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Abstract 

 

Art Education as Violence: 

Western European Artistic Influence Upon the Mandan 

 

Matthew Robert Timme, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Paul E. Bolin 

 

This thesis attempts to complicate the solely positive nature most often attributed 

to art education.  This complication occurs through a deconstruction of an episode of art 

education and subsequent interpretation and analysis through both poststructural literary 

theory and postcolonial theory.  By conducting a close reading of a colonial interaction, 

between two artists trained in the Western canon and two Native American artists, the 

study begins to view the process of art education as an act of violence, manifested in the 

rapid shift in artistic style away from a traditional Mandan technique towards one that 

reflects a Western European tradition.  This violence is in turn viewed as typical in the 

systematic destruction of the culture of a colonized group, as a means for the West to 

gain, and maintain, authority through the use, and the controlling, of both knowledge and 

education.  Ultimately the field of art education is described as being central within this 

struggle, in that ideology is both created and promoted within the field at the expense of 

supplanting previous cultural knowledge.  This process of ideological struggle, while 
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inherently violent, is not automatically negative.  The struggle between violence and 

negativity within the field of art education forms the final section of the study. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction to Art Education as Violence 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 This study consists of an analysis and interpretation of the artistic influence of 

George Catlin and Karl Bodmer on the Mandan Indian peoples of the Upper Missouri 

River (in current North and South Dakota), between 1832-1834 (Ewers, 1957).  During 

this time, Catlin and Bodmer gave art lessons to various members of the Mandan, as well 

as documented individuals and landscapes for professional artistic purposes.  Mató-Tópe 

and Síh-Chidä1, two influential, respected, and prominent artists of the Mandan 

community, actively sought out interaction and art instruction with Catlin and Bodmer 

(Catlin, 1841; Maximilian, 1905).  These Mandan artists interacted at length with Catlin 

and Bodmer over the course of two years, in which their artistic style shifted from a 

traditional Mandan artistic technique to a style of art more aligned with the Western 

European Artistic tradition, which is evident in both collected original works and 

accurate copies produced by Bodmer (Ewers, 1957).  It is within this shift in artistic style 

that this study is concerned.  This research investigated the European influence over the 

two Mandan artists by using poststructural literary theory as a method of analysis, in 

order to explore the idea that the stylistic shift is not only a consequence of artistic 

education, but also exists as a “violent act” of colonialist repression by replacing both 

traditional artistic methods and the technique used in the recording of the history of the 

                                                
1 While different spellings of the names of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä exist within the literature pertaining 
to the topic, the names will be reproduced according to the spelling within Karl Bodmer’s America (1984), 
published by the Joslyn Art Museum, which holds works of Karl Bodmer both painted and collected during 
his expedition into the Upper Missouri River with Prince Maximilian of 1832-1834. 
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Mandan, with that of Western Europe (Césaire, 2000; Memmi, 1965).  The complication 

of this event brings into question the seemingly positive nature of art education. 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION  

 How does an analysis of the art instruction conducted by George Catlin and Karl 

Bodmer with the Mandan (from 1832-1834), when the instruction is interpreted as an act 

of “violent colonialism,” complicate and challenge the commonly held belief that art 

education is now, and has been, viewed as a positive engagement? 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 Most, if not all, research conducted within the field of art education does not 

question the widely held belief that art education is positive in nature. By not conducting 

research that complicates this solely positive view of art education, the field is never fully 

able to think analytically about itself, and in turn does not grow and test its boundaries.  

This research examined the field of art education, and its application in art instruction, by 

using a theoretical framework that calls into question the entirety of education by viewing 

it as a “violent” means of repression (Althusser, 1971).  Through the investigation of 

George Catlin and Karl Bodmer’s artistic influence on the Mandan, existing as an example 

of artistic colonialism, the ways in which art education is used to control and dominate a 

population is considered critically. 

 This study not only addressed the solely positive view of art education, but also 

challenged the lack of researchers doing work in a theoretically interdisciplinary manner.  



 3 

As a field, art education rarely integrates the ideas and theories of other areas in academia, 

outside of those dealing specifically with art, into its realm of thinking.  By conducting 

research in an interdisciplinary style, and with a topic that has not been considered, this 

research stretches the field of art education in both its subject and method. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH  

 Because of my strong interest in Native American Culture and arts, this research 

fits well within my overall academic interests.  It is not only the subject of research, the 

Mandan people and their changing artistic traditions, but also the way in which this 

research was conducted that is a personal interest.  The interdisciplinary method of 

research enabled me to work within multiple fields and conduct research that is not 

constricted to one particular academic area which allowed for academic and intellectual 

freedom – both of which appeal to me immensely. 

 My interest in interdisciplinary work is not simply contained to my personal 

motivations, but also resides firmly within my professional interests as well.  Because 

interdisciplinary work is becoming more the norm within academia, it is necessary for the 

field of art education, and the research conducted within this field, to adapt, otherwise it 

will cease to, for the lack of a better word, matter to those outside the field. By 

conducting research in an interdisciplinary manner, the field and its research remains 

relevant, and hopefully the relatively narrow borders of art education will be stretched to 

include a larger view of what is necessary terrain to be aware of and knowledgeable 

within. 
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 The field of art education will not be pushed forward through interdisciplinary 

work alone.  By conducting this research through an analytical method not readily used in 

art education, and the fundamental concerns of the research at hand, existing as an overall 

questioning of art education as a positive force, the field as a whole will be forced to 

think analytically about, and ultimately question, itself.  At one point in time all fields 

within academia begin to question not only their validity but also their purpose, and 

because this research begins to formulate these questions it becomes an important piece 

of critical research within the field of art education. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 Literary theory was used as the method of analysis to revisit, and ultimately 

complicate, the art-historically established influence of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer 

upon the Mandan people of the Plains during the years 1832-1834 (Ewers, 1957; Thomas 

& Ronnefeldt, 1976), that is seen within the technical shift towards a Western European 

style.  Because the event of Catlin and Bodmer’s contact with, and influence upon, the 

Mandan is well established and described by those directly involved and described by 

subsequent authors, the majority of the focus of this research is upon the theoretical 

implications of the influence and not the physical changes that occurred within the art 

produced by Mató-Tópe  and Síh-Chidä.  It is at this point, in which a historical event has 

been substantiated but no further analysis has been conducted, that my study began.  The 

analysis and interpretation was conducted using poststructural literary theory as a lens to 

complicate the event through viewing it as an act of violence by which both the method 
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and outlook upon personal, and cultural, histories shifted drastically over a brief period of 

time. 

 Poststructural literary theory can be thought of as a body of knowledge and 

writing that attempts to explain the world and provide analytical meaning within it, 

through the examination of language as the creator and maintainer of meaning.  

Poststructural literary theory, and literary theory in general, is not limited to the world of 

literature but includes writings in history, philosophy, and much of the humanities.  It 

was used here due to the large base of literature surrounding the idea of subjugation 

through writing and education in general (Althusser, 1971; Derrida, 1997; Lévi-Strauss, 

1997).  This methodology was initially used to show that the artistic influence Catlin and 

Bodmer had on the Mandan was not one of innocent education, but instead a violent act 

of oppression.  Upon reaching this theoretical position, colonial and postcolonial theory, 

existing within an overall poststructuralist worldview, was used to explore this act as an 

example of systematic colonial conquest (Bhabha, 1994; Césaire, 2000; Fanon, 2004; 

Memmi, 1965). 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 Historical Terms: 

Mandan – Native American peoples of the Plains area, living along the Upper Missouri 

River, in present day North and South Dakota, who were forced to join a neighboring 

tribe after their total numbers were reduced to roughly 100 members after a smallpox 

outbreak in 1837. 
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Mató-Tópe  (Four Bears) – Second Chief of the Mandan who was the primary recipient 

of Bodmer’s art lessons, who served as an intermediary between the Mandan and Fort 

Clark, who later died in a smallpox outbreak in 1837. 

Síh-Chidä (the Yellow Feather) – A son a former Mandan Chief, who also received art 

lessons from Karl Bodmer, who died soon after the departure of Catlin and Bodmer, 

according to Catlin. 

Karl Bodmer – Swiss painter and draftsman, trained in Europe, who traveled with Prince 

Maximilian to document his scientific findings on a trip up the Missouri River from 

1833-1834. 

George Catlin – American painter, who specialized in portraits and landscapes of the 

“West,” who traveled extensively across America in the mid 1800s. 

Prince Maximilian – A German nobleman, explorer, ethnographer, and naturalist, who 

explored and documented his findings while in the Americas during the 19th Century, 

who led the ethnographic expedition up the Missouri River with Karl Bodmer as chief 

artist. 

 Theoretical Terms: 

Violence – Used within this research as a term defined as being an extremely disruptive, 

repressive, or oppressive act, either physically, culturally, or intellectually (often all three 

simultaneously), in its fundamental nature. 

Writing – A process not limited to alphabetic inscription to which it is commonly 

associated, but instead encompassing not just he act of “notation…but the essence and 
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content of these activities themselves” (Derrida, 1997, p. 9), which include 

“cinematography, choreography, of course, but also pictorial, musical, [and] sculptural 

‘writing’” (Derrida, 1997, p. 9).  Writing not only includes artistic productions, but also 

the processes of creating these objects. 

Sign – A linguistic term to define the arbitrary relationship of the signifier (the 

description of the object) and the signified (the object being described). 

Literary Theory – A broad range of literature and theory that is not limited to writers 

within the literary world but also those working in philosophy and history, all of which 

attempt to provide frameworks to construct meaning within the world. 

Poststructuralism – One of the many subsections of Literary Theory, which is a 

philosophical response to structuralism, in which intellectuals rejected the previously 

established systems of societal construction, in favor of viewing language and writing as 

the truly important factors that create and maintain meaning. 

Ideology – The “assumptions, values, the obvious, inscribed in material practices” 

(Belsey, 2002, p. 113) within an Althusserian view, meaning the values and notions that 

people both believe in, and act upon. 

Arche-writing – Derrida coined this term as the non-existent form of writing that exists as 

the differential nature of all language.  It is neither spoken nor written, but just exists as 

the fundamental component of language, which is violent in nature. 

Logocentrism – Defined by Derrida as the favoring of the spoken word over writing – a 

common trend within the history of Western thought, and present within the writings of 

Lévi-Strauss. 
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

 Because the study itself deals only with one historically defined moment, the time 

period discussed is clearly delineated as lasting from 1832-1834.  While the theories used 

to explore and complicate the event and its subsequent consequences come from various 

fields outside art education, they are limited to those that are theoretically applicable to 

the event at hand, residing within postcolonial and literary studies.  These two fields, and 

their applicable theories, are often viewed as emerging from several seminal texts which 

will be used as theoretical foundations from which this research will be built upon.  

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

 A direct benefit of this study is that it forces the field of art education to question 

and consider deeply its most fundamental actions.  By questioning the often held belief of 

art education as being a solely positive force, the field as a whole is challenged to 

reconsider long held beliefs.  The questioning and critical thinking that ensues, pushes, 

and stretches the field, and the practice of art education, in directions that are traveled 

infrequently – in this case through the area of theoretical self-inquiry. 

 This research, although being conducted within a theoretical framework of 

literary theory, is in essence a type of historical research.  By forming an argument 

around this historical event, and pulling the historical record into a discussion of 

consequences and theoretical justifications for past actions, this thesis is a type of 

historical research often lacking within art education.  The research begins to stretch the 

commonly held ideas of historical research in art education from an encyclopedic 
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accumulation and recitation of historical fact, to work in which researchers take critical 

stances regarding the past. 

 A further benefit to the field of art education is that the research was conducted 

through an interdisciplinary method.  This research technique is becoming the norm 

within the academy, and in order for the field to stay relevant, it must adapt and begin to 

learn, and write, using the work of other fields.  Not only does the research help the field 

gain relevance outside of itself, it also sets a precedent for interdisciplinary research 

within art education.  No longer are those conducting research in the field limited to art, 

educational, and art educational theories, but are able and encouraged to utilize theories 

and ideas in all academic areas.  The use of different methods of analysis and 

interpretation, outside the cannon of art and art education, compel those rooted in the 

field of art education to move outside this narrow scope and embrace, and ultimately 

learn about, work being conducted in other fields. 

CONCLUSION 

 This study surrounds a literary analysis and interpretation of the artistic influence 

of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer upon two Mandan artists over a period of two years.  

Between 1832 and 1834, these two Western artists lived among, and gave art lessons to, 

members of the Mandan community, as well as worked extensively during their time 

among the Mandan.  This interaction resulted in a extensive shift in artistic style and 

technique of two Mandan artists, Mató-Tópe  and Síh-Chidä.  This change and its cultural 



 10 

implications is the focal point of the study, achieved through both poststructural literary 

theory as well as postcolonial theory. 

 A poststructural analysis of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer’s artistic influence 

upon the Mandan artists Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, relies heavily upon two basic 

assumptions: that the influence occurred as the direct outcome of interactions between 

these individuals, and the Mandan view of art in general, as historical documentation by 

method of pictorial records, exists as a form of language, and more specifically a form of 

writing.  The first assumption, being far more obvious than the second, in that without 

belief in the occurrence of the Western influence no analysis can take place, which is 

examined through historical documentation of artistic technique illustrated through 

pictorial evidence within the following chapter.  The second thesis considers the art 

practiced by the Mandan, which existed as an historical record created through “picture 

writing” (Ewers, 1957, p. 4), as both an art form and a type of writing.  This is necessary 

in order for poststructural literary theory to be utilized as a means of analysis, because 

poststructuralism focuses on the idea of language, as well as writing, as the most 

powerful way in which meaning is created and maintained within the world.  The 

justification of the use of poststructural literary theory as a method of artistic analysis 

relies upon the translation of linguistic and literary theories to the world of visual arts, 

which is discussed at length in the third chapter. 

 Upon the examination of the above theses, an investigation into the consequences 

of this shift in artistic technique can occur.  This shift was not in technique alone but also 

in the method of recording history.  After the shifts are examined a discussion of the 
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oppressive colonial nature of these art lessons, and the subsequent cultural implications 

for the Mandan as a people can occur through postcolonial literary theory.  The 

consequences of the drastic shift in artistic technique and style can be examined only 

after both the historical record is shown to exhibit the influence of Catlin and Bodmer 

upon the Mandan, and the art of the Mandan can be shown to be a system of language 

and writing.  
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Chapter Two:  Historical Background 

 The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 was the single largest land acquisition in the 

history of the United States.  Thirty years after its initial exploration by Meriwether 

Lewis and William Clark; George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, and Prince Maximilian traversed 

this “Great American Desert” in attempts to record and preserve the landscape and people 

through both written and visual documentation.  The American born George Catlin 

traveled for years across the United States painting its native peoples and collecting 

examples of their art, while the Swiss born Karl Bodmer and German Prince Maximilian 

spent nearly two years traveling up the Missouri River documenting the flora and fauna 

on a scientific expedition in the goal to increase European musuems’ knowledge of the 

American Frontier.  Whether on a scientific expedition, or undertaking a journey 

documenting the frontier, the artists’ abilities to accurately paint their surroundings 

impressed and influenced those they met.  The artistic impact that George Catlin and Karl 

Bodmer had on two prominent Mandan figures, Mató-Tópe, a second chief of the 

Mandan, and Síh-Chidä, a son of a chief, can be seen in a shift in artistic technique.  

Buffalo robes and shirts painted prior to contact with these artists trained in a Western 

European technique are different in style from the artwork these same members of the 

Mandan produced after receiving both art lessons and encouragement from Catlin and 

Bodmer, as well watching the artists work for extended periods of time (Ewers, 1957). 

 George Catlin, and the group of Karl Bodmer and Prince Maximilian, never 

traveled together but moved through much of the same geographical area and lived 
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among, and made friends with, many of the same people during the early 1830s.  At a 

time in United States history when Americans knew the president as the “Indian Killer,” 

President Jackson ran on the ticket of, and ultimately imposed, the forced removal 

policies of Native Americans from the Eastern portions of the United States.  While the 

majority of the United States did support President Jackson’s policies, he had outspoken 

opponents including Daniel Boone and factions within the Christian Church.  Holding a 

vast amount of land in the Southeastern United States, the “Five Civilized Tribes”2: the 

Choctaw, Cherokee, Creek, Chickasaw, and Seminole peoples were under attack after the 

passing of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, in which tens of thousands of Native 

Americans were forcibly moved from their homelands to lands beyond the Mississippi 

River.  This removal is better known as the Trail of Tears. 

