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ABSTRACT

This dissertation presents the creative life of the Yanktonai Dakota
modernist painter and educator Oscar Howe (1915-1983). The biography on
Oscar Howe documents a comprehensive timeline of life events and traces the
improbable educational odyssey from a shy and isolated boarding school student
to emeritus professor with several honorary doctorates.
“Distinctly Oscar Howe: Life, Art, Stories” revisits and reinforces existing
stories, and presents and interprets new stories in the biographical narrative of
Howe’s life as an influential figure in South Dakota’s history as well as the
history of American Indian art in the twentieth century. A talented artist uniquely
isolated in South Dakota for much of his career, Oscar Howe was a principal
figure and innovative artist who had a tremendous impact on the American Indian
art world and beyond. Through words and actions, Howe symbolized a
revolutionary individual at a time of great change for American Indian artists.
Primary documents are the heart of this research. Letters, photographs,
and artworks are reproduced to record the artist’s relationship to the people,
places, and ideas of central distinction to his life story in the twentieth century.
This study reveals that Oscar Howe captured the nation’s attention at a
time in history when elements of his popularity stemmed from the nation’s
interest in its Indigenous people and pride in the nation’s original American
artists. Howe’s chief importance in the field of American Indian art rests in three
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significant areas: (1) his role as an outspoken advocate of American Indian
modernity, (2) his validation of the role of individualism and self-expression in
American Indian art, and (3) the role of the arts within the greater community of
people to teach about other cultures.
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PREFACE
A marker for the research’s starting date was meeting John Albert Day in
the spring of 2004 at the University of South Dakota. At the time I was a naïve
and eager graduate student also enrolled in law school with the idea of writing a
master’s thesis on the early history of the Pierre Indian School, the boarding
school Oscar Howe attended in the 1920s and 1930s. I somewhat anxiously
discovered Room 106 in the College of Fine Arts building during a spring
afternoon on the USD campus in search of John A. Day, University Art Galleries
Director and Dean of the College of Fine Arts. I knocked on Professor Day’s
office door and peaked inside. A face appeared above the computer screen and I
abruptly introduced myself. I spoke bluntly. “I heard you know something about
Oscar Howe?” I am immeasurably thankful that John Day and I have been friends
ever since.
John Day knew Oscar Howe. Day first met Howe in Yankton, South
Dakota at Mount Marty College in the early 1970s. Howe was at Mount Marty
College to present a scheduled lecture. Howe’s impressive body of paintings and
life stories interested Day, a young impressionable sculptor with a graduate
degree from The University of Notre Dame. In 1976, Professor Day joined the
faculty at the University of South Dakota as the chair of the Art Department. One
of his faculty colleagues at USD was Oscar Howe. Professor Day soon founded
the University Art Galleries at USD, and took an active interest in touring Oscar
Howe’s artwork and promoting his life and art career. Their lives at the University
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of South Dakota intersected as one illustrious career was reaching its end and the
other was on the way up.
The photograph of John A. Day, Oscar Howe, and Wayne S. Knutson,
Dean of the College of Fine Arts, was taken in the late 1970s at a gallery
reception shortly before both Howe and Knutson retired from the University of
South Dakota (Fig. 1). After Knutson’s retirement in 1980, the university
appointed Day to the position of Dean of the College of Fine Arts. In addition,
Day served as both the Director of the University Art Galleries and Curator of the
Oscar Howe Collection. Day stepped down from the Dean’s position in 2006 and
he worked solely as the Director of the University Art Galleries until he retired
officially from USD in 2009. An article in South Dakota Magazine titled “In the
Presence of Greatness” documented the relationship of John Day and Oscar Howe
during the final stages of Howe’s life, and Professor Day’s role at the University
of South Dakota as the caretaker of Howe’s legacy (Sharples).
For over thirty years Professor Day invested the University of South
Dakota’s resources to actively promote Oscar Howe’s art, life, and legacy in
several important ways. Day was the primary organizer of the Oscar Howe
Retrospective Exhibition in the early 1980s that featured one hundred paintings
by Howe in the largest, most extensive showing of the artist’s work ever. In 1989,
Professor Day initiated the Oscar Howe Memorial Lecture at USD. This annual
lecture is presented in September on the USD campus to coincide with the annual
Northern Plains Indian Art Market in Sioux Falls. The Oscar Howe Memorial
Lecture has featured presentations on a wide range of topics related to American
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Indian art by notable scholars and artists including Dick West, Gerald McMaster,
Bruce Bernstein, and Bill Anthes.1 Another project Professor Day initiated at
USD was the Oscar Howe Summer Art Institute in 1991. The Oscar Howe
Summer Art Institute is an annual two-week art workshop on the USD campus in
the College of Fine Arts that brings American Indian youth to the university to
work under professional Indian artists. Today both the Oscar Howe Memorial
Lecture and the Oscar Howe Summer Art Institute continue at the University of
South Dakota in honor of Oscar Howe.
During his tenure at the University of South Dakota, Professor Day
actively acquired artwork by Oscar Howe for the university’s permanent art
collection. Today, as a result, the University of South Dakota is home to the
largest collection of works of art by Oscar Howe in the world consisting of
paintings, drawings, sculptures, and prints. Furthermore, Professor Day provided
a unique service in the evaluation of Howe’s artworks as an appraiser, and he
served as an art consultant on numerous projects related to Oscar Howe and
Northern Plains Indian art. Finally, Professor Day promoted Howe’s life and
legacy by speaking to all kinds of groups on an invitation basis and by authoring a
number of articles about Howe for publication (Day 1992; Day 1995; Day 1996).
After the artist’s death in 1983, John Day established a close friendship
with Oscar Howe’s widow, Heidi Howe, based upon a mutual commitment to the
promotion of the artist’s legacy. Over the years, Mrs. Howe slowly turned papers
and other materials from her husband’s life over to Professor Day for his research
1

A complete list of the lecturers is compiled in Appendix A.
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on Howe’s life and career. Until her death in 2009, Day worked alongside Mrs.
Howe to expand awareness of Oscar Howe’s place in the history of modern
American Indian art.
Sharing an office with John Day at the University of South Dakota was an
extraordinary learning experience and immeasurable contribution to my research
on Oscar Howe’s life and career. Several years ago when I first met John Day and
began my graduate assistantship with him in the College of Fine Arts, I was
astonished at the stories from the boxes of historical material related to Oscar
Howe’s life in John Day’s office. The material included personal letters,
unpublished writings, multi-media files, and information on every aspect and
detail of Howe’s life. Professor Day had accumulated the collection of Oscar
Howe material for over thirty years at the University of South Dakota where
Howe taught from 1957 until his retirement in 1980.
As a graduate assistant, my first contact with the Oscar Howe papers in
Professor Day’s office revealed a wealth of information about Howe’s role during
an extended trip to Southeast Asia and the Middle East on the behalf of the U. S.
State Department in 1971. I could not find much information on this trip in any of
the previous writings about Oscar Howe so I authored a story based on the
primary documents in the collection. The article, titled “Bridging Cultures
Abroad: Oscar Howe’s American Specialist Tour,” was published in South
Dakota History with Howe’s 1967 painting War Dancer on the journal’s cover
(Fig. 2). An abridged and revised version of this article appears in this study in
Chapter Eight, “Completing the Circle, 1970 – 1983.”
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Years after my graduate assistantship, from December 2008 to June 2010,
I worked in the position of Interim Director of the University Art Galleries at the
University of South Dakota after Professor Day’s retirement. In this position I
spearheaded several projects related to the life and career of Oscar Howe. One
project was the first-ever exhibition exclusively featuring Howe’s drawings in the
Oscar Howe Gallery on the USD campus where shows of Howe’s artwork rotate
seasonally from the university’s permanent collection. The December 2009 issue
of AVISO, a University of South Dakota newsletter, featured an article titled
“Gallery Re-opens, Showcases Original Drawings” that discussed the drawing
exhibition. Fifteen of Howe’s drawings, all graphite pencil on paper, were
exhibited. Oscar Howe’s drawings Dakota Duck Hunt and Woman Potter [Maria
Martinez] were two of the never-before exhibited drawings in the Oscar Howe
Gallery in USD’s Old Main building (Figs. 3 and 4).
Another significant project I worked on at the University of South Dakota
involved a collaborative assignment between the University Art Galleries and the
Archives and Special Collections branch of the university’s I. D. Weeks Library.
Sarah Hanson, Curator of Photographs at the USD Archives and Special
Collections division, and several assistants and art students including Eli Show,
Tory Stolen, and Matt Heller worked as a unified team to systematically and
professionally photograph the Oscar Howe art collection for a digital library
database. The digital photography project documented over four hundred original
drawings and paintings by Oscar Howe from several public and private
collections. The November 2009 issue of AVISO featured an article titled “Oscar
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Howe Gallery Digitally Documents Artist’s Collection” that discussed the
importance of the project in advancing Howe’s legacy at the University of South
Dakota. The documentation process put me in direct contact with Oscar Howe’s
drawings and paintings at close range. I helped un-frame the artworks and
prepared them for photo-documentation. Many of the Oscar Howe paintings had
been in their respective frames, under glass and matting, for decades. Hundreds of
drawings by Howe had been stored in cardboard boxes, stacked atop one another,
for years. I can vividly remember how a mixed odor of casein paint, old tape, matt
board, and foam board filled my nostrils as we worked through the photodocumentation process. I experienced a raw and intimate look at the artist’s work,
a wholly different experience of “seeing art” in a book or walking through an art
gallery.
During my tenure as the Interim Director of the University Art Galleries, I
spoke at several events on the life and career of Oscar Howe. My primary goal for
the presentations was simply to educate the larger public about Howe at the same
time the University of South Dakota began plans to fully renovate an existing
building on campus to create an Oscar Howe Museum and Native American
Academic Center. In late May 2009, I presented a lecture on Oscar Howe’s
philosophy and aesthetics at the Native American and Indigenous Studies
Conference (NAISC) in Minneapolis at the University of Minnesota. A picture of
myself in the Oscar Howe Gallery accompanied the story “New Association
Takes ‘Big Tent’ Approach to Studying Native Peoples” in the Chronicle of
Higher Education about the NAISC conference in Minneapolis (Schmidt). The
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locations of the other Oscar Howe presentations were the Dakota Discovery
Museum and the Carnegie Resource Center in Mitchell, South Dakota, and two
presentations at the Betty Strong Encounter Center in Sioux City, Iowa. The
presentation that stands out most in my mind, however, was the talk I gave titled
“Oscar Howe: South Dakota Legend” at the Minnehaha Historical Society
Banquet at the Old Courthouse Museum in downtown Sioux Falls, South Dakota.
In the large, attentive audience that evening sat Inge Dawn Howe Maresh and her
mother Mrs. Heidi Howe. During the early half of the presentation I fought back
the emotions to describe the incredible story of how Oscar Howe and Adelheid
Hampel met in her home country of Germany during World War II. Later, I came
to realize that the presentation in Sioux Falls was the last time Heidi Howe would
attend a lecture or event that honored her husband.
Several special moments during the writing of this dissertation involved
my personal experience with the family of Oscar Howe and my friend and Howe
biographer John Day. One of those distinct experiences was the invitation to
attend the Southwestern Association for Indian Arts (SWAIA) reception at the
Buffalo Thunder Resort north of Santa Fe, New Mexico, in June of 2009. The
reception was held in advance of the annual Santa Fe Indian Market, the largest
American Indian art event in the world that began in 1922. Professor Day and I
sat with others at a table near the front of the podium and the entire evening I had
wondered why we were permitted such fantastic seats. In an evening full of
special awards and recognitions, good food and engaging conversation, the clear
highlight of the event was the ceremony for Oscar Howe, who was posthumously
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awarded the 2009 Lifetime Achievement Allan Houser Legacy Award for his
outstanding contribution to American Indian art. Bruce Bernstein, Executive
Director of SWAIA, spoke of Howe’s aesthetic independence and influence on
American Indian modernism on the Northern Plains as one of the leading artists
of his generation. After his remarks, Bruce Bernstein introduced Inge Dawn
Howe Maresh who graciously accepted the award on her father’s behalf. Inge
Dawn spoke movingly about her father on a personal level and expressed her
family’s hope of more advanced scholarship about the stories her father’s career
and legacy as a professional artist.
The photograph of Heidi Howe with her husband’s Lifetime Achievement
Award from SWAIA was taken shortly before Mrs. Howe’s death on August 12,
2009 (Fig. 5). At the invitation of Inge Dawn Howe Maresh, I was privileged to
serve as an honorary pallbearer at Mrs. Howe’s funeral in Sioux Falls, South
Dakota. During the memorial service, John Day and Wayne Knutson testified to
Mrs. Howe’s commitment to promoting her husband’s artwork during their life
together and after her husband’s death in 1983. Both men eulogized Mrs. Howe as
the model spouse of an artist, supportive and encouraging, with an unconditional
love that personified the partnership of two people who shared their respective
roles in one of art’s unique and overlooked couples. The family of Heidi Howe
chose her husband’s 1972 casein painting, Indian Christ, for the cover of her
memorial card (Fig. 6). The painting was one of her favorites because of the way
Indian Christ bridged the spiritual connection between two cultures.
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Years earlier I distinctly remember the first time I met Oscar Howe’s
widow, Heidi Howe, at the University of South Dakota’s Native American
Cultural Center in the fall of 2004. Earlier that evening I had attended the Oscar
Howe Memorial Lecture presented by noted Lakota artist Arthur Amiotte in Old
Main’s Farber Hall on the USD campus. Amiotte spoke with great knowledge
about Plains Indian ledger drawings and the role of the arts in L/Dakota culture in
his lecture titled “Ledger Art and the Art of Oscar Howe.” Amiotte delivered a
passionate talk about Oscar Howe, his former teacher and mentor, in a radiant
manner that paid tribute to the ways in which Howe honored his Dakota culture in
his art and shaped the history of American Indian art.
A social gathering followed Arthur Amiotte’s lecture at the Native
American Cultural Center. At the reception Professor Day walked me over to the
table where Mrs. Heidi Howe and her daughter Inge Dawn were sitting and said,
“Heidi, I want to introduce you to Eddie Welch who has done some research on
Oscar.” It was one of those special moments during this research that I will never
forget. For me, meeting Mrs. Heidi Howe was the closest thing to meeting Oscar
Howe. Over time, I realized the importance of Mrs. Howe’s impact and
contribution to her husband’s life and art career.
In May of 2008 I completed my doctoral graduate course work and
comprehensive exams. By that point I had intensified my documentation of Oscar
Howe’s life story and art career and I had decided to choose this very topic for my
dissertation. During the summer of 2008, I returned to South Dakota and served
as the Program Coordinator for the Oscar Howe Summer Art Institute on the
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University of South Dakota campus in Vermillion. After the summer program’s
conclusion, John Day and I drove to Sioux Falls to meet with Heidi Howe and her
daughter, Inge Dawn Howe Maresh, at their home. We enjoyed each other’s
company over coffee and conversation. In a lively exchange, I spoke of my
current writing projects and research on their late husband and father. Mrs.
Howe’s eyes twinkled at the memories of her husband. She was delighted to know
young people were still interested in her husband’s story. After the American
Statesman article appeared in South Dakota History, Mrs. Howe graciously sent
me a card with her husband’s painting Indian Mother and Child on the cover with
a very kind note inside. “Dear Mr. Welch, I was most impressed with the article
you wrote, ‘Oscar Howe: American Indian Statesman.’ I appreciate the research
needed to document this important period of my husband’s life. Thank you for
your interest and obvious admiration of my late husband’s work. Sincerely, Heidi
Howe” (Howe 2007).
A final personal story that connected my own journey to study Howe’s life
and career for my dissertation was an ordinary late morning during winter’s depth
in early January of 2010. It was one of the coldest winters in recent memory and
that day was no exception in Vermillion, South Dakota. My dog Dylan and I
walked our normal route around Prentis Park. We returned home down Main
Street across from the park and near the local hospital and not far from our home.
As we proceeded home along the sidewalk on Main Street, I stopped abruptly at
the street intersection before crossing and looked up: Walker Street. I was only a
few blocks from home and had my senses been clearer, I would have walked
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straight on to our warm home. Instead, I walked south on Walker Street with
Dylan unleashed and ahead of me. I recognized the pleasant and unexceptional
home immediately. A single level ranch-style home, still pale yellow, with a small
yard and tree in the front lot. Standing on the sidewalk I squinted my eyes in the
chilly, moist air to read the three digits indicating the exact location. 128 Walker
Street.
A photograph of Oscar and Heidi Howe on the very front step of this very
home had been taken decades earlier, from what I had guessed was exactly where
I was standing (Fig. 7). I stood on the sidewalk in front of Oscar Howe’s former
home in Vermillion where he maintained a studio for nearly twenty years. That
morning I was delighted and overwhelmed at the unexpected turn of events. In
total disbelief, I yelled, “Dylan! This is Oscar Howe’s house!” The late winter
morning was dead silent aside from the fierce and howling wind from the north. I
looked around the neighborhood and took in the moment. I returned my attention
to the home on Walker Street. There was no marker commemorating the home. I
shook my head in amazement and walked home.
That singular moment on that very morning in Vermillion, South Dakota
symbolized my personal journey in learning about the story of Oscar Howe. He
lived with his family in an ordinary neighborhood in an unremarkable and modest
home in small town America for much of his adult life. Oscar Howe was also a
nationally recognized artist with a distinct aesthetic painting style unmatched in
the history of modern art. In the course of his revolutionary life, Oscar Howe was
both embraced and neglected by the art world at the same time.
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CHAPTER ONE

DISTINCTLY OSCAR HOWE: AN INTRODUCTION

The dissertation presents an interpretative biography of the people, places,
and art that marked the life and times of Yanktonai Dakota modernist painter and
educator Oscar Howe (1915-1983). The research examines Howe’s experiences in
the context of twentieth century history giving a personal voice to the events and
ideas that shaped the times of this man’s life. Howe’s life narrative is developed
in a chronological timeline as a series of short stories within each chapter. A key
objective of the research was to revisit seminal life events, to document Howe’s
experience as a professional American Indian artist, and to translate the short
stories and anecdotes into a biographical format. Another objective throughout the
research was to clarify and substantiate, and to record and reinterpret, the stories
of historical importance in the documentation of Oscar Howe’s life.
The biography considers Oscar Howe’s family history and life on the
Crow Creek Indian Reservation to his earliest educational experiences first at the
Pierre Indian School and later at the Santa Fe Indian School under the art
instruction of Dorothy Dunn. The research pays particular attention to the early
development of Howe’s art career during the Works Progress Administration and
Howe’s early mural works and book illustrations. A chapter on Oscar Howe’s
World War II experience highlights the story of how he met his future wife in
Germany at her father’s men’s clothing store in the summer of 1945. This chapter
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further explains Howe’s two-year courtship of Miss Adelheid Hampel as he
adjusted to life in the United States in the years immediately after the war.
The research addresses the impact of Oscar Howe’s art education at
Dakota Wesleyan University and later at the University of Oklahoma. Many
people helped Howe along his educational journey and life mentors came in many
forms. Howe’s art influences spanned from Michelangelo to Dakota hide
paintings. A narrative of the people who impacted Howe’s academic experiences
including Professors Bill Holaday at Dakota Wesleyan University and John
O’Neil at the University of Oklahoma are weaved throughout the research.
This biography on Oscar Howe recreates the setting of an overlooked and
untold story of the night the American public learned Oscar Howe’s story on
national television on April 13, 1960. In this chapter, Oscar Howe’s appearance
on This is Your Life, a popular reality television show during the golden age of
television in the 1950s and early 1960s, is analyzed based on the context
surrounding the show and the actual footage of the television program. This
chapter revisits Howe’s surprise appearance on the program and investigates the
meanings and stories that emerged from the show. The chapter of the study
reveals that Howe’s appearance on the television program highlights a pivotal
moment in the artist’s career and a point of convergence of American Indian
modernity in popular culture.
The dissertation on the life and career of Oscar Howe presents a unique
collection of published and unpublished primary documents and secondary
sources. The research makes broad use of new material from special collections
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and archives. While many of the topics of Howe’s life and career have been
touched on in earlier biographies, this study offers a much broader and more
detailed analysis of Howe’s life as a professional artist, and highlights the views
of the people he knew and corresponded with during his life. The “life
documents” about Oscar Howe were part of a larger data collection process of
research that evolved over a period of years and included archival and museum
experiences, observations, document review, photograph elicitation, review of
audio-visual materials, and direct intensive contact with the Oscar Howe’s
artworks for several years. From these documents a portrait of Oscar Howe
developed.
Stories about Oscar Howe’s life emerged from all corners of the research
and individual items unveiled their own unique stories. Oscar Howe’s personal
books and papers, collectables, and memorabilia provided an insightful look into
the artist’s surroundings. These many items included a book inscription from John
G. Neihardt, a postcard from Vine Deloria, Jr., a thank you note from Tom
Brokaw, and correspondence with contemporaries Acee Blue Eagle and
Blackbear Bosin. Some items and the stories they carried were more significant
than others but collectively the stories spoke to a larger-than-life narrative.
Oscar Howe’s complex life story deserved a renewed academic focus with
serious consideration of the life documents and historical materials related to this
man’s life. Despite an incredible track record of art exhibitions nationwide, Oscar
Howe remains noticeably underappreciated and overlooked in American art
history of his generation. The level of Howe’s exposure and recognition in
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American art is a subjective analysis and open to interpretation. Howe’s work was
well-received throughout his career with over seventy shows in solo and group
exhibitions and his artworks are included in major American Indian art collections
including the Denver Art Museum, Heard Museum in Phoenix, Philbrook Art
Museum in Tulsa, and the Joslyn Art Museum in Omaha. For much of his career,
however, Oscar Howe was largely isolated in South Dakota and, at the same time,
a central figure in the global art world and the ideas that shaped American Indian
art modernism in the twentieth century.
The research for this dissertation examined the earliest materials about
Oscar Howe to the most current literature. This study consulted histories of
American Indian art, book chapters, journal articles, leaflets, exhibition reviews,
magazine articles, and other forms of popular literature. The writings about Oscar
Howe in survey texts and secondary literature on American Indian art is quite
extensive and, at the same time, scattered and limited in substance. Much of the
existing scholarship simply rehashes material from the pieces written previously
and fails to address the larger issues and ideas of Oscar Howe’s life and times.
A closer look at the historical literature reveals Oscar Howe was something
between a cutting-edge modernist of the twentieth century and an artist
completely misunderstood and omitted from the American art canon. This odd
marriage is explainable, but unfortunate, and reflects a broader narrative about
American art’s distance from the American Indian art story. A scan of the
literature substantiates Oscar Howe’s premier place in American Indian art history
but a less concrete understanding of his place in American art history. In Fifty
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Favorites, a compilation of the Joslyn Art Museum’s best pieces of art, Oscar
Howe’s 1949 painting Origin of the Corn (Fig. 8) is presented between Jackson
Pollock’s Galaxy (1947) and Alexander Calder’s Numbered One to Seven (1950)
in the highly respected permanent collection of this museum in Omaha, Nebraska
(98-103). Howe’s paintings were also featured in a 1972 book titled The Vincent
Price Treasury of American Art that featured two casein paintings by Oscar
Howe, Buffalo Calf Woman (Fig. 9) and Medicine Man (294-295). Price’s
Treasury of American Art was one of the few American art anthologies to include
artworks by the Dakota artist during his lifetime. On the other hand, twentiethcentury American art survey books and books on American painters and paintings
of the 1960s rarely even mention Oscar Howe. The omission of Oscar Howe in
modern and contemporary American art literature suggested an array of possible
factors including a general bias against American Indian artists and the
fundamental ideas of modernity.
Letters are an important part of understanding Oscar Howe’s life and serve
as a valuable primary resource. After reading the letters addressed to Oscar Howe
– hundreds of pieces in an assortment of correspondence – one gets a sense of
Howe’s cross cultural appeal amongst people of all walks of life and of diverse
religions, ethnicities, and backgrounds. The letters spoke a universal language and
disclosed information about Howe’s relationship with people. The letters also
revealed the feelings, thoughts, and connective bridge that attracted others to
Oscar Howe and transcended cultural barriers. People from all over the country
and throughout the world wrote to Howe during his lifetime. The letters
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connected Howe to educators, artists, neighbors, friends, politicians, writers, and
friends of the arts. The letters referenced throughout this research provide the
voices and viewpoints of those people who knew Oscar Howe personally and
professionally in order to better elucidate a portrait of this man’s life.
One series of letters, between Oscar Howe and Dorothy Dunn, written
between 1953 and 1962, highlighted a largely undocumented part of Howe’s life
and revealed several layers of stories. Dorothy Dunn helped train and influence an
entire generation of American Indian artists during the 1930s at Santa Fe. She
remains one of most influential and somewhat controversial figures in early
American Indian art education. Dunn was Howe’s painting teacher from 1935 to
1937 at the Santa Fe Indian School. The Howe-Dunn letters uniquely connected a
former teacher and vocal supporter and one of art’s emerging Indian modernists.
As a whole, the series of letters between two people from distinctly different
backgrounds indicated that Howe and Dunn maintained a long-distance friendship
over the years based on their mutual love of art. The letters referenced in this
study reveal the relationship of Oscar Howe and Dorothy Dunn, and addresses
Dunn’s early influence on Howe at Santa Fe, and how, later in life, she
championed his career.
Another remarkable series of letters from George McGovern to Oscar
Howe provided a glimpse of their friendship founded on personal respect, rural
backgrounds, and South Dakota values. Connected by their rural South Dakota
roots and humble beginnings, Howe and McGovern were called to serve their
country in a time of war. Both men served courageously during the Second World
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War’s European Theatre. McGovern was a highly decorated and celebrated Air
Force war hero, whereas Howe’s Army service went largely unnoticed. After the
war, McGovern and Howe both graduated from Mitchell’s Dakota Wesleyan
University, in 1946 and 1952, respectively.
The George McGovern letters to Oscar Howe were hand-written or typed
on government stationery from the respective offices McGovern held over the
years: House of Representatives (1957-61), Director of Food for Peace Program
in the Kennedy Administration (1961-63), and the United States Senate (196380). All of the letters from McGovern to Howe are located in the Oscar Howe
Collection at USD. From the first letter in 1957 to Howe from McGovern to the
last letter in 1980, the communication between Howe and McGovern indicated a
balance in their love of the state of South Dakota and respect for one another.
The first correspondence from George McGovern to Oscar Howe in the
collection occurred shortly after McGovern was elected to the U.S. House of
Representatives in South Dakota’s first congressional district. McGovern’s handwritten letter, dated January 22, 1957, stated, “In looking at these bare office
walls for a month, the thought has occurred to me that perhaps we could persuade
you to loan us one of your paintings for display on the walls. We have so many
visitors,” McGovern noted, “that I am anxious for them to see the best product of
S. D. art” (McGovern 1957). Howe responded to McGovern’s request and visitors
to McGovern’s Congressional office were greeted by several of the artist’s
paintings including Last Buffalo Hunt (Figs. 10 and 11).
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On April 23, 1959, Congressman George McGovern, re-elected to a
second term, rose on the House floor of Congress to recognize the American
Indian artist from South Dakota. “Mr. Speaker,” McGovern declared, “it has been
my privilege to know as a friend and former teaching colleague, Oscar Howe,
now a professor at the University of South Dakota, who is the foremost American
Indian artist in the United States today. . . . Acclaimed as artist laureate of the
Middle Border, Professor Howe is an outstanding example of a reservation-born
Indian who has with great personal courage and amazing artistic skill carved for
himself a place of honor among the people of our State” (A3471). Congressman
McGovern further requested a recent biography of Oscar Howe be entered into
the Congressional Record (A3471). At McGovern’s request and with “unanimous
consent,” the biography of Oscar Howe, written by George Agogino and Heidi
Howe earlier that year for Museum News, a University of South Dakota
newsletter, was reproduced in total in the Congressional Record (A3471-A3473).
By the 1960s and 1970s the correspondence between Howe and
McGovern had evolved considerably. Senator McGovern displayed several of
Howe’s paintings in his Capitol Hill office and the senator spoke remarkably of
the artist to the visitors of his United States Senate office. Both were regular
attendees at Dakota Wesleyan University functions in Mitchell and McGovern
often appeared in Vermillion for campaign events in the 1960s and 1970s. The
letters reproduced throughout this study reveal that Oscar Howe, artist and
educator, and George McGovern, politician and global leader in the fight against
hunger, represented the very best of South Dakota.
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A generous supply of photographs and works of art are reproduced in this
study. Many of the photographs and works of art have been reproduced in other
publications but others have not and this compilation of images presents the most
extensive illustrative history of the Oscar Howe’s life. Howe’s artworks are an
important form of primary documentation for this study and tell a story of who he
was as an artist and educator. In the course of the research, the author documented
and inventoried several hundred works of art by Oscar Howe. The works
reproduced in this study are presented to illustrate a representative sample of
Howe’s stylistic changes and the overall evolution of his development over the
course of his career. The research documents the progression of styles from his
earliest drawings to his mature paintings and further records specific and
definitive stages of his artistic life.
Photographs are also an important form of documentation in this study.
Photographs related to Oscar Howe’s life and career are presented throughout the
biography to deliver a visual lens that text alone cannot fully describe. An
example is the photograph of Oscar Howe in his art studio taken around 1960
(Fig. 12). In this moment captured on film, Howe sat on a wooden chair facing the
easel and he wore a white short-sleeve dress shirt, pants, and loafers. The
photograph depicted the artist’s focus and total attention on the drawing surface.
An oversized mirror leaned against the wall behind Howe. The mirrored image of
Howe in the photograph allows the viewer to reflect back upon Howe’s
sophisticated nature, drawing posture, and bare studio surroundings. Another
photograph of Oscar Howe was taken at the dedication of the Oscar Howe

40
Elementary School in 1980 in Sioux Falls, South Dakota (Fig. 13). The
photograph depicted Oscar Howe seated in a wheelchair and a young white boy
with his hand on Howe’s wheelchair. The boy’s yellow t-shirt read “Oscar Howe”
in blue letters. The two stood in front of brick building with the words “Oscar
Howe Elementary School” adorning the building. The photograph defined the
meaning of Oscar Howe’s life: Bridging generations and cultures with his
sophisticated Dakota knowledge and love of art and teaching.
This biographical study on the life and career of Oscar Howe revealed that
concrete answers to some aspects of Howe’s life story were still open to more
research and further interpretation. A series of topics in the dissertation’s
concluding chapter are suggested as future areas of research and scholarship.
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CHAPTER TWO

EARLY AND FORMATIVE YEARS
1915 – 1934

The birthplace of Oscar Howe is called Joe Creek. It is located in central
South Dakota along the Missouri River on the Crow Creek Indian Reservation. To
find Joe Creek from the capital city, Pierre, you take Highway 34 east out of
town. Along the highway road, over flatlands and rolling hills, you can witness
the beauty of the Missouri River basin with steep-sided ravines and banks and
prairie grasslands that stretch for miles. As you drive east you can see the ribbons
of road trailing off across the wide prairie and the blue haze that hangs above the
river. Around twenty-six miles east of Pierre you will reach a sign that announces
the Joe Creek Recreation Area. One might expect to find a sign stating, “Joe
Creek, birthplace of Oscar Howe,” but no sign exists. In fact there is no marker or
memorial, or any indication anywhere in the entire region that one of South
Dakota’s greatest artists was from this area.

Dakota Roots
Oscar Howe was born in Joe Creek, South Dakota, on May 13, 1915, into
a traditional Dakota family, the third of five children born to Ella Not Afraid of
the Bear and George Howe, only three of whom survived into adulthood. The
earliest known photograph of Oscar Howe depicted him and his older brother
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Walter squeezed together on a chair with the eldest brother, Edward, standing at
their side (Fig. 14). A brother, John, and a sister, Emma, died a young age.
Oscar Howe’s parents were Lower Yanktonai (Hunkpatina) Dakota and
enrolled members of the Crow Creek Sioux Reservation. In a 1977 interview,
Oscar Howe remarked that his mother and father met and eventually married after
each of them had divorced their previous spouse (5). A rare photograph of his
mother, Ella Not Afraid of the Bear (also known as Ella Fearless Bear), depicted a
traditional Dakota woman with elaborate beadwork and quillwork on buckskin
clothing (Fig. 15). Howe’s mother died in 1924 at an early age when Howe was
nine years old and away from home at boarding school in Pierre, South Dakota.
Howe’s father, George Tikute How, or more commonly George T. Howe, was a
poor farmer who worked the acres he was deeded through allotment at a time
when droughts, grasshoppers, and a lack of modern machinery made farming
difficult. He never remarried after his wife’s death and lived at Joe Creek for the
remainder of his life until his death in the early 1950s.
Oscar Howe’s ancestors on his mother’s and father’s sides traced back to
generations of Yanktonai Dakota tribal leaders, traditional artists, and gifted
storytellers. Howe was the direct descendant of Yanktonai Dakota chiefs. Howe’s
paternal great-grandfather was Bone Necklace (Ho-hoo-non-pee) (Fig. 16) and his
maternal great-grandfather was White Bear (Matoska). Yanktonai Dakota chiefs
Bone Necklace and White Bear were important tribal leaders, respected friends,
and political allies. One of White Bear’s sons was Not Afraid of the Bear (Mato
Wakokipe-sni) (Fig. 17), the father of Oscar Howe’s mother, Ella Not Afraid of
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the Bear. One of Bone Necklace’s sons was Unspensi (also known as Don’t Know
How, or D. K. How), the father of Oscar Howe’s father, George Howe.
A recent article on Yanktonai tribal history by Robert Galler, Jr. titled
“Sustaining the Sioux Confederation: Yanktonai Initiatives and Influences on the
Northern Plains, 1680-1880” revealed a fresh perspective and interpretation of
Plains Indian history of the people known as the “middle Sioux” Yanktonai.
Galler’s systematic historical study based upon government documents and
secondary sources placed the Yanktonai people as active participants in history
whose voices emerged as peoples who wished to reconcile the cultural differences
of their newfound neighbors. “While Yanktonais seem nearly invisible in most
historical narratives of the northern plains,” wrote Galler, “these nineteenthcentury accounts show the influence and prominence given to a people that once
constituted the largest of the original seven tribes of the Sioux confederation” (2).
The Yanktonais world changed over time with non-Indian encroachment on their
traditional tribal lands and the developments of land settlements and treaty
negotiations. Oscar Howe’s great-grandfathers, Bone Necklace and White Bear,
“touched the pen” to government documents in the mid to late-nineteenth century
(DeMallie). A sense of compromise and respect for tribal traditions guided the
decisions of Bone Necklace, White Bear, and other council leaders and political
diplomats of the Yanktonai Dakota. In the face of great adversity on all levels—
culturally, economically, politically, socially—Howe’s ancestors led their people
through a difficult period of history rarely told from their perspective. These men
were real men and their stories and songs were Oscar Howe’s stories and songs.
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Joe Creek
From Highway 34 take Joe Creek Road south down to “the pocket” (as the
locals know it). The gravel road ventures in the direction of the Missouri River.
The vast landscape of prairie grasslands and river bottomland emerges into view
off the highway. Down the road you will reach a small river tributary where the
rolling hills flatten out and the rural and rugged environment with abundant
wildlife and native grasses, cactus, and yucca blossoming on the barren gumbo
hills. Joe Creek is a place where nature overwhelms human activity. The place is
characteristic of central South Dakota’s distinct seasonal cycle: hot, dry, and often
windy, summers; tree-changing autumns; cold, harsh winters; and the slow and
tenacious renewal of life in the spring.
The experience of place depends on the time of the year. On a late spring
walk in the Joe Creek area one can feel the isolation and beauty of this place with
only a few country houses, at times miles apart, dotting the landscape. During a
late spring morning in the area the natural environment of this place in South
Dakota is so quiet and breathtakingly calm that you can hear the trees whistling in
the wind and the crunching of leaves. The vegetative landscape of prairie grasses
and bountiful cottonwood trees, and many species of birds and abundant animal
life – antelope, buffalo, fox, and grey wolves – are in an undisturbed, natural
state.
The place called Joe Creek is Indian Country located in Hughes County.
Across the river bend from Joe Creek is the agency town, Fort Thompson, the
tribal headquarters of the Crow Creek Sioux Indian Reservation. The boundaries
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of the Crow Creek Indian Reservation were drawn to include a section west of the
river bend where Joe Creek was located. Oscar Howe’s grandmother Shell Face
and her husband Not Afraid of the Bear lived directly on the Missouri River
according to an early plat map in Centennial Atlas of Hughes County South
Dakota (n. p.). In South Dakota Geographic Names, a compilation of place-name
origins in the state printed in 1973 and edited by Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve, it
was reported that Joe Creek, the birthplace of Oscar Howe, was “named for Joe
Arnold, a squawman who lived at the mouth of this creek in the 1870’s and made
a living selling cedar and cottonwood timber to steamboats which at that time
plied the Missouri River.” The entry for Joe Creek explained that Joe Arnold and
his American Indian wife, or “squaw” in derogatory English, eventually “moved
to the vicinity of Fort Pierre, where he supported himself by fishing” (204-05).
Oscar Howe’s childhood memories at Joe Creek include a complex
narrative of stories. Howe learned the stories of the Dakota people from his
relatives and other community members. Much in those stories expressed a proud
and painful past. These stories included ceremonies and rituals, war parties and
massacres, riding horses across the prairie, and courting a companion. Asked
about his childhood memories in interviews, on television programs, or for film
scripts, Howe recalled several distinct memories of this place called Joe Creek.
He lived in Joe Creek for the first seven years of his life before being sent to
boarding school at Pierre. The memory of Joe Creek reminded Howe of his
Dakota family and their humble possessions and poverty. Howe’s most vivid
childhood memories at Joe Creek recalled drawing lines in the prairie earth. “My
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first knowledge of expressing,” wrote Howe in his 1969 essay “Theories and
Beliefs – Dakota,” “was line abstractions as a boy of about three years old when
the only language I knew was Dakota” (72). Howe was a naturally gifted child
artist with an extraordinary imagination and, later in life, he was drawn to the
stories and memories of Joe Creek as a place where he first attempted art. At an
early age, Oscar Howe drew lines with sticks in the dirt, and later with charcoal
from the family stove. Howe recalled that his father had objected to his earliest
drawings and art-making experiences, however, and that his father took the boy’s
pencils away and did everything to prevent his son from drawing and expressing
his imagination. As a result Howe recalled that he was often left alone where he
mostly drew outside as the weather permitted in this volatile Northern Plains
region of central South Dakota (Oscar Howe: Sioux Painter).

