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PRESS RELEASE 

 

February 7 through November 8, 2026 
HERE AND NOW at Museum Ludwig 
De/Collecting Memories from Turtle Island 

Opening on Friday, February 6, 19:00 with a jingle dress dance by Acosia Red Elk 

Press conference: Thursday, February 5, 11:00, press preview from 10:00 
10:30 jingle dress dance by Acosia Red Elk 

 

With the most extensive collection of Pop Art outside North America, the Museum Ludwig is known 
for its links to the United States—a country that will celebrate 250 years of independence in 2026. 
This exhibition centers on two contemporary American artists: Marie Watt, and Wendy Red Star. 

Wendy Red Star's (b. 1981) photographic self-portraits humorously and satirically address 
Western notions of indigeneity and invite us to take a more nuanced view. 

“I am Apsáalooke, I come from a specific district, and my work is grounded in Apsáalooke history. 
But within institutions, this label does not function as a description. It functions as a container. 
The category ‘Native artist’ reshapes the work before anyone even sees it. (…)” Wendy Red Star: 
The Foe Manuscript (excerpt) 

Born in Seattle in 1967, Marie Watt is a member of the Seneca Nation, now living in Portland, 
Oregon. In some Indigenous traditions, the Americas (or even the entire world) are known as Turtle 
Island. The corresponding creation stories are passed on orally from generation to generation. 

De/Collecting Memories from Turtle Island invites us to rethink and overwrite our memories and 
collected pictures, both the works themselves and their mental representations.  

The exhibition takes as its point of departure a collection of kitschy Photochrome prints from the 
Detroit Publishing Company acquired by the Museum Ludwig in 2024. Many of these color images 
produced around 1900 are based on earlier black-and-white photographs by William Henry 
Jackson, often the first photographs of places that are now world-famous tourist attractions, 
including Yellowstone National Park and the Grand Canyon. Photochrome prints were hung on 
walls or sent as postcards, with yearly sales of as many as seven million copies. They show modern 
cities and wide open landscapes—the landscapes strikingly deserted. Even today, these 
photographs, created on the margins of art, shape many people’s image of the United States. 
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The exhibition begins where the postcard motifs end—with the things they leave unsaid. This 
supposedly untouched nature was home to many people and nations—long before the first 
Europeans arrived, oppressed Indigenous peoples, and founded the United States 250 years ago.  

Combining the pictures from the Detroit Publishing Company with art works by two contemporary 
Indigenous artists the exhibition aims to heighten our awareness of the construction of narratives 
and what they omit. As well as being an invitation to engage with the multiple memories and 
imaginings of Turtle Island, it is an opportunity to add voices and viewpoints of America’s 
Indigenous peoples to the Museum’s collection. 

Marie Watt’s large-scale work Thirteen Moons, developed specially for the exhibition, consists of 
thirteen hanging sculptures made of tin jingles. Clouds of jingles float in midair, only making a sound 
when coming into contact with each other or with other objects. Visitors are allowed to touch the 
sculptures, setting the jingles in motion to produce an audible jangling and rustling. Thirteen Moons 
develops a physical, visual, and auditive presence in the space. 

This work refers to Indigenous traditions. As the artist writes, the jingle sculptures “acknowledge 
the Jingle Dress Dance which began as a healing ritual in the Ojibwe tribe in the 1900s, during the 
influenza pandemic. The idea for the dance came to a tribal elder in a dream. When it was 
performed, according to the vision, the young girl who was sick in time became well. The Jingle 
Dress Dance was also a radical act. In 1883, the United States banned Indigenous ceremonial 
gatherings. Though the ban was repealed in 1978 with the American Indian Religious Freedom 
Act, during its century long prohibition the Jingle Dress Dance was shared with other tribal 
communities. Today it is a pow-wow dance and continues to be associated with healing.” For the 
exhibition, Watt will work with the Jingle Dress dancer Acosia Red Elk. She is a member of the 
Umatilla people of Oregon.  

De/Collecting Memories from Turtle Island is the eleventh exhibition in the series HERE AND 
NOW at Museum Ludwig. With this series, the Museum regularly takes a critical look at its own 
work and questions conventional approaches to exhibition-making. 