 The anti-Native American attitude held by President Jackson and much of the 

United States lasted throughout the nineteenth century, ultimately resulting in the 

decimation of Native American people and culture.  While this was the case for much of 

the United States, many Native peoples had relatively little physical contact with Western 

Civilization outside of explorers like Lewis and Clark and fur trappers and traders 

scattered through the American West until the 19th century.  The relationships that arose 

between groups, which came together for trade and later for a forced dependency on 

European goods to survive, existed as both exploitative and symbiotic.  This occurred 

through the strategic use of alcohol, and subsequent demand for it, by the large fur 

                                                
2 Referred to as the “Five Civilized Tribes,” or the “five tribes,” by Americans at this time due to their use 
of writing systems, judicial systems, and a complicated social structure to which the European-Americans 
associated with “civilized” nations. 
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trading companies to gain an upper hand in trading relations.  At the same time 

intermarriage and traders living among Native Americans was common during the early 

years of cultural interaction. 

 The Mandan people, who George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, and Prince Maximilian 

lived among, were one group of Native Americans heavily involved with the fur trade.  

This economic venture lasted throughout the mid-18th and 19th centuries, as their villages 

were located on the Missouri River, which was used as a major thoroughfare for the 

transportation of goods.  Although the Mandan had been living along the Missouri River 

as early as 1250 A.D. in sedentary villages with complex centralized governments (Cash 

& Wolff, 1974), the earliest recorded encounter with the West took place in 1738, when 

French fur trader Sieur de la La Verendrye came across their villages in an attempt to set 

up trade relations.  His account is one of prosperity, in which the Mandan existed as a 

powerful nation who feared none of their neighbors, but instead supplied them with 

manufactured goods necessary for their survival.  High demand for manufactured goods 

led them to become accomplished traders, and capable of dealing with the incoming 

surge of both Canadian and American based fur trading companies (Will & Spinden, 

1906). 

 The archaeological record and firsthand accounts show that the Mandan were a 

highly organized and sophisticated culture, living in large fortified towns, in which the 

smallest boasted one hundred and thirty houses.  The Mandan inhabited six villages when 

Verendrye encountered them in 1738, and through his documentation of their numbers, it 

can be estimated that across these six villages there existed at least one thousand homes 
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and roughly fifteen-thousand Mandan (Will & Spinden, 1906).  These records are 

evidence of not only a large and prosperous nation but one that was highly organized 

both politically and religiously, who interacted and traded for European goods with other 

Native American groups long before the arrival of Verendrye (Cash & Wolff, 1974).  The 

development of an agriculturally based lifestyle, which was supplemented by hunting 

buffalo and other smaller game, allowed for the expansive growth and development of 

larger permanent fortified towns that enabled the Mandan to establish highly 

sophisticated cultural practices seen within their manufactured goods. 

 Many items the Mandan made were common to the region and the neighboring 

tribes, but slight deviation existed with their ability to make their own glass beads, 

pottery, and their painstaking decoration of buffalo hides used both as clothing and as 

forms of decoration.  Glass beads were made through the melting and reforming of 

existing colored glass obtained through trade with Europeans, which ultimately ended 

with the hand crafting of small glass beads used for ornamentation.  The pottery, “which 

was mentioned by nearly all their visitors” (Will & Spinden, 1906, pp. 116), was learnt 

through interactions with peoples of the Eastern Woodlands (Cash & Wolff, 1972), and 

were made in sizes to hold as small as one quart to as large as five gallons.  Another set 

of items that were highly prized and admired by all visitors were the decorated and 

painted animal hides that were both worn and displayed.  The hides were decorated with 

porcupine quills, beadwork, stained with pigments, and painted with personal histories, 

commonly showing successful moments in battle (Will & Spinden, 1906).  The scenes 

were painted through the use of simplified human forms, often delineating between 
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Mandan and non-Mandan by hairstyle, as well as depicting weapons, horses, and wounds 

either received or given in battle by the individual who painted the hide.  The paintings 

served as a means to remember and record the history of the Mandan, due to the lack of a 

written alphabetic language. 

 While each hide was painted and decorated by the individual who wore it, a 

“typical” or “traditional” Mandan style existed before, and during, early interactions with 

individuals of European decent.  The earliest collected and preserved example of Mandan 

painting was collected by Lewis and Clark during their time spent with the Mandan in 

1805.  The painted buffalo robe (Illustration 1) depicts a battle between the Mandan and a 

neighboring tribe, which took place around 1797.  Because of the date of the battle, it can 

be deduced that this robe, if collected in 1805, was painted sometime within the eight 

year period between 1797 and 1805 (Lewis, Clark, & Floyd, 1904).  This example 

provides great insight into a “traditional” Mandan painting style, before the arrival and 

influence of the artists George Catlin and Karl Bodmer.  This benchmark in style can then 

be used to compare the style of work employed by the Mandan after contact with Catlin 

and Bodmer.  Without a system of writing, Mandan buffalo robe and shirt painting did 

not merely exist as a form of art, but also served as the historical record. 

 The traditional Mandan style consists of simplified human forms, characterized 

by a transparent inverted triangular body, with legs containing large square or triangular 

thighs with stick like legs bent at the knee (Illustration 1.1).  The arms emerge directly 

from the top of the inverted triangle, making a shallow “V” by bending upward at the 

elbow.  The hands are shown as small balls with five radiating fingers equidistant apart.  
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The figures’ faces are rarely shown, but if so the eyes are indicated by two small dots, 

and the mouth by a horizontal line.  As the bodies are transparent, in which quivers of 

arrows are fully visible through the body of the individual who carries them.  Each 

character is shown holding a form of weapon, either bow and arrow, spear, or firearm.  

Some of the figures in the scene are shown on horseback (Illustration 1.2), where they 

reside atop the horse without any legs, and their bodies become purely rectangular, while 

the horse itself is drawn in an outline without any distinguishing features.  The horse is 

shown as painted and decorated, and having extremely thin legs that culminate in small 

hooked hooves. 

  Because of the lack of features and anatomical correctness attributed to the 

individuals in the painted robe, the artist had little concern in rendering the human form 

accurately, but instead was concerned with the faithful recording of an important 

historical event.  The characters that are drawn, in heavy outline without relative 

accuracy, should be viewed as pictorial shorthand as a means to visually record an 

important battle.  This style of artistic documentation is often referred to as “picture 

writing” (Ewers, 1957, p. 4), in which the artist, due to lack of a written alphabet and 

system of writing, records history through simplified and generalized images. 

 After the collection of the 1805 robe, the next major Western visitor to the 

Mandan people was artist George Catlin.  Traveling across much of the United States, 

painting the landscape and its Native peoples, Catlin enjoyed a career compiling both 

original works and items he collected while among the various indigenous peoples of 

America (Dippie, 2002).  His journeys across the United States led him to the Mandan 
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people during the summer of 1832, in which he painted landscapes as well as prominent 

members of the Mandan community.  He created over 40 paintings in a brief two-week 

period while among the Mandan (Ewers, 1957).   

 The presence of an artist among the Mandan, with his ability to accurately, and 

quickly, render a likeness of an individual was something that was, before that moment, 

unseen among the Mandan.  Catlin details the amazement, and fear for some within the 

community, regarding his ability to paint portraits.  Some would have been overcome by 

awe in seeing Catlin’s portraiture abilities, and possibly many of the villagers would have 

tried to gain a glimpse of him while working, but it is doubtful that “throngs” of people 

would have waited for him outside his dwelling and upon his emergence surrounded him 

“not unlike the nibbling of little fish, when I have been standing in deep water” (Catlin, 

1841, p. 107).  It is difficult to accurately judge the authenticity of this scene, but when 

Catlin (1841) continues there is greater insight into the emotions of those who had seen 

his craft first hand: 

They pronounced me the greatest medicine-man in the world; for they said I had 
made living beings, – they said they could see their chiefs alive, in two places – 
those that I had made were a little alive – they could see their eyes move – could 
see them smile and laugh, and that if they could laugh they could certainly speak, 
if they should try, and they must therefore have some life in them. (p. 107) 
 

The interactions that Mandan had with the portraits of their chiefs may be slightly 

embellished for the purposes of selling the idea of Catlin as the great American artist 

among Native Americans, as the purpose of his artistic expeditions was to complete and 

collect works for his Indian Gallery that would later tour the United States and Europe.  
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While Catlin’s tendency to exaggerate may be true, the Mandan had never seen an artist 

render the human form in this manner, which being seen for the first time could very 

possibly inspire them to believe that Catlin did indeed have the power to give life through 

his brush, especially with the speed and accuracy of his capabilities. 

 Along with the Mandan peoples’ reaction to the work of Catlin, great amounts of 

information in his journals record time spent with the Mandan and within these journals 

significant attention is paid to the character of Mató-Tópe (Four Bears), who was the 

second chief of the Mandan.  Mató-Tópe is “undoubtedly the first and most popular man 

in the [Mandan] nation,” who took great pride in his personal accomplishments, and their 

subsequent depiction upon his robes and shirts (Catlin, 1841, p. 145).  Mató-Tópe 

appeared to immediately bond with Catlin, which is seen through his willingness to sit for 

a portrait, the conversations they two men had, Mató-Tópe inviting Catlin to ceremonies 

and feasts, and ultimately giving Catlin a newly painted buffalo robe as well as the 

painted shirt that is shown in Catlin’s portrait of Mató-Tópe (Catlin, 1841; Ewers, 1957). 

 The portrait of Mató-Tópe (Illustration 2) has been described as “one of the most 

influential American portraits ever painted” (Triccoli, 2002, p. 157), as he stands with 

such grandeur and elegance.  The portrait itself shows Mató-Tópe wearing some of his 

finest regalia, including deerskin leggings, eagle feather headdress with buffalo horns, 

beaded moccasins, and shirt decorated with porcupine quills and painted by Mató-Tópe 

with representations of his personal war exploits and images of his victims as 

disembodied heads.  The shirt (Illustration 3, Illustration 3.1, and Illustration 3.2) shows 

the traditional Mandan style of pre-artistic contact that is present in the robe collected by 
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Lewis and Clark in 1805, as it was painted before the arrival of Catlin and his artistic 

influence.  The depictions of the full humans contain the same inverted triangular bodies, 

with disproportionate and stick-like legs and arms, and have round heads with eyes 

delineated by two dots and a mouth illustrated by a horizontal line.  If compared to the 

two detailed images of the Lewis and Clark robe, the representations are nearly identical, 

except for the addition of color to the shirt, and the personal nature of the scene as it is 

specific to Mató-Tópe’s life. 

 The collected shirt exhibits the same Mandan style seen in the Lewis and Clark 

robe, as well as in two other examples of Mandan shirts collected by Catlin in the same 

year (Illustration 4, Illustration 5, and Illustration 5.1).  Triccoli (2002) suggests that the 

displayed shirt (Illustration 3) is a copy fabricated by Catlin after losing the original.  If 

compared directly to the painted image of Mató-Tópe, the overall composition of the shirt 

remains similar, but the size, placement, and quality of the shirt’s decorations and 

painting differ greatly.  While Catlin was known to embellish or omit details in the dress 

of Native Americans (Ewers, 1957), it is unlikely the artist would have deviated from 

such and important and influential portrait.  Whether or not Catlin fabricated the collected 

Mató-Tópe shirt upon losing the original, the style of both the shirt depicted in the 

portrait as well as the collected shirt fit within a traditional Mandan style.  If compared to 

the two other Mandan shirts collected by Catlin at the same time (Illustration 4 and 

Illustration 5), the representational motif continues to fit within a traditional Mandan 

style, existing before the influence of a European artistic technique. 
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 Not only did Catlin collect the shirt shown in the portrait of Mató-Tópe, he also 

received a painted buffalo robe from Mató-Tópe, which he had been working on for two 

weeks since the arrival of George Catlin in 1832 (Catlin, 1841).  The original robe, which 

survives only in a copy painted by Catlin (Illustration 6), was painted by Mató-Tópe after 

the arrival of Catlin and him seeing the method in which he painted and depicted the 

human form.  The original, and the copy, illustrate Mató-Tópe’s twelve most important 

coups, or victorious moments in battle.  Unfortunately the copy of the robe itself, which 

would be an excellent example of the very beginnings of artistic influence upon Mató-

Tópe, is likely an inaccurate copy.  Over the course of his time among Native Americans, 

Catlin acquired the ability to quickly copy existing works of art for later reproduction, but 

with this also came a tendency to generalize and copy all Native American images in a 

similar style.  Because of this, the copy of Mató-Tópe’s robe appears to fit more within 

Catlin’s “copying style,” instead of within the newly discovered style of Mató-Tópe.  As 

Ewers (1957) accurately points out, one detail of the copy remains truly Mandan, which 

is the hooked hooves of the horses that are present in the robe collected by Lewis and 

Clark and the copy produced by Catlin.  Because of the unreliability of this copy, it 

becomes impossible to delineate between the work of Mató-Tópe and the work of Catlin.  

Fortunately, with the arrival of artist Karl Bodmer and Prince Maximilian only a year 

later, and with scientific and thus highly accurate documentation being the purpose of the 

expedition, the influence of both artists upon Mató-Tópe can be more easily seen. 

 From 1832 to 1834, Maximilian Alexander Philipp, Prince of Wied-Neuwied, and 

Karl Bodmer traveled from New York City to Fort McKenzie, near the end of the Upper 
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Missouri River.  Their trip followed the same route Lewis and Clark traversed thirty 

years earlier.  The journey was one of scientific exploration, in which ethnographic 

documentation of the landscape and people was their prime concern. Prince Maximilian, 

leader of the expedition, hired the young Swiss artist Karl Bodmer for the purpose of 

documenting the entirety of the two-year expedition through paintings and drawings that 

would accompany his ethnographic notes and observations.  During their journey along 

the Missouri River, they stopped and spent a great portion of time at Fort Clark, which 

was an American Fur Company stockade located immediately next to the main Mandan 

village.  They spent the winter, from November 8, 1833 until April 18, 1834, in the small 

fort, in which they traversed the frozen land to various Native American villages 

documenting what they experienced through both written and pictorial observations, 

permitting their ink and paints had not frozen due to extreme cold (Maximilian, 1905). 

 During their time at Fort Clark, Maximilian and Bodmer had many visitors in a 

small outbuilding, which was constructed specifically for the time they would spend 

there.  Of these visitors, and of those who Bodmer painted, two characters emerged as 

being both friends and guides through the Mandan world – Mató-Tópe (the same 

individual who interacted at great length with George Catlin), and Síh-Chidä (the Yellow 

Feather), who was the son of a Mandan chief and also posed for George Catlin a year 

earlier, but was incorrectly named “Seehk-hee-da, the Mouse-coloured [sic] Feather” 

(Catlin, 1841).  Not only did both individuals pose for Bodmer, they also looked out for 

theft of Bodmer and Maximilian’s possessions, invited them into their homes, shared 
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meals, slept on the floor of the outbuilding, watched Bodmer paint, and also received art 

lessons and encouragement from both Bodmer and Maximilian (Maximilian, 1905). 

 While Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä were able to form stronger relationships with 

Bodmer and Maximilian than with Catlin, many of the other villagers reacted to 

Bodmer’s ability to accurately render the human form in different ways than they had a 

year before.  Maximilian’s description of the Mandan being “much pleased with Mr. 

Bodmer’s Indian drawings” (Maximilian, 1905, pp. 15), differs greatly from the 

pandemonium described by Catlin when the Native Americans saw his work the previous 

year.  Members of other villages did come to Fort Clark to have their portraits painted, 

but at no point within Maximilian’s ethnographic journals does he describe throngs of 

people swarming their residence to view the work of Bodmer, but instead a polite interest 

was displayed by most, and a significant engagement was shown by Mató-Tópe and Síh-

Chidä. 

 The interest that Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä had in the work of Karl Bodmer took 

shape in two distinct ways, by them watching Bodmer work for hours on end, and by 

their active participation through requesting art materials and creating paintings to 

ultimately show and sometimes give to Bodmer and Maximilian (Ewers, 1957; Hunt & 

Gallagher, 1984; Thomas & Ronnefeldt, 1976).  The shift in artistic style that emerged 

after spending time with Bodmer and receiving his encouragement can ultimately be seen 

in the shift away from Mandan picture writing towards a more European artistic style.  

The European influence is even more prevalent within the works of Mató-Tópe, because 

of attention paid to all aspects of him and his character by Catlin, Maximilian, and 
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Bodmer, which allowed the gradual shift away from the traditional Mandan style to be 

easily recognized in the work of the Mandan’s “leading artist” (Thomas & Ronnefeldt, 

1976, p. 238). 