H-O-W-E
The origin of the surname “H-O-W-E” has several stories, some fictional
as in the case of We Went Thataway, a book published in 1949 by journalist and
humorist Harry Allen Smith, a popular fiction writer with noted works Low Man
on a Totem Pole (1941), Life in a Putty Knife Factory (1943) and Rhubarb
(1946). We Went Thataway is an early literary piece of what is commonly known
today as travel writing, a collection of travelogues about the American Western
landscape in the post-war era. “We drove due west from Sioux Falls,” wrote
Smith, “passed through a hamlet named Pumpkin Center, and paused for an hour
in Mitchell to see the baroque building known as the Corn Palace. This is an
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edifice containing a large auditorium and toppled with a series of Moorish
minarets and turrets. Each year it is covered with murals and other decorations
inside and out, the pictures being fashioned out of corn” (71). The story
continued,
We arrived just as the annual job of decoration was being
completed, and it is a sight to see. When I first heard about the
Corn Palace I thought it would be funny, but it wasn’t—it comes
pretty close to being beautiful. The supervising artist in recent
years has been a pedigreed Indian named Oscar Howe. Ray B.
Willard of the Mitchell Chamber of Commerce located Oscar for
us, and in his company we inspected the murals. The striking
effects achieved through the use of corn of different colors: dark
blue, or squaw, corn; lighter blue; light and dark red; calico corn,
which is sort of tan; white corn; and, of course, the brilliant yellow.
In addition to the corn, wild grass and cane tops and stalks of grain
are used, mostly for border designs. The big murals on both the
inner and outer walls are fashioned almost altogether of corn. The
ears are sawed lengthwise and then nailed flatside to the panels.
Some of those corn murals depicting Indian life and covered
wagons and frontier history and cowboys are twenty or thirty feet
long (71-72).
Smith declared Howe “one of the state’s most prominent artists” but of
most interest to the author and his readers was “the origin of his surname. He got
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it from his grandfather, Old Don’t Know How who lived on the Crow Creek
Reservation. Years ago,” the story continued, “the grandfather had another name.
One year the Indians on the reservation pooled up their money and elected him to
go to Minneapolis and buy supplies for them. In Minneapolis he got involved with
a couple of con men who sold him the Stone Arch Bridge or some such thing and
cleaned him out. When he got back to the reservation his people were, of course,
good and sore about it and kept asking him how those pesky whiteskins had
managed to bilk him. ‘Don’t know how,’ was all he could say, and so he became
known as Old Don’t Know How” (72). Smith effectively blurred the lines of fact
and fiction when he introduced the legend of Oscar Howe’s surname to the
reading public. Fact or fiction, the truth of this story is unknown, and Smith’s
depiction added an element of folklore to Oscar Howe’s life and family history.
Another author writing about Oscar Howe in 1989 published a different
interpretation of the surname H-O-W-E. The author was Roscoe Dean, a medical
doctor who served the communities at the Crow Creek and Lower Brule Indian
Reservations and lived at Wessington Springs, South Dakota. Dean wrote an
article titled “Who Am I?” in South Dakota Heritage. The article was printed to
coincide with the South Dakota centennial in recognition of the state’s most
famous individuals. The author pointed out Howe’s great-grandfathers’ oratory
skills and also described in great detail the stories of Howe’s Dakota ancestor’s
involvement with the Fool Soldiers Rescue after the Dakota War of 1862. On the
issue of the origin of Oscar Howe’s surname, Dean wrote, “The name D. K. How
originated from a loose interpretation of the Indian words O Spa Sue, meaning
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things did not work out right or were not adequate, and when the people were
enrolled the interpreter perhaps jokingly wrote, ‘Don’t know how,’ which soon
became D. K. How. All early records show the spelling as How” (34).
A third source on the matter of the origins of H-O-W-E emerged in a 1995
book by David Wallace Adams titled Education for Extinction: American Indians
and the Boarding School Experience, 1875-1928. Adams cited an 1881 article in
Southern Workman written by Booker T. Washington, a dormitory supervisor at
the Hampton Institute in Virginia where one the school’s students was Ziewie, the
daughter of Unapesni from Crow Creek. (252). According to Washington’s story,
wrote Adams, Ziewie’s father was eager to accommodate the white’s man
lifestyle and conform to total assimilation. Unapesni cut his long hair, opened a
mercantile store on the reservation, abandoned his tipi and built a house, and
changed his name to “Don’t Know How” which was a rough English translation
of his name. He abbreviated his name and added the letter ‘e’ to complete the
transformation to D. K. Howe, according to Washington’s version. “There is no
way of knowing whether Washington’s description of Unapesni’s—or D. K.
Howe’s—transformation is entirely accurate,” concluded Adams (252).
The literature cited above provides us three different stories on the matter
of the surname H-O-W-E. A summary of the varying accounts included (1) Oscar
Howe’s grandfather renamed himself after a trip to Minneapolis in Smith’s We
Went Thataway, (2) An interpreter renamed Howe’s grandfather based on a rough
translation in Roscoe Dean’s “Who Am I?” and finally, (3) Howe’s grandfather
renamed himself to assimilate in Adams’ Education for Extinction. So, how can
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we really know how the name developed, and how it became “Howe?” Which, if
any, is correct? It may be hard to say.
With this thought in mind, we may turn to a reference dictionary. Several
Dakota language dictionaries were consulted during this research including John
P. Williamson’s An English-Dakota Dictionary, Paul Warcloud’s Dakotah Sioux
Indian Dictionary, and Harlan LaFontaine and Neil McKay’s 550 Dakota Verbs.
A straightforward look at the name and name change appears a quite simple and
literal translation.
Unspe means “to know how”
+
sni means “not”
= “to not know how” or “don’t know how.”
In the case of Oscar Howe’s paternal grandfather, the English pidgin
version of Unspesni translated to “don’t know how” which was capitalized and
abbreviated to D. K. How.2 The historical context of the H-O-W-E surname
represented a glimpse into the Indian-white relationships that privileged
practicality for the non-Indian colonizer. In other words, it was advantageous for
non-Indians to reinvent Indians whose names were difficult to pronounce and
write. An Indian person’s acceptance or rejection of the name change was a
complicated, dynamic process in the course of history. Each individual story was
different. The renaming of American Indian people – the very heart of one’s

2

A newspaper article by Iris Sanger on September 25, 1949 in the Omaha World
Herald reported that Howe’s father, George, added the ‘e’ to the surname when
his youngest son Oscar enrolled in the Pierre Indian School (Sanger).
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identity – was altered by others who sought a convenient solution to unfamiliar
languages under the mantle of Manifest Destiny and the expansion of the
American West (Littlefield and Underhill).

Boarding School Blues
At age seven, Oscar Howe left home physically and culturally for the
United States government boarding school in Pierre where his older brother
Walter and Edward also attended. For generations, Dakota parents watched their
sons and daughters sent away from home to be educated in white-run government
or religious boarding schools. “I didn’t know a word of English when I was taken
to the federal boarding school in Pierre,” Howe recalled in a 1977 interview. “I
was seven years old. I remember my friend and cousin and I were made to fight,
fistfight on the first day of school” (6). Oscar Howe’s oral history account of
boarding school life reflected the historical memory of generations of American
Indian people—a narrative of lost hope, rejection, homesickness, friendships, and
survival.
The boarding school campus at the Pierre Indian School resembled a
sprawling village of buildings and two hundred acre farm on the outskirts a few
miles southeast of town. The United States Indian Industrial School at Pierre first
opened in February of 1891, five weeks after the Wounded Knee massacre when
the United States Army shot American Indian men, women, and children in the
new state of South Dakota on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. The offreservation government boarding school at Pierre, South Dakota, was most
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commonly known as Pierre Indian School. The boarding school was one of many
federal government operated schools away from Indian communities. The school
was renamed the Pierre Indian Learning Center in the mid-1970s. Today the
Pierre Indian Learning School is one of the oldest continuously operated
government schools for American Indian youth (Welch 2006).
Oscar Howe lived practically year-round at the boarding school from age
seven until he was eighteen years old except one year back home in Joe Creek.
Like all Indian boarding schools, the Pierre Indian School operated on a military
basis with a curriculum designed to teach American Indian children the English
language and basic industrial skills in an education system created to completely
wipe away American Indian cultural identity. The educational design of the
school was to give the students a rudimentary knowledge base of American values
including the English language and work skills in menial labor to pursue a life as
a farmhand or agricultural worker on the reservation. By the 1920s, the Pierre
Indian School operated on the trademark half-and-half curriculum, which meant
half the school day was spent in the classroom, and the other half was spent on
vocational training. The school was primarily an agricultural training center for
young Indian boys and a domestic training center for Indian girls. Classroom
exercises included mathematics, physical sciences, American history, and
emphasis on learning to read, write, and speak English (Welch 2006).
Oscar Howe and his Pierre Indian School classmates experienced
complete assimilation, forced physical altercations, and a realization of the need
for basic survival. All Indian school children at government boarding schools
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were strictly required to speak only the English language. Under the watchful
eyes of stern disciplinarians who enforced the rules, the boarding school was no
place for Indian languages or the slightest infraction. In fact, the physical
reminder of boarding school life never escaped Oscar Howe. He recalled being
beaten with a rubber hose in the face and he had the scars on his head to prove it.
“The school used a military idea in everything. All activities were geared towards
army discipline. We wore uniforms on our holidays and Sunday. Sunday was the
worst day of the week. They made us stand in attention as long as three hours.
Corporal punishment was a daily affair,” Howe stated matter-of-factly in a 1977
interview (6-7). In a school environment more closely aligned with drill training
than learning, Oscar Howe and many of his classmates endured the wrath of
severe beatings and whippings at the hands of school matrons.
By the 1920s student health conditions at the Pierre Indian School had
become nothing short of a crisis. The overcrowded environment, irregular medical
treatment, and unsanitary conditions had never received adequate attention. A
common theme in much of the literature on the history of Indian boarding schools
is the poor health care conditions at the schools. An off-reservation boarding
school such as the Pierre Indian School “presented particular problems,”
explained David Wallace Adams in Education for Extinction: American Indians
and the Boarding School Experience, 1875-1928, because the off-reservation
boarding schools, “removed students to a new and sometimes unhealthier climate;
the exhausting regimentation wore down the students’ resistance; and they
exacted severe emotional pain by cutting the children off from family and
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community” (133). As a result, disease and death had become commonplace in
the American Indian boarding school environment. The Pierre Indian School
modeled that formula, and many Indian students at the boarding school were
victims of this unhealthy environment.
Oscar Howe’s life forever changed with a series of events at age nine. The
worst news came when he learned that his mother, Ella Not Afraid of the Bear,
had died in 1924 from causes unknown. Furthermore, Howe was diagnosed with
trachoma, a serious eye condition prevalent in boarding schools where contagious
diseases spread easily. In addition, a skin infection, likely infantigo, on his face
had taken hold as well. The regimentation of the boarding school life had caused
great despair for young Oscar Howe. He was severely depressed and isolated. At
one point, he contemplated suicide. Howe’s physical condition had deteriorated
considerably and the boarding school did not have the medical resources to help
him. Without any other options, Howe was sent home to Joe Creek. Many of his
classmates never thought they would see him again.

Grandmother’s Stories
It may be hard to imagine a more difficult situation to face as a young boy.
His mother had recently died and he was severely ill. In 1925 Oscar Howe’s
return to Joe Creek was much different with his mother gone and he lived with his
grandmother for an entire year. His maternal grandmother, Shell Face (Ite
Kampeska or alternative spelling is Ite Canpeska) took him under her wing,
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nurtured him, and told him family and tribal stories. In some respect, going home
was the best thing that could have happened to Oscar Howe.
Shell Face’s influence on his life cannot be overstated. Oscar Howe’s
maternal grandmother was the most important person in his life. Howe’s
grandmother was his childhood hero, favorite storyteller, and earliest art mentor.
The historical record on Oscar Howe’s grandmother, Shell Face, is quite thin
aside from the fact she lived well into her nineties by the late 1930s (Pringle 190).
We can also build a character narrative of Shell Face from the words of her
grandson, a boy she looked after when he needed a maternal influence most. Shell
Face reinforced the power of the Dakota language with her grandson and exerted
a strong maternal influence over him. Howe’s language in reference to his
maternal grandmother indicated his respect and love for her.
Oscar Howe spoke openly about his maternal grandmother for a
newspaper article in December of 1951 during his senior year of college at
Dakota Wesleyan University. He was asked about her influence on his life during
the year at home in Joe Creek recovering from trachoma, infantigo, and grief due
to his mother’s unexpected death. “I liked to hear the stories of the Sioux and she
would tell them to me for hours on end,” Howe explained. “She had lost her sight,
and couldn’t see to draw other than pictures in the sand with her fingers. But from
these I learned all the symbols of the Sioux Tribes” (“Grandmother’s Finger
Painting”). Oscar Howe’s grandmother told him the old Dakota stories at a critical
time in the young boy’s life. In traditional oral storytelling fashion, she told him
the tales of tribal legends and lore, and the stories of great deeds and actions of his
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ancestors. She emphasized the stories of his family’s connection to the land and
the importance of place, and she reinforced the power of traditional Dakota
culture and values in a rapidly changing modern world.
The influence of Oscar Howe’s maternal grandmother was also subject of
a question in a 1977 interview. He described her as a “very alert, tactful person”
who “was never senile” with a terrific memory (10). “She would tell these stories,
true ones, about culture and life and everything that was fine and good about the
Dakota culture. In her native formal tongue, she told [about] the beautiful and
wonderful [ceremonial] events,” Howe wrote in a 1977 interview. “I still
remember them so clearly I could think them, which I have done. The language
she used was so poetic and beautiful in song and in words, that now I try to equal
them by giving them visual forms” (10).
Back home at Joe Creek, Oscar Howe was determined to regain his health
and not lose his eyesight. The young boy obsessively washed his entire body with
commercial soap. He allowed the soap to dry and eventually he washed it off. He
repeated this procedure daily. By nothing short of a miracle, unexplainable in
modern medicine, the trachoma disappeared after some months. The infantigo on
his face gradually receded too. It is my impression that these events were one of
the moments in life that gave him inner strength and faith.

Drawing and Survival
In 1926, Oscar Howe returned to the Pierre Indian School determined to
reclaim his pride and to finish his boarding school education. The return marked a
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significant turning point in his life. Shell Face was there to send him on his
journey. Oscar Howe’s social life at the boarding school changed vastly as he
grew into his teenage years. One of his cousins, John Pratt from Crow Creek,
befriended Howe and introduced him to other friends. He also encouraged Howe
to get involved in the school’s growing extracurricular art programs.
By the late twenties and into the thirties, Indian boarding schools like the
Pierre Indian School underwent a radical shift in the curriculum and school
environment. The Meriam Report of 1928 exposed the deplorable conditions of
the Indian boarding schools operated by the federal government. One
recommendation of the report was to strengthen Indian education programs by
adding more culturally relevant curriculum including art education (Meriam). The
1930s witnessed progressive changes in federal Indian educational policies and
initiatives under the direction of John Collier as the Commissioner of Indian
Affairs in the Department of the Interior during the Roosevelt Administration. At
this time significant changes in American Indian education were also beginning to
develop on the local level at the Pierre Indian School as part of the reforms of the
New Deal. Boarding school officials at the Pierre Indian School responded to the
Meriam Report by integrating more programs geared towards American Indian
culture and arts related activities. For example, the school began to publish a
school newsletter called Wontanin Waste (meaning “Good News” in English). By
the early 1930s, informal art education programs at the Pierre Indian School
included beadwork, drawing, and arts and crafts courses (Welch 2006).
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By his teenage years, Oscar Howe discovered a love of mathematics and a
passion for drawing which came naturally. A pen or pencil and sheet of paper
were all he needed sometimes to tune out the rest of his surroundings and draw.
Drawing allowed him to be personally expressive and imaginative. After
returning to the school and for most of his teenage years, Oscar Howe actively
participated in all art related activities at the boarding school. He joined the
school’s art club and drew for the school’s newsletter, Wontanin Waste, on a
regular basis as the school’s informal art program expanded. He also entered his
drawings into inter-tribal art competitions sponsored by the Indian schools and he
often won awards in his respective grade bracket. Howe’s imagination and
exploration of linear compositions helped distinguish his artwork from his peers
at the Pierre Indian School. Oscar Howe acknowledged during a 1977 interview
that his drawings in boarding school were “more linear” and “different from the
usual photographic drawings” most of the kids his age were drawing (8).
Eight of Howe’s drawings, and the earliest known works of art, have
survived from his boarding school days at the Pierre Indian School.3 Howe’s
earliest pen drawings, reproduced in the school’s mimeographed newsletter,
Wontanin Waste, reflected a complicated identity as a teenage artist. Some of the
drawings symbolized the influence of the boarding school’s citizenship training
and efforts to teach American values. Those drawings included a stencil sketch of
Presidents Lincoln and Washington and another drawing of a patriotic eagle with

3

The drawings reside in the federal records on the Pierre Indian School at the
National Archives, Central Plains Region in Kansas City, Missouri. The author
personally visited this repository in 2005.
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a banner that read “THEY-MADE-AND-PRESERVED-US-A-NATION.” On the
other hand, Howe discovered an expressive Dakota perspective to draw from. The
teenage boy seemed to incorporate the stories from his maternal grandmother into
his artwork. A drawing titled Drying Meat and Making Pemmican for the cover of
Wontanin Waste indicated an escape from boarding school life in which he
imagined the Dakota Indian legends and tribal stories of his ancestors (Fig. 18).
Howe also developed an early ability to draw horses at the boarding school. The
pen drawing Bucking Bronco Cowboy for the cover of Wontanin Waste is
reproduced as an example (Fig. 20). A critical element of Dakota Indian culture,
the figure of the horse developed with increasing sophistication in his works
throughout his professional art career.
Oscar Howe reflected on the boarding school experience in a thoughtful
way during a 1977 interview over forty years after attending the Pierre Indian
School. “I liked the learning in school very much, [and I was] always interested in
finding out things. And the school though sub-standard, did help me,” remarked
Howe (10). To some extent Oscar Howe simply accepted the boarding school
experience as part of being Indian in the twentieth century. Howe also remarked
in the interview that survival was always on his mind during his youth. “After my
disease stopped, at age thirteen or fourteen,” he explained, “I stayed in school. I
realized how much I have to depend on myself to get what I want. I also found out
[that] I was an excellent student in mathematics [because] I liked figuring out
complex problems . . . With now knowing my talents, I knew I must keep on one,
[but] which one, I didn’t know at the time” (10). Oscar Howe’s boarding school
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experience improved over time and his love of art and mathematics created an
escape from the harsh reality of boarding school life. Howe’s recollection of the
boarding school experience characterized an early stage of independence that
symbolized much of his entire life. Howe recognized that he had a special gift but
he realized that it would take a personal commitment to develop his talents.
At age eighteen, Oscar Howe graduated from the Pierre Indian School on
May 26, 1933 with twenty-five other students. At the commencement program,
Superintendent Herbert C. Calhoun presented each student with a diploma and
Herbert B. Rudolph, Presiding Judge of the South Dakota Supreme Court,
presented the keynote address to the graduates in school’s new gymnasium. After
graduation, Howe had few employment opportunities available to him with the
ninth grade education during the Great Depression. In fact, the American Indian
education system did not train its students to pursue careers in engineering,
medicine, law, or the fine arts. Oscar Howe did what most of his male classmates
did upon boarding school graduation and he returned to the Crow Creek Indian
Reservation in the summer of 1933.
Oscar Howe eventually obtained manual labor work on the Indian New
Deal road crew based out of Fort Thompson on the rugged landscape of the
central South Dakota prairie. The Indian Division of the Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC-ID) was a separate category of the New Deal program to put
American Indians of federally recognized tribes to work building infrastructure
and other public works projects (Bromert). Oscar Howe and a team of Dakota
Sioux males built roads and other public works projects on the Crow Creek Indian
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Reservation. The job was physically demanding, paid poorly, and discouraged an
opportunity of social mobility. One of the responsibilities of CCC-ID work, also
known as the Indian Emergency Conservation Works (IECW), was digging
ditches in ninety-degree heat with no shade. “After two years of breathing dust
and eating inadequate meals,” John R. Milton explained in South Dakota Leaders,
a collection of biographies on notable figures in the state’s history, “he was
diagnosed as having tuberculosis. The bad news probably saved his life. Federal
officials sent him to New Mexico where the higher elevation and the dry air
would be good for his lungs” (412). It was decided that Oscar Howe’s best
opportunity for survival was a healthier climate to recover from the harsh
Northern Plains. That place was Santa Fe, New Mexico.
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CHAPTER THREE

IN PURSUIT OF A DREAM
1935 – 1943

By the fall of 1935, at age twenty, Oscar Howe left the state of South
Dakota for the first time. Howe’s departure from the Dakota tribal lands for a new
and unfamiliar landscape proved to be one of turning points of his life. On
account of his fragile health, Howe welcomed the idea of a warmer climate away
from the seasonal extremes of the Northern Plains. A stroke of good luck and
fortuitous timing paved Howe’s invitation to attend the Santa Fe Indian School in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, to earn his high school diploma. Because of his interest in
becoming an illustrator, he was invited to enroll on a six-week trial basis in their
recently established art program.

Dorothy Dunn and the Santa Fe “Studio” Program
Dorothy Dunn, a non-Indian woman, born in Kansas and college-educated
at the Chicago Art Institute, founded the painting studio at the Santa Fe Indian
School in 1932. For the next five years Dunn would direct the art program at the
Santa Fe Indian School, and the painting studio was one of the major milestones
in 20th-century Indian art. The Santa Fe “Studio” represented a significant break
with the federal Indian policy of assimilation. Dorothy Dunn’s oft-cited teaching
objectives were as follows:
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(1) to foster appreciation of Indian painting among students and
public; (2) to produce new painting in keeping with high standards
already attained by American Indian painters; (3) to study and
explore traditional Indian art methods and production in order to
continue established basic painting forms, and to evolve new
motifs, styles, and techniques only as they might be in character
with the old, and worthy of supplementing them; (4) to maintain
tribal and individual distinction in the paintings (Dunn 1960:19).
Dunn’s teaching philosophy centered upon the ideas of John Dewey and
progressive education reform. Dunn aimed for her students to observe the world
around them and to reflect themselves in their art. Most of all, Dunn encouraged
her students to draw from their respective tribal backgrounds. She would not
stand before a classroom and lecture her students on how to paint. Instead Dunn’s
teaching style allowed the young artists to find their own way respective of their
own identity and experiences, a byproduct of her belief in Dewey’s educational
theories and a brand of progressive education (Bernstein and Rushing; Eldridge
323-326). Dorothy Dunn’s students at the Santa Fe Indian School were exposed to
a variety of information to draw inspiration from. Dunn made certain students
from the Northern Plains such as Oscar Howe had access to pictographic
drawings and ledger drawings related to the history of the American Indian artists
of that region. Moreover, Howe had access to Northern Plains Indian
anthropology reports, ethnographic studies, archaeological drawings, and
encyclopedias. At Santa Fe, Howe and his classmates were exposed to popular
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literature in the form of magazines, comics, and dime novels. Dorothy Dunn’s
painting class visited local museums, gallery exhibits, and places of interest
throughout Santa Fe including the Museum of New Mexico and the School of
American Research. All of this was designed to expand his knowledge base of
Dakota Sioux arts and culture.
Painting students in the Santa Fe “Studio” were encouraged by Dorothy
Dunn to learn about traditional Indian arts and to draw from their respective tribal
backgrounds. This experience led Howe in the direction of Sioux Indian art books
and ethnographic literature on Dakota Sioux traditional arts including winter
counts, hide and buckskin pictographic drawings, beadwork, quillwork, and
parfleche geometric designs. Howe’s ideas for drawings and paintings naturally
progressed at Santa Fe. Howe’s art significantly evolved from simple drawings in
boarding school to more complete watercolor paintings as he began to seriously
explore Northern Plains Indian arts and his own Dakota heritage. A narrative
quality of the drawings emerged in flat, two-dimensional watercolor paintings at
the Santa Fe Indian School.

Santa Fe “Studio” Style
Oscar Howe experimented with the “Studio” style of painting at the Santa
Fe Indian School by using Dakota subjects and themes. The most common
subjects in Howe’s “Santa Fe style” paintings included horses, buffalo, Sioux
warriors, and dancers that replicated the representative pictographic works of
Plains Indian illustrative artists of the nineteenth century. The Santa Fe “Studio”
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style of painting is widely recognized in the history of American Indian painting
for its two-dimensional form without use of background or definition that might
give temporal or spatial context. One of the best publications on the artwork that
emerged from the Santa Fe Indian School is Michelle McGeough’s recent book
Through Their Eyes: Indian Painting in Santa Fe, 1918-1945. The book
beautifully illustrates the dominant style so commonly associated with the
American Indian artists that attended the Santa Fe Indian School in the first half
of the twentieth century.
None of Oscar Howe’s paintings, however, were reproduced in
McGeough’s book and only a few of his paintings from the school are known to
have survived. Two of Howe’s paintings from the Santa Fe Indian School, for
example, Three Horses (Fig. 20) and Six Sioux Dancers (Fig. 21), completed in
the late 1930s, symbolized many features characteristic of the “Studio” style.
Horses and dancers were a continuous subject matter in his works at Santa Fe.
The watercolor painting Three Horses showed Howe’s early overlapping
technique and color combinations. Both paintings lacked perspective and relied
on an accurate interpretation of the subject matter to communicate. Both
watercolor paintings also represented a naturalistic and flat style characteristic of
many of the “Studio” works from this generation of Santa Fe Indian School
students.
Oscar Howe was at the center of the emergence of professional American
Indian art at in the Santa Fe Indian School in the 1930s. An impressive number of
his classmates and contemporaries went on to successful art careers. A majority of
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his peers at the Santa Fe Indian School were from Southwestern tribes, and
Howe’s classmates included Harrison Begay, Allan Houser, Fred Kabotie, and
Pablita Velarde – American Indian artists who he later crossed paths with at many
American Indian arts related events.
Oscar Howe’s art education in Santa Fe, New Mexico from 1935 to 1938
was a defining period both in his personal development as an artist and in terms of
his exposure to a multi-cultural arts community completely foreign to central
South Dakota. The town of Santa Fe, New Mexico boomed with activity during
the period of cultural pluralism and the town hosted an annual “Indian Market” in
the heart of the historic plaza district not far from the high school. Howe’s
experience in Santa Fe, a place of cultural diversity, had opened his world to
different ideas, modes of knowledge, and ways of expression. In the Southwest,
for example, Howe learned that patrons paid money for art. The “Studio” style of
painting had broad currency in the region and collectors, educators, and
researchers were welcomed to the school’s campus to see the artwork of Dorothy
Dunn’s students. Years later on national television Dorothy Dunn proudly boasted
that Oscar Howe sold his first painting at the school for fifty cents (This is Your
Life, Oscar Howe).
In Oscar Howe’s senior year at the Santa Fe Indian School, 1937-1938,
there was a notable absence in the painting studio: Dorothy Dunn. Geronima Cruz
Montoya had replaced Dorothy Dunn as the instructor of the painting studio.
Dunn had left the Santa Fe Indian School after bureaucracy undermined her
ambitions with limited support for the art program. The dynamics of the Santa Fe
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Indian School changed dramatically with Dunn’s absence but her absence had
minimal personal impact on Oscar Howe. By the time of her departure, Howe had
received a solid art education background and understanding of basic watercolor
techniques. In the spring of 1938, Howe graduated from the Santa Fe Indian
School. At twenty years old, Howe was the class salutatorian and authored a short
story about his classmates in the annual yearbook The Thunderbird. A photograph
of Howe for his class portrait depicted a confident, handsome gentleman with
short combed hair and a big smile in formal clothing and a bowtie (Fig. 22).

Back in South Dakota
By the summer of 1938 Howe had returned to central South Dakota, a
place in stark contrast to Santa Fe, New Mexico. It is unclear why he decided to
move back to South Dakota, but it is safe to assume that he was drawn there by
his attachment to the place he considered home. Howe balanced an awareness of
the market for American Indian art in the Southwest and the Santa Fe region with
the realities of South Dakota. The environment for selling art in South Dakota was
different from Santa Fe. There were few galleries and fewer serious art collectors.
Nevertheless Oscar Howe moved back to South Dakota to establish himself as an
artist in his home state. The public’s interest in paintings by an American Indian
artist was unknown territory, but Oscar Howe’s name and the interest in his works
of art would grow exponentially.
Pierre Indian School Superintendent, Herbert C. Calhoun (Fig. 23),
offered Oscar Howe a temporary position teaching art at the government-run
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Pierre Indian School—the boarding school of his formative and teenage years.
Few details of Oscar Howe’s teaching experience at the Pierre Indian School
exist. Howe earned no pay for his duties as the school’s art teacher. Instead he
earned room, board, and laundry payment for his art instruction. Howe lived for
free on the school campus and ate meals in the dining hall with his students and
the boarding school staff. Howe maintained a studio at the boarding school where
he could produce his own works including the tempera painting Sitting Bull, a
stylized portrait of the Hunkpapa leader (Fig. 24). The teaching job at the Pierre
Indian School was his first employment as an educator, and in some sense,
Howe’s first responsibility as a mentor and role model for the larger American
Indian community. The teaching position at the Pierre Indian School only lasted
for a year. He dreamed bigger ideas.

Art for the People
Oscar Howe worked in a variety of roles as a member of the South Dakota
division of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) including painter, muralist,
and illustrator during the early 1940s prior to his military duty with the United
States Army. In 1940 the WPA sponsored Howe to attend a mural workshop
outside Lawton, Oklahoma at the Fort Sill Indian School. The mural courses at
Fort Sill and the specific instruction and training Howe received under Swedish
mural specialist Olaf “Olle” Nordmark is unknown but the mural training under
Nordmark placed Howe at the heart of an emerging art practice during the cultural
pluralism of the New Deal. Howe’s enrollment in the mural courses was his first
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introduction to Oklahoma, the Southern Plains state where he developed a
connection to artist-friends and admirers of his work over many years.
Born in Sweden in 1890, the year of the massacre at Wounded Knee in
southwestern South Dakota, Olaf Nordmark, commonly known as “Olle,”
immigrated to the United States in 1924 and lived in New York. Details of
Nordmark’s life are scarce but he instructed several artists, notably Reginald
Marsh and George Biddle in the early 1930s, and later authored a book about
mural techniques after the war called Modern Methods and Techniques for
Painting in Fresco and Seco (“New Deal Decorates;” Nordmark). From 1938 to
1943, Olle Nordmark was employed by the Office of Indian Affairs to teach
mural techniques in fresco to students at the Indian Art Center in Fort Sill,
Oklahoma (Svenskt Konstnarslexikon IV). Nordmark was responsible for the
mural education and methods of technique of many American Indian artists in the
late 1930s and early 1940s including Spencer Asah, James Auchiah, Blackbear
Bosin, Archie Blackowl, Woody Crumbo, Allan Houser, Stephen Mopope, Gerald
Nailor, Andrew Tsihnahjinnie, and Dick West (Snodgrass 1968; Wyckoff 35-36).
Several of the artists who studied under Nordmark – notably Auchiah, Crumbo,
Houser, Mopope, and Nailor – were commissioned in 1939 to paint murals at the
Department of the Interior building in Washington, DC (Nelson 1995). Oscar
Howe’s art education at the Indian Art Center in Fort Sill under Olle Nordmark
and in the company of contemporary American Indian artists of diverse
backgrounds had a major impact on the artist’s ability to manage the technical
challenges of mural artwork.
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In 1940 following Howe’s completion of mural training with Nordmark,
he was commissioned to paint the interior dome of the Carnegie Library near
downtown Mitchell, South Dakota. André Boratko, a veteran WPA artist who had
worked on murals in Minnesota from 1936 to 1938 and later assumed the role of
Art Director of the South Dakota division of the WPA, recalled the very evening
Howe was expected to arrive in Mitchell by the bus from Pierre. The story was
retold from Boratko’s handwritten notes nearly a half-century later titled “Notes
on WPA Mitchell.”
André Boratko had received a message that Howe would arrive at ten
o’clock in the evening in Mitchell from Pierre, a trip of approximately one
hundred and fifty miles. Boratko and another WPA artist, William “Bill” Lackey,
waited for Howe at the bus depot but he was not there when the bus’s passengers
departed the vehicle. Boratko believed Howe might have missed him in the crowd
of passengers but time went on and Boratko and Lackey began searching for him
at the local restaurants in Mitchell. The two believed that Howe, whom neither
had ever met, might have been waiting to be found with a cup of coffee at a local
café. It was past midnight and Oscar Howe was still not found (Boratko).
According to Boratko, Bill Lackey made the decision to report Howe
missing at the Mitchell police station. Lo and behold, Oscar Howe in a deep sleep
on the floor of the city jail. Howe was awoken, and the trio young artists –
Boratko, Lackey, and Howe – went to a local café to eat after a long night. At the
café, Howe explained to them that he missed the bus’s departure and had to take a
taxi from Pierre to Mitchell. The cab fare had wiped out what little money Howe
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had so he asked for shelter in the city jail. At the late hour, Boratko and Lackey
arranged for Howe to stay with Mrs. Frances Phillips, a waitress at the café, who
housed him in a room for the next several months (Boratko).

Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills
Oscar Howe rendered a two-dimensional tempera painting of his idea for
the arched dome of the Carnegie Library prior to the actual work (Fig. 25). He
proposed a colorful, abstract pattern that repeated across four quadrants. Howe
created the master drawing for proposed mural with a big surface area and curved
dimension in mind. Howe’s idea for the mural honored the traditional Dakota skin
painting technique and expressed a prayer for rain and represented the four
cardinal directions. After WPA officials approved the mural design, Howe went
to work on the actual mural that he called Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills.
The preparation and execution of the site-specific mural on the Carnegie
Library dome was a much more complicated project than working with twodimensional mediums on paper and canvas. The unconventional surface space of
the arched dome on the second floor of the building presented a difficult space to
work with. He painted the mural standing on orange crates, and the demanding
physical nature of the project and the summer heat restricted him to working only
a few hours a day during the cool evenings and at night. The entire mural took
him nearly a month and a half to complete. Despite the challenges Howe was
honored to contribute to the public art project in Mitchell.
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Today visitors to the Carnegie Resource Center in the old Carnegie
Library building in Mitchell – a grand quartzite building completed in 1903 and
only a few blocks from the Corn Palace – are invited to the view the mural Sun
and Rain Clouds over the Hills now over seventy years old. Visitors are
welcomed climb the stairs to the second-level balcony to observe the mural at
close range from the circular balcony. The area is complemented by biographical
information about Oscar Howe, a series of paintings along the walls, and also a
description of the mural along the circular railing (Fig. 26).

Children’s Book Illustrator
Oscar Howe illustrated three Sioux Indian books for young adult readers
before World War II. Howe’s first experience as a book illustrator was a
collaborative project with the South Dakota Writers’ Project. Montana Lisle
Reese, the project supervisor, compiled a series of oral histories for Legends of
the Mighty Sioux which was originally printed in 1941. Oscar Howe provided pen
drawings to accompany the stories. In “Memoirs of a State Director,” Reese
recalled that Legends of the Mighty Sioux was an important literary publication
for its time that “received nationwide attention and reviews” (xlvii). The second
book in the series, The Little Lost Sioux (Fig. 27), was published originally in
1942 and authored by Martha Raabe, a Sioux Falls, South Dakota schoolteacher.
The book was popular reading material in Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) schools
for years. The publisher of The Little Lost Sioux, Albert Whitman & Company of
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Chicago, sold over twenty young adult titles priced between fifty cents and two
dollars each during this period according to the book jacket’s backside (Raabe).
The third book in the series of young adult readers that Oscar Howe
illustrated was Bringer of the Mystery Dog, authored by Ann Clark and originally
printed in 1943 (Fig. 28). Sunka Wan Wakan Agli Kin He was the Sioux Indian
title of the book, published in its original form as a bilingual version of English
and Lakota. Emil Afraid of Hawk (Oglala Lakota) wrote the Lakota translation
for Bringer of the Mystery Dog and many other Sioux Indian Life readers,
authored also in English by Ann Nolan Clark, including The Hen of Wahpeton
(1943) and Brave Against the Enemy (1944).
Rebecca Benes, author of Native American Picture Books of Change: The
Art of Historic Children’s Editions, offers the best documentation on Nativethemed children’s books and illustrations during the growth in the publication of
Indian Life readers in the late 1930s and early 1940s. A series of Indian Life
readers were introduced under the direction John Collier, Commissioner of Indian
Affairs in the Department of the Interior, and Willard Beatty, a strong proponent
of reading, Indian culture in education, and bilingual reading material. In the fifth
chapter of Native American Picture Books of Change, Benes described the Sioux
Indian Life readers illustrated by Oscar Howe and another contemporary artist,
Andrew Standing Soldier, Oglala Lakota (81-96). Howe and Standing Solider
worked on the bulk of the Sioux Indian readers series. Several of the books
Standing Soldier illustrated for the series included Pine Ridge Porcupine (1942),
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Slim Butte Raccoon (1942) and Grass Mountain Mouse (1943), all authored by
Ann Nolan Clark.
The line drawings and colored illustrations by Oscar Howe for each of
these three books are excellent examples of the illustrative artwork for Indian Life
readers. Two drawings from each of the three readers that Howe illustrated are
reproduced to show a representative sample of the works. Howe’s colored
illustrations for The Little Lost Sioux demonstrated strong realism of traditional
stories and folklore (Figs. 29 and 30). Howe’s line drawings in Legends of the
Mighty Sioux were reproduced with generic sentences like “They spend their time
out-of-doors” and “The native dances are still seen at powwows” (Figs. 31 and
32). Howe’s illustrations for Bringer of the Mystery Dog represented many of the
same aesthetic values as his drawings for the earlier readers (Figs. 33 and 34).
Howe drew with an advanced perspective that stressed the relationship of nature
and people in all of the drawings for the three Sioux Life readers. “Howe’s art
reflects the spare quality found in the hide paintings of the Plains Indians,”
explained Benes in Native American Picture Books of Change (94). Benes also
remarked that Howe’s drawings stood out from the others amongst the series of
Sioux Indian Life readers. “The illustrations by Oscar Howe are among the most
accomplished of any of the readers. Howe’s works show a spatial
conceptualization and a sense of balance and restraint that were typical of this
artist’s work,” wrote Benes (94).
Since their pre-World War II publication, several reprints of the Sioux
Indian Life readers that Oscar Howe illustrated have been reproduced and
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reissued in new formats. Legends of the Mighty Sioux, for example, was
reproduced in 1960 and again in 1987. The 1987 reprint of Legends of the Mighty
Sioux featured Howe’s tempera painting Dakota Teaching on the book’s cover
and a short introduction by Dakota author Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve (Fig 35).
The reprint edition of Bringer of the Mystery Dog in 2000 by Kiva Publishing in
Walnut, California omitted the Lakota language from the original publication of
the bilingual reader, symbolic of the language loss since the initial printing of the
reader in 1943 during the active efforts to revitalize the Lakota language by the
Office of Indian Affairs (Clark 2000).

Museum of Modern Art’s 1941
“Indian Art of the United States” Exhibition
“On January 22, 1941, New York’s Museum of Modern Art unveiled
‘Indian Art of the United States,’” wrote W. Jackson Rushing, “one of the most
provocative and acclaimed exhibitions in the then-young life of that powerful
institution” (191). Rushing, a respected scholar of American Indian art history,
wrote a detailed book chapter about the 1941 MOMA exhibition titled “Marketing
the Affinity of the Primitive and the Modern: René d’Harnoncourt and ‘Indian Art
of the United States’” for the book The Early Years of Native American Art
History: The Politics of Scholarship and Collecting. Rushing’s research revealed a
major undertaking by several individuals, notably René d’Harnoncourt of
MOMA, during the infancy of the Museum of Modern Art and following the
highly successful 1939 Golden Gate International Exposition in San Francisco,
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California. The exhibition was divided into three categories that encompassed
three levels of the museum: Prehistoric Art, Living Traditions, and Indian Art for
Modern Living. Oscar Howe’s painting in the MOMA exhibition hung on the first
floor of the museum in the gallery space called “Indian Art for Modern Living.”
In this exhibit, gallery patrons also saw paintings and sculptures by contemporary
American Indian artists from across the geographic landscape including Howe,
Fred Kabotie, Awa Tsireh, Harrison Begay, and Monroe Tsatoke.
Oscar Howe’s painting in the 1941 “Indian Art of the United States”
exhibition depicted twelve overlapping Plains Indian men in a wide variety of
native dress on different kinds of horses. The gouache painting, Plains Indian on
Horseback, resembled a modernized version of the Plains Indian representational
style on buffalo hides and ledger drawings. The narrative created by the painting
suggested a sense of movement in preparation for a ceremony, buffalo hunt, or
war party. Several of the paintings by contemporary American Indian artists
alongside the Howe painting in the museum’s “Indian Art for Modern Living”
wing were on loan from private collectors of Indian art including Margaretta
Dietrich, Dorothy Dunn, and other active collectors, notably, Leslie Denman and
Charles and Ruth de Young Elkus of San Francisco, California.
Oscar Howe’s painting in the MOMA exhibition was reprinted in at least
two publications including the Christian Science Monitor on January 25, 1941 in
a story about the exhibition and also as part of the book Indian Art of the United
States (Fig. 36). Indian Art of the United States was edited by René
d’Harnoncourt of the Museum of Modern Art, and Frederic H. Douglas, Curator
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of Indian Art at the Denver Art Museum, and featured a foreword from the First
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. A small part of the MOMA exhibition, and consequently
the exhibition catalogue as well, was dedicated to contemporary living artists. The
reproduction of Howe’s painting, Plains Indian on Horseback, marked one of the
first publications of American Indian art that included his work. Fred Kabotie’s
gouache painting, The Delight Makers, appeared on the facing page of Indian Art
of the United States (192). The text of Indian Art of the United States mentioned
Oscar Howe only once. The tagline beneath the illustration of his painting read:
“Plains Indian on Horseback, a gouache by Oscar Howe, Sioux. Collection of
Margaretta S. Dietrich, Santa Fe” (193). A friend of Dorothy Dunn’s, “Margaret”
Dietrich, as she was commonly known, collected the paintings of the Santa Fe
Indian School students in the 1930s and worked tirelessly to support the economic
development of American Indian artists of the Northern Pueblo and New
Mexico’s Native peoples. Margaret Dietrich was the President of the New Mexico
Association on Indian Affairs and an active patron of American Indian art and
culture. She likely acquired the painting Plains Indian on Horseback directly from
Oscar Howe, then in his early twenties while a student at the Santa Fe Indian
School.
Oscar Howe had little access to the earliest exhibitions of his work
including the 1941 show in New York. Howe’s absence at the Museum of
Modern Art exhibition, a milestone event in American Indian art’s exhibition
history in the United States, was typical. At the time of the show’s opening, Howe
was twenty-five years old, mostly broke, and living in South Dakota. Whether he
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even received word of the show at the time of its premiere is questionable. It
would be unimaginable today for an artist to have a piece of art in an exhibition in
New York City and not to know about it, let alone not attend the show. By
choosing to paint from his studio in South Dakota, Oscar Howe distanced himself
from the influential metropolitan art centers, but still managed to show his work
in them from time to time.

Mobridge City Auditorium Murals
After the completion of the mural Sun and Rain Clouds over Hills on the
arched dome of the Carnegie Library in Mitchell, South Dakota, Oscar Howe was
commissioned by the WPA to execute another major mural project in South
Dakota. Howe was approached to create a series of murals on the north and south
walls of the art deco Mobridge City Auditorium, constructed in 1936 and 1937,
located in the town of Mobridge, South Dakota in Walworth County. Mobridge is
located in the north central part of the state along the Missouri River, and across
from the river is the Standing Rock Indian Reservation, with a rich indigenous
history dating back several centuries. The city’s auditorium, located near the
banks of the Missouri River, was a WPA project arena that served multiple
purposes for the Mobridge community.
The most significant aspect of the building from a muralist perspective
was the size of the interior walls on the north and south end. The area proposed
measured approximately one hundred feet long by sixteen feet high on both the
north and south walls. The bottom of the mural on both ends would start ten feet
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off the ground, making the top of the painting surface approximately twenty-six
feet off the ground. The sheer size and accessibility to the walls of the Mobridge
mural project was a major challenge. According to Oscar Howe, “about three or
four people were asked to make the paintings,” on the interior walls before he was
approached about the project, “but each time they would go inside and look at the
walls and they would be scared” (Steiger). Howe remarked in the same interview
about the mural project that his boyhood connection to the Missouri River at Joe
Creek was a big influence on his decision to accept the project (Steiger).
Oscar Howe was enthusiastic to take on the mural assignment despite the
enormous challenges, primarily in terms of the wall’s size and a lack of proper
equipment. Nonetheless, the twenty-seven year old Howe “was willing to tackle
any job,” he told a newspaper reporter about the project over thirty years later
(Steiger). The first step in mural assignment began with a series of panel sketches
he executed while still living in Mitchell. One series of Howe’s panel sketches
focused on genre scenes of the history of the Missouri River valley (Figs. 37 and
38). The other series of panel sketches focused on the traditional ceremonies of
the Sioux people (Figs. 39 and 40). During this process Howe took into
consideration the history of the land and the events that transpired between
distinct cultures. Howe wished to visually represent the stories of the Dakota
people and to present a native perspective of the area’s history.
WPA officials approved the plans and Oscar Howe moved forward with
the mural project by the late spring of 1942. The United States was at war after
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and Howe realized he could be drafted to
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join the military. He knew he had to work quickly and efficiently with a small
group of helpers including Yanktonai Dakota brothers Tom and John Saul to
finish the project before a potential call-up. The Saul brothers, both self-taught
artists, executed the decorative borders for the murals utilizing traditional native
designs. A photograph of Tom and John Saul and Oscar Howe during this period
featured the young artist flanked by the brothers in a stylized pose with an archery
backdrop (Fig. 41).
After Howe’s designs were approved the next step was to transfer the
panel sketches to the actual wall. “I worked so hard on the cartoon work that I
wore my fingernails to the flesh,” Howe explained in reference to the transfer
process (Steiger). An additional complication was the unsteady wooden
scaffolding used to elevate him to the painting surface (Steiger). The five murals
on the north wall of the Mobridge City Auditorium, each measuring sixteen feet
high by twenty feet wide, were completed first. These murals, collectively titled
History Along the Missouri, took Howe most of the month of May in 1942 to
finish. Howe was paid sixty dollars, a month’s salary with the WPA, for his work
on this mural assignment (Steiger). History Along the Missouri depicted a series
of historical events along the Missouri River including Sacajawea and the Lewis
and Clark Expedition and the Fool Soldiers Rescue after the Dakota War of 1862.
Another mural of this series featured an individual Dakota Indian in prayer on a
hill, perhaps a reference to Medicine Knoll near where Howe was raised. The two
other murals of History Along the Missouri depicted a treaty signing moment
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between the Dakota Sioux and the United States government, and a Christian
service that featured a priest and several Dakota Indians receiving prayer (Skaug).
In June of 1942, after the completion of the murals on the north wall and
only one half of the original concept finished, Oscar Howe was drafted into the
Army. He was ordered to report to basic training in Fort Snelling, Minnesota.
According to a newspaper report, however, several citizens of Mobridge
requested that the United States Army grant Howe a furlough from basic training
to complete his mural assignment. Howe also requested a leave of absence from
basic training, and he was ultimately granted a two-week timeframe to complete
the assignment (Steiger). “The people of Mobridge wanted their murals just as
badly as the army wanted Oscar,” wrote John R. Milton in Oscar Howe: The
Story of an American Indian, “and they managed to get a short postponement for
their artist. Even so, the job was almost impossible” (24).
Granted an extension to complete the south end, Oscar Howe worked at a
feverish pace to complete the other half of the mural project. “Oscar worked
twenty hours a day on the murals,” explained Milton, “sleeping on the floor of the
auditorium, eating sandwiches and drinking coffee which two boys brought to
him” (24). The second set of five murals, collectively titled Ceremonies of the
Sioux, were completed in the late summer of 1942 in a week’s time. For this
series Howe had the help of a woman, Ruth Swan, who blocked in the base
colors, and he painted the details. Howe could not recall the woman’s name in an
interview about the project many years later but he spoke very graciously of her
help. “She was real quick,” he remembered. “She was not too young, but she had
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much more energy than the other two helpers [Tom and John Saul] I had before,
including myself” (Steiger). The five murals portrayed in the Ceremonies of the
Sioux included a Sun Dance, Victory Dance, and Social Dance. Another mural of
this series featured a Hunka Ceremony and, finally, an illustration of Buffalo Calf
Woman and a sacred pipe (Skaug). The set of five murals Ceremonies of the
Sioux as a whole addressed ceremonial features of Dakota Sioux life in
representational and traditional terms.
The Mobridge City Auditorium was renamed the Scherr-Howe Arena in
1991, in honor of Oscar Howe and two local brothers, Jim and Bill Scherr, who
wrestled at the 1988 Olympics in Seoul, South Korea (Fig. 42). Today the pre-war
murals on the interior walls of the WPA building along the Missouri River are
still intact and open to the public in the old river town. The Howe murals, History
Along the Missouri and Ceremonies of the Sioux, are a source of great pride for
the local community and a significant tourist attraction. The Howe murals also are
the largest WPA murals in the state of South Dakota and literally and
symbolically bridge two cultures that continues to work on coexistence.
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CHAPTER FOUR

WAR, LOVE, SACRIFICE, AND HIGHER EDUCATION
1942 – 1953

Oscar Howe seemed an unlikely candidate for United States military
service given his previous personal health issues with trachoma and tuberculosis.
Despite his questionable physical fitness for active military duty, Howe was
drafted into the United States Army during his WPA mural assignment in
Mobridge, South Dakota in his late twenties. Howe attended basic training at Fort
Snelling, Minnesota and also at Camp Wallace and Fort Bliss in Texas before he
was shipped off with his fellow comrades across the Atlantic Ocean (Milton 1972:
25). In May of 1943, Howe turned twenty-eight and joined a generation of artistturned-soldiers in combat for democracy and freedom in the world. The details
and circumstances of Oscar Howe’s wartime experience, however, have been
limited in previous writings on the artist’s life. Howe was a private individual by
nature and rarely spoke about the war unless prompted to by others.
According to his Honorable Discharge papers, Howe achieved the rank of
Private First Class and he was later promoted to Corporal. Howe served in the war
with Battery D in the 554th Anti-Aircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion
(Fig. 43). Howe spent over eleven months in basic training and over two years
overseas on active military duty in North Africa, Italy, France, and Germany. A
compulsive artist by nature, Oscar Howe noted in a 1977 interview that he
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experimented with dazzle camouflage work, or “dazzle painting,” on military
equipment. He also drew mechanical drawings, or charge maps, during the war as
time permitted (15).
Oscar Howe’s battalion joined the Allied campaign to strategically embark
upon the enemy in Nazi-controlled Germany in an effort to take Berlin. During
this military campaign, Howe’s unit faced heavy gunfire and casualties,
principally in the Battle of the Rhineland in late 1944 and early 1945. Throughout
the war Howe served in an integrated unit as one of two Indians in his battalion,
he recalled in a 1977 interview (15). “[T]here was no racial prejudice at all in my
whole tour of day,” he further stated (16). Like boarding school, one obeyed
commands and orders in the military. The rules of military training and on-field
duty were a different form of discipline but daily life in the U. S. Army resembled
his memories of boarding school. The basic objective was survival.

Love in War: the Perfect Union
Those perilous years in Europe represented the worst of times and the best
of times. A member of the “Greatest Generation,” a term coined by fellow South
Dakotan Tom Brokaw, Howe certainly witnessed the carnage of war in the
European Theatre. But in retrospect, Howe would remember not war, but love,
during this time of great change. Indeed Howe’s patriotism and dedication to the
country he loved was overshadowed by an event at the war’s end that helped
define him as person. In fact, no story in his life is more important than the day he
entered Karl Hampel’s men’s clothing shop in the Marburg-Biedenkopf district of
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western Germany (Fig. 44). During a rest and relaxation period, Howe entered the
clothing shop around the noon hour and asked the shopkeeper, Karl Hampel,
about having some work done on his pants. Mr. Hampel spoke very little English
and allowed his daughter, Adelheid, to lend a hand with his foreign customers.
That afternoon Mr. Karl Hampel called his daughter to assist the American
soldier. According to the story, Oscar Howe fell in love with the shopkeeper’s
daughter at first sight. The feelings were hardly mutual at first.
Heidi Howe recalled their first encounter in an interview with Kathleen
McKinney for Prairie Winds, a literary periodical from Dakota Wesleyan
University, in 1988 after her husband had died. She was taking a nap that
afternoon in the living quarters above the clothing store where the Hampel family
lived. “Me get up for an American? Not on your life,” was her initial reaction to
her father’s request to help the customer who spoke English (26). Eighteen years
old, Miss Hampel was unsympathetic to Hitler’s Nazi Germany but deeply
concerned about the war in her country. The shopkeeper’s daughter reluctantly
arose from her nap to help her father and she received the man’s pants and
hemmed them to his size. “After I helped him, he just stayed and stayed, and
talked with me,” recalled Mrs. Howe in the 1988 interview (26). Suppertime had
arrived but Howe had refused to leave the store. At some point during the late
evening, Miss Hampel provided the family’s unexpected guest a set of English
language encyclopedias that the young German woman studied from to learn
English. Howe punctually found the entry for “Sioux Indians” in the
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encyclopedia, pointed to the pictures, and informed the Hampel family of his
background. Miss Hampel did not believe him at first (26).
Miss Adelheid Hampel was an attractive and educated young woman who
sang soprano and studied under German opera singer Elsa Treut (Fig. 45). Miss
Hampel was related to the German landscape artist Hermann Schuetz and she
loved the arts and literature. One of five children of Karl and Annemarie Hampel,
Adelheid Hampel grew up on the adventure novels of the German writer Karl
May and his tales of Old Shatterhand and Chief Winnetou. She knew what Indians
looked like. “Germans admire Indians,” Mrs. Howe confided years later in the
interview with Kathleen McKinney. “Germans are very interested in Indians and
he didn’t fit the story image I had of them. He didn’t have a crooked nose like the
kind you see on the buffalo nickel. I thought he was Chinese,” she confessed (26).
Miss Hampel had learned about the American Indian people of North American in
books and in school. She had formed a mental conception of the caricature and
sheepishly admitted her stereotypical image of the Indian. After learning later that
day that he was not Chinese, her curiosity in Howe deepened.
Asked her initial impression of him, Heidi Howe recalled years later that
Oscar Howe “impressed me as being very intelligent. He had a presence about
him, different” (26). The verbal communication between Miss Hampel and Howe
was awkward and difficult from their initial encounter. Howe spoke very little
German but he tried his best to learn basic phrases. Adelheid Hampel learned
English at school but spoke very little English outside the classroom until the
American soldier came along. Determined to acquaint herself with the language
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she carried an English dictionary with her when he was around. The language
barrier, prominent and frustrating at times, could not weaken the strong bond that
evolved quickly upon their first meeting. The summer of love in 1945 was an
unusual union pairing of an American Indian solider and the German daughter of
a clothing shop owner.
Oscar Howe’s military unit remained in Western Germany for a few
months in 1945. By early fall of 1945, Howe’s battalion received the news they
were headed home and the unit made their final preparations to embark home
victorious. It was bittersweet news for Howe. He had fallen deeply in love with
the shopkeeper’s daughter. Before he left Germany, Howe promised Adelheid
Hampel he would do everything in his power to stay in touch. He took her address
and vowed to write her letters (which he did) and he also promised to one day
bring her to the United States (which he also did). On October 17, 1945, Oscar
Howe and his fellow servicemen and women departed Le Havre, France, for
United States soil upon the ocean liner SS Mariposa and arrived at vessel’s port in
Boston, Massachusetts, on October 24, 1945. According to an Associated Press
report on October 25, 1945, Howe arrived back in the United States with fortyeight fellow South Dakota servicemen and women from across the state (“48 Set
Foot on U. S. Soil”). Howe received his Honorable Discharge papers on October
31, 1945 at Camp McCoy in Wisconsin. Howe was relieved to return home and
the heroic welcome back was overwhelming, but he also felt a sense of loneliness
and separation.
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A Post-War America
Oscar Howe’s post-war years back home in the United States were a
challenging time. Howe chose not to return to the reservation to live after the war,
and instead he moved to Mitchell, South Dakota, where he had lived and worked
as a member of the WPA before the war. Back on the South Dakota prairie, Howe
found a new and changed America—and he had changed too. He dreamed of the
possibilities of a making an improbable career as an artist in South Dakota. Part of
Oscar Howe also remained in Germany after the war. The young German woman,
Adelheid Hampel of Biedenkopf, was on his mind most of the time and he was
determined to maintain a long distance courtship with her. According to Heidi
Howe’s handwritten memoir from 1996, Oscar Howe wrote letters to her that she
received on a regular basis. The letters were delivered to her in secrecy from an
American officer who had befriended Heidi’s father Karl Hampel (Howe 1996).
Painting kept Howe’s mind occupied when he lived in Mitchell after the
war. Members of the Mitchell community continued to find an interest in him and
his artwork. Many of the people were associated with the local college, Dakota
Wesleyan University, and the Friends of the Middle Border, a group of civicminded and educated persons interested in preserving the history and culture of
the Missouri River valley (Soladay). In the years following the war, a wider
exposure about Oscar Howe’s life and works of art emerged in the form of print
media in newspapers and magazine articles about the artist. After the war, Howe’s
life story and art career was the subject of newspaper articles in the Argus Leader
from Sioux Falls, Pierre’s Capital Journal, Mitchell’s Mitchell Republic and
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Mitchell Gazette, and the occasional article in the Minneapolis Tribune and
Omaha World Herald (Edgerton; Sanger). Howe’s life story and place in South
Dakota art lore was a fixture in newspaper stories en masse after the war and as
his career slowly took hold. Local journalists were attached to his Dakota Indian
background and Howe’s technically sophisticated artwork. Oscar Howe’s story as
an American Indian artist interested the public and those who knew Howe
personally often reflected on his life story in respectful and honorable terms.
After the war, “stock” paintings by Oscar Howe were in high demand
from local collectors and friends of the artist. As a freelance artist, Howe had
actually started to produce these works before the war while living in Mitchell,
and he continued to produce them with greater sophistication in the post-war
years. A defining feature of these small tempera paintings was a single Dakota
Indian figure, either a Dakota woman with her child (Figs. 46 and 47) or the most
common version of a male dancing character (Figs. 48, 49, 50, and 51) in a
stylized flat image with a figurative aesthetic and lack of perspective. These handpainted works were stylistically repetitive and thus simple to produce. The
paintings earned him a small income and enabled him to experiment with color
and perfect his technique. The paintings were popular and usually sold for six to
ten dollars each. He sold the artworks to local barbers and bankers, friends of the
arts, or simply whoever was interested in his art. Any earnings Howe made went
to living expenses and to buy more supplies to paint.
After the war in 1946 and 1947, Oscar Howe painted more advanced
versions of the works with multiple figures and a greater sophistication with
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composition and the illusion of space. Two examples of this style are presented in
paintings of the same title, Singer and Dancers. In an innovative form with
advanced aesthetics, each of the two paintings depicted three Dakota males, one
of which is seated before a tipi and holds a drum flanked by two dancers with
their backs facing (Fig. 52). In the other painting by the same title, Howe painted
a side-view perspective of the three Dakota males with the central figure, a
drummer with a stylized eagle feather headdress, flanked by two dancers in
dancing motion (Fig. 53).
An important early contact for Oscar Howe in the years immediately
following the Second World War was Will Robinson of Pierre, South Dakota.
Will Robinson’s father, Doane Robinson, was a respected amateur South Dakota
historian best known for his involvement on Mount Rushmore National
Memorial. Will Robinson followed his father’s footsteps and pursued a career in
Pierre with the South Dakota State Historical Society. In 1946, Will Robinson
invited Howe to exhibit at least five of the artist’s paintings from a series of the
artist’s works based on traditional Dakota Sioux games at the Soldiers and Sailors
Memorial Building, also known simply as the State Museum, across the street
from the state Capitol building. Shinny Game [Takapsice], Game of the Elk
[Woskate Hehaka], Wand and Hoop Game [Painyankapi], and Webbed Hoop
Game [Tahuka Cangleska] were four of the paintings on display for the 1946
exhibition in Pierre (Figs. 54, 55, 56, and 57). The translated title of these
paintings from English to Dakota was derived from an untitled document in
Howe’s handwriting located in the Oscar Howe Collection at the University of
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South Dakota. These titles were further confirmed in a 2007 article by Raymond
A. Bucko called “When Does a Cactus Become an Angry Buffalo?: Traditional
Games of the Lakotas.” In this article, Howe’s paintings were reproduced in a
story about traditional Lakota games and the role of Father Eugene Buechel and
his preservation of traditional Lakota culture and the Buechel Memorial Lakota
Museum at St. Francis on the Rosebud Indian Reservation in south central South
Dakota (Bucko).

Dakota Duck Hunt and the 1947 Philbrook Art Center’s
annual Indian Painting Competition
Oscar Howe’s painting Dakota Duck Hunt won the Grand Purchase Prize
at the Second Annual Philbrook Art Center’s Indian painting competition in 1947.
The tempera painting depicted two male hunters kneeling and hiding behind the
reeds, watching the flight of ducks over a body of water (Fig. 58). Howe’s Dakota
Duck Hunt was featured on the cover of the 1947 exhibition program American
Indian Painting Catalogue as well (Fig. 59). In a letter from Bernard Frazier, Art
Director of the Philbrook Art Center, to Oscar Howe on June 23, 1947, Frazier
confirmed that the jury had awarded Howe’s painting the Grand Purchase Prize
with an award value of $350 (Frazier). Howe had not submitted in the first
Philbrook show a year earlier in 1946, but his tempera painting from the 1947
show, Dakota Duck Hunt, demonstrated the artistic qualities of American Indian
painting that the jurors had expected in the “Plains” category. Archie Blackowl,
Fred Kabotie, and Martin Wiesendanger were the jurors of the 1947 Philbrook
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Indian Annual. The jurors choose Howe’s Dakota Duck Hunt for top honors
“because of its graphic rendering of a traditional subject, but also because of its
fine technique, design and color harmony” (American Indian Painting Catalogue).
The award at the Philbrook Art Center broadened Howe’s public
exposure, and Dakota Duck Hunt was reproduced under the headline “Little
Magic” in the July 7, 1947, edition of Time Magazine, a widely read periodical
(69). The prize money Howe earned from Dakota Duck Hunt changed his life and
shaped a brighter future. Howe used the money he earned to make travel
arrangements with officials in Washington and Frankfurt, Germany. Howe also
had to post bond in the event that the two did not get married. Adelheid Hampel
secured a passport and plane ticket at the United States consulate in Frankfurt.
Miss Hampel was granted entry to the United States as a German war bride. A
travel itinerary was finalized for Miss Hampel to fly from Germany to the United
States in the summer of 1947 (Howe 1996).
The details of Miss Hamel’s arrival in the United States were documented
by the future Mrs. Oscar Howe in her handwritten memoir in 1996. Around midJuly of 1947 Oscar Howe was sent a telegram that Miss Heidi Hampel would
arrive in New York City in a few days, sooner than he had expected. Howe was
living in Mitchell, South Dakota when the telegram arrived and did not have time
to secure a train to New York until the day after Miss Hampel arrived (Howe
1996). In her memoir Heidi Howe recalled that she flew from Frankfurt,
Germany, to London, England, to New York City only to find her fiancée was not
at the airport. She stood and waited for hours—the loneliest hours of her life, in
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the United States for the first time in her life. An airport official approached Miss
Hampel after several hours and offered to help her. She informed him of her
situation, and the airport official offered to call Mr. Howe in South Dakota.
Eventually a taxi driver who, ironically enough, had recently returned from the
war in Germany took Miss Hampel to a hotel in the city (Howe 1996). The next
day Oscar Howe arrived in New York and, by the evening, he had located the
hotel. He knocked on the hotel door, gave Miss Hampel a kiss, and laid down on
the bed exhausted. “Wow, does he even like me?” the future Mrs. Oscar Howe
recalled in her memoir (Howe 1996). She remembered that the two decided to eat
dinner at the hotel’s restaurant. The next morning Mr. Howe inquired about
getting married in New York at a church near the hotel but the couple was
informed that they would have to wait three days for a wedding ceremony. Instead
they rode a train west, and on July 29, 1947, Oscar Howe and Adelheid Hampel
were married at the Cook County courthouse in Chicago on the way to South
Dakota (Howe 1996).

Oscar B. Jacobson and the North American Indian Costumes Project
In the spring of 1948 Oscar Howe and his wife Heidi, now several months
pregnant, left Mitchell for Oklahoma. Howe’s agenda in Oklahoma included two
separate and distinguished projects. First, he served as one of three jurors with
Oscar B. Jacobson and Wolf Robe Hunt for the third annual Indian painting
competition at the Philbrook Art Center in Tulsa, Oklahoma (3rd Annual
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Exhibition). Second, Howe was commissioned to illustrate a portfolio series of
fifty silkscreen illustrations in total for a project initiated by Oscar B. Jacobson.
Oscar B. Jacobson, an icon of Oklahoma and American Indian art history,
was the long-time Director of the University of Oklahoma’s School of Art and
Director of the University of Oklahoma’s Museum of Art (now the Fred Jones Jr.
Museum). Jacobson’s thirty-five year career (1915-1950) at the University of
Oklahoma marked a significant contribution to the direction and influence of
American Indian art and American Indian art education. An educator, author, and
collector, Jacobson promoted many American Indian artists’ careers throughout
the early and mid-twentieth century (Deighton; Good).
Oscar B. Jacobson was in a position to have followed Howe’s early
muralist career when Howe studied with Olaf Nordmark at Fort Sill in Lawton,
Oklahoma. The working relationship of Jacobson and Nordmark, both of Swedish
descent, is unknown but their Scandinavian background and interest in American
Indian art and education suggested that the two knew one another and possibly
shared notes on Indian artists of particular talent. After the war, Jacobson was an
early supporter and promoter of Howe’s art. It is likely that the two Oscars,
Jacobson and Howe, first met in 1947 in Tulsa at the awards reception for the
Philbrook Art Center’s annual Indian painting competition. At the 1947 show,
Howe received the Grand Purchase prize for his painting Dakota Duck Hunt and,
in return, earned him the honor of returning in 1948 to judge the show.
By the spring of 1948 Howe and Jacobson established a professional,
working relationship with the goal of an illustrated book on the history of
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American Indian clothing. Howe meticulously studied photographs and
ethnographic materials in Jacobson’s possession at the University of Oklahoma.
Howe comprehensively researched hundreds of years of American Indian dress
and drew composites for the project. The end result, North American Indian
Costumes, featured fifty silkscreen illustrations by Howe and text written by
Jacobson. The detailed series of costumed American Indian figures included
Iroquois 1776, Comanche Chief [Quannah Parker] 1880, and Apache 1885 (Figs.
60, 61, and 62). Other works in the portfolio included Dakota Woman 1880 and
Assiniboin Woman 1890 (Figs. 63 and 64). An overview of the illustration project
with Jacobson deepened Howe’s knowledge of American Indian history,
geography, and the diversity of American Indian cultures.
Copies of the North American Indian Costumes are rarely on the market
today and the history of the publication was largely unknown until recently. Janet
Catherine Berlo authored articles on the Szwedzicki portfolios for American
Indian Art Magazine in two consecutive issues in 2009. Berlo examined the
American Indian art connection in the early to mid twentieth century with a Nice,
France, publisher. “The costly portfolios issued by l’Edition d’Art C. Szwedzicki
from 1929 to 1952 demonstrated the strength of international interest in Native art
in the early to mid-twentieth century,” wrote Berlo (2009a 58). The multi-volume
Szwedzicki print collection is one of the few early American Indian art projects
directly connected to Europe. American scholars Oscar Jacobson, Hartley Burr
Alexander, and Kenneth Milton Chapman edited the Szwedzicki publications.
Oscar B. Jacobson worked on several volumes including the first, Kiowa Indian
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Art in 1929, and later with his wife Jeanne d’Uncel on American Indian Painters
in 1950. Howe had one painting, Sioux Battle, reproduced in American Indian
Painters.
North American Indian Costumes was the last project in the series of
publications with the French publisher. “Conveying in fifty plates the incredible
diversity in Native American dress in the historic period,” Berlo wrote of North
American Indian Costumes, “this portfolio illustrated the many changes in Native
garments over 400 years” (64). Berlo’s research also revealed that several of the
depictions were painted directly from an earlier source (64). Howe’s painting
Mohawk Chief 1750, for example, closely replicated John Verelst’s 1710 painting
of Sa Ga Yeath Qua Pieth Tow, one of the celebrated “Four Mohawk Kings” of
the Iroquois Confederacy who visited Queen Anne in London (Fig. 65). Other
sources of imagery included a French expeditionary and artist Jacques LeMoyne
for the portrait titled Timucua Florida 1564 and the Swiss artist-explorer Karl
Bodmer for the portraits Crow Woman 1804 and Mandan 1832 (Figs. 66, 67, and
68).

