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Native American art has always a difficult time in museums. Historically, it was collected by natural
history museums that mainly appreciated its ethnographic significance, rather than its aesthetic value.
Most art museums paid it little mind until fairly recently and even today it is, with few exceptions, a low
priority for them.
Over the decades, though, a handful of curators strove to
change that. They organized exhibitions, wrote books,
advised collectors and generally pushed to elevate Indian art
to its rightful place in art museums.
Among the most influential was Ralph T. Coe (19292010).
"Ted" Coe, a scion of a wealthy Ohio family, grew up
among Impressionist art. He earned degrees in art history
from Oberlin and Yale, worked as a research assistant to the
great Sir John PopeHennessy at the Victoria and Albert
Museum in London, and on returning to the U.S. became a
curator of European art and eventually the director of what
is today the NelsonAtkins Museum of Art in Kansas City.
Enchanted early on by a painting of Tahitian women by
Paul Gauguin, Coe fell hard for indigenous art. He made his
first purchase–a Northwest Coast totem pole—at 26. Soon
he was pursuing native arts passionately, often traveling
thousands of miles a year in search of objects. He left the
NelsonAtkins in 1982 to spend even more time on the road
meeting Native American artists and learning about their
works. When he died, he left some 2,000 pieces to the Ralph
T. Coe Foundation, which has lent 200 of them to the
Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian here for
"Connoisseurship and Good Pie: Ted Coe and Collecting Native Art." (The title refers to Coe's
predilection to detour miles out of his way for a slice of pie as well as for art.)
Curator Bruce Bernstein—the Foundation's executive director—begins with an introduction to Coe and
then attempts to organize the objects around the themes of three important exhibitions. Coe's landmark
"Sacred Circles: Two Thousand Years of North American Indian Art," asserting the artistry of 670
historical objects, opened in 1976 in London. In 1986, his "Lost and Found Traditions: Native American
Art 19651985"—which argued that Indians continue to produce vibrant art, not just touristy pieces—
opened, tellingly, at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. Then, in 2003, "The
Responsive Eye: Ralph T. Coe and the Collecting of American Indian Art," went on view at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art the Met, consisting of the 200 works he had promised to the Met. A final
section documents Coe's friendship with Joyce Growing Thunder Fogarty, a renowned Assiniboine–
Sioux bead and quill artist.

Sioux bead and quill artist.
Sometimes, though, a show is just a showcase. The small gallery space here teems with fine examples of
clothing, baskets, boxes, utensils, jewelry and other objects. But the sectional divisions seem arbitrary,
with no clues as to why some pieces were placed in one area or another. (There was no sign of pie,
either.)
What is clear throughout is Coe's eye—his ability to choose the best after studying pieces (informed by
his knowledge of art history) and, as he once wrote, coming to understand them. His connoisseurship
apparently knew few bounds: the wide array here comes nearly all over the United States and Canada
(Mr. Bernstein excluded art by Southwest peoples, which is plentiful in Santa Fe).
Moreover, while most works on view were made in the 19th or
20th centuries, more than a dozen were created in the 21st
century and, most impressively, seven date to the 18th century.
The earliest—and most important—is a smashing Cree or
Ojibwa militarystyle coat, fashioned from moosehide, with
fringed epaulets made of colored porcupine quills, and a
hemline stamped with circle designs and borders (above left).
Dated c. 1740, it was made for European trappers. Nearby is a
pair of Seneca (attributed) moccasins (c. 1860), fashioned with
velvet bows on a commercial leather sole.
Both remind us that crosspollination between Europeans and
Indians was far from unusual, a theme evident in the hearts and
clubs that show up on the handle of a crooked knife (c. 1900); a
beautiful carved argillite figure of a Haida woman dressed in a
fancy European dress with full, draped sleeves (c. 1850); and a
Mi'kmaq (attributed) Empirestyle chair (c. 1870) with a
patterned seat made of dyed porcupine quills and edged with alternating stitches of blackdyed and
undyed spruce root.
Visually speaking, the beaded clothing seems the most powerful. An Omaha (attributed) child's vest (c.
1880)—probably intended for a boy chief or dignitary's son—bears colorful symbols of the four
directions on the front; three lambs run down the center of the back, surrounded by four roosters (below,
left). The background beads are white, and the edges are trimmed with a ropelike pattern dominated by
yellow.
A stylish Mi'kmaq woman's woolen hood (c. 1875) also stands out. It is trimmed with silk ribbon and
glass beads arranged in a curved motif that, the catalogue says, "probably derives from ancient Mi'kmaq
art." Few of these fragile hoods have survived.
Beading traditions and patterns shine just as brightly in contemporary works. Crow Indian Maggie
Pickett–Yellowtail (1894–1956) created a showstopping pair of moccasins and leggings (c. 1945)—fine
bead work that blends an azure background with horizontal, diamondpatterned stripes of green, blue and
pink (at right).
Not too far away, Ms. Fogarty's stunning dance shirt (1988), made from bright red handdyed wool,
adorned with a beaded medallion and trimmed with ermine tails and leather fringe, occupies a place of
honor. Her much smaller doll's shirt (2000), of white leather and fringe, decorated with turquoise
beadwork, is one of several other outstanding objects by her.
At times, the exhibit provides the opportunity to compare