 Upon receiving paper and watercolors from Bodmer, Mató-Tópe was quick to 

show his European friends what he had learned from watching Bodmer paint for days on 

end.  The results are the first clear sign of European influence in an artistic shift away 

from the traditional Mandan picture writing style than was seen prior to 1832.  This is 

considered to be the first reliable example of this stylistic shift, as the copies by Catlin are 

considered untrustworthy and suiting the needs of the painter.  The small watercolor is a 

self-portrait (Illustration 7), in which Mató-Tópe is adorned in an eagle feather war 

bonnet, buckskin leggings, with a large shield, and standing next to lengthy ceremonial 

staffs.  The image itself, when compared to previous examples of his and traditional 

Mandan painting, illustrates a marked deviation.  The figure itself is no longer a 

transparent inverted triangular body topped with a knob-like head, but instead is painted 

with much more realistic proportions containing the artist’s attempts to denote the mass 

of the legs.  The head is shown as being completely round, much like the heads found in 

his previous work and that collected by Lewis and Clark, but more attention is paid to the 

eyes and mouth, which are still simplified but begin to show artistic attention to human 

facial anatomy.  One of the largest differences is the method in which the character is 

dressed.  The body is no longer a transparent and generalized representation of an 

individual, but instead the figure is Mató-Tópe, complete with his clothing, including a 

war bonnet that is present in many of his self-portraits.  This example provides what is 
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very likely the first moment in which the way the painting is constructed, and its aesthetic 

qualities, are considered by the Mandan as important as the recording of the historical 

event itself. 

 The progression of Mató-Tópe’s shifting technique from the traditional Mandan 

picture writing, for the purpose to record history, to a more European style concerned 

with accurate representation of human forms, continues in a painted buffalo robe.  The 

buffalo robe (Illustration 8), illustrates several of Mató-Tópe’s victorious war exploits.  

Moving beyond the small self-portrait, Mató-Tópe’s shift into a more European style 

continues through his increased concern for overall detail and human anatomy.  The 

figures are all shown in different dress, holding various weapons, and in diverse poses – 

each denoting a specific scene of battle in the history of Mató-Tópe’s life that he would 

commonly tell (Catlin, 1841; Maximilian, 1905).  The figures themselves have more 

accurate proportions and postures from the previous example (Illustration 7), and some 

begin to show sketchy attempts at color modeling.  The faces are depicted in far greater 

detail with all features shown, an approach not present in any previous examples.  There 

is great attention given to the eye itself, which again was something not seen in Mandan 

art prior to contact with artists trained in a Western technique.  The horse shown on the 

robe is no longer a mere outline of the basic shape of a horse with protruding legs, but is 

fully fleshed out with reigns, accurately articulated face, hair, and rider with legs 

extending downward on either side of the horse – something again that was not seen in 

Mandan artwork before the arrival of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer.  Mató-Tópe’s 
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style has been influenced to the extent that realistic horse hooves have replaced the 

always displayed hooked hooves found in Mandan art prior to 1832. 

 The final example of Catlin and Bodmer’s influence upon the artistic technique of 

Mató-Tópe is found in a small watercolor painted for Prince Maximilian showing a detail 

of the previously discussed buffalo robe.  The painting (Illustration 9) depicts a fight 

between Mató-Tópe and a Cheyenne who was both stronger and larger.  The Cheyennes, 

who after missing the mark with their firearms, took up hand-to-hand combat in which 

Mató-Tópe, upon drawing his battle-axe, was struck in the hand by one of his foe’s knife.  

In the struggle Mató-Tópe grabbed the blade, wrestled it from the Cheyenne warrior and 

stabbed his opponent with it, upon which the remaining Cheyenne fled (Catlin, 1841, pp. 

151-152; Maximilian, 1905, p. 80).  The painting accurately depicts all elements (except 

the ultimate move by Mató-Tópe to kill his opponent) of the story – the guns are present 

behind the two figures where they had been thrown, the two men are shown in their 

differing costumes, and are engaged in mortal combat in the exact instance that Mató-

Tópe is grabbing his opponent’s knife.  Mató-Tópe painted the height of the story, the 

moment that the fight turned to his advantage, a moment that was equally as emphasized 

in his retelling of this story to Catlin as well as to Bodmer and Maximilian.  Aside from 

Mató-Tópe’s clear understanding of visual storytelling, the depictions of humans show 

the height of the influence of Catlin and Bodmer.  Both figures are depicted with faces in 

profile as a means to show the nose, mouth, ears, and eyes clearly, as well as the 

understanding of how human arms and shoulders work when outstretched and locked in 

combat.  While the legs of both characters appear to be mirrors of each other, they do 
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show a vast shift from the previous style of delineating legs as sharp sticks protruding 

from the bottom of the torso.  The costumes of the two figures are also drastically 

different from the depictions of humans collected before the interactions between the 

Mandan and Western artists in 1832.  This painting serves as one of the first examples 

within Mató-Tópe’s and Mandan painting in which the image is created to stand by itself 

as a substitute for the historical event it is meant to represent – something uncommon to 

Mandan art prior to the arrival of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer beginning in 1832. 

 Far less is known about the character of Síh-Chidä (the Yellow Feather), as his 

interactions with George Catlin were not recorded.  Síh-Chidä was the son of a prominent 

chief, who signed the first treaty with the United States government, and was also a 

respected member of the Mandan, but had little wealth (Maximilian, 1905, p. 50).  Síh-

Chidä was described as one of the “best friends” of Maximilian and Bodmer while in Fort 

Clark, who “visited [them] almost daily…[and] his favourite [sic] employment was 

drawing, for which he had some talent” (Maximilian, 1905, p. 16), who spent many 

nights sleeping on the floor of the Europeans’ dwelling.  Immediately the character of 

Síh-Chidä is identified as both a friend, and an individual who both enjoys drawing and 

painting, who had some natural ability in these areas.  Although Catlin mistakenly 

painted him under a different name, Síh-Chidä did not develop the relationship with 

Catlin that Mató-Tópe did, and due to this none of his work was either collected or 

documented by the artist.  It can be assumed that prior to the arrival of Catlin and 

Bodmer, the artistic style of Síh-Chidä was similar to his Mandan compatriots working in 

the traditional historical picture-writing method (Ewers, 1957). 
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 Síh-Chidä, like Mató-Tópe, was fascinated with the artistic abilities of Karl 

Bodmer, and often watched him paint over the winter of 1833-1834 at Fort Clark.  His 

fascination turned into experimentation with both materials and technique, as he 

requested paints, paper, and instruction from Bodmer in how to paint more like his 

European friend.  His request and interest was met with encouragement by both Bodmer 

and Maximilian (Hunt & Gallagher, 1984; Orr, 1984).  During his time spent with the 

artist, Síh-Chidä produced “several likenesses of Maximilian and Bodmer as well as a 

self portrait” (Orr, 1984, p. 359).  This self-portrait (Illustration 10) shows Síh-Chidä atop 

a horse dressed in not only his finest attire, but also the war bonnet of friend Mató-Tópe, 

which is present in Mató-Tópe’s self-portrait (Illustration 7).  The body of the figure, 

which is obscured by his long red coat and large warshield, appears to be more 

compressed than the actual human form.  Great attention is paid to the face of the rider, 

as his eyes, nose, and mouth are painted with care, as well as the use of color modeling 

around the edge of the nose to illustrate roundness.  The horse garners similar 

consideration, as the anatomy of the face is detailed and accurate, and similar modeling 

was used to round out the legs of the horse.  Like the paintings by Mató-Tópe, after 

interacting with Catlin and Bodmer, Síh-Chidä removed the hooked hooves of the horse 

that were prevalent in Mandan art prior to 1832. 

 Because of the lack of collected examples of Síh-Chidä’s art prior to, or 

immediately at, the arrival of George Catlin and later Karl Bodmer, it is difficult to 

accurately determine how much his artistic style shifted. But, it can be readily said that it 

was extremely likely that the art of Síh-Chidä was similar to that of Mató-Tópe and all 
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Mandan artists prior to 1832 and the arrival of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer (Ewers, 

1957).  The newly found attention to the human form and accurate visual representation 

that was present in Mató-Tópe’s work after the extended time spent among artists trained 

in a Western technique is also present in Síh-Chidä’s work during the same period. 

 The history of Mandan art as well as the personal artistic histories of Mató-Tópe 

and Síh-Chidä reveals the clear influence artists George Catlin and Karl Bodmer had 

upon these individuals and their work.  The drastic shift in style of not just the art of the 

Mandan but also their means of recording history from historical picture writing using 

generalized stick-like forms, to a far more realistic, accurate, and complicated method of 

depiction commonly associated with a European style, occurred over an extremely short 

period of two years.  This coincided with the presence of two prominent artists and 

“missionaries of the European [artistic] tradition” (Ewers, 1957, p. 9) among the Mandan.  

The influence itself is impossible to trace to one artist or the other, but most likely took 

its form from the cumulative period of prolonged exposure and encouragement of both 

artists between 1832 and 1834.  While among the Mandan, Catlin and Bodmer painted 

numerous portraits, allowed members of the community to watch, and gave lessons and 

encouragement to them to produce their own art.  Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä were two of 

these Mandan artists who were obviously influenced by Catlin and Bodmer, illuminated 

through the documentation of the vast amount of time spent watching Bodmer work as 

well as engaging in their own paintings with his encouragement.  Within the examples of 

these two artists’ work, a change in their arts took place.  This shift entailed a movement 

from the traditional Mandan picture writing style, as seen in early collected works, to a 
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realistic and intricate style of self-portraits that were completed near the end of the artistic 

tenure of Karl Bodmer in 1834.  For these reasons it becomes difficult to overlook or 

deny the influence of Catlin and Bodmer on the Mandan and their style of painting. 

 The drastic influence George Catlin and Karl Bodmer had on the artistic 

renderings of the Mandan took effect over an incredibly short period of time.  Due to a 

massive smallpox outbreak in 1837 and the subsequent decimation of the Mandan people 

from “1800 people in June to less than 100 by the end of [1837]” (Cash & Wolff, 1974, 

p. 43), it is impossible to tell how long this influence would of lasted or the direction it 

would have moved.3  Mató-Tópe died on July 30, 1837, from the smallpox outbreak 

(Ewers, 1957, p. 11).  The Mandan’s most admired chief and nearly their entire tribe 

were gone, and in order to survive the Mandan abandoned their villages and joined the 

neighboring tribes of first the Arikara, and then ultimately the Hidatsa. 

 While smallpox was the main reason for the break in permanence of the influence 

that Catlin and Bodmer had upon Mandan arts, it was not the only one.  Síh-Chidä, 

referred to George Catlin as “Seehk-hee-da,” the other major benefactor of the artistic 

interaction and influence from 1832-1834, “was killed by the Sioux, and scalped, two 

                                                
3 A Hidatsa robe (Illustration 11) was copied by Karl Bodmer before leaving Fort Clark that also begins to 
show the influence of a European artistic technique.  Painted by the artist and friend of Mató-Tópe, 
Péhriska-Rúhpa shows the very early shift away from picture writing towards a European aesthetic.  
Although not as detailed as the work of Mató-Tópe or Síh-Chidä, due to the lack of art lessons, 
encouragement, and time spent watching Catlin and Bodmer work, Péhriska-Rúhpa‘s work does begin to 
exhibit the very start of a shift toward the direction that Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä moved in.  Because of 
his friendship with Mató-Tópe, it can be hypothesized that it was after seeing his friend and artist paint in 
this new style, that Péhriska-Rúhpa tried his hand, but without the experience of art lessons, the painted 
robe is the result.  This influence is seen in the use of bodies without legs upon horseback while the 
standing figures are more delineated and more attention is paid to the rendering of the human form.  The 
presence of this additional influence does suggest that Catlin and Bodmer’s influence did not reside solely 
within Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, and the Mandan, but was more pervasive than John Ewers (1957) 
originally proposed. 
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years after I painted his portrait” (Ewers, 1957, p. 10), according to Catlin.  Although it is 

difficult to say for certain if Catlin is being truthful in his reporting, or if he was spinning 

a yarn to help build the mystique of his traveling show, the Mandan had long standing 

conflicts with the Sioux and it was common for fighting to erupt between the two groups.  

If Síh-Chidä did not die in an encounter with the Sioux, it is highly likely that he meet his 

demise in the smallpox outbreak of 1837, which decimated the Mandan people. 

 Because of the events only three years after the departure of Karl Bodmer and 

Prince Maximilian, and the forced joining of the Hidatsa on the part of the Mandan, it is 

difficult to determine whether the influence upon the artistic and visual language that 

took place among the Mandan between 1832 and 1834 would have continued beyond that 

time.  It can be said with all certainty however, that the presence of George Catlin and 

Karl Bodmer, as “missionaries of the European tradition,” did clearly influence two 

significant Mandan artists – Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä – in not only their artistic styles 

but also in the way they recorded their own histories.  The importance of their changing 

method of constructing knowledge and meaning within their world through visual 

language, is something that was not discussed by John Ewers (1957) in his essay on the 

influence of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer upon the Mandan.  However this influence 

and its critical consequences are the continued focus of this study. 
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Chapter Three:  A Defense of Poststructuralism as Methodology 

 The artistic interaction that took place over the course of two years between 

George Catlin and Karl Bodmer with Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, exists as a moment of 

cultural exchange in which Western arts and culture rapidly changed the landscape of 

traditional Mandan painting.  This influence is not solely artistic, but also changed the 

way in which the Mandan used “picture-writing” as a form of language, which 

subsequently changed their method of recording history.  Because the shift equally 

surrounds the arts and the language of the Mandan, poststructuralist literary theory is 

used to analyze and interpret the interactions between these four men.  Poststructuralism 

and its surrounding theories, both within literary theory and colonial and postcolonial 

studies, form the base of analytical methodology within this study.  Poststructuralist 

literary theory is applicable because the focus of this study is on the shifting pictorial 

language as a result of a Western influence upon the Mandan, and a major focus of 

poststructuralism is the view that language, in a spoken, written, or painted form, serves 

as the principal way in which all people create and maintain meaning within the world.  

This shift, within the view of poststructuralist thought, is no longer a mildly significant 

shift in artistic language due to innocuous art lessons, but rather serves as an example of a 

violent cultural change due to colonialist interactions between native peoples and foreign 

transgressors. 

 Because the study investigates the Western colonial influence of artistic technique 

upon the Mandan people’s traditional written language used to record history through 
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simplified picture-writing, a method of analysis that focuses primarily on language is 

needed.  As poststructural theory is so prevalent within the worlds of literature and 

postcolonial studies, it is imperative that poststructuralism, as a theoretical framework, be 

clearly applicable to the visual arts.  After a brief discussion of poststructuralism, classic 

linguistic thought that focuses on the spoken and written word is translated into the world 

of visual arts, as a means to defend the use of a predominately literary theoretical 

viewpoint.  The defense of poststructuralism as a method does not rely solely upon the 

translation of linguistic ideas that poststructuralism is based upon, but also through 

poststructural literary theorists who view “writing” and “language” as ideas that extend 

beyond the gestural inscription of the written word into both the visual and performative 

arenas. 

 Poststructuralism is viewed as the rejection of the previous structuralist mode of 

defining the world, as is signified by the name of the field itself.  Structuralism unearthed 

underlying structures within the world that define and create meaning for society and 

culture, which also enable those who are knowledgeable of them to logically understand 

the world within that particular structure.  Within structuralism, these structures, such as 

capatalism, have always existed to create meaning and understanding within the world 

we live, but were only unearthed, or discovered, by theorists and philosophers.  

Structuralist thought often deals within binary oppositions, which are still prevalent 

within contemporary Western thought.  Poststructuralism rejects both the binary 

oppositions and places doubt within the previous societal structures meant to give 

meaning to the world.  By questioning and casting doubt upon the stability of the idea of 
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preexisting structures that provide meaning to the world, poststructuralism pointedly 

questions the perceived explanatory structures of many societies. 

 While questioning societal structures as being the important aspect of the world in 

the creation and understanding of meaning, poststructuralism reprioritizes the world and 

looks to the surface and the experiences of life as the source of meaning.  While the 

definition of poststructuralism is constantly shifting, as each theorist grouped within the 

overarching genre of “poststructuralism” differs in focus and ideas, at its core 

poststructuralism is a group of theories “concerning the relationship between human 

beings, the world, and the practice of making and reproducing meanings” (Belsey, 2002, 

p. 5).  The method that poststructuralism uses to create and reproduce meaning is through 

language itself – one of the most surface life experiences, but also the most important.  