A daughter, Inge Dawn
The family of Oscar Howe would forever change with the birth of their
daughter, Inge Dawn, on June 9, 1948. She was named Inge after her mother’s
sister, and Dawn after her father’s culture, to blend the two cultures together. She
was born at the Indian Health Service (IHS) hospital on the Choctaw Nation in
Talihina, Oklahoma. Born to a Yanktonai Dakota father and a German mother,
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she is the couple’s only child. Throughout her life, Inge Dawn followed her
father’s art career with pride and awe. In the past decade she has taken an active
and passionate interest in advancing her father’s legacy.

A Perfect Storm in Mitchell
Oscar Howe’s family of three returned to Mitchell, South Dakota and
within the month of July 1948, the perfect storm had arrived. Two newspapers
headlines from the Mitchell Daily Republic publicized a special opening for
Oscar Howe: “Noted SD Indian Artist Hired As DWU Instructor” (July 8) and
“Howe Is New Corn Palace Artist” (July 30). The Mitchell local newspaper
carried the stories that confirmed that Howe was hired as an Art Instructor at
Dakota Wesleyan University in Mitchell and, secondly, that Oscar Howe was
appointed to replace William Kearney as the Art Director of the Corn Palace after
Kearney suffered some health problems.
Dakota Wesleyan University presented an incredible opportunity to Oscar
Howe. The university offered him the chance to teach at the university and earn
his undergraduate degree as a non-traditional college student at age thirty-three.
Howe graciously accepted the offer from Samuel Hilburn, President of Dakota
Wesleyan University. Hilburn had announced Howe’s appointment as resident
artist and instructor for the 1948-49 academic term to the Mitchell community.
Melvin W. Bauman, who wrote for the Middle Border Bulletin, commented that
Howe’s “coming to the Wesleyan faculty is one of the initial steps in the
establishment with Friends of the Middle Border of a cultural center at Mitchell
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for the encouragement and development of regional art” (3). Bauman noted that
Howe established himself in a “new studio in Wesleyan’s College Hall” and
taught a course on Indian art in addition to his own undergraduate coursework.
Howe’s “course in Indian art is open to townspeople—with or without college
credit—as well as to the student” (3).
Oscar Howe enrolled in the undergraduate program at DWU on the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, commonly known as the G. I. Bill, a benefit and
encouragement for military veterans to attend college for free. Howe struggled
scholastically in his first two semesters at Dakota Wesleyan University with nonart courses such as English, Speech, and Psychology. He also attempted to learn
German but earned a C both semesters. Many of the non-art college courses were
difficult for Howe including a Child Psychology class. Howe was not uninterested
in Freudian theories, he simply loved art and enrolled in college to earn a degree
with an emphasis in that field. Howe maintained a workshop and office studio in
College Hall on the DWU campus. Howe enrolled in Ceramic Art and Sculpture
in the summer of 1949. He excelled in the art courses and earned an A in each
course. Howe never looked back and achieved outstanding marks in art courses
and continued to earn passing grades in other required courses. An unofficial
transcript recorded on a document in the Oscar Howe Collection at USD showed
rigorous coursework of average and above-average marks.
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Corn Palace Murals
Oscar Howe was in many ways the most famous man in town during
harvest time, as the buildup to the Corn Palace Festival and the new designs of the
“World’s Only Corn Palace” were revealed to the public. He took a creative and
unique approach to the public art attraction, a project well received by the locals
and people from afar. Thousands from across the country stopped at the Corn
Palace in Mitchell, a corny idea for a family vacation stop but something families
across the nation did and continue to do along South Dakota’s vast landscape. It
was never Howe’s project alone and the artist was quick to give credit to all the
workers involved in the installation process of the entire project. Sid Grinde, the
long-time Decoration Foreman, had worked with Howe’s predecessor William
Kearney and others for years before Howe’s assignment began in 1948. Grinde
and Howe worked closely on the project for many years, and Grinde supervised
the actual work of nailing the ears of corn to the building. Silas Ross and Rudolph
De Loria of Fort Thompson, South Dakota installed the ears of corn for the 1948
Indian motif theme (“Artists Ready Corn Palace”). Howe’s design for the Corn
Palace that year modernized architectural art and presented an American Indian
perspective and voice to South Dakota’s history on a grand public art scale. He
continued to work on the Corn Palace murals throughout his undergraduate career
at Dakota Wesleyan University and photographs of Howe’s Corn Palace designs
are reproduced from 1950 and 1951 (Figs. 69 and 70).
The person that Oscar Howe learned the most from concerning art at that
point in his life was William “Bill” Holaday. In 1948, Holaday joined the Art
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program at Dakota Wesleyan University immediately out of college from Omaha
University (now University of Nebraska-Omaha). Professor Holaday taught art
courses at DWU in Design, Drawing, Anatomy and Perspective, and Art History.
Professor Holaday introduced a rigorous routine for the student-artist and
challenged Howe in multiple fields of art.
A photograph of Oscar Howe in his art studio on the Dakota Wesleyan
University campus in 1950 captured the man in the role of an artist (Fig. 71).
Howe learned a great deal from Professor Holaday during their short time
together at Dakota Wesleyan University. Professor Holaday influenced Howe’s
aesthetic tastes and opened ideas of modernism to him. Professor Holaday also
encouraged Oscar Howe’s individual self-expression as a draftsman and waterbased painter. Two of his paintings from this period, Sun Dance (Fig. 72) and
Victory Dance (Fig. 73), are shown in the photograph above from his DWU
studio. Other paintings from his undergraduate studies at Dakota Wesleyan
University included Scout Rider, Dance of the Double Woman, Sioux Burial, and
Skin Painter (Figs. 74, 75, 76, and 77).
Oscar Howe’s senior year at Dakota Wesleyan University, 1951-52,
placed him in unchartered territory. Professor Holaday was on a leave of absence
from the university. Howe was appointed to faculty status and served as Acting
Head of the Art Department as a replacement for Professor Holaday. He also
worked as Artist-in-Residence during his senior year. Howe graduated from
Dakota Wesleyan University in the spring of 1952 (Fig. 78) and he designed the

101
University Bulletin and Course Catalogue for DWU’s 1952-53 academic term
(Fig. 79).
Oscar Howe committed to the Corn Palace project although he was
leaving Mitchell for graduate school. In fact, after the Howe family left Mitchell
in 1952, they never again resided in Mitchell but Oscar Howe returned annually to
work on the Corn Palace. He returned to Mitchell every summer to work on the
Corn Palace murals for little pay but, more importantly, the respect of the
community and the state South Dakota, and the chance to present the Dakota
Indian’s perspective in public art. For all of his adult life, Oscar and Heidi Howe
maintained a special connection to the people of Mitchell. Mitchell residents
expressed a sincere interest in his artwork and offered him a unique opportunity to
employ his artistic skills. Over the years, Oscar and Heidi Howe returned to
Mitchell for specials occasions, graduations, weddings, and various events related
to his art career.
Oscar Howe remained thankful to the Dakota Wesleyan University
administration and the faculty for providing him the opportunity to explore and
grow. “It was a place where he was always accepted. Right away,” Heidi Howe
said in an interview in 1988 in response to a question about their feelings for the
Mitchell community and the people of Dakota Wesleyan University. “Wesleyan
was like a big family, small enough to get to know professors and students. They
kept him supplied and whenever he had free time away from his studies, they
would let him paint” (28).
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The Emergence of Dakota Modernism and the University of Oklahoma
Oscar Howe was determined to pursue graduate art education in the spring
of 1952 as his undergraduate college career came to an end. Howe had personal
connections in both the Southern Plains of Oklahoma and the Southwest. At the
time, two schools above all, the University of Oklahoma in Norman and the
University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, had both a strong graduate program
and a significant connection to American Indian art. Cheyenne artist W. Richard
West, Sr., for example, had graduated from the University of Oklahoma’s MFA
program in 1950. Oscar Howe weighed the practical options available to him and
made the decision to apply to the University of Oklahoma. He was accepted in the
Masters of Fine Arts program and enrolled in the fall of 1952.
Oscar Howe’s advanced academic art education at the University of
Oklahoma is an overlooked and under-appreciated but extremely important period
in understanding Howe’s maturation as a professional artist. “The choice [to
attend graduate school],” explained John A. Day in “Oscar Howe: A Master
Revisited” for South Dakota Magazine, “proved critical to Howe’s future in two
ways: holding the terminal degree in his discipline established the artist as fully
credentialed and opened doors that might have otherwise been closed to him; but
more significantly, his studies at the University of Oklahoma moved Howe into
new aesthetic territory” (26).
Professor John O’Neil of the University of Oklahoma School of Art
recalled Oscar Howe’s application to the graduate program. Howe “submitted a
portfolio of small works in tempera which were typical of the flat, decorative style
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that Dr. Jacobson had supported, beautifully drawn and composed” (O’Neil
1987). Professor O’Neil was evidently unimpressed by the paintings beyond their
decorative style. The art faculty at the University of Oklahoma was not interested
in training illustrators or commercial artists. Professor O’Neil did not want to
work with Howe if he was unwilling to expand his imagination. In other words,
there would be no more “Santa Fe style” appearance in his student’s work under
his guidance. “Having studied his portfolio carefully,” O’Neil wrote to John A.
Day in 1987, “I decided that there was little point in his spending two years with
us doing what he already knew how to do; there was also the constant danger of
the work falling into a kind of decorative, Disney-esque cuteness. Therefore, I had
several serious discussions with him, the theme being that he was a strong enough
artist to move into an area where his work would be judged by world standards
and not by those that applied to Indian painting primarily” (O’Neil 1987).
“According to John O'Neil,” explained John A. Day in 1996, “the chair of
the Art Department and Oscar’s thesis advisor, the faculty was initially leery of
accepting an Indian artist and advised Howe they had nothing to offer a painter
who had mastered the Santa Fe style. Convinced of Howe’s desire to explore new
artistic options, the faculty finally accepted him into the program and allowed him
to find his own direction” (26). Professor O’Neil believed that Oscar Howe, age
thirty-seven at the time of his graduate enrollment, had the talent and work ethic
to become a great artist. “I made no subject assignment for him,” O’Neil
explained in his letter to John A. Day, “nor did I suggest that abstraction whould
[sic] be the direction in which he should move. He did his paintings in his own
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studio and brought them to me for comment when they were finished” (O’Neil
1987). O’Neil allowed Howe to create his own path with a strong encouragement
of individual exploration. Howe’s evolving modern sensibilities and aesthetic
language in painting challenged ethnocentric and paternalistic views on what
American Indian art could look like. “The first change that was evident,” O’Neil
recalled, “was a consideration and involvement of the total pictorial space as
opposed to placing flat figures against a neutral ground. It was a daring move for
him, away from the comfort of the familiar” (O’Neil 1987).
At the University of Oklahoma, Oscar Howe developed an awareness that
his purpose and growth in making art diverged from the traditional American
Indian art formula. Howe moved boldly away from the illustrative and flat
representational style and institutional definitions of American Indian painting.
He questioned the role of the artist in society with broad terms in mind. He drew
from oral history and the stories of the Dakota elders and he studied the role of the
Dakota Indian artist in traditional society. He created a textual and visual
language in his art that incorporated modern aesthetics and ancient Dakota stories.
The art curriculum at OU emphasized classical European styles and
schools of Western tradition, and early American modern trends and post-war
American art movements in the United States. Graduate art students at the
University of Oklahoma were confronted with the classical issues in art’s history
and the aesthetics of modernism in the United States. Howe’s art education at the
University of Oklahoma broadened his knowledge of World Art history as a
whole including American Indian art history.
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At the University of Oklahoma, Oscar Howe studied the works of Stuart
Davis, Arshile Gorky, Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Willem de Kooning, Jackson
Pollock, and many others. Howe studied the evolutionary trends in art history
with a focused specialization on the modern styles of the so-called New York
School. He studied geometric abstraction and pure non-objective art, and he
learned about the theory and intensity of color, and the ideas, meanings, and
examples of Precisionism, Analytical Cubism, Abstract Expressionism, Dada,
Realism, Surrealism, and many others.
Oscar Howe’s fine arts thesis was titled “An Exhibition of Original
Painting in Tempera.” For his thesis show, Howe produced a series of six tempera
paintings in a range of styles. The paintings were Mourners, Council, Riders, Kini
[Resurrection], Dance of the Double Woman, and Three Women (Howe 1954).
The works in his thesis show exhibited a range of modern styles from geometric
abstractionism to surrealism (Figs. 80 and 81). Much of the textual language in
Oscar Howe’s thesis suggests he emerged from an intensive study in Sioux Indian
art history. He developed a deepened awareness of personal voice and radiant
meaning in his paintings. The introduction to his MFA thesis stated: “To paint
with direct imagination in close association with the sub-conscious is more
rewarding than working with the familiar visual perception. At least it is more
conducive to concentration (that might result in originality and intellectual or
emotional inspiration) than mere recording. Painting, from a personal point of
view, is a statement of conception rather than perception” (1). Viewed in light of
the academic language to define complex ideas, Howe’s thesis writing suggested

106
a very serious attempt had been made by the artist to incorporate modernism’s
language into his own personal experience as a Dakota Indian. Howe wrote an
interpretation for each of the six paintings in the thesis show in addition to the
introduction. The document as a whole demonstrated that Oscar Howe developed
an artistic vocabulary in graduate school that had not been a part of his previous
language.
The collegiate and intellectual environment in the University of
Oklahoma’s Art Program in the fall of 1952 and spring of 1953 was an inventive
period of art training for Howe. He painted free of cultural restrictions, adapting
and experimenting with various styles of Abstract Expressionism, Precisionism,
and Analytical Cubism. The art program at OU radically altered his traditional
mode of “Indian painting” into a modern, geometric style that retained a distinct
Dakota Indian subject matter. Howe’s graduate art education period drew upon an
earlier, preexisting interest in originality, but the collegiate environment in the
company of contemporary artists and modern art influenced educators provided
an extra push to innovate.
Oscar Howe’s clear transition from the Santa Fe style was a product of a
larger movement he actively participated in to develop an individual style. At the
University of Oklahoma, Howe was encouraged to be innovative and to explore
new and dynamic styles. John O’Neil explained that Oscar Howe’s aesthetic
independence in graduate school was a result of the painting environment at OU.
“The school, both the faculty and students, were in a creative ferment at the time,”
recalled John O’Neil in another letter to John A. Day in 1998, “respectful of
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tradition but moving out in all directions, with a strong emphasis on abstraction.
Graduate students had great freedom to work as they chose, with occasional
comments and criticisms from the faculty” (O’Neil 1988). His letter continued,
“My advice to Oscar was to continue to use his own subject matter (tribal
customs, tribal memories), but, in the method of Western painting, to relate both
foreground and background (figure-ground) utilizing emotional, rather than
purely descriptive color” (O’Neil 1988). In same letter to Day, Professor John
O’Neil dismissed the Cubist label, a style often appropriated to Howe.4 From
Professor O’Neil’s standpoint,
Oscar Howe was simply, (in an atmosphere with few artistic
restraints, free of immediate economic pressures), opening up his
painting and allowing his instinct for geometric organization to
surface. The geometry seemed to me independent of Cubist
doctrine even though the results were, at least superficially
somewhat similar. Geometry to him was a means of expressing
movement as well as being an armature upon which to mount the
entire work. However, Oscar did not fragment the subject and
reorganize the resultant pieces into a totally new, multi-aspect form
as the Cubists often did. With him the subject remains intact:
extended or expanded through his unique geometry (O’Neil 1988).

4

For references comparing Oscar Howe’s style to Cubism or neo-Cubism see, for
example, Brody 172; Hoxie 50; Ketchum 79; Reno 81; Schmid 4; Silberman 2021; Wade and Strickland 54; WalkingStick and Marshall 40.
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The University of Oklahoma experience lasted only a year but proved
meaningful in Howe’s evolution as a serious artist. With his nose in the books of
art’s history, Howe also developed an aesthetic taste for individualism on canvas.
He was as equally interested in Northern Plains ledger drawings and parfleche
bags as he was in Jackson Pollock and Wassily Kandinsky. This balance of
interests was symbolic of his blend of Dakota modernism. Oscar Howe grew with
modern art in the classroom and studio but also retained a distinct Dakota
Indigenous identity.
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CHAPTER FIVE

AMERICAN INDIAN ART’S IMPROBABLE REBEL
1953 – 1960

Oscar Howe had a reserved and quiet personality. A good-natured and
mild-mannered man with a sense of humor, Howe was friendly with others but
not overly gregarious. He had to get to know someone over time before he opened
up to him or her. Howe’s temperament generally leaned towards compromise over
confrontation and at six feet tall and roughly two hundred pounds, Howe had a
physical presence about him. He always maintained a serious attitude towards his
art and a dedication to his teaching profession. Howe’s confidence blossomed
after graduate school at the University of Oklahoma. He developed a certain
element of sureness with the direction of his painting style that challenged the
conventional wisdom about the parameters of American Indian painting. By the
early to mid-1950s, Howe’s paintings diverged from the traditional models of
American Indian painting and changed the discourse of predictable and
conformist standards. Given his modest character it may be difficult to imagine
him as one of American Indian art’s radical figures in post-war America but the
events in the late 1950s tested his character and shaped his personal resolve to
define himself and his art on his own terms.
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Pierre High School, 1953-1957
After a year of graduate school at the University of Oklahoma, Oscar
Howe and his wife Heidi and five year old daughter Inge Dawn, moved from
Norman to Pierre, South Dakota. Howe had accepted a teaching position at the
Pierre High School (now T. F. Riggs High School). “It was the only job available
at the time,” Howe explained in a 1977 interview, “but I still had to compete with
thirty others to get the job. One authority, a state authority, said I wouldn’t last
two weeks. I would be run out of town” (20). Howe’s reference to the potential of
being “run out of town” was a direct reference to the environment of racial
discrimination in South Dakota’s capital city. Oscar Howe remarked in the same
interview that his family had a hard time renting an apartment in Pierre because of
the discrimination (20). Certainly there were good people in Pierre who
befriended Oscar Howe and his family. The general atmosphere of the town in the
1950s, however, was one of pronounced racism towards American Indian people.
Oscar Howe’s experience in Pierre reflected a broader narrative of the reality of
American Indian life during the 1950s in central South Dakota.
The Howe family’s time living in Pierre was the subject of a question
asked of Heidi Howe in an interview with Kathleen McKinney five years after her
husband’s death. Heidi Howe explained that their only daughter, Inge Dawn, who
attended elementary school in Pierre, was most affected by the racism and
prejudice. “The children would make fun of her because Oscar was Indian,”
recalled Mrs. Howe, and she shared a specific memory of the family’s time in
Pierre. “One time we were driving past the school and Inge Dawn ducked down
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so the other kids wouldn’t see her. She said, ‘Daddy, I’m sorry, but I don’t want
the other kids to say my daddy is a dirty Indian’” (26). In the days of signs on
buildings that read “No Indians or Dogs Allowed” and racial discrimination,
subtle and overt, the instance is only one of many Oscar Howe and his bi-cultural
family lived through.
Oscar Howe taught at the high school in Pierre for four years until 1957
(Fig. 82). Howe’s teaching colleagues at the Pierre High School included the
American History and Government teacher Joseph H. Cash and the youthful Phil
Trautner, Athletics Director and Physical Education teacher. The trio of Howe,
Cash, and Trautner at the Pierre High School was an impressive group of
individuals who each went on to respected careers in their particular fields. Cash
earned a doctorate from the University of Iowa and later joined the faculty at the
University of South Dakota where he founded the Oral History Project and also
served as Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. A member of the South
Dakota Sports Hall of Fame, Phil Trautner founded the tennis program at Pierre
High School and taught and coached in the school system in Pierre for over fifty
years.
At Pierre High School, Oscar Howe was focused on being a good teacher.
He was a loyal educator and spoke fondly of the students at the Pierre High
School in a 1977 interview (20). One of Oscar Howe’s students at the Pierre High
School was a young man named Fritz Scholder, born in Breckenridge, Minnesota
and raised in North Dakota. As a teenager, Fritz Scholder moved to Pierre with
his family after his father, also named Fritz Scholder, took a job with the Bureau
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of Indian Affairs in South Dakota’s capital city. In a 1995 interview Fritz
Scholder recalled that he enrolled in Oscar Howe’s art classes at the Pierre High
School and Scholder acknowledged Howe as his earliest mentor in art (Scholder).
Their lives rarely intertwined personally after the mid-1950s however. A full
generation separated Oscar Howe and Fritz Scholder, a fact readily apparent in a
comparison of their respective careers. Howe and Scholder were polar opposites
both in personality and in subject matter of their paintings. A talented and
expressive painter and printmaker, Fritz Scholder spent most of his career in the
Southwest and veered towards a rebellious attitude in art and life with a tenuous
connection to his American Indian background (Scholder). On the other hand
Oscar Howe was always serious and respectful of his ancestors, and embraced his
Dakota roots and drew from his knowledge of Dakota culture to create a visual
language in his artwork.
“My impression was that everyone was very much impressed with Oscar,”
recalled a former colleague of Howe’s in a short memoir titled “Oscar Howe in
Pierre.” The author of the unsigned and undated document is believed to be Neal
Luebke, Pierre High School’s Senior English teacher. “Oscar immediately put
great rigor in the [art] program by teaching them the theory of color, anatomy, and
the like. With the exception of Fritz Scholder, most of them hadn’t really thought
of art as being work and complained bitterly. There can be little doubt that
Oscar’s methods vastly improved the program and resulted in at least one
nationally famous artist in Fritz [Scholder],” wrote Luebke (n. p.).
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Several people outside the school system in Pierre, notably Phyllis and
Ted Ecker, and Charles H. Burke II, a local banker and later a South Dakota
Board of Regents member, maintained a friendship with Oscar Howe and his
family. “It should be noted,” Luebke explained, “that the entire power structure of
Pierre was very impressed with Oscar and very proud that he would be there. In a
town where a few thought Indians deserved serious contemplation, he was
obviously an exception and to a degree a pride” (n. p.). Luebke’s comment about
Howe presented one colleague’s opinion of his place in a community where
Indian and non-Indian people did not coexist on friendly terms. Luebke’s
statement also confirmed the nature of Oscar Howe’s incredible personal
conviction to stand up for himself and not to buckle in the face of overwhelming
adversity.
Today in Pierre, South Dakota, the downtown branch of BankWest
proudly displays several paintings by Oscar Howe, originally purchased in the late
1960s by Charles H. Burke II of BankWest, formerly known as the Pierre
National Bank (Burke). Also in Pierre, South Dakota a visitor to T. F. Riggs High
School will discover several Oscar Howe prints and one original painting in the
high school’s library. These simple observations reflect the complicated narrative
of Howe’s life in Pierre, South Dakota in the mid-1950s.

Art of the Fifties
Throughout the 1950s Oscar Howe established himself in the American
Indian art circuit at annual shows and juried exhibitions. The Museum of New
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Mexico in Santa Fe, New Mexico, the Denver Art Museum in Denver, Colorado,
and the Philbrook Art Center in Tulsa, Oklahoma, were primary venues for
American Indian painters. The Denver Art Museum, for example, sponsored an
annual competition which Howe regularly entered, and in which he won awards
in 1953 and 1954 (Cartwright 1953; Cartwright 1954). An important figure of
American Indian art during this period was Frederic H. Douglas, Curator of
Indian Art at the Denver Art Museum. Douglas recognized Howe’s talent in the
early 1950s during a period of expansive growth at the Denver Art Museum when
the museum acquired a number of Oscar Howe paintings for the institution’s
permanent collection (The First Hundred Years 94-100).
One of the outstanding works of art by Oscar Howe in the Denver Art
Museum’s permanent collection is Sioux Eagle Dancer, a casein and dammar
painting on paper (Fig. 83). The painting received the Santa Fe Railroad Purchase
Award at the Denver Art Museum’s fourth annual Contemporary American
Indian Painting exhibition in 1954 (Cartwright 1954). A photograph of Oscar
Howe holding the painting displayed a remarkable smile and grateful appreciation
for the award (Fig. 84). The painting Sioux Eagle Dancer was reproduced on the
cover of Holiday magazine in 1975 (Fig. 85) and again in the 2008 book from the
Denver Art Museum titled [Re]inventing the Wheel: Advancing the Dialogue on
Contemporary American Indian Art, edited by Nancy J. Blomberg (8).
The years 1954 to 1956 marked an important period in wide range of areas
in Oscar Howe’s professional career. In 1954, for example, the Friends of the
Middle Border in Mitchell, South Dakota, named him the Artist Laureate of the
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Middle Border. Oscar Howe’s role as the Art Designer of the Corn Palace
attracted a broad audience and interest in his life story and creativity as an artist.
For the murals at the Corn Palace in 1954, Howe created a series of scenes of
South Dakota life from the perspectives of religion, agriculture, education, and
social activities. A photograph of Oscar Howe that year depicted him in his studio
with several of the Corn Palace panel studies (Figs. 86 and 87). Also in 1954,
Howe’s painting Dance of the Heyoka (Fig. 88) won the $350 Grand Purchase
Prize at the Philbrook Art Center’s annual Indian painting competition in Tulsa,
Oklahoma (Church). In 1955, James Graham & Sons Gallery on Madison Avenue
in New York City hosted an exhibition titled “Contemporary American Indian
Painters.” Seven of his paintings – Horse Dancer, Dakota Riders, Sioux Horse
Travois, Antelopes, Heyoka Dance, Dog Dancer, and Evil Spirit – were listed the
exhibition catalogue. Other artists in the group show were Acee Blue Eagle,
Blackbear Bosin, Yeffe Kimball, Otis Polelomena, Pablita Velarde, Beatien Yazz,
Allan Houser and many others (An Exhibition of Contemporary American Indian
Painters). In 1956, Howe’s paintings Dance of the Tree Dwellers (Fig. 89) and
Ecstasy (Fig. 90) were featured in the Art Gallery of the Museum of New Mexico
in a juried exhibition (1956 Indian Artists Exhibition). In a handwritten letter
from Dorothy Dunn to Oscar Howe dated July 22, 1956, she informed the artist
that his painting, Dance of the Tree Dwellers, was chosen by the Museum of New
Mexico’s advisory committee as the “Best of Show” and purchased by the
museum for its collection (Dunn 1956). The painting was reproduced in the
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exhibition catalogue for the show that ran from August 19 to September 30, 1956
(1956 Indian Artists Exhibition).
The following year, in early 1957, Oscar Howe had his first major solo
exhibition at the Art Gallery of the Museum of New Mexico in the heart of Santa
Fe, New Mexico. Dorothy Dunn, his former teacher at the Santa Fe Indian School
over twenty years earlier, curated the exhibition that featured over twenty-two
paintings by Howe. Later that spring Dunn also authored a short biography of
Howe in El Palacio titled “Oscar Howe: Sioux Artist” (Dunn 1957). The article
was insightful and self-congratulatory given its source. As with most of her
writing, Dunn provided a unique perspective of her student’s experience at the
“Studio” program at the Santa Fe Indian School. In her biography, Dunn recalled
fond memories of Oscar Howe, one of her few students from the Northern Plains
in a school dominated by young people from the Southwest region. Dunn wrote
Howe was a “serious student, keenly intelligent, with an appealing aloofness that
won admiration” (167). Dunn recalled that Oscar Howe showed a strong and
practical work ethic from the beginning of his art education at Santa Fe, and that
Howe “engaged in a tour de force in research into various Sioux arts including a
splendid group of actual paintings on buffalo and deer hides lent by the
Smithsonian Institution” (168). Dunn wrote that he could draw and paint every
imaginable scene of Plains Indian life but that horses and dancers were his
favorite subjects. “Every painting had his unique stamp upon it,” Dunn wrote,
“although, for example, his horses were very kindred in spirit, color, and swift
long lines of the wild, free steeds of the hide paintings” (168). Dorothy Dunn was
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impressed Howe’s paintings in the 1957 Museum of New Mexico exhibition and
the overall progress of his painting technique since his training at the Santa Fe
Indian School. “The paintings demonstrate eloquently how true is René
d’Harnoncourt’s assertion that a capable, creative artist with a strong native
background can become erudite in the techniques and philosophies of the art
schools and come through, at last, with his original art strengthened, not harmed,
by his experience,” Dunn wrote. “Howe’s painting emerges broadened, deepened,
and uncorrupted, still Sioux at the core” (170).
Dorothy Dunn’s reference to René d’Harnoncourt, Director of the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, was an effort to entice the museum director
to host a show of paintings by Oscar Howe. Dunn later wrote a letter directly to
René d’Harnoncourt in an attempt to promote a show in New York (Dunn 1957).
“I am of course enormously interested to hear about Oscar Howe’s progress,” the
museum director wrote in response to Dunn, but René d’Harnoncourt was
cautious to create a sense of optimism if a show could not be finalized
(d’Harnoncourt). In the end, Oscar Howe never had a solo exhibition in New
York.
Oscar Howe exhibited his paintings in solo exhibitions at the Denver Art
Museum and the Joslyn Art Museum in Omaha in 1958 and 1959, respectively. In
the history of American Indian art, these solo exhibitions were groundbreaking
events in the individual recognition of an American Indian artist. At this time in
history, group exhibitions of American Indian objects and artifacts were not
unusual in museums and galleries throughout the country. However, the
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individual display of a contemporary American Indian artist’s work in an entire
gallery space of a mainstream museum was uncommon.
University of South Dakota’s Recruitment
In 1955, the South Dakota state legislature approved the Institute of Indian
Studies at the University of South Dakota. Legendary professor William O. “Doc”
Farber described the initial stages of this development and the historical context
of creating an academic environment devoted to American Indian issues in South
Dakota in his 2005 memoir Footprints on the Prairie: The Life and Times of W.
O. Farber (193-215). Two year after the approval of the Institute of Indian Studies
at the University of South Dakota, in the spring of 1957, several USD faculty
members including Doc Farber, Wesley Hurt from the W. H. Over Museum, and
Dean of College of Arts and Sciences, Elbert W. Harrington, recruited Oscar
Howe to the state’s flagship university. After a conference with Howe in Pierre,
Dean Harrington wrote to I. D. Weeks, the university’s president. Harrington
informed Weeks that the committee “recommend[ed] the appointment of Mr.
Oscar Howe as Assistant Director of the Museum and Institute of Indian Studies
and Assistant Professor of Fine Arts for the year beginning July 1, 1957 at a
salary of $5000 for the twelve-month period” (Harrington). University of South
Dakota President I. D. Weeks agreed, and USD ultimately hired Howe under the
terms of the proposed contract. In a 1977 interview twenty years after his hiring,
Oscar Howe singled out Dean Elbert Harrington of the College of Arts and
Sciences as the primary sponsor of his employment ticket to the University of
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South Dakota. “I’m very thankful to Dean Harrington for giving me the
opportunity to teach in a college,” said Howe (20).
The University of South Dakota recognized several unique areas Oscar
Howe could strengthen in academic and cultural programs. Farber recalled that
Howe was initially recruited to the University of South Dakota “to teach art
appreciation, help at the W. H. Over Museum, and serve on the executive
committee of the Institute of Indian Studies” (207). At the time of Oscar Howe’s
hiring, the University of South Dakota had a limited program in the visual arts.
For years, the University of South Dakota employed one full-time art instructor,
Wilber Stilwell. A faculty member of the College of Fine Arts since 1941,
Stilwell taught commercial art courses in illustration and advertising in addition to
fine arts courses such as drawing and painting. Affiliate faculty members were
occasionally asked to fill in for art education and art history courses. Oscar
Howe’s hiring expanded the university’s Fine Arts curriculum and broadened its
course offerings with a modernist perspective.
An American Indian professor at a university without socio-cultural
diversity, Oscar Howe faced a set of obstacles to earn the respect of colleagues at
the University of South Dakota. Howe was forced to confront a university when
the federal Indian policy of Termination and Relocation governed the relationship
of American Indian people to the federal government. On a more personal level,
however, Howe confronted the narrow understanding and acceptance of his
innovative art. Despite these barriers, Howe made an immediate impact on the
academic and intellectual environment at the University of South Dakota. Howe
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was described as “a leaven for his colleagues” at USD. He “sensitized and
educated them indirectly and directly,” wrote John A. Day. “Because of him,”
argued Day, “other members of the faculty were receptive to Native American
themes and the influence showed in their music, dance, art, and theatre” (Day
1986: 2). In sum, Oscar Howe was educated, talented, and worked well with
others—a good combination for academe that served him kindly throughout his
professional career at the university.

