 
century.78 This willed project of desertification continued in the second half of  
the twentieth century, as Indigenous Southwest lands unwittingly hosted nuclear 

Bonnie Devine, Phenomenology, 2015, 92 
hardwood stakes, muslin, rock from Cutler, 
Ontario, uranium sample in aluminum canis-
ter, glass shelf, installation views, University 
of  Toronto Art Centre, 2015, and McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection, 2015. Collection of  the 
artist (artwork © Bonnie Devine; photographs 
provided by the artist)
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Yaji garden: art under the sky 255

the exhibition display. Here one sees a fundamental difference in emphasis: the success of a  yaji  
experience is contingent on the gathering, therefore the success of the event depends as much 
on the dynamics generated by the participants as on the art being displayed. For the museum, 
the emphasis is on its function as an edifi ce of material display. Today the museum is also 
open to occasional participatory events and ‘happenings’, and it collects records of ephemeral 
activities that appear within and outside its domain demonstrating various art ‘processes’, but 
its main concern is clearly with collecting, whether actual artworks or archives, and visitors 
are there to be educated, and share a discourse shaped by the institution. As museum historian 
Tony Bennett has suggested: 

  The exhibitionary complex was a response to the problem of order, but one which 
worked in seeking to transform that problem into one of culture – a question of win-
ning hearts and minds as well as the disciplining and training of bodies. . . . Through the 
provision of object lessons in power – the power to command and arrange things and 
bodies for public display – they sought to allow the people, and  en masse  rather than 
individually, to know rather than be known, to become the subject rather the objects of 
knowledge. . . . to become, in seeing themselves from the side of power and what power 
knows, and knowing themselves as (ideally) known by power, interiorizing its gaze as a 
principle of self surveillance and, hence self regulation. 

 ( Bennett 1988 : 76)   

  Play and connoisseurship  

 Seen in the light of the modern museum, the salient feature of the  yaji garden  is its role as a 
site for ‘playing’ ( wan , or play, is a word commonly used in place of more formal words for 
connoisseurship), and for providing an apparatus for engendering the ‘aesthetic moment’. The 
Chinese word for such a moment of inspiration is  xing  (pronounced ‘shing’);  xing  means to 
be inspired or lifted to creativity. 1  Typically, a  yaji  gathering starts with an invitation from a 
host who provides a pretext for the event, which may be a seasonal holiday, appreciation of a 

 

FIGURE 19.1   Copy by Feng Chengsu (c. 627–50) of Jin-dynasty (265–420) calligrapher Wang 
Xizhi’s (c. 303–61) original calligraphic masterpiece Lantingji xu (Preface to the 
Anthology of the Orchid Pavilion).Collection of the Palace Museum, Beijing. 

 Illustration courtesy of the Palace Museum, Beijing  
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FIGURE 19.4  Left: Installation view of one part of Illuminated Presence project featuring photographs and installation of artefacts 
by Yeh Wei-Li (b. 1971). Right: Painting by Yeh Shih-Chiang (1926–2012). Shown at International Triennial of 
Slovenia, 2016.

Photo: Kokyi Chan
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FIGURE 19.5  Left: The South Gate to Heaven at Mount Tai, Shandong, China. Right: Calligraphy on cliff of Mount Tai 
from the Tang dynasty (618–907).

Photo: Charlie Fong (left); Gu Fei (right)
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