Language is the force of creating meaning and differentiation within the world, and for 

many poststructuralists the understanding of language and how it is used to define the 

world is their focus of study. 

 The investigation of language as the defining force within poststructuralism began 

with the study of the structuralist linguist Ferdinand de Saussure.  “The history of 

poststructuralism,” as Catherine Belsey (2002) describes it, “is the story of the way 

Saussure’s ideas were taken up by later generations” (p. 10).  Within his Course in 

General Linguistics (1966), Saussure articulates definitions of language, writing, and 

systems of signs. While the subject of his Course is spoken language itself, Saussure 

moves beyond the conventional form of language and applies the same definitions and 

ideas to other systems of signs.  Near the beginning of the text, Saussure describes 
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language as “a system of signs that express ideas, and is therefore comparable to a system 

of writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes, symbolic rites, polite formulas, military signals, 

etc.” (Saussure, 1966, p. 16).  This preliminary and far simplified definition of language 

that Saussure puts forth allows for an initial transference of his conclusions regarding 

language to other systems of signs, which are not merely limited to those explicitly 

defined.  One of the non-listed systems can easily be seen as the visual arts. 

  Following Saussure’s initial description of language, through its definition as 

consisting of the arbitrary relationship between signifier and signified – the sign – within 

his chapter on “Linguistic Value” (Saussure, 1966, pp. 111-122), resides a discussion of 

Saussure’s secondary form of language – writing.4  Saussure reshapes his arguments 

regarding spoken language in terms of written language.  The following section is 

Saussure’s own translation of tenets of spoken language onto writing: 

Since an identical state of affairs is observable in writing, another system of signs, we 
shall use writing to draw some comparisons that will clarify the whole issue.  In fact: 
1) The signs used in writing are arbitrary; there is no connection between the letter t 

and the sound that it designates. 
2) The value of letters is purely negative and differential.  The same person can write 

t, for instance, in different ways: 
 The only requirement is that the sign for t not be confused in his script with the 
 signs used for l, d, etc. 

      3) Values in writing function only through reciprocal opposition within a fixed 
system that consists of a set number of letters.  This third characteristic, though 
not identical to the second, is closely related to it, for both depend on the first.  
Since the graphic sign is arbitrary, its form matters little or rather matters only 
within the limitations imposed by the system. 

    4) The means by which the sign is produced is completely unimportant, for it does 
not affect the system (this also follows from characteristic 1).  Whether I make the 

                                                
4 Saussure’s view of writing is as a secondary, derivative, and lower form of language than the spoken 
word.  This view of writing is one that Jacques Derrida later criticizes, and claims to be a falsehood, within 
Of Grammatology (1997). 
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letters in white or black, raised or engraved, with pen or chisel—all this is of no 
importance with respect to their signification. (Saussure, 1966, pp. 119-120) 

 
 These four tenets of language, transferred from language in general to writing, can 

be taken one step further, in which writing, though a differentiated series of signs created 

through the physical act of “writing,” can also be taken to mean picture-writing, i.e., 

drawing and painting.5  It is through this [re]definition of Saussure’s ideas regarding 

language and writing to include a visual language, or picture-writing, that the subsequent 

analysis through poststructuralist theory is possible.  A deconstruction, and translation, of 

each of Saussure’s four tenets of writing into picture-writing, serves as a means to 

understand the ability for these ideas to describe not only language and writing, but also 

to describe the visual arts as a form of writing. 

 The first section briefly summarizes Saussure’s previous discussion regarding the 

relationship between the parts of the sign.  While the sign is made up of the signifier and 

the signified, in this case what is written (the signifier) and what that written item 

represents (the signified), the relationship between these two items is arbitrary.  As 

Saussure states, “There is no connection between the letter t and the sound that it 

designates.”  There is absolutely nothing “cat-ish” about the word cat; the relationship 

between the word cat and the object that it signifies is non-existent outside of the 

correlation assigned through language. 

                                                
5 I take great pains to exclude additional forms of the “visual arts” such as dance, performance art, and 
sculpture (to mention a few), not because of their potential lack of adherence to Saussure’s tenets of 
language, but because they are not applicable, nor pertinent, to the study of Mandan picture-writing 
(historical and biographical painting or drawing) and the subsequent Western European influence upon this 
style of art.  Later poststructuralist theorists do believe that all arts, including performance-based arts, in 
addition to athletics and politics, can be considered forms of writing (Derrida, 1997). 
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 When examining Saussure’s first statement in terms of the visual arts, a 

redefining of the sign relationship must occur.  While the arbitrary nature of the 

relationship remains, it is the form of the signifier that changes.  No longer is the signifier 

just a written word, but it also becomes a visual signifier that can exist as a painted or 

drawn object.  This is best seen in the works of Rene Magritte, particularly in 

Interpretation of Dreams of 1935, in which he pairs a written signifier with a visual 

signifier.  The painting is divided into four equal quadrants each with its own image 

paired with a written word.  The upper left quadrant consists of an image of a horse with 

the text “the door” underneath it, the upper right quadrant contains an image of a clock 

paired with the text “the wind,” the lower left quadrant consists of an image of a vase 

with the text “the bird” underneath, and the lower right quadrant has the image of a 

briefcase with the text pairing “the valise.”  Magritte complicates the matter through his 

[mis]pairing of visual signifiers to written signifiers, as a way to “exploit the arbitrariness 

of the relationship between signifier and meaning” (Belsey, 2002, p. 12).  The 

dependency of visual signifiers, images, on the verbal or written signifier as a means to 

create meaning is one that Magritte utilizes in order to complicate the pre-existing 

arbitrary relationships between signifiers, either written or visual, and the signified.  This 

action allows us to visually question the arbitrary nature of the relationships that Magritte 

defines through the [mis]pairing of the visual image of a “horse” with its definition as 

“the door,” because it is only through these arbitrarily created definitions that we know a 

visual representation of a horse should not be labeled as “the door.”  However, if one 

were to rename the image as “the door,” as Magritte does, one exploits the relationship 
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and illuminates its manufactured nature and shows that the relationship between the 

visual signifier and signified is just as arbitrary as the written, or spoken, signifier and 

signified. 

 The second section of Saussure’s four tenets illuminates the way in which letters 

gain their value – through a negative and differential process.  Words, letters, images, and 

any system of signs, gains its value through their differential qualities, meaning that it is 

only through the difference of a cat from a dog (among innumerable other objects), that 

we understand it is, in fact, a cat.  Objects gain their value through what they are not, 

hence the description as a negative process.  As “the value of each term [word, image, 

sign] results solely from the simultaneous presence of the others,” we are able to 

understand the images or words we see through the simultaneous relationship to other 

words or images.  Saussure does allow for deviation from the standard method of 

depicting a t, by stating that one can “write t…in different ways,” all of which would be 

the letter t.  This is easily applied to the realm of visual images, because there are 

obviously a multitude of ways for an individual to represent a cat, all of which would 

accurately signify the animal. 

 Saussure further restricts the ways in which letters gain their value, through the 

requirement “that the sign for t not to be confused in his script for the signs used for l, d.”  

This requirement is rather self-explanatory for the written language, being if many letters 

appear to be written the same way, then the written language becomes intelligible and no 

longer a comprehensible and funcitonal language.  The expansion of this idea can be 

applied to the pictorial world, meaning if the way in which one draws a cat is not visually 
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distinct from the way one draws a dog, then this visual language loses its differential 

qualities and ceases to be a language. 

 Saussure’s third section further defines the “values within writing,” as a means to 

clarify the production and maintenance of value.  Saussure describes value as only 

functioning “through reciprocal opposition within a fixed system,” which reinstates the 

points made in section two, as well as builds upon them.  Value is derived from a 

reciprocal difference between signs, as discussed in section two, but these values only 

exist when contained within their “fixed system” with a “set number of letters,” in which 

there is an inability to create signs using letters and values outside the original system.  

This definition is best viewed through an example – when writing in English, which is 

made from the basic modern Latin alphabet, one is working within a set system in which 

the letters are limited, and their combinations are in turn limited.  This system, and the 

subsequent words, sentences, and phrases only function when they are used within the 

context of this system – if one were to place English letters and words within the Cyrillic 

alphabet they would likely carry no value or meaning.  Values are retained, and function, 

if only they remain in the system in which they were originally created. 

 While these ideas are more readily seen within the realm of writing, the ideas put 

forth by Saussure do translate to the visual arts.  As shown in Saussure’s second section, 

images do gain their value from the “reciprocal opposition,” or reciprocal difference, 

which Saussure restates in the third section.  Although this idea may be easily accepted 

without much dissection, it is the further definition of value that must be discussed.  

Saussure believes that value is gained “within a fixed system,” that in the case of writing 
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has a “set number of letters.”  When looking at the world of visual signs, in which there 

are a seemingly infinite number of signs within a visual world, or visual system, it must 

be remembered that there is a set number of “letters,” or fundamental modes of 

depiction.6 

 This notion can be illustrated through two examples that will begin to show that 

there are a limited number of visual letters, from which visual signs are created.  The 

first, being a far more liberal use of the term letters, is a view of each object that can be 

drawn as being a visual letter, which can be depicted in any number of ways but always 

exists within an overarching system – which can be thought of as a culture.  If we view 

culture as being a system of which all aspects are controlled and created, then the visual 

components of it are fixed as well, in that their values remain somewhat constant, and 

when taken outside of the original cultural system and placed within another they either 

lose much, if not all, of their original value, or the value given to them within another 

system is drastically different.  

 The second example that sheds light on the fact that within visual art, like writing, 

there exists a finite number of components or letters, is a far more basic look at what 

constitutes a visual image.  If an image, whether drawing, painting, or sculpture, is 

sectioned into its most basic level, then it exists not as a complete visual sign but as a 

series of geometric shapes and lines, or can be viewed as being created, and controlled, 

by the elements and principles of design.  Like the correct grouping of letters which 

                                                
6 This is more readily seen in the examples of picture-writing that are the focus of the discussion, but can 
also be seen across much of the visual arts that are being examined – painting and drawing, to be specific. 
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eventually add up to words and then sentences, a series of correctly arranged (in most 

cases) lines and shapes will add up to first a nose and eventually a face.  This far more 

concrete example of a “fixed system” with a “set number” of components, allows one to 

view a simple drawing like a word, consisting of a correctly ordered and organized series 

of components that ultimately culminate in the correct formation of the signifier. 

 The fourth section of Saussure’s four tenets, being the most self-explanatory and 

most easily relatable to the realm of visual art, states that “the means by which the sign is 

produced is completely unimportant.”  It does not matter in what material or method 

letters are produced because it ultimately has no affect on their signification.  Although 

this tenant is the most translatable to the visual arts, it does not make it the easiest to 

explain.  After some mild translation (signified by words in brackets), this tenet for the 

visual arts is read as: the “means by which the sign is produced is completely 

unimportant.…Whether I make the [images] in white or black, raised or engraved, with 

pen or chisel—all of this is no importance with respect to their signification” (p. 120).  

Saussure maintains that no matter in what medium or method the letters, or images, are 

created, there is no affect upon their value.  If an image is painted, drawn, or sculpted, the 

value of the sign does not change.  The shift in either medium or method does not change 

the overall signification.  Saussure places the color of ink to produce letters, either “white 

or black,” as a means of production akin to letters being “raised or engraved,” or made 

using “pen or chisel.”  The example of the color of letter can be seen as being associated 

with method of creation or medium, rather than the actual color of the image itself, both 

of which cause no change in signification. 
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 Upon the translation of Saussure’s ideas surrounding language and writing to the 

realm of visual art, it is shown that his ideas regarding language and writing readily 

apply.  This permits the assumption that the visual arts, by adhering to the same 

requirements that define writing, is an equitable, if not extremely similar, form of 

language.  By considering the visual arts as a form of language, and as specifically a form 

of writing, an analysis based in poststructural literary theory becomes possible. Although 

poststructruralism and this study both are concerned with language, either spoken, 

written, or visual, the translation of Saussure’s tenets of written language to visual 

language are not alone enough to substantiate the use of a poststructuralist method to 

examine the influence of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer upon the language of recorded 

history of the Mandan. 

 While the translation of Saussure’s theories about language allow for further 

consideration of poststructuralism, notions regarding language and writing coming out of 

poststructuralism must be examined as well in order to determine their applicability as an 

analytical method.  Most notably, the philosopher Jacques Derrida wrote extensively on 

language in its multifaceted forms within Of Grammatology (1997).  Within the first 

pages of his lengthy deconstruction of past texts and theories, Derrida describes writing 

as not just its literal meaning of alphabetic inscription but also as encompassing 

“cinematography, choreography, of course, but also pictorial, musical, [and] sculptural 

‘writing,’” as writing exists as not just the act of “notation…but the essence and content 

of these activities themselves” (p. 9).  For Derrida, writing is not the simple “physical 

gestures of literal pictographic or ideographic inscription” (p. 9), but exists as the 
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unspoken thought behind it, and the motivation and impetus to create meaning.  Derrida 

clearly views the arts, in all their forms, as being configurations of a very complex view 

of writing that includes the moment of thought through until the final action, whether it 

be pen to page, brush to canvas, athlete to field, or thought to spoken word.  Through 

Derrida’s writings and by logical thought, pictorial language, and painting in general, 

serve as systems of language and writing that have been in place long before the advent 

of alphabetic writing systems. 

 Derrida, who is viewed as one of the major theorists within both poststructuralist 

and postmodern thought, expands the view of language and writing to exist as both the 

process behind and the actual creation of art in general.  But the blurring of the lines 

between the common held view of “writing” and the use of the word writing to define a 

far broader range of activities is carried forward by postmodern art critic and theorist 

John Berger.  The entirety of his book of essays Ways of Seeing (1990) shifts the context 

of the critical essay from a written form supplemented by images to emphasize points, to 

written essays consisting of solely images or others in which the split between the written 

word and the written image is more even.  While not explicitly claiming images within 

the art world as a form of “writing,” Berger does elevate the notion of the image to equal 

of that of the word, and by doing this is making the claim that they are equal and hold the 

same qualities and value.  Berger is able to reinforce the idea that writing is not solely the 

“gestures of literal pictographic or ideographic inscription” (Derrida, 1997, p. 9), which 

historians, biographers, and writers make every day, but also includes the “reading” of 

images to gain similar knowledge and understanding of the world. 
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 Even within the language of John Ewers’ 1957 essay, Early White Influence Upon 

Plains Indian Painting, George Catlin and Carl Bodmer Among the Mandan, 1832-34, 

which forms the basis of this study, the early art of the Mandan is described not as “art,” 

although it clearly is, but instead as “picture writing,” where the Mandan artist was “more 

historian or biographer than artist” (p. 4).  By associating the early artwork of the 

Mandan with writing, and noting that the purpose of the artwork was not for aesthetic 

enjoyment but for recording personal or cultural histories, the artist himself takes the 

form more commonly associated with a “writer,” instead of the role as artist.  Although 

working in paints instead of ink, the early Mandan “picture writers” recorded history 

using pictorial writing due to the lack of any formal alphabetic writing system.  Ewers, 

like Derrida and Berger, although lacking an all-encompassing view of the arts as 

writing, places the visual arts of the Mandan within the realm of written language.  This 

action serves as a reason to analyze the influence of Catlin and Bodmer upon not just the 

arts but also upon language, writing, and their method of recording history of the 

Mandan. 

 Poststructuralism fits as a method of analysis for its overall applicability to this 

study.  As previously shown, the foundation of poststructuralist thought, identified as 

Saussure’s work regarding language and writing, is applicable to the visual arts.  The 

acknowledgement of poststructural theorists that the visual arts exist as a form of 

language, which should be viewed and analyzed as a form of writing, furthers the 

argument that poststructuralism is a fitting theoretical lens of analysis for this study.  