Painting Controversies:
Umine Wacipi and Wounded Knee Massacre
A series of controversies instigated by two Oscar Howe paintings, Umine
Wacipi [War and Peace Dance] and Wounded Knee Massacre, elevated the
artist’s public status and turned heads in an American Indian art world bound to
restrictive definitions of American Indian painting. In the spring of 1958, Oscar
Howe submitted a painting Umine Wacipi [War and Peace Dance] to the
Philbrook Art Center’s American Indian painting competition (Fig. 91). At this
now-legendary show in the history of American Indian art, the three jurors of the
show, one Indian and two non-Indians, rejected the painting from consideration of
an award. The jurors declared Umine Wacipi was a “fine painting – but not
Indian” (Anthes xi). In other words, the painting was ineligible for prize money
because it did not conform to the painting standards of traditional Indian painting.
“That is, the jurors argued,” explained Bill Anthes in Native Moderns: American
Indian Painting, 1940-1960, “the painting was not an authentic expression of
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Howe’s Indian heritage and identity. However, although the painting was
excluded from consideration for prizes, it was kept on view with the work of nine
other artists in the Plains region category of that year’s exhibition” (xi).
Oscar Howe wrote a letter on April 18, 1958 in response to the
characterization of his painting entry as non-traditional and inauthentic. The letter
by Howe was addressed to Jeanne Snodgrass, Curator of American Indian Art at
the Philbrook Art Center. The letter read:
Dear Miss Snodgrass:
Whoever said that my paintings are not in the traditional Indian
style has poor knowledge of Indian art indeed. There is much more
to Indian art than pretty, stylized pictures. There is also power and
strength and individualism (emotional and intellectual insight) in
the old Indian paintings. Every bit in my paintings is a true studied
fact of Indian paintings. Are we to be held back forever with one
phase of Indian painting, that is the most common way? We are to
be herded like a bunch of sheep, with no right for individualism,
dictated to as the Indian always has been, put on reservations and
treated like a child, and only the White Man knows what is best for
him. Now, even in Art, ‘You little child do what we think is best
for you, nothing different.’ Well, I am not going to stand for it.
Indian art can compete with any Art in the world, but not as a
suppressed Art. I see so much of the mismanagement and
treatment of my people. It makes me cry inside to look at these
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poor people. My father died there about three years ago in a little
shack, my two brothers still living there in shacks, never enough to
eat, never enough clothing, treated as second class citizens. This is
one of the reasons I have tried to keep the fine ways and culture of
my forefathers alive. But one could easily turn to become a social
protest painter. I only hope the Art World will not be one more
contributor to holding us in chains (Howe 1958).
The Howe letter became a key document in American Indian art history.
Several scholars of American Indian art have pointed to this event as a pivotal
moment in the remarkable changes of American Indian art during the 1950s and
1960s. In the textbook study, Native North American Art, authors Janet Berlo and
Ruth B. Phillips credited Howe’s 1958 letter to the Philbrook curator as “the first
manifesto of Indian modernism and artistic autonomy” (221). Mark Andrew
White, a respected scholar and professor of American Indian art history,
emphasized the importance of the letter at the beginning of his 1997 article
“Oscar Howe and the Transformation of Native American Art” in American
Indian Art Magazine. Bill Anthes’ Native Moderns: American Indian Painting,
1940-1960 introduced his readers to the Philbrook’s slighting rejection of Howe’s
painting in 1958, and quickly sketched the main points of Oscar Howe’s advanced
art education and asked rhetorically, “How could his painting be anything other
than Indian?” (xi).
Oscar Howe’s reaction to his painting’s disqualification was important
because the Indian painting competition at the Philbrook Art Center was the
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biggest American Indian art show of the post-war generation. Moreover, Howe
had a distinguished record at the Philbrook Art Center’s Indian painting
competition dating back to 1947 when he earned the Grand Purchase Prize for
Dakota Duck Hunt. In the late 1940s and well into the 1950s, Howe had entered a
painting into the Plains region category of the annual competition every spring.
During this period Howe’s paintings were awarded prizes on a regular basis and
he traveled to Tulsa, Oklahoma on occasion to judge the show. Given Howe’s
outstanding record at the Philbrook Art Center’s show one can imagine the shock
and later anger Howe experienced upon learning his painting Umine Wacipi was
disqualified as a “fine painting – but not Indian.”
Lost in the conversation of the letter was Howe’s despairing
characterization of reservation life. In this letter, one of the most-cited references
in modern American Indian art, Howe wrote of the homes on the Crow Creek
Indian Reservation as “shacks” where his two brothers lived and his father lived
for years until his death in 1955—“never enough to eat, never enough clothing,
treated as second class citizens” (Howe 1958). Poverty, alcoholism, and a lack of
basic human needs continued to afflict Sioux Indian Country as elsewhere in postwar America. Oscar Howe’s description of the desolate conditions of reservation
life, unchanged since his memories as a child, pained him emotionally throughout
his life. In the letter to Miss Snodgrass, Howe expressed frustration with the
conditions of the reservation economy and way of life at Joe Creek, factors not
directly related to the discussion of his painting’s rejection. And yet, Howe was
deeply troubled by the conditions at the place he once called home. His letter
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came amidst a chorus of Indian Country’s frustration with the federal
government’s plans to dam the Missouri River that would flood out sacred sites
and burial grounds (Lawson).
Oscar Howe’s letter drew the attention of those involved in the decisionmaking process at the Philbrook Art Center in Tulsa, Oklahoma. One of those
involved was Jeanne Snodgrass, Curator of American Indian Art at the Philbrook
Art Center, and to whom the original letter was addressed. Snodgrass’ letter in
response to Howe one week later on April 15, 1958 expressed sympathy to the
artist. “May I say I wholly agree with you in each and every statement you made.
Because you are so very sincere in your remarks I have delayed answering
because I wanted time to think this out and make sure that I did not again hurt
your feelings,” wrote Snodgrass (Snodgrass 1958). Snodgrass confirmed the
deeply institutional definitions and expectations of American Indian painters in
the late 1950s though the curator deemed herself helpless, stacked against decades
of paternalism and ethnocentrism. Later in the letter to Howe, after she explained
to him it was not her decision to exclude his painting, she wrote, “I am Cherokee.
I know the problems the Indian have faced . . . and are still facing. My father’s
father was on the Trail of Tears. I work every day for the betterment of our
people. I feel the same hurt as you” (Snodgrass 1958).
Denys P. Myers, Art Director of the Philbrook Art Center, gave the
impression he fully understood Howe’s underlying message as well. In a letter
dated May 13, 1958, Myers indicated in the first line that he had seen the
“excellent and eloquent letter” Howe had written to Snodgrass. “Thank you for
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expressing your point of view so very clearly. It is certainly not the desire or
purpose of [the] Philbrook Art Center to discourage or inhibit freedom of
expression on the part of artists, be they of American Indian, European, Asiatic or
African descent,” wrote Myers in response to Howe (Myers). Myers continued, “I
can readily understand your feeling that the policy of encouraging stylized
American Indian painting of the sort which has come to be thought of by many
people as ‘traditional’ has been adopted through a discriminatory and
conservative ‘reservationist’ psychology on the part of whites with a paternalistic
attitude of superiority” (Myers).
Denys P. Myers’ reply to Howe showed that he appeared to sympathize
with, or at least understand, Howe’s objections. Myers appeared dumbfounded at
the jury’s decision. “It is most unfortunate that this misunderstanding has arisen,
because, in actual fact, the only reason for encouraging conservative modes of
expression has been a result of the somewhat contradictory double purpose behind
our American Indian Annuals,” explained Myers (Myers). He continued, “One
purpose has been to encourage and assist American Indian painters. The other
purpose has been to provide an illustrative pictorial record of American Indian life
and customs. It appears that, in a number of instances, the two purposes are
operating at cross purposes” (Myers).
The statements by Snodgrass and Myers beg the question: Who was to
blame for the restrictive polices? This question is not easily answered. A broad
analysis of the historical context suggests that it would be unfair in the course of
history to single-out either Dorothy Dunn, Oscar B. Jacobson, Jeanne Snodgrass
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King, Denys Myers, or any other non-Indian individual for the narrow definitions
of American Indian art.
Oscar Howe’s manifesto challenged long-held institutional and societal
beliefs about American Indian painting. In the complicated issues of defining
American Indian art, the 1958 Philbrook Art Center’s Indian painting competition
and Howe’s letter that resulted from the rejection seemed to have awakened much
of the American Indian art establishment and gatekeepers. By 1959 the Philbrook
Art Center’s Indian painting competition had added an “experimental” category
that “allowed innovative works, such as the one Howe submitted in 1958, to be
judged and awarded purchase prizes,” wrote Anthes (172). American Indian
artists were modern artists but it would take the artists (and not non-Indian jurors
and academics) to define the direction of American Indian painting and to
produce the artwork of a contemporary style.
The events of the 1958 Philbrook Art Center’s Indian painting competition
seemed to have deepened Howe’s resolve to create paintings on his own terms
without stylistic restrictions. By 1959 Oscar Howe expressed an interest in the
Ghost Dance Movement and the historical events leading up to the massacre at
Wounded Knee in December 1890. In a letter to Dorothy Dunn on April 10, 1959,
Howe notified his former teacher that he had created two works based on the
Ghost Dance and that he was working on another (Howe 1959). During this
period Howe painted at least four works based on the Ghost Dance, three of
which are produced for this study including two works called Ghost Dance and
another painting titled Ghost Dancer (Figs. 92, 93, and 94).
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Oscar Howe’s casein painting Wounded Knee Massacre was the artist’s
most controversial work during this period (Fig. 95).5 Susan Forsyth described the
painting in the prologue of her book Representing the Massacre of American
Indians at Wounded Knee, 1890-2000 (1-5). Jeffrey Ostler also wrote about the
painting in his concluding chapter of The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism from
Lewis and Clark to Wounded Knee. Ostler noted that Howe may have been
influenced, in part, by George Trager’s photograph of the mass burial site at
Wounded Knee (357, 366). “To distill the essence of the massacre,” wrote Ostler,
Howe conflated several elements and made them synchronous. In
the background to the left, a Hotchkiss gun fires, while to the right,
a soldier takes point-blank aim at a woman pleading for her life
beneath the American flag. The paintings massive foreground
brings these emblematic details into a deeply disturbing coherence.
There, soldiers stand shoulder to shoulder as their commander lifts
his eyes to the heavens, beseeching, or perhaps thanking, a
demonic god. Though one soldier, to the far left, looks
questioningly at his commander, the others, in orchestrated unison,
fire into the space below them. This space suggests both ‘the pit,’
the ravine to the west of Big Foot’s camp where the army’s firing
was fiercest, and the mass grave atop Cemetery Hill. Some of Big
Foot’s people have already died, but most writhe in the agony of
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A Mitchell, SD newspaper reported that Howe painted Wounded Knee Massacre
in 1959 (“Oscar Howe Art Shows”). All previous reports and documentation on
the painting indicate the work was executed in 1960.
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the living resisting their slaughter. In its treatment of Big Foot’s
people as individuals, Howe’s painting contests the perspective in
Trager’s photograph. At the same time, the reference to the mass
grave shows that Wounded Knee was not made up of a series of
discrete, unconnected events. Instead, from the disarming to the
burial of the dead, it consisted of a series of acts held together by
an underlying logic of racist domination (366-67).
Oscar Howe’s Wounded Knee Massacre painting was reproduced on
February 7, 1960 in the Minneapolis Tribune (“Wounded Knee Massacre”). In an
overlooked aspect of South Dakota history, the painting’s depiction of history
caused a storm of debate by one person in particular. Following the reproduction
of Howe’s Wounded Knee Massacre in newspapers in Minneapolis and also in the
Mitchell, South Dakota, Will Robinson of Pierre wrote an editorial on February
19, 1960, in the Mitchell paper, Mitchell Daily Republic. Under the headline
“Distortion,” the editorial read:
When a copy of your paper on February 6, 1960, was handed to me
with Oscar Howe’s version of the lamentable Wounded Knee
Tragedy, I sat down and wrote a rather long story of why I thought
it to be a historical distortion. I’m afraid that I went into so much
detail that you would not be tempted to use it at all. If there is
anything I dislike more than historical distortion, it is editorial
amendments by way of deletion that not infrequently wrecks the
constructive thought. I do think your readers should understand
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that the Howe picture is an artist’s conception. Without going into
minor detail or commenting on other factors, the viewers
conception of the Wounded Knee tragedy, with nothing more than
Howe’s picture to go on, would inevitably be that the Army had, at
command of its officers, participated in an organized brutality.
What happened at its best would make any informed and
intelligent white man wince. But it had no ‘worst’ as depicted by
Howe. There is not one iota of evidence to sustain the belief that
there was any ordered or organized brutality. As an historian, the
area where the sad affair transpired, I do not feel that I can let the
‘Howe picture’ go unchallenged. I am enclosing a couple of
markers that we have erected that factually, augmented by small
markers on the field, present a reasonably exact story. Oscar
Howe, as an Indian, cannot deplore what happened at Wounded
Knee more than I as a white man do, but after all, he should use his
talents to depict and not distort the truth. WILL G. ROBINSON,
Secretary, Department of History, Pierre, S. D. (Robinson 1960).
Oscar Howe never publicly responded to Will Robinson’s scathing
editorial that accused the artist of “distorting” history. As customary Oscar Howe
allowed his art speak for itself. He was not a social protest painter evidenced by
his declaration in the 1958 Philbrook letter. Moreover, his painting of the
massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890 was a depiction of an actual event in history
and his interpretation of the event was in line with his belief in painting the truth.
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The painting further demonstrated Howe was not unaffected by the plight of his
people or the social consciousness of the times. Robert Pennington defended the
painting in his biography of Howe in 1961. “If there is any error in the painting by
Oscar Howe it is only the limitations inherent in depicting action that spread over
several miles within the borders of a single canvas,” wrote Pennington (29).
Another person who defended Howe’s painting Wounded Knee Massacre was the
University of South Dakota President I. D. Weeks who was photographed with
the artist and the painting (Fig. 96).
A historian for the state of South Dakota, Will Robinson’s motives remain
less clear but the adamant language of his editorial implied the two men were at
odds with one another prior to Howe’s painting. Will Robinson and Oscar Howe
had a long-standing acquaintance dating back to at least 1946, and Robinson
undoubtedly knew of Howe’s reputation as a modern American Indian artist. Did
Will Robinson, a taxpayer-funded South Dakota historian, conveniently gloss
over historical facts and willfully disregard the unarmed killings of hundreds of
people? It appeared so from this editorial. But why and what was the reaction of
the public to this editorial exchange? These complicated issues may require more
investigation. The reaction of the public to the editorial is unknown but the
context of the editorial in general highlighted the struggle of the coexistence of
two cultures in South Dakota.
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CHAPTER SIX

THIS IS YOUR LIFE, OSCAR HOWE
APRIL 13, 1960

The television set in the American living room after the Second World
War became the most influential storyteller, a nightly entertainer that transformed
American society. Television created heroes and villains, educated the public
about foreign countries and cultures, spoke of the wonders of science, and defined
role models for this generation. During this golden age of television one of the
quintessential programs of the era was called This is Your Life, a weekly halfhour television show hosted by television and radio pioneer Ralph Edwards. The
equivalent of modern-era reality television, the show’s catch was that the
principal guest, or honoree, was brought to the television studio under some
pretext. If the show went as planned, the unsuspecting guest would not realize
what was happening until they were on camera, greeted by Edwards, who
announced “This is Your Life!” For the remainder of the program, Edwards then
narrated the guest’s life story with the help of family and friends from the
honoree’s past who were brought on stage.
One of the first television shows to depict the diversity and multi-cultural
nature of America, honored guests on This is Your Life came from all walks of
life and class, gender, social, and cultural boundaries. Special guests emerged
from all segments of American society from well-known celebrities and B-rate
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actors, sports figures, and popular entertainment personalities to the individual
folks with a remarkable story. Some of the guests on the show during the original
series between 1952 and 1961 included boxing champions Joe Louis and Jack
Dempsey, Brooklyn Dodgers catcher Roy Campanella, Negro league pitcher
Satchel Paige, and Olympian Jesse Owens. On the popular entertainment end,
personalities from the likes of Big Band musician Lawrence Welk, jazz pianist
Nat King Cole, singer and cowboy actor Roy Rogers and Spike Jones appeared.
Others on the show included comedian and actor George Burns, actors Boris
Karloff and Dennis Weaver, and actresses Dinah Shore and Carolyn Sue Jones.6
Many guests on the show in the 1950s and early 1960s were not celebrated
entertainment personalities or distinguished professional athletes but average,
ordinary Americans with an extraordinary life story or event that captured the
hearts of television viewers. For these people, the surprise appearance on This is
Your Life elevated their local status in their neighborhood but also projected a
national story to the general public. When these people from the American public
were surprised on This is Your Life and their story narrated before a national
audience, the show gave life on television to the diversity of the American story.
The following chapter is based on the events leading up to, the historical
context surrounding, and the actual footage of, Oscar Howe’s appearance as the
surprised and honored guest on the television show This is Your Life.7 The story

6

A complete list of past guests is archived on the This is Your Life website at

http://www.thisisyourlife.com.
7

The show was taped on April 6, 1960. The taped version was shown on NBC
television on Wednesday evening, April 13, 1960.
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is crafted from the primary documents in the Oscar Howe Collection at the
University of South Dakota including the actual footage of the show and related
letters and correspondence in the archives. Moreover, secondary sources are used
to establish a framework for understanding the show’s meaning and context in
light of postwar America during the golden age of television.

The Choice of Oscar Howe
Oscar Howe’s narrative was flush with examples of the familiar American
tale of a journey from unthinkable hardships to heroic achievements. Despite this
ordinary and incredible American tale, however, Oscar Howe was nevertheless in
many ways an unlikely subject for This is Your Life. Howe’s uniqueness did not
stem from the fact that he faced early obstacles of poor physical health and
difficulty at boarding school. Howe’s uniqueness also did not stem from the fact
that he was a combat veteran who married a German war bride, or even that, as
university professor, he made a difference in young peoples’ lives in the field of
higher education. The selection of Oscar Howe for This is Your Life was no
ordinary subject however. He was a unique subject for the show simply because
he was Indian.
Oscar Howe presented Hollywood with the opportunity to appear to
sympathize with Indians and to “tell their story” in the context of the historical
nostalgia for the American television audience. Television producers were
interested in appealing to the tastes of the public and television viewers were
eager to witness and to learn about the American experience and the stories of the
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people that make up that experience. Oscar Howe’s life story caught the attention
of the writers and producers of This is Your Life and gave them the opportunity to
sensationalize, glamorize, and, to some extent, trivialize, chosen aspects of the
artist’s past.
The organization and effective execution of This is Your Life, Oscar
Howe required the sophisticated communication of networks of people from
South Dakota to California to Washington, DC. The people responsible for Oscar
Howe’s appearance on the show included an American Indian arts advocacy
group and several individuals interested in highlighting American Indian life and
culture in the modern world and showcasing the talents of American Indian
people on a nationwide scale. The Indian Arts and Crafts Board (IACB) based in
Washington, DC was interested in the public awareness of American Indian
artist’s economic independence and market viability. The group worked to
advertise and promote the preservation of cultural traditions and values by
American Indian artists (Schrader). Viewed in light of the objectives of the IACB,
Oscar Howe was in many ways a model artist for the promotion of American
Indian art. He worked from traditional beliefs and thus promoted a strong
American Indian identity but in a contemporary form. Howe’s process of making
art was appreciated and accepted as both traditional and modern.
Two other individuals responsible for the show’s preparation were Ben
Reifel and David Humphreys Miller. At the time of the show’s planning, Dr.
Benjamin “Ben” Reifel, Rosebud Sioux, had resigned from Bureau of Indian
Affairs in March 1960 to run for Congress. A well-connected South Dakotan and
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a long-time friend of Howe’s, Ben Reifel eventually became the state’s first (and
only) American Indian congressman.8 David Humphreys Miller of Los Angeles, a
non-Indian author and artist, was listed on the credits as the show’s writer along
with his wife, Jan Miller, who worked at NBC Studio for Ralph Edwards
Productions. Miller had an interest in American Indian history and had painted
portraits of American Indian people throughout his career and authored several
books of American Indian history in the years preceding the television show
including Custer’s Fall: The Indian Side of the Story and Ghost Dance.

The Pretext from Vincent Price
Each honored guest for This is Your Life was lured to Hollywood under
some pretext. For Oscar Howe, there is evidence that the origins of the show’s
beginning—at least what he initially perceived was the purpose of going to
California with his wife and daughter—starts with a letter addressed to his home
in Vermillion, South Dakota, which he received from Vincent Price, actor of
Hollywood fame and an avid art collector. In the letter, Price introduced himself
as a member of the Department of Interior’s Indian Arts and Crafts Board based
in Washington, DC, explaining how he was familiar with Howe’s “wonderful
work as an artist.” The letter continued:
Presently I am appearing on a half hour television show on NBC in
which once a month I interview various American artists. For my
8

Ben Reifel served five terms as a Republican Congressman from South Dakota
from 1961 to 1971. For more information on his life see, John S. Painter,
“Traditional Sioux Leader: Benjamin Reifel” in South Dakota Leaders edited by
Hoover and Zimmerman.
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April program, which will be televised on April 6th, I would like to
present you and your work as an outstanding American Indian
artist. It will mean that you have to come to Hollywood, California
for this appearance. Besides interviewing you I would like to show
several of your paintings on the program and would appreciate
your bringing them along. The time is short so perhaps it is better
to bring them along with you rather than mailing them. The
program will assume your travel expenses round-trip, and if you
would like to bring your wife and child, we will assume that
expense too. Your transportation arrangements will be made from
here and I will let you know your exact leaving time. It will
probably be sometime on April 5th. You will also be our guest at
the Sheraton West Hotel, on Wilshire Blvd., here in town. But I
can write you with these details as soon as I hear from you if you
and your family are coming. I would appreciate having an answer
as soon as possible. I am very anxious to meet you personally and
have the opportunity once again to see your fine work.
Ever sincerely, Vincent Price (Price 1960).
The most complete details of the behind-the-scenes aspect and
coordination of the television show were documented by Heidi Howe in a letter to
family friends in Pierre after the show. Ultimately, of course, Oscar Howe
accepted Vincent Price’s invitation to appear in Hollywood, California for radio
show. Meanwhile, according to Heidi Howe’s letter, Elbert Harrington, Dean of
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the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of South Dakota, was contacted
by members of the Ralph Edwards Production staff with the true motive of luring
Howe to Hollywood—to surprise him on national television (Howe 1960). Dean
Harrington called Heidi Howe into his office and let her know of the plans. Mrs.
Howe was required to keep the secret from her husband—something she
acknowledged was a real challenge. “I talked with Hollywood long distance for
two weeks every day,” wrote Mrs. Howe (Howe 1960). In the days leading up to
their trip to Los Angeles, Mrs. Howe helped her husband package several
paintings for the show with nervous excitement. She knew full well that her
husband had no clue that he was being set-up for a television surprise (Howe
1960).
Ralph Edwards Productions and NBC Studios funded the Howe family’s
entire trip to California and made all of the housing, food, and transportation
arrangements ahead of time (Fig. 97). Prepaid round-trip tickets for the family of
three during the school year signaled a vacation. On Tuesday, April 5, the Howe
family left their modest home in Vermillion, South Dakota for the family trip of a
lifetime on the way to Hollywood, Disneyland, and the Pacific Ocean. Their plane
landed in Los Angeles later that evening and the Howe family checked into the
Sheraton West Hotel in downtown Los Angeles the night before the show’s taping
(Howe 1960). “The next morning [Wednesday, April 6],” wrote Heidi Howe,
“Oscar got a call from Mr. Vincent Price, welcoming him and telling him that
someone from N.B.C. would pick him up at 5:30 that afternoon, [and that] he did
not have to bring me or Inge Dawn at that time” (Howe 1960). After eating lunch
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together, the Howe family split up. Heidi Howe told her husband that she and her
daughter would spend the late afternoon shopping, and that the family would meet
up at the hotel after Howe’s radio interview. Of course, this was part of the set-up
and Heidi Howe and Inge Dawn went straight to NBC Studios for the rehearsal.
“Only at that time did I tell Inge Dawn what it was all about,” confided Mrs.
Howe (Howe 1960). Meanwhile, Oscar Howe waited at the hotel room until he
received a call that his ride had arrived.

Opening Sequence
On the night of April 13, 1960 television viewers were welcomed as usual
by the show’s well-known host, Ralph Edwards. When the camera rolled for the
opening sequence, Edwards stood before a background setting familiar to
moviegoers of the era. A group of Indian men sat in a semi-circle dressed in
highly decorative buckskin clothing and headdresses with eagle feathers. Another
Indian man, also dressed in traditional regalia knelt before the group with a
painted hand drum. In the act of “playing Indian” on television, the major props of
the Indian camp scene reminiscent of Hollywood westerns featured two large
teepees and swaying trees (Deloria 1988). By any account, the producers of the
show created an impressive background setting that screamed Indian—Plains
Indian. “Real” and “authentic,” by Hollywood standards at least. One of the most
popular television and film genres during this period, the Western had imprinted a
cultural image upon American audiences and the image of the American Indian
tied to the ideas of Manifest Destiny and the collision of civilization and savagery
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(Berkhofer; Strickland). By the post-World War II era, the persistent images of
the American Indian remained intact and there were numerous stereotypical
images of American Indians in popular culture that pervaded American society.
The collision on prime-time television of modern Dakota artist Oscar Howe and
the preconceptions of centuries of Sioux Indian stereotyping was a fascinating
made-for-television event.
This is Your Life, Oscar Howe began unlike any earlier show in the
program’s history and yet resembled everything familiar about it as well. This
apparent contradiction is explainable. Over the melodic soft-pitch drumbeat,
Edwards’ classic opening introduction for the show welcomed the audience and
explained the familiar staged setting. “Good evening everybody. What you’re
seeing now might have taken place a century ago. Gathered here are the actual
present-day chiefs and leaders of the Sioux Nation, all proud warriors of our
Northern Plains. They’ve come here tonight from their windswept reservations in
South Dakota to tell us the story of one of their illustrious braves.”
The strategic prelude capitalized on the public’s longing for, or at least
Hollywood’s desire to publicly portray, the romanticized Indians of the past.
Edwards’ characterization of the time period and setting—“a century ago” on
“windswept reservations in South Dakota”—exploited the popular Hollywood
imagery of Native America as exemplified by Plains Indian life during the late
nineteenth century. A classic Indian opening played upon the public’s fascination
with American Indian culture. But, the mood quickly turned to curiosity. Who
was one of their illustrious braves?
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A core feature of This is Your Life was the idea that the show’s host,
Ralph Edwards, in some fashion or another, would surprise the principal guest, or
honoree. Naturally the surprise element of the show worked in different ways to
varying degrees of success based on the unique circumstances of each show. The
most common ploy of the show was simply to have the principal guest believe
that he/she was invited for an occasion other than to be on television. On occasion
the surprise element did not work as planned because word leaked out or the
principal guest figured it out beforehand. A genuine, true surprise did not always
develop as intended, but it did work on Oscar Howe.
On camera Edwards explained that the interview taking place between
Howe and Price in a nearby studio for a radio program about American Indian art
was simply a set-up to surprise Howe for the real show. Over Edwards’
voiceover, the camera rolled to the nearby studio where Howe and Price were
seen talking to one another. The men appeared to be in a deep conversation about
Howe’s recent body of paintings that hung on the wall behind the men. The reallife situation on camera took a dramatic turn when Ralph Edwards arrived in the
nearby NBC studio to find the spectacled Oscar Howe, dressed in his trademark
cream suit, tie, and dress shoes, and the lanky, mustachioed Vincent Price. The
secret’s execution was completed as Ralph Edwards respectfully interrupted their
conversation and greeted Vincent Price with pitched enthusiasm. After he shook
Price’s hand he said, “I see you’re discussing your favorite subject—art. Looks
like American Indian art.” In response, Vincent Price turned to face the camera
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and said, “That’s right, Ralph, I want you to meet a friend of mine. A full-blooded
Sioux Indian and one of the greatest Indian painters in the world—Oscar Howe.”
The look on Oscar Howe’s face at this moment spelled genuine surprise.
Stunned by what had transpired, Howe was speechless, mouth agape with a wide,
embarrassed smile. On cue, a joyous Ralph Edwards turned to him and declared,
“Oscar Howe, celebrated artist and champion of the Sioux, tonight, This is Your
Life.”
A Prell Liquid soap commercial interrupted the next scene of the show.
On camera after the commercial, Howe is shown in the main stage of NBC
television studio’s set standing with Ralph Edwards. “We haven’t surprised
someone like that in a long time,” Edwards quipped off-script and visibly
impressed with the show’s execution. “Oscar, here to honor you,” Edwards
remarked as Howe stood by his side, “are Representatives of the Council Fires of
the Sioux Nation, all from South Dakota.” In the background of the main studio
area was an elaborate setting behind Edwards and Howe. The two stood before six
Native elders dressed in traditional regalia who sat in a semi-circle facing the
camera. Edwards carefully and dramatically pronounced the name and tribal
affiliation of each man as the camera slowly followed their faces: “Chief Ironshell
Necklace (Brule), Chief Bad Bear and Chief Henry Weasel (Ogalalas), Chief
Kicking Bear (Minnicounjous), Chief John Saul (Yanktonaise), presided over by
their honorary head, Chief Ben American Horse.”9

9

An inquiry into the true identity of the men on This is Your Life, Oscar Howe
and their real names versus the men’s Hollywood name “Chief” led to a further
investigation. According to the database of the television show’s history, “Chief

142
Ingrained in the cultural memory of television viewers from the Western,
Indians were Chiefs. A part of the American vernacular for decades, the term
“Chief” seemingly referred to every Indian in popular culture. “In the early
decades of the century,” wrote Jeffrey Powers-Beck, author of The American
Indian Integration of Baseball, “it appeared virtually impossible for a baseball
player of admitted Native origin to be known popularly as anything but ‘Chief’”
(4). The introduction of the men as Chiefs reinforced the image of the proud and
past Plains Indian warrior. It also reinforced a stereotype prevalent in the
representation of Indian people persistent in the American cultural memory.10
As the television show proceeded, Edwards led Howe to a nearby sofa.
The show returned to the theme of the Indians of the past on the Northern Plains.
Edwards spoke of Howe’s connection to the Indians of the past as the camera
showed a scene of buffalo running over the prairie:
Ironshell Necklace” on the show was actually a gentleman named Gus Knox. Gus
Knox was not a romantic enough name for television, and it appears he was
reinvented Chief Ironshell Necklace for entertainment purposes. The other men
on the show, the “Chiefs,” were given the honorary title for the show as part of
their actual name. So, John Saul was “Chief” John Saul. Ben American Horse was
“Chief” Ben American Horse. Howard Bad Bear was “Chief” Bad Bear. Frank
Kicking Bear was “Chief” Kicking Bear. Henry Weasel was “Chief” Henry
Weasel (This is Your Life website http://www.thisisyourlife.com. “Oscar Howe”).
10

The evolving meaning of term “Chief” over history is not the focus of this
study, but it is informative to note that “Chief” had multiple meanings in its use
and context by mainstream America cultural and social standards throughout the
twentieth century. In the 1960s and 1970s the term Chief had a great ambiguity as
to meaning given the context of its use. For example, there is the character Chief
Bromden in Ken Kesey’s 1962 novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest who
narrated the story. In 1975, the novel was restructured and adapted to film by
director Czech filmmaker Milos Forman which featured Jack Nicholson as
McMurphy and Will Sampson as Chief Bromden. The film One Flew Over the
Cuckoo’s Nest appealed to a contemporary audience in no small part due to
Sampson’s role as the tall, mostly-silent Indian.
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Your roots run deep in the Dakota grasslands. At various times
your people were nomadic hunters who followed the buffalo herds
across the plains. Bloody battles were fought as Indians were
forced to give ground to the white man who came to homestead,
take land and slaughter the buffalo. You’ve captured the final
desperate clash between red man and white in this brilliant
painting. . .
At this moment, the show transitioned to a close-up camera shot of
Howe’s Wounded Knee Massacre painting that he had painted in Vermillion prior
to the show based on his interpretation of one of the seminal events in United
States Indian history. The show’s host asked Howe what the painting depicted.
Howe closed his eyes in thought. He informed Edwards that the historical events
surrounding the massacre at Wounded Knee were a response to “Custer’s Battle,”
a reference to the 1876 Battle of Little Big Horn where the Cheyenne and Sioux
defeated General George Armstrong Custer’s army. It appeared Howe stumbled
to find the right words under the spotlight of national television to fully appreciate
what he had created. The scene occurred in a matter of a few tense seconds in real
life as Howe contemplated the painting. Edwards quickly cut off Howe from
elaborating on the meaning and decision to paint Wounded Knee Massacre.
Edwards, however, did then make the outrageous claim that the Indian men sitting
behind the host and Howe were survivors of Wounded Knee Massacre. Edwards’
off-handed remark was untrue but made for good television appeal.
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Transforming the Stereotype
One approach for analysis of Oscar Howe’s appearance on This is Your
Life was the unique “Indianness” portrayed on the show. Given the cultural and
historical context, and because of who he was and the way he projected his Indian
identity, Oscar Howe’s appearance on the NBC television show was a historic
moment in television history and symbolized an “Indian in an unexpected place,”
a concept Philip Deloria developed in his book Indians in Unexpected Places.
Deloria presented the argument that American Indians in the early twentieth
century adapted to the newfound environment of American life. Indians were
modern, Deloria argued, despite the expectations of the larger American society
that never recognized American Indian modernity. In presenting his analysis,
Deloria breaks stereotype after stereotype in this work by showing that Native
people appeared in unexpected places even as mainstream society thought they
would not, or could not. Howe’s life story on national television provided a
landmark moment viewed in light of the representation and public image of the
American Indian in popular media. Given the existing representation of the Indian
image in television history, this show embraced deeply entrenched cultural
stereotypes while highlighting the individual achievements of one modern man,
making Oscar Howe an Indian in an unexpected place.
Oscar Howe’s personal character and physical presence on the show was
magnified because he looked more like Perry Mason than a Sioux Chief. He was
dressed not in a headdress and war bonnet with face paint like the Sioux Chiefs.
Instead he wore the clothes of his choosing—a firmly pressed suit and tie (Fig.
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98). Howe spoke perfect English in a controlled, visionary manner that suggested
a deeply thoughtful and erudite person. Throughout the course of the program,
Howe’s demeanor on the show was characteristic of his persona in real life.
According to those who knew him he was reserved, quiet, and generally
uncomfortable when asked to be the center of attention. He was most comfortable
expressing himself through his artwork.
One of the most important features of This is Your Life, Oscar Howe is
the way Hollywood questionably juxtaposed the traditional and modern aspects of
American Indian life and culture. The juxtaposition bridged the traditional,
although quite stereotypical, values of Dakota Sioux culture with Howe’s
modernity. An examination of the “Indian” elements in This is Your Life, Oscar
Howe offers an opportunity to discuss issues that reflected the mainstream
expectations and understandings about American Indians at the dawn of the
1960s. The collective presence of the Indian elders and the greater “Indian”
element of the show provided a popular representation of the American Indian
and one the television audience could identity with. Reminiscent of Hollywood
films which were influenced by a much earlier representation of the American
Indian in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows, Plains Indians with feathers and
headdresses were easily recognizable as “Indian.” Whether real or imagined,
authentic or inauthentic, the Indian element of the This is Your Life, Oscar Howe
was a core feature of the show. Howe’s appearance on the show transformed the
memory of the Plains Indian warrior, albeit for only thirty minutes, to a soiled
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American audience raised on The Lone Ranger, Indian dime novels, and John
Wayne.
Special Guests
For the remainder of the program, the host Edwards then narrated Howe’s
life story with the help of friends and family from Howe’s past who were
introduced by Edwards and brought on stage to greet Howe. The audience was
acquainted with Howe through a cast of characters from Howe’s life—cousin,
friend, and boarding school classmate John Pratt; Pierre Indian School teacher
Gladys Berry Owl; Santa Fe Indian School teacher and Howe admirer Dorothy
Dunn Kramer; family friends Carl and Jesse Sprunger from Mitchell, South
Dakota; his wife Heidi and daughter Inge Dawn; and finally, an early promoter
and professor of art at the University of Oklahoma, Oscar B. Jacobson.
Taken collectively the stories offer anecdotes and portraits of the life
experiences that made Howe’s story unique. The dialogue of the guests created an
overly dramatic story of Howe’s life and entirely sympathetic of American Indian
struggles. The verbal and non-verbal language of the guests also suggested great
admiration and pride for Howe as a person and artist. Each guest had a unique and
personal relationship to Howe, and their televised vignettes about Howe’s life and
career were told from different vantage points. Given the time restrictions and
need of the show’s producers for the continual free-flow of information, the
television show did not have the liberty to delve deeply into aspects of Howe’s
life. As the show wound to a conclusion, Edwards re-introduced the audience to
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Vincent Price who arrived back on the main stage. In a dramatic scene, Price
stood beside Oscar Howe and said,
Most Americans are totally unaware there is a great Indigenous
Native American art. But when you walk into such places as the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, the Chicago Art Institute
and the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC and you see
Oscar Howe’s paintings hanging alongside such masters as
Picasso, Gauguin, Van Gogh, you have to be impressed.
The truth of the statement by Vincent Price is questionable but the idea of
Price’s quote was spot on. Price’s statement was loaded with associations that,
despite being inaccurate, were great one-liners for television. Price’s statement
suggested Howe’s place in art history alongside Western painting masters in the
finest museums of the United States. Price’s remark struck a chord by comparing
Howe to Pablo Picasso, Paul Gauguin, and Vincent Van Gogh except that in
1960, at the time of the show, a revisionist history reveals that Howe was never in
these museums alongside these artists nor has Oscar Howe ever gained the level
of recognition of Picasso, Gauguin, or Van Gogh.