At times, the exhibit provides the opportunity to compare
traditions. In one case, there's a parade of moccasins—19
pair, including mukluks and leggings—that date from 1840
to 1990 and were made by Nakota, Otoe, Eastern Ojibwa,
southern Cheyenne and other artists. Another shows 14
crooked knives, dated 1780 to 1900, made by Maliseet,
Iroquois and other tribes.
Occasionally, viewers can trace continuity across centuries.
Most notably, a Hupa purse (1875) made of elk horn, plant
fiber, and colored with pigment, sits beside a purse made by
Hupa artist George Blake around 1987. His consists of elk
horn and leather and colored with black paint. They are
much alike.
But there, and in many other places, I would have liked
more explanation. The wall labels in "Connoisseurship and
Good Pie" are sparse—mainly opening each section.
Objects are accompanied only by a oneword description
("purse"), then tribe, artist's name (if known), location,
material and date. The galleries are too crammed for each object to have a 150word label (a standard at
many museums), but perhaps some for the best pieces? Wouldn't viewers like to know that the marvelous
child's vest was probably made for a boy chief? They would have to buy the catalogue.
That quibble aside, this exhibit is testimony to the ability Coe had to train his own eye—and an invitation
to viewers, too, to look hard and find the art in Native American objects.
This review appeared in a shorter version in The Wall Street Journal.
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‘Čǿňňǿįșșěųřșħįp ǻňđ Ģǿǿđ Pįě: Ťěđ
Čǿě ǻňđ Čǿŀŀěčťįňģ Ňǻťįvě Ǻřť’ Řěvįěẅ

Ǻň ěxħįbįțįǿň ǿf Ňǻțįvě Ǻměřįčǻň ǻřț țħǻț ŀǿǿķș běỳǿňđ ěțħňǿģřǻpħỳ.
Bỳ JŲĐİȚĦ Ħ. ĐǾBŘŻỲŇȘĶİ
Șěpț. 9, 2015 6:25 p.m. ĚȚ
Șǻňțǻ Fě, Ň.M.
İň țħě ǻňňǻŀș ǿf Ňǻțįvě Ǻměřįčǻň ǻřț ħįșțǿřỳ, Řǻŀpħ Ț. Čǿě (1929-2010) řǻňķș ǻș ǿňě ǿf
țħě ģǿǿđ ģųỳș. Ǻ șčįǿň ǿf ǻ ẅěǻŀțħỳ Ǿħįǿ fǻmįŀỳ, ħě ģřěẅ ųp ǻmįđ İmpřěșșįǿňįșț ǻřț, bųț
ħě ǻppřěčįǻțěđ țħě ǻěșțħěțįč vǻŀųě ǿf İňđįǻň ǻřț ǻňđ șțřǿvě țǿ pěřșųǻđě řěŀųčțǻňț ǻřț
mųșěųmș, ẅħįčħ mǻįňŀỳ řěčǿģňįżěđ įțș ěțħňǿģřǻpħįč șįģňįfįčǻňčě.

