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Abstract 

 

Lessons from Dorothy Dunn: 
The Studio at the Santa Fe Indian School, 1932 - 1937 

 

Elise Chevalier, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Paul E. Bolin 

 

This study examined the pedagogy of Dorothy Dunn, who founded the first 

painting program the Santa Fe Indian School, called the Studio, in 1932. Although Dunn 

directed the Studio for only five years, from 1932 to 1937, her program launched the 

careers of several prominent artists and influenced the course of Native American 

painting in the Southwest throughout the mid-20th century. Dunn, an Anglo woman 

trained at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, attempted to develop a curriculum 

that would connect Santa Fe Indian School students with the aesthetic traditions of their 

diverse communities. 

Dunn’s teaching goals and practices are examined in relation to early 20th century 

social and educational reforms. The founding of the Studio dovetailed with Indian New 

Deal reforms, a body of U.S. policies enacted through the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

(BIA). These reforms encouraged BIA boarding schools, including the Santa Fe Indian 
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School, to emphasize arts and crafts. The Santa Fe Indian School’s specialization as an 

arts school provided institutional support for the establishment of the Studio.  

This study examined Dunn’s papers in the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives and 

Dunn’s published writings to develop a description of Dunn’s teaching practice at the 

Santa Fe Indian School. Primary sources provided evidence of Dunn’s pedagogical 

values, her understanding of cultural identity, and her practices as Studio director. These 

sources indicate that Dunn combined multiple fields of scholarship to develop specific 

conventions for Native American painting, developing a style that the Studio codified and 

popularized. Although Dunn intended to empower her students, her static understanding 

of Native American painting seemed to contradict the Studio’s goals of social reform. 

Inconsistencies between Dunn’s goals and practices echoed the ideological tensions 

entrenched within broader social, economic, and educational movements. Finally, this 

study borrowed concepts from critical theory to interpret implications of colonial legacies 

and resistance in the Studio. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Study 

INTRODUCTION 

This study described and analyzed the teaching practices of art educator Dorothy 

Dunn during her tenure at the Santa Fe Indian School, from 1932 to 1937. Dunn founded 

and directed the school’s first painting program, which became known as the Studio. 

Under Dunn’s leadership, enrollment in the Studio expanded from forty students in 1932 

to 170 students in 1937. Student paintings attracted commercial and critical attention as 

Dunn promoted numerous student exhibitions, some international, organizing thirty-three 

such exhibitions in 1937 (Dunn, 1960a). Many Studio alumni became renowned artists, 

including Allan Houser (Chiricahua Apache), Joe H. Herrera (Cochiti Pueblo), Pop-

Chalee (Taos Pueblo), and Pablita Velarde (Santa Clara Pueblo). Dunn popularized a 

visual style that remained popular among U.S. collectors throughout the early and mid-

20th century, leading art historian J.J. Brody (1971) to call Dunn the “the single most 

influential individual for an entire generation of Indian painters” (p. 128). While Dunn 

directed the Studio for only five years, the painting style she promoted remained 

influential among many Native American artists, particularly artists in the Southwest 

United States, until the late 1950s (Smith, 1999). 

Although Dunn was an Anglo woman trained at the Art Institute of Chicago, she 

sought to identify and reproduce a painting style that would reflect her Native American 

students’ cultural traditions. She believed Studio students could overcome some of the 

difficulties of racial discrimination in U.S. society by developing a uniquely “Indian art,” 

worthy of recognition within a global fine arts context (Dunn, 1960a, p. 1). However, 

Dunn retained a somewhat static understanding of an authentic Native American painting 

style—one defined by Anglo scholars—and she required students to adhere to what she 

considered to be authentic painting conventions. Dunn’s promotion of a particular 
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painting style, paired with her identity as an Anglo-American employee of the United 

States government, reproduced colonial structures of power in the Studio. Because the 

Studio developed out of the U.S. colonial project in North America, Dunn’s practice, at 

times, contradicted her own goals of social reform. Inconsistencies between Dunn’s 

reform ideals and her teaching often mirrored contradictions within concurrent Indian 

New Deal reforms, as well as emerging scholarship in anthropology and art history.  

This study contextualized Dunn’s teaching practices in the Studio within political, 

social, and educational developments in the United States in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. This investigation also drew from contemporary critical responses to analyze 

Dunn’s work, particularly writings from Bernstein and Rushing (1995), Eldridge (2001), 

and Hahn (2011). In order to examine Dunn’s complex role as a reformer in a colonial 

institution, I adapted critical approaches from scholars Mary Louise Pratt (1992) and 

David Penney (2004). 

 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION 

This study was motivated and directed by the following research question: How 

did social and education reforms and art historical narratives influence Dorothy Dunn’s 

pedagogy at the Santa Fe Indian School from 1932 to 1937? 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

This study has built on the art education histories of Smith (1999) and Eldridge 

(2001), as well scholarly work from the fields of art education history, art history, and 

anthropology. My work here addressed Peter Smith’s (1999) call for further research into 

art education histories of the Southwest United States, and Dorothy Dunn in particular. 
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Although Dunn has been considered one of the most influential art educators in the 

Southwest, much of the published literature approaches the Studio from anthropological 

or art historical perspectives. One notable exception, Laurie Eldridge’s (2001) “Dorothy 

Dunn and the Art Education of Native American: Continuing the Dialogue,” examines 

Dunn’s work within the context of early 20th century U.S. educational and political 

reforms. While Eldridge’s (2001) article provided one of the most complete portraits of 

Dunn’s Studio painting program from the field of art education history, the piece did not 

include an analysis of the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives. Documents in the Kramer 

archives, along with other primary sources, such as Dunn’s published writings from the 

1930s, presented a rich opportunity for analysis within the field of art education history.  

 

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

As a member of the art education community, I have become interested in the 

ways in which educators wrestle with the complex implications of teaching about art 

objects from Native communities. In 2014, at the annual National Art Education 

Association conference, I listened to several non-Native educators express their hesitation 

to include Native American art in their classrooms, fearing that they might misrepresent 

Native communities. Conversely, when educators avoid teaching art made by Native 

peoples for fear of mishandling the subject matter, they continue to perpetuate a process 

of marginalization.  

For Anglo-American art educators, including myself, early educational 

experiences may have exacerbated such uncertainties. As a child, I remember Native 

American communities being acknowledged primarily through a facile, romanticized 

story of Thanksgiving. Later, when I began teaching, I searched for thoughtful, critical 

models as I attempted to teach students about artists from diverse communities. Although 
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I do not believe Dunn’s teaching provided that model, my passion for this study grew out 

of the complicated origins and implications of Dunn’s practice. My attempt to make 

sense of these complexities propelled my analytical interrogation of Dunn’s work and 

challenged me to engage with wide-ranging fields of study, including art history, 

anthropology, and critical theory.  

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

I utilized historical research methods to evaluate several sources, including 

Dunn’s published writing, the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives, documents relevant to the 

historical context surrounding Dorothy Dunn, and critical responses to her work. I sought 

to connect an analysis of Dunn’s pedagogy with her historical context, and began my 

research into Dunn by reading related literature in the fields of art education, 

anthropology, American history, and art history. As I explored critical responses to the 

Dunn’s teaching in the Studio, I developed a foundational understanding of Dunn’s 

relationship to preceding and concurrent reform movements in the United States, as well 

as the Studio’s influence on Native American painting throughout the mid 20th century. 

From this preliminary research, I anticipated that a close examination of Dunn’s teaching 

practice might enrich the field of scholarship on Dunn. Dunn’s major published work, 

American Indian Painting of the Southwest and Plains Areas (1968), provided limited 

insights into her day-to-day life as a teacher. Hoping to gain a deeper understanding of 

Dunn’s beliefs and practices as the Studio director, I returned to writings that 

incorporated data from the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives, such as Bernstein and 

Rushing’s (1995) Modern By Tradition. These sources led me to the Dorothy Dunn 

Kramer archives in the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  
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While researching in the Kramer archives, I focused my attention on documents 

related to the Studio, including letters, annotations, and drawings. Although I sought 

Dunn’s descriptions of topics related to the Studio from 1932 to 1937, the relatively 

haphazard, non-chronological nature of the archives also enabled me to make connections 

between her activities during the Studio years and those of the decades following. Drafts 

of subsequently published works a visual representation of the evolution of Dunn’s 

thought process over time, enriching my analysis of her published writings. 

In addition to the archives, I studied Dunn’s published writing in periodicals, 

notably Indians At Work and El Palacio, and her ambitious art history text, American 

Indian Painting of the Southwest and Plains Areas, published in 1968. These pieces 

contained Dunn’s descriptions of her own teaching practice in the Studio. Dunn’s 

published writings reveal, in part, her attitudes and understandings of Native art and 

peoples. Her confidence in the inherent spirituality of Pueblo painting, for instance, 

almost certainly undergirded her pedagogy. Given that Dunn’s books, articles, and 

exhibition catalogues were all published through official channels, these pieces were 

constrained by professional writing conventions. For the most part, however, I found that 

the opinions and beliefs Dunn expressed in her published and unpublished work to be 

relatively consistent. 

 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Native American: A term that refers to people and descendants of people who lived in 

the continent now known as North America before European immigration after 

Columbus. This term is problematic, however. The first people who inhabited North 

America made up a multitude of diverse communities, the differences between which 

were likely greater than those between European countries at the start of European 
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immigration to the Americas (Zelinsky, 2001). As Penny (2004) wrote: “The world of 

North America, prior to the identification of its inhabitants as Native Americans or 

American Indians, was a world unto itself….The creation of a ‘Native American’ identity 

was forced historically by the circumstances of North America’s conquest” (p. 13).  

 

Anglo and Anglo-American: Although Anglo is often associated with Great Britain, in 

this study, I employ Anglo and Anglo-American to signal categories specific to the 

United States. In writing about the Southwest United States, scholars have referred to 

English-speaking immigrants with European ancestry as Anglo (McGuire, 1982; Penney, 

1999). Anglos who lived in newly incorporated United States territories after the 

Mexican-American war have also been considered a distinct cultural group (McGuire, 

1982). As well, Blauner (1987) has argued that “Anglo-conformity” has “been a dynamic 

of domination central to American life” (p. 156). In this study, Anglo-American signals 

shared social characteristics among individuals in the Southwest United States during the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA): An office of the United States Federal government, 

established in 1824 with the title Office of Indian Affairs (Ryan, 1975). Now known as 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the BIA came to administer government schools for Native 

Americans in the late 19th century. The BIA controls, manages, and restricts many 

Native American resources in the U.S. (Szasz, 1974). 

 

Colonialism: A basic definition given by Silliman (2005) described colonialism as “the 

process by which a city- or nation-state exerts control over people—termed indigenous—

and territories outside of its geographical boundaries” (p. 58). Silliman’s definition 
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applies to the relationship between the United States and Native American groups in 

North America. Blauner (1987) described colonized groups as those who “become part of 

a new society through force or violence; they are conquered, enslaved, or pressured into 

movement” (p. 150). For the purposes of this study, colonialism is defined as a political, 

economic, and social system in which a political entity controls and exploits non-citizen 

groups of people. 

 

Race: This study refers to race as socially constituted racial categories, including those 

which Dunn’s contemporaries called “Indian” and “white” races (Hewett, 1930, p. 95). 

Physical characteristics became conflated with the notion of inherited cultural traits, 

informing the perspectives of influential U.S. social scientists and historians during the 

early 20th century (Traverso, 2003). 

 

Racism: Racism has been defined by Blauner (1987) as “the assumption of the 

superiority of white Westerners and their cultures and the concomitant denial of the 

humanity of people of color” (p. 157). Racism was and is integral to U.S. colonial 

relations with Native American peoples (Blauner, 1987). Perceptions of superiority or 

inferiority, attributed to constructed racial categories, often hinge on perceptions of race 

as a biological characteristic.  

 

Pedagogy: This investigation refers to pedagogy as the theories, principles, methods, and 

practices of teaching. 
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LIMITATIONS 

In scope, this study was focused, primarily, on historic developments related to 

Dorothy Dunn’s teaching at the Santa Fe Indian School from 1932 to 1937. I attempted to 

limit my contextual analysis of Dunn’s pedagogy to political and social contexts of the 

United States in the 19th and 20th centuries. Practical challenges also limited the scope of 

my research. My research in the Kramer archives, while invaluable, was relatively brief, 

and I examined only those archival materials I suspected to be relevant to Dunn’s 

pedagogy. 

As a researcher, my personal identity and history limited this study as well. In the 

United States, my status as an ethnic white / Anglo-American has afforded me a great 

number of privileges. The U.S. public school system in which I grew up reflected a set of 

values and beliefs that reinforced my racial privilege. My perspective on the issues 

addressed in this study was therefore limited. However, as a researcher who has benefited 

from unequal privileges, I attempted to call some of those privileges into question 

through critical analyses in this study.  

 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

This study contributes to a growing body of literature in art education history, 

particularly concerning Native American art education in the Southwest United States. It 

is my hope that this study becomes a resource for other researchers in the field. In support 

of Smith’s (1999) call for further research into art education histories on the Southwest, 

my study contributes to a developing body of work in this area. Dunn has become a 

relatively famous art educator, as Stokrocki (2000) pointed out, but I contend that Dunn’s 

pedagogy at the Studio merits deeper research. This study bridged critical responses and 
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archival research within the fields of history, art history, and anthropology, and art 

education history.  

Within the field of art education, I view Dunn’s Studio as a fascinating 

counterpoint to the superficiality of late 20th century “liberal multicultural” art education 

models, which often minimized social criticism (Acuff & Evans, 2014, p. xxi.) While the 

politics of Dunn’s pedagogy reflected the social and racial inequalities of a U.S. colonial 

legacy, Dunn also actively fought against those inequalities as the Studio program 

director. Contemporary art educators may benefit from examining the ways in which the 

Studio both reinforced and subverted colonial structures of power. As a whole, Dunn’s 

pedagogy did not exemplify the sort of critical approach needed in contemporary art 

education practice. Nevertheless, as art educators continue developing pedagogies to 

support social justice, they may benefit by critically examining reform-oriented models of 

the past. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study includes a review of literature establishing the historical and social 

context surrounding Dunn’s pedagogy in Chapter 2. The review of literature also 

provides an overview of the major theoretical frameworks utilized in this study. In 

Chapter 3, I describe the research methodology used to collect data from Dorothy Dunn 

Kramer archives in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The research methodology description 

includes the process by which I began to discover Dunn’s major influences, based on 

evidence from the Kramer archives. Chapter 4 describes Dunn’s pedagogy and its 

relationship to social and education reform movements of the early 20th century. In 

Chapter 5, I present an interpretation of my research findings, examining the relationships 

between authority, authenticity, and colonial context in Dunn's pedagogy. As well, I 
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synthesize my analysis with theoretical frameworks, including Pratt’s (1992) “anti-

conquest” (p. 39). The concluding chapter contextualizes this study in relation to previous 

scholarship on Dorothy Dunn and art education history as a whole. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

INTRODUCTION TO REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter discusses literature that explores historical contexts and analytical 

frameworks for Dorothy Dunn’s teaching practice in the Studio painting program at the 

Santa Fe Indian School from 1932 to 1937. First, this chapter examines conflicts United 

States warfare against Native communities in North America during the 19th century, and 

U.S. legal reforms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The following section 

discusses socioeconomic changes that promoted U.S. markets for Native American art 

objects in the 20th century. The chapter closes with a discussion of critical frameworks for 

analyzing these histories.  

This chapter focuses on the U.S. colonial project in North America, which 

became entrenched during the 19th and 20th centuries, in order to reveal connections 

between the Studio painting program and the political and social pressures endemic to the 

colonial system in which Dunn founded the Studio. This emphasis on the history of U.S. 

colonialism in North America provides evidence of two central aspects of the Studio 

program. First, Dunn’s painting program was situated within entrenched imperial power 

relationships at the Santa Fe Indian School. Second, my examination of evidence related 

to the Studio indicates that Dunn’s pedagogy both resisted and acquiesced to the violence 

associated with colonialism. 

This chapter examines histories of the colonial relationships between the U.S. 

government and Native communities, from territorial wars waged by the U.S. 

government in the late 18th and 19th centuries, to the Indian New Deal reforms concurrent 

with Dunn's Studio in the 1930s. This chapter also examines colonial relationships that 

developed through social channels, particularly in early 20th-century “primitivist” art 
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movements and resultant art markets (Eldridge, 2001, p. 321). These histories of United 

States warfare, legal reforms, and economic developments informed Studio painting 

conventions and reenacted colonial mechanisms through socioeconomic pressures. 

In the last section of this chapter, I examine concepts related to textual 

interpretation within the work of literary critic Mary Louise Pratt. Much of Pratt’s work 

has analyzed written accounts of European colonialists and Indigenous peoples in South 

America and in Africa. These analyses suggest models for a critical interpretation of 

Dunn’s relationship with colonial structures. 

 

COLONIAL CONTEXT: INDIGENOUS NATIONS AND THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

Given that Dunn was an employee of the United States federal government in her 

capacity as a teacher at the Santa Fe Indian School, the role of the U.S. government in the 

lives of her students was foundational to the environment of the Studio. Therefore, the 

time periods discussed in this chapter focus on the development of the United States as a 

colonial power in relation to Native communities, particularly communities to which 

Dunn’s students belonged. U.S. colonization of Native communities did not occur 

monolithically or evenly throughout what is now known as the United States. However, 

by the time Dorothy Dunn arrived at the Santa Fe Indian School in 1932, the U.S. held 

almost complete militaristic control over the territory it claimed in North America 

(Blauner, 1987).  

According to Blauner (1987), the process of colonization is one in which 

“colonized groups become part of a new society through force or violence; they are 

conquered, enslaved, or pressured into movement” (p. 149). Although Dunn’s students 

belonged to many culturally unique Native nations, each of those nations had endured at 

least one of the expressions of colonial violence described by Blauner (1987). Blauner 
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(1987) considered these histories to be examples of “classical colonialism,” alluding to 

extensive struggles over Native peoples’ political and social sovereignty (p. 150). While 

every Native community has a unique history and relationship with the U.S. government, 

the U.S. has sought to control Indigenous North American peoples throughout its national 

history. Since its inception to the present day, the United States government has worked 

to exploit Native American lands, disrupt Native political systems, and control Native 

cultural practices (Byrd, 2006). 

 

CONTACT AND CONFLICT IN THE EARLY U.S. REPUBLIC 

Zelinsky (2001) posits that while Native peoples in North America during 

European settlement included broadly diverse civilizations and communities, European 

settlers viewed Native peoples as “so utterly alien, so absolutely un-European, that they 

tended to overlook their many dissimilarities and acquired the habit of lumping all the 

indigenous communities into a single racial category” (p. 40). Anglo-American settlers 

tended to treat all Native peoples in North America as a part of a racially distinct 

category, a group whom Anglos considered inferior in comparison to people of European 

ancestry (Zelinsky, 2001). 