Show’s Finale
The finale of This is Your Life, Oscar Howe brought together on the main
stage all the people involved in the show. The show’s host Ralph Edwards made
several significant announcements as people gathered around and greeted one
another in celebratory fashion. Edwards first informed them that a party was
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being held in Howe’s honor at the Hollywood-Roosevelt Hotel that evening and
second that that the family was given a 16 mm Bell and Howell electric eye sound
projector and movie camera for viewing the show. Mrs. Heidi Howe was
presented a gold-charm bracelet created and made by Marchal Jewelers of New
York. Finally, there was the biggest surprise. “Those back-country roads on the
reservations, where you sometimes go to paint, call for a sturdy car. So, Oscar, the
Ford dealers of America want to provide you with this beautiful new 1960 Ford
Falcon . . . ” Edwards then announced his production company had purchased
Wounded Knee Massacre from Howe through an arrangement with Howe’s wife
Heidi. The announcement of the purchase of the painting was mostly inaudible to
those in attendance and those watching at home amidst the excitement of the
crowd in hearing Oscar Howe had won a brand-new forest green Ford station
wagon. Edwards announced the painting, Wounded Knee Massacre, described by
the show’s host as a “masterpiece by an American Indian,” would be presented to
President Dwight D. Eisenhower.
An undated bill of sale “from the desk of Jan Boehme Miller” at This is
Your Life headquarters on Cherokee Boulevard in Hollywood showed Wounded
Knee Massacre was billed to This is Your Life. The painting sold for eight
hundred dollars. The bill of sale also indicated Howe sold several other paintings
to people employed by the show as well including Blizzard Bath to Ralph
Edwards and Callisthenic Dancing to Axel Gruenberg. A total of seven paintings
were listed with the total value of over two thousand dollars.
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Before he left the studio, Oscar Howe was given a copy of the hardbound
book that Edwards held in his arms during the taping of the program. The book,
dark maroon with a silver frame on the front cover, features highly stylized
typeface with silver-colored words engraved “This is Your Life” in the center and
the name of show’s guest OSCAR HOWE in capital letters across the top-half
(Fig. 99). The book is one of the many unique life memorabilia items in the Oscar
Howe Collection at the University of South Dakota. The inside pages of the This
is Your Life, Oscar Howe is a scripted guide followed by Edwards during the
show’s taping, complete with commercials for popular household products such
as Prell and Joy, word-for-word dialogue imposed upon the show’s surprise
guests, and exaggerated notes and pencil markings presumably made by the
show’s host.
After the taping of the show, Oscar Howe and his family stayed in
southern California to soak up the sunshine and to enjoy Disneyland before
returning home to Vermillion, South Dakota. Howe would happily exchange the
fast-pace of metropolitan life for the simple life in South Dakota. The Ford Falcon
would arrive in a few weeks and Inge Dawn’s fourth grade was nearing an end of
the school year. He needed to get back in the classroom to finish his third full
academic year at the University of South Dakota where he could be an ordinary
professor without the spotlight of Hollywood television cameras. Life soon
returned to normal and on Wednesday night, April 13, 1960, Oscar and his wife
Heidi and daughter Inge Dawn sat in their Vermillion living room and watched
the taped version of This is Your Life, Oscar Howe with the rest of America.
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Letters following the show
A stack of letters addressed to Oscar Howe following the show This is
Your Life arrived from family friends and acquaintances, complete strangers, and
many well-wishers and admirers from all over the broad geographic landscape of
the country. In one of the letters, a reply from Heidi Howe to the Ecker family in
Pierre, South Dakota, the artist’s wife remarked, “We have been receiving mail
from all over the country, [and] I am answering about ten to twenty every day”
(Howe 1960). Most of the letters expressed hearty congratulations and
symbolized Howe’s universal appeal. People were thankful to have watched the
show and to have learned about his life. Public officials from South Dakota, for
example, were quick to acknowledge the show’s recognition of one of their own.
Senator Francis Case wrote that he and other South Dakotans in Washington, DC
saw the program and “were extremely gratified to see you get this recognition.
Most South Dakotans, of course,” wrote Case, “already knew of your rise to
become one of the Nation’s leading artists, but it is good to have that
representation spread over the length and breadth of this great country. Art lovers
the Nation over are proud of you and your remarkable achievements” (Case
1960). Congressman E. Y. Berry of South Dakota wrote two separate letters to
Howe concerning the show and other matters. In one letter, Congressman Berry
exposed that he knew of the show ahead of time. “It was a terrific show and really
a great honor to a most deserving person,” wrote the congressman. In a second
letter, dated April 28, Berry suggested the two coordinate a meeting with
President Eisenhower to present James H. McGregor’s book The Wounded Knee
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Massacre and Howe’s painting Wounded Knee Massacre (Berry 1960). There is
no indication Berry’s proposal saw fruition, but Howe’s painting Wounded Knee
Massacre found its way to the Eisenhower Library in Abilene, Kansas. The details
of the painting’s presentation to President Eisenhower are unknown, but the
painting is a part of the permanent collection at the Dwight D. Eisenhower
Presidential Library in the former president’s hometown of Abilene, Kansas.
Another letter following Howe’s appearance on This is Your Life stood
out because of the way it spoke from one artist’s heart and mind to another. In a
letter to Howe, Blackbear Bosin characterized him as an artist’s artist. Bosin
further confirmed what the producers of the show must have discovered in the
early planning stages. “Congratulations on the wonderful portrayal of ‘Your Life.’
With all artists, especially of our race, the sponsors couldn’t have made a better
choice. They chose a wonderful personality and a great artist” (Bosin 1960).
Jan Boehme Miller, research editor for This is Your Life, wrote to Howe
on April 14th, the day after the show aired on television. On This is Your Life
letterhead, Jan Miller’s letter provides some insight into the show’s impact and
larger meaning in the context of the public image of Native America. “Mr.
Vincent Price called this morning to say the Department of the Interior and the
members of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board had called him after the show and
were delighted with the results,” Miller wrote. “They said they’d been trying to
get these same points across for the past twenty years and this was the first show
on American Indians which had done what they thought should be done” (Miller
1960). Those simple words symbolized the way many people in the country came
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to identify with Oscar Howe. The television program showcased his ability to
serve as a humble and quiet, yet charismatic, spokesperson for the power of
American Indian culture and its potential for enriching contemporary society.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

OSCAR HOWE’S SIXTIES REVOLUTION
1960 – 1969

The nationally televised show This is Your Life, Oscar Howe signaled a
greater public interest and fascination with Oscar Howe’s art and life story at the
dawn of the 1960s. Furthermore, the television program was emblematic of the
cultural changes that would characterize the revolutionary decade. During this
decade Oscar Howe continued to build on his earlier successes with increased
determination to document the stories of the Dakota Sioux in art and, in the
process, became one of the leading figures of contemporary American Indian
painting. Two events following the television show in 1960 represented how he
embraced the mantle of American Indian leadership and art education that defined
his life and career. First, Oscar Howe hosted his first summer art workshop for
emerging American Indian artists on the University of South Dakota campus in
1960. Howe continued to serve as the lead instructor of the workshop throughout
the 1960s and left a promising mark on the future careers of many American
Indian artists. Second, South Dakota Governor Ralph Herseth awarded Oscar
Howe the first-ever title of Artist Laureate of South Dakota, a distinction that
recognized his contribution to the field of art in the state. A photograph of the
ceremony depicted Governor Herseth and Oscar Howe, their eyes locked on one
another with a firm handshake (Fig. 100).
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Lucien Labaudt Gallery in San Francisco, California
Dorothy Dunn, Howe’s former teacher and faithful advocate, insisted
Oscar Howe’s paintings and life story be recognized in San Francisco, California.
After moving to the Bay area in the 1950s with her husband Max Kramer, a
mathematics professor, Dunn slowly and quietly made friends within the art
circles of the city. In a series of detailed letters, Dorothy Dunn wrote to Howe
about her efforts in scouting galleries and museums for a show of Howe’s work
(Dunn 1958; Dunn 1959). Among her acquaintances in the Bay Area art scene
were Charles de Young Elkus and his wife Ruth, with whom she had met on
several occasions in 1959 to pursue an exhibition of Howe’s work in San
Francisco. In one letter to Howe, Dunn expressed hope for a show of his paintings
at the de Young Museum in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. “Next to N.Y.,”
Dunn wrote, “San Francisco ranks first in the nation as an art center—all the arts.
If one makes a name there, more than half the battle is won for national
recognition” (Dunn 1959).
The Lucien Labaudt Art Gallery on 1407 Gough Street, and not the more
prestigious fine art gallery at the de Young Museum in Golden Gate Park, would
ultimately host an exhibition of paintings by Oscar Howe. Howe showed his
paintings there with another artist Frank Blasingame from early October into early
November in 1960. The exhibition flyer for the show indicated a closing date of
October 26 (Fig. 101), but a letter to Howe from the gallery owner, Marcelle
Labaudt, confirmed the show ran into early November (Labaudt 1960).
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Marcelle Labaudt established the Lucien Labaudt Art Gallery in San
Francisco on Gough Street east of Japantown. The gallery was named in honor of
her husband, French artist Lucien Labaudt (1880-1943) who moved to San
Francisco in 1910 before studying in England. Lucien Labaudt is best known for
his WPA-era murals in San Francisco including the works at Coit Tower and at
Beach Chalet. For years Marcelle Labaudt ran the gallery on Gough and Powell
Street as she pursued her own life after her husband’s unexpected death in 1943.
In an oral history interview with the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art,
Mrs. Labaudt explained that her gallery specialized in giving younger and
emerging artists a space to exhibit their work in San Francisco. She operated the
Lucien Labaudt Gallery until 1980 (Labaudt 1964). The gallery owner’s
explanation fit the description of Frank Blasingame, an artist largely unknown,
and Oscar Howe, another artist arguably unknown except in American Indian art
circles and in South Dakota.
One might expect that Oscar Howe’s appearance on This is Your Life
would lead to increased interest in Howe’s San Francisco exhibition. Much to the
contrary, there is little reason to believe that the show drew large crowds. No
story of the show was printed in either the San Francisco Chronicle or the San
Francisco Examiner despite the efforts of the gallery owner and Dorothy Dunn
who contacted the news media outlets on several occasions (Labaudt 1960; Dunn
1960). Howe’s paintings, however, impressed the friends and patrons of Mrs.
Labaudt’s gallery. A letter from Marcelle Labaudt to Oscar Howe described the
show’s success to the artist and, although the exhibition did not attract
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mainstream news media attention in San Francisco, many people learned of the
show by word of mouth. Mrs. Labaudt’s letter ended: “You have made many new
friends in San Francisco” (Labaudt 1960).

Robert Pennington’s Oscar Howe: Artist of the Sioux
Published in 1961 in celebration of the Dakota Territory’s centennial,
Robert Pennington authored Oscar Howe: Artist of the Sioux. The book grew out
of Pennington’s friendship with Howe, a former colleague at Dakota Wesleyan
University in Mitchell, South Dakota. Pennington dedicated the book to Inge
Dawn Howe, Oscar and Heidi Howe’s daughter. At the time of the book’s
publication, Pennington worked as a research assistant with the National
Education Association and lived in Washington, DC with his wife Ila Pennington,
the twin sister of Eleanor McGovern, wife of George McGovern. A native of
Redfield, South Dakota, Robert “Bob” Pennington had earlier worked as a
Professor of History at Dakota Wesleyan University in Mitchell and had Howe’s
active participation in preparing this publication.
At first glance, the size and feel the book resembles a journal. The front
and back covers are a monotone light shade of blue and the book’s front cover
simply reads:
OSCAR HOWE
ARTIST OF THE SIOUX
The back cover has no text or images. Dull and unremarkable frankly
summarize the physical characteristics of the book’s exterior (Fig. 102). Despite
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the book’s unassuming physical features, the inside of the book is filled with
information you would expect in a standard biography. The book opens with this
introduction: “Art and the enjoyment of it is an individual thing but good art has
its universals. To the layman it can often give an insight into the life and thought
of a people that is otherwise denied him. Thus it is with the paintings of Oscar
Howe” (n. p.). Pennington explained that he observed his subject’s art “through
the eyes of an historian. I do not pretend to understand all of it. I cannot say I like
all of it. But as a native South Dakotan, whose grandparents homesteaded this
land and loved it, I share a heritage in common with Oscar though he is Indian
and I am white” (n. p.). The end of Pennington’s two-page introduction reads:
It is fitting that in this Centennial Year of Dakota Territory we
honor this ‘marginal man’ who carries in the skill of his hands and
eyes and in the conceptual artistry of his mind the heritage of the
mighty Sioux and the understanding of our white culture. He has
brought honor to the Sioux people and has furthered the cultural
heritage that we all share. We are all the richer for Oscar Howe – a
friend, a fellow Dakotan, a fellow American (n. p.).
One of the unique aspects of the biography was Pennington’s focus on
Howe’s family history. Since the writing of this biography, Pennington’s research
has served as the primary reference for much of the basic biographical material in
future writing projects on Howe’s life and career. The section titled “A Sioux
Heritage” in Pennington’s biography linked the importance of Howe’s Dakota
ancestors to Howe’s personal life story (2-8). “Oscar’s ancestors were Yanktonai
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(Ee-ank-ton-eye),” wrote Pennington, “who along with the closely related
Yankton made up the middle division of the Dakota Sioux, or ‘Nakota’ as they
used the term. Migrating from the Minnesota lakes they were confined on
reservations in eastern South Dakota during the 1860’s” (4). Pennington’s
biography continued, “Now, the study of ancestors is a harmless pursuit and one
that generally has meaning only to the individual concerned. Most of us would
have difficulty in naming our great-grandparents and even more difficultly in
seeing their influence on our lives. Such is not the case with Oscar Howe” (4).
Pennington informed his readers that Oscar Howe was a great-grandson of
Yanktonai chiefs, Bone Necklace and White Bear. These men “were not
outstanding chiefs but they have their footnotes in our history books” (4).
Pennington did not elaborate on the standards of an “outstanding chief” but
Howe’s biographer undoubtedly meant that the stories of Bone Necklace and
White Bear were omitted from the dominant historical narrative. In other words,
the history books failed to recognize the Yanktonai perspective of United States
history. A trained historian, Robert Pennington’s discussion of Oscar Howe’s
Dakota Indian ancestors read in a paternalist and ethnocentric viewpoint not
uncommon for the era. Despite the limitations of Pennington’s romantic prose, the
biographer’s documentation of Howe’s ancestors was good hearted and sincere.
Pennington cited the fact that Howe’s great-grandfathers were “noted Indian
orators, which is no mean feat when one considers the greatness of Indian
orations” (5). Pennington biography’s also reproduced in part a speech by White
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Bear 1876 and another speech by Bone Necklace in 1886.11 Pennington declared
the speech by Oscar Howe’s great-grandfather, Bone Necklace, “one of the
classics in South Dakota history” (4).
Robert Pennington’s Oscar Howe: Artist of the Sioux was one of the most
widely read and extensively researched writings about Oscar Howe during his
lifetime. The book as a whole contained many distinct features including a series
of family photographs and a 1958 photograph of Oscar Howe standing before his
work on the Corn Palace (Fig. 103). Another illustrative aspect of the book
featured the earliest colored reproduction of Howe’s 1960 casein painting Origin
of the Sioux (Fig. 104). In addition, the biography presented a dozen black-andwhite reproductions of Oscar Howe’s paintings including Evil Spirit of the
Buffalo Dance, Singer and Dancers, and the artist’s award-winning Eagle Dance
which won first place at the Philbrook Art Center’s Indian painting competition in
the spring of 1961 (Figs. 105, 106, and 107).

Department of the Interior Exhibition, Washington, DC, 1963
One of the most important shows of Howe’s professional career came in
November of 1963 at the Department of the Interior in Washington, DC. By the
early 1960s Oscar Howe’s paintings and life story had attracted the attention of
several influential people in the nation’s capital such as Secretary of the Interior
Stewart Udall and South Dakota Senators George McGovern and Karl Mundt.
Oscar Howe was a left-leaning Democrat but he was hardly partisan and he did

11

Bone Necklace’s speech is reproduced in Appendix B.
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not alienate on political leanings. Howe was a friend-maker and had the support
of conservative Republicans as well as liberal Democrats. Howe’s art transcended
party divides in a political climate governed by diverse ideologies. Howe
maintained professional friendships with people with strong political views but
his personal message was art and never politics.
Oscar Howe could not attend all of the exhibitions of his paintings over
the years but he wanted to attend the show at the Department of the Interior in
November 1963. The exhibition in Washington, DC was a special show and a
chance for a family vacation. The Howe family planned to enjoy the nation’s
capital and visit the historic landmarks and museums. The Howe family had a
special invitation to celebrate Thanksgiving on Chesapeake Bay with George and
Eleanor McGovern. Unfortunately something very terrible happened. All the high
expectations were changed on November 22, 1963.
The Howe’s were on the way to Washington, a few hours away by train,
when they heard the news that President John F. Kennedy had been shot by an
assassin in Dallas, Texas. Those fateful days in late November 1963
overshadowed not only Oscar Howe’s show, but also the lives of an entire
generation. “In 1963, world history touched us in a personal way,” wrote Heidi
Howe in her 1996 handwritten memoir. She continued, “Oscar, Inge Dawn and I
were on a train on our way to Washington, D. C. where Oscar was to have a oneman show of his paintings at the U.S. Department of Interior. Suddenly someone
in the train shouted ‘President Kennedy has been shot in Dallas.’ We were just
numb in disbelief” (Howe 1996). The memoir continued, “It seemed forever
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before any train pulled in[to] Washington. Our good friend Robert Pennington
met us at the train station and told us the story was unfortunately true. I guess the
whole world was in shock including us. We went to Bob Pennington’s home,
where we were supposed to stay, and were glued to the T.V. station waiting for
further news, which was getting worse all the time. Then the final news, that
president Kennedy had died. We were all in tears” (Howe 1996). Mrs. Howe
described that the next day, November 23, 1963,
President Kennedy’s body was to lay in state in the Rotunda at the
Capitol. Ila Pennington, Oscar, Inge Dawn and I got up real early
to pay our final respects there. We stayed in line for hours with
thousands of other people, until the people were told no one could
pass the bier any more. Of course we were really disappointed. Ila
[Pennington] said ‘Let’s go to George McGovern’s office to see if
there was any way to get in the Capital.’ There was a young man in
George McGovern’s office, who happened to be George B.
German’s son from Yankton, a well-known radio personality. He
had been working for the Capitol police. He said he could get us
there, through the Capitol subway. We went on those little
underground trains, right to the entrance of the Rotunda. We were
some of the last people to walk around President Kennedy’s
casket. What an emotional experience (Howe 1996).
Written nearly thirty-three years after the event, Mrs. Howe’s memories of
those fateful days in late November of 1963 recounted a poignant perspective on a
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unique moment in history. Heidi Howe’s memory of the events continued with
more descriptive stories of the ill-fated days that the family of Oscar Howe
experienced at a time that were expected to be filled with great joy and
celebration. The family watched the funeral of the United States President, John
F. Kennedy, in Senator George McGovern’s office on Capitol Hill. The people in
the Senator’s office during the funeral on television were silent and somber
(Howe 1996).
Less than two weeks after President Kennedy’s assassination, on
December 5, 1963, a color reproduction of Howe’s 1960 painting Origin of the
Sioux was featured on the front page of the Washington Post. Under the painting,
the newspaper’s caption read “Indian Art on Display at Interior.” The occurrence
of an American Indian painting on front page of the Washington Post was unusual
and rare. After Howe’s painting was featured on cover of the Washington Post,
Senator McGovern sent him a copy of the newspaper and wrote to the artist with
his intention of seeing the display of Oscar Howe paintings at the Department of
the Interior (McGovern 1963). But Howe’s painting on the cover of the
Washington Post or even his Interior Department show mattered little to him
personally. Like the rest of the nation, Oscar Howe and his family were swept up
in the events of late November 1963 as the country mourned the death of John F.
Kennedy.
Academia in the Sixties
Oscar Howe had a great opportunity to leave the University of South
Dakota in early 1960s but he ultimately decided to stay at USD to focus his
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energy in his home state. In 1962, Oscar Howe was approached to teach painting
at the newly established Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) in Santa Fe,
New Mexico. The Bureau of Indian Affairs had launched IAIA on the grounds of
the Santa Fe Indian School site. George Byce, Director of the Institute of
American Indian Arts, had initially tried to recruit Howe away from University of
South Dakota to teach at IAIA (Gritton 83). Howe knew many of the other future
faculty at IAIA such as Allan Houser, Lloyd Kiva New, and Charles Loloma. IN
the end Howe declined to teach painting at IAIA despite his numerous contacts in
Santa Fe and his knowledge of the Southwest region and the developments of a
college dedicated the advancement of contemporary American Indian arts.
Oscar Howe declared his intent to stay in South Dakota and he cited the
students at the University of South Dakota and his connection to South Dakota –
his home state and where his Dakota people were from – as the reason not to
pursue the offer to teach at IAIA (“Howe Decides to Remain”). Howe had his
own vision for a contemporary Northern Plains art program at the University of
South Dakota. Howe’s concept was to create a specialized art program for
emerging American Indian artists and he implemented his plan in the summer of
1960. Howe organized an annual art workshop for a handful of American Indian
students every summer that he operated for over a decade. Arthur Amiotte,
Herman Red Elk, Robert Penn, Don Montileaux, and Colleen Cutschall were
some of Howe’s students in the summer art workshops at USD. A photograph
from the 1965 summer art workshop showed Howe peering intently over the
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shoulders of three of his art students including Red Elk and Montileaux (Fig.
108).
Robert “Bobby” Penn was one of Oscar Howe’s students who exemplified
the impact of Howe’s teachings. Penn arrived at the University of South Dakota in
1966 for Howe’s summer art workshop and enrolled in the university that fall
(Fig. 109). Penn served as Howe’s work-study assistant at USD and, more
importantly, studied directly under Howe until his graduation from the University
of South Dakota in 1972. As a student of Howe’s, Robert Penn benefited from his
mentor’s abstract drawing exercises. Howe encouraged his art students to work
from emotions and feelings rather than simply create representational works. The
older artist recognized that Penn was an exceptionally gifted student and nurtured
the young artist to bring out the best of his ability to paint abstract expressionistic
works. Penn subsequently distinguished himself as one of the leading
contemporary Indian artists on the Northern Plains and is widely seen as Howe’s
major protégé (Day 1993; Knutson 1993).
Oscar Howe’s responsibilities shifted and evolved at the state’s liberal arts
university as curriculum changed and higher education adapted to the times in the
1960s. Oscar Howe’s preferred role in the academy was the chance to teach studio
art courses and his contact with the University of South Dakota as a Professor of
Art and Artist-in-Residence provided him the unique opportunity to do so. Howe
regularly taught staple courses on Painting, Drawing, Sculpture, and Composition
and Design. Howe also taught a course on Art Appreciation. Howe assumed other
duties at USD including Assistant Director of the W. H. Over Museum. In this
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position Howe helped document and display the diverse collection of artifacts and
natural history items in the W. H. Over Museum which was then located at the
heart of campus in Slagle Hall. This appointment placed Howe alongside James
H. Howard, the museum’s director and noted Northern Plains anthropologist.
Oscar Howe enjoyed teaching art and he decided to stay at USD because
of his loyalty to his students. As an art instructor and university educator, Howe
challenged his students to draw from their respective backgrounds, to express
themselves, and to create works based on who they were. “I like working with
young people. They are flexible, unafraid of things,” Howe said in a 1977
interview. “I believe old people are not easy to teach, because they are so afraid of
failing. There are exceptions of course. But the young are more easy to teach,
especially talented ones, who would get ahead with or without instructions
anyway. But I believe everyone should at least try a hand at painting to find an
interest in aesthetics by any means” (21-22). Howe encouraged students to tell
their own stories in their own art. He particularly enjoyed the one-on-one
conversations and interactions with young artists in the studio space. Teaching art
challenged him to motivate and inspire creativity, and he took the profession very
seriously.
In an interview five years after his death, Howe’s widow Heidi was asked
about her husband’s “deep fondness for students” to which she replied, “Oscar
was a very kind man, really kind. He was so kind to everybody, never arrogant.
He would give students his all. He would give fully to students, even those who
had no talent. If they wanted to express themselves he would help them. When he
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was very sick and in his wheelchair, he would go to art shows just to see the
students. There would be whispers, ‘Look there’s Oscar Howe, there’s Oscar
Howe’” (28). The high-profile status of Oscar Howe was not lost on young
American Indian students eager to make an impact in their communities. Indian
students of all degrees and disciplines looked up to Oscar Howe. He was a fixture
in the university community and a notable figure in the university’s newsletters
and newspaper, The Volante. He also served many years as the faculty advisor to
the USD Indian student club Wapaha (Fig. 110).

Challenges of Academic Life in the Sixties
Oscar Howe confronted many challenges at the University of South
Dakota despite his high-profile standing and commitment to students. “As with
most situations in life,” John A. Day explained, “his tenure at the university was
not ideal. In Vermillion, Howe faced campus politics which often kept him
outside the mainstream of his department and seldom accorded him the
recognition that should have attended his many successes” (1996: 26-27). There
were several occasions that nearly jeopardized the artist’s career at University of
South Dakota. By 1964 the University of South Dakota “ran into financial trouble
in the College of Fine Arts, and it considered cutting Howe’s position,” wrote
“Doc” Farber in his memoir Footprints on the Prairie (208). Members of the
university’s administration wanted to avoid that scenario, and they believed Howe
was an incredible asset as a faculty member, role model, and representative of the
institution. “The institute’s executive committee, however, believed we had to
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keep Oscar Howe on campus,” Farber explained, “and we recommended to
President Weeks that, in lieu of some teaching, Oscar would give three paintings
each year to the University of South Dakota art collection” (208). University of
South Dakota President I. D. Weeks approved the paperwork governing the
origins of the Oscar Howe painting collection. Farber described the resolution as
“one of the most fortunate events in the history of USD” (208).
The first painting in the Oscar Howe Collection at the University of South
Dakota was Calling on Wakan Tanka (Fig. 111). Howe and Dr. R. F. Hubner of
the South Dakota Board of Regents, who accepted the painting on the behalf of
the state of South Dakota for the public university’s collection, were
photographed with a short story about the artist and the painting (“First
Painting”). The casein painting, created by Howe in 1962, was documented and
published in a book called Visions of the People: A Pictorial History of Plains
Indian Life. “Calling on Wakan Tanka is a visionary scene of three men in a circle
of fire offering prayers to the Great Spirit through the sacred pipe ceremony,”
wrote Evan Maurer. “Howe’s ‘spider web’ design unites the painting visually and
expresses the principle of harmony and spirituality that is at the heart of the Plains
culture” (182). Calling on Wakan Tanka hung in USD President I. D. Weeks’
office for years and remains one of the artist’s seminal works that represented
Howe’s spiritual message in art. Over the years, the University of South Dakota
acquired more paintings directly from Oscar Howe for its permanent art collection
and today the University of South Dakota is home to the largest collection of
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works of art by Oscar Howe in the world consisting of paintings, drawings,
sculptures, and prints.
By 1967 another controversy brewed in the College of Fine Arts that
almost forced Oscar Howe to leave the University of South Dakota. Ten years
into his teaching practice at the university, Howe experienced deeply fraught
frustration with the changes of faculty in the Department of Art. A number of new
faculty members joined the university from the University of WisconsinWhitewater. One of them, Francis Coehlo, the new Chair of the Art Department,
introduced a radical teaching philosophy, termed a “challenge program,” that
departed from the existing structure. The “challenge program” was a self-directed
curriculum system that replaced a standard grading system. An innovative idea for
college art education, a core element of the program was the idea that students
developed agreements with the USD faculty for what they would do in a
particular course. Under the proposed system, art students were free to meet with
the faculty during the semester or they could simply do the work and bring it to a
final critique where the faculty member would grade the effort.
Initially, Oscar Howe was excited with the idea of the Art Department’s
growth and welcomed new ideas. Throughout his career Howe worked hard to
improve his approach to teaching and art education. Howe believed in innovative
teaching as a core element of art education and a student’s success to find their
own way in art. Howe’s excitement for a radical change in the Art Department
was short-lived, however, because the new members of the Art faculty attempted
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to exclude him from the “challenge program.” Howe further believed he was
alienated from all the art students under this program.
Oscar Howe documented his version of the events during the academic
term in fall of 1967. Howe expressed his side of the story of the events that
transpired that semester in a detailed typewritten letter. The letter was not
addressed to any specific person and reads like a diary of separate entries. The
document chronicled the personal testimony of Howe’s feelings at a critical
period in the Art Department at the University of South Dakota in diary form
without recorded dates. Howe’s strongly worded recollection of the events as they
happened is significant documentation. It shows his personal character in a way
that harkens the emotion of words and meaning. The words formed a personal
diary of work conditions and chronicled a testimonial plea. The letter also
exposed Howe’s perception of the university’s involvement in the dispute (Howe
1967).
In the document Oscar Howe singled out Mr. Francis Coehlo who insisted
that Howe focus on his own work and not teaching. According to Howe, the
“challenge program” initiated by Coehlo alienated Howe from teaching art
students. From Howe’s perspective, Coehlo believed Howe’s appointment with
the university as Artist-in-Residence no longer emphasized Howe’s teaching
responsibilities but instead that Howe should “paint and just once in a while see a
real talented student” (Howe 1967). The back and forth arguments and squabbling
reached the desk of the University of South Dakota President, Edward Q.
Moulton. Howe personally contacted President Moulton to share his version of
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the events and to express his deep frustration with the Art Department’s
atmosphere. According to Howe, the university president supported him and his
desire to teach studio art courses. By the 1967 fall semester, however, the
misunderstandings and disagreements continued. According to the document,
Howe, Francis Coehlo, and President Moulton met to discuss Howe’s
arrangement with the university. Another meeting followed with Howe, Coehlo,
and College of Fine Arts Dean Warren M. “Doc” Lee. In the end, the University
of South Dakota sided with Francis Coehlo, according to Howe’s side of the
story. Howe’s diary of the events shed light on the emotional toll the arguments
had taken.
I am really confused now. I am hurt and disappointed. Don’t know
what to think. It seems all my efforts here meant absolutely
nothing, and all I was asking was to be allowed to teach, so that I
can hold up my head and say I am earning my keep, and I know I
have something worthwhile to give the students. I feel this to be a
direct slap at my integrity, that Mr. Coehlo who has not proven
himself or his program should have consideration before someone
who had given service to the University and the State for many
years. If things are not getting better I shall look for employment
elsewhere (Howe 1967).
Oscar Howe stayed at the University of South Dakota in the end. Francis
Coehlo left the university the next year. Several other faculty members recruited
to USD with ideas in line with Professor Coehlo for a more radical art program
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departed the Vermillion campus soon after. Wayne S. Knutson, former Dean of
the College of Fine Arts and an ardent supporter of Howe, wrote that the Art
Department changes in faculty and administration created a significant amount of
tension and stress for Howe in the late 1960s. Dean Knutson’s comments were
expressed in a 1993 short biography on Robert Penn, a student of Oscar Howe’s
in the mid to late-1960s during this period of upheaval. Oscar Howe “had the
support of the Dean of the College of Fine Arts and the President of the
University,” explained Knutson, “but less respect from his white colleagues,
whose art philosophies differed from his” (9). The events of the fall 1967 term
and the Art Department’s “challenge program” exposed how Oscar Howe was
occasionally at odds with others in the academic setting. A proven professional,
Howe refused to be bullied by white artists and colleagues whose views were not
aligned with his. In a way he was standing up for the rights of himself as an
individual and, more broadly, for the rights and independence of a community of
American Indian artists and educators.

Art of the Sixties
During the decade of the sixties Oscar Howe created hundreds of paintings
with a distinct aesthetic unmatched in the history of American Indian painting.
Howe’s early paintings from the 1960s included Owl Dance, Cicose [I Am
Waving], Winyan Nupa [Double Woman], He Came From Fire, Woman Scalp
Dancer, and Eagle Dancer (Figs. 112, 113, 114, 115, 116, and 117). Howe’s
casein paintings from the early half of the 1960s showed an ability to effectively
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experiment with color, geometric designs, lines, circles, and a range of subject
matters that remained Dakota. In the spring of 1962, Oscar Howe was informed
by Donald G. Humphrey, Director of the Philbrook Art Center, that his painting
Cunka Wakan Dance won the $750 Grand Purchase Prize at the 17th annual
Philbrook Art Center’s American Indian Arts Exhibition (Humphrey).
Oscar Howe had several noteworthy art exhibitions by mid-decade
including a solo exhibition at the Heard Museum in Phoenix in 1964, a twoperson show with Blackbear Bosin in New York in 1966, and a solo exhibition at
the Joslyn Art Museum in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1967. Edward Jacobson,
President of the Heard Museum, wrote to Howe during his solo show in Arizona’s
capital city. “I am writing you this letter in two capacities, one as President of the
Heard Museum and two, as a long time admirer and collector of your work, which
I consider to be the finest of Indian painting that is being or ever has been done in
the United States,” stated Jacobson. In regard to the Howe exhibition on display,
Jacobson wrote, “Your present show at the museum is as exciting as any I have
every seen. I am delighted with it. In spite of this being the summer in Phoenix, it
is drawing big crowds although it has just opened” (Jacobson).
The two-person show of paintings by Oscar Howe and Blackbear Bosin at
the American Indian Arts Center in New York City was a balanced pairing of two
of the most talented and innovative American Indian painters of their generation.
Similar to the San Francisco show in 1960, however, the details of this show are
mostly unknown. An orange pamphlet in black text with the artists’ biographies
was the one document that confirmed the show in New York at the American
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Indian Arts Center located at Third Avenue and 62nd Street (Fig. 118). A
photograph of Oscar Howe and Blackbear Bosin was taken earlier in the year at
the American Indian Artists Exhibition in Tulsa, Oklahoma (Fig. 119).
Patrons of the two-person exhibition at the American Indian Arts Center
would have experienced the rich parallels of Northern Plains and Southern Plains
modernism in what was surely a remarkable show. However, there do not appear
to be any published reviews of the coastal metropolitan shows in either San
Francisco at the Lucien Labaudt Gallery or in New York at the American Indian
Arts Center. Both shows appear to have been ignored by the mainstream art critics
within these urban centers and point to the lack of inclusion of American Indian
art in mainstream society.
Oscar Howe’s paintings were featured in a solo exhibition at the Joslyn
Art Museum in Omaha, Nebraska, during its one-hundredth anniversary in 1967.
The show was a major exhibition for Howe and symbolized Howe’s connection to
the Northern Plains in comparison to Howe’s other shows in the same era in the
coastal regions. A small catalogue for the Joslyn Art Museum’s exhibition of
Howe paintings was printed and featured a short biography of Howe and several
non-color reproductions of his paintings (Fig. 120). The catalogue is particularly
noteworthy because it is one of the few documents that listed the prices of Howe’s
artwork at the time of the show. According to the catalogue Oscar Howe’s
paintings sold between $450 and $1,300. Today these paintings are valued
between $20,000 and $60,000.