Čǿňňǿįșșěųřșħįp ǻňđ Ģǿǿđ Pįě: Țěđ
Čǿě ǻňđ Čǿŀŀěčțįňģ Ňǻțįvě Ǻřț

Țřǻįňěđ įň ǻřț ħįșțǿřỳ ǻț Ǿběřŀįň ǻňđ Ỳǻŀě, ǻňđ
ěvěňțųǻŀŀỳ đįřěčțǿř ǿf țħě Ňěŀșǿň-Ǻțķįňș
Mųșěųm ǿf Ǻřț, “Țěđ” Čǿě mǻđě ħįș fįřșț

pųřčħǻșě—ǻ Ňǿřțħẅěșț Čǿǻșț țǿțěm pǿŀě—ǻț
ǻģě 26. Bỳ țħě țįmě ħě đįěđ, ħě ŀěfț șǿmě 2,000
pįěčěș țǿ țħě Řǻŀpħ Ț. Čǿě Fǿųňđǻțįǿň, ẅħįčħ
ħǻș ŀěňț ǻbǿųț 200 ǿf țħěm țǿ țħě
Țħřǿųģħ Ǻpřįŀ 17, 2016
Ẅħěěŀẅřįģħț Mųșěųm ǿf țħě Ǻměřįčǻň İňđįǻň
ħěřě fǿř “Čǿňňǿįșșěųřșħįp ǻňđ Ģǿǿđ Pįě: Țěđ
Čǿě ǻňđ Čǿŀŀěčțįňģ Ňǻțįvě Ǻřț.” (Țħě țįțŀě řěfěřș țǿ Čǿě’ș přěđįŀěčțįǿň țǿ țřǻvěŀ mįŀěș ǿųț
ǿf ħįș ẅǻỳ fǿř ǻ șŀįčě ǿf pįě ǻș ẅěŀŀ ǻș fǿř ǻřț.)
Ẅħěěŀẅřįģħț Mųșěųm ǿf țħě Ǻměřįčǻň
İňđįǻň

Čųřǻțǿř Břųčě Běřňșțěįň ħǻș ǿřģǻňįżěđ țħě ǿbjěčțș ǻřǿųňđ țħě țħěměș ǿf țħřěě
įmpǿřțǻňț ěxħįbįțįǿňș. Čǿě’ș ŀǻňđmǻřķ “Șǻčřěđ Čįřčŀěș: Țẅǿ Țħǿųșǻňđ Ỳěǻřș ǿf Ňǿřțħ
Ǻměřįčǻň İňđįǻň Ǻřț,” ǻșșěřțįňģ țħě ǻřțįșțřỳ ǿf ǻbǿųț 670 ħįșțǿřįčǻŀ ǿbjěčțș, ǿpěňěđ įň
1976 ǻț țħě Ħǻỳẅǻřđ Ģǻŀŀěřỳ įň Ŀǿňđǿň. Ħįș “Ŀǿșț ǻňđ Fǿųňđ Țřǻđįțįǿňș: Ňǻțįvě
Ǻměřįčǻň Ǻřț 1965-1985”—ǻřģųįňģ țħǻț İňđįǻňș čǿňțįňųě țǿ přǿđųčě vįbřǻňț ǻřț—