Even within the language used in John Ewers’ essay on the artistic influence upon the 
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Mandan, which forms the basis of this study, a dialogue is begun that describes the art of 

the Mandan as being a form of historical record created through “picture writing,” rather 

than a true “artistic” style.  Poststructuralism’s concern for the use of language and 

writing as the way to create and reproduce meaning within the world fits and is used as 

the form of analysis within this study.  This method of analysis is employed to illuminate 

the rapid, and violent, upheaval in artistic language that occurred over the course of only 

two years at the hands of two “missionaries of the European [artistic] tradition” (Ewers, 

1957, p. 9) – George Catlin and Karl Bodmer.   
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Chapter Four:  The Violence of Language – A Poststructural 
Deconstruction 

 Between 1832 and 1834, a moment of cultural exchange took place between the 

Mandan (exemplified by Máto-Tópe and Síh-Chidä) and the West (personified by George 

Catlin and Karl Bodmer), which resulted in a drastic shift in artistic technique.  This 

change in artistic undertaking manifested itself as a transition from the traditional 

Mandan method of recording history through picture-writing to a style more associated 

with the artistic expression of those in Western Europe.  By occurring so rapidly, the 

change in visual expression can only be described as a violent7 act.  While natural 

progression within art and culture is common throughout the world, rarely is a change so 

drastic and rapid that it shifts the arts and the method of recording history of a people 

within two years.  The ability for the influence of Catlin and Bodmer to be considered an 

act of violence, as well as an act of colonialist oppression, occurs only after the events are 

viewed through literary theory.  Within poststructural literary theory, ideas of language 

and writing (in all its forms), as well as education as a whole, cease to be considered 

benign forces within the world and are viewed as some of the most powerful and 

dominating factors in all cultures.  The forces of language, as being innately powerful, 

become susceptible to being violent as well.  Within the following discussion, a gradual 

expansion of the violence of language is described.  This begins with the violence of 

                                                
7 Violent, as previously described within the introduction as a term defined “as being extremely disruptive, 
repressive, or oppressive act, either physically, culturally, or intellectually (often all three simultaneously) 
in its fundamental nature.”  Also defined as an unnatural force that causes change, coming from the Middle 
English origin meaning of the word as “having a marked or powerful effect,” and from the Latin vehemens, 
translating as fierce or energetic. 
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unnatural changes in language, then shifts to the violent outcomes of the use of, and 

education in, writing, to the violent nature of all education, and ultimately to the total 

violence of all language in any form. 

  Ferdinand de Saussure, an author who was previously discussed in the defense of 

poststructural literary theory as a method of analysis, provides a distinct position which 

supports the notion that the shift in Mandan artistic technique was an unnatural, 

inorganic, and violent transition.  Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1966) 

provides a discussion of the abilities and inabilities of language to change.  Although 

language itself can change over extended periods of time, an “individual does not have 

the power to change a sign [emphasis added] in any way once it has become established 

in the linguistic community” (p. 69).  By viewing the sign as the relationship between the 

object (signified) and its visual representation (signifier), the relationship cannot be 

manipulated or changed easily.  The association between the signifier and signified, or 

sign, cannot be changed by a single individual, upon its acceptance and establishment 

within a “linguistic community” – which exists as any “community of speakers” (p. 77), 

who share a common language, such as English speakers in America, Renaissance 

painters in 15th century Italy, or in the case of this research, the Mandan of the Upper 

Missouri River in the early 19th century. 

 The inability of an individual to change a sign relies upon the constant use of a 

system of language within a community of speakers over a prolonged period of time.  

The three factors of language, which consist of a community of speakers, the language 

itself, and time, allow for language to be resistant to both rapid change and change 
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exerted by a relatively few number of individuals.  This resistance is created by 

generations of people within the community, while adopting minor changes in language 

inherited from subsequent generations, being unable to embrace any significant change 

occurring over a short period of time.  Because the language and its community of 

speakers exist within time, the addition of social factors and the continuity of time “imply 

change” (p. 78) that allow for “varying degrees of shifts in the relationship between 

signified and the signifier” (p. 78).  While Saussure does allow for gradual changes in 

language within a community of speakers, he places this change occurring over the 

continuity of time, which implies long periods, and not over a timeframe of a few years, 

as is seen in the case of the Mandan between 1832 and 1834. 

 In returning to Saussure’s original statement, “the individual does not have the 

power to change a sign in any way once it has become established in the linguistic 

community” (p. 69), it is realized that language, (a) should not be able to be changed by a 

sole individual (or two in the case of Catlin and Bodmer’s influence), and (b) changes in 

language (in all forms), occur over long periods of time due to the system’s relative 

stability.  This reveals that any shift in language occurring over a brief period of time, or 

any shift in language attributed to an individual, is an unnatural, inorganic, and violent 

change. 

 The swift and vast change in artistic language used to record the history of the 

Mandan attributed to George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, violates principles of linguistic 

change outlined by Saussure and points to the fundamental “violence” of their 

interactions.  The inorganic changes in the artistic style of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, 
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resulting from the encouragement and lessons provided by the two “missionaries of the 

European tradition” (Ewers, 1957, p. 9), are the results of efforts made by Catlin and 

Bodmer to provide education to the Mandan in European artistic methods.  The violence 

of the change in artistic language of the Mandan, as seen through the writings of 

Saussure, describes the change itself as being violent and unnatural, because it was 

brought about by two men over a very short period of time.  But, the act of writing, and 

the process of educating others in writing, proves to be equally as violent. 

 The violent nature of language is not solely the concern of linguists, but is also 

present within anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss’ travel journal of his expedition 

through Brazil entitled, Tristes Tropiques (1997).  Although an anthropologist, Lévi-

Strauss’ focus on language and writing, and the power they hold, makes his writings 

valuable to literary theory.  While the majority of the book reads as nostalgic travel 

writing, one chapter centers around concepts of violence, subjugation, and oppression as 

the direct consequences of writing.  Several chapters of Tristes Tropiques are devoted to 

the Nambikwara people of Brazil, who provide a general understanding of their lifestyle 

aside from one portion examining the taboo process of using proper names, while “A 

Writing Lesson” (pp. 294-304) focuses on a single event for which the chapter is named. 

 “A Writing Lesson,” as its name suggests, begins as a description of Lévi-Strauss’ 

attempts to show the Nambikwara how to write with pencil and paper.  This action 

quickly deteriorates into the Chief pretending to understand how to read and write, by 

“checking” a non-existent list of gifts that are being given by Lévi-Strauss to the 

Nambikwara: “He was in alliance with the white man and shared his secrets” (p. 296) as 
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a means to use the powerful secret of reading and writing in order to “increase [his] 

authority and prestige” (p. 298) among his people.  The episode quickly ends due to Lévi-

Strauss’ fear of a possible uprising of the Nambikwara because of his lack of additional 

gifts.  The education of the Nambikwara in writing was disastrous for the Chief who was 

ultimately abandoned by his followers after his attempt “to exploit a feature of 

civilization” (p. 300) to further dominate his people.  While the scene ends at that point, 

the remainder of the chapter is a discussion of the further negative and exploitative 

qualities of writing, as seen within the Nambikwara, as well as all of history. 

 Lévi-Strauss’ descent into the negative traits of writing as the cause of the 

downfall of civilization begins with the emphasis of the qualities and advancement of the 

Neolithic and pre-literate societies of the world.  When comparing these to the “Egyptian 

and Sumerian” (p. 299) peoples, the latter are found wanting.  Lévi-Strauss extends his 

thought by pointing out that “during the neolithic [sic] age, mankind made gigantic 

strides without the help of writing; with writing, the historic civilizations of the West 

stagnated” (p. 299).  It quickly becomes clear that Lévi-Strauss believes that civilizations 

in a pre-literate stage are not only equal in the quality of their culture, but are also of a 

more pure and innocent moment in history.  The purity that these cultures contain has no 

relation to the possible occurrences of human sacrifice, slavery, or brutal warfare, but 

instead to their lack of exposure to, or creation of, systems of writing.  Assumed to exist 

in a moment in which only verbal communication is possible, these cultures escape the 

violence, oppression, and domination that is caused through the physical act of writing 

(all according to Lévi-Strauss, but in all actuality is a logocentric falsehood – coming 
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from the Greek logos, meaning word).  By existing before the advent of writing, non-

literate societies are both culturally and morally superior to their literate counterparts 

because writing “favoured [sic] the exploitation of human beings rather than their 

enlightenment” (p. 299). 

 Within the discussion put forth by Lévi-Strauss, writing not only exists as the 

means for the “exploitation of human beings” (p. 299), but in fact the “primary function 

of written communication is to facilitate slavery” (p. 299).  The view that writing’s 

“primary function” is the construction and maintenance of the system of slavery, places 

the consequences of writing as among the most violent and oppressive forces in the 

world.  It is within Lévi-Strauss’ discussion of writing, and instruction in this area as 

being the source of many of the world’s woes, coupled with Saussure’s definition of 

quick changes in language as being unnatural, that the influence of George Catlin and 

Karl Bodmer had upon the pictorial writing and language of the Mandan no longer exists 

as an innocuous art lesson.  Instead, it is seen as a moment of violence, subjugation, and 

repression.  

 Lévi-Strauss’ view of writing, which in its nature is purely violent, is not only 

utilized to enslave those for the betterment of civilization, but also serves as a means “for 

strengthening of [the] dominion” (p. 300), because of the direct correlation identified 

between the “systematic development of compulsory education [and]…the extension of 

military service and proletarianization” (p. 300).  Lévi-Strauss begins to form an 

argument for the relationship between writing, education, and governmental control over 

the people through the use of Marxist rhetoric. 



 52 

 The idea that compulsory education exists for the creation and maintenance of a 

strong State as well as the proletarianization of the working class, put forth by Lévi-

Strauss, is discussed extensively within Louis Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideological 

State Apparatuses” within Lenin and Philosophy: And other Essays (1971, pp. 85-126).  

Standing firmly within a Marxist tradition of thought, Althusser focuses on Marxist ideas 

of the State, its ideologies, the institutions supported by such ideologies, and the methods 

in which they are used by the State to gain and maintain control over the proletariat 

within capitalist societies.  While Lévi-Strauss views the consequences of writing as 

being the source of violence and oppression, Althusser views the State and its ideological 

apparatuses (State supported institutions such as the educational system, churches, 

unions, etc.), most notably the educational apparatus, as being the main source of 

violence and oppression within society. 

 The State, as a system of government exists as an apparatus, or tool, of the ruling 

classes that operates by repressing the working class to ensure domination and 

maintenance of their power.  Althusser views this as occurring through two distinct 

methods: (a) the Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA) which function through violence 

and the physical repression of the working class, which exist mainly as the police, 

military, and prison system, who control through physical repression; and (b) the 

Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA), which function through ideological control of the 

working class, which exist as churches, schools, unions, the family unit, and the media.  

The authority gained through the ISAs is accomplished by the State promoting its 

ideologies, or State endorsed ideas and convictions, which are then adopted and 
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supported by an individual within the community.  In the case of the Educational ISA, or 

school system, physical violence and repression are used as punishments, i.e., expulsion, 

detention, and additional work as a form of punishment.  While both are prevalent within 

society, the ISAs are far more pervasive and effective in controlling the masses because it 

is much easier to identity the oppressive nature of the police and prison system and reject 

their authority, than it is to identify the church or school system as an equal source of 

oppression, as they are often seen as positive forces. 

 Althusser identifies, and explains at length, the effectiveness of the Educational 

ISA as being the most powerful ideological tool used by the State.  Similar to Lévi-

Strauss’ identification of compulsory education as a means to proletarianize the 

population, Althusser dissects this notion of the educational system as being used as a 

means of control. The Educational ISA is the most powerful for the simple reason that 

“no other ideological State apparatus has the obligatory (and not least, free) audience of 

the totality of the children in the capitalist social formation, eight hours a day for five or 

six days out of seven” (p. 105).  The overall success is not simply because of the ready 

access to vast amounts of students, but also the “vulnerable” (p. 104) nature of the 

students themselves, in that they are most susceptible to influence and open to ideas to 

which they would adopt as there own at a young age.  Althusser does acknowledge the 

fact that education continues far beyond mandatory school, and into trade schools, 

universities, seminaries, and various institutions of higher learning, all of which continue 

to support State ideologies.  All institutions of education are enveloped in the ruling 

ideology that teaches students of all ages “know-how” (p. 104) that allow each individual 
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to fulfill their role in society.  This “know-how” that Althusser refers to can be viewed as 

“correct” ways of thinking as defined by the State, their appropriate role within society 

based upon intelligence and class, and teaching the population to be satisfied with their 

position as it helps the State as a whole. 

 The identification of the educational system as the most powerful ISA is 

perceived so because it is the most pervasive and subtle in its transmission of ideology to 

the working class.  Existing first as a promoter of state ideology8, the Educational ISA 

exists also as one of many tools utilized by the State to repress divergent thinking and 

actions.  By instructing members of the working class at any level in how and what to 

think (which consistantly promotes the State ideologies) the Educational ISA represses 

alternative thinking and replaces it with State approved thought and actions. 

 Through Althusser’s discussion of educational systems and their role in repressing 

thought and supplanting it with State ideologies, it becomes clear that education serves a 

multitude of purposes.  Not only is it meant for the edification of members of society, but 

also is used to promote and suppress ways of thinking that either support or go against the 

views of the State.  This quiet disruption, as education is often viewed as a positive force, 

can be seen as a very violent form of repression because of the positive connotation 

associated with it.  This more encompassing view of violence differs from the view of 

violent change in language subscribed to by Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General 

Linguistics (1966), or the violent outcomes of writing that Lévi-Strauss describes within 

                                                
8 Althusser (1971) does place a caveat within his argument dealing with the realization that some “rare” 
teachers, teach “against” the ideology of the State, upon realizing that they are trapped within a system of 
repression and control (p. 106). 
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Tristes Tropiques (1997).  By viewing all education as a repressive and violent force 

within society, Althusser defends the notion that writing education, or education within 

the arts, serves as a violent and repressive force. 

 Although the artistic education between Mató-Tópe, Síh-Chidä, George Catlin, 

and Karl Bodmer took place in an informal setting, it still existed within a form of the 

Educational ISA outlined by Althusser.  The subsequent influence seen in the shift of 

artistic technique in these two Mandan artists is a clear representation of the Western 

artistic ideologies held by Catlin and Bodmer being transferred onto those they taught.  

Whether the process of ideological supplantation, in the replacement of Mandan artistic 

ideologies with those from the West, was intentional or unintentional is no concern to this 

study.9  The fact remains that upon the instruction provided by two Western artists, the 

ideologies of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä shifted towards those more identifiable as 

Western European in origin.  Catlin and Bodmer’s art lessons take the form of an attempt, 

conscious or unconscious, to “properly educate” the Mandan in the culture and ideologies 

that they themselves were educated within and subscribed to – Western European cultural 

ideologies. 

 The “violent” nature of language has expanded extensively, beginning with the 

views of Ferdinand de Saussure, in that language is not inherently violent, but rapid 

                                                
9 While George Catlin and Karl Bodmer gave art lessons and encouragement to Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä 
in a style to which they were familiar, it is unknown whether Catlin and Bodmer were aware they were 
promoting a ideological shift in artistic view and technique from a traditional Mandan artistic ideology to 
one of Western European origin.  This notion is supported by Althusser acknowledging that many teachers 
within the Educational ISA never realize that “the ‘work’ of the [educational] system” (1974, p. 106) is to 
promote the ideologies of the State, and instead continue within their jobs believing they are simply 
educating others. 
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change occurring through the influence of a few individuals is unnatural, inorganic, and 

ultimately violent.  This violence grew to include the outcomes of the transition from 

non-literate to literate cultures, within the writing of Claude Lévi-Strauss, in which 

language in its spoken form is not violent, but cultures become extremely violent upon 

the invention and practice of writing.  He continued by identifying nations’ attempts to 

create a fully literate society through mandatory education as a means to retain dominion 

over them, as a repressive act to increase authority over a population.  While Lévi-Strauss 

begins to grapple with ideas of education and violence, it is Louis Althusser who 

identifies education, in all its forms, as a repressive and violent tool of authority used by 

the State to maintain its control over society. 

 Within these authors’ writing, three distinct violences are described: (a) the 

violence of a rapid change in language; (b) violence through the outcomes of the use of 

systems of writing; and (c) the violence of education, in any form or subject.  The 

expanding notion of violence is continued within Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology 

(1997), with the view that all language is violent.  This idea begins with Derrida’s 

definition of language, which is all based upon writing.  Writing, as discussed previously, 

is not limited to the inscription of words on a page, but includes all aspects of language 

and most actions, in which differentiation, or arche-writing, is the foundation.  The term 

arche-writing is coined by Derrida to explain the differential nature of language, as it 

never physically exists but is present in everything as it is the possibility of the difference.  

Arche-writing, as the differential nature of language, is the fundamental aspect of all 
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language in any form that it manifests, because all languages are based upon the 

difference between signs. 

