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Arthur Amiotte (Lakota) was honored with the NAASA Lifetime Achievement 
Award at the 1999 conference in Victoria, BC.   
 
In praise of Arthur Amiotte, by Janet Catherine Berlo  
The NAASA achievement award has been presented to may noteworthy scholars 
and artists. This year we were very economical-- honoring both a scholar AND an 
artist in one person!  
 
Arthur was born in 1942 on the Pine Ridge Reservation. His early years were 
divided between his maternal grandparents' home on the reservation and the 
home of his mother, Olive Earring, in Custer, South Dakota. He graduated from 
Northern State University in Aberdeen, South Dakota with a Bachelor's Degree in 
Art and Art Education.  Arriving at the university as a biology major, he excelled 
in the laboratory sections, where one had to draw dissected worms, frogs, and 
fetal pigs.  Arthur never dreamed of majoring in art, he says,  until a fire in the 
Biology building destroyed all of his fine laboratory drawings, leaving him with 
only his unsatisfactory grade in the more difficult lecture section of the course! 
Turning to the art department, to continue the work at which he had clearly 
excelled, Amiotte found there a mentor, William Holiday, who had been Oscar 
Howe's professor at Dakota Wesleyan University a generation before.  
 
During the 1960s and 70s, Amiotte taught art in elementary school, junior high, 
and at university. He also did graduate work in studio art and art education. 
Perhaps the most influential of these experiences was the summer workshop he 
attended at the University of South Dakota in 1961,  studying with the great 
Lakota modernist Oscar Howe. Arthur said, "I was influenced by Oscar Howe's 
clear belief that he was an artist--that it was legitimate and possible for an Indian 
person to be a professional artist. Secondly, he taught us that it was acceptable 
to draw from our own cultural experience--to have Native content in our art." 
 
In addition to educational experiences in institutional settings, Amiotte was 
strongly influenced by a traditional Lakota artistic and spiritual legacy as well.  
His mentors included Pete Catches, the great Lakota Sun Dance priest, and 
Christina Standing Bear, his own grandmother; she passed down the family 
history from Arthur's great-grandfather, Standing Bear, who figures prominently in 
Amiotte's personal iconography as well. 
 
Standing Bear traveled with Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show to Europe in 1890, 
where he met an Austrian woman, Louise Rennick. She came to South Dakota 
and married him in 1891, producing a family which combined both Viennese and 
Lakota high standards of industry, comportment, and adherence to traditions. 
Like his great-grandson, Standing Bear was an artist, who drew scenes of Lakota 



ceremony and history on muslin, and on paper.  Amiotte has adapted several 
famous photographs of Standing Bear in full ceremonial dress into paintings that 
he has reused in his collage series. 
 
After experimenting with a range of painting styles as well as working in fiber, 
hide, and beads, in 1988, Amiotte took off in a dramatic new direction, starting a 
collage series,  a genre in which he explores autobiographical issues, as well as 
larger themes in Lakota history and art history. They can be found in numerous 
museum and private collections, and they have appeared in exhibits world-wide. 
 
Arthur Amiotte is one of many artists, Native and Non-Native who began to play 
with the juxtaposition of words and pictures in the 1980s.  But what may not be  
apparent upon first viewing Amiotte’s collages is that he is doing this NOT to be 
part of a post-modern avant-garde, but to show his identification with the Lakota 
way of picturing and writing history. 
 
While many ledger drawings of the late 19th century by Cheyenne or Kiowa 
artists have captions written on them by  non-Native collectors, it is much more 
common for Lakota artists to inscribe their own texts on their pictures, 
incorporating both Lakota and English texts into an essentially 19th century way 
of pictorial presentation.  Amiotte’s inscriptions use his own voice, or that of an 
ancestor (either fictive or real). 
 
Amiotte’s interest in addressing the gap in the visual record--the gap that existed 
between the romantic 19th century iconography Favored by many contemporary 
Northern Plains artists, and purely contemporary subject matter-- led him to focus 
on the era at the beginning of the 20th century in which Native people defied the 
stereotypes that were held about them and simply got on with incorporating the 
best of all worlds into their daily lives--- an existence that encompassed hides 
and beads as well as the Ladies Home Journal, Model-Ts and horses, alphabetic 
literacy and ancient pictorial histories.  
 