Curators: Santi Grunewald, Miriam Szwast 

 

The exhibition will be accompanied by the publication of HIER UND JETZT im Museum Ludwig 11. 
De/Collecting Memories from Turtle Island, edited by Santi Grunewald and Miriam Szwast, with essays by 
Yilmaz Dziewior, Santi Grunewald and Miriam Szwast, Yolonda Youngs, and a conversation between Marie 
Watt and Acosia Red Elk, soft cover, 14.6 x 21 cm, approx. 140 pages, approx. 40 illustrations, 
German/English, Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther und Franz König, Cologne, 15 euros. 

The exhibition has received substantial support from the HIER UND JETZT group made up of members of 
the Gesellschaft für Moderne Kunst am Museum Ludwig e.V. 

 

#HierUndJetzt #DeCollectingMemories 



Accompanying events

February 24, 2026, 6 p.m.
KunstBewusst lecture
Tanz und Erinnerung. Tanzkulturen von Turtle Island und Indigene Ansprüche 
auf Körperwissen als dekoloniale Praxis
Sevi Bayraktar, Professor at the Cologne University of Music and Dance
Tickets at the box office

March 5, 2026, from 6 p.m.
Late Night Thursday
Turtle Times
With dance performances and printing workshops and a reading (7 p.m.)  
of texts by Robin Wall Kimmerer at the Cologne City Library – Interim  
of the Central Library
Free entry for all Cologne residents, tickets at the box office

March 29, 2026, 3 p.m.
Pictures from the depot
John Nicholas Choate: Chiricahua Apaches before and after  
entering Carlisle Indian Industrial School (1886 and 1887) 
with Janice Mitchell (in german)
Study room
Please register at www.museenkoeln.de

May 7, 2026, 6 p.m.
Voices from Turtle Island: Indigenous USA today
The curator gives a guided tour of the exhibition, followed by a reading (7 p.m.)  
of texts by Tommy Orange at the Cologne City Library – Interim of the Central Library
Admission to the reading is free

May 31, 2026, 3 p.m.
Pictures from the depot
August Macke: „I** an der Tränke“ (1914) 
with Friederike Voßkamp (in german)
Study room 
Please register at www.museenkoeln.de

July 2, 2026, 6 p.m.
Voices from Turtle Island: Indigenous USA today
The curator gives a guided tour of the exhibition, followed by a reading (7 p.m.)  
of texts by Louise Erdrich at the Cologne City Library – Interim of the Central Library
Admission to the reading is free

September 15, 2026, 6 p.m.
KunstBewusst lecture
“Dear America”: Collage as Aesthetic Diplomacy
Nancy Marie Mithlo, Professor at the University of California, Los Angeles
Tickets at the box office

September 27, 2026, 3 p.m.
Pictures from the depot
Photochromes from the United States 
with Miriam Szwast (in german)
Study room
Please register at www.museenkoeln.de

April 12 / May 10 / June 21 / July 5 / Aug. 2 / Sept. 6 /  
Oct. 4 / Nov. 1, 2026, 2 p.m.
Collective Motions
Invitation to move and dance in Marie Watt’s Thirteen Moons with students from 
the Cologne University of Music and Dance and iSaAc iSaBeL Espinoza Hidrobo
Please register at www.museenkoeln.de









The Museum Ludwig holds many works by artists from the United States, 
as well as historical landscape photographs from North America. In 2024, 
the museum acquired 200 photochromes, tinted prints from black-and-
white negatives from the period around 1900. They paint an idyllic picture 
of deserted landscapes that borders on kitsch. These pictures prompted the 
museum to address what they don’t show—what is missing here is the people 
who inhabited these landscapes for centuries, long before the first settler 
colonialists came and before the United States declared its independence 
250 years ago. Numerous Indigenous Nations lived and continue to live 
on the land they call Turtle Island.

In this exhibition you will encounter works by two artists and one dancer 
from three Nations: Seneca, Apsáalooke, and Umatilla. Their works build 
bridges between their cultural roots, their artistic practice, and white 
institutions like the museum. As a place of collecting, preserving, exhibiting, 
and learning, the museum is a Western construct. It has the power to render 
objects, narratives, and issues visible, or to repress them—thus shaping 
collective memory, mindsets, and worldviews.

The artworks by Marie Watt and Wendy Red Star and the dance by Acosia 
Red Elk are an invitation to the museum as an institution and to you as visitors 
to see, to touch, to listen, and to read. Together, we seek to become aware of 
the still existing gaps in the Museum Ludwig collection and in the dominant 
narratives concerning the United States.