 Derrida continues his discussion of writing within “The Violence of the Letter: 

From Lévi-Strauss to Rousseau,” as part of Of Grammatology (Derrida, 1997, pp. 101-

140), by deconstructing the “Writing Lesson” from Tristes Tropiques (1997).  While the 

deconstruction illuminates the previously identified bias of Lévi-Strauss towards speech 

and the pre-literate, semi-civilized people of the Nambikwara, over writing and the 

literate Western civilization, Derrida continues to identify the source of the real violence 

that Lévi-Strauss fails to note.  Lévi-Strauss identifies the violence as the consequence of 

writing itself, as seen in the episode with the Nambikwara that culminates with the 

ultimate expulsion of the Chief by his followers, and is bolstered by the argument that 

writing enables slavery, oppression, and domination over populations.  While this may 

indeed be true, although drastically exaggerated, Derrida claims that the logocentric bias 

that Lévi-Strauss exhibits clouds his judgment, because it is not the writing that has 

enabled these people to be violent, but is instead language itself.  Derrida places this 

violence within the process “of difference, of classification” (1967, p. 110), which is 

inseparable from language, as it is the basis for language as described within Saussure’s 

four tenets.  By claiming the process of differentiation and classification as violent, then 

arche-writing subsequently becomes violent.  Because this violence consumes the 

processes that enable language, then language in any form is always already violent. 

 In the deconstruction of Tristes Tropiques (1997) Derrida identifies the first 

violation occurring with the “mere presence of a spectator” (p. 113), which opens up the 
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world of the Nambikwara to be violated through further classification and differentiation.  

This occurs when Lévi-Strauss entreats a group of young girls to divulge the forbidden 

proper names of those within the village.  The presence of the spectator, while a 

violation, does not exist as an act of violence, instead it is “only at the moment when the 

space is shaped and reoriented by the glance of the foreigner” (p. 113), that a violent act 

of further differentiation and classification is possible.  Without the presence of Lévi-

Strauss, and his view10 of the scene, no violence could occur.  His presence in the 

Nambikwara village exists as the arche-violence to all that follow during his stay. 

 The deconstruction of Lévi-Strauss, and his own notions of writing and language, 

continues as Derrida furthers the argument that language has the potential to be a violent 

force, to the view that all language is always already violent.  This all-encompassing view 

of the violence of language, when coupled with the belief of language and writing to 

include an innumerable amount of activities, including artistic production, allows for the 

projection of Derrida’s theories of violence and violation upon the art lessons of George 

Catlin and Karl Bodmer among the Mandan between 1832-1834.  The violence that 

occurred in those two years transpired in two distinct ways.  The first was the mere 

presence of Catlin and Bodmer and their reshaping of the Mandan world through the 

view of it that they held.  The second occurred through the differentiation and 

classification that occurred by both the Western artists and the Mandan in viewing their 

work as different.  The second act of violence, the violence of arche-writing, is the 

                                                
10 A view of a trained anthropologist, educated and adopting the cultural, and scientific, ideas of the West.  
This view is substantially different from the view of another Nambikwara watching the scene of the young 
girls, as he/she would not bring with him/her the views of an outsider. 
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greater, as it ultimately led to the art instruction by Catlin and Bodmer and the desire by 

Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä to change their artwork to appear more like the Western 

European style. 

 Over the course of two years a series of violences occurred between the Mandan 

people, namely Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, and the West, personified by George Catlin, 

Karl Bodmer, and Prince Maximilian.  The first violence occurred with the arrival of 

George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, and Prince Maximilian, which began to reshape and classify 

the Mandan world because of the foreign gaze of scientific inquiry and documentation.  

The second act of violence took place with the realization of difference between the 

traditional style of Mandan art and that Catlin and Bodmer practiced while among the 

Mandan.  This stylistic difference was not only noticed by Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, but 

something fully recognized by the entire community.  The differentiation and 

classification of “Mandan” and “Western” arts permitted the desire for Mató-Tópe and 

Síh-Chidä to change their artistic style to match the foreign technique practiced by Catlin 

and Bodmer.  Through this desire to change their style came the third act of violence, in 

the education and encouragement of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä to practice a Western 

style of art.  Through education, the two Western artists promoted and instilled a 

Eurocentric artistic ideology, which favored the aesthetic qualities of a work over 

historical documentation present in traditional Mandan buffalo robes.  The Western 

ideology promoted through the artistic education repressed traditional Mandan techniques 

by a subtle replacement of the traditionally recognized markers of “quality” within a 

work of art. 
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 Upon receiving art instruction from George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, the style of 

Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä shifted towards a Western style, which enabled them to detail 

their war exploits more accurately.  Within the artistic detail of violence is the fourth act 

of violence, in which consequences of the new style of picture-writing, or recording of 

historical events through painting, allowed these two Mandan artists, especially Mató-

Tópe, to more accurately enumerate his many violent acts of war.  The outcome of this 

shift in picture-writing style is a more realistic rendering of violent acts.  As much of the 

artwork of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä is based upon warfare, the new method of picture-

writing, which can be identified as Western in origin, allowed for further promotion of 

their physical violence.  The fifth and final act of violence returns to the linguist 

Ferdinand de Saussure.  George Catlin and Karl Bomder shifted the visual language of 

the Mandan so far and so rapidly, the process can only be viewed as an inorganic and 

unnatural shift.  Because it took place over the course of only two years, and through the 

influence of only two people, this shift violates the allowance of natural change in 

language that Saussure describes.  Instead, what is left is a change in language that is 

directly traced to the artists George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, which can only be described 

as violent. 

 The violences outlined above, based upon the linguistic and poststructuralist 

literary theory previously discussed, place the artistic education of the Mandan, 

conducted by Catlin and Bodmer, as a violent act.  Some would argue that the overall 

violences were unnatural – Saussure and Lévi-Strauss – while others place the violences 

as a process that is inevitable and constantly occurring – Althusser and Derrida.  Yet both 
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sets of authors do support the position presented here, that what took place between the 

Mandan, Catlin, and Bodmer, was indeed violent.   

 The violence of art education engenders an interesting discussion, yet it demands 

further examination into the consequences of these acts.  The overall violences were at 

the same time personal, in that they were surrounding only a handful of individuals, but 

they were also firmly planted within the artistic tradition of the Mandan, in which culture 

is inseparable.  By replacing the traditional Mandan artistic technique with one that is 

Western European, part of the Mandan culture was supplanted with Western culture.  The 

artistic colonialism enacted upon the Mandan and its consequences are the focus of the 

remainder of the study.  Because the vast majority of the Mandan people and their culture 

perished only three years after the departure of Karl Bodmer, little is known about the 

prolonged consequences of these interactions.  But, postcolonial studies provides 

numerable examples of colonialism in all its forms, and the effects that those violences 

had on the people and cultures of those colonized, over both short and extended periods 

of time. 
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Chapter Five:  Postcolonial Analysis of Western European Artistic 
Influence 

 The violent interactions that took place between George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, 

Mató-Tópe, and Síh-Chidä, did not occur solely as a byproduct of their artistic influences 

as described through poststructural literary theory.  Instead these took the form of a 

violence that ultimately promoted goals that continue to and fit within an overall pattern 

of colonial violence seen across the world.  The actions of Catlin and Bodmer are not 

those of benevolent art educators, or educators in the broadest sense, but are the 

undertakings of members of the colonizing party who are acting upon the best interests of 

the metropole.  The interactions between these individuals that occurred during the period 

of 1832-1834 serve as a highly documented example of colonial influence upon a 

colonized people.  By viewing these events as intellectual colonialism, the violence 

ceases to be that of theoretical interpretation based in literary theory and begins to 

become a violence typical of the systematic procedure of colonization implemented by 

the West to gain, and maintain, authority over the non-West. 

 While colonialism is commonly associated with exploitation, domination, and the 

physical oppression of the colonized by the colonizer, the events occurring between 

1832-1834 exist as non-physical colonial violence.  These violences exist as the 

intellectual aspect of colonization, where the immediate goal was not to gain the physical 

control of the colonized, but instead was done to secure authority over the way in which 

the colonized think.  Through Catlin and Bodmer’s instruction of the Mandan in Western 

artistic ideology, and through the intense study of the Mandan people conducted by 
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Prince Maximilian, the overall interactions are tainted with attempts to gain control over 

a colonized subject through both the transmission of ideology as well as an intellectual 

authority that is gained through knowledge about that subject (Said, 1994).  These 

notions are furthered through the language used by John Ewers (1957, p. 9) in referring to 

Catlin and Bodmer as the “missionaries of the European tradition,” which immediately 

provokes images of Europe’s conquest and imperialism over the non-West.  In viewing 

the interactions between the Mandan artists and the European visitors as representative of 

the processes of intellectual colonialism, the entire episode of artistic education can be 

viewed as a method of violent colonial extermination of traditional art and culture of a 

colonized people. 

 The violence committed by Catlin and Bodmer, although referred to here as being 

that of colonialism, still resides mainly within the realm of poststructural literary theory.  

The gap between literary theory and postcolonial theory begins to be bridged by Benedict 

Anderson.  Imagined Communities (1983) serves as the link, because its focus is on the 

use of language and its ultimate unification as vital in the process of the creation of 

nations as seen throughout the world.  Anderson identifies the absolute necessity and 

importance of language in the creation of any unified nation, of which he identifies 

colonies and colonization as a clear example of the use of language as a means to unify 

disparate peoples under a single flag.  Anderson places most of the emphasis on the shift 

in language that occurred over the past 400 years – a shift from Latin and the various 

languages of the State, to a vernacular, as being the primary mode in which groups of 

people began to think of themselves as nations. 
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 If the rise of nations stood upon the shoulders of a common language, then for 

North America to become America, a common language must exist.  The idea of 

language exists here, again, as not merely a means of spoken or written communication, 

but also as visual communication, or the arts.  The attempts to Westernize the Mandan by 

Catlin and Bodmer becomes a necessary aspect in unifying North America, because if the 

Nation of America consists of a variety of pictorial languages then people exist not within 

an overall American community, but smaller ones sharing the same continent.11  No 

longer is the violent act of art education violent for the sake of violence, but instead 

builds upon a desire for national unification manifesting itself throughout North America 

at this time by way of colonialism. 

 Although Anderson identifies the unification of language as a central factor in the 

creation of nations, it is only after an eradication of previous languages, and to an extent 

cultural knowledge (continuing with the poststructural notion that all culture is 

fundamentally rooted in language), can this occur.  Within The Wretched of the Earth 

(2004), Frantz Fanon deals with the idea of the eradication of both knowledge and culture 

in his discussion of the system of colonization.  Focused mainly on the overall 

relationships between colonizer and colonized, Fanon directly addresses the situation of 

the culture of the colonized and its standing while under colonial rule.  This discussion 

begins with Fanon stating that colonialism and all its realities and actions “contributed to 
                                                
11 Although America, at this time, did understand a variety of pictorial languages, it should be realized that 
they are all derived from a Western European artistic tradition.  It is necessary, for the process of 
unification, to eradicate (or supplant) all traditions that exist outside of a Euro-American artistic tradition, 
to create a sense of identity gained through American Arts.  Only relatively recently has the American 
nation come to understand non-Western pictorial languages through the rise of multiculturalism, which at 
its best this understanding exists within only a small portion of the overall population. 
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this cultural obliteration” (p. 170), in which the devaluing of indigenous society and 

culture was so prevalent that its near absence is one consequence of colonization.  

 By destroying indigenous cultures and prohibiting cultural existence outside the 

imported culture of the metropole, the colonizers are able to further the paternalistic bond 

between themselves and the colonized.  This in turn adds to the falsified reality that no 

culture or history existed before the arrival of Europe into the newly colonized territories.  

It was only after this initial contact with the West that the colonized finally emerged from 

the “darkness,” that was defined as their history with the assistance of the colonizers 

(Fanon, 2004, p. 149).  Upon the creation of the colonial situation “national culture [is 

brought] virtually to a halt,” and that same “national culture under colonial domination is 

a culture under interrogation whose destruction is sought systematically” (Fanon, 2004, p. 

171).  Although great lengths were made to attempt this systematic destruction, resistance 

came, and continues to come, through a variety of avenues.  During the beginning of the 

1950s in Algeria, traditional storytellers began to alter their stories that had previously 

been static, in order to refute both the colonial government and the notion that their 

society had been without culture or history prior to the arrival of European colonialism.  

Allusion and allegory became standard as forms of critique, and as their epic oral stories 

became more pointed their listeners grew as well.  This ultimately led to the colonial 

government “systematically arresting these storytellers after 1955” because “colonialism 

knew full well what [they] were doing,” (Fanon, 2004, p. 174) in using traditional 

storytelling techniques as a method to not only critique the colonial situation but as a 

means to reclaim and reinvigorate an aspect of traditional Algerian culture.  Even at a 
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moment in which traditional culture and language is beginning to return to a position held 

before the arrival of colonialism, the colonizers subvert the process through physical 

domination and intellectual repression of those leading the attempt to revitalize 

traditional culture. 

 Despite efforts, as exemplified through the Algerian storytellers, to revolt against 

colonialism in attempt to reclaim and reinforce traditional culture, colonialism for 

extended periods of time suppressed the majority of these efforts.  With the constant 

repression of the colonized people and through the systematic destruction of their culture, 

a new class of colonized begins to form, a “class of persons, Indian [or any colonized 

people] in blood and colour [sic], but English [or any European colonizing country] in 

taste, in opinion, in morals and in intellect” (Anderson, 1983, p. 91).  While English “in 

taste, in opinion, in morals, and in intellect,” this hybrid person, who exists at the same 

time a pseudo-colonizer and colonized, is created as a distinct byproduct of colonial 

education.  In their efforts, the colonizers have created a “recognizable Other,” that exists 

as a mimic of the colonizer, which “fixes the colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence,” that 

is “both ‘incomplete’ and ‘virtual’” due to the fact that being “anglicized, is emphatically 

not to be English” (Bhabha, 1994, pp. 86-87).  This new being is doomed to be a likeness 

which exists neither as fully colonizer or colonized. 

 The situation described by both Fanon and Anderson details one similar to that of 

the Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, in which their previous form of artistic knowledge has 

been largely repressed and ultimately replaced with a Western method of representation 

that changes the way they depict the world wherein they reside.  The method of recording 
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history, and due to this their history itself, has fundamentally changed.  The history is no 

longer entirely their own, but exists as a hybrid owing much of its form to the colonizers 

themselves, as a blasphemous moment of cultural hybridity.  Blasphemy, not as a 

“misrepresentation of the sacred by the secular” but instead “a moment when the subject-

matter or the content of a cultural tradition is being overwhelmed, or alienated, in the act 

of translation” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 225).  The moment in which their cultural tradition of 

buffalo robe painting as a form of historical documentation begins to be transformed 

through the adoption and assimilation of Western European artistic technique and style, is 

the moment of translation.  Ultimately, the Mandan technique shifts so greatly that it is 

nearly unrecognizable, and is certainly “overwhelmed” by the Western method that has 

been incorporated into the traditional style.  In referring to the blasphemous nature of the 

translation of style alone – the translation of historical documentation – a mistake is 

made.  For the greater blasphemy is the overwhelming of the traditional Mandan method 

of both creating and recording history, as it is supplanted with a Western technique and 

view of history. 

 The replacement and usurpation of history is dealt at length by Albert Memmi in 

The Colonizer and The Colonized (1965), in which by being a party within the colonial 

system the colonized is removed from history itself and the process of its creation.  No 

longer do the colonized play an active role in the world they live; they are forced into 

submission and controlled by the colonizer in a way that they are removed from “every 

decision contributing to [their] destiny and that of the world, and all cultural and social 

responsibility” (Memmi, 1965, p. 91).  By being removed from history itself, the 
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colonized no longer exist as a subject of history, but rather an object, a thing to be acted 

upon by the colonist because “the colonist makes history” (Fanon, 2004, p.14).  The 

objectification, or “thingification” (Césaire, 2000, p. 42) of the colonized, as a means to 

facilitate their removal from participation in history, is the result of the authority gained 

through knowledge of the colonized as an object of study.  Through the process of 

objectification of the colonized, the colonizer is able to speak about them and for them, 

due to the intellectual authority acquired through the field of Orientalism.  Existing “as a 

Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the orient” (Said, 

1994, p. 3), Orientalism and the colonizers who are inseparable from it, allow for a great 

amount of intellectual authority to be had over the colonized.  The centuries of 

knowledge, although based in false interpretations accumulated by Orientalism of the 

Orient (non-Western regions of the world, mainly consisting of colonized regions), 

prevents this entire region from representing itself accurately within Europe, because “to 

have such knowledge of such a thing is to dominate it, to have authority over it” (Said, 

1994, p. 32).  The monopoly of knowledge and the subsequent authority that follows, 

which the Western world has had for the past four centuries prevents the non-West from 

speaking for itself or writing its own histories because its intellectual counterparts in the 

West have already accomplished this and are unwilling to acknowledge this “other” 

voice. 