Although European colonial powers had long engaged in violent invasions of 

Indigenous lands in North America, pre-Revolutionary English colonies were held 

somewhat in check by Great Britain. After the French and Indian War in 1763, King 

George III ordered British colonists to confine themselves to settlements east of the 

Appalachians, although many settlers ignored the monarch’s edict (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). 

Just one decade later, United States victory in the Revolutionary War legitimized Anglo-

American territorial wars in North America, with the blessing of the newly formed U.S. 

government (Saler, 2014). Upon its own independence from the British Empire, the 
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United States immediately established its own colonial project in North America (Omi & 

Winant, 2015). According to Saler's (2014) analysis, the early Republic was both a 

“postcolonial and colonizing nation,” in which Native nations “represented quasi-foreign 

political bodies” (p. 27). Congress and individual states set the foundation of U.S. 

“paternalistic colonial rule over Native peoples” in the late 18th century, in which Native 

peoples would be subject to "guardianship" until they “metamorphosed from perceived 

culturally alien and backward peoples into ‘civilized’ Americans” (Saler, 2014, p. 27). 

The U.S. government’s policies towards Native Americans during the 19th and early 20th 

centuries can be examined through three general phases: war and genocide, predominant 

until the 1880s; forced assimilation, from the 1880s to the 1920s; and the Indian New 

Deal reforms, lasting from the late 1920s to the 1940s. 

Before discussing examples of the events that occurred throughout these phases, I 

note that my descriptions of community names, histories, and cultures are limited in a 

number of ways. First, European and Anglo-American histories, from the fifteenth 

century to the present, have frequently marginalized indigenous knowledge. For example, 

many Europeans identified communities through names utilized by those outside the 

community, rather than those employed by the community members themselves (Palmer 

& Rundstrom, 2013). Second, colonial violence perpetrated against Indigenous peoples 

during the 19th century and earlier affected the formation of Native nations. Third, some 

of the names that refer to Native communities have evolved since Dunn’s time at the 

Santa Fe Indian School. The names and histories I reference here synthesize Dunn’s 

(1968) terms and those employed by more recent scholars, such as Hahn (2011) and 

Dunbar-Ortiz (2014).  The majority of Studio students were from Southwest 

communities, particularly Pueblo nations, such as Kewa, Taos, and Santa Clara, and 

Navajo (Diné) communities (Hahn, 2011). Some of Dunn’s students were part of Plains 
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communities, such as the Cheyenne, Kiowa, and Sioux nations, as well as Eastern 

communities, including Cherokee and Chippewa peoples. These nations all have unique 

histories, and in the 19th century these Native communities responded in their own ways 

to U.S. attempts to disrupt, assimilate, or destroy their cultures (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). 

 

19TH CENTURY TERRITORIAL WARS 

United States land expansion before and during the Civil War shaped the colonial 

relationships between Anglo-Americans and Native peoples in the North America. In the 

late 18th and early 19th centuries, the U.S. government waged war against many Native 

communities in order to secure land for Anglo settlers. Wars along the U.S. border 

initially affected nations east of the Mississippi river. By the mid-19th century, the U.S. 

had begun to invade lands west of the Mississippi as well, laying the groundwork for U.S. 

control over the territory that became New Mexico (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). Decades later, 

the violence related to U.S. invasion continued to reverberate in Dunn’s Studio, since her 

students’ diverse communities had all experienced conflict with the U.S. government. 

Many of Dunn’s students belonged to Apache and Navajo (Diné) communities, 

which had recent histories of conflict with the United States government. Hahn (2011) 

includes Allan Houser (Chiricahua), Ignatius Palmer (Mescalero, N’de), Wilson Dewey / 

Sun Dust (San Carlos), Nehakije / Steven Vicenti (Jicarilla) among Dunn’s students from 

Apache communities. The U.S. waged war against Apache nations from 1849 to the 

1880s, forcing these communities into reservations or internment camps (Dunbar-Ortiz, 

2014). After U.S. forces violently relocated Apache peoples into these reservations, 

military officials’ gross mismanagement exposed incarcerated Apache people to 

atrocious living conditions. One notable example includes the 1863 imprisonment of 

nearly 500 Mescalero people onto the Bosque Redondo reservation at Fort Sumner in 
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New Mexico (Sonnichsen, 1973). While engaged in wars against the Apache peoples and 

the Civil War, the U.S. government simultaneously waged war on Navajo (Diné) peoples 

in the 1860s. Dunbar-Ortiz’s (2014) research indicates that U.S. Colonel James Carleton 

“declared total war” against the Navajo peoples, engaging in “a series of search-and-

destroy missions” (p. 138). The U.S. military forced 8,000 Navajo people onto Bosque 

Redondo 1864, resulting in extreme food and water shortages among its Navajo and 

Apache prisoners (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014).  

The decades of U.S. violence towards Navajo and Apache peoples in the 19th 

century reveal an important aspect of the environment of the Studio. Dunn believed that 

each student should work within the aesthetic traditions of his or her own community, but 

colonial violence perpetrated against these communities disrupted many prior artistic 

traditions (Penney, 2004). As discussed in Chapter 4, Dunn attempted to reconstruct 

artistic customs for students whose communities had endured colonial warfare during the 

19th century. 

 

UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT RULE THROUGH THE BUREAU OF INDIAN AFFAIRS  

In the post-Civil War years, expanding railroads accelerated Anglo-American 

migration to the West. Resultant conflicts between Anglo settlers and Native 

communities prompted the U.S. government to seek a resolution. In an attempt to satisfy 

expanding industrial interests and Anglo settlement while avoiding blatant genocide, the 

U.S. adopted a series of strategies known as “assimilation” policies (Szasz, 1999, p. 8). 

Ultimately, U.S. government officials hoped to assimilate Native Americans into Anglo-

American cultural norms by adopting U.S. citizenship, practicing Christian religion, and 
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participating in a capitalist economy. According to Penny and Roberts (1999), 

assimilation policies intended to complete the U.S. colonial project in North America: 
 
Government Indian policy of the period between 1887 and the early 1920s was 
designed to break up the “great tribal mass,” as Teddy Roosevelt called it, and 
speed the assimilation and absorption of Native societies into the American 
mainstream. One might argue that this episode was conceived of by its designers 
as the last phase of the “conquest” of North America, although few at that time 
may have thought to use that word. (p. 22)  

Complicating this characterization, Szasz’s (1999) analysis contends that within the 

context of 19th century frontier wars in the U.S., assimilation advocates were 

“humanitarians” who “responded to a national outcry against publicized incidents of 

white injustice” (p. 9). Although assimilation policies were designed to eliminate 

established Native American cultural practices, for many U.S. lawmakers, assimilation 

policies reformed the federal government’s approval of genocidal violence towards 

Native nations. 

The Office of Indian Affairs, better known as the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), 

began to administer assimilation policies in 1824 (Szasz, 1999). The Bureau of Indian 

Affairs (BIA) attempted to coerce Native peoples to adopt Anglo-American cultural 

norms and relinquish independent systems of governance. From the 19th century to the 

present, the U.S. government has controlled Native American land, governance, and 

education through the Bureau of Indian Affairs. BIA control over land and education 

illustrate the colonial foundations of U.S.-Native American relations that continued to 

affect Native communities during Dunn’s tenure at the Santa Fe Indian School. Frank 

LaPena (Nomtipom Wintu) has described the role of the BIA in Native communities as 

follows: 
 
The alien, profane world has also violated the lives of Indians in the form of 
trusteeship of the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). 
The bureau serves two conflicting purposes. Because it is in the Interior 
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Department, the BIA is responsible for the environment and its uses on Indian 
lands, as well as for protecting the rights of Indian people. When choosing 
between safeguarding these rights or promoting the exploitation of the land, 
though, the BIA has usually allowed profit to take precedence over people. (p. 15) 

From privatizing land holdings, leasing mineral rights on behalf of Native communities, 

to attempting to impose Anglo-American agricultural practices onto Native American 

farmers, the U.S. government has consistently reinforced its own power in relationship to 

Native communities. For instance, after the BIA began holding Native land sale assets “in 

trust” for Native communities in the 19th century, it funneled those funds into the very 

enterprises that were responsible for eroding Native control over territory (Lui, 2006, p. 

47). Dunbar-Ortiz’s (2014) analysis of the BIA highlights the social inequities such 

investments reinforced, since “without Indigenous peoples’ consent,” the BIA “invested 

Indigenous funds in railroad companies and various municipal and state bonds” (p. 168). 

 The relationships that Native American families had with the U.S. government 

was foundational to the colonial dynamic intrinsic in BIA boarding schools like the Santa 

Fe Indian School. These relationships developed within the context of U.S. policies 

towards Indigenous peoples, often through BIA management of Native land rights and 

education. In the minds of many 19th century U.S. policy-makers, an “Indian’s system of 

values was expressed in the education of his children and in his attitude toward the land,” 

and if these values could be altered, “the Indian would then become like the white man” 

(Szasz, 1999, p. 8). Through its specific policies changed throughout the assimilation and 

Indian New Deal periods, BIA exerted U.S. control over Native communities through its 

administration of land rights, legal rights, and education. 
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ASSIMILATION-ERA POLICIES IN PRACTICE 

Assimilation policies of the late 19th and early 20th centuries included multiple 

pieces of legislation regarding Native peoples’ land rights, legal status, and education. 

The U.S. government began dismantling Native land rights in the 1870s and 1880s 

(Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). The 1871 Indian Appropriation Act, which eliminated the United 

States government’s legal recognition of Native communities, and the 1887 Allotment 

Act, or the Dawes Act, which abolished communal land rights for many Native nations, 

accelerated opportunities for U.S. capital accumulation in the West (Takaki, 2000). The 

Dawes Act of 1887 was one of the most significant pieces of legislation during the 

assimilation period, since its implementation profoundly affected Native American land 

use and education (Takaki, 2000; Szasz, 1999).  

According to Penny and Roberts (1999), the Dawes Act had far reaching effects: 

the legislation “intended to impose acculturating education, discourage traditional 

religious ceremonialism, and eliminate tribal principles of land tenure and replace them 

with the laws of private ownership” (p. 22). Although the legislation technically granted 

individual land rights to Native Americans, its cumulative effect stripped away vast land 

holdings from Native peoples. Under the Dawes Act, the U.S. government divided 

existing Native lands into individual tracts, after which the U.S. could sell remaining 

Native lands to non-Native entities. Furthermore, the U.S. government strongly favored 

patriarchal systems of land ownership. Native women who had been bequeathed land 

ownership within their own families often lost land rights under the U.S. system (Lui, 

2006).  

The Dawes Act had a devastating impact on Native land ownership. Over sixty 

percent of Native lands under the purview of the Dawes Act were transferred to Anglo-

American ownership between 1887 and 1934 (Takaki, 2000). The U.S. government 
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brokered the sale of 60 million acres, while Native American landowners sold 27 million 

acres in all, partially due to the difficulty of paying property taxes while simultaneously 

attempting to adopt European-style agriculture (Lui, 2006; Takaki, 2000). The Dawes Act 

typified the imperialist stance of the U.S. government toward Native peoples through 

simultaneously dismantling established cultural practices in Native communities and 

strengthening Anglo-American dominance in Native lands.  

In addition to converting Native territory into Anglo-style farms, the U.S. 

government intended to pressure Native communities into adopting Anglo-American 

culture. Therefore, a crucial aspect of assimilation policies included the establishment of 

formal education for Native American children. The Dawes Act went hand-in-hand with 

the establishment of BIA boarding schools. These federal boarding schools banned 

Indigenous languages, forced the adoption of Christian religion, and barred students from 

depicting their home lives in art (Szasz, 1999). The Carlisle Indian Industrial School, 

established by Captain Richard Henry Pratt in Pennsylvania in 1879, served as a model 

for later U.S. boarding schools, including the Santa Fe Indian School. Pratt’s infamous 

quote, “Kill the Indian and save the man” (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014, p. 151), was all too 

accurate in reflecting the goals of BIA boarding schools during the late 19th century. 

The Santa Fe Indian School, which opened in 1890, was one of twenty-five off-

reservation boarding schools built between 1880 and 1900. The school attempted to 

achieve assimilation through “order, discipline, punctuality, [and] self control,” with 

military-like drills (Hyer, 1990, p. 11). According to Penny and Roberts (1999), “the 

government policies that established the schools had been designed to indoctrinate 

Pueblo children with American ‘civilization’ and convert them into citizens” (p. 22). 

Thus, education policies of the assimilation era, rather than destroying Native nations via 

war, engaged in cultural genocide instead. After BIA boarding school students returned to 
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their families, they were frequently alienated from their own communities: “They often 

became subjects of ridicule….The training they had received had little or no application 

to reservation life” (Szasz, 1999). Despite the harsh methods of federal boarding schools, 

they did not seem effective even to their advocates. By the mid-1920s, Anglo-American 

reformers began to coalesce into activist groups, such as the Brookings Institution, in an 

attempt to influence U.S. lawmakers towards less extreme methods of educating Native 

American children (Szasz, 1999). 

 

REFORM: THE INDIAN NEW DEAL 

The Brookings Institution published The Problem of the Indian Administration in 

1928, which became known as the Meriam Report (Szasz, 1999). The Meriam Report 

finally prompted the U.S. government to address some of the egregious conditions found 

within government-run boarding schools, including malnutrition, overcrowding, lack of 

medical service, poorly trained teachers, and excessive student labor (Szasz, 1999). 

Further, the Meriam Report recommended that most non-reservation boarding schools 

become day schools, with an exception for specialized boarding schools that emphasized 

the “particular contribution each school might make to Indian progress through 

education” (Brookings Institution, 1928, pp. 404 - 405). The Santa Fe Indian School 

addressed the Meriam Report’s recommendations by becoming an specialized arts and 

crafts school for the entire Indian Service in 1932, the same year Dunn established the 

painting program there (Eldridge, 2001.) The Meriam Report also precipitated 

administrative changes in the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In 1929, U.S. President Herbert 

Hoover appointed a new BIA Commissioner: Charles J. Rhoads, whose reputation as a 

social reformer fit growing demands for political reform (Szasz, 1999). After President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt took office in 1933, he installed John Collier, a prominent 
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advocate for Native American rights, as Commissioner of the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

(Szasz, 1999). 

Reforms in the Bureau of Indian Affairs also reflected the concurrent U.S. 

Progressive Education movement, which emphasized unity between school and 

community (Szasz, 1999). Gritton (2000) has suggested that BIA educators included art 

education in BIA schools in order to promote compatibility between students’ schooling 

and home lives: “As emphasis came to be placed on returning the student to the Native 

community, rather than preparing him or her to ‘succeed’ in the non-Indian world, the 

arts began to appear in boarding school curricula” (p. 36). However, the incorporation of 

coursework related to Native communities did not displace the fundamentally Euro-

American pedagogy central to these boarding schools (Szasz, 1999).  

Significant political reforms went into effect during Dunn’s tenure at the Santa Fe 

Indian School. In addition to BIA education reform, the U.S. government began to 

reverse some political policies in regards to Native American nations. One of the most 

notable examples of Indian New Deal legislation was the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act 

(IRA). The legislation was billed as crucial to greater Native American self-

determination, since it extended Native communities certain political and economic 

opportunities, including the right to create corporations and to hire legal representation 

(Lui, 2006). In exchange for these economic and legal rights, the IRA included specific 

requirements for governmental organization of Native communities. In order to benefit 

from the IRA, Native nations had to pass a constitution, subject to the approval of the 

U.S. Secretary of the Interior, and separate religion and government (Lui, 2006). 

LaPena’s (1994) interpretation of the IRA points out that the legislation “gave Native 

American governments more autonomy, but undercut traditional leadership by organizing 

the tribal councils under a non-Indian model” (p. 18). In essence, the legislation required 
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Native peoples to model systems of governance on that of the United States. Although 

BIA reformers like John Collier believed that the Indian Reorganization Act was 

beneficial to Native communities, the legislation eroded Native sovereignty through its 

disruption of community governing models. Ultimately, the U.S. government continued 

to reinforce its control over Native communities under the banner of reform, whether 

through legal reform through the Indian Reorganization Act or through curricular 

changes in BIA schools. 

Notably, the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act affected several nations that had 

previously remained outside the purview of the 1887 Dawes Act. While the nations to 

which Dunn’s students belonged had all endured U.S. colonization, Pueblo communities 

had maintained a relatively high degree of autonomy from the U.S. government, by 

contrast to the physical violence perpetrated against Apache and Navajo (Diné) nations in 

the 19th century. Thus, the Indian Reorganization Act became emblematic of 20th century 

Anglo interference in Pueblo affairs.  

Among the Hopi, IRA legislation disrupted established roles of religious leaders, 

the Kikmongwi, by asking them to approve the Hopi tribal council (Lui, 2006). Lui 

(2006) has described this arrangement as “disastrous,” because the “Kikmongwi refused 

to certify tribal members, leading to the disbandment of the tribal council in 1943” (pp. 

57-58). New forms of government imposed through the IRA also consolidated power in 

tribal councils, ignoring “communal-based forms of Native government” and increasing 

the likelihood of “mismanagement of the tribe’s interests by their own tribal members” 

(Lui, 2006, p. 199). Thus, while the Indian New Deal movement ostensibly attempted to 

re-balance the scales of power between Native peoples and the U.S. government, its 

cornerstone, the Indian Reorganization Act, demonstrated the reformers’ underlying 

allegiances to Anglo-American cultural models.  
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The Indian New Deal reforms represented unprecedented legal recognition for 

Native Americans in the United States. Nevertheless, histories of violence and oppression 

towards Native peoples in the U.S. eroded the efficacy of the Indian New Deal. As 

demonstrated by the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act, resistance towards an oppressive 

regime, in this case and in many others, was ultimately co-opted by the state. Despite the 

seemingly contradictory goals of state oppression and state reform, both violence and 

accommodation served as deterrents against Native peoples’ independence from U.S. 

colonial rule in the 19th century. Indian New Deal reforms in BIA boarding schools may 

be understood as accommodation. Dunn and other Indian New Deal reformers worked 

against openly racist and violent U.S. government policies, but stopped short of 

challenging U.S. political control over Indigenous communities in North America.  

 

ANTHROPOLOGY, ART HISTORIES, AND ART MARKETS IN THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY 

In addition to the formal colonial mechanisms through which the U.S. 

government attempted to control Native communities, U.S. anthropologists and art 

collectors developed informal colonial arrangements with Native peoples in the 

Southwest. As the federal governments’ overt violence towards Native peoples subsided 

during the assimilation period, influential art critics and collectors began to promote 

Native art objects, which collectors believed reflected “primitive” cultures (Penney & 

Roberts, 1999, p. 27). Within the realm of fine arts, Europeans and Americans in the 

Modern Art movement began to appropriate art elements from non-European cultures. As 

noted by Eldridge (2001), these emerging influences helped to renegotiate mainstream 

U.S. perceptions of Indigenous art objects, as “from the 1880s to the 1920s modern artists 

and writers started incorporating primitivist ideas in their work, which prompted a shift 

from perceiving Indian arts as ethnographic curiosities to seeing them as art” (p. 321). 
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Bernstein (1995) has suggested that an increasing interest in Native arts among U.S. 

collectors and policy-makers in Native art likely influenced the inclusion of art in BIA 

boarding school curricula during the Indian New Deal period.  