February 7 – November 8, 2026



The Museum Ludwig recently acquired photochromes produced around 1900 
by the Detroit Publishing Company. These are the framed, colored images 
you see here and in the adjacent cabinet. Sold in their millions, these views 
served as souvenirs for tourists before cameras became commonplace. 
They show staged, tinted landscape scenes, idyllic images that shaped the 
collective image of the United States for generations. But memories are fragile. 
They can be collected, shared, overwritten, and modified.

What these pictures don’t tell us is that this land is inhabited by numerous 
Nations, who call it Turtle Island. For this reason, the labels above the frames 
give the names of several Nations whose territories are shown here. At the 
table you also have the opportunity to listen to the voice of Romayne Watt, 
a member of the Seneca Nation. She tells a creation story of Turtle Island that 
she learned from her mother. Greetings from Turtle Island!



Each of the sculptures in Marie Watt’s Thirteen Moons is made of tin jingles. 
These jingles are most frequently seen in the Jingle Dress Dance, a dance 
which is currently performed at intertribal powwows, but which have 
their origin in the Ojibwe tribe. During the 1918 influenza pandemic an Ojibwe 
elder had a dream in which he heard a sound that would heal his very sick 
granddaughter. It was discovered that bells (jingles) made from rolled tobacco 
tin lids would create this sound, and when a dress adorned with the jingles 
was danced around the child, she, in time, became well.

The Jingle Dress Dance was also a radical act. In 1883, the United States 
banned Indigenous ceremonial gatherings. Though the ban was repealed 
in 1978 with the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, during its century-
long prohibition the Jingle Dress Dance was shared widely with other 
tribal communities. It continues to be associated with healing today. Acosia 
Red Elk, a ten-time world champion jingle dress dancer and frequent 
collaborator of Watt’s is featured in the video.

There are thirteen sculptures in this exhibition, a number chosen as a 
nod to the thirteen moons of the Haudenosaunee calendar. Though the 
Gregorian calendar has become the dominant standard for measuring time in 
the West, cultures across our planet independently crafted their own systems, 
often guided by solar and lunar cycles and religious events. This body of work 
is a modern homage to a traditional system of marking a seasonal cycle. 
The thirteen Haudenosaunee moons correspond to the thirteen scutes of a 
turtle’s shell, a reference to the fact that according to their creation story, North 
America was formed on the back of a giant turtle. The names of the months 
are written here on the posts, from Midwinter Moon to Resting Moon. The 
sculptures not only guide us through the year but also connect sky and earth.

You are invited to move through the months, through the sculptures, to touch 
them and listen to them. A single jingle does not do much on its own. It is the 
community of jingles, of jingles and people, that produce a sound.



I did not choose the frame my work first entered through. It was waiting 
for me before I ever stepped into the art world – constructed by institutions, 
curators, and an art market eager to fit Native artists into a single, familiar 
storyline. The frame was already named: Contemporary Native Art. It had 
its own language, its own expectations, its own appetite for confrontation. 
And without being asked, I was placed inside it. . . .

Once I removed the institution’s vocabulary from my own writing, everything 
became clearer. The work felt more grounded. My voice felt more exact. 
And I recognized something important: institutional language often exists 
to make the institution feel transformed without requiring real transformation. 
Words like “reckoning” and “dialogue” do not change structures; they soften 
them. They create the appearance of openness without altering anything 
underneath. . . .

The art world has long relied on categories to stabilize its understanding 
of artists – categories that feel tidy, manageable, and legible to institutions. 
Few categories have been as persistently applied, and as limiting, as the label 
“Native artist.” On the surface, it appears factual: I am Apsáalooke, I come 
from a specific district, and my work is grounded in Apsáalooke history. 
But within institutions, this label does not function as a description. It functions 
as a container. 

The category “Native artist” reshapes the work before anyone even sees it.  
. . . It reduces Nation-specific realities into a generic Indigeneity that 
obscures the differences between peoples, histories, languages, and forms 
of knowledge. It invited projection rather than understanding. 

I do not reject the truth of who I am. I reject the institutional machinery that 
turns that truth into a genre.

 
Wendy Red Star: The Foe Manuscript (excerpt)



While preparing this exhibition, we were accompanied by a feeling of 
uneasiness – and of uncertainty.