  Through the West’s creation of the history of the non-West, accomplished 

through the Western academy, the non-West and the colonized are presented with the 

intensely difficult task of enacting change and participating in a history outside of those 
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created and endorsed by the West.12  Because the “colonist makes history” (Fanon, 2004, 

p. 14) the colonized is ultimately removed from decision making about history, and may 

be removed or marginalized from historical accounts.  This removal or marginalization 

from history takes form first in how the colonized learn about their history, then in how 

their past and future histories are ultimately written, and finally they are removed and 

fully marginalized when they are unable to enact change, or even participate in their own 

history. 

 Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, whose method of recording history shifted from a 

traditional style to one that is foreign to them, impacts not only the style in which their 

history is recorded but also the recordings themselves.  As the language they used to 

create their personal histories changes from the traditional Mandan style to that of 

Western Europe, the language of their historical documentations, and its subsequent 

meaning, begin to shift as well.  The historical memory of both method and meaning is 

forgotten as a rapid shift away from traditional historical and artistic creation occurred: 

“The colonized seems condemned to lose his memory,” in both how things were 

traditionally shown to have occurred, and why they were shown that way (Memmi, 1965, 

p. 103).  Because “the colonized’s institutions are dead or petrified,” through the brutal 

violence of colonialism, the colonized are left with few choices, the largest of which 

includes the adoption of the institutions, whether cultural or political, of the colonizer 
                                                
12 The countering of approved Western history is not solely the problem of the colonized and the non-
Western, but also is present within those outside of the ruling classes of the West.  Only histories that 
specifically promote the State ideologies and State approved history will be created, and often this excludes 
the non-Western, the colonized, the proletariat (all existing within the broader term subaltern), from having 
a voice in its pages.  Great strides have been made to create a more pluralistic history, but misinformation, 
distortion, and omission of the histories of the “others” is still present. 
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(Memmi, 1965, p. 103).  This process of historical marginalization and eradication of 

memory ends when “the few material traces of the past are slowly erased,”13 in which the 

methods of creation of traditional arts disappear, “and the future remnants will no longer 

carry the stamp of the colonized group” (Memmi, 1965, p. 104), but instead resemble the 

culture of the colonizers. 

 The final loss is the ability or willingness to use traditional institutions, in this 

case traditional Mandan painting techniques, due to the loss of memory or the cultural 

apathy imposed through an oppressive system of colonial rule.  This action results 

ultimately in the colonized adopting the method of cultural production and the products 

of the colonizing group, beginning with the adoption of the language of the colonizer 

because all future cultural production must take place within the language of the 

colonizer.  By educating the children of the colonized in the language of the colonizer, 

the history of the colonizer, and the religion of the colonizer (to name a few), a greater 

unification of the colonized under the flag of the metropole can occur, as well as an 

overall attempt to destroy any final amount of national culture and memory that exists 

among them. 

 Coupled with the destruction of natural culture and memory is the destruction of 

the hope of an uninterrupted possibility.  The interruption that occurred through the 

process of colonization resulted in the future of colonized peoples existing outside the 

realm of history, because they have been placed there as an object of the colonizer’s 

                                                
13 While Memmi describes traces of “material” memory to slowly erode, he fails to note the non-material 
ways in which memory is retained – through story, dance, and other performative acts of traditional culture. 
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history that can be omitted or ignored.  There is no possible way to fathom where the 

Americas, Africa, or Australia would be without the disruption that colonization caused, 

and “the question of whether the colonized, if let alone, would have advanced at the same 

pace as other peoples has no great significance” (Memmi, 1965, p. 112).  The actual 

interruption of natural progress becomes significant rather than the hypothetical trajectory 

of uninterrupted progress.  This interruption locks the colonized in a dehumanizing 

position of objectified immobility in a system that they are both the victims of and 

integral to. 

 Because of the interruption of a traditional artistic evolution of the Mandan it 

becomes impossible to imagine the scope of either Mató-Tópe’s and Síh-Chidä’s artwork 

without the interaction that occurred between them and the European artists over the 

course of two years.  What can be said is that their rapid progression and violent shift in 

style was inorganic and not fitting overall artistic progressions that occur over decades, 

rather than months.  It is not to say that what occurred from 1832-34 was not an artistic 

progression, it was indeed so, but the problem arises when this progression is one born 

out of a system of control and supplantation of artistic tradition.  Aimé Césaire, in 

Discourse on Colonialism (2000), regarding the “thingificiation” of colonized peoples 

states: 

 I am talking about societies drained of their essence, cultures trampled underfoot, 
institutions undermined, lands confiscated, religions smashed, magnificent artistic 
creations destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped out. (pp. 42-43) 

 
It is impossible to say that colonization didn’t offer some amount of progress to those 

who were colonized.  It came in the advent of roads, hospitals, schools, and 
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industrialization.14  But, it did not come with these things alone.  It also came with pain, 

suffering, and exploitation.  Painting an image of these worst parts of the colonial system, 

Césaire is able to illuminate the ultimate ends of colonization itself – the ability to 

terminate vast amounts of future possibilities.  The possibilities that Césaire makes 

reference to are not just those of the individual, but also those of the nation and of a 

people as a whole.  There are no options that exist outside the history that colonialism 

does not offer the colonized, instead only the lack of possibilities. 

 The final two items that Césaire lists are those that concern the events at hand, for 

they both describe what the interaction between Catlin and Bodmer, and Mató-Tópe and 

Síh-Chidä ultimately resulted in – “magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary 

possibilities wiped out.”  The magnificent artistic creations destroyed are those that have 

yet to be made, those whose style was in a traditional Mandan method, or a style that had 

ample time to grow and shift according to the artists’ own vision of their art.  Instead 

what the interaction resulted in was Western artistic instruction that immediately and 

violently changed the art that was produced to a style that is so drastically different that at 

first glance it appears not to be from either the same artist, region, or time.  It is also the 

possibilities that were denied these two artists to grow independently and advance their 

style that could have gone in many different directions.  The refusal of artistic 

possibilities facilitated by Catlin and Bodmer is something that may seem minute, but if 

the arts are to be representative of the highest form of culture, then the rejection of the 

                                                
14 If indeed these inventions can even be viewed as progress.  The complicated notion of progress 
constantly relies upon both the perspective of the person viewing the events in question as well as the great 
possibility of violence as a byproduct of said progress. 
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possibilities of these two artists to grow is a total denial and usurpation of Mandan 

culture. 

 The consequences of the art lessons given by George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, 

and their ultimate influence upon Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, has been interpreted within 

a postcolonial framework of analysis.  While the lessons themselves appear harmless, 

their final consequence was their theoretical removal from history as described by Frantz 

Fanon, Albert Memmi, and Aimé Césaire, and the interruption of Mandan cultural 

progression without the drastic influence of Western culture.  The consequences of these 

violences of colonialism remain an interpretation through an analytical framework of 

poststructural and postcolonial theory.  What remains concrete are the physical and 

historical consequences of the interactions and influences that colonial conquest of the 

Mandan had, which are very real consequences of Western involvement with the region.  

Only three years after the departure of Karl Bodmer and Prince Maximilian, the Mandan 

culture was decimated by a smallpox epidemic brought about by American colonial 

expansion into the Western region of the United States.  The reduction of population, 

from an estimate of 1500 to under 100 members, only three years after the departure of 

Bodmer, is not an interpretation.  This fact alone remains the most drastic consequence of 

colonialism for the Mandan, and one that is not born out of theoretical thought based in 

fields of literature and colonial studies, but instead is historical fact.  The theoretical 

removal from history through colonialism no longer exists as purely theoretical, but 

exists on the verge of being a historical reality.  While the Mandan culture survived 
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through joining the Arikara and the Hidatsa, they never returned to a cultural state similar 

to the one they experienced before colonization. 
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Chapter Six:  Conclusion – A Return to the Violence of Art Education 

 The majority of this study has dealt with the interdisciplinary analysis and 

interpretation of the art instruction given by Geroge Catlin and Karl Bodmer to Mató-

Tópe and Síh-Chidä between the years of 1832 and 1834.  The remaining chapter 

explores the relationship between violent colonialism and the field of art education as 

exemplified within this example.  It is very difficult to argue that the lessons that took 

place between George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, and Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä were not a 

form of art instruction, in that they were private lessons conducted for the benefit of 

assisting in the development of a Western artistic technique.  Because of this 

engagement, the lessons and their subsequent consequences can be used to display the 

violence in art education, and exemplify the negative consequences that occur within art 

education.  Before returning to the field of art education, for the purpose of drawing 

overall conclusions, a brief review of the argument is necessary. 

 Over the course of two years, George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, two artists trained 

in the Western European canon, visited and lived among the Mandan of the Upper 

Missouri River.  During these two years the representational style of Mató-Tópe and Síh-

Chidä shifted rapidly away from a traditional Mandan artistic style (Illustration 1), 

towards one heavily influenced by a Western European tradition (Illustration 9 and 

Illustration 10).  The transition in technique is attributed directly to Catlin and Bodmer, 

because while among the Mandan they encouraged both Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä to 

produce more artwork, painted in public places which attracted groups of onlookers, and 
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provided individual art lessons to both Mandan artists.  The interactions between these 

four individuals allowed for a vast and rapid movement in artistic style away from a pre-

1832 traditional Mandan style towards a far more Westernized style as is present within 

works produced between 1832 and 1834. 

 The shift in artistic style provides the foundation from which the overall argument 

of this study has been built.  By illuminating the fact that the influence upon Mató-Tópe 

and Síh-Chidä was the result of Catlin and Bodmer’s art lessons, it becomes possible to 

analyze and interpret these events through the lens of poststructural literary theory.  This 

methodology has been identified and defended as a suitable form of analysis, in order to 

explore the violent nature of the art education.  The violence that occurred was first 

defined as being unnatural, in that the shift in artistic language defied laws of linguistic 

change outlined by Ferdinand de Saussure (1966).  This violence evolved into a violence 

of writing (here as alphabetic writing, visual writing, and visual language), wherein 

defined by Claude Lévi-Strauss (1997), as all writing ultimately helps those in power 

maintain their dominion over the proletariat.  Louis Althusser (1971) expands the 

violence of change to include all education, as it subjugates the working class through the 

promotion of State ideology.  The array of violences are finally expanded to an ultimate 

point by Jacques Derrida (1997), through the notion that all language, in all forms is, by 

nature, always violent.  Through the coupling of these violences it becomes apparent that 

the events that took place in 1832 through 1834 between George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, 

Mató-Tópe, and Síh-Chidä were all rooted in violence. 
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 While the violences detailed above discuss a theoretical violence based within 

poststructural literary theory, a discussion of colonialism and the atrocities committed in 

the name of the metropole serve as very real examples of violence occurring in a similar 

manner.  It becomes difficult to view Catlin and Bodmer as being agents of colonialism 

through a dialogue based solely within literary theory, but when expanded to include 

colonial and postcolonial theorists, their actions fit within a systematic procedure of 

colonization implemented by the West to gain, and maintain, authority over colonized 

peoples.  The ultimate consequence of the actions of Catlin and Bodmer is put forth by 

Aimé Césaire, in Discourse on Colonialism (2000), in which “societies [are] drained of 

their essence…magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped 

out” (pp. 42-43).  The artistic creations that were destroyed are those yet to be made, 

those whose style has yet to evolve organically without the overt influence of Western 

artists.  The violent art education of Catlin and Bodmer removed the chance for Mató-

Tópe and Síh-Chidä to progress naturally as artists.  Instead an intervention occurred and 

forever shifted the artistic technique without any thought regarding the ultimate 

consequences. 

 The shift in style does not merely represent a changing artistic technique but 

should be realized for what it actually is – a replacement of traditional Mandan artistic 

ideologies with those of Western Europe, brought by George Catlin and Karl Bodmer.  

Through the education of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä, Catlin and Bodmer were able to 

supplant the traditional method of artistic thinking with that of the West, and by doing so 

acted violently as defined by Louis Althusser (1971).  The constant promotion of the 
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ruling class’ ideologies through education, as it relates to art education, exemplified 

within both broad and narrow terms is examined here. 

 As described by Karl Marx, and later expanded upon by Louis Althusser, all 

capitalistic societies, and to an extent all societies, are defined by a constant class struggle 

occurring between the proletariat or working class, and those with power or ruling class.  

This struggle is based within both physical and intellectual control of the population.  

Physical control is gained through the use of the State and its apparatuses, and the 

intellectual authority is gained and promoted through ideological dissemination.  

Eventually the ruling party is overthrown through social revolution, and a new ruling 

party establishes itself and its new ideologies (Marx, 1859).  This process of thesis, 

antithesis, synthesis, leading to the formation of a new thesis, to use Hegelian 

terminology, within the social world is one that is an ever-occurring and continuous 

process.  Viewing the world and society as a constant struggle between those who have 

power and those who do not but seek it out, who ultimately gain it in order to promote 

their ideologies and their world view, provides an explanation of political upheaval and 

replacement of parties and ideas throughout the world. 

 While the age of large scale social revolution may be that of the 18th and 19th 

centuries (until extremely recently), the thesis, antithesis, and synthesis model of social 

struggle applies to all moments in time in which class struggle takes place, which can be 

viewed as being a constantly occurring process.  While this struggle is played out on the 

largest stage, those who maintain power at any particular moment do so by not only 

controlling the population through physical domination, but also through intellectual 
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exploitation.  The primary method of intellectual control is through promoting the ruling 

classes ideologies within the educational system.  Because all education, in any subject, is 

fundamentally rooted within the ideology of the ruling class, as outlined by Althusser in 

his discussion of ISAs within capitalistic societies, all education is subsequently fraught 

with the constant upheaval and shifting ideologies brought about through the rising and 

falling of ruling classes.  Ideologies as they exist within the educational system are far 

more pervasive and concealed than is commonly thought.  Ideology that manifests itself 

within the school system is often viewed in the terms of the post World War Two hysteria 

in opposition to Communist Russia, in which the promotion of American culture and the 

“American Way of Life” was readily seen within all academic areas.  Ideology within the 

educational system not only exists in the narrow terms of overt nationalism, but in all 

aspects of education.  Educational ideology determines what knowledge is valuable for 

students to know, which manifests itself in what subjects are emphasized and privileged, 

as well as what subjects are mandatory and which subjects are well funded.  This 

ideological control of the educational system also exists within subjects themselves, most 

readily seen in the instruction of scientific theory.  Art education is not exempt from 

ideological struggle either from within itself as a field or from outside forces. 

 Outside of classes specifically directed toward “civics,” which teaches students 

explicitly how to be efficient and “good” citizens within their society, the art classroom 

very often promotes the ideology of the ruling class.  This is a classroom in which 

students are taught the values of their society’s culture, which is manifested in what art 

techniques are learned, what artistic movements are discussed, and which artists are 
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studied.  Students receive artistic, and cultural, ideology through what is taught.  The 

“approved” culture that is disseminated to students provides very clear insight into what 

art and artists are considered valuable to society as these notions are repeatedly 

reinforced through art lessons.  The process of art education is not one of innocence, but 

instead is steeped within ruling ideology that is constantly being reinforced, while 

opposing or alternate ideology is suppressed through the refusal to either teach or 

acknowledge differing views regarding culture. 