Scholars often cite the 1931 Exposition of Indian Tribal Arts as a major factor in 

developing Anglo-American interest in supporting Native American artists (Eldridge, 

2001). According to Szasz (1999), the exhibition implicated the BIA in its failure to 

promote Native American cultural expressions:  
 
Response to the New York show indicated that white Americans had been almost 
totally unaware of the unique beauty of Indian art. Federal Indian policy, which 
had failed to recognize the merits not only of Indian art but of its culture as well, 
bore the major burden of this national ignorance. (p. 68) 

The growing popularity of Native American art, as demonstrated by the 1931 

Exposition, may have represented one strategy by which U.S. elites rearticulated a 

national identity in the face of a rapidly modernizing society. Mullin’s (2001) 

interpretation suggests that the Exposition helped wealthy art patrons asserted their vision 

of an American identity by “recasting carefully selected commodities, produced by ethnic 

and racial Others, as ‘art’” (p. 92). These collectors reflected a growing dissatisfaction 

with mainstream national culture among U.S. elites. For instance, in a 1934 issue of 

Indians At Work, a Bureau of Indian Affairs periodical, Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

John Collier lamented, “We—I mean our white world in this century—are a shattered 

race—psychically, religiously, socially and esthetically shattered, dismembered, 

directionless” (p. 9). Anglo-Americans could not become Indian, Collier lamented, but 

“may be helped through knowing them” (p. 10). Collier, along with like-minded Indian 

New Deal reformers, expressed concerned with problems caused by socioeconomic 

changes in the United States and voiced hope that redemption would be found within the 

cultures of Native peoples.  
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In the imaginations of U.S. elites in the early 20th century, Native American art 

seemed to reflect authentic qualities. As Dubin (2001) has pointed out, authenticity has 

divergent implications for Euro-American and Indigenous art objects. While “in the 

Western fine-arts market, attribution to a specific artist” determines an object’s 

authenticity, in markets oriented towards non-Western art, “authentic tribal objects are 

old and racially pure….And they are endowed with spiritual power because they have 

been used for premodern purposes” (Dubin, 2001, pp. 41 – 42). The notion of 

authenticity often arises in histories of the Southwest Native American art world. Penney 

(2004) has attributed the desire for spiritual authenticity in art to wealthy Anglo-

Americans disenchantment with a modern life seemingly infected “by the rancid and 

decaying culture of Europe” (p. 197). A corresponding demand for authentic art objects 

was integral to the development of the Santa Fe art market during the early 20th century. 

In response, the perceived authenticity of Native American art objects held a “commodity 

value” for U.S. collectors, since such objects served as “material representations of 

experience” for Anglo-American tourists in Santa Fe (Penney & Roberts, 1999, p. 23). 

Often, collectors judge Native American as authentic according to its “fidelity to 

traditional tribal forms and styles” (Dubin, 2001, p. 43). 

As U.S. markets for Native-made objects expanded, Anglo collectors, 

anthropologists, and educators began to influence, in many ways, the production of such 

objects. The classification of Native American material culture as art has been the subject 

of heated scholarly debate. Bernstein’s (1999) analysis claims that a historically 

European tendency to conceptualize objects as either artifacts or art fundamentally 

influenced the course of Native American art development in Santa Fe: 
 
Throughout this century ethnographic museums and art museums have developed 
fundamentally different modes of classification and exhibition. Objects collected 
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from non-European societies have been classified in two major categories: as 
(scientific) cultural artifacts or as (aesthetic) works of art. (p. 57) 

In Santa Fe, the groundwork for classifying Native-made objects as a fine art had 

developed throughout the 1910s and 1920s. According to Penny and Roberts (1999), the 

classification of Pueblo objects as fine art objects was important to “Anglo supporters of 

Pueblo sovereignty, such as it could be conceived by them,” because these supporters 

“promoted Pueblo art as a strategy in support of Pueblo cultural survival” (p. 22). Anglo-

American reformers often advocated for Native American art via patronage within the 

U.S. market economy, inviting Native artists to participate in—or, more starkly, to 

assimilate to—the U.S. art market. In response, “talented members of Pueblo 

communities refashioned themselves, as much as possible or desirable, into ‘artists’ in the 

Anglo understanding of the term,” thereby strategically negotiating emerging economic 

opportunities (Penney & Roberts, 1999, p. 22). When Dunn (1968) founded the Studio 

program in 1932, she, like the Anglo activists of the previous two decades, promoted 

market-based commoditization of Studio paintings by encouraging and facilitating sales 

of student artwork. 

Stylistically, the aesthetic lineage of Studio paintings created under Dunn owes a 

great deal to commissioned paintings that Native American artists in the Southwest 

produced for anthropologists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Smith, 1999). In 

the 1910s, the Director of the Museum of New Mexico, Edgar Hewett, began to 

commission depictions of community rituals, dances, and ceremonies. Hewett employed 

San Ildefonso artists Alfonso Roybal / Awa Tsireh, Crescencio Martinez, and Alfredo 

Montoya to assist in archeological work (Penney, 2004). Crescencio Martinez, after 

having “worked for the School of Research for years in its excavations,” began creating 

commissioned paintings for Hewett (1930, p 144). Hewett (1930) recounted that 

Martinez “one day announced that that he could paint the ceremonial figures of the 
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ceremonial dances, and “was at once commissioned to do so” (p. 144). These 

commissioned paintings seemed to serve more as ethnographic data than as an artistic 

expression. According to Penney’s (2004) analysis, Hewett “encouraged them to paint 

images of ceremonies and dances,” thereby influencing the content of the paintings (p. 

196). In this context, Hewett’s (1930) claim that artists like Martinez were “entirely free 

from white influence” seems extraordinarily naive or disingenuous (p. 144). Pueblo 

cultural isolation seems implausible given Hewett’s (1930) claim that anthropologists 

were in the midst of “an experiment” with the purpose of “testing the cultural vitality of 

the Pueblo Indians…in the Southwest for twenty years” (p. 146). In order to accomplish 

his goals, Hewett encouraged Pueblo art-making by commissioning art pieces. Hewett 

(1930) described the project as follows: 
 
Excellent work has been rewarded by approval and substantial remuneration. In 
painting, the recovery of a lost art has been accomplished. It ranks as the most 
noteworthy achievement of the Santa Fe program. Extensively practiced in 
ancient times, if we may depend on tradition, it had entirely disappeared. In its 
revival the young Indians above mentioned had the leading part. (pp. 147).1  

By Hewett’s (1930) own account, the production of Native American painting of New 

Mexico was driven by “substantial remuneration” (p. 147). Hewett (1930) claimed that 

Pueblo art reflected “hereditary talents” (146). Moreover, Hewett (1930) ascribed to a 

firmly racial understanding of culture, writing, “between us and the Indian is the racial 

chasm which no mind can quite bridge. No Caucasian will ever see with the eyes or think 

with the brain-cells of the Indian” (p. 28). Hewett’s characterization of Pueblo art implied 

that artistic talents were inherited, reinforcing his racialized concept of culture. Further, 

by claiming the commissioned pieces embodied an inherited culture, Hewett (1930) 

                                                
1 Here, the “Santa Fe program” refers to the activities of Hewett and his colleagues, not the SFIS arts and 
crafts program. The “young Indians above mentioned” were those whom Hewett had commissioned for 
paintings, including Crescencio Martinez, Alfonso Roybal / Awa Tsireh, and Fred Kabotie. 
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reinforced their perceived authenticity among potential collectors. However, because 

Anglo patrons like Hewett determined the market value of Native-made art objects, these 

works necessarily represented a departure from previously established art traditions 

among Native communities. 

Bernstein (1999) has described how these commissioned paintings reproduced an 

unequal social structure: “While the promoters insisted that the paintings and pottery they 

encouraged were infused with the high principles of art, they were nonetheless an 

invention and another means by which the non-Pueblo world appropriated Pueblo 

culture” (p. 58). Smith (1999) has posited that anthropologists and archeologists 

prompted a shift from community-centered art to individualistic studio paintings 

produced for sale, much like the paintings of Dunn’s Studio students. 

 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO COLONIAL HISTORIES 

Critical theorist and literary critic Mary Louise Pratt has analyzed ways in which 

historical texts reveal colonial relationships between Europeans and Indigenous peoples 

in Africa and the Americas. Pratt’s interpretive approaches lend themselves to U.S. 

colonization in North America, as indicated by David Penney’s (2004) adaptation of 

Pratt’s concepts. Penney’s (2004) art history text, North American Indian Art, draws 

parallels between the ideologies of 20th-century U.S. anthropologists like Edgar Hewett 

and those of the colonial Europeans critiqued in Pratt’s work. This study follows 

Penney’s (2004) lead by adapting some of the methods employed in Pratt’s literary 

analyses, particularly Pratt’s concept of the anti-conquest and autoethnography. 

Pratt’s (1992) work examines several strategies by which colonizing writers 

engage in the anti-conquest, promoting “a utopian, innocent vision of European global 

authority” (p. 39). Pratt’s (1992) analysis asserts that when colonial European powers 
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perceived that African communities had “acquired the status of a conquered people,” 

Europeans began to view African people “not as vicious savages, but in a new 

sentimental stereotype, as benign, ingenuous, childlike victims” (p. 64). Adapting Pratt’s 

(1992) analysis to the U.S. colonial project in North America, Anglo-American support 

of Native American art may have gained traction in 20th century reform movements 

because the U.S. government had secured its hegemony so completely during through its 

territorial wars and assimilation policies of 19th century. 

According to Pratt (1992), European ethnographic accounts often push specific 

times, places, and individuals into generalized abstractions. These anti-conquest narrators 

create accounts that ignore historical specificity support “colonial appropriation,” even 

when the writer “rejects the rhetoric, and probably the practice, of conquest and 

subjugation” (Pratt, 1992, p. 53). According to Pratt (1992), such writers also blur the 

specificity of individuals:  
 
The initial ethnographic gesture is the one that homogenizes the people to be 
subjected...into a collective they, which distills down even further into an iconic 
he (= the standard adult male specimen). This abstracted he/they is the subject of 
verbs in a timeless present tense. (p. 64).  

By ignoring the specificity of the circumstances and the individuality of colonized 

peoples, anti-conquest writers promote a sense of timelessness, obscuring the historical 

specificity of events leading to European colonization. 

Pratt’s (2007) critique of European portrayals of Indigenous peoples interrogates 

ethnocentric biases within such texts. Pratt (2007) analyzes a text authored by Peter Kolb 

in the early 18th century, highlighting the Eurocentric justification through which Kolb 

presented a particular narrative of the Khoikhoi people in the Cape for a European 

audience. Kolb’s account presented an ostensibly sympathetic portrayal of Khoikhoi 

people by demonstrating that they were “full-fledged anthropological beings in European 
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terms,” who could “be described in terms...through which Europeans recognize other 

societies as real and human: religions, government, laws, professions, and so on” (Pratt, 

1992, p. 44). This textual “commensurability,” Pratt (1992) argues, does not demonstrate 

cultural equality, but rather, “uses European categories to vindicate (to other Europeans) 

that the Khoikhoi are fully human,” which Kolb believed was possible only by 

“assimilating them to European cultural paradigms” (p. 44). Pratt’s concept of 

commensurability suggests methods for a closer examination of the ways in which 

Dunn’s writing, and those of her contemporaries, categorized Native American 

communities’ lives in Anglo-American terms. 

Pratt’s (1992) tools for analysis also apply to Studio students and the paintings 

they produced. Scholars have wrestled with the degree to which Studio paintings 

reflected Dunn’s instruction or the creative control of Studio students.  In considering that 

question, writings authored by anthropologist Reed-Danahay (1997), art historian Penney 

(2004), and Pratt (1992) offer compatible tools of analysis. Reed-Danahay (1997) defines 

autoethnography as “a form of self-narrative that places the self within a social context. It 

is both a method and a text, as in the case of ethnography” (p. 9). While autoethnography 

includes diverse practices of representation, this study refers to autoethnography within a 

colonial context, adapted from the writings of Pratt (1992) and Penney (2004).  

Pratt (1992) has defined autoethnography as “instances in which colonized 

subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer’s own 

terms” (p. 7). Pratt’s approach to autoethnography highlights the agency of colonized 

communities, since self-representation may provide an alternative narrative to hegemonic 

cultural knowledge. According to Penney (2004), anthropologists like Edgar Hewett 

“sponsored the artistically talented San Ildefonso residents to engage in a kind of visual 

auto-ethnography” when Hewett commissioned paintings from artists in the 1910s. As 
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visual autoethnographies, such paintings represented a strategic engagement with Anglo 

sponsors, serving as opportunities for Native American artists to “re-cast representations 

of identity for purposes best suited to them” (Penney, 2004, p. 194). Supported by Penney 

and Roberts (1999) and Penney (2004), Pratt’s definition of autoethnography supports the 

construction of nuanced examinations of economic and social relationships between 

Anglo patrons and Native American artists. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This review of literature has summarized some of the major historical 

developments that likely influenced the environment of Dorothy Dunn’s Studio at the 

Santa Fe Indian School. Dunn’s students belonged to a diverse range of Native 

communities, but each community had its own history of colonial conflict with the U.S. 

government. Dunn’s employment as a teacher at the Santa Fe Indian School was only 

possible through U.S. invasion of Native territories in the 19th century. Although Dunn’s 

stance as a reformer was a reaction against U.S. violence, her understanding of Native art 

and economic survival of Native communities supported a form of social colonialism. 

Dunn, along with fellow Anglo reformers, art collectors, and anthropologists, sought to 

support Native artists in the Southwest through incorporating them into a hegemonic U.S. 

economy.  

My research into historical documents indicates that both the formalized 

mechanisms of colonialism enacted by the U.S. government and the informal influences 

of Anglo reformers in the Southwest infused the Santa Fe Indian School and Dunn’s 

pedagogy. Due to this colonial context, my analysis of the Studio draws from critical 

approaches offered by Mary Louise Pratt (1992), including her analyses of anti-conquest 
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strategies and autoethnographic texts. In the following chapter, I describe the research 

methodology I developed for this study. Chapters 4 and 5 synthesize the historical 

contexts discussed in this literature review with the evidence from my research. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The first two chapters of this thesis provide an overview of the study and present 

historical contexts for Dorothy Dunn’s teaching practice at the Santa Fe Indian School. 

This chapter describes the research methodology developed for this study, including my 

approach to historical research, data collection methods, analysis, and interpretive 

frameworks. This chapter opens with a broad discussion of concepts drawn from 

historical and educational research literature and narrows to specific methods tailored to 

the study. The first section describes the overarching principles that drive this 

investigation and the selection of research methods utilized in this study. Next, the 

chapter provides an account of my experience in examining archival materials, detailing 

the most specific, idiosyncratic aspects of my research. Last, the chapter provides an 

overview of analytical and interpretive methods adapted for this study. These methods 

incorporate scholarship from a variety of fields, including anthropology, postcolonial 

theory, and literary criticism. 

 

CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

In constructing a research methodology, I began with broad texts related to 

educational and qualitative research. I also turned to literature devoted specifically to 

historical research in education and to archival research. As I consulted literature in 

multiple fields to construct a methodology for this study, I found that two foundational 

concepts emerged: the interdisciplinarity of history inquiry and historical subjectivity. 

These concepts serve as central principles throughout my investigation of Dunn’s Studio. 

For instance, the data collection methods used in the study incorporate strategies from 



 35 

multiple disciplines, and interpretive frameworks discussed in this chapter adapt concepts 

from outside art education history. Historical subjectivity is also central to this work, both 

my examination of Dunn as an individual whose pedagogy must be situated within 

specific historical and geographic locations, and of my own position as a historian 

responding to trends in history writing that value subjectivity and context. 

 

INTERDISCIPLINARITY IN HISTORY WRITING 

This study incorporates historical research methods from multiple disciplines and 

approaches. In developing research methods, I adapted investigative strategies, analytical 

frameworks, and interpretations from education, literary criticism, art history, and 

anthropology, among others. As discussed by Stankiewicz, Amburgy, and Bolin (2004), 

historical research is appropriate for interdisciplinary strategies in order to support 

contextual and interpretive depth: “More than other research methods, historical research 

benefits from interdisciplinarity….These secondary sources can fund more 

comprehensive interpretations of primary source material or be mined for suggestive 

topics” (pp. 48 - 49). According to Bogdan and Biklen (2003), interdisciplinarity in 

education history is so integral that these historians may be termed transdisciplinary: 

“They are not combining two or more sets of disciplinary techniques and conventions; 

they have different concerns, they write for different audiences and they produce a new 

form of scholarship” (p. 72). The centrality of interdisciplinary practices in art education 

history is evident in this study’s adaptation of evaluative and interpretive practices from 

multiple disciplines to develop methods that fit best with the research question and 

available data. This study combines practices, information, and critical frameworks from 

a number of fields. I incorporate data analysis practices from qualitative research 

literature; contextual knowledge from art education history, educational history, and 



 36 

anthropology; and interpretive frameworks from postcolonial theory, anti-colonial 

scholarship, and literary criticism. 

 

SUBJECTIVITY IN HISTORY WRITING 

This study reflects the contexts and ideological influences of contemporary art 

education history writing, particularly through my interest in contextual specificity and 

the subjectivity of historical research. I focus on developing an understanding of Dorothy 

Dunn’s teaching practice at the Studio within the social, educational, and political 

climates of its time, a type of analysis that has become increasingly important in art 

education history. According to Chalmers (2004), art education histories have become 

interested in the historical specificity of their topics: “Now art education histories are 

presented more as attempts to understand what really happened within wider ideological 

and social contexts” (p. 13). Bolin (2000) underscores the changing nature of historical 

researched by pointing out that while “traditional historians often viewed their work as 

the gathering of and presentation of ‘facts’ about the past….Today, historians view their 

work as much more fluid and subjective” (p. 2). In developing a study that emphasizes 

historical context, I also consider the role of my own time and place in situating this 

work. The history I write reflects my cultural biases and values, just as Dunn’s work in 

the Studio reflected her cultural context. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Kaestle’s (1988) characterization of the murky nature of historical research 

became increasingly poignant throughout my work on this study: “There is no single, 

definable method of inquiry, and important historical generalizations are rarely beyond 



 37 

dispute. Rather they are the result of an interaction between fragmentary evidence and the 

values and experiences of the historian” (p. 61). My research methods developed slowly, 

emerging from my own scholarly interests and from the historical evidence I collected. 

As I examined and analyzed materials in the Kramer archives, I incorporated data 

collection methods suggested by Gaillet (2010) and analytical methods adapted from 

Martella, Nelson, and Marchand-Martella (1999). While I wanted to develop as much 

background knowledge as possible before conducting my own archival research, I 

refrained from overt interpretation until I began to analyze the data from primary sources. 