What do we know about the art and history of the people of Indigenous 
Nations in the United States? Is a few months reading and a job at a European 
museum enough to be able to select and contextualize works? Shouldn’t we 
be listening rather than speaking?

Yes, we want to listen, and we will continue to do so. And no, of course 
this period of preparation isn’t sufficient. We still know far too little and we 
too often have a Eurocentric view of art. At the same time there were also 
the pleasures of learning, of contemporary art, of communicating across 
the Atlantic.

As an institution and as curators, what do we learn from our work on 
this exhibition? We learn that there is a way of combatting our feeling 
of uneasiness—by talking to one another. Dialogical curating as an ongoing 
practice of listening, asking questions, and unlearning.

 
Santi Grunewald and Miriam Szwast 
Curators of the exhibition







































































Detroit Publishing Company 
The Punch Bowl, Yellowstone-Nationalpark, Wyoming
The Punch Bowl, Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming

Völker / Tribes: Shoshone-Bannock, Newe Sogobia (Eastern Shoshone),  
Cayuse, Umatilla und / and Walla Walla
Ortsbezeichnung der Crow / Place name of the Crow: Aw’Pawishe (Land of Steam)

1902

Postkarte, ungelaufen / Postcard, unused
Archiv Museum Ludwig







In Deutschland haben Karl Mays Winnetou-Bücher und deren Verfilmungen das 
kollektive Bild der USA nachhaltig geprägt. Seine Schilderung des Yellowstone-
Gebietes basieren auf dem Artikel „Die neu entdeckten Geyser-Gebiete am oberen 
Yellowstone und Madison River“ in den Geographischen Mitteilungen. Der Artikel 
wiederum fußte auf dem Expeditionsbericht des Geologen Ferdinand Vandeveer 
Hayden, zu dem William Henry Jackson die Fotografien lieferte. 

Heute ist der Park „ein Schlag ins Gesicht Indigener Menschen“, so formuliert 
es der Wissenschaftler Shane Doyle, Angehöriger der Apsáalooke Nation, im 
Smithsonian Magazine. „Wir wurden im Grunde genommen aus dem Park 
ausgelöscht, und das hinterlässt viele negative Gefühle, obwohl wir sehr gerne 
nach Yellowstone kommen und uns positiv an unsere Vorfahren erinnern, 
die dort gelebt haben.“

In Germany, Karl May’s Winnetou books and their film adaptations have had a lasting 
impact on the collective image of the US. His description of the Yellowstone area 
is based on the article “The newly discovered geyser areas on the upper Yellowstone 
and Madison River” in Geographische Mitteilungen. The article, in turn, was based 
on the expedition report by geologist Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden, for which William 
Henry Jackson provided the photographs. 

Today, the park is “a slap in the face to Native people,” as scientist Shane Doyle, 
a member of the Apsáalooke Nation, puts it in Smithsonian Magazine. “We have 
essentially been erased from the park, and that leads to a lot of hard feelings, 
although we do love to go to Yellowstone and reminisce about our ancestors 
living there in a good way.”















Conversation 

Marie Watt & Acosia Red Elk 

 

Marie Watt: I want to start by saying that I am so grateful that jingles brought us together. I am a 
great admirer of your work, and I’ve really enjoyed seeing how it has evolved and blossomed in the 
short time I’ve known you. The way you tell stories and dance is extraordinary. I love how you create 
space for healing and connection.  

Acosia Red Elk: When you first reached out to me, I looked at the pictures and videos you sent of 
people touching and interacting with your sculptures, and I thought it was such an amazing concept. 
I believe that the jingles brought us together, that we were supposed to meet to continue sharing 
the healing message of the jingle. The jingle is all about healing through movement and sound. Our 
work with the jingles isn’t done either! I’m really honored to have been asked to be part of it. Thank 
you for calling upon me. 

MW: I feel similarly honored! Would you mind sharing a bit about the history of the Jingle Dress 
Dance and how it was shared with other Native nations? 

ARE: The Jingle Dress Dance has evolved through the decades. Most dances come from either 
some kind of daily chore or significant moments in a life, like coming of age or the first kill. But the 
Jingle Dress Dance is a newer dance, and unique in that it came from a vision. Because of this, it 
has an ethereal quality to me, considering the spiritual nature of how these human-made objects can 
be considered sacred.  

