Abstract of lecture:

Performance is an act of cultural and political resistance as well as a means of remembrance and
commemoration. It offers glimpses of a forgotten past, and uses creative fiction as a force against
colonial narratives of capture, savagery, loss, and disappearance.

The history of Indigenous peoples performing cultural dances and practices for international and
colonial audiences is an important part of Indigenous art in general and performance art
specifically. From the early contact years onward, the Indigenous performers known as ‘Indians’
faced the conundrum of maintaining traditional cultural practices by performing them on stage
while also having that performance fulfill the desires of a colonial imaginary. These
performances took place within the context of colonial policies of assimilation and subjugation.

Contemporary artists contend with the legacy of colonial representations as well as the legacy of
cultural performance by utilizing a variety of aesthetic strategies such as reenactment, remixing,
memorialization, mimicry, parody, masquerade, and portraiture. They return to the history of
performing ‘Indian’ and its conundrums to recuperate the erased and objectified performer as an
ancestor, an artist, and an Indigenous subject. Through this return they seek to understand their
own relationship to performing culture in a contemporary art context, often turning the gaze back
onto an audience and making the colonial desires that underpin colonial imagery visible. Lastly,
some of the artists use performance itself as an entry point in rewriting colonial

historical narratives from an Indigenous point of view.
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