The historical investigation methods used in my study include reciprocal cycles of 

discovery of historical data, analysis, interpretation, and rediscovery of data. As I 

analyzed data, I observed themes that emerged and returned to archival data to 

corroborate my initial observations. In conducting analysis and interpretation, I identified 

interpretive frameworks that correspond with my own position as a researcher and with 

the content of historical documents, returning to the data analysis with new tools for 

interpretation. 

  

ARCHIVAL RESEARCH PREPARATION 

I began developing a foundation for this study in late 2014, collecting information 

and critical responses to Dunn’s Studio practice. Published research authored by Hahn 

(2011) and Bernstein and Rushing (1995) led me to the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives at 

the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe, New Mexico. I first traveled to Santa Fe in 

March 2015, when I located the Laboratory of Anthropology at the Museum of Indian 

Arts and Culture and the Santa Fe Indian School. Over the summer of 2015, I began 

corresponding with the Laboratory of Anthropology archivist Diane Bird, who proved to 

be an invaluable help in my archival research. Diane and I decided to meet during the 
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second week of September, when I planned to gather the majority of the archival data 

utilized in my study. Bird sent me a finding guide for the collection, with short 

descriptions of each box and file within the archive. 

Before I embarked on the trip to Santa Fe, I developed a plan for locating the 

materials I suspected would be most relevant to my topic, hoping to collect sufficient data 

within limited time constraints. I considered Gaillet’s (2010) question for the student 

researcher: “When approaching an archive, what you do think or hope you will find?” (p. 

35). I returned to my central research question, reviewed the information I had already 

gathered, and developed specific questions related to the Kramer archives. For instance, 

multiple scholars had referred to the Meriam Report of 1928 as a driving force for the 

inclusion of art education in federal boarding schools like the Santa Fe Indian school. I 

wondered if the archives would indicate how Dunn viewed reforms in the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs. More generally, I wanted to find evidence for any individuals, groups, or 

institutions that may have played a part in shaping Dunn’s pedagogy at the Santa Fe 

Indian School. Much of the literature I read before my visit mentioned the importance of 

anthropologists like Edgar Hewett and Kenneth Chapman in the Santa Fe art market, and 

I wondered if those individuals might have been important to Dunn’s teaching as well. I 

also wanted to find evidence of the methods by which Dunn taught painting and how she 

related to her students. 

After identifying some specific goals for archival investigation, I returned to 

scholarly literature on Dunn, particularly works that referred to the Dorothy Dunn 

Kramer archives. I found that Bernstein and Rushing (1995), Bernstein (1999), and 

Hahn’s (2011) writings were useful signposts in my preparation for archival research. 

Hahn’s (2011) dissertation proved especially helpful in my preparation, since it included 

a fairly thorough documentation of letters she discovered in the Kramer archives. I 
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looked through those files in the Kramer archives that had been cited by previous writers, 

and recorded references to files that seemed to correspond with Dunn’s Studio years. In 

accordance with Gaillet’s (2010) recommendations for archival research, I looked 

through the finding guide for the Kramer archives, cross-referencing the guide with the 

files I had already identified as important. 

 

RESEARCH AT THE LABORATORY OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

When I arrived at the Laboratory of Anthropology on September 8, 2015, Diane 

Bird and I talked about the goals of my research project. Bird is very familiar with the 

content of the Kramer archives, which fill 23 boxes in all. Demonstrating both her 

expertise and generosity, Bird directed me to specific boxes related Dunn’s Studio years. 

Bird also oriented me to the archive usage practices and assisted me in accessing 

additional institutional resources, such as the Library of Anthropology library. The 

archivist shared her knowledge of previous researchers of the archives, including Bruce 

Bernstein. Bernstein was kind enough to lend me some advice via email. Bernstein 

assured me that the Kramer archives encompass the most comprehensive collection of 

Dunn’s personal documents, and he recommended particular external sources as well 

(personal communication, September 10, 2015).  

My first day at the Kramer archives served as a broad orientation. In my initial 

encounter with the archival materials, I carefully examined every scrap of paper. Doing 

so, I felt somewhat overwhelmed by the sheer number of materials I encountered in just a 

few boxes. As I grew increasingly comfortable with Dunn’s organization, I became more 

efficient in selecting files and documents that related specifically to the Santa Fe Indian 

School. After the first day, I refrained from reading some of the fascinating letters, 
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writings, and photographs from Dunn’s time after her work at Santa Fe Indian School, 

focusing more specifically on the Studio. 

The files I examined on the first day began to give me a sense of the archives as a 

whole. Archivist Diane Bird informed me that the Kramer documents are organized 

according to the way in which they came in upon Dunn’s bequest. Thus, the materials are 

arranged according to Dunn’s personal preferences, rather than those of scholarly 

researchers. Although the somewhat chaotic organization of the archives proved 

challenging in terms of locating specific types of materials, the organization of Dunn’s 

materials also revealed certain aspects of her thinking. Ultimately, the idiosyncrasies of 

the Kramer archives became data in my study. For instance, Dunn arranged many 

documents according to particular themes, rather than chronologically, so file names 

sometimes revealed Dunn’s perspective on the materials. Several photocopies of 

particular documents appear in various files and boxes, and I discovered multiple 

iterations of document drafts throughout the archives. These repetitions and revisions 

indicate that Dunn’s descriptions of the Studio remained remarkably similar throughout 

her life. In turn, Dunn’s narrative consistency supports my inclusion of her later written 

works in the study. 

 

ARCHIVAL DATA COLLECTION AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 

Throughout my work in the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives, I recorded my data 

collection in a notebook dedicated to the project, writing the date, the box number, file 

number, and description of each file. In order to narrow my focus within the myriad 

documents in the Kramer archives, I developed preliminary analytical methods. 

Accordingly, the initial iteration of my data analysis occurred within the archives 

themselves, and dealt primarily with the relevance of particular items to my study. After 
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each of my three working days in the archives, I wrote down reflections on themes and 

new questions that had emerged throughout the day. I also reviewed previous 

researchers’ work to compare their analyses with my own impressions of the archives. 

These informal methods of data analysis supported the efficacy of my data collection, as I 

focused on particular documents by considering their content, date of origin, authorship, 

and intended audience.  

Most importantly, I marked particular documents, photos, and drawings for 

photocopying based on the relevancy of their content to Dunn’s work in the Studio 

painting program from 1932 to 1937. Dunn’s personal notes on daily Studio activities, for 

instance, fell into this category. As well, I selected documents related to the institutional 

context for the Studio, such as official and personal correspondence documents that 

discussed the place of the Studio as a department of the Santa Fe Indian School. 

Additional documents chosen for further study include correspondence, manuscripts, and 

notes indicating Dunn’s perspective on Native American art, both within and outside the 

Studio. By the conclusion of my visit, I had identified over 45 documents related to the 

Studio, which archivist Diane Bird photocopied with identifying file numbers.  

 

ARCHIVAL DATA ANALYSIS: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CRITICISM 

After returning to Austin, Texas, I scanned and saved archival documents as 

digital files. First, I grouped the materials in accordance with the guidelines set out by 

Bogdan and Biklen (2010): diaries, personal letters, official internal documents, official 

external communication, and photographs. These initial groupings indicated that official 

internal documents, comprised the majority of the textual evidence I had collected, 

followed by official external communications and personal diaries. Next, I devised more 

specific, idiosyncratic categories for the collected documents, including official BIA 
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correspondence, professional correspondence, Studio teaching materials, and personal 

notes. Archival document dates, types, and file locations are listed in the Appendix. 

Sorting the documents according to these study-specific groupings proved useful 

for the next step of data analysis, in which I incorporated methods for external and 

internal criticism as described by Martella, et al. (1999). External criticism relates to the 

authenticity of the documents, e.g., whether or not the documents were original or copies 

(Martella, et al., 1999). In terms of external criticism, most all documents in the Kramer 

archives appear to be genuinely authored by Dunn or the individual to whom the 

document was attributed. Criteria for internal criticism, which have to do with the 

accuracy of information in the documents, function as methods for selection of material 

and for analysis of those materials (Martella, et al., 1999). Considering internal criticism, 

I inspected archival documents to verify the basic information of Dunn’s time at the 

Studio, including the circumstances of her hiring, major aspects of her work, and Dunn’s 

departure from the Santa Fe Indian School. Corroborating documents consist primarily of 

official correspondence from Indian Service administrators. By contrast, verifying the 

environment and course content of the Studio is a more complex process. In this case, 

internal criticism, which considers the biases, expertise, and subjective distance of the 

author, assisted me in piecing together various descriptions of how Dunn’s Studio looked, 

sounded, and felt on a daily basis. 

 

ADDITIONAL PRIMARY SOURCES 

In addition to documents copied from the Kramer archives, this study 

incorporated data from sources referenced by or closely related to the archives. For 

example, the Kramer archives included scraps of other publications, such as articles from 

Indians at Work. I found these periodicals in more complete form in the Laboratory of 
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Anthropology library and from online sources, such as the Smithsonian Institution. In 

keeping with Gaillet’s (2010) advice to “couch both archival materials and your 

analyses/stories within political, social economic, educational, religious, or institutional 

histories of the time” (p. 35), my data includes primary source materials related to the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs and U.S. policies towards Native peoples during Dunn’s Studio 

years. I searched online databases managed by the Smithsonian Institution and the 

Library of Congress to collect digital files of federal documents such as the 1928 Meriam 

Report and the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act. As well, both the Smithsonian Institution 

and Library of Congress hold online archives with photographs of schools throughout the 

Indian Service before and during the 1930s, which served as points of comparison for 

photos of the Santa Fe Indian School.   

Non-archival primary sources for this study also encompass Dunn’s published 

works, such as her major art history text, American Indian Painting of the Southwest and 

Plains Areas (1968). This work provides Dunn’s (1968) firsthand account of her teaching 

in the Studio. Scholars, including Hahn (2011) and Eldridge (2001), treat Dunn’s book as 

an important part of their analyses. I also include Dunn’s published articles and 

contributions to exhibition catalogues as primary sources. While the documents in the 

Kramer archives are the focus of my analysis and interpretation, primary sources outside 

the archives build context for Dunn’s teaching practice in the Studio, whether in terms of 

national reform, such as with the Indian Reorganization Act, or in terms of Dunn’s 

personal views revealed through decades of her writing. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION: CRITICAL METHODS 

Elder, Pavalko, and Clipp (1993) indicate that historical research “includes two 

interactive operations: reformulating questions and models to provide a better fit with 
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given data and recasting data to provide a better fit with questions and analytic models. 

Typically these adjustments occur concurrently” (p. 23). My experience reflected these 

reciprocal cycles of data analysis and interpretation throughout several iterations. I 

considered, discarded, and adapted multiple critical frameworks to develop my own 

interpretations. Most broadly, scholars in anthropology, history, and ethnic studies shaped 

my approach to understanding the ways in which formal institutions of learning reinforce 

dominant cultural norms. Postcolonial criticism influences my interpretation, as this study 

focuses on Dunn, an employee of a colonial United States government, and Studio 

students, members of colonized communities. In my examination of colonial 

relationships, I borrow strategies from postcolonial history writing, “an enterprise for 

democratizing history and thereby rendering the notion of historical truth more complex” 

(Majumdar, 2010, p. 57). However, anti-colonial and Indigenous Studies scholars inform 

my skepticism of postcolonial theory, critiquing the tendency of postcolonial scholars to 

assume an “impassive posture to accompany its emphasis on ambivalence, ambiguity, 

and complicity” (Pratt, 2004, p. 451).  

Literary critic Mary Louise Pratt's (1992) literary criticism is particularly relevant 

to interpreting Dunn's written work related to the Studio. In describing Dunn’s Anglo 

counterparts in Santa Fe, Penney and Roberts (1999) incorporate Mary Louise Pratt’s 

concept of “anti-conquest,” which are “the strategies whereby European bourgeois 

subjects seek to secure their innocence in the same moment they assert European 

hegemony’” (p. 22). Many of Pratt’s anti-conquest strategies apply to Dunn’s writing; 

these include ahistorical descriptions of Indigenous people, the writer’s denial of 

authority, and universalizing groups by using general terms. Anti-conquest writing 

employs ahistorical and universalizing language to describe non-Europeans, glossing 

over changes in Indigenous communities as a result of colonization, which results in the 
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colonized groups being “taken out of economy, culture, and history” (Pratt, 1992, p. 53). 

My analysis of Dunn’s writing finds that she, like the anti-conquest writers Pratt 

describes, frequently employed abstract, universalizing language to discuss Native 

American artists. Anti-conquest writing also protects the innocence of the narrator, “the 

self-effacing protagonist” who “is often surrounded by an aura not of authority, but of 

innocence and vulnerability” (p. 55). Similarly, Dunn’s frequent denial of authority 

became increasingly conspicuous as I worked through my historical analysis and 

interpretation. 

In order to describe and interpret the visual qualities of paintings completed under 

Dunn’s direction in the Studio program, I examined critical responses to the paintings, 

particularly in the writings of Bernstein (1995) and Penney (2004). Although 

autoethnography no doubt does encompass all meanings produced by paintings in the 

Studio, interpreting the paintings as autoethnography allows room for both understanding 

Dunn’s role as an authoritative representative of a colonial group and for honoring Studio 

students’ agency as artists and individuals. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter described central principles of my study: interdisciplinarity, as 

indicated by the diverse fields from which my research methods borrow, and subjectivity, 

which leads to my emphasis on Dunn’s specific historical context, as well as my own. 

Building on those concepts, I outline my methods for data collection and analysis, as well 

as critical frameworks I adapted to analyze and interpret historical data. In the following 

chapter, I provide a detailed account of selected archival materials and additional primary 

sources. Chapter 5 interprets historical data, incorporating the historical contexts 
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provided in Chapter 2, interpretive methods described in Chapter 3, and critical responses 

to Dunn’s Studio. 
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Chapter 4: The Studio in Flux 

INTRODUCTION TO HISTORICAL DATA 

This chapter discusses historical data related to Dorothy Dunn’s Studio painting 

program at the Santa Fe Indian School. The first section examines the contradictions 

found within factual data related to the study and my approach to constructing a plausible 

history of Dunn’s experiences and practices as the Studio director. Next, the chapter 

provides an account of Dunn’s institutional role as a Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 

employee. The final section of this chapter discusses Dunn’s core beliefs and practices as 

the Studio director. The historical data examined in this chapter includes documents 

found in the Dorothy Dunn Kramer collection at the Laboratory of Anthropology 

Archives in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Rather than cite each archival document individually 

in the text, footnotes indicate the file locations for each group of documents. The 

Appendix includes a complete list of the dates, types, and file locations of archival 

documents. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS: RECONSTRUCTING THE STUDIO 

    This historical analysis of Dunn’s tenure at the Santa Fe Indian School draws 

on archival evidence to confirm, refine, or qualify previously published accounts. Several 

previous scholars, such as Eldridge (2001) and Hahn (2011), have closely attended to the 

information provided in Dunn’s (1968) major published work, Indian American Painting 

of the Southwest and Plains Areas. Dunn finalized Indian American Painting in the 

1960s, well after departing from the Santa Fe Indian School Studio in 1937, and 

understandably, some of the autobiographical information included in the book does not 

completely match details from papers in the Kramer archives. Because I privilege the 
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archival documents concurrent with Dunn’s time in the Studio as the most accurate 

sources of information, the narrative presented in this chapter deviates slightly from 

Dunn’s 1968 book. In keeping with the criteria of internal criticism (Martella, et al., 

1999), I consider archival documents from the 1930s to be most central to my research. I 

reference Dunn’s writings published in the 1960s to corroborate earlier documents and to 

fill in gaps in relevant information. Most divergences between my account and those of 

prior historians are minor, but I note a few examples here to illustrate the method by 

which I constructed a historical narrative in the face of conflicting information. 

Occasional incongruities emerge between archival data and Dunn’s own 

descriptions of her work as a BIA employee. For instance, Dunn (1968) wrote that she 

was a second-grade teacher in her first BIA position, but her BIA 1928 appointment letter 

stated that her title was “Teacher (Grade 6).”2 Dunn (1968) also wrote that she taught 

fifth grade during her first year at the Santa Fe Indian School, rather than seventh grade, 

as indicated on a 1933 BIA reassignment letter. The circumstances of Dunn’s hiring at 

the Santa Fe Indian School are also somewhat unclear. In order to open the Studio, Dunn 

(1960b) claimed that she had personally traveled to Santa Fe in the summer of 1932, 

convincing Superintendent Chester E. Faris to hire her officially as a “laborer,” but 

unofficially “to study Indian painting and…to assist in its creative development by Indian 

students” (p. 2). Some aspects of Dunn’s account seem to be at odds with other sources. 

The timeline Dunn provided in the 1960s seems improbable, since Dunn’s personal 

journal from 1932 states that she arrived in Santa Fe only two weeks before she began 

teaching. Correspondence in the Kramer archives indicates that Rose Brandt, BIA 

Supervisor of Elementary Education, engineered Dunn’s employment in Santa Fe during 

the spring of 1932. Dunn may have interviewed with Faris, but Brandt, as a higher-

                                                
2 All of the BIA assignment letters referred to in this section are located in file 93.DDK.160. 
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ranking administrator, likely played a more important role in hiring Dunn. In addition, 

letters from Brandt and the BIA Division of Appointments indicate that Dunn was hired 

as a “Teacher, Elementary, Grade 7” during her first year at the Santa Fe Indian School, 

conflicting with Dunn’s (1968) claim that she was hired as a laborer. Since decades had 

passed between Dunn’s time at the Studio and the publication of her book, perhaps Dunn 

simply misremembered some of these details. Alternately, the BIA letters may have been 

inaccurate, due perhaps to clerical errors or to the difficulty of efficient communication 

between BIA headquarters in Washington, DC, and New Mexico.  

Another factual discrepancy between archival evidence and Dunn’s published 

accounts includes her description of an employment proposal that she sent to BIA 

Director of Education Carson Ryan in 1932. Dunn (1968) wrote that by 1932, “a plan for 

a painting studio at Santa Fe had been in the making for four years….The plan had been 

proposed to the director of Indian education the year before” (p. 250). Dunn’s 1968 

description of “the plan” was somewhat inaccurate, as the 1932 proposal was not specific 

to the Santa Fe Indian School or even to painting. Rather, Dunn had proposed a traveling 

research position, encompassing multiple arts and crafts media. Writing in the 1960s, 

perhaps Dunn intended her retrospective characterization of the proposal to support a 

more cohesive narrative. Alternately, Dunn may have viewed the proposal as part and 

parcel of her later Studio practice, since Dunn’s original description of herself and her 

source materials remained consistent throughout her career at the Santa Fe Indian School.  