Over the years, I’ve heard many stories about how the jingles mimic the sound of water, how the 
sound could heal you, and how when women would put on the dress, they would enter a healing 
state and the dress would create ripples of healing vibrations. More recently, I was at a performance 
with some elders that I look up to, well-known men in the tribal culture who go around and do a lot 
of storytelling and sharing of knowledge, and one of my uncles asked me, “Have you heard the real 
story? It’s not told that much.” I said I wasn’t sure. And this was the story he shared: 

The Jingle Dress Dance came to be during the 1918 influenza pandemic in the Great Lakes area, 
from the Anishinaabe people, who many know as the Ojibwe. A lot of people were dying. A young 
girl fell very ill, and her father, who was a medicine man, sought visions for guidance on how he 
could heal her.  

He had a vision where he was brought into the Northern Lights by the spirit people. And they gave 
him a gift: the sound of the Northern Lights. When the medicine man emerged from his vision, he 
knew that this sound must be given to the people. He knew that women were to make this sound, 
that they were to make garments with materials and objects attached to them that would mimic the 



sound of the Northern Lights. When they danced, it would heal people, and the dancers would 
become vessels for healing. So the dance is a healing dance. The whole idea around the jingles is 
that they are a healing object. Which is so interesting because when scientists today study the 
sounds emitted by the Northern Lights, they have a healing frequency.  

MW: Have any other disciplines influenced the way you dance?  

ARE: Music has always been an inspiration. I love music, all kinds of music. When I started dancing, 
I realized the importance of good musicality. There’s a lot of mathematics involved in dance and 
music. I’m not good at math, but I’m good at rhythms, good at staying on beat. I’m good at 
understanding the journey of a song. When I started dancing as a Contemporary Jingle Dress 
dancer, I learned how to break down my movements.  

This is also how I learned the powwow songs. Some of the songs contain a bit of Native language, 
but they mainly use loose phonetics. So you’re riding a wave because our drum beats are repetitive. 
They don’t really change throughout a song. And because our beats are so repetitive, you can really 
play around with the harmony of the voices. I started making my dance moves curve with that. Most 
dancers don’t do that. I don’t think many people even understand it. 

I also started making my steps take longer. While most dancers would complete a step in one count, 
I would repeat it for sixteen or eighteen counts. I would travel far doing the same step, then turn and 
repeat it for the exact same count in the other direction. So, I was matching everything, balancing 
everything out. I wanted my dancing to make sense. Music has taught me how to break down a song 
and how I want to dance to it. You can figure out the theme or structure of a song, then build your 
dance around it. I don’t think a lot of powwow dancers do that. When I teach powwow dancing to 
youth, I teach them this approach because most dancers don’t. If you really want to be a competitive 
powwow dancer on the circuit, you need to learn how to break the music down. I draw influences 
from all kinds of different music and dance styles and bring them into my jingle dancing.  

MW: I first started working with textiles, and blankets in particular, because I was interested in how 
the act of acknowledging a person by giving them a blanket is something that is practiced not only in 
my family and community but also in other Native communities. It is a kind of newer tradition that’s 
held in common. I wanted to use a material that has this conceptual component because I knew it 
would, for a lot of Native people, communicate something about shared history. 

But then I quickly realized that not just Native people, but all humans, have strong relationships with 
blankets and our stories are constantly imprinting on them, both physically and metaphysically. 
Blankets receive us into the world, and in many ways, we leave this place in a blanket too. I realized 
that blankets are markers for memory and story. 

I was drawn to the tin jingles because they are part of a healing dance, but also because of the way 
light bounces off them. Humans have long had a preoccupation with shiny objects, and in this way, I 



think we have something in common with trout, who might jump at a glint breaking the water’s 
surface, or magpies, who steal things to hide in their nests. This is perhaps one of the reasons why 
Native people take such pride in dressing up in their finest regalia. Jingles call to us in a similar way. 

There is also an aspect of community to jingles. It takes at least two or three jingles side by side to 
make a sound. You can’t have a lone jingle; it’s about what happens when they are together. There 
are so many compelling things about this material. Jingles also embody what I love about Seneca art 
and culture and, more broadly, Indigenous art and culture. They are tactile and multi-sensory, 
engaging you both sonically and visually.  

