
The transmission of Lakota cultural memory [is] not 
only a way of showing love, but of actually loving- a 
performative act of generosity and respect. A respon-
sibility and a gift-giving that is also a way to survive ... 
imparting a clear message: ‘we have survived, we are 
today, well-adorned, in joyous celebration of our heri-
tage as Native Americans.’1

From October 27, 2018 to February 3, 2019, visitors to the 
Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG) had the unique opportunity to 
view the first ever survey exhibition of prolific artist Dana 
Claxton. For UBC students, Dana Claxton: Fringing the 
Cube holds special significance: Claxton has been a fac-
ulty member since 2010 and was recently appointed De-
partment Head for Art History, Visual Art and Theory. This 
review highlights a few of Claxton’s pieces; however, it is 
important to acknowledge that the exhibit houses a much 
larger oeuvre of work than what I am able to mention here. 
While the show was curated by Grant Arnold, Claxton was 
invited to actively participate as well as select pieces from 
the VAG’s permanent collection to be in dialogue with her 
work. When I asked her about the decision to include other 
works, Claxton replied that it was the VAG who suggest-
ed it. What guided her selection was generosity (central 
to much of her praxis) and the intention to open up larg-
er discussions around her work. Additionally, she added, 
“the idea of having my work with Elizabeth Z[vonar] and 
Bill Reid and Steve Shear amongst others was dreamy! 

And then the ancient indigenous tools- [this] VAST oppor-
tunity allowed me to show my thoughts about art, culture 
etc in the gallery space… I was able to make pairing and 
groupings never seen before.”2 The curated pieces both 
complement and augment Claxton’s work, which is both 
visually enticing and richly embedded with meaning. Ques-
tions regarding representation, beauty, labour, spirituality 
and Indigeneity are intrinsically tied to her work. Fringing 
the Cube features a circular floor plan, allowing it to be 
read both forwards and back. The beginning and ending 
of the exhibition are obscured and interchangeable, much 
like a palindrome, reflecting a Lakota understanding of the 
world as a timeless continuum. 
 Walking up the stairs at the VAG, I was immedi-
ately struck by the intensity of a life-sized photograph titled 
Cultural Belongings (2016). The piece literally glows—it 
is illuminated through the use of an LED ‘firebox’ placed 
behind the photograph. Labels in the gallery acknowledge 
that Claxton’s ‘firebox’ is an Indigenization of the ‘lightbox’ 
developed by Vancouver-based artists Jeff Wall and Rod-
ney Graham.3 In placing this work in conversation with 
that of the Vancouver school (a group of artists in Vancou-
ver who began working with photoconceptualism in the 
1980s), she demarcates her own positionality as an artist. 
Cultural Belongings counters stereotypical representations 
of Indigenous peoples, such as those by early twentieth 
century photographer and ethnologist Edward Curtis.4 The 
piece shows a woman wearing a cream wool designer 
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dress and matching heels, draped in a long buckskin robe 
with various Indigenous belongings trailing behind. She 
is photographed in action, moving forward whilst holding 
high a Lakota dance stick. Tradition is brought to the pres-
ent in this work. Various beaded accoutrements drip down 
the subject’s forehead, masking her face and concealing 
her identity. Claxton explains how her image operates—or 
rather, refuses to operate—as a traditional portrait, stating 
that “the gaze is disrupted for everyone. Only the sitter can 
see the viewer.”5 Thus, this work renegotiates the tradi-
tional power dynamics of portraiture. The figure is shield-
ed by the protective layers of beading. In this, she rejects 
our cannibalistic nature to consume through the gaze and 
takes back control of the body. 
 Moving clockwise through the gallery, the next 
space features the installation-video-performance piece 
Buffalo Bone China (1997). Centered in a dimly-lit room is 
a pile of broken Royal Albert china piled neatly in a circle. 

A video projection plays directly behind the pile, depicting 
grainy footage of buffalo. Performer Anthony McNab Favel 
appears in the footage and while we can see him scream-
ing, his voice is muted. Through this, Claxton articulates 
both the rage emanating from the subject, and the simul-
taneous silencing of Indigenous narratives. Settlers drove 
the buffalo to near-extinction, transforming the bones into 
fine china for the European elite, all while decimating a 
food source and way of living for many Plains peoples.
 Part of the strength in Claxton’s work is its ability 
to draw us in with seductive colours, vibrancy, and beau-
ty. Once you pause to contemplate the work, the bigger 
messages interwoven through her work reveal themselves. 
This is seen in series such as Indian Candy, where a di-
alogue of objectification, power dynamics, displacement, 
and reclamation is unveiled. As put forth by curator Grant 
Arnold, “[t]he Indian Candy project can be seen as the as-
sembly of an archive made up of pictures from other ar-

Dana Claxton, Cultural Belongings, 2016, LED firebox with transmounted chromogenic transparency. Collection of Rosalind and Amir Adnani



chives, in which acute remediation […] draws attention to 
and seeks connection with suppressed histories and sub-
jectivities.”6 In this series, Claxton takes up images taken 
from Google searches of the “Wild West,” including a lone 
white buffalo, an image of Tonto from The Lone Ranger, 
and Osage prima ballerina Maria Tallchief. These images 
are overlaid with intense colour—flooded with magenta, 
purple, or cobalt blue—and are shown pixelated to high-
light the disconnect between the subjects and viewer.
 Before returning to Cultural Belongings, viewers 
are bathed in a serene blue light while peyote healing 
songs emanate from a four-channel video. This is Rattle. 
What we are witness to is “a visual prayer attempting to 
create infinity… [m]uch like a palindrome […] the double of 
images emphasizes the notion that creation on earth and 
in the sky reflect each other to create an existence of time-
less continuum—with no ending.”7 This makes distinguish-
ing between the beginning and end difficult and reflects a 
Lakota worldview. Claxton mixes ceremony with art and 
reclaims what has historically been normally viewed in the 
museum as artifact—the rattle—to a spiritual object which 
was made to be used, and thus disrupts the power of the 
gaze again.  
 Continuing with the theme of the palindrome, Clax-
ton’s show can be read from various entry points and rep-
resents a continuum of ideas in tandem. Through multi-sen-
sorial engagement, the work on display encourages the 
viewer to stop, take their time, and reflect. In her practice, 
Claxton has been known to “mix, meld and mash Lakota 
traditions with so-called Western influences” in order to cri-
tique the ongoing legacies of colonialism.8 This is further 
highlighted by the pieces from the VAG collection that she 
curated. In any exhibition, meaning is conveyed through 
active engagement, and Claxton facilitates dialogue and 
reflection by juxtaposing pain and beauty. Claxton notes, 
“Indigenous people have been structurally dehumanized in 
all facets of life in North America, whether it’s through edu-
cation, through the state, through the church. In some ways, 
my work has attempted to show us as human beings.”9 
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