As outlined in this section, most factual differences between my written history of 

Dunn’s Studio and previously published accounts may be attributed to the fact that 

several scholars have privileged Dunn’s published work, while the narrative presented in 

this chapter draws primarily from archival documents. As well, individual scholars 

simply place more stock in some sources of information over others. For instance, based 
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on the documents I found in the archives, I contend that Dunn likely graduated from the 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC). However, historian Milanne Hahn (2011) 

presented plausible evidence that the SAIC never granted a degree to Dunn. Variations 

such as these underscore the complexity and subjectivity of historical research. Despite 

these minor differences, I found that evidence from the Kramer archives support most the 

major factual claims made in Dunn’s own published work and those of prior scholars. By 

presenting a historical narrative closely tied to Dunn’s papers from the 1930s, I highlight 

the aspects of Dunn’s core beliefs and teaching practices that may have been overlooked 

in previous accounts of her work at the Santa Fe Indian School. 

 

DUNN’S EARLY CAREER 

    By the time Dunn began teaching at the Santa Fe Indian School in 1932, she 

already had several years of instructional experience as a general classroom teacher. 

After Dunn graduated from Decatur High School in Kansas in 1921,3 she completed a 

year of training at Iowa State Teachers College (Bernstein, 1995). School publications in 

the Kramer archives indicate that Dunn served as a general classroom teacher with fifth, 

sixth, and seventh grade students in Iowa schools during the 1920s.4 During the late 

1920s and early 1930s, Dunn apparently traveled between the Midwest and the 

Southwest with some frequency, alternately attending college in Chicago and teaching at 

BIA schools in New Mexico. In Illinois, Dunn attended the School of the Art Institute of 

Chicago (SAIC) and the University of Chicago sporadically between 1928 and 1932 

(Hahn, 2011), and she likely graduated from the SAIC in 1933.5 In New Mexico, Dunn 

served as a classroom teacher at the Santo Domingo Pueblo Day School in New Mexico 
                                                
3 1921 Decatur High School commencement program, in file 93.DDK117 
4 “Miles Consolidated School” yearbook and “Albion High School” booklet in file 93DDK.118. 
5 1933 SAIC Convocation program with Dunn’s notation, “D. Dunn’s graduation” in file 93DDK.123. 
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from 1928 to 1930. Letters exchanged between Dunn and Margaret McKittrick of the 

New Mexico Association on Indian Affairs (NMAIA) indicate that Dunn steered her 

curriculum towards art-making, and submitted student work to NMAIA exhibits.6  In the 

1930 - 1931 school year, Dunn taught at the San Juan Boarding School in Shiprock, New 

Mexico, a Navajo (Diné) community.7 McKittrick’s continued correspondence with 

Dunn suggests that Dunn continued to integrate art-making into the general classroom at 

San Juan and presented her students’ creative work in an unpublished book. Although 

Dunn returned to Chicago to continue college coursework in 1931, she continued to 

correspond with the Bureau of Indian Affairs. BIA supervisor Edna Groves suggested 

that Dunn apply for an arts and crafts teacher position at the Haskell Institute in Kansas in 

the November 1931. Groves wrote that the departing art teacher, Mabel Morrow, 

suggested that Groves extend an offer for the position to Dunn. However, Dunn 

apparently declined to apply for the position (Bernstein, 1995). Although scholars have 

suggested various reasons for Dunn’s reluctance to join Haskell, perhaps her decision to 

turn down the Haskell job was simply a matter of timing, since Dunn was enrolled in 

college courses in Chicago at the time. 

The following March, Dunn wrote directly to BIA Director of Education Carson 

Ryan, proposing that Ryan create a unique teaching position for Dunn. Dunn’s plan 

seems to have been visiting Pueblo schools near Santa Fe “to do some experimental work 

in Indian art.”8 Dunn’s proposal, titled “A Plan for Research in American Indian Art,” 

indicates that she hoped to collaborate with other BIA teachers in developing art 

programs in various schools. Her list of qualifications included personal experiences, 

                                                
6 All of the letters referenced in this chapter are located in file 93.DDK.160 unless otherwise noted. 
7 See the 1931 “Directory of the Alumni of the Decatur County High School and Oberlin High School,” in 
file 93DDK.117. 
8 Dunn’s proposal “A Plan for Research in American Indian Art,” attachment to March 1932 letter to 
Carson in file 93DDK.160. 
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such as living in Santo Domingo, driving in the Southwest, and attending Pueblo 

ceremonies; her educational background, including studying under Kenneth Chapman at 

the Laboratory of Anthropology and “three years fine arts at the Chicago Art Institute,” 

“two years teacher training at the Art Institute and the University of Chicago,” and her 

professional experience as a classroom teacher. 

A few weeks after Dunn sent the letter to Ryan, the BIA Supervisor of 

Elementary Education, Rose K. Brandt, replied to Dunn’s proposal. Brandt wrote, “it will 

not be possible for us to assign you as a teacher of art in the pueblo schools at this time. It 

is, however, very probably that vacancies in art positions will occur before next 

September.” In July 1932, Brandt wrote again, extending three employment options to 

Dunn. All were classroom teacher positions in Pueblo schools, located in Tesuque, Santa 

Fe, or San Juan. The position at Santa Fe, however, included the possibility for Dunn to 

teach art, as indicated in Brandt’s description: 
 
2nd. An intermediate grade position in the Santa Fe Boarding School. There will 
be no children at Santa Fe next year below the fourth grade. It is just possible that 
we might be able to suggest that you spend only part of your time as a regular 
classroom teacher in the elementary grades and that the remainder of your time be 
devoted to the teaching of art in the elementary grades. 

Here, Brandt’s reference to elementary grades seems to correspond with the 

middle grades in contemporary U.S. schools. In the same letter, Brandt indicated that 

Dunn may have preferred younger students: “As I recall your preference, you are 

interested...especially, in helping primary children develop any artistic and creative 

abilities they may have,” but that the Santa Fe teacher would work with middle and high 

school students. Although Dunn may have been particularly interested teaching primary 

grades, she soon accepted the opportunity to teach art at the Santa Fe Indian School.  
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EMPLOYMENT AT THE SANTA FE INDIAN SCHOOL 

Dunn’s personal journal shows that she arrived in Santa Fe on August 21, 1932, 

shortly before the school term began.9 According to a 1933 BIA letter, Dunn was 

officially a “Teacher, Elementary, Grade 7” during her first year at the school.10 Dunn 

began teaching painting classes during the same year, using the display room of the Arts 

and Crafts building. Dunn’s journal indicates some uncertainty regarding her BIA 

position after her first year, but Dunn moved ahead with her plans for the Studio despite 

her lack of institutional support. According to the journal, Dunn did not secure her own 

classroom until September 1933, around the same time that Rose K. Brandt helped secure 

Dunn’s official BIA title as an art teacher. In November 1933, the BIA sent Dunn a 

reassignment letter with her new title: “Teacher, Fine & Applied Arts, Grade 8.” With 

this reassignment, Dunn finally had an officially sanctioned position as Studio director.  

Throughout the next few years, Studio enrollment increased drastically, and Dunn 

taught a growing number of returning students. In a 1935 document titled “Notes on the 

Paintings Done by the Studio,” Dunn wrote that students ranged in age from 11 to 21, 

“averaging about 15 years.”11 Forty students enrolled in the Studio in its inaugural year, 

growing to 118 by 1935. According to “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio,” 

Studio classes were “entirely elective,” and that students were “free to leave at the end of 

six weeks,” suggesting that Dunn’s instruction had become quite popular. By 1937, 170 

enrolled in the Studio (Dunn, 1968). Although Studio students enrolled in Dunn’s classes 

for various reasons, they may have been interested in exhibiting and selling their 

paintings, which Dunn (1968) facilitated by organizing dozens of student exhibitions. 

 
                                                
9 Dunn’s personal journal referenced in this chapter comprises of eight pages of chronological handwritten 
entries dating from August, 1932, to January, 1934. In file 93.DDK.023. 
10 Bureau of Indian Affairs letters in 93DDK.160. 
11 “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio” in file 93DDK.023. 
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TENSION WITH COLLEAGUES AT THE SANTA FE INDIAN SCHOOL 

Although the Studio program became increasingly prominent during Dunn’s time 

at the Santa Fe Indian School, Dunn’s professional relationships were sometimes 

strained, and she clashed with several BIA colleagues and supervisors. Conflicts between 

Morrow and Dunn, two well-known Anglo art teachers, illustrate some of the ideological 

and logistical tensions Dunn encountered as the Studio director. Although Mabel Morrow 

was the director of arts and crafts at the Santa Fe Indian School, Dunn seemed unwilling 

to incorporate the painting classes under Morrow’s department. As noted by Bernstein 

(1995), Dunn disagreed with Morrow’s emphasis on craftsmanship over individual 

expression. For Dunn, a “painting should never be judged mainly on its merits of 

technique,” but instead, on its originality.12 

Philosophical differences may have translated into professional conflicts. 

According to her personal journal, in April 1933, Dunn thought there was “no hope for 

art job,” because of “M.M.’s doings,” that is, Mabel Morrow’s interference.13 Dunn’s 

notes indicate that their relationship became increasingly strained throughout their first 

year working together. For instance, on a typed document titled “Indian Arts 

References,” Dunn inscribed the following note in freehand: “One of my assignments 

from Mabel Morrow first summer (1933) at Santa Fe (to fill time so I could not do my 

own studio work).”14 Their disagreements continued even after Dunn received her own 

classroom space and official title as an art teacher. In December 1933, Dunn’s personal 

journal records that Morrow had discouraged one of Dunn’s most promising students, 

Pablita Velarde, from taking Studio classes.  

                                                
12 See “Few things learned from 2 yrs. At S.F.” in file 93DDK.023. 
13 In file 93.DDK.023. 
14 Typed manuscript in file 93DDK.171. 
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Around the same time, Dunn conflicted with yet another art teacher, writing in her 

handwritten journal, “I must get him away!” Based on the timeline of Dunn’s notes, the 

teacher for whom she held such a strong dislike was likely the same teacher she later 

referred to in her 1968 book. In Dunn’s (1968) American Indian Painting of the Southest 

and Plains Areas, Dunn wrote that this teacher taught a night class in Anglo-style 

portraiture. According to Dunn (1968), “a few students who had begun to make progress 

in the Studio also enrolled” in the night class, but “students enrolled in both classes 

became noticeably retarded in their progress in Indian art, although they seemed to be 

basically more interested in the latter” (p. 265). The episode seemed to cement Dunn’s 

strong sense that training in Western artistic techniques was detrimental to the work of 

Native American art students.  

Towards the end of Dunn’s career at the Santa Fe Indian School, certain school 

administrators began to threaten Dunn’s control of the Studio program. For instance, 

supervisors interfered with the distribution of exhibition sale monies and obstructed 

funding for shipping student work to exhibitions (Bernstein, 1995; Hahn, 2011). As well, 

in the spring of 1937, maintenance workers painted over murals completed by Studio 

students. Although Dunn’s supervisors claimed that they had no knowledge of the 

incident, Dunn seemed to view the incident as emblematic of larger problems.15 

 

FRICTION WITH THE BUREAU OF INDIAN AFFAIRS 

Dunn’s Studio work was contingent on her BIA employment and, accordingly, 

her relationships with BIA administrators impacted the degree to which Dunn achieved 

her vision for the Studio. Institutional support for the Studio seemed to be at its lowest 

near the end of Dunn’s tenure at the Santa Fe Indian School. During the last year of 
                                                
15 Letter from Dunn to Brandt, in file 93DDK.162. 
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Dunn’s time as Studio director, she found her work under scrutiny from BIA 

administrators (Hahn, 2011). Dunn’s political missteps may have alienated her BIA 

superiors just when she needed their support. Here, I discuss a few examples of conflicts 

between Dunn and BIA administrators, which likely contributed to Dunn’s resignation in 

1937.  

Throughout her final year at the Santa Fe Indian School, Dunn developed a 

strained relationship with a newly-installed BIA supervisor, Dr. E. Carleton Seymour. 

Just a few months after Seymour became Superintendent, Dunn wrote to him about 

financial difficulties related to her research in a letter dated April 3, 1936.16 On its 

surface, the letter was simply a request for approval to apply for a Rockefeller 

Foundation research grant. However, Dunn’s language may have seemed a bit unpleasant 

to her new supervisor. The letter began with an inquiry on a seemingly hypothetical BIA 

employee, asking, “if in order to accept financial aid from the Rockefeller Foundation it 

would be necessary for him to resign or have leave without pay.” Although Dunn referred 

to this BIA employee with a third-person male pronoun at the outset, she was discussing 

her own situation. Dunn could have chosen more neutral language in her hypothetical—

such as simply asking whether BIA teachers were permitted to accept external grants—

but she instead emphasized two rather drastic alternatives to a BIA appointment.  

Dunn continued the letter by informing Seymour that interested parties from the 

Rockefeller Foundation had visited the Studio and offered to support Dunn’s work. Dunn 

wrote that although she had not yet applied for a grant, and “did not wish, at the present, 

to leave my work at the studio entirely for other research,” she was quite confident that 

the Foundation would support her financial needs. In the last paragraph, Dunn suggested 

a rather unconventional arrangement, a scenario in which the Rockefeller foundation 

                                                
16 Both of Dunn’s letters to Superintendent Seymour are located in file 93DDK.160. 
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would employ Dunn while she would continued to run the Studio. Dunn suggested that 

she might, hypothetically, take an unpaid leave of absence from the BIA, while the 

Rockefeller foundation would pay her teaching salary in addition to her research costs. 

Furthermore, Dunn wrote that “all material gathered would be used directly for the Indian 

school,” implying that she intended to continue in her Studio role regardless of her 

employment status with the BIA. In the arrangement Dunn proposed, she seemed to 

imagine the Studio as an almost autonomous institution, minimizing its position as part of 

the Santa Fe Indian School. The Kramer archives do not seem to include any evidence of 

Seymour’s response (Hahn, 2001), so one might imagine that Dunn’s request did not 

garner a favorable reaction. 

Dunn wrote to Superintendent Seymour again to request a raise just weeks after 

the Rockefeller Foundation letter. In a letter dated April 27, 1936, Dunn asked for either a 

raise, from $1,800 per year to $2,200 per year, or “a fully trained associate capable of 

assuming half the responsibilities of the studio.” Asking for a raise in the midst of the 

Great Depression was probably a dicey proposition, and the circumstances of April 1936 

were particularly charged. Given that Dunn submitted the request just months after 

Seymour became her supervisor, and just a few weeks after she implied she was ready to 

resign, Dunn’s timing was rather unconventional. Whatever the reason, Dunn did not 

receive a raise until January 1937, and of a much smaller amount than she had requested 

(Hahn 2011).  

As Dunn faced growing tensions both within the Santa Fe Indian School and in 

the larger Bureau of Indian Affairs administration, she decided to officially resign from 

her position in August 1937. In the same month, Dunn married a fellow teacher, Max 

Kramer, and the couple moved to Taos, where Kramer took a post as a day school 

principal (Hahn, 2011). Studio alumna Gerónima Cruz Montoya (San Juan / Ohkay 
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Owingeh) took over directorship of the Studio (Hyer, 1990). Although Dunn never 

worked with the BIA again, papers in the Kramer archives demonstrate that she 

continued to correspond with former students, conduct research, and write about 

American Indian art throughout the following decades.  

 

FOUNDATIONS OF STUDIO PEDAGOGY  

Documents from the Kramer archives, along with Dunn’s published writings, 

provide evidence for Dunn’s purposes for art education. Many of Dunn’s goals aligned 

with Progressive Education models in the U.S. during the time period, while other goals 

were specific to Dunn’s Studio teaching. In this section, I examine Dunn’s goals for art 

education at the Santa Fe Indian School as evident in her handwritten notes, professional 

correspondence, and published writings.  

Dunn’s goals for the Studio may have derived from many of the ideas of both the 

U.S. Progressive Education movement and Indian New Deal reforms. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, Dunn began teaching after the rise of the Progressive Education movement in 

the early 20th century, which emphasized child-centered learning (Szasz, 1999). In 

addition, the 1930s Indian New Deal reform movement, which attempted to reverse 

assimilation policies of the previous five decades, garnered support for arts programs like 

the Studio. Dunn (1935) acknowledged that recent reforms in education and the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs supported her approach to art education: “With such forces as the 

Laboratory of Anthropology and the Indian Arts Fund of Santa Fe, the enlightened 

policies of recent Indian administration and the progressive attitude of modern education 

at work, the outlook for American Indian art is very much brighter” (p. 21). BIA reforms 

and U.S. educational reform movements emphasized community-centered teaching, 

cross-disciplinary curriculum, and child-centered learning. In keeping with Progressive 
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Education and Indian New Deal ideals, Dunn believed that art education served as a 

means for students to engage in self-expression, experience a connection to one’s 

community, and learn across academic disciplines. These values aligned with the writings 

of high-level BIA education administrators, including Director of Education Carson Ryan 

and Supervisor of Elementary Education Rose K. Brandt. For instance, Dunn’s archives 

include a 1932 issue of Progressive Education, in which Carson and Brandt co-authored 

an article advocating continuity between BIA education and Native communities’ 

established cultures, particularly in the arts.  

In Dunn’s 1932 proposal to BIA Director of Education Carson Ryan, Dunn wrote 

that she would “build the courses in each pueblo upon the traditions of that pueblo,” 

underscoring her dedication to community-centered art education.17 According to the 

proposal, Dunn also intended to “prepare pupils for advanced work in the Santa Fe school 

and for ultimate usefulness in the home, pueblo, and nation.” These statements reflected 

Dunn’s alignment with the BIA’s increasing interest in community-centered curriculum.  

 

CROSS-DISCIPLINARY ART EDUCATION 

Dunn (1935) believed that BIA schools should “relate Indian art to other classes, 

since the graphic arts help greatly in surmounting bilingual difficulties among the 

younger children” (p. 20). Practicing her belief that art education could be useful in 

teaching other subjects, Dunn selected some Studio students to paint murals for the Social 

Science and Science classrooms at the Santa Fe Indian School. In an article in a 1934 

edition of Indians at Work, “A Development of the Representation of the Sciences in 

Abstract Indian Design,” Dunn detailed one of these mural projects. The project sought to 

reinforce ties between art and science, since “art in other modern schools most certainly 
                                                
17 “A Plan for Research in American Indian Art” in file 93DDK.160. 
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unites with other subjects; art, in life, unites with every aspect of life” (Dunn, 1934, p. 

24).  According to the article, Dunn and her future husband, science teacher Max Kramer, 

directed the project both academically and aesthetically. Kramer chose the subject matter 

overall, including “astronomy, geology, zoology, botany, physics, and chemistry” (Dunn, 

1934, p. 24). Dunn (1934) seemed to have planned the overall composition, by 

developing “proposed plans for doing the work,” which were “made to look as simple as 

possible before they were presented to the students” (p. 24). A photograph of the 

completed mural, as published in Indians at Work, is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1: Photograph of science mural in Indians at Work (1934, p. 26) 
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According to a follow-up article on the project, one or two students completed a 

part of the project. For instance, Andy Tsihnahjinnie (Navajo / Diné) and Riley 

Suoyavema (Hopi) worked on the biology section (Dunn, 1934, p. 30). Dunn (1934) 

described the process as follows: 
 
A Hopi boy, adept at doing his native cloud and lightning symbols, was asked if 
he could make a design to represent physics by showing the great forces of nature, 
the lightning, the thunder, wind, rain, clouds, rainbow, electricity under and 
through everything. (p. 25) 

Studio students researched from both academic and art sources, including 

“textbooks, encyclopedias, dictionaries, portfolios of Indian design, the science teacher’s 

notebooks and...each other’s ideas” (Dunn, 1934, p. 25). Dunn (1934) suggested that 

these projects supported both academic and art learning, declaring that “the experiment 

resulted in clarifying, unifying the fundamental truths of science not only for the artists, 

but for the other members of the class, and in giving an idea for the far-reaching 

possibilities of the application of Indian design” (pp. 26 - 27). While the ambitious, cross-

disciplinary mural projects seemed to require top-down planning and control, Dunn also 

valued student-directed learning, as detailed in the following section. 