ARE: I remember one of our past collaborations, at the Peabody Essex Museum, where a blind 
person attended. He said he loved being able to hear and feel what was happening. At other art 
shows, people can tell him what it looks like, but he can’t fully experience it himself. He really loved 
the jingles because he could touch them and hear them. Because of the sound of my dress and the 
changing rhythm of the jingles, he could sense where I was and that the steps were changing. I 
thought that was so cool, and he was very excited about it. That was the first time someone 
approached me to share something like that. 

MW: Yes, absolutely. It’s not even just what you hear; it’s also the energetic experience. A lot of 
Indigenous art is expressed in this multi-sensorial way, but that is not necessarily the experience 
people have when they go to a museum where art is placed in cases or hung on the wall. So part of 
my goal was to make work that really embodied what art is according to my understanding of our 
community and the wider world.  

ARE: I love that. I love what you said about blankets, too, because it reminds me of my mother. 
She’s a spiritual healer, and she talks about stones and shells, their different properties, and how 
they choose their owners. There have been times when I’ve lost a good stone, and I’m like, “Dang it, 
I lost this stone. It’s my favorite stone.” And she’s like, “You know, it was ready to move on to the 
next person.” 

Pendleton blankets come from Pendleton, Oregon, where we are from. They hold great importance 
for us here. Other nations have woven or quilted blankets, different kinds of blankets, depending on 
where you go. And like you said, you arrive in a blanket, and you leave in a blanket. We even bury 
our horses in Pendleton blankets. We always have. Across the nation, you are given a Pendleton 
blanket as an honoring, a special gift. My mother always said that blankets choose their owners as 
well, that there is always a purpose. They also provide the person with a sense of security. So I think 
it is beautiful that you chose to work with blankets and to sometimes attach tags that have 
something written about the people they came from. 

MW: Stories are very important to me. My mom worked in Indian Education for many years, and it’s 
humbling to hear from my parents about how resistant I was as a teen to attend her story circle 
program. I never got out of it, but I didn’t want to go. But now storytelling is such a huge part of my 



work, and the concepts she taught me, like how a circle can always expand to include more people 
and everyone’s voice is equal in a circle, have become integral to my practice. 

Speaking of storytelling, I found it fascinating to look through the photochromes in this exhibition, 
which were used at the turn of the twentieth century to enchant and entice people to come west. If 
you could teleport back to that time, what would you take images of? But maybe we wouldn’t try to 
entice people to come west [laughter].  

ARE: For me, it would be the volcanoes. I’m so drawn to them. They have so much power, and also, 
they create our landscape. They say that the land here is young. It’s still forming itself. That is one 
thing I love about the Northwest—all the volcanic history that has created beautiful waterfalls, rock 
features, and some of the most amazing landscapes. I’m so proud to be from the Northwest 
because of the landscape that we have here. I’ve flown over the volcanoes and seen them hundreds 
of times, and each time, I still take photos like a tourist. How about you? 

MW: Definitely the mountains, which are really volcanoes. And, of course, the bodies of water like 
lakes, rivers, and ocean here are amazing. I’m drawn to how reflective water is. It’s shiny and mirror-
like. You can see the trees and the sky reflected in it. That is something I love about this area.  

And also the cedar and redwood trees. I think many more existed than the ones we see today. I’m 
thinking of trees that are hundreds of years old and have giant trunks—the ones where, if we tried 
measuring around them with outstretched arms, it would take many people. 

In our tribe, we recognize the teaching of Seven Generations, which says that our actions today 
impact the next seven generations, and that our present is shaped by the actions of the past seven 
generations. I think this teaching exists in part to remind us to be thoughtful stewards of our 
relationships with each other, animals, and the earth. 

This also resonates with a piece I am working on with the Forge Project called Chords to Other 
Chords, which imagines the words “TURTLE ISLAND AND” stitched in giant neon letters and 
positioned in Indigenous spaces. Amplifying this phrase invites viewers to say it and affirm 
something important to myself as a Seneca woman, other Haudenosaunee people, and other 
Indigenous communities with Turtle Island stories, and more expansively, all tribes and people who 
have adopted this phrase as a way of talking about North America and/or the planet Earth. Even for 
people unfamiliar with the phrase, I think the words “Turtle Island” are visual, poetic, and thought-
provoking. I like the idea of people taking the time to look it up and educate themselves. I also 
wonder if, by learning more about Turtle Island, by calling it by an Indigenous name, people might 
begin to change how they steward their relationships to this land. I am curious about what the 
phrase “Turtle Island” means to you.  