174
During the late 1960s American Indian activism turned more radical and
militant with the formation of the American Indian Movement in Minneapolis in
1968 and the takeover of Alcatraz Island in 1969. Demands for Indigenous rights,
basic human rights, and recognition of the Indian Nations in the United States
reached the national stage. In the face of these controversies, Howe seemed to
deepen his personal conviction and looked inward through his painting. Howe
stayed the course and marched only to his art during this politically charged time.
During this tumultuous period of assassinations, fire bombings, and an unpopular
Vietnam War, Oscar Howe remained laser-focused on his artwork. He did not
march in rallies or attend sit-ins; he let others speak about political and civil
inequalities. Howe knew the stories of historical injustice and his own Dakota
people had their share of broken promises and discrimination in the course of
history. A veteran of the Second World War, Oscar Howe did not join the antiwar protesters on the University of South Dakota campus nor did he sympathize
with their cause. He was not, however, a proponent of war either. He knew the
hell of war. He simply remained focused on making art.
Beginning in 1966, Oscar Howe loaned several of his paintings to the
State Department for the Art in Embassies Program (AIEP), a State Department
program founded in 1964 to increase the visibility of American art and artists
throughout the world. The program operated as a global museum in the display of
works of art by American artists at public spaces in American consular and
embassy residences and offices worldwide (Solomon). “From the outset of the
formalization of AIEP under the aegis of the Department of State in 1964, there
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were serious obstacles to overcome,” explained Douglas McCreary Greenwood in
his 1989 book on the twenty-five year history of Art in Embassies Program. “In
the first place, there was the matter of acquiring the art. The bulk of the art would
have to come either from ambassadors who had their own collections (a small but
impressive number) or from individuals, galleries, corporations, foundations and
museums willing to loan their works for periods of at least two years” (27).
By mid-June of 1966, Oscar Howe had agreed to participate in the Art in
Embassies Program and loaned several of his most recent paintings, including
Sacro-wi Sun Dance, to AIEP (Fig. 121). In 1968, Howe extended the two year
loan. His paintings were on display at United States embassy buildings in
Singapore, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and Budapest, Hungary. Howe’s participation
in the Art in Embassies Program was one of many events that signaled a broader
recognition of his works of art by this time.
Throughout his professional career, Howe earned many awards and honors
for his life’s work. Among the most significant of these special honors included
the Waite Phillips Special Artists Trophy for lifetime achievement at the 1966
Philbrook Art Center’s American Indian Artists Exhibition. A photograph at the
ceremony showed Howe receiving the trophy in Tulsa (Fig. 122). Senator George
McGovern wrote to congratulate Howe on being awarded the special recognition.
“As an owner of several ‘Howe originals’ and a long-time admirer of your fine
talent,” Senator McGovern wrote, “I am pleased to see that my high regard for
your artistic abilities is shared by your fellow artists. I know this is only one of
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many honors that have come your way, Oscar, as you continue your meaningful
career” (McGovern 1966).
Another significant moment in the recognition of Oscar Howe’s life and
art occurred in the spring of 1968 at South Dakota State University’s graduation
ceremony. Howe received an honorary doctorate from the Brookings, South
Dakota campus. A photograph of Oscar Howe in his cap and gown with his
family captured the proud moment (Fig. 123).
Oscar Howe’s paintings from the second half of the decade included
Breaking a Wild Horse, Women Grooming, Sun Dancer, Snow Bath, War Dancer,
and Fleeing a Massacre (Figs. 124, 125, 126, 127, 128, and 129). These paintings
demonstrated that Howe drew upon a personal cultural memory that emphasized
traditional values in a modern storytelling aesthetic. Moreover, Howe expanded
the idea and application of ancient Dakota art forms and functions into a modern
and contemporary style. Three other paintings by Oscar Howe from this period,
Rider, Okiya [Courting], and Meditation are evidence of Howe’s experimental
phase in painting non-objective work (Figs. 130, 131 and 132).
Lakota contemporary artist Arthur Amiotte wrote a book chapter, “An
Appraisal of Sioux Arts,” about the history of Sioux arts and notable individual
artists in the history of Sioux arts for An Illustrated History of the Arts of South
Dakota. In this writing, Arthur Amiotte wrote an extensive piece on the role of
Oscar Howe during the period of great transition from exclusively traditional art
styles on the Northern Plains to the more modern and contemporary forms of the
twentieth century. Amiotte elaborated on Howe’s unique style. “The
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geometricising of the backgrounds became dramatic, unified, and mystical
environments for his equally mystical figures. His figures of humans and animals
not only spring forth from the shapes in the background, but the shapes – many
times – embrace the figures and become parts of the foreground, mingling at once
with the rhythms of extended body parts and portions of the traditional garments
worn by the figures,” wrote Amiotte, who studied under Oscar Howe at the
University of South Dakota. “He achieved this not by modeling but by the critical
placement of hues, tones, and shades as flat areas juxtaposed against each other,
sometimes receding or advancing in size to create his unique sense of three
dimensionality” (140).

Theories and Beliefs – Dakota
In 1969, John R. Milton, English Professor at the University of South
Dakota, was instrumental in getting Oscar Howe to write an essay about his art
philosophy for an anthology of American Indian writings and interviews that
appeared in American Indian Speaks by the (now defunct) University of South
Dakota Press. Howe and Milton, the founder and editor of South Dakota Review
and a well-known writer of Western American literature, were colleagues and
friends at the University of South Dakota with a mutual interest in American
Indian and South Dakota history. Milton’s association with Howe marked another
significant connection given Milton’s vast network of readers and persons
interested in his works and, more generally, Western American and American
Indian literature and history.
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“Theories and Beliefs—Dakota” was the most extensive published writing
by Oscar Howe. The essay was written at the pinnacle of his professional career
and established his core principles of art. “Theories and Beliefs – Dakota”
articulated a lexicon of ideas, philosophies, and principles that Howe lived by as a
professional artist. In this essay, he spoke of aesthetic compositions of feeling,
mood, colors, movement, beauty, and storytelling. The essay also spoke towards
his commitment and understanding of the Dakota people. He discussed his life in
painting as an extension of Dakota knowledge and cultural expression on an
individual level to bridge all peoples spiritually and culturally. “I think a person is
better for knowing and not only understanding but also experiencing two
cultures,” wrote Howe (73). Howe’s essay was one of many important documents
of American Indian literary and intellectual writings in the late 1960s that
included Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins and N. Scott Momaday’s
Pulitzer Prize winning novel House Made of Dawn. Howe’s writing at the end of
the Sixties never attracted the public’s interest and attention on the level of
Deloria’s or Momaday’s works. And yet, Howe’s writing remains an important
document in the personal and autonomous expression of American Indian art and
for the intellectual advancement of contemporary Northern Plains Indian art.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

COMPLETING THE CIRCLE
1970 – 1983

The following story is the final chapter of Oscar Howe’s life. The twilight
of Howe’s career was defined by respect and admiration from the public and his
artist peers, a dedication to the teaching profession, and a refined maturation of
Howe’s Dakota modern style in the field of American Indian painting. At the
beginning of the decade, Howe’s paintings were featured in a 1970 exhibition in
Rapid City, South Dakota at the Sioux Indian Museum sponsored by the Indian
Arts and Crafts Board of the Department of the Interior. Howe’s 1962 casein
painting Medicine Man was featured on the cover of the exhibition catalogue
Contemporary Sioux Painting (Fig. 133). The exhibition brought together several
generations of painters from Howe’s contemporaries Andrew Standing Soldier,
Calvin Larvie, and Herman Red Elk, to the younger generation of artists from the
likes of Robert Freeman, Robert Penn, Arthur Amiotte, and Donald Montileaux.

Dakota Ambassador
In 1970, the U. S. State Department officially invited Oscar Howe to
participate in the American Specialist Program at a time when the artist’s
paintings were being featured at embassies globally in the Art in Embassies
Program. The American Specialist Program was designed to promote nation-to-
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nation relationships via personal and specialized contact. United States citizens of
outstanding excellence were invited to share their life story with people
throughout the world in their respective capacities such as the arts, athletics, or
sciences. The State Department’s invitation to Oscar Howe emphasized art
lectures and teaching prospects at colleges and universities, and observation and
consultation with educators and government officials.
Hayden Scott, Dean of the College of Fine Arts at the University of South
Dakota, and Richard Bowen, President of the University of South Dakota, and
South Dakota Senators George McGovern and Karl Mundt sponsored Oscar
Howe’s invitation to the American Specialist Program. In a series of letters from
1969 and 1970, Senator McGovern, a staunch anti-war Democrat, and Senator
Karl Mundt, a conservative Republican, pledged bipartisan support for Howe.
President Bowen and Dean Scott of the University of South Dakota also wrote to
State Department officials to support Howe’s nomination (Welch 2007).
By the fall of 1970, Oscar Howe accepted the invitation to participate in
the American Specialist Program and he was required to attend a mandatory
briefing at the State Department before his departure. At the State Department
briefing in Washington, DC, federal officials alerted Howe had that he could
encounter conflicts in the regions where he was headed. Documents from the
briefing specifically noted the region between Indian and Pakistan as potentially
dangerous. Despite the perils of the unknown and the uncertainty of international
travel to unfamiliar lands and foreign languages, Oscar Howe accepted the
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invitation and made preparations to leave the country the first week of 1971
(Welch 2007).
Oscar Howe represented the United States government and American
Indian people as a statesman and “cultural warrior” under the auspices of the State
Department during the months of January, February, and into early March in
1971. Howe visited nine countries – Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Cyprus, Greece,
India, Israel, Iran, Jerusalem, Lebanon, Turkey – and over twenty cities including
Athens, Tehran, Jerusalem, and Calcutta over the period of more than two months
of extensive travel. Howe left the United States to find a common ground with
people from different backgrounds, cultures, and traditions. Oscar Howe
combined a unique blend of art diplomacy and universal values to the people of
foreign nations as one of the first American Indians to serve in this position. Two
photographs of Oscar Howe during this international tour depicted the artist fully
engaged in conversation with two women in Athens, Greece and another
photograph of Oscar Howe sitting at table surrounded by others at a formal
reception for Howe in Tehran, Iran (Figs. 134 and 135).
The highlight of Oscar Howe’s American Specialist Program was the
ability to connect with different people on a daily basis, many of whom were
artists and educators including the Lebanese painter Jean Khalife and the Indian
modernist Sunil Madhav Sen (Fig. 136 and 137). A humble, soft-spoken and yet
very serious ambassador, Oscar Howe talked to people from throughout the
Middle East and Southeast Asia about his experience as a Dakota artist and
educator in the United States. Another person Oscar Howe met was Pakistan-born
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Rashid Ahmed Arshed (Fig. 138). Mr. Arshed was then serving as Principal of the
Central Institute of Arts and Crafts in Karachi, Pakistan. Howe spent an entire
week at the fine arts college and made a favorable impression on Mr. Arshed and
the students at the Central Institute (Welch 2007).
Oscar Howe returned to the United States in early March of 1971 after an
extensive travel itinerary. Lloyd R. Moses of the Institute of Indian Studies at the
University of South Dakota interviewed Howe about his international tour for
Oyate, a monthly radio broadcast in the Northern Plains region. In the interview,
Howe covered the main points of the trip and the purpose of his role in the
American Specialist Program. Howe talked about his experience in interacting
with different people of diverse cultures and languages. He talked about the
unique opportunity to visit sacred sites and cultural museums and also to
experience the daily life of places completely foreign to him before this
opportunity. Finally in the interview Howe commented on the friendliness of the
people in the regions he visited and how the people each city and every school
offered a unique angle on the diversity of the human population (Howe 1971).

End of an Era: Corn Palace, 1971
Oscar Howe returned home to South Dakota and by late summer of 1971
he had completed the work on the Corn Palace murals in Mitchell for the last
time. Every year the Corn Palace Committee, comprised a group of local
townspeople, presented Howe with the theme for the exterior murals. For
example, in the 1956 the theme was the 75th anniversary of the town of Mitchell
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and in 1969 the theme was the Space Age.12 The themes were chosen by the Corn
Palace Committee with an eye on the public’s appeal and Howe was expected to
work within the general subject to create a series of mural designs and to bring the
project together as a whole. The theme of the 1971 Corn Palace murals was
Mother Goose Nursery Rhythms, a curiously whimsical subject that reflected the
family friendly nature of the building’s purpose over the art designer’s individual
tastes (Fig. 139). In fact for twenty-three years Howe had worked on the Corn
Palace murals with the understanding of the project as public art meant to appeal
to the masses. On that end Howe realized the need to work within assignments
and to respect the wishes of the committee.
On December 28, 1971, Oscar Howe announced his resignation as the Art
Director of the Corn Palace after twenty-three consecutive years of service (Howe
1971). Over the years Howe was compensated only minimally in monetary terms
for his work on the Corn Palace but he was paid dividends by the community of
Mitchell who shared him with the rest of the nation as own of their own. He
resigned from the Corn Palace project in 1971 due to a combination of factors
including health reasons and, perhaps, because he was tired of the project and
wished to pass on the responsibility to another artist. Nevertheless, Oscar Howe
was always proud of his association with the “World’s Only Corn Palace” and his
work on the Corn Palace murals afforded him a special level of recognition during
his lifetime.

12

A complete list of the Corn Palace themes from 1948 to 1971 is included in
Appendix C.
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Oscar Howe returned to Mitchell, South Dakota on several occasions after
his retirement from his work on the Corn Palace in 1971. The following year in
1972, Donald E. Messer, President of Dakota Wesleyan University, notified
Howe “that the Executive Committee of the Board of Directors of Dakota
Wesleyan University, upon the recommendation of the Faculty and Degrees
Committee, has unanimously voted that you should receive the honorary Doctor
of Letters (Litt. D.) degree. This honor is given to you in recognition of your
outstanding service to society and Dakota Wesleyan University” (Messer). Howe
accepted the award at the DWU graduation ceremony held in the Corn Palace on
May 21, 1972.
The former Carnegie Library near downtown Mitchell, where in 1940
Oscar Howe executed the mural Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills on the dome
of the building’s interior, was renamed the Oscar Howe Art Center in 1972 (Fig.
140). Today the Oscar Howe Art Center is part of the Dakota Discovery Museum
in a modern building on the Dakota Wesleyan University campus and across the
street from the George McGovern Library. An exhibition of Oscar Howe’s works
is on permanent display at the Dakota Discovery Museum and recent construction
on a wing of the building creates an intimate gallery space to view the artist’s
works.
Art of the Seventies
During the early half of the seventies decade Oscar Howe created a body
of paintings with a distinct aesthetic that continued to draw from the artist’s
sophisticated Dakota knowledge and visual storytelling technique. Howe’s early
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paintings from the 1970s included Adowan Hunka Ceremony, Blizzard Bath,
Children at Play, and Heyoka Ceremony (Figs. 141, 142, 143, and 144). Howe
also drew Big Foot at Wounded Knee in 1972 as two-dimensional rendering with
a sculpture in mind for the site of the massacre at Wounded Knee in southwestern
South Dakota on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation (Fig. 145). Nearly forty years
later, there has been no realization of the sculpture.
Over his lifetime, Oscar Howe paid homage to his grandmother Shell Face
in a variety of ways by painting the beauty of Dakota women, by honoring the
craft of Dakota women’s art to his personal iconography, and by incorporating the
Dakota language into a majority of his painting’s titles. A painting by Howe titled
Abstraction after Wakapana is a good example of the artist’s relationship to
traditional Plains Indian women’s art (Fig. 146). Abstraction after Wakapana
depicted bold and colorful geometric shapes and linear compositions that honored
Dakota traditions and the cultural production of beadwork, quillwork, and
parfleche (also known as rawhide storage containers). The paintings Double
Woman and Wood Gatherer, and two works titled Woman Seed Player were
others in a series of creations that represented Howe’s imagery and imagination of
the power and beauty of Dakota women (Figs. 147, 148, 149, and 150).
One of Howe’s favorite themes in his work was the subject of the dance.
Howe shared a personal and practical interest in the dance subject. Howe attended
Dakota wacipis, or powwows, at an early age with his family and his interest in
the dance theme likely evolved from these childhood memories. He painted the
subject of the dance consistently before the war, after returning from the war, and

186
throughout his career. During his life Howe actively researched Dakota
ceremonies and traditions including the subject of the dance, and several books in
his personal collection are related to the subject. The subject of the Eagle Dancer,
Sun Dancer, and War Dancer were his favorites within this theme. He discovered
in the subject of the dance both a historical and a symbolic record of the stories of
the Dakota Yanktonai people. Howe also explored an aesthetic objective in the
use of dancers, and the subject of the dance provided him flexible and
experimental boundaries within which to explore the formal issues of color, line,
and space. For the painting Eagle Dancer, executed in 1972, the dancer’s flesh,
clothing, and eagle feathers are coded in abstract black and white linear patterns
balanced against shades of blue in the geometric background (Fig. 151). Dancing
subjects, and in particular the single dancer, afforded Howe the opportunity to
develop his creative process of working from designs of aesthetic points from
which his compositions emerged. Several other paintings with a singular dance
figure in early 1970s were Ritual Dancer, Wiwangwaci [Sun Dancer], Ribbon
Dancer, and Sun Dancer. All four of these paintings applied many of the same
formal features of geometric patterning with different color combinations (Figs.
152, 153, 154, and 155).
A series of casein paintings Howe executed in 1975 and 1976 turned out
to be some of the last signature style paintings of his career. These paintings
include Creation of Weotanica, Weotanica at Retreat [Seeking Vision], Roping
the Wild Horse, and Mythical Bird (Figs. 156, 157, 158, and 159). The latter two
casein paintings of this series of works effectively balanced the subject matter’s
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foreground against the use of primary colors and linear compositions of the
background. As a whole, these works can be read as body of paintings in the
history of art with an eye towards Dakota classicism. For decades Howe produced
paintings in a rational, controlled, and deeply intellectual approach. Howe’s
classical style was highly organized and idealized the beauty of form and the
interpretation of beauty was at the heart of his paintings.

Awards and Academic Life in the Seventies
By the 1970s Oscar Howe was firmly settled at the University of South
Dakota and he had become a well-known figure on campus and throughout the
state of South Dakota. At the University of South Dakota, Oscar Howe continued
to teach art courses and make works on his own time. Two notable events in 1972
and 1973 included the publication of Oscar Howe: The Story of an American
Indian by John R. Milton and being awarded the first-ever Governor’s Award for
Distinction in Creative Achievement in the Arts at a ceremony in Pierre. Milton’s
1972 biography presented an updated version Oscar Howe’s life since the
publication of Pennington’s biography in 1961. Oscar Howe: The Story of an
American Indian was part of a series of biographies about American Indian
people for young adult readers and featured Howe’s 1967 casein painting Woman
Dancer on the book’s cover (Fig. 160). On January 19, 1973, Richard F. Kneip,
Governor of South Dakota, informed Howe that he was named the recipient of the
first-ever Governor’s Award for Distinction in Creative Achievement in the Arts
(Kneip). After the ceremony, held in Pierre at the Oahe Room of the Holiday Inn,
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Oscar Howe hand-wrote a short thank you to Governor Kneip. Howe’s letter
ended: “The event will always be one of the highlights in my life. Sincerely,
Oscar Howe” (Howe 1973).
Oscar Howe was slowly being recognized on a national level too. In 1972,
Vincent Price’s Treasury of American Art was one of the few American art
anthologies to include works of art by the Dakota artist during his lifetime. A twopage spread in the book complete with a color reproduction of Howe’s 1962
casein painting, Medicine Man, and a non-color reproduction of Howe’s 1967
casein painting, Buffalo Calf Woman, was a remarkable achievement for an
individual American Indian artist to be included in book with Gilbert Stuart,
Alfred Jacob Miller, N. C. Wyeth, Georgia O’Keefe, Edward Hopper, Mark
Rothko, Jasper Johns, and many more.
Vincent Price, author of the Treasury of American Art, was one of Oscar
Howe’s most visible and vocal supporters. In November of 1972, Oscar Howe
was invited back to Hollywood to appear as one of the surprise guests for This is
Your Life, Vincent Price which was included in the 2005 digital version This is
Your Life: The Ultimate Collection. On the show, Oscar Howe made a brief
appearance as a surprise guest. For his part, Howe thanked Price for his years of
service on the board of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board at the Department of the
Interior.13 Howe’s short cameo on the show was typical of guests of This is Your
Life and, in retrospect, it was a long trip from Vermillion to Hollywood for such

13

Victoria Price referenced the television program in Vincent Price: A Daughter’s
Biography, a memoir about her father (284-85).
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as small role. Following the television appearance featuring Vincent Price, Ralph
Edwards, host of This is Your Life, wrote to Oscar Howe and shared this story:
Dear Oscar: Your re-appearance on ‘This is Your Life’ brought
back wonderful memories of the night you were on the hot seat.
You will be interested to know that on the ride over from Pickwick
Book Store with Vincent, he spoke warmly of you and recalled the
night he had finessed you into the role of principal subject. This
doubled his surprise and pleasure in seeing you walk on stage. You
are most important in his life. You did an excellent job on stage
and, I am sure, won many new friends to your already bountiful
collection of admirers (Edwards 1972).
Another project that involved Vincent Price was Oscar Howe: Sioux
Painter, a half-hour film about the artist released in 1973. Price narrated the film
for a project recorded at the University of South Dakota under the direction of
Sanford and Joan Gray and produced by the College of Fine Arts at USD. The
documentary about Howe featured actual footage of the artist drawing and
painting Eagle Dancer in his USD studio (Figs. 161 and 162). The biopic
combined Howe’s painting philosophy and his unique role in balancing ancient
Dakota traditions into a modern art to narrate a series of extraordinary stories
about the man’s life (Oscar Howe: The Sioux Painter).
In early 1974, Oscar Howe and his wife Heidi were in New York for a
television program called “To Tell the Truth.” He never made it to the set of the
show, however. Howe “suffered a massive heart attack,” explained his wife Heidi
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Howe to James Varner Parker of the Heard Museum where Howe had a show
later that summer. “[H]e was in intensive care for one week and had to stay there
in the hospital for 6 weeks,” wrote Heidi Howe (Howe 1974). Nelson Rockefeller,
Governor of New York, was one of his visitors. People from all over the country
learned of the news, and Howe received personal letters from fellow South
Dakotans and well-wishers from across the country. Kermit A. Sande, Attorney
General of South Dakota, wrote to Howe on February 25, 1974. “I was saddened
when I learned of your recent serious heart attack, which as left you hospitalized
in New York City. However, I’m heartened by the latest bulletins that you are on
the mend, and there is hope for a speedy recovery. Through your art – at the Corn
Palace, your work during those years out of Pierre, and as artist-in-residence at
the University of South Dakota – you have indeed done noble service for South
Dakota” (Sande). By early March 1974, Oscar Howe and his wife Heidi returned
to Vermillion with a slower but steady purpose.
After his heart attack, Oscar Howe looked forward to resuming life as
normal. By the summer of 1974 Oscar Howe was nearly fully recovered from the
heart attack in New York earlier that year. He was ready to get back in the
classroom by the fall of 1974. The dynamics of the Art Department and the
College of Fine Arts had changed dramatically by the 1970s. By this time Howe
had been fully integrated into the Art Department at the University of South
Dakota. Howe’s old adversaries had moved on and a new core group of faculty in
the Art Department had accepted him and appreciated his teaching and expertise
in the field of art. Wayne Knutson, Dean of the College of Fine Arts, fully
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supported Howe during the 1970s. “It is difficult to speak of Dr. Howe because so
much of his ability has already been nationally and internationally recognized. His
very presence in this College and University gives a prestige value so significant
that it is hard to calculate,” wrote Dean Knutson on November 5, 1975. “Beyond
that however, he is conscientious and knowledgeable as a teacher and his
contributions are given to students and the College with inherent poise and size. It
has always been a pleasure to have had an association with a man of his stature”
(Knutson).
Throughout the 1970s Howe continued to exhibit his work on a national
level. In the summer of 1974, for example, Oscar Howe had a show at the Heard
Museum in Phoenix, Arizona. A letter to Howe from James Varner Parker,
Curator of Art at the Heard Museum, confirmed the institution had purchased two
original paintings, Sun Dance for $2,000 and War Dancer for $1,500, for its
permanent collection (Parker). Another highlight of 1974 was the publication of
Oscar Howe: Artist. The book featured seventeen hand tipped color plates of
Howe’s paintings from the early 1950s to the early 1970s. Sanford Gray of the
University of South Dakota photographed the paintings for the publication and
John R. Milton, Professor of English at USD, wrote a short introduction for the
book.14 The original publication was a limited edition of one hundred copies
books but only seventy to seventy-five complete copies were deemed satisfactory.
Given the rarity of the book it remains a collector’s item today.

14

Other persons involved in the original publication of Oscar Howe: Artist were
Loren Carlson, Wayne Evans, Elbert Harrington, Dell Colwell, Lloyd Moses, Bob
Carmack, Grace Beede, Joseph Cash, and Heidi Howe (Howe 2004).
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The most important aspect of Oscar Howe: Artist is the written
explanations and reproductions of the paintings. Oscar Howe wrote an individual
commentary for each particular painting. The commentaries reveal Howe’s selfcritical examination of his art technique and showcase a highly intellectual artist
who developed an art-speak to describe his process and underlying ideas in art.
This publication is important because it is the most careful public explanation of
Howe’s themes and subjects produced by the artist. In 2004, Oscar Howe: Artist
was reprinted in a modern format with high quality images of the paintings and
two additional paintings. The book also featured a forward by Heidi Howe and
Inge Dawn Howe Maresh, and a reprint of Milton’s original introduction in 1974,
and a biography of Howe by John A. Day which had appeared in South Dakota
Magazine in 1996 titled “Oscar Howe: A Master Revisited” along with several
photographs related to the artist’s life.
Oscar Howe returned to Mitchell in 1977 to consult on the restoration of
Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills, the interior dome mural Howe completed in
1940 as a twenty-five year old WPA artist. Over the years, sunlight had slowly
faded the bright colors of the mural and the work needed restoration. The glass
panels in the dome’s center were replaced and John Day of the University of
South Dakota and the staff at the Oscar Howe Art Center organized the
restoration of the mural. Professor Day recruited three art students from the
University of South Dakota – Larry Schuh, Peter Meyers, and Jim Hansen – to
refurbish the mural, and Howe was brought to Mitchell to consult on the project
(Iverson). After the restoration project was completed, a photograph by Karen
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Iverson in the Mitchell Daily Republic above the caption “Mural Approved”
depicted Oscar Howe with the three young artists on the balcony beneath the
mural’s arched dome (“Mural Approved”). Today the mural on the interior dome
of the old Carnegie Library in Mitchell, a building now called the Carnegie
Resource Center and actively in use by the Mitchell Area Historical Society and
Genealogical Society, is one of the best examples remaining of Oscar Howe’s
mural work (Figs. 163 and 164).
The awards and accolades bestowed upon Oscar Howe piled up in the late
1970s and early 1980s. Civic groups and art organizations, schools and
universities, community boards and church committees, and individual people
paid tribute in small and symbolic ways to the man who meant so much. In 1979,
Cedric Cummins, Professor of History at the University of South Dakota, and
June Sampson, Director of the W. H. Over Museum at the University of South
Dakota, nominated Oscar Howe into the South Dakota Cowboy and Western
Heritage Hall of Fame. Oscar Howe “would be a worthy companion to artist
Harvey Dunn who was so honored last year. Mr. Howe’s lasting contributions to
the South Dakota heritage are perhaps products of three attributes,” the
nomination letter read. “He has a nationally recognized artistic ability, love of his
Native American culture, and a personality that includes hard work and integrity.
These factors have produced an art that people of this area enjoy and which brings
national attention to our state” (Cummins and Sampson). Later that year Oscar
Howe was inducted into the state’s Hall of Fame and today South Dakota’s Hall
of Fame is located in Chamberlain along the Missouri River off Interstate 90.
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Oscar Howe achieved national and international recognition for the
University of South Dakota and the state of South Dakota. Howe exhibited,
traveled, lectured, and taught throughout the nation and the world. As a
representative of the University of South Dakota, Howe exemplified the creative
spirit of an intellectual environment. As the time neared for Howe’s retirement,
USD paid its respect to Howe in several ways. In the fall of 1979, Howe served as
the Honorary Grand Marshal of the University of South Dakota’s Dakota Days
homecoming parade. At the spring 1980 graduation exercises, University of South
Dakota President Charles D. Lien honored Oscar Howe with the designation of
Professor Emeritus and Distinguished Artist-in-Residence for his outstanding
service and teaching excellence at the university. Also during the graduation
ceremony, Tom Brokaw and Al Neuharth, both USD graduates, were awarded
honorary doctorates. The 1980 Commencement program included an insert of
Oscar Howe’s drawing Big Foot at Wounded Knee. By August of 1980, Howe
had officially retired from the University of South Dakota.
On August 14, 1979, John W. Harris, Superintendent of the Sioux Falls
School District, informed Oscar Howe that a new elementary school was being
erected in Sioux Falls. “We have gone through a process of receiving nominations
for the naming of that building, and the School Board recently made its decision
to name the school the Oscar Howe Elementary School” (Harris). The letter
continued, “In its decision, the Board, of course, was intending to honor you as an
artist and as a person as well as to recognize you as one of South Dakota’s
outstanding citizens. In the process of choosing a name for this school and another
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new building, a committee of school staff members and other citizens sought
nominations from school children and others in the community. Those persons
who nominated you referred to you as ‘a great South Dakotan’ and ‘one of the
nation’s leading artists’” (Harris). By the following fall, construction on the new
building had been finished and on September 21, 1980, the city of Sioux Falls
hosted a dedication of the new school named the Oscar Howe Elementary School.
Oscar Howe attended the grand opening of the school and made the following
remarks:
Friends, I am glad to be here in person for this most memorable
occasion. I wish to thank the School Board members,
Superintendent John Harris, Principal Dale Erickson, the parents
and the city of Sioux Falls, for naming your new Elementary
School, the Oscar Howe School. It is an honor I will always
remember. I have taught art to young people for about 35 years and
I always found my students to be interested and eager to learn.
They usually wanted to stay longer in the classroom than they had
to. They in turn were an inspiration to me. Art is one subject in
which everyone can participate, you don’t have to be talented to
enjoy art. I am being honored today for something that gives me
great personal pleasure and satisfaction. I hope that through my
work I have contributed in a small way for a better understanding
of two cultures (Howe 1980).
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Senator George McGovern believed the naming of a school in Oscar
Howe’s honor was an incredible achievement and he wrote to Howe after the
formal dedication of the Oscar Howe Elementary School in southwest Sioux
Falls. The letter from Senator McGovern to Oscar Howe was the last letter
between the two gentlemen. In a two-page handwritten letter on United States
Senate stationery dated September 28, 1980, the letter read:
Dear Oscar and Heidi, Eleanor enjoyed her visit with you folks
recently. I hope that I can come to see you when I am next in
Vermillion. Perhaps I will be there [at] Dakota Days. It was good
to see the TV report on the Oscar Howe School in Sioux Falls. I
think it must be great to have the kind of life that would make
people want to name the place where their children are educated
after you. We continue to enjoy your beautiful paintings at the
Mitchell Oscar Howe [Art] Center. If you should ever decide to
sell any of those paintings, please let us know. My favorites and
Eleanor’s—in order of preference are: “Children at Play,” “Wood
Gatherer,” [and] “Adowan.” But, of course, I like all your
paintings. Oscar, I do hope and pray that your health will improve.
. . . Love, George (McGovern 1980).
Despite the many people who wrote to express their upmost prayers for
him, his body weakened and his health gradually deteriorated after being
diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. The manual dexterity required of his highly
precise painting technique declined but his determination never diminished. A
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Sioux City, Iowa newspaper article in July of 1979 under the headline “Artist Still
Creates Despite Illnesses” documented Howe’s resolve to create art despite clear
physical limitations (Bakke). Some of Howe’s last completed works in the late
1970s included an untitled abstract pen and ink drawing and a color lithograph
titled Buffalo Dancer (Figs. 165 and 166). Parkinson’s disease over time made
painting impossible which discouraged Howe and also, of course, his wife Heidi
and their daughter Inge Dawn. During his final years he always enjoyed having a
sketchpad nearby and he drew lines with youthful focus. The content of the
drawings was an exploration of lines without apparent subject matter in mind but
reaffirmed Howe’s love of drawing from childhood throughout his life. He was
restricted to movement only by a wheelchair by 1981 and hospitalized for much
of 1982 and 1983. In the hospital, Howe spoke to John Day about his ideas for the
perpetual motion-machine and Day brought him plasticine, an oil-based clay, for
modeling. He experimented with the clay as his body allowed and formed a
sculpture he called “Universal Man.” According to his wife Heidi, “He would tell
me that all people are the same. ‘We are one people,’” she quoted her husband
(McKinney 32). Oscar Howe maintained a creative and inventive spirit until the
end.
Oscar Howe Retrospective Exhibition
One hundred paintings by Oscar Howe circled America’s landscape one
last time from the summer of the 1982 to the spring of 1983. The Oscar Howe
Retrospective Exhibition was a major show in the history of American Indian
painting. The Oscar Howe Retrospective Exhibition reintroduced the public to
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one of the great American Indian artists in four primary locations. In 1982, the
exhibition opened in Vermillion at the University of South Dakota’s Art Gallery.
The show traveled next to the Oscar Howe Art Center in Mitchell, South Dakota.
The next stop was the Thomas Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and
finally, the Heard Museum in Phoenix, Arizona. After the main tour, the paintings
were divided into smaller shows for galleries across the Midwest in North Dakota,
Iowa, and Minnesota.
The Oscar Howe Retrospective Exhibition featured one hundred paintings
by the artist with watercolor works from his Santa Fe style to modern, casein
paintings which featured brilliant colors and geometric abstraction. A catalogue
that accompanied the Oscar Howe Retrospective is one of several publications
that had begun to evaluate Howe’s professional art career in a broader historical
framework. Printed in 1982 by the Thomas Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, the
retrospective catalogue featured an introduction co-authored by John A. Day and
Margaret Quintal, and short essays by John Anson Warner, Bea Medicine, Jeanne
Snodgrass King, and Frederick Dockstader who served as the project’s editor.
Howe’s Mythical Bird was chosen for the catalogue’s cover (Fig. 167).
By the opening of the show at the College of Fine Arts building in
Vermillion, South Dakota in the fall of 1982, Oscar Howe’s physical health had
failed noticeably due to Parkinson’s disease and he moved slowly by wheelchair.
Howe attended the show’s reception at the University of South Dakota, his home
for the last quarter-century, to an outpouring of gratitude and respect. Most
everyone at the show knew from Howe’s physical appearance that it was the last
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time they would see him. An internationally acclaimed artist, Oscar Howe helped
put the University of South Dakota and the state of South Dakota on the map.
Local art patrons, members of the university community, and people from the
throughout the region attended the reception and thanked and congratulated him
one last time.
Oscar Howe’s paintings returned to the state of Oklahoma, a place of great
American Indian art history and personal connection to Howe, when the Oscar
Howe Retrospective Exhibition reached the Thomas Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa,
Oklahoma. In Tulsa, art patrons and members of the community attended the
show in great numbers at the Gilcrease Museum. Through the retrospective
exhibition and the catalogue, an appreciation for Oscar Howe in the Southern
Plains region took full shape. In his life, Oscar Howe experienced Oklahoma in
Lawton, Norman, Tulsa, Talihina, and many other places where his artist-friends
like Blackbear Bosin, Woody Crumbo, Fred Beaver, and Acee Blue Eagle lived.
The Tulsa World featured substantial coverage of the Oscar Howe Retrospective
Exhibition in an article headlined “Gilcrease Museum Unveils Display Salute to
Oscar Howe” on October 15, 1982 with two of Howe’s paintings, Blizzard Bath
and Fleeing a Massacre, reproduced as well. The article by David MacKenzie
highlighted Howe’s life story as symbolic of the power of a human individual.
The article quoted Frederick Dockstader: “If we look closely, there is a valuable
lesson to be learned from this man’s life. Rather than submerging in defeat, he
yielded to no one, forging ahead to develop a vital world of art which has
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brilliantly demonstrated the value of one individual’s determination to succeed”
(MacKenzie).
Frederick Dockstader wrote about Oscar Howe in several publications that
coincided with his editorial work on the Oscar Howe retrospective catalogue in
the early 1980s. A respected scholar of American Indian art history and former
Director of the Heye Foundation in New York, Dockstader’s best known
ethnographical work and writing was based in the Southwest where he spent
considerable time during his life. Dockstader’s interest in Oscar Howe, at least in
writing, came about at the end of Howe’s life including his piece “A Tribute to
Oscar Howe, Artist” in the retrospective catalogue and “Oscar Howe and the
Liberation of Indian Art” for the Gilcrease Magazine of American History and
Art. The most significant publication Frederick Dockstader wrote on Oscar Howe
was his essay in the 1983 summer edition of American Indian Art Magazine titled
“The Revolt of Trader Boy: Oscar Howe and Indian Art.” Oscar Howe’s 1975
casein painting Ghost Dancer appeared on the cover of this widely read
publication on American Indian art to complement Dockstader’s article (Fig.
168). In the article, Frederick Dockstader, who deeply respected and admired the
artist, declared, “In my opinion, probably no single living Indian artist exerted a
greater force to open up Indian easel art and to effect its general acceptance as a
free aesthetic than Oscar Howe, a Yanktonai Dakota man who went far beyond
the limitations of tribal expressions and is today one of our major American
artists” (42).
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Carl Brenner from New York wrote to Fred A. Myers of the Thomas
Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma on March 1, 1983. The purpose of the
letter was to thank Mr. Myers, the museum’s director, for encouraging him to
attend the Oscar Howe Retrospective Exhibition at the Heard Museum in
Phoenix. Brenner reported to Myers that not only had he attended the Oscar Howe
Retrospective Exhibition on display at the Heard Museum but that the exhibition
of Oscar Howe’s paintings had impacted him on a level never experienced before.
Brenner praised Oscar Howe with the ultimate compliment: “I don’t recall ever
having been so stunned or moved by the discovery of a painter’s work, and the
impact of this discovery colored the duration of my trip to the Southwest”
(Brenner).
Completing the Circle
Oscar Howe, the Dakota kid from Joe Creek who suffered enormously as
a young boy, persevered over hardship and life’s obstacles, and ultimately rose to
prominence in modern American Indian art, completed his final circle on October
7, 1983. A Christian and Dakota ceremony at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in
Vermillion, South Dakota remembered and celebrated his life and the distinct
contributions of his time on earth in the most honorable of terms (Severson). Later
that afternoon Oscar Howe was laid to rest at Bluff View in Vermillion. His
epitaph reads:
IN ART I HAVE
REALIZED PART OF
A DREAM –
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TO PRESENT
A TRUE IMAGE OF
THE DAKOTA INDIAN
AS I UNDERSTOOD HIM
AND HIS CULTURE
— OSCAR HOWE —
(Fig. 169).
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CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

News of Oscar Howe’s death echoed throughout the nation and obituaries
paid their final tribute to one of America’s unsung heroes. A veteran, a husband
and father, and one of the most prolific American Indian artists of the twentieth
century had died. Indian Country had lost one of its finest role models of the
twentieth century. South Dakotans said goodbye to a local hero. People from all
walks of life and all colors of skins, from neighbors and former students to
government officials and teachers to artists and members of church groups,
remembered Oscar Howe.
A stack of sympathy cards and letters addressed to Mrs. Heidi Howe and
the family of Oscar Howe in the Oscar Howe Collection at the University of
South Dakota offered their condolences in the sincerest language one could
imagine.
Dear Mrs. Howe: Please accept expressions of sympathy on the
death of your husband from members of the staff at the Gilcrease
Museum. Mr. Howe was in my opinion one of the best artists of
our time. He will be greatly missed. The exhibition here of his
works remains very fresh in my mind. — Fred A. Myers, Director
of the Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma (Myers).
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Dear Mrs. Howe: Sunday’s Tulsa World carried the new that your
husband, Oscar Howe, died thereby saddening the art community,
for his was widely known, loved, and appreciated. While he never
taught at Bacone College, he was well known here, and our former
head of the department, and now professor emeritus, Dr. Richard
West, was his friend. Ruthe Blalock Jones, current chairman of our
art department, greatly admires his work. Let me add the name of
Bacone College to the list of those who want you to know that
while your husband is gone in his physical form, his work will live
on and keep him alive in memory. — Alfred Ginkel, President of
Bacone College in Muskogee, Oklahoma (Ginkel).