 Art, and subsequently art education, is often viewed as being subversive, as 

revolutionaries often use readily available and highly influential artistic materials to 

relate their message of opposition.  While art has been used for this throughout history, it 

still remains controlled by the ruling classes.  The artwork endorsed, and used, by 

revolutionaries within class struggles often becomes the State-endorsed artwork if said 

revolutionaries are successful in their aims.15  Outside of larger meta-narratives of social 

revolution and class struggle, art is continually in a state of flux, in which differing 

ideologies rise with those having influence, or control, of the field, while others descend 

to be practiced and endorsed on the periphery.  A similar situation arises in art education 

where current pedagogies are constantly being replaced and supplanted by others that 

appear more adapted or well suited for the social climate of the time.  This notion points 

to the fact that art education is not immune to the social struggle and promotion of 

ideologies.  While the ideologies of art education may not be as obvious as their political 

                                                
15 The Social Realism of revolutionary Russia in the early 20th century is but one example of revolutionary 
artwork that was utilized by those within the class struggle, and upon taking control of the State, this form 
of artwork quickly became State sponsored, and the official artwork of Russia. 
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counterparts, their existence is undeniable.  It takes only a brief look through Arthur 

Efland’s History of Art Education (1990) to see the constant cycle of ideological 

ascendancy resulting in the gaining of influence within the field to promote a pedagogy, 

which ultimately ends in the supplantation of that ideology by another which is more 

suitable to a changing social situation.  From an emphasis on drawing in order to directly 

impact both the overall lives of the citizens of Massachusetts as well as its manufacturing 

complex (Bolin, 1990), to the picture study of the late 19th century (Stankiewicz, 1984), 

to the emphasis on the principles of design and art (Dow, 1912), to the American 

nationalism and democratic ideals emphasized in art education during the 1940s and 

1950s (Freedman, 1987), to creative expression (Sherman & Efland, 1997), to 

multiculturalism (Desai, 1996), to discipline-based art education (Greer, 1984), to visual 

and material culture (Bolin & Blandy, 2003; Tavin, 2003), and finally to where the field 

currently resides, postmodern art education.16  The field undergoes serious ideological 

upheaval roughly every decade, excluding a few situations in which an ideology was 

retained for longer periods of time, as the social climate changes in order to adapt and 

remain relevant within the world. 

 The examples of the Massachusetts Drawing Act of 1870, the highly political art 

education of the 1940s and 1950s, and the 1965 Penn State Seminar, all highlight the use 

of power within the field of art education to directly promote and enact ideological art 

education pedagogy.  The first example, the Massachusetts Drawing Act of 1870 (Bolin, 

                                                
16 Naming only a handful of many art educational ideologies that the field has adopted over the years, some 
being more obvious in their cultural and societal goals than others. 
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1990), “enacted legislation that mandated drawing as one of nine required subjects taught 

in all public schools” (p. 59) of the State, through the lobbying of the Massachusetts 

legislature by twelve prominent industrial businessmen and two businesses.  While these 

industrialists weren’t the only individuals in Massachusetts who advocated mandatory 

drawing in public schools, they did hold the power and necessary influence in order to 

promote and achieve required drawing within all public schools.  Their political influence 

resulted in the passing of a Resolve, only a matter of days after the petition was 

submitted, to create a committee to investigate the importance of drawing education 

within public schools.  Through their lobbying, as a means to directly promote industrial 

and mechanical drawing in order to improve the quality of manufactures in 

Massachusetts, the law was passed.  The final law supported a wider argument for 

mandatory drawing instruction rather than the original and limited desire to improve 

manufactures.  Yet by being a part of the ruling class who held great power and influence 

over the dealings of the State, these twelve individuals were able to effectively promote 

an art educational ideology through the influencing of state government in 1869, which 

culminated in the passing of the Massachusetts Drawing Act in 1870.  This first example 

provides an episode in the history of art education in which those outside the field itself 

were able to create an art educational ideology that was beneficial to advancing their 

industrial agenda as leading capitalists and members of the dominant class in 

Massachusetts. 

 During the 1940s and 1950s, through both the Second World War and the 

beginnings of the Cold War, the United States made great efforts to emphasize the 
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democratic and “American” way of life.  The most apparent, and efficient, method of 

accomplishing this was in the classroom.  All subjects were enlisted in the fight against 

fascism and non-democratic, or anti-American, opponents because “implicit in the 

curriculum was a faith in public schooling to instill national agendas” (Freedman, 1987, 

p. 18).  The art classroom was not exempt from this call to action, as art education 

“concerned indoctrinating students with particular political values and building support 

for American policies,” which acted as a “hidden form of social control” (p. 27).  The 

ideological framework of art education at this moment took the stance of direct support of 

the prevailing national agenda.  While this example may appear more sinister than the 

previous, the use of ideology as an indoctrination into social control and promotion of 

approved sentiments, is education.  Art education does not exist outside the realm of 

ideology, as it is clearly influenced and manipulated in the service of the ruling classes, 

which in this case took the form of the United States government. 

 The first two examples show extreme situations in which ideological control is 

gained and subsequently promoted.  The 1965 Penn State Seminar provides a far more 

common example of the process of those within power and part of the ruling class (in this 

case the intellectual ruling class) dictating the ideological direction for the field.  With the 

premature death of Viktor Lowenfeld in 1960, who was a luminary and the driving force 

within the field of art education in the mid 20th century, a vacuum was immediately 

created within the ruling intellectual class of art education within the United States.  As 

head of the Department of Art Education at The Pennsylvania State University, 

Lowenfeld held a position of great power and influence by disseminating his personal 
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ideology of growth and development of the child and how this should be facilitated and 

encouraged through art education.  The sudden absence of a driving force behind 

Lowenfeld’s educational ideology contributed to an environment wherein the Penn State 

Seminar of 1965 could occur, and the subsequent ideological shift in art education could 

take place.  Created and led by several prominent art educators, the 1965 Seminar was 

formed “to re-reconsider the goals of art education” (Mattil, 1966, p. 2) through 

investigation into the following areas of art education: “(1) the philosophical or the ‘why’ 

area, (2) the sociological or the ‘to whom’ area, (3) the content or the ‘what’ area, (4) the 

educational-psychological or teaching-learning area, and (5) the program or curriculum 

area” (Mattil, 1966, p. 1).  In supplanting Lowenfeld as the ruling class of art education, 

those at the Penn State Seminar were able to both craft and promote an art education 

ideology by examining those four areas. 

 June King McFee, in an investigation into the goals and contexts of both the Penn 

State Seminar and the Getty Institute for Educators on the Visual Arts concluded that 

“each event was influenced by the…purposes and goals of the planners, participants, and 

persons from the supporting institutions” (1984, p. 276).  These “purposes and goals” of 

those in attendance at the Penn State Seminar, although not based in personal and 

economic gain as those petitioning in 1870 nor based in American Nationalism of the mid 

20th century, formed and cultivated an ideology based in suppression of oppositional 

ideas regarding the field, as papers presented at the 1965 Seminar were based on 

invitations and not applications.  By beginning the Seminar with “twelve papers, each 

answering specific charges laid out by the planning committee [emphasis added]” (Mattil, 
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1966, p. 2) those in authoritative positions were able to both set the tone and lay out the 

trajectory of both discussion and focus of the entire Seminar, and subsequently the field 

of art education. 

 The conclusions drawn at the 1965 Penn State Seminar “provided impetus for a 

new intellectual and scholarly climate in art education” (Dobbs, 1992, p. 186) that had 

not been before seen as an overarching philosophical, or ideological, underpinning of art 

education.  Along with the intellectual and scholarly attitude generated by the Penn State 

Seminar, art was “emphasized…as a discipline” (Dobbs, 1992, p. 186), which continued 

in various forms – the Kettering Project, work conducted at the Central Midwestern 

Regional Educational Laboratory (CEMREL), curriculum constructed at the Southwest 

Regional Educational Laboratory (SWRL), and ultimately Discipline-Based Art 

Education (DBAE) researched, designed and implemented by the Institute for Educators 

on the Visual Arts of The J. Paul Getty Trust17 – lasting through the 1980s and into the 

1990s.  By taking full advantage of the loss of the driving force behind Viktor 

Lowenfeld’s educational ideology, the 1965 Penn State Seminar and its organizers were 

able to create a new art education ideology, as well as promote and reinforce it through 

the above-mentioned projects.  The ideology formed by the planning committee, which 

                                                
17 The Kettering Project was led by Elliot Eisner a member of the planning committee of the Penn State 
Seminar. The work being done at CEMREL was led by Manuel Barkan, also a member of the Penn State 
Seminar planning committee, along with others at The Ohio State University.  SWRL, which was directed 
by Dwaine Greer, clearly took its ideological foundations from the Penn State Seminar as it is based in art 
as a discipline study, as it was outlined through the Seminar.  Greer ultimately took the position of Director 
of the Institute for Educators on the Visual Arts of The J. Paul Getty Trust, which formed and implemented 
DBAE which gains its ideological pedagogy from “a synthesis of developments that have taken place over 
the years since the Penn State Seminar” (Greer, 1984, p. 212).  While two of the projects’ leaders can be 
traced directly back to the planning committee of the Penn State Seminar, all four programs clearly gain 
their ideological stance from the outcomes of the Seminar. 
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existed as the intellectual ruling class of art education, of the 1965 Penn State Seminar 

continued well into the 1990s. 

 As seen within the examples of the events leading up to the 1870 Massachussetss 

Drawing Act, the overt American Nationalism of the 1940s and 1950s, and the 

intellectual pacesetting of the 1965 Penn State Seminar, art education as a field is 

constantly being formed and reshaped through powerful individuals and groups 

promoting their ideologies.  The constant process of reformation of ideology, and in turn 

the focus of the field, is one of constant struggle and violence, in that through 

dissemination and promotion of ideology of the ruling party another (or many) fall to the 

wayside and are superseded and suppressed.  While the constant process of ideological 

thesis, antithesis, synthesis, and new thesis, is certainly violent in nature due to its 

constant suppression of opposing ideas in the promotion of the ruling ideology, the 

process as a whole is not a negative one.  The model outlined here simply provides an 

explanation for the constant flux of ideas throughout the history of art education, and is 

not meant to vilify or negate the accomplishments, but instead is used to bring the 

struggle of ideas and ideology to an area of critical discourse. 

 The system of struggle between ideologies and their supporters, as described by 

Karl Marx, is violent, but it is not inherently negative.  It can become negative if those 

within the system are either unaware that they are being acted upon and adopting 

ideology, and consequently disseminating ideology, without recognizing it as such.  To 

have no ideology, meaning being unable to recognize or unaware of an adopted ideology, 
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either by being oblivious or through ambivalence, is to be absent from the struggle, which 

is an extremely dangerous and entirely negative position. 

 The trajectory of the argument of violence, oppression, and ideology is one that 

precludes other arguments from being postulated and explored.  The first and most 

obvious is an argument against “Multiculturalism” as it exists within certain realms of art 

education – as an insipid and patronizing imitation of rich and valuable cultures.  The 

“knowing” of other cultures as means to gain authority over them as Edward Said (1994) 

explains, is seen readily within this pale form multiculturalism.  By producing works of 

art that imitate rather than emulate, a vast amount of respect and genuine knowledge of 

the culture that is being “learned” about is lost.  By using George Catlin and Karl Bodmer 

as reminders of the West’s constant involvement and alteration of non-Western cultures, 

a historical example is gained of manipulation and distortion of cultures through 

knowledge about, and speaking for, them as a method of arts education.  The shift in 

historical focus would emphasize the examination of Catlin’s reproduction, alteration, 

and omission of Mandan arts, which he claimed were accurate within his Indian Gallery 

as a touring show, where he spoke for, gained authority over, and consequently oppressed 

many Native groups of North America. 

 If a theoretical shift in focus were to occur, utilizing the writings of poststructural 

philosopher Judith Butler, the argument could be made that while Catlin and Bodmer 

were supplanting a traditional Mandan artistic ideology with a Western European artistic 

ideology, this process was not entirely oppressive.  Butler claims that when an individual 

becomes subjected to an ideology they in turn become a Subject of that ideology and that 



 88 

system.  This process consequently allows them to gain the power of the subject/master 

binary in which they have become half of.  This engagement allows that individual to 

gain the power of the entire group to which they now belong.  If this postulation is 

continued, then the subjection of Mató-Tópe and Síh-Chidä to the Western artistic 

ideology allowed them to become Subjects within the system and ultimately gain the 

power and authority that is associated with that system of thought (Butler, 1997).  This 

theoretical interpretation can be considered analogous to the manipulation of the writing 

lessons that Lévi-Strauss gave the Nambikwara by their Chief as a means to both align 

himself with and gain the authority of their Western visitors. 

 A shift in the focus of the study, either historically or theoretically, remains 

predicated on the basis of violent intellectual suppression of the Mandan artistic culture 

by George Catlin and Karl Bodmer.  The undeniably violent nature of their educational 

ventures with the Mandan of the Upper Missouri pushed the theoretical conclusions made 

within this thesis towards notions of oppression and colonialism.  By being unaware of 

their actions, and the consequences of these actions, Catlin and Bodmer became 

extremely dangerous characters within the history of the Mandan, as within two years and 

through relatively few art educational experiences, Catlin and Bodmer were able to have 

such a profound and drastic effect on the artistic culture of both Mató-Tópe and Síh-

Chidä and consequently, to a degree the entirety of the Mandan people. 

 As was illuminated through the experiences of George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, 

Mató-Tópe, and Síh-Chidä, art education, as all education, is an extremely violent 

process of constant oppression, suppression, and promotion of ideology.  Within the 
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model of history and struggle that has been presented, violence is an inevitable 

consequence.  But, violent change is not always a negative process.  It only becomes 

negative, and subsequently dangerous, if those teaching are either unaware that they have 

adopted an art educational ideology, or if they have but are neither critical of it or 

constantly [re]examining it.  It is in this moment that these educators become like George 

Catlin and Karl Bodmer, who believe that they are educating others for their benefit, but 

ultimately their efforts result in a violent destruction of a longstanding and rich artistic 

ideology and tradition. 
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APPENDIX A: ILLUSTRATIONS 

 

 
 

Illustration 1: Painted Buffalo Robe 
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Illustration 1.1: Painted Buffalo Robe: Detail of Man 

 
 



 92 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Illustration 1.2: Painted Buffalo Robe: Detail of Horse 
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Illustration 2: Máh-To-Táh-Pa, Four Bears, Second Chief, in Full Dress 
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Illustration 3: Man’s Shirt 
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Illustration 3.1: Man’s Shirt: Back of Shirt 
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Illustration 3.2: Man’s Shirt: Detail of Shirt Back 
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Illustration 4: Mandan Man’s Shirt with Heads of Victims 
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Illustration 5: Mandan Man’s Shirt with Men and Horse 
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Illustration 5.1: Mandan Man’s Shirt with Men and Horse: Detail 
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Illustration 6: Copy of Mató-Tópe’s Buffalo Robe 
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Illustration 7: Self-Portrait with War Bonnet 
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Illustration 8: Painted Buffalo Robe 
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Illustration 9: Self-Portrait of Battle with Cheyenne Chief 
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Illustration 10: Self-Portrait 
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Illustration 11: Copy of Péhriska-Rúhpa’s Hidatsa Buffalo Robe 
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APPENDIX B: LIST OF ARTWORKS 

This appendix lists every artwork cited within this paper, and is meant to be used 

as both a guide for works in the text itself and also serves as a starting point for 

exploration into the Mandan artistic tradition. 

 
Bodmer, Karl (Artist). (1833-1834). Copy of Péhriska-Rúhpa’s Hidatsa Buffalo Robe 
 [Painting]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Joslyn Art Museum. 
 
Catlin, George (Artist). (1832). Copy of Mató-Tópe’s Buffalo Robe [Painting]. Upper 
 Missouri River, North Dakota; Smithsonian American Art Museum. 
 
Catlin, George (Artist). (1832). Máh-To-Táh-Pa, Four Bears, Second Chief, in Full Dress 

[Painting]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Smithsonian American Art 
Museum. 

 
Catlin, George (Collector). (1832).  Mandan Man’s Shirt with Heads of Victims [Painted 

hide shirt]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Smithsonian American Art 
Museum. 

 
Catlin, George (Collector). (1832).  Mandan Man’s Shirt with Men and Horse [Painted 
 hide shirt]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Smithsonian National Museum 
 of Natural History. 
 
Catlin, George (Collector). (1832).  Mandan Man’s Shirt with Men and Horse: Detail 

[Painted hide shirt]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Smithsonian American 
Art Museum. 

 
Lewis, Meriwether and Clark, William (Collectors). (1805). Painted Buffalo Robe of 

Battle Between Mandan and an Enemy Tribe [Painted buffalo robe]. Upper 
Missouri River, North Dakota; Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnography. 

 
Lewis, Meriwether and Clark, William (Collectors). (1805). Painted Mandan Buffalo 

Robe of Battle Between Mandan and an Emeny Tribe: Detail of Horse [Painted 
buffalo robe]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnography. 

 
Lewis, Meriwether and Clark, William (Collectors). (1805). Painted Mandan Buffalo 

Robe of Battle Between Mandan and an Enemy Tribe: Detail of Man [Painted 
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buffalo robe]. Upper Missouri River, North Dakota; Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnography. 

 
Magritte, René (Artist). (1935).  Interpretation of Dreams [Painting]. 
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