ARE: To me, it’s always meant our foundation, the soil we stand upon, and how it’s connected 
throughout our continent. And how our earth is Mother Earth. Growing up, people would talk about 



Turtle Island being Indian land and the soil that we come from and are a part of. Seven Generations 
was something we learned about from the great Iroquois Nation. It was their philosophy, but every 
tribe lives by it, even if they all have different names for it. It reminds us that we all have a 
responsibility to be impeccable with our word and with our balance, that everything we do ripples 
into the future. We have to think of ourselves as belonging to each generation; you’re a member of 
the first generation, and the middle, and the last. There’s a responsibility within each link of that 
chain. 

When I say it’s about being impeccable with your word, I mean protecting our resources. Native 
people are all about protecting their resources. But how can we protect our resources if we don’t 
first protect our relationships with one another, our bodies, and our communities? It is all 
interconnected. We have to protect our bodies and minds first in order to be able to protect what’s 
outside of us.  

The jingles are part of this. The jingles called us, and we are responding, and our response has an 
impact on others. You followed through with your vision to make these works. They look like spirits 
themselves, and they bring people together to witness them. It’s really powerful when you invite 
jingle dancers to bring the sound and movement of the sculptures to life. It draws emotions out of 
those present. I wish more people could experience it.  

MW: I’m so honored to be able to have this continued dialogue with you, between not only your 
dancing and my sculptures, but also our experiences and teachings. 

It’s so important that when people talk about representing Native stories, like those related to the 
Jingle Dress Dance and those told through the photochromes in this exhibition, Indigenous people’s 
voices are foregrounded. But it’s also important that people understand we are individuals and not 
just spokespeople for our communities. Historically, the stories that have been broadcast come from 
American history books and not necessarily from the voices of Native people, and each of our 
stories is incredibly different. The Native experience has often been romanticized and generalized, 
without much acknowledgement about what it means to come from different tribes. There is a 
tendency in American and Western culture to assume that Indigenous experiences are all similar, 
but they are unique to each person within each community, and then we have these overlapping 
spokes, like the Jingle Dress Dance, that connect us. 

ARE: The Jingle Dress Dance has become such a universal dance and one of the most well-known 
in powwow culture. It is also still used to this day in the Great Lakes area as a medicine dance. The 
jingles call people. People always say that jingle dancers dream about being a jingle dancer first. I 
know I did. I wanted to be a jingle dancer even though the dance wasn’t necessarily from my tribe. 

MW: Can you share more about how you got started dancing in powwows? Were other people in 
your family dancers? 



ARE: We used to dance at the longhouse powwows growing up, but we were not necessarily a 
powwow family. My mom and dad owned an auto body business, so we didn’t really travel like most 
people did on the powwow circuit. We had a shawl and a wing dress, and we would dance either 
fancy or traditional. When I was six, I got caught in a fire, which burned half of my body. It was 
extremely traumatizing for me and my family, and I kind of just stopped doing things. After the fire, my 
dad started drinking, and he passed away two years later, on my eighth birthday. I was his baby, and 
he was devastated. This was in the eighties, and there weren’t the resources that are available 
today. I’m not sure he would have used them anyway because he was from the era of boarding 
school survivors that didn’t trust doctors. He caught pneumonia and had cirrhosis. My mom had left 
with me and my sister, and he passed away about two months later. Afterward, everything entered a 
downward spiral. My sister and I began rebelling.  

Before I started jingle dancing, I had completely stopped dancing, but I would go to the longhouse 
and to powwows just to check it out. I was so drawn to the jingle dancers and how brave they were 
to be out there on the dance floor without being nervous that people were watching. This was 
something I always noticed because I was such a shy person. There was this one jingle dancer 
named Jennifer Young Bear. She was a contemporary jingle dancer. It was just so incredible 
watching her dance. Your body would tense up, and you would start moving in rhythm with her. She 
had so much footwork, and head movement, and body movement. She inspired me to become a 
dancer. 

My sister had won a jingle dress in a raffle, and she gave it to me. Our house was being remodeled 
at the time, and it was empty. So I would go there in the evenings and watch VHS tapes of Skitson, 
which was the championship powwow back in those days. It took place in Hartford, Connecticut. All 
the champion dancers were on those tapes. I started just looking at the ones I liked, and I would 
dissect their moves and practice them over and over and over and over.  