 

CHILD-CENTERED ART EDUCATION 

Dunn’s handwritten notes from 1934 indicate that her approach to Studio 

pedagogy incorporated the child-centered education advocated in Progressive Education 

and BIA education reform. Dunn wrote two drafts of notes, titled “Few things learned 

from 2 yrs. At S.F.,” which include evidence of Dunn’s overarching beliefs about art 

education at the Santa Fe Indian School.18 These notes reveal that Dunn believed art 

education supported individual growth: Dunn wrote, “Art must be individual,” since art-
                                                
18 Few things learned from 2 yrs. At S.F.” in file 93DDK.023. 
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making was a “psychological process.” Dunn’s notes also state, “results--as results--are 

unimportant,” since “expression is the most important thing.” Similarly, Dunn’s BIA 

colleague Rose K. Brandt (1935) had authored an article on the relationship between 

education and individual growth, claiming, “it is the purpose in the elementary school 

years...to ensure for the Indian child the greatest possible growth, physically, mentally, 

emotionally, and socially” (p. 15).  

Despite her emphasis on student-directed art-making, Dunn’s “Few things learned 

from 2 yrs. At S.F.” notes indicate that some students had difficulty producing artwork in 

the Studio: “Sometimes keeps his very own thoughts to himself...We often have to sense 

what he really wants to express.” Once students began producing artwork, Dunn 

apparently put the work through an intense process of scrutiny. Dunn’s notes state that 

“as soon as ideas come out in graphic form they are separated--some thrown out, a few 

retained for development,” and that the Studio “process” was “a continual refinement, a 

continual calling forth of ideas.” As a result, Dunn went on to write, painting in the 

Studio was frequently “a discouraging process,” and that “some students who are too 

much involved in false ideas are too far gone for guidance.” According to the document, 

students created “chalk-charcoal sketches by the dozen,” after which “some” were 

“thrown out, a few retained for development.” Later in her career, Dunn (1960a) claimed 

that she “did not touch a student’s work” in the Studio program, and she likely did not 

alter student work herself (p. 5). Although Dunn did not state that she personally 

discarded student drawings, she may have encouraged culling out certain sketches. In 

later years, referring to herself in the third person, Dunn (1960b) imagined that “her role 

was somewhat like that of a gardener encouraging natural growth to a flowering devoid 

of weeds” (p. 5).  
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DUNN’S TAXONOMY OF ARTISTIC IDENTITY 

However much Dunn emphasized the individual in making art, she also viewed 

art-making in the BIA context as a collective cultural endeavor.  The stylistic choices 

Dunn discouraged in the Studio were often those that reflected certain European painting 

traditions, which Dunn (1960a) called “academic” art, or popular U.S. culture, such as 

advertisements (p 3). Dunn’s adherence to art as a cultural expression rested on several 

assumptions. Dunn believed that her students’ artistic identities were inherently tied to 

their cultural identities, and she constructed a cultural and racial taxonomy within which 

she “developed” students’ work.19 In addition, Dunn (1968) viewed “Indian painting” as 

a unique category within fine arts as a whole, both as an art commodity and as a category 

of artistic expression. Due to these assumptions, Dunn encouraged students to adopt 

particular aesthetic qualities, which Dunn believed reflected “true” Native painting.  

Dunn (1960b) remained consistent in her belief that the guiding central principle 

of the Studio was that “the painting would have to be Indian” (p. 2). In 1935, Dunn 

published an article in Indians at Work urging BIA art programs to follow her example: 

“If the Indian schools, through their art classes, should impose academic principles and 

techniques of painting and design upon the students, they would be engaging in the 

destruction of one of the world’s most beautiful and unique art forms” (p. 20). In a 1935 

document titled “Notes on the Paintings Done in the Studio,” Dunn wrote, “Wrong 

influences are always defeated as quickly and carefully as possible.”20 According to this 

document, these undesirable influences would have included what Dunn called 

“academic principles and techniques,” such as shading and linear perspective. In “Notes 

on the Paintings Done in the Studio,” Dunn claimed that one of the best tools in 

“counteracting wrong influences” was “showing and explaining to the students good art 
                                                
19 “Functions of the Art Studio,” in file 93DDK.170. 
20 “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio” in file 93DDK.023. 
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of many different races and countries,” so that students began to “see their own work as 

an art among arts and to gain a better balance and judgment.” Such statements indicate 

that Dunn believed her students should work within the conventions of what she believed 

to be authentic Native American visual styles. 

Dunn’s understanding of the centrality of cultural expression in the Studio 

emerged in a 1936 document titled “Functions of the Art Studio,” in which Dunn 

described her work at the Santa Fe Indian School. In “Functions of the Art Studio,” Dunn 

wrote that she was “Creating teaching technique (practically no sources for guidance in 

formulating necessarily original work)...developing individuals within tribal groups, 

tribal group within racial group.”21 On the broadest level of the taxonomy, Dunn (1936) 

located Native American art within the global art world, asserting that the art of “the 

Pueblo painter...has much more than racial significance; it is universal” (p. 31). 

Elaborating on what she believed to be the racial and universal meanings evident in 

Native art, Dunn (1959) later claimed, “painting must continue to be the principal 

contributor of Indian thought to world art and cultural history. We should see Indian 

painting...not only as art but as one revealing aspect of humanity” (p. 3). Despite Dunn’s 

praise of the universal power of Native American artwork, she emphasized artistic 

identity within a cultural and ethnic identity. In this description, Dunn’s taxonomy 

identified what she believed to be a discrete racial group, which, presumably, 

encompassed all North American Indigenous peoples, within which Dunn located Native 

communities, and finally, an individual student. 

Dunn’s taxonomy of artistic expression led her to differentiate instruction for her 

students. In her 1932 “A Plan for Research in American Indian Art” proposal, Dunn’s list 

of qualifications began as follows: “1. Have a greater interest in Pueblo Indian art than in 

                                                
21 In file 93DDK.170. 
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any other art.” Dunn’s affinity for Pueblo art may have become a disadvantage when the 

Santa Fe Indian School became a specialized school in arts and crafts for all BIA 

students. Before arriving at Santa Fe, Dunn had experience teaching and living in Pueblo 

and Navajo (Diné) communities, and she seemed confident in her ability to teach students 

from Southwest communities. Dunn’s writings, interviews with Studio students, and 

scholarly analyses suggest that Dunn’s perception of the variances among her students’ 

community histories and social contexts affected their artistic development in the Studio. 

In her “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio,” Dunn claimed that the “Southwest 

students draw from memory and imagination entirely,” because “their home life now is 

much the same as that before the Spanish conquest.” Although this claim was 

questionable, Dunn’s belief that Pueblo culture had remained relatively unchanged over 

the previous centuries may have increased her confidence in the apparent authenticity of 

Pueblo students’ paintings. Anglo-American experts in Southwest art, like Chapman, 

visited the Studio frequently and observed student work. Dunn (1960b) also wrote that 

“Fine prints from a newly established portfolio of Indian painters were hung in the room” 

(p. 4), likely referring to paintings by Pueblo artists. Local art experts and established 

artists may have served, in Dunn’s mind, to authenticate Southwestern students’ work. 

By comparison to her treatment of students from Southwestern communities, 

Dunn’s approach to students from nations beyond the Southwest seemed to be more 

restrictive. In “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio,” Dunn wrote,  
 
The plains students have a much more difficult problem because their tribal 
customs have, in most cases, ceased to be. They must turn to every reliable source 
of information on their tribes available, Bureau of Ethnography reports, museum 
publications, photographic and sketched material on home life, costumes, 
ceremonials...Sometimes a fragment of information will call to the child’s mind a 
tale of old customs told to him by a grandparent and idea for a painting grows as a 
result….These children are trying to put their heritage down in a form which 
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cannot be distorted or misconstrued by outsiders. They are doing it for their own 
people as well as for others.22 

Since Dunn believed that students from the Plains areas had few community traditions to 

illustrate, she attempted to reconstruct their communities’ histories with museum 

collections and anthropological research. In order to provide appropriate source material 

for students arriving from the east, Dunn (1960b) recounted, “References were provided 

as rapidly as possible. The finest influences for Plains students was a loan of Sioux, 

Kiowa, and Cheyenne paintings from the Smithsonian Institution” (p. 5).  

 

THE STUDIO DEFINITION OF “INDIAN PAINTING” 

Although Dunn praised the universal meaning of Native American artwork, she 

also believed that Native art existed within its own unique field. For Dunn, “Indian 

painting” was a discrete category, both economically and conceptually. On a practical 

level, Native art was—and, often, continues to be—bought, sold, and exhibited in a 

unique category distinct from Anglo-American art (Dubin, 2001). In a 1959 paper, 

“Training and Evaluation of the Indian Artist,” Dunn wrote, “the choice to be or not to be 

an Indian artists is the Indian’s own,” but that if a Native artist “chose” the “general 

field,” the artist could take advantage of “college technical courses in painting,” courses 

which, Dunn wrote, failed to “specialize” for “the painter of Indian art” (p. 1). By 

contrast, if a Native painter chose “the Indian field,” that painter would require “special 

guidance in preparation,” only after which “his painting may well profit by college art 

courses” (Dunn, 1959, p. 1). Dunn (1959) contended that an artist working in the “general 

field” would have more venues to exhibit artwork, but that an artist in the “Indian field” 

might benefit from “unique incentives” from certain institutions (p. 1). By differentiating 

                                                
22 “In file 93DDK.023. 
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between what Dunn called the Indian field and the general field, Dunn reflected the 

demands of U.S. art markets, particularly markets oriented towards art objects made by 

Native Americans. 

Dunn’s (1959) paper also discussed Indian art as a distinct category in conceptual 

and aesthetic terms. Dunn (1959) contended that a “true Indian painting” was “one 

which, in all likelihood, could not have been completely conceived and executed by a 

non-Indian artist” (p. 3). Just as with “Persian, Italian Primitive, Chinese, or other 

painting of special classification,” an evaluator of Indian painting “separates the true 

works from the spurious, imitative, and eclectic” (Dunn, 1959, p. 3). Dunn retained her 

belief in the centrality of cultural expression to the art of Native Americans throughout 

her career. In a 1960 letter to Frederick Black, assistant director of the Museum of New 

Mexico, Dunn declared, “The only contemporary Indian painting worth seeking for 

Indian shows.is that still innately and validly expressive of disappearing cultures.”23 

 

ELEMENTS AND PRINCIPLES OF “INDIAN DESIGN” 

Dunn developed a pedagogy specific to the Studio, perhaps due to her perception 

that she had “practically no sources for guidance in formulating necessarily original 

work” as the Studio teacher.  Dunn’s construction of the Studio program reflected large-

scale BIA reforms, which emphasized community-based teaching. Mirroring the 

community-centered values of Progressive Education in the early 20th century, Dunn’s 

1934 notes read, “Do the thing that should be unique for your group & school. Determine 

this by locality, interests, materials at hand, time.”24 In these notes, Dunn went on to 

state, “Indian art has little or nothing to do with school art” so a teacher trained for U.S. 

                                                
23 In file 93DDK.110. 
24 Few things learned from 2 yrs. At S.F.” in file 93DDK.023. 
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public schools had “to make over entirely what she had learned to meet needs of Indian.” 

Decades later, Dunn (1958) claimed that proper “guidance is creative and resourceful; it 

is not one learned from a methods course” (p. 1). Dunn confronted the limitations of her 

own training during her initial foray into BIA schooling, at the Santo Domingo Pueblo. In 

an article in El Palacio, Dunn noted one of her first blunders, recounting how she 

unwittingly offended her students by drawing sacred masks (Hahn, 2011). Thereafter, 

Dunn realized the need to understand her students’ culture before suggesting particular 

subjects in art. For Dunn, this early misstep may have proven that traditional teacher 

training was inadequate to prepare her for work with Native students. Instead, Dunn 

developed a unique pedagogy for what she considered to be Indian painting, combining 

selected formal principles, research from anthropology and archeology, and aesthetic 

conventions that she believed reflected Native American cultural traditions. 

Studio pedagogy combined what Dunn believed to be universal principles for 

design, her standards for originality, and her understanding of the relationship between 

art, culture, and ethnicity. Although Dunn valued independent student work, the Studio 

inculcated all students with consistent foundations for art-making. When students entered 

the Studio, they received instruction in Dunn’s particular formal principles, technical 

skills, and source materials. Students first completed “classes in color study, mechanics 

of paint mixing, free-line brush practice, and introductory sketching of pictographic 

figures” (Dunn, 1960b, p. 3). Although Dunn (1960b) implied that these classes were 

somewhat informal, her writings suggest that she had developed a common set of 

technical and formal skills required for Studio students. 

Dunn’s classroom posters indicate that Dunn believed universal principles 

determined quality of design. However, the principles that Dunn perceived to be 

universal were likely the result of her own art training at the School of the Art Institute of 
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Chicago. For instance, in a college paper titled “Decorative Anatomy of Plants,” Dunn 

asserted, “Nature is a storehouse of information for the designer who can see and use that 

which he sees. Not by copying, but analyzing structure, so learning on what basis to 

construct forms for use in design,” and that “originality of design comes only in use of 

preparation and assembling of forms.”25 Dunn included illustrations to demonstrate her 

understanding of design, included here in Figure 2. Similarly, as shown in Figure 3, a 

classroom poster for the Studio proclaimed, “There are two sources of design: nature and 

geometry.”26 Another Studio poster, “Lines,” in Figure 4, bore striking similarities to the 

line studies Dunn herself completed under anthropologist Kenneth Chapman.  

 

 

Figure 2: Dunn’s Illustration for “Decorative Anatomy of Plants” 

                                                
25 “Decorative Anatomy of Plants” in file 93DDK.116. 
26 Studio classroom posters in file 93DDK.171. Dunn’s line studies are located in file 93DDK.155. 
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Figure 3: Studio poster, “Design” 
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Figure 4: Studio poster, "Lines" 
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Dunn’s notes titled “Few things learned from 2 yrs. At S.F.” claimed that an 

“Indian painting student” was “not a student in the ordinary sense. No theory, no tricks 

for him to learn.” This assertion implies that Dunn believed that her Native American 

students had fundamentally distinct needs and abilities from Anglo students, 

underscoring Dunn’s categorization of artwork as a racial and cultural expression. In the 

same handwritten document, Dunn claimed that what the “Indian art [teacher] needs 

most,” was “a sense of values.” Dunn seemed to view these values similarly to an art 

collector’s approach to Native American art objects, as the document directed teachers to 

“know cheap from the fine.” As shown in Figure 5, Dunn listed three major aspects of 

painting in these notes: medium, technique, and style. 

 

 

Figure 5: "Few things learned from 2 yrs. At SF" 
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In terms of media, Dunn preferred flat paint pigments on paper. Dunn (1935) 

wrote that “earth colors,” that is, pigments made from sandstone and clay, “are 

particularly adapted to the Indian’s style of working, which is flat and decorative, without 

roundness and perspective” (p. 20). Watercolor paints were also acceptable, since Dunn 

(1936) asserted that watercolor paints were “the favorite pigment of the Pueblo painter 

because it peculiarly suits his flat, direct, simple style which is traditionally lacking in 

light and shade” (p. 30). Writing about Studio painting techniques, Dunn claimed, “all 

painting is original, done without models or ‘studies.’”27 In “Few things learned from 2 

yrs. At S.F.,” Dunn elaborated on the style she promoted in the Studio program: 

“Decorative--not realistic...Symbolic...Pure symbolism with stylized natural forms.” 

Dunn’s adherence to such painting conventions likely drew much from anthropological 

and anthropological work in the Southwest United States. Dunn’s list of the source 

materials she considered appropriate for teaching Pueblo art in her 1932 “A Plan for 

Research in American Indian Art” included the following: 

1. The pueblo 

2. The Laboratory of Anthropology 

3. The Museum of New Mexico 

4. The School of American Research 

5. The Indian Arts Fund collection 

a. Books 

b. The new Course of Study 

c. Bureau of Ethnology reports 

d. Reliable authors 

                                                
27 “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio” in file 93DDK.023. 
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Dunn’s list of source materials indicate that research conducted in anthropology and 

archeology served as important influences on Dunn’s pedagogy at the Santa Fe Indian 

School. Perhaps Dunn’s belief that her training and background in education was 

insufficient for the needs of BIA students led her to anthropological research. Dunn 

(1960b) consistently drew from anthropological research, and “great collections in the 

Laboratory of Anthropology were a steady inspiration and source of motif” (p. 4). Dunn 

had her Studio students complete drawing studies of pottery, which were strikingly 

similar to those she had completed under Kenneth Chapman, a researcher and curator at 

the Laboratory of Anthropology.28 Dunn’s assignments for Chapman can be seen in 

Figures 8. Drawings by Dunn’s protégé, Gerónima Cruz Montoya (San Juan / Ohkay 

Owingeh), are shown in Figures 6 and 9. 

 

Figure 6: Montoya’s drawing, labeled “Acoma” 

                                                
28 See drawings in files 93DDK.155, 93DDK.158.1a, and 93DDK.158.2. 
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Figure 7: Dunn’s drawing, labeled “San Ill. storage jar” 
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Figure 8: Dunn’s drawing study, labeled “Domingo” 
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Figure 9: Montoya’s drawing study, labeled “San Ildelfonso” 

 

Papers in the Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives indicate that researcher Kenneth 

Chapman influenced Dunn’s approach to Studio pedagogy. During her challenging first 

term at the Santa Fe Indian School, Dunn recorded several meetings with Chapman in her 

handwritten journal from November 1932. Referring to Chapman, Dunn reflected, “He 

believes in me which is all that counts after all.” Dunn’s reliance on anthropologists 

aligned with Indian New Deal reforms in the BIA, which sought to understand cultural 

norms of Native nations. For instance, a January 1934 issue of Indians at Work 

documented plans for the “first conference of an official nature to be held between 

members of the American Anthropological Association and members of the Indian 

Service Staff,” to be attended by some of Dunn’s BIA superiors, including John Collier, 

Carson Ryan, and Rose K. Brandt (p. 8). 
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CONCLUSION 

    This chapter described Dunn’s experiences as a Bureau of Indian Affairs 

employee and the major aspects of her Studio pedagogy. This history suggests that 

external pressures inundated the Studio, since Dunn never attained complete institutional 

support from the BIA. In addition, the Studio was rife with internal tensions, as Dunn 

attempted to synthesize sometimes disparate educational goals drawn from reform 

movements into a workable teaching practice. While Dunn intended to help students 

express individuality, her taxonomy of artistic identity also demanded that students 

reflect ethnic and cultural identities in their paintings. By limiting students’ painting to 

prescribed styles, Dunn exerted significant influence over Studio artwork, despite her 

interest in child-centered art education. In the following chapter, I explore socio-cultural 

implications of the Studio, drawing from critical theory to posit interpretations of Dunn’s 

teaching practice.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretations of Dunn’s Studio Pedagogy 

OVERVIEW OF INTERPRETATIONS 

The preceding chapter describes major aspects of Dunn’s pedagogy in the Santa 

Fe Indian School and locates her beliefs and practices within her historical context. 