Oscar had so much to say, it was a joy to listen – and try to
understand. — John Egan (Egan).

Dear Mrs. Howe, I am so very sorry to hear of Oscar’s death. I
have thought so much about him in the recent years. He came to
our outfit when we were in Worms, Germany. Although he was
not in our outfit very long we became close friends. — Virgil
“Cicero” C. Williams of Fort Smith Arizona (Williams).
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We feel truly blessed that we had the privilege of knowing Oscar.
He was truly a great American. — Skip and Bonnie Swenson
(Swenson).

Dear Mrs. Howe, You don’t know me but I have been an admirer
of your husband and his art for many years. At one time he wrote
to me after I had complimented him on some particular work and I
greatly treasure that letter. — Mrs. Neil Hainje of Dell Rapids,
South Dakota (Hainje).

Dear Heidi and Inge Dawn, We were saddened to hear of Oscar’s
death. He was a unique and lovely man – more than a great artist, a
man of tremendous integrity and character. I stopped by to visit
with Oscar in August just before we moved to Texas. My
association with your family and the Retrospective was one of the
most experiences that I’ve had. Our will lives will be richer and
have an extra dimension of beauty thanks to Oscar. — Herb and
Helen Springall (Springall).

Dear Mrs. Howe, I’m very sorry to learn from The South Dakotan
about Dr. Howe’s death. I studied under Dr. Howe years back
when Robert Penn & Linda White were freshmen. Dr. Howe left
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us a great treasure of art and we will miss him greatly. — Juliet
Wild (Wild).

Dearest Heidi, We were so sorry to hear of Oscar’s passing. His
loss will be felt by many. He was an extraordinary man and great
artist. It is appropriate the he be remembered by his artwork, but
those who knew him will also remember him as a very kind and
gentle human being. — The Schaefer family (Schaefer).

James Abdnor, U. S. Senator from South Dakota, rose on the floor of the
Senate Chambers in Washington, DC and declared:
Mr. President, four prints hanging on the walls of my office never
fail to draw admiring comments from visitors. They are of the
genius of South Dakota’s artist laureate and preeminent Native
American artist, Oscar Howe. His paintings achieved national
acclaim and he has been heralded for being a major factor in
bringing American Indian art into the mainstream of the modern
art world. As important a contribution as was his paintings, equally
notable in his fine career was the inspiration he gave as a teacher –
patient, dedicated, always willing to give the extra time and effort
to convey a thought or perspective (14053-14054).

207
Myles Libhart, the Director of Museums, Exhibitions, and Publications of
the United States Department of the Interior’s Indian Arts and Crafts Board in
Washington, DC wrote a statement on behalf of the federal body following Oscar
Howe’s death. It read:
Only recently has the public begun to realize the broad significance
of Oscar Howe’s work and its impact on contemporary American
art of the United States. During a creative career spanning four
decades, from the 30s to the 70s, Howe’s persistent development
of increasingly expressive aesthetic means, in exploration of a
wide range of Indian subjects and themes, played an important
pivotal role in encouraging increasing numbers of contemporary
artists of Indian descent to seek their own personal vision and
styles in their work. In particular, the bold strides in his own work
that Howe began taking during the 50s was soon to open new
vistas of self-expression for upcoming generations of Indian artists,
and the tremendous diversity of work created by Indian artists
today owes no small measure of debt to the brilliant example of
Howe’s achievements. . . . As one of the key figures in bringing
contemporary Indian aesthetic expression to a highly professional
and experimental level, Oscar Howe was one of those
extraordinary, multi-faceted talents whose importance to the larger
field of modern art can only continue to grow in stature as greater
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familiarity with his artistry become more accessible and widespread among scholars, students and the general public (Libhart).

Pakistani artist and educator Rashid Ahmed Arshed, who meet Howe
during Howe’s American Specialist Program tour in Karachi, learned of Howe’s
death four years later in 1987. Mr. Arshed’s letter to Mrs. Heidi Howe read:
Dear Mrs. Howe, I was deeply saddened to learn from Mr. John A.
Day that Dr. Howe passed away in 1983. Understandably his
departure from this world was a great personal loss for you and to
many in America, but Dr. Howe’s personality and his art has
moved and impressed many souls beyond this continent, and I
believe that everybody who was touched by his kindness and
sensitivity and humanity will share your feeling. Your late husband
visited Karachi, Pakistan in 1971 and his brief stay with the staff
and the students of the Central Institute of Arts and Crafts, which I
headed in those days, became a memorable experience for all of
us. We admired him as a person, and as a great teacher and artist
(Arshed).

*

*

*

Oscar Howe lived a complicated and complex life. As an artist, he took up
painting as a young traditionalist and exited a seasoned modernist. For over forty
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years Howe sustained a professional career as an artist and educator in a
determined journey to promote Dakota cultural sovereignty. He strengthened and
retold Dakota stories in a visual language. In his lifetime Oscar Howe gradually
experimented and experienced a full and complete circle as a Dakota Indian man
in a modern world.
As we look back, we look ahead. The centennial of Oscar Howe’s birthday
will be May 13, 2015. It is an opportunity to celebrate this man’s life on a grand
scale and to fully appreciate the unheralded gifts he shared in his art. The relations
between Indian and non-Indian communities remain strained and broken. The
state of South Dakota could positively use Oscar Howe’s centennial birthday in a
small effort towards reconciliation, friendship, and respect for our nation’s First
Peoples. Furthermore, Oscar Howe’s visibility as a Dakota modernist in the
twentieth century would be best showcased with a well-organized national tour at
several key venues complemented by a professional publication that includes a
major bio-critical monograph on Oscar Howe and high quality reproductions of
his works of art. Such an idea is warranted and long overdue.

Suggestions for Future Scholarship
As the gods would have it, this man’s life deserves more attention and
critical scholarship. The following ideas are suggestions for future scholars of
Oscar Howe’s life and career. First, the current research revealed several
inconsistencies, holes, and matters requiring clarification that could be addressed
in future writings on Oscar Howe’s family history and genealogy. Any scholar of
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Oscar Howe will immediately discover his strong Dakota Indian identity and
roots. More extensive research on Howe’s family history would substantiate the
ancestral links from an Indigenous Studies and/or Cultural Anthropology
viewpoint. Some of these documents could be difficult to locate and may
remember tribal members, or direct family members, to gain access to the
genealogical records. For more information on Oscar Howe’s family history
future scholars would be wise to consult the records at the Crow Creek Sioux
Tribe in Fort Thompson, South Dakota; South Dakota State Archives in Pierre,
South Dakota; and the federal records at the National Archives, Central Plains
Region branch in Kansas City, Missouri. A wealth of information from these
genealogical records and primary documents on Howe’s ancestors would provide
valuable family history and other connections to Howe’s biography.
A second area of research on Oscar Howe’s biography that future
scholarship could address is a broadened perspective on his experience in Santa
Fe, New Mexico, from 1935 to 1938. These were critically important years for
Oscar Howe but only minimal substantive information has been revealed in
previous scholarship or the current research. Howe’s Santa Fe Indian School
experience would benefit from a personal visit to the region to explore the
archives and special collections available to historians and researchers on
American Indian art. The papers of Dorothy Dunn and Margaret Dietrich, and the
stories of the collectors and classmates of Oscar Howe during 1935 to 1938 could
reveal more information. A future scholar would be wise to uncover any
documents at the Museum of New Mexico, the Museum of Indian Arts and
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Culture, the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA), and the Wheelwright
Museum of the American Indian.
A third area of research which needs further developed is a greater
understanding of Oscar Howe’s Works Progress Administration (WPA) period
with a particular emphasis on the details of Oscar Howe’s mural training at the
Fort Sill’s Indian Art Center in Lawton, Oklahoma. Significant resources on this
topic area of Howe’s life remain scarce. Most of the facts from this part of his life
are unknown and may require at research at Lawton, Oklahoma and/or the federal
records of the Fort Sill School located in Fort Worth, Texas for more information.
A fourth major area of research for future writings on Oscar Howe is the
influence and impact of his wife Heidi Howe on his life both as an artist and a
man. Heidi Howe’s stories were important to Oscar Howe’s stories. Their life
together was cut short in 1983 after thirty-six years of marriage. Mrs. Heidi Howe
was Oscar Howe’s biggest fan in life and death. “His devoted wife and manager,
my friend Heidi,” wrote Barnes Abell in 1996, “deserves most of the credit for his
public exhibits and sales. She could write a book” (Abell). A future scholar would
be wise to conduct an interview with Inge Dawn Maresh Howe about her mother,
and a series of documents including Kathleen McKinney’s interview of Mrs.
Howe in 1988 and Mrs. Howe’s handwritten memoir from 1996. Moreover, a host
of primary documents in the Oscar Howe Collection at the University of South
Dakota could reveal more stories and information about Mrs. Howe.
A fifth area of future research and perhaps the most important is a critical
evaluation of Oscar Howe’s paintings. This research could compare Howe’s
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painting aesthetic in relation to the overall development of modern American
Indian painting and Northern Plains contemporary art. This research could
address broad stylistic similarities and differences of Oscar Howe’s generation in
their approach to painting. A future scholar would be wise to consider Oscar
Howe’s work of art in relation to contemporaries such as Fred Kabotie, Blackbear
Bosin, Acee Blue Eagle, George Morrison, Dick West, Allan Houser, and many
others.
Along those lines, an essay of this nature would further advance the
narrative on the development of the Northern Plains Indian art aesthetic. Several
of Howe’s students at the University of South Dakota, notably Robert “Bobby”
Penn and Arthur Amiotte, were heavily influenced by Oscar Howe during the
1960s (Day 2001). Both Penn and Amiotte occasionally replicated Howe’s style
in their own works, however, each of these artists shortly found their own style.
An essay geared towards Oscar Howe’s personal influence on these particular
artists and others on Northern Plains could illuminate a broader legacy of Oscar
Howe’s impact on American Indian painting styles in this region.

*

*

*

In Oscar Howe’s private book collection was a copy of Michelangelo’s
Theory of Art by Robert Clements. A quote by Michelangelo, one of Howe’s
favorite artists, was pinned to his studio door for years. It read:
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If people knew how hard I have to work to gain my mastery it
wouldn’t seem so wonderful at all.
Oscar Howe’s admiration of Michelangelo and the poignant quote from
the Italian Renaissance master reflected his own outlook on life and art. Like
Michelangelo, Howe perfected the human form. “That guy stole my work,” Heidi
Howe quoted her husband tongue-in-cheek in 1988 after his death. “He put his
lines just where I would have put them” (33). The quote suggests Oscar Howe had
a fun-loving attitude towards life. He was thankful to be given the chance to tell
the stories that he did, and he was grateful that people took a great liking to his
art.
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FIGURES
The works of art by Oscar Howe are reproduced with the permission and blessing
of Inge Dawn Howe Maresh in honor of her mother Heidi Howe (1927-2009).

Fig. 1. University of South Dakota College of Fine Arts colleagues (left to right)
John Day, Oscar Howe, and Wayne Knutson, circa 1978-79.

Fig. 2. Oscar Howe’s 1967 casein painting War Dancer on the cover of
South Dakota History, Fall 2007.
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Fig. 3. Oscar Howe, Dakota Duck Hunt, pencil on paper, 1947.

Fig. 4. Oscar Howe, Woman Potter [Maria Martinez], pencil on paper, 1965.
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Fig. 5. Heidi Howe with Oscar Howe’s Lifetime Achievement Award from the
Southwestern Association for Indian Arts, 2009.

Fig. 6. Oscar Howe, Indian Christ, casein on paper, 1972.
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Fig. 7. Oscar and Heidi Howe outside their home in Vermillion,
South Dakota, circa 1965.

Fig. 8. Oscar Howe, Origin of the Corn, tempera on paper, 1949.
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Fig. 9. Oscar Howe, Buffalo Calf Woman, casein on paper, 1967.

Fig. 10. Congressman George McGovern in his United States House of
Representatives office with Oscar Howe’s Last Buffalo Hunt, 1959.
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Fig. 11. Oscar Howe, Last Buffalo Hunt, casein on paper, 1958.

Fig. 12. Oscar Howe in his art studio in Vermillion, South Dakota, circa 1960.

220

Fig. 13. Oscar Howe and an unidentified boy at the dedication of the Oscar Howe
Elementary School in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, 1980.

Fig. 14. Edward, Oscar, and Walter Howe, circa 1916.
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Fig. 15. Oscar Howe’s mother
Ella Not Afraid of Bear (also known as Ella Fearless Bear).

Fig. 16. Oscar Howe’s paternal great-grandfather
Bone Necklace (Ho-hoo-non-pee).
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Fig. 17. Oscar Howe’s maternal grandfather
Not Afraid of the Bear (Mato Wakokipe-sni).

Fig. 18. Oscar Howe’s pen drawing Drying Meat and Making Pemmican on the
cover of the mimeographed copy of Wontanin Waste, 1931.
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Fig. 19. Oscar Howe’s pen drawing Bucking Bronco Cowboy on the cover of the
mimeographed copy of Wontanin Waste, 1930.

Fig. 20. Oscar Howe, Three Horses, watercolor on paper, circa 1937.
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Fig. 21. Oscar Howe, Six Sioux Dancers, watercolor on paper, circa 1937.

Fig. 22. Oscar Howe, Santa Fe Indian School, Class of 1938.
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Fig. 23. Herbert C. Calhoun, Superintendent of the Pierre Indian School.

Fig. 24. Oscar Howe, Sitting Bull, tempera on paper, 1939.
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Fig. 25. Oscar Howe, Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills,
tempera on paper, 1940.

Fig. 26. Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills from the balcony.
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Fig. 27. Cover of The Little Lost Sioux, 1942. Illustrated by Oscar Howe.

Fig. 28. Cover of Bringer of the Mystery Dog, 1943. Illustrated by Oscar Howe.
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Fig. 29. Oscar Howe, colored drawing in The Little Lost Sioux, 1942.

Fig. 30. Oscar Howe, colored drawing in The Little Lost Sioux, 1942.
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Fig. 31. Oscar Howe, line drawing in Legends of the Mighty Sioux, 1941.

Fig. 32. Oscar Howe, line drawing in Legends of the Mighty Sioux, 1941.
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Fig. 33. Oscar Howe, line drawing in Bringer of the Mystery Dog, 1943.

Fig. 34. Oscar Howe, line drawing in Bringer of the Mystery Dog, 1943.
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Fig. 35. Oscar Howe’s 1951 tempera painting Dakota Teaching on cover of a
reprint edition of Legends of the Mighty Sioux, 1987.

Fig. 36. Oscar Howe’s gouache painting Plains Indian on Horseback was
reproduced in Indian Art of the United States, 1941, page 193.
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Fig. 37. Oscar Howe, “Christian Service,” History Along the Missouri,
tempera on paper, 1942.

Fig. 38. Oscar Howe, “Fool Soldiers Rescue,” History Along the Missouri,
tempera on paper, 1942.

233

Fig. 39. Oscar Howe, “Sun Dance,” Ceremonies of the Sioux,
tempera on paper, 1942.

Fig. 40. Oscar Howe, “Victory Dance,” Ceremonies of the Sioux,
tempera on paper, 1942.
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Fig. 41. Oscar Howe (kneeling) with John and Tom Saul, 1942.

Fig. 42. Scherr-Howe Arena in Mobridge, South Dakota.
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Fig. 43. Oscar Howe in United States Army uniform, circa 1945.

Fig. 44. Karl Hampel’s men’s clothing store in Biedenkopf, Germany.
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Fig. 45. Adelheid “Heidi” (Hampel) Howe, 1946.

Fig. 46. Oscar Howe, Dakota Woman and Child, tempera on paper, 1941.
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Fig. 47. Oscar Howe, Dakota Woman and Child, tempera on paper, 1941.

Fig. 48. Oscar Howe, Drummer, tempera on paper, 1941.
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Fig. 49. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dancer, tempera on paper, 1941.

Fig. 50. Oscar Howe, Dancer, tempera on paper, 1941.
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Fig. 51. Oscar Howe, Hoop Dancer, tempera on paper, 1941.

Fig. 52. Oscar Howe, Singer and Dancers, tempera on paper, 1946.
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Fig. 53. Oscar Howe, Singer and Dancers, tempera on paper, 1946.

Fig. 54. Oscar Howe, Shinny [Takapsice], tempera on paper, 1946.
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Fig. 55. Oscar Howe, Game of the Elk [Woskate Hehaka],
tempera on paper, 1946.

Fig. 56. Oscar Howe, Wand and Hoop Game [Painyankapi],
tempera on paper, 1946.
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Fig. 57. Oscar Howe, Webbed Hoop Game [Tahuka Cangleska],
tempera on paper, 1946.

Fig. 58. Oscar Howe, Dakota Duck Hunt, tempera on paper, 1947.
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Fig. 59. Oscar Howe’s 1947 tempera painting Dakota Duck Hunt on the cover of
American Indian Painting Catalogue, Philbrook Art Center, 1947.

Fig. 60. Oscar Howe, Iroquois 1776, Vol. 1, Plate 9,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.
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Fig. 61. Oscar Howe, Comanche Chief [Quannah Parker] 1880, Vol. 2, Plate 34,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.

Fig. 62. Oscar Howe, Apache 1885, Vol. 2, Plate 36,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.
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Fig. 63. Oscar Howe, Dakota Woman 1880, Vol. 2, Plate 31,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.

Fig. 64. Oscar Howe, Assiniboin Woman 1890, Vol. 2, Plate 38,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.
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Fig. 65. Oscar Howe, Mohawk Chief 1750, Vol. 1, Plate 8,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.

Fig. 66. Oscar Howe, Timucua Florida 1564, Vol. 1, Plate 1,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.
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Fig. 67. Oscar Howe, Crow Woman 1804, Vol. 1, Plate 14,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.

Fig. 68. Oscar Howe, Mandan 1832, Vol. 1, Plate 18,
North American Indian Costumes, 1952.
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Fig. 69. Mitchell’s Corn Palace, 1950.
Corn Palace panel murals designed by Oscar Howe.

Fig. 70. Mitchell’s Corn Palace, 1951.
Corn Palace panel murals designed by Oscar Howe.
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Fig. 71. Oscar Howe in his art studio at Dakota Wesleyan University, circa 1950.

Fig. 72. Oscar Howe, Sun Dance, tempera on paper, 1949.
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Fig. 73. Oscar Howe, Victory Dance, tempera on paper, 1949.

Fig. 74. Oscar Howe, Scout Rider, tempera on paper, 1950.
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Fig. 75. Oscar Howe, Dance of the Double Woman, tempera on paper, 1951.

Fig. 76. Oscar Howe, Sioux Burial, tempera on paper, 1952.
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Fig. 77. Oscar Howe, Skin Painter, oil on canvas, 1952.

Fig. 78. Dakota Wesleyan University graduate Oscar Howe with
wife Heidi and daughter Inge Dawn, 1952.
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Fig. 79. Dakota Wesleyan University Bulletin, Annual Catalog, 1952-53.
Cover design by Oscar Howe.

Fig. 80. Oscar Howe, Kini [Resurrection], tempera on paper, 1953.
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Fig. 81. Oscar Howe, Dance of the Double Woman, tempera on paper, 1953.

Fig. 82. Oscar Howe teaching at the Pierre High School, circa 1955.
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Fig. 83. Oscar Howe, Sioux Eagle Dancer, casein and dammar on paper, 1954.

Fig. 84. Oscar Howe and Sioux Eagle Dancer, 1954.
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Fig. 85. Oscar Howe’s 1954 painting Sioux Eagle Dancer on the
cover of Holiday, March 1975.

Fig. 86. Oscar Howe with Corn Palace panel studies, 1954.
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Fig. 87. Oscar Howe, Priest at Prayer, Corn Palace panel study, 1954.

Fig. 88. Oscar Howe, Dance of the Heyoka, casein on paper, 1954.
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Fig. 89. Oscar Howe, Dance of the Tree Dwellers, casein on paper, 1955.

Fig. 90. Oscar Howe, Ecstasy, gouache on paper, 1955.
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Fig. 91. Oscar Howe, Umine Wacipi [War and Peace Dance],
casein on paper, 1958.

Fig. 92. Oscar Howe, Ghost Dance, casein on paper, 1959.
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Fig. 93. Oscar Howe, Ghost Dance, casein on paper, 1959.

Fig. 94. Oscar Howe, Ghost Dancer, casein on paper, 1959.
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Fig. 95. Oscar Howe, Wounded Knee Massacre, casein on paper, 1959.

Fig. 96. Oscar Howe and I. D. Weeks, President of the University of South
Dakota, with Howe’s Wounded Knee Massacre, 1960.
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Fig. 97. Western Union telegram from Vincent Price to
Oscar Howe, April 1, 1960.

Fig. 98. Oscar Howe, Ralph Edwards, and Alex Gruenberg on the NBC studio
television set for This is Your Life, Oscar Howe, April 6, 1960.
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Fig. 99. Cover of This is Your Life, Oscar Howe book, 1960.

Fig. 100. South Dakota Governor Ralph Herseth presenting Oscar Howe
as Artist Laureate of South Dakota, 1960.
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Fig. 101. Exhibition flyer for Oscar Howe and Frank Blasingame show at the
Lucien Labaudt Art Gallery, San Francisco, California, 1960.

Fig. 102. Oscar Howe: Artist of the Sioux by Robert Pennington, 1961.
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Fig. 103. Oscar Howe standing before his work on the Corn Palace
in Mitchell, South Dakota, 1958.

Fig. 104. Oscar Howe, Origin of the Sioux, casein on paper, 1960.
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Fig. 105. Oscar Howe, Evil Spirit of the Buffalo Dance, casein on paper, 1958.

Fig. 106. Oscar Howe, Singer and Dancers, casein on paper, 1958.
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Fig. 107. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dance, casein on paper, 1960.

Fig. 108. Oscar Howe, Herman Red Elk, unidentified person, and Donald
Montileaux at Howe’s summer art workshop, 1965.
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Fig. 109. Oscar Howe and Robert “Bobby” Penn, 1966.

Fig. 110. Oscar Howe (seated bottom right) and members of the USD Indian
Student club Wapaha, circa 1959.
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Fig. 111. Oscar Howe, Calling on Wakan Tanka, casein on paper, 1962.

Fig. 112. Oscar Howe, Owl Dance, casein on paper, 1961.
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Fig. 113. Oscar Howe, Cicose [I Am Waving], casein on paper, 1962.

Fig. 114. Oscar Howe, Winyan Nupa [Double Woman], casein on paper, 1962.
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Fig. 115. Oscar Howe, He Came From Fire, casein on paper, 1962.

Fig. 116. Oscar Howe, Woman Scalp Dancer, casein on paper, 1963.
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Fig. 117. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dancer, casein on paper, 1963.

Fig. 118. Exhibition flyer for Oscar Howe and Blackbear Bosin show at the
American Indian Arts Center, New York, 1966.
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Fig. 119. Oscar Howe and Blackbear Bosin at the Philbrook Art Center’s annual
American Indian Artists Exhibition, 1966.

Fig. 120. Cover of the exhibition catalogue for the Oscar Howe solo show at the
Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska, 1967.
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Fig. 121. Oscar Howe, Sacro-wi Sundance, casein on paper, 1966.

Fig. 122. Oscar Howe receiving the Waite Phillips Special Artists Trophy at the
Philbrook Art Center’s American Indian Artists Exhibition, 1966.
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Fig. 123. Oscar Howe was awarded an Honorary Doctorate by South
Dakota State University in 1968. Howe is shown here with wife
Heidi and daughter Inge Dawn.

Fig. 124. Oscar Howe, Breaking a Wild Horse, casein on paper, 1967.
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Fig. 125. Oscar Howe, Women Grooming, casein on paper, 1967.

Fig. 126. Oscar Howe, Sun Dancer, casein on paper, 1967.
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Fig. 127. Oscar Howe, Snow Bath, casein on paper, 1967.

Fig. 128. Oscar Howe, War Dancer, casein on paper, 1969.
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Fig. 129. Oscar Howe, Fleeing a Massacre, casein on paper, 1969.

Fig. 130. Oscar Howe, Rider, casein on paper, 1968.
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Fig. 131. Oscar Howe, Okiya [Courting], casein on paper, 1968.

Fig. 132. Oscar Howe, Meditation, casein on paper, 1968.
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Fig. 133. Oscar Howe’s 1962 casein painting Medicine Man on the cover of the
exhibition catalogue Contemporary Sioux Painting, 1970.

Fig. 134. Oscar Howe and two unidentified women in Athens, Greece, 1971.
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Fig. 135. Seated from left to right: Carter Bryant, Executive Director of the
Iranian American Society, Oscar Howe, and Dr. Faryar, Chancellor of the
University of Mashhad, at a formal reception for Howe in Tehran, Iran, 1971.

Fig. 136. Jean Khalife, Lebanese painter, 1971.
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Fig. 137. Sunil Madhav Sen, Indian modernist and
member of the Calcutta Group, 1971.

Fig. 138. Rashid Ahmed Arshed, Principal of the Central Institute
of Arts and Crafts, Karachi, Pakistan.

283

Fig. 139. Mitchell’s Corn Palace, 1971.
Corn Palace panel murals designed by Oscar Howe.

Fig. 140. Oscar Howe Art Center, Mitchell, South Dakota, circa 1974.

284

Fig. 141. Oscar Howe, Adowan Hunka Ceremony, casein on paper, 1972.

Fig. 142. Oscar Howe, Blizzard Bath, casein on paper, 1972.
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Fig. 143. Oscar Howe, Children at Play, casein on paper, 1972.

Fig. 144. Oscar Howe, Heyoka Ceremony, casein on paper, 1972.
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Fig. 145. Oscar Howe, Big Foot at Wounded Knee, pencil on paper, 1972.

Fig. 146. Oscar Howe, Abstraction after Wakapana, casein on paper, 1971.
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Fig. 147. Oscar Howe, Double Woman, casein on paper, 1971.

Fig. 148. Oscar Howe, Wood Gatherer, casein on paper, 1972.
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Fig. 149. Oscar Howe, Woman Seed Player, casein on paper, 1973.

Fig. 150. Oscar Howe, Woman Seed Player, casein on paper, 1974.
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Fig. 151. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dancer, casein on paper, 1972.

Fig. 152. Oscar Howe, Ritual Dancer, casein on paper, 1972.
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Fig. 153. Oscar Howe, Wiwangwaci [Sun Dancer], casein on paper, 1972.

Fig. 154. Oscar Howe, Ribbon Dancer, casein on paper, 1973.
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Fig. 155. Oscar Howe, Sun Dancer, casein on paper, 1974.

Fig. 156. Oscar Howe, Creation of Weotanica, casein on paper, 1976.

292

Fig. 157. Oscar Howe, Weotanica at Retreat [Seeking Vision],
casein on paper, 1976.

Fig. 158. Oscar Howe, Roping a Wild Horse, casein on paper, 1976.
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Fig. 159. Oscar Howe, Mythical Bird, casein on paper, 1975.

Fig. 160. Oscar Howe’s 1967 casein painting Woman Dancer on the cover of
Oscar Howe: The Story of an American Indian by John R. Milton, 1972.
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Fig. 161. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dancer, pencil on paper, 1971.

Fig. 162. Oscar Howe, Eagle Dancer, casein on paper, 1971.
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Fig. 163. Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills from the balcony.

Fig. 164. Sun and Rain Clouds over the Hills from the balcony.
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Fig. 165. Oscar Howe, Untitled, pen and ink on paper, 1978.

Fig. 166. Oscar Howe, Buffalo Dance, colored lithograph on paper, 1979.

297

Fig. 167. Oscar Howe Retrospective Catalogue, 1982.

Fig. 168. Oscar Howe’s 1975 casein painting Ghost Dancer on the
cover of American Indian Art Magazine, Summer 1983.

298

Fig. 169. Oscar Howe’s burial site at the Bluff View Cemetery,
Vermillion, South Dakota.
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APPENDIX A

OSCAR HOWE MEMORIAL LECTURERS, 1989 – 2010

1989

Frederick Dockstader

1990

Roland Force

1991

Jaune Quick-to-See Smith

1992

Mary Morez

1993

Richard West, Jr.

1994

Gerald R. McMaster

1995

Richard W. Hill, Sr.

1996

Linda Lomahaftewa

1997

Colleen Cutschall

1998

Truman T. Lowe

1999

W. Jackson Rushing, III

2000

Rick Bartow

2001

(No Lecture)

2002

Marcus James Amerman

2003

Ed Archie Noisecat

2004

Arthur Amiotte

2005

Joyce M. Szabo

2006

John A. Day

2007

Bill Anthes

2008

Bruce Bernstein

2009

Kate Morris

2010

Mark White

Source: Oscar Howe Collection, University of South Dakota.
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APPENDIX B

BONE NECKLACE SPEECH, 1886

Friends: My name is Bone-Necklace. I am head chief of the Lower Yanktonnais
tribe. My tongue is not forked. I speak the truth, and offer you clean hands. This
country belongs to us, and this great river (Missouri) is my own. These medals
here upon my neck were given to me by the Great Father’s white men many long
summers ago.
I long ago sent my words to our Great Father, but I have received no answer. I
fear they were lost. Every year the Great Father’s white children come out to us
with good words for my people; but that is all. Why don’t our Great Father fulfill
his promises with his red Children? I see white men touch the Bible when they
tell the truth. I have done so, too, and have come here to talk plainly.
The Great Spirit made multitudes of people, and placed them over the world
where he wanted them. He placed the red men here, and gave them these rivers
and forests, and rolling plains, with the elk and buffalo for their living. But now
my Great Father is sending his white soldiers all over our country, and is driving
the wild game from my children’s mouths. Where shall we go? What shall we do?
On the east of us the Santees long ago sold their lands to the whites, and, because
the Great Father was slow to bring them food to live on in the place of game, they
rebelled and murdered white women and children, and now they are scattered all
over our country, fleeing from the white soldiers.
My fair land is all turned over as by a whirlwind. No more can our warriors plant
and fish in safety by the wooded brook-side, nor my young men hunt the buffalo
on the plains. When I look to the north, and see the smoke of the white man’s
trains rise from the plains, and find a great wagon-road over my hunting grounds,
it makes my heart sad and I think my Great Father has forgotten his red children.
I look out on the face of my native rivers and plains, and I love them well. I also
love the whites, and do not want to fight them; but I cannot hold my young men
from the going to war when they see the game driven from their country. When
the whites come out among us they always move in large armies; but I am not
afraid to go among them and shake hands. We do not want the whites to travel
through our lands on great highways, but they may navigate the river. It would
take more than a boat-load of goods every year to pay my people for the loss of
game, in feeding and clothing their children. What we want our Great Father to do
for us is to send us guns, powder and ball, and let live unmolested on our plains
and hunting-grounds.
I never planted in my life, but I think I can learn if my Great Father will but help
me; but my people would rather pursue the hunting of game. This is our way of
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living; planting is yours. Our furs will buy flour and sugar, and our guns and
powder will kill our meat, while the skins will help to cover our nakedness, and
then we will be friendly and happy. I don’t say that you ever stole anything from
us, but the Yanktons sold a portion of my land to you.
I hope that these words will reach the ears of my Great Father, that he may know
the wants of his red children.

[Reprinted from State Department of History, comp. “Speech of Bone-Necklace.”
South Dakota Historical Collections. Volume 9. Pierre: Hipple Printing, 1918.
466-67].
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APPENDIX C

CORN PALACE THEMES, 1948 – 1971

1948

Indian Theme

1949

South Dakota Industries

1950

Indian Ceremonies and Games

1951

History of South Dakota

1952

Holidays and Special Events in South Dakota

1953

Indian Legends

1954

South Dakota Agriculture, Education, Business, Church, Social Life

1955

South Dakota Wildlife

1956

Mitchell’s 75th Anniversary

1957

Sports Themes

1958

Modes of Transportation

1959

Scenes of the Middle Border

1960

Modes of Communication

1961

Dakota Territory Centennial

1962

South Dakota Yesterday & Today

1963

Wildlife Scenes

1964

Scenes of South Dakota

1965

Scenes from Nature

1966

Reminders of the Past

1967

Corn Palace History

1968

Animals of South Dakota
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1969

Space Age

1970

Conservation

1971

Mother Goose Rhymes

Source: Nygard 2005; Corn Palace Room, Carnegie Resource Center, Mitchell,
South Dakota.
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