From 1994-1996 Arthur and I held a Getty Senior Collaborative Grant to study 
19th century ledger drawings. Until working with him on that project, I didn’t really 
appreciate how much his reuse of the pieces of his past stands firmly in the 
Lakota tradition of graphic arts: one tells and retells fragments of one’s history, 
restating them in different ways. 
 
Sitting Bull, Red Hawk, Bad Heart Bull, and other Lakota artists of the 19th 
century restated their important acts of bravery, over and over again, in various 
drawings. Amiotte reuses and restates his family and tribal history to make sense 
of it, and to valorize not just the romantic 19th century ways, but the experiences 
of 20th century Lakota as well. 
 
This hybrid culture is transmitted in his work not only through subject matter, but 
also through  media: 19th century pictographs, 20th century family photographs, 



and imagery garnered from magazines and from the discards of early modern 
culture, including receipts, ledger books, and advertising circulars. The artist 
pastes, and overlays. He selects images to juxtapose, and pays homage to those 
who came before him.  
 
He inscribes his own narration upon this  mix, imposing  a personal sense of 
history. Each individual canvas is a wonderful vignette. But when examined as a 
continuous narrative lasting for more than a decade now, Amiotte's Collage 
Series serves as pages in the artist's own cultural biography.  It also provides a 
penetrating portrait of a century of Lakota history. 
 
One well-known and well-received piece, done in collaboration with others, was 
the Lakota school house installed at the National Museum of the American 
Indian’s Customs House in New York City several years ago, which included 
some marvelous collaged desk-tops. The whole piece was like a three-
dimensional collage. 
 
In addition to his artistic work, Arthur is well known as an eloquent orator, who 
has mesmerized museum and university audiences all across North America. He 
holds  honorary doctorates from Brandon university in Manitoba, where he taught 
for many years, and from Oglala Lakota College. Arthur is also the author of 
superb insightful writings on Lakota art and philosophy, including essays in the 
magazine Parabola, book chapters, and exhibition catalogue essays. 
 
He has received numerous grants and awards, of which I shall mention only a 
couple: The South Dakota Governor’s Award for Outstanding Achievement in the 
Arts in 1980, and a Bush Leadership Fellowship from 1980-83. In 1998, Arthur 
was an Artist in Residence at Giverny, Monet’s house in France, where he began 
a new collage series called “An American Indian in Paris.”   
 
Arthur lives in Custer, South Dakota, with his wife, Jan Murray, herself an 
accomplished scholar and administrator, who wrote as doctoral dissertation on 
the Sioux intellectual Ella Deloria.  Their house is always filled with fine 
conversation, art, laughter, and the smells of their good cooking.  They welcome 
friends, film crews,  visiting scholars, and artists from around the world into their 
home with graciousness and hospitality. 
 
When I traveled with Arthur across the Great Plains in the summer of 1995, I saw 
first hand just how beloved he is in many communities. Everywhere we went, 
from Pine Ridge, to Standing Rock, to the Cheyenne River Agency, I would see 
the faces of old ladies light up when Arthur came into cultural centers and private 
homes, always carrying gifts—a bag of groceries, a watermelon—some small 
thing to honor the people there. 
 
His Lakota relatives and friends also know him as a man who is deeply involved 
in the ceremonial life of his people, keeping traditional ways alive, participating in 



the Sun Dance and many other religious practices, hosting the most generous 
give-aways and honoring ceremonies, showing the Lakota version of noblesse 
oblige that requires a man of means and moral authority to give generously to his 
people. 
 
In honor of Arthur Amiotte’s intellectual and artistic achievements, and in 
recognition of his years of service on the NAASA board from 1988-1992, the 
members of NAASA presented him with a handmade glass plate, etched by 
Musqueam artist Susan Point, as a small remembrance of our respect and love 
for this great man. 
 