Building on this foundation, this chapter interprets Dunn's practice in relationship to 

broader social and art-historical contexts. The first section summarizes Dunn’s core 

assumptions about teaching Native American students and examines how her beliefs 

reflected early 20th century anthropology and art history. The following sections trace the 

origins of Dunn’s core beliefs. These include Dunn’s somewhat static definition of a style 

she believed to be representative of Native American cultures, and her assumption that 

she could and should teach what she believed to be the authentic conventions of Native 

American painting. These beliefs led to Dunn’s seemingly uncritical acceptance of many 

social and political values that promoted United States hegemony in the Southwest, 

producing a Studio pedagogy that embraced social reform while asserting Anglo forms of 

knowledge.  

As discussed in Chapter 4, Dunn’s definition of Native American art attempted to 

synthesize formal conventions of the past and present, along with conceptual expressions 

of individual and national identity, made for both spiritual and economic purposes. These 

goals became paradoxical at times, resulting in an internal tension pervasive in Studio 

practice. In addition, Dunn’s identity as an Anglo United States government employee 

and the institutional context of the Studio undermined Dunn’s adherence to the concept 

of culturally authentic art. The final section of this chapter considers Dunn’s formation of 

an “Indian painting” genre within the Studio’s colonial context. Evaluations of the 

beneficence of the Studio form much of the controversy surrounding Dunn’s legacy. 
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While I do not offer a judgment of the Studio here, I draw from previous scholars to 

evaluate the Studio’s social purposes and offer an interpretation of Dunn’s Studio as a 

rearticulated expression of colonial power structures. 
 

THE 20TH CENTURY PRIMITIVIST PARADIGM 

Dunn’s Studio pedagogy represented significant social and political reforms in the 

U.S. during the 1920s and 1930s. However, these reforms occurred only after centuries of 

European colonial projects, which promoted racial stereotypes (Traverso, 2003). Thus, 

Dunn absorbed and, to some extent, reflected racial stereotypes from preceding centuries. 

As described in Chapter 4, Dunn’s taxonomy of artistic identity in the Studio embedded 

racial and cultural implications within art objects.29 Dunn’s reliance on emerging 20th 

century art histories and her involvement with the Santa Fe art market likely exacerbated 

her tendency to label student artwork as expressing “a different racial psychology.”30 

Here, I consider how the field of anthropology shaped art historical narratives of Native 

American art in the 20th century, and the ways in which these narratives both reformed 

and incorporated colonial paradigms.  

According to literary critic Mary Louise Pratt (1992), colonial European writing 

in the Americas portrayed a “dehistoricized celebration of primal America and the 

primitivist view of the Amerindians that went with it” (p. 134). While mid-19th century 

U.S. anthropologists like Robert Knox characterized Native peoples as an inferior racial 

group, 20th century Anglo-American reformers began to reshape scholarship related to 

Native Americans (Penney, 2004; Traverso, 2003). Influential Anglo-American 

anthropologists and art historians began to revise the colonial narrative shortly before 

                                                
29 See “Functions of the Art Studio,” in file 93DDK.170. 
30 From “Things to consider if one is to appreciate Indian art,” Dunn’s handwritten notes in file 
93DDK.023. 
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Dunn founded the Studio, but they retained a “primitivist paradigm,” an idealized, 

simplistic notion of Native peoples (Eldridge, 2001, p. 329). Anthropologist Edgar Lee 

Hewett (1930) exemplified this perspective in his book Ancient Life in the American 

Southwest. Hewett’s writings influenced Dunn’s understanding of Native American art 

history, and Dunn (1968) cited Hewett’s research in her published work. Hewett served 

as the first director for both the Museum of New Mexico and the School of American 

Research, which Dunn had listed as “Sources of Material (to be consulted continually)” 

in her 1932 teaching proposal.31  

In terms of U.S. policy, Hewett (1930) argued against the government’s 

suppression of Native American religions and cultures, while simultaneously accepting 

U.S. sovereignty in the Southwest. In an ideological sense, Hewett (1930) partially 

reconstructed a pre-Contact Pueblo history, but neglected to fully analyze the impact of 

Spanish and U.S. colonial rule on Pueblo communities. Hewett (1930) simultaneously 

romanticized the past and erased the future of Native American cultures, writing, “it is a 

noble heritage that comes down to use from the long past of America...a race pressing its 

way toward the sun, running its course and passing into the shadows” (p. 32). These sorts 

of idealized, dramatic characterizations of Native Americans were, perhaps, tactics to 

counter 19th century assimilation paradigms. Dubin (2001) points out that “the first 

historians of Native American art faced a task of mammoth proportions,” resulting in 

“prose filled with patriotic reveries and romantic sentiments” (pp. 102 - 103).  

Hewett’s (1930) romantic prose may have also complemented colonial goals, 

echoing Mary Louise Pratt (1992)’s concept of the anti-conquest. Anti-conquest accounts 

depict the narrator, the member of a colonial group, as “the self-effacing protagonist” 

who “is often surrounded by an aura not of authority, but of innocence and vulnerability” 

                                                
31 Dunn letter to Carson Ryan, in file 93.DDK.160. 



 82 

(Pratt, 1992, p. 55). Narratives like Hewett’s (1930) assert the innocence of both the 

colonial narrator and that of the colonized community.  

Dunn’s view mirrored Hewett’s (1930) warning that “the imposition of alien 

culture upon a subjugated people is a mistake” (p. 32). Dunn (1960a) decried her 

students’ interest in “academic art” as a “carry-over from former attitudes toward the 

supposed superiority of the superimposed culture” (p. 3). Mirroring Hewett’s (1930) 

depiction of Native art traditions as “a power that has been submerged” (p. 145), source 

materials for Dunn’s Studio support a notion of authenticity grounded in historical 

continuity. According to Dunn (1968), the “fitness” of her students’ work “was 

determined by customary usage, past and present, insofar as known, among the Indian 

people themselves” (p. 261). Given that many Studio students came from communities 

whose recent histories included war, colonization, and forced assimilation, one might 

wonder how Dunn could truly claim that 20th century painting conventions were aligned 

with ancient traditions. The following section examines how Dunn’s understanding of 

race supported her belief that both modern and ancient art objects reflected a continuous 

culture. 
 

DUNN’S RACIALIZED UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURE AND INDIAN PAINTING 

In the previous chapter, I presented evidence of Dunn’s allegiance to a particular 

notion of Native American art. For Dunn (1968), “Indian painting” necessarily reflected 

conceptual and aesthetic sensibilities unique to Native Americans (p. 252). Dunn 

believed that the painting style she promoted illustrated her students’ individual and 

community identities. Echoing scholars like Hewett (1930), Dunn imagined a racialized 

ancient history to evaluate contemporaneous Native American artwork. In her approaches 

to both ancient and contemporary Native American histories, Dunn revealed a 
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fundamentally Euro-American art historical paradigm. Just as Dunn’s framework for 

Indian art itself adapted her own culturally situated conception of fine art, Dunn’s sources 

for ancient and contemporary Native art borrowed in large part from U.S. anthropological 

research. 

According to Dunn (1960b), one of the first challenges at the Studio was that 

most of her students did not “think of Indian art as art” (p. 4). Art was so embedded in 

everyday Native American life, Dunn believed, that her students took it for granted. 

Hewett (1930) also acknowledged that art seemed to have divergent implications for pre-

Contact Native communities and for Anglo-Americans. Even so, Hewett (1930) began to 

assert certain conventions particular to Native American painting. In terms of content, 

Hewett (1930) claimed, “Indian painters almost always portray their dramatic 

ceremonies” (p. 143). Similarly, paintings made by Studio students frequently included 

portrayals of community dances and ceremonies (Brody, 1971). Stylistically, Hewett 

(1930) hoped that “the Indian race may attain a place equal to that of the Orientals,” 

employing a “flat decorative character, absence of backgrounds and foregrounds, 

freedom from our system of perspective, unerring color sense and strangely impersonal 

character” (p. 143). Dunn’s descriptions of Native American painting, which 

characterized them as symbolic, flat, and non-realistic, borrowed Hewett’s (1930) 

language almost verbatim.32 

Hewett, along with other collectors, like Alice Corbin Henderson and John Sloan, 

used their own paradigms to understand Native-made paintings as both a fine art and as 

expressions of “some kind of cultural or racial memory” (Penny & Roberts, 1999, p. 27). 

Dunn accepted the conventions of Native American art articulated by scholars like 

                                                
32 See “Notes on the Paintings Done by the Studio” in file 93DDK.023. 
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Hewett, synthesized those customs with what she believed to be universal laws of design, 

and transmitted her particular definition of Native American painting to her students. 

 

DUNN’S RELATIONSHIP TO ANTHROPOLOGY 

As Dunn noted, anthropologists and archeologists put the Southwest Native 

American art market into motion.33 Dunn’s Studio may be interpreted, in part, as a 

response to Hewett’s (1930) call to action: 
 
The purpose now is to broaden the experiment by extending the same opportunity 
and encouragement to other individual and tribes until it is made a fair 
demonstration of the ability of the race and the possibility of reviving a power that 
has been submerged...but surviving to an unexpected degree. (p. 145) 

Source materials for Dunn’s Studio support a notion of authenticity grounded in historical 

continuity. Connecting Studio work with archeological records, Dunn (1936) equated the 

ancient and contemporary, claiming that Pueblo painting was “oldest in the sense that the 

Indians have painted for centuries for themselves, and one of the youngest because only 

within the past few years have they been putting down their ancient truths, in modern 

media, for other people” (p. 30). The “Painting and Design” description in the Santa Fe 

Indian School 1935 Annual Announcement, which Dunn likely authored, seemed to 

associate authenticity with the past: “Work is developed from memory and from research 

in authentic records.”34 According the description, the Studio associated authenticity with 

the past and divergence from “European traditions,” as shown in Figure 10. Along with 

Dunn’s reliance on museum collections, documented in Chapter 4, Dunn’s writings 

indicate that Studio pedagogy focused on archeology and history as legitimized sources 

of artistic inspiration. 
                                                
33 “Guidance and Evaluation of the Indian Artist” in file 93.DDK.122. 
34 In file 93DDK.170. Note the stylistic differences between the “Painting and Design” and “Arts and 
Crafts” descriptions. An image of the description is shown in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Santa Fe Indian School 1935 Annual Announcement 
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Dunn’s focus on archeological knowledge may have contributed to a market-

based paradigm that judged Native American art as “authentic” only when connected to 

“historical models” (Penney & Roberts, 1999, p. 23). Penney and Roberts (1999) note 

that the famed 1931 Exposition of Indian Tribal Arts “transformed ‘artifacts’ borrowed 

from anthropology museums into ‘art,’ so the art of the watercolorists were 

contextualized firmly as ‘artifacts’” (p. 35). According to Bernstein (1999), “mentors” 

like Hewett, Dunn, and Kenneth Chapman “wanted to build a re-created past through 

archeology” (p. 58). For Pratt (1992), a colonial emphasis on archeology divides 

“contemporary non-European peoples off from their precolonial, and even their colonial, 

pasts” (p. 134). Furthermore, “to revive indigenous history and culture and archeology is 

to revive them as dead,” a move that ultimately “reassigns” Indigenous peoples “to a 

departed age” (Pratt, 1992, p. 134). Unlike Pratt’s (1992) European colonizers, Dunn 

asserted the vitality of archeology, since she wanted students to engage with historical 

sources. However, Pratt’s (1992) critique of archeology in a colonial context 

demonstrates that archeological knowledge often reinforced an imposed history.  

In keeping with a primitivist view of Native American art, Dunn often 

emphasized connections between Native art objects and nature. For example, Dunn 

(1936) wrote that “the Pueblo painter catches the vibrant elusive spirit of life forces and 

forms—the ancient cloud and sun, his brother animals, himself, impersonally, in all his 

activities—and shows them to be more real than they ordinarily seem” (p. 31).  Dunn 

(1968) later claimed that Native American painting was “mainly of nature,” capturing the 

“essence” of objects, or the “spirit of a creature” (pp. 28 - 29). Such writings indicate that 

Dunn found authentic experience in an idealized connection with the past and with 

nature, qualities that Dunn believed Indian painting exemplified. Pueblo painting was, in 

Dunn’s (1936) view, symbolic of a “oneness with nature” (p. 30). By emphasizing an 
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idealized connection between nature and Native American paintings, Dunn echoed 

previous colonial writers who, in Pratt’s (1992) description, “reinvented America as 

Nature” in asserting their authority (p. 126). Dubin (2001) pointed out that Dunn 

conflated ancient and natural histories, relegating Native American painting to a primitive 

past: “Ultimately, Dunn viewed Native American painting as a natural outgrowth of a 

primitive artistic tradition and thus denied Native American artists their rightful place in a 

‘shared’ and rapidly changing modernity” (p. 106). As Brody (1971) has argued, 

contemporary “new art could not be bound by that of the old if it were to be socially 

meaningful to the changing Indian communities,” since a “new set of social conditions 

pertained, dominated by contact and conquest, acculturation, and unregulated cultural 

change” (p. 129). Dunn’s assumption that Studio students could create historically 

continuous art forms sought to minimize, rather than critically engage with, the problems 

of the present.  

As Dunn called upon her students to express their individual and cultural 

identities in their paintings, she may have minimized the importance of their boarding 

school experience on students’ identities. During her Studio years, Dunn (1935) wrote 

that although “many young Indian artists…ask to be taught drawing and design ‘like the 

American artists do,’ the Indian schools must refuse to do so” (p. 20). Dunn’s (1968) 

derision of what she called “academic painting” likely resulted from her desire to 

counteract the erasure of Native traditions predominant under BIA assimilation policies 

(p. 265). BIA Director of Education Willard Beatty wrote to Dunn in 1938 to question 

whether Studio students painted from their lived experiences:  
 
To have meaning, ideas must be experienced….I don’t think what I am asking for 
is technical skill as you may have expressed it, but I do believe that a person 
should have some knowledge of the thing which he undertakes to represent, either 
in prose, poetry, or drawing. The thing I criticize, or at least I think that I criticize, 
in the work of some of these students is their attempt to draw something which 
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they have not seen or experienced. Lacking that experience, it isn’t a matter of 
their way of working; it's fundamentally a matter of fuzzy thinking and fuzzy 
drawing which naturally follows.”35 

Beatty’s criticism suggests that Dunn’s notion of authenticity may have, at times, relied 

upon an belief in the heritability of her students’ cultures, rather than their day-to-day 

lives. Dunn (1959) claimed that “Indian mores of depth are extant, and some apparently 

lost can yet be retrieved in art through memories of the oldest people” (p. 2) Dunn’s 

belief that Native American traditions could be recovered through art may have 

influenced her students to create paintings that seemed to depict actual events. However, 

Studio students’ paintings did not always reflect an accurate understanding of their 

subjects, and according to Brody (1971), such pieces were “fatally marred by subject 

dishonesty” (p. 146). Brody’s (1971) critique seemed to assume that these paintings were 

intended as historically accurate depictions, but Studio students likely had a variety of 

motivations for their artistic choices. Insofar as Dunn influenced student choices, she may 

not have demanded factual accuracy in her students’ paintings. While Dunn valued 

historical sources, as demonstrated by her interest in museum collections, she did not 

necessarily view student paintings as documentaries. As discussed in Chapter 4, Dunn 

encouraged Studio students to paint from memory and imagination, so students may have 

felt free to imagine another person’s memory. 

Brody’s (1971) notice of historical inaccuracies exposes an inherent tension 

between Dunn’s desire to foster paintings specific to each student’s community and the 

multicultural environment of the Studio. Dunn claimed that she wanted each student to 

work within his or her own community traditions. However, as reviewed in Chapter 4, 

Dunn’s foundational courses and her emphasis on students’ memories and imaginations 

                                                
35 Letter in file 93DDK.165. 
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encouraged the development of an emerging pan-Indian genre, shared between students 

from diverse communities. 
 

INTERPRETING STUDIO PAINTINGS AS AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC TEXTS 

Dunn (1968) believed that for “Indians who have had any fair chance to remain 

Indians at all, their fundamental expressions of art remain essentially the same as they 

were before the white man came” (pp. 29 - 30). Dunn’s assertion was misleading, since 

20th century Native American painters in New Mexico created work for historically 

specific purposes, developing a unique, emerging genre. These painters included 

Crescencio Martinez (San Ildefonso), Alfonso Roybal / Awa Tsireh (San Ildefonso), and 

Fred Kabotie (Hopi) (Gritton, 2000; Hewett, 1930). Penney and Roberts’s (1999) 

research considers the painting commissions that Martinez, Tsireh, and Kabotie 

completed, in partnership with early 20th century anthropologists, to be a form of 

“autoethnography,” borrowing Mary Louise Pratt’s usage (p. 25). Read as 

autoethnographic texts, these works “attempt to illustrate, in a fashion organized for 

didactic purposes, what is normally only enacted” (Penney & Roberts, 1999, p. 25).   

Brody (1971) noted that Native artists of the early 20th century often re-

articulated their cultural expressions in response to Euro-American art paradigms, as a 

“curious blend of White preconceptions of what Indian painting should be and the efforts 

of Indians to shift their aesthetic sights in response to White desires” (p. 117). According 

to Dubin (2001), these paintings developed “against a backdrop of severe social and 

economic depression in Indian country, wealthy immigrant whites easily assumed the 

dominant role in patronage relationships in which Indians were encouraged to paint 

images of their traditional activities” (p. 105). However, Studio paintings may themselves 

be interpreted as autoethnographic texts, demonstrating students’ skillful self-
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representation within a colonial system. Students worked within many constraints, 

including Dunn’s demands for what she viewed as an authentic style, but Studio paintings 

reflected students’ extensive efforts to take ownership over public representations of their 

communities.  
 

DUNN’S ROLE AS A GUIDE TO ART WORLDS 

In a 1959 paper, “Training and Evaluation of the Indian Artist,” Dunn put forth 

her philosophy of teaching Native American students. Drawing on her experience as the 

Studio director, Dunn presented suggestions for art programs of the mid-20th century. 