That’s how I started jingle dancing. I taught myself through videos. I hadn’t actually participated in a 
powwow yet, I had just been practicing. I’m a Libra, so it takes a lot for me to actually get out and do 
something. I have to have practiced or researched it first before I go do it. At a certain point, I was 
finally ready to dance, but I was still too nervous.  

Then my sister got me a jingle dress for Christmas. When I opened it, I was so excited, but then I 
was like, “Oh crap.” She said, “There’s a Christmas powwow this weekend. The families are all 
going to be there to look on.” That meant they were going to come and watch. And I was so 
nervous. I didn’t want to do it. I was like, “Oh man, I don’t have feathers. I don’t have a choker.” But 
my sister said that they were going to make sure I had everything I needed to dance that weekend. I 
got my hair braided, put my whole regalia on. I was over at the longhouse powwow getting ready to 
go into Grand Entry, and I remember wanting to make up an excuse to get out of it. I was just so 
nervous.  



Then I stepped into the arena and started dancing, and I remember feeling a long sigh of relief. It 
wasn’t as nerve-wracking as I had thought it was going to be. And there I was dancing into the 
circle for the first time since I was a kid. I started crying while I was dancing. No one could see, but I 
was in tears. That was my first time stepping foot into the arena as a jingle dancer. And it was at my 
own local tribal longhouse. I remember feeling this sense of pride because afterward everybody kept 
coming up to me saying, “Oh my god, we’re so proud of you! Oh, you look so good! Oh, we love 
your outfit!”  

They were all such beautiful comments. I had been rebelling, and I felt for the first time that I was 
doing something positive again. It really changed my life and was one of the stepping stones to 
where I am today. I had to take those first steps. And I knew how powerful it was. I cried. 

MW: That’s a really moving story. It’s incredible that your sister won a jingle dress and felt called to 
give it to you. It has really shaped all the different threads of work that you’re doing in the world. 

ARE: It has. Everything stems back to me finding my voice and my steps as a jingle dancer and 
building a name for myself. Over the years, I gained respect as a dancer, so once I moved into 
teaching yoga, I already had a solid platform of people who trusted and respected me. It really did 
build a foundation for everything I do today. I learned a lot during those early years. I asked a lot of 
questions. My husband was big on sitting with elders. We sat with elders all the time. They were our 
friends. I put in my time, and I feel like I have the right to do the things I do now. It’s important to take 
your time, to not want something too badly, but to wait for it to come to you. 

MW: I appreciate how your work embraces tradition while also being trailblazing and modern. You 
recently started to incorporate eagle wings into some of your dances. I’m so curious about how you 
arrived at using them. 

ARE: I’ve wanted to do the Eagle Dance since I was a teenager in the nineties, but it wasn’t 
something that came from my tribe, or, if it did, it was so far back that it’s lost knowledge. I knew 
there were certain protocols around the Eagle Dance. You couldn’t just say, “Oh, I want to be an 
Eagle Dancer,” and then get the wings and do it. It took me a long time. Through all these years of 
powwowing, I’ve been gathering the feathers.  

I recently started my own program, and I wanted to get the eagle wings right away. So I flew to the 
East Coast to sit with an elder named Boy Lad, who is someone you go to to receive rights for eagle 
feathers. He’s from the Ho-Chunk Nation in the Great Lakes area, where the Eagle Dance comes 
from. He’s also a good friend of mine, a war veteran, and one of the most knowledgeable elders. I 
went and sat with him for three days, and he gave me rights and passed on a lot of knowledge and 
history about the wings. He saw what I was doing and respected that I was trying to do it in a good 
way. I really appreciated the time I spent with him. When I left, I felt like I finally had the right to have 
these wings.  



MW: When I see you with the wings, it’s almost impossible not to place you up there with the 
eagles. The dance connects you to the sky. I’m also very aware of your footwork. There’s this 
gentleness of the feet, like you’re dancing on your mother. I’m very preoccupied with the space 
between earth and sky, which is why the sculptures are suspended. In the Seneca and 
Haudenosaunee creation story, Sky Woman falls from the Sky World to Turtle Island. I think the 
connection between earth and sky is important to a lot of Indigenous people, and I see it when I 
watch you dance.  

ARE: That’s beautiful. Thank you for saying that. I feel that when I dance. I lift a little higher when the 
drum beat starts. 

This conversation took place on November 10, 2025. It has been edited for length and clarity. 
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