Dunn (1959) had long believed that U.S. teacher training was inadequate preparation for 

working with Native American students, and she elaborated on her ideal background for 

an art teacher in this paper: 
 
Guidance of Indian artists should stem from technical experience in art, an over 
all [sic] knowledge and appreciation of art and of specific Indian arts and cultures. 
This means exploration beyond the art schools and beyond an armchair view of 
anthropology. One goes with a friendly and open attitude into the field and tries to 
understand and remember as much as possible of what he encounters. He acts as a 
helper rather than an investigator, maintaining mutual respect with the Indian 
people at all times. (p. 2) 

Here, Dunn (1959) seemed to present three possible perspectives for the art teacher, or 

“guide” (p. 1). The first would be a teacher trained in an art school, by which Dunn likely 

meant an art school in the Anglo-American tradition. Dunn (1959) claimed in the same 

paper that “guidance” was not “learned from a methods course” (p. 1), the sort of teacher 

training available at her alma mater, the School of the Arts Institute in Chicago. Dunn 

(1959) also eschewed a second possibility, an academic with “an armchair view of 

anthropology,” that is, with merely theoretical knowledge of Native artistic expressions 

(p. 2). The ideal guide would move “beyond” either of those perspectives to become “a 



 91 

helper,” who “begins with the student and proceeds on the interaction and inter-

inspiration between student and guide” (Dunn, 1959, p. 1).36 

Curiously, Dunn (1959) seemed to imply that her hypothetical teacher would be 

non-Native. She stated that the guide should go “with a friendly and open attitude into the 

field,” borrowing language from anthropological research, and sustain “mutual respect 

with the Indian people at all times” (Dunn, 1959, p. 2). However, since Dunn emphasized 

that an ideal art teacher would be fluent in Native artistic traditions, one might anticipate 

that a Native American teacher might meet Dunn’s standards. The implication that 

Dunn’s ideal teacher would be non-Native also seems surprising given that Dunn’s 

successor at the Studio, Gerónima Cruz Montoya (San Juan / Ohkay Owingeh), was a 

Native American artist. Perhaps Dunn was attempting to resolve some of the conflicts 

that resulted from the divergent goals of the Studio. These paintings served three, 

sometimes conflicting, purposes: as representations of cultural identities, as individual 

expressions, and as market commodities. 

If the Studio sought to produce culturally authentic art, one might guess that the 

most qualified guide would be a Studio-trained Native American teacher, like Montoya. 

If the Studio valued individual expression, an Anglo-American familiar with Progressive 

Education might fit the bill. Ultimately, neither of these goals was sufficient for Dunn’s 

educational purposes. Dunn (1959) suggested that Native American art objects should 

serve an economic function: “Guidance serves a relatively high economic 

purpose...painting, as compared to school-trained vocations, has proved one of the best 

means of income” as well as “one of the most flexible means of relocation” (p. 2). 

                                                
36 Dunn’s choice of the word “beyond” suggests that the teacher would have both Anglo-American art 
training and anthropological knowledge. Later in the paper, Dunn delineated Native and non-Native 
teachers, writing that “staff members for all creative courses should be specialists with research 
backgrounds in Indian art,” while “Indian craftsmen should participate as both regular and visiting 
instructors” [emphasis added].  
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Although it appears that Dunn never explicitly asserted that a Native American teacher 

would be less likely to facilitate sales of Studio work, her 1959 paper suggested that 

proper guidance included insider knowledge of Anglo art markets. Perhaps Dunn’s 

(1959) implicit endorsement of non-Native art teachers grew from her belief that “the 

whole native concept of art differs so much from that in general society,” so “young 

painters begin by not caring even to sign their pictures, much less having an inkling of 

the necessity for establishing names as art-buying incentives” (p. 2). Dunn  (1959) 

perceived that the U.S. art world would be particularly challenging for Native American 

students: “Guidance is necessary for the Indian artist in learning to make his way through 

the strange maze of exhibitions and marketings in the art world” (p. 2).37 Here, Dunn’s 

explicit call for art as commodity indicates that she never intended to reform Anglo art 

paradigms to fit community-based Native American artistic traditions, but rather, to 

incorporate Native American painters into non-Native art markets. Thus, Dunn enacted 

anti-conquest strategies. As she sought to support Native American artists, Dunn also 

attempted to induct them into a United States market economy, a move that ultimately 

supported the U.S. colonial project in North America. 

During and after her years as Studio director, Dunn both acknowledged and 

embraced the impact of the Anglo market for Native painters. Brody’s (1971) Indian 

Painters and White Patrons is perhaps the most prominent economic analysis of the 

Studio. In it, Brody (1971) claims that the sole purpose of early 20th century Native 

American painting was economic, and that Dunn merely confused the matter by insisting 

on its social value for Native American students. The birth of the Santa Fe art market 

                                                
37 People may find the art world difficult to navigate for many reasons, not the least of which is racial 
discrimination. However, Dunn’s implication that Native American art students were unfamiliar with the 
art world was probably anachronistic in 1959, since her primary critic at the Directions conference was 
Native American artist Lloyd Kiva New (Cherokee). 
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rested on unequal social relationships between Anglo collectors and Native American 

artists. Dunn’s relatively uncritical acceptance of this art market underscored her stance 

as a social reformer rather than a social revolutionary.  

Despite Dunn’s engagement with the Santa Fe art market, her goals as an educator 

reflect a range of complex values. Dunn’s personal notes and writings from the 1930s 

emphasize art-making as an expression of personal and cultural identity. As Dunn stated 

in her 1959 paper, her definition of Indian painting necessarily required individual and 

cultural expression, adherence to certain principles of design, and utility as a commercial 

object. Dunn’s goals for Native American paintings were probably too disparate and 

contradictory to truly come into fruition. However, in her own eyes, Dunn may have been 

the ideal teacher of the Studio program. Recalling her years at the Studio, Dunn (1959) 

reflected, “a veritable renaissance in arts and crafts occurred in and through the Indian 

schools, particularly the Santa Fe Indian School” (p. 5). Whether or not the Studio 

represented a renaissance, Dunn’s seemed to believe that her leadership fostered the 

program’s greatest successes. 
 

THE STUDIO IN A COLONIAL CONTEXT 

At its core, my research seeks to contextualize Dunn’s teaching within the social, 

education, and art historical events of the early 20th century. This study examined how 

the Indian New Deal reforms, the Progressive Education movement, and emerging Native 

American art markets informed Dunn’s pedagogy. The historical contexts surrounding 

Dunn and her work does much to explain how the Studio came to be and why it became 

influential. As Peter Smith (1999) has cautioned, “given the historical moment during 

which Dunn taught, her approach can be judged as laudable and valid” (p. 122). 

However, scholars are often left wondering to what extent Dunn should be held 
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responsible for the shortcomings in Studio paintings, or for the apparent stagnation in 

Native American painting in the Southwest after her departure.  

Many of the Studio’s shortcomings reflect the style of reform Dunn represented. 

Dunn positioned herself in relation to the circumstances she opposed, dismantling the 

previous era’s assimilation policies through her teaching practice. As a result, the 

Studio’s “one fixed principle” was that “the painting would have to be Indian” (Dunn, 

1960a, p. 18). The possibility of recovering cultural expressions was undoubtedly 

appealing in the wake of forced assimilation. However, Dunn seemed to value timeless 

portrayals of Native-seeming ideas more than daily life at the Santa Fe Indian 

School. Although Dunn consistently drew upon the importance of cultural traditions, she 

seemed to neglect one of the most significant aspects of culture: its constant evolution 

and rearticulation in the present.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

REVIEW OF THE STUDY 

    In this study, I worked to describe, contextualize, and interpret Dorothy Dunn’s 

teaching practice in the Studio painting program at the Santa Fe Indian School. I drew 

from Dunn’s papers in the Dorothy Dunn Kramer Archives at the Laboratory of 

Anthropology in Santa Fe, New Mexico to find evidence of how the Studio functioned 

throughout the five years of Dunn’s directorship, from 1932 to 1937. Letters, personal 

notes, and various documents in the archives provided clues as to Dunn’s work in 

founding the Studio, professional relationships, teaching objectives, and day-to-day 

experiences as the Studio director. Dunn’s published works, particularly articles from the 

1930s, supported documents from the archives to flesh out her pedagogical goals and 

methods. 

In order to analyze Dunn’s Studio pedagogy, I contextualized her program within 

contemporaneous political, social, and economic reforms in the United States. Reforms 

within the Bureau of Indian Affairs, educational reforms, and emerging research in 

anthropology and art history during the early 20th century all contributed to Dunn’s 

values and practices as an art educator. Emerging political reforms, culminating in the 

Indian New Deal policies of the 1930s, provided necessary institutional support for the 

Studio within the Bureau of Indian Affairs. However, the BIA institutional structure was 

unsustainable, and Dunn’s contentious relationships with BIA and Santa Fe Indian 

School administrators likely precipitated her resignation from the Studio in 1937. 

Although Dunn’s pedagogy drew from her historical context, her goals for the 

Studio combined wide-ranging fields of practice. Aligned with Bureau of Indian Affairs 

reforms, Dunn viewed art education as instrumental to economic freedom, promoting 
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saleable paintings as a means by which students could accumulate capital in a U.S. 

market economy. Dunn also valued child-centered and interdisciplinary education, 

borrowing ideas from the Progressive Education movement of the early 20th century. 

Simultaneously, Dunn’s understanding of authentic Native American painting likely drew 

from emerging anthropological research, leading to Dunn’s belief that student work 

should reflect a racialized cultural identity. As Dunn combined goals from political and 

educational reform, as well as emerging anthropological scholarship, she developed 

teaching strategies to promote economic goals, individual expression, and cultural 

expression. Dunn’s Studio reflected broader contexts of her time while simultaneously 

developing a unique and complex pedagogy. 

The complexity and historical influence of Dunn’s Studio has fueled its currency 

as a subject of critical debate throughout the past five decades. For my part, I interpreted 

Dunn’s pedagogy by adapting theoretical lenses from postcolonial and critical theorists, 

including Mary Louise Pratt. By drawing on a broader field of theory, I sought to make 

sense of Dunn’s Studio as a place in which social reforms played out, reflecting values 

related to Dunn’s own ethnic and national identities. 

This study approached Dorothy Dunn’s practice at the Santa Fe Indian school 

from the field of art education history, as called for by Peter Smith (1999). Stokrocki 

(2000) noted that Dunn is a relatively well-known figure in Southwest art education 

history. However, most of these histories hail from the fields of art history and 

anthropology, and few extensive studies of Dunn exist within art education history. By 

framing my study of Dunn primarily through the lens of art education, this research 

contributes a specific perspective on Dunn’s work. As well, my analysis of Dunn’s work 

has built on the work of prior researchers, both questioning and corroborating previously 

published information. In addition to contributing research on Dunn from the field of art 
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education history, my work also synthesized related histories from adjacent fields, 

developing a contextual analysis.  

 

REVIEW OF CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION AND METHODOLOGY 

Throughout this study, I searched for historical evidence to answer my central 

research question: How did social and education reforms and art historical narratives 

shape Dorothy Dunn’s pedagogy at the Santa Fe Indian School from 1932 - 1937? The 

heart of my research question sought to discover the relationship between Dunn’s goals, 

principles, and methods of teaching and historical contexts, so the question provided a 

route by which I examined many factors related to human histories in North America 

during the 19th and 20th centuries. Through an iterative process, I read secondary sources 

that described the political, educational, and social histories that may have affected 

Dunn’s practice, and then searched primary sources for connections between broad 

contexts and the Studio. I then returned to broader fields of history writing, constructing 

increasingly specific questions inspired by Dunn’s archived materials and writings.   

Because the central question of my study connected broad contextual information 

with Dunn’s specific practice, it drove both the descriptive and analytical work in my 

research. For instance, the area of social reform history led me to examine Dunn’s role as 

an employee of the U.S. federal government during a period of reform. To understand the 

implications of Dunn’s position at the Santa Fe Indian School, I studied the relationships 

between the U.S. government and Native American communities during the late 19th and 

20th centuries. Because these histories revealed that Dunn’s practice depended on the 

U.S. colonial project in North America, I returned to my study of Dunn by looking for 

ways in which she deployed her own authority. In terms of educational reforms, I sought 

out explanations for how 20th century educational reforms changed art education in BIA 
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schools and how Dunn’s values aligned with major U.S. educational reformers, such as 

John Collier. Contemporaneous art histories, such as Edgar Hewett’s (1930) art history of 

the Southwest, suggested that Dunn’s understanding of authenticity in Native American 

art dovetailed with broad scholarship and research conducted during the early 20th 

century. Throughout my research, the three main fields addressed in the study’s central 

question facilitated my attempts to trace the origins of Dunn’s pedagogy and to compare 

her practice to the larger fields of social reform, education reform, and art history. 

The cyclical, iterative process I engaged with to answer my central research 

question hinged on ongoing interpretive work, a historical research strategy supported by 

Martella, Nelson, and Marchand-Martella (1999): “Historical researchers are focused on 

making the interpretation of their data the focus of their research versus focusing on the 

events themselves” (p. 460). Just as contextual description and analysis drove the 

direction of my study, my research methodology attempted to speak to both Dunn’s 

historical context and my own context as a researcher. To construct a methodology that 

would address multiple contexts related to Dunn’s Studio, I adapted methods from 

multiple fields, including art education history, postcolonial history, and qualitative 

research. I began with broad texts related to educational and qualitative research, 

including Research Methods: Learning to Become a Critical Research Consumer 

(Martella, et al, 1999) and Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to Theory 

and Methods (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). I also turned to texts devoted specifically to 

historical research in education, such as book chapters authored by Kaestle (1988), 

Chalmers (2004), and Stankiewicz, Amburgy, and Bolin (2004). My methods in working 

with historical evidence in archives borrowed strategies from Working with Archival 

Data (Elder, Pavalko, & Clipp, 1993) and Working in the Archives: Practical Research 

Methods for Rhetoric and Composition (Ramsey, Sharer, L'Eplattenier, & Mastrangelo, 
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2010). The wide range of research texts mentioned in this section underscore the 

centrality of interdisciplinarity to historical inquiry (Stankiewicz, et al, 2004). As well, 

these texts resonated with my specific area of historical research, supporting the notion of 

historical research as a subjective, interpretive process. 
 

OUTCOMES OF THE STUDY 

This study described and analyzed Dorothy Dunn’s pedagogy as Studio director at 

the Santa Fe Indian School from 1932 to 1937. My analysis of documents from the 

Dorothy Dunn Kramer archives suggested that Dunn combined several sources to 

develop a unique approach in teaching an emerging pan-Indian genre that Dunn’s Studio 

codified and popularized. Dunn’s pedagogy reflected many of the goals advocated by 

early 20th century Progressive Education reformers, such as child-centered, community-

centered, and interdisciplinary learning. Dunn also developed the Studio as a venue 

through which Native American artists began selling their work, and she facilitated 

exhibitions and sales of student work. Dunn’s economically instrumental goals in art 

education echoed the Bureau of Indian Affairs reforms spurred by Indian New Deal 

policies, which sought to alleviate poverty within Native American communities 

(Brookings Institution, 1928; Szasz, 1999). 

Conceptually, Dunn incorporated approaches from Anglo-American 

anthropological research, such as Hewett’s (1930) Ancient Life in the American 

Southwest. Hewett’s art history text reflected a widely accepted view among early 20th 

century U.S. anthropologists, viewing artistic expressions as a reflection of a biologically 

inherited, racialized culture (Traverso, 2003). Dunn adopted such beliefs as well, 

reflecting a “primitivist paradigm” (Eldridge, 2001, p. 329). This paradigm led Dunn to 

imagine Native American communities of North America belonged to a single culture, 
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which might disappear if not properly preserved. As discussed in Chapter 4, Dunn’s 

understanding of racialized culture led her to develop an informal taxonomy of artistic 

identity that located an individual’s identity within cultural and racial categories. Dunn’s 

papers and published work suggest that she believed that authentic cultural expressions 

were discoverable within archeological and anthropological research, or within students’ 

memories and imaginations. Ultimately, Dunn’s static understanding of culture, along 

with her approach to Studio instruction, promoted an emerging painting movement which 

both promoted young Native American artists and, at times, discouraged artistic 

experimentation. 

In sum, Dunn developed a unique pedagogy based on her own formal art training, 

U.S. Progressive Education reforms, and emerging art histories of the Southwest. In 

accordance with Indian New Deal reforms, Dunn’s pedagogy attempted to empower 

students economically and socially within an Anglo-dominated United States culture. 

Because Dunn created a pedagogy that engaged with major social, political, and 

educational movements in the United States during the early 20th century, this study 

highlighted the relationships between art education histories and wide-ranging fields of 

practice. These connections contributed to the richness of the Studio as an area of 

research, through which I interpreted the connections between Dunn’s work in the Studio, 

a specific topic in art education history, and the impact of U.S. social reforms, colonial 

structures, and bureaucratic mechanisms. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

As contemporary historians continue to develop histories that question colonial 

paradigms, the Studio may be a fruitful topic for further critical analysis. In particular, art 

education historians could examine the pedagogy of Dunn’s successor, Gerónima Cruz 



 101 

Montoya (San Juan / Ohkay Owingeh). As Eldridge (2001) and Stokrocki (2000) pointed 

out, the work of Native American artists and teachers deserve far more scholarly attention 

in art education histories. Montoya directed the Studio from 1937 until 1962, and was a 

beloved teacher within the Santa Fe Indian School community (Hyer, 1990). I suspect 

Montoya’s pedagogy would prove to be a rich field for art education historians. 

This study focused on only five years of Dunn’s career, and while writers such as 

Bernstein and Rushing (1995) and Hahn (2011) have published more complete portraits 

of Dunn as an individual, no complete Dunn biography has been published to date. The 

field of art education history may also benefit from comparative historical analyses of 

women artists, art educators, and activists in Santa Fe. Previous histories of women 

activists in the Santa Fe area have yielded historical narratives that synthesized feminist 

criticism and postcolonial analyses (Mullin, 2001). Future studies might contribute to 

broader comparative studies that include both Native American and Anglo women artists, 

educators, and patrons. 

 

REFLECTIONS 

Throughout the study, as my understanding of Dunn’s work became increasingly 

nuanced, my interest in the Studio expanded in equal measure. I found that a historical 

analysis is a messy process. In every aspect of my research, I was enmeshed in multiple 

tensions. In terms of constructing historical contexts, I was caught between attempting to 

write a coherent historical narrative while honoring the contradictory perspectives, and 

sometimes the contradictory data, I encountered. In establishing my tone as a researcher, 

I wanted to avoid Byrd’s (2006) criticisms of postmodern theorists as distant and 

detatched, while at the same time recognizing that my place as a scholar is not to 

contribute to Indigenous histories. Since I wrote for an art education audience, I wanted 
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to examine the specifics of Dunn’s teaching, but my personal ethics guided me to focus 

on the colonial implications of her teaching. Perhaps this study could never be as 

complete or as nuanced as I would like it to be, but it remained a compelling project 

throughout the process. At the conclusion of my study, I am no less intrigued by the 

complexity of Dunn’s practice than I was at its beginning. 
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Appendix: Notes on the Archive Documents 
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