ǿpěňěđ įň 1986, țěŀŀįňģŀỳ ňǿț ǻț
ǻň ǻřț mųșěųm bųț ǻț țħě
Ǻměřįčǻň Mųșěųm ǿf Ňǻțųřǻŀ
Ħįșțǿřỳ. Țħěň, įň 2003, “Țħě
Řěșpǿňșįvě Ěỳě: Řǻŀpħ Ț. Čǿě
ǻňđ țħě Čǿŀŀěčțįňģ ǿf
Ǻměřįčǻň İňđįǻň Ǻřț” ẅěňț ǿň
vįěẅ ǻț țħě Měțřǿpǿŀįțǻň
Mųșěųm ǿf Ǻřț: 200 ẅǿřķș ħě
ħǻđ přǿmįșěđ țǿ țħě Měț. Ǻ
fįňǻŀ șěčțįǿň đǿčųměňțș Čǿě’ș
fřįěňđșħįp ẅįțħ Jǿỳčě
Ģřǿẅįňģ Țħųňđěř Fǿģǻřțỳ, ǻ
řěňǿẅňěđ Ǻșșįňįbǿįňě-Șįǿųx
běǻđ ǻřțįșț.
Șǿměțįměș, țħǿųģħ, ǻ șħǿẅ įș
jųșț ǻ șħǿẅčǻșě. Țħě șmǻŀŀ
ģǻŀŀěřỳ șpǻčě ħěřě țěěmș ẅįțħ
fįňě ěxǻmpŀěș ǿf čŀǿțħįňģ,
bǻșķěțș, bǿxěș, țǿǿŀș, jěẅěŀřỳ
ǻňđ ǿțħěř ǿbjěčțș. Bųț țħěřě
ǻřě ňǿ čŀųěș ǻș țǿ ẅħỳ șǿmě
pįěčěș ẅěřě pŀǻčěđ įň ǿňě ǻřěǻ
ǿř ǻňǿțħěř (ǻňđ ňǿ șįģň ǿf pįě,
ěįțħěř).
Cree or Ojibwa militarystyle coat (c. 1740). PHOTO: ADDISON DOTY

Ẅħǻț įș čŀěǻř țħřǿųģħǿųț įș
Čǿě’ș ěxčěŀŀěňț ěỳě—ħįș șěŀěčțįǿň ǿf țħě běșț ǻfțěř, ǻș ħě ǿňčě ẅřǿțě, șțųđỳįňģ ǻňđ
čǿmįňģ țǿ “ųňđěřșțǻňđ” țħěșě pįěčěș, ẅħįčħ ǿřįģįňǻțě įň mǿșț ǿf țħě Ų.Ș. ǻňđ Čǻňǻđǻ
ǻňđ șpǻň țħě 19țħ, 20țħ ǻňđ 21șț čěňțųřįěș. Mǿșț įmpřěșșįvěŀỳ, șěvěň đǻțě țǿ țħě 18țħ
čěňțųřỳ. Țħě ěǻřŀįěșț įș ǻ șmǻșħįňģ Čřěě ǿř Ǿjįbẅǻ mįŀįțǻřỳ-șțỳŀě čǿǻț, fǻșħįǿňěđ fřǿm
mǿǿșě-ħįđě, ẅįțħ fřįňģěđ ěpǻųŀěțș mǻđě ǿf čǿŀǿřěđ pǿřčųpįňě qųįŀŀș, ǻňđ ǻ ħěmŀįňě
șțǻmpěđ ẅįțħ čįřčŀě đěșįģňș. Đǻțěđ č. 1740, įț ẅǻș mǻđě fǿř Ěųřǿpěǻň țřǻppěřș. Ňěǻřbỳ įș
ǻ pǻįř ǿf Șěňěčǻ (ǻțțřįbųțěđ) mǿččǻșįňș (č. 1860) ẅįțħ věŀvěț bǿẅș.
Bǿțħ řěmįňđ ųș țħǻț čřǿșș-pǿŀŀįňǻțįǿň běțẅěěň Ěųřǿpěǻňș ǻňđ İňđįǻňș ẅǻș fǻř fřǿm
ųňųșųǻŀ, ǻ țħěmě ěvįđěňț įň ǻ běǻųțįfųŀ čǻřvěđ ǻřģįŀŀįțě fįģųřě ǿf ǻ Ħǻįđǻ ẅǿmǻň įň ǻ
Ěųřǿpěǻň đřěșș ẅįțħ fǻňčỳ, đřǻpěđ șŀěěvěș (č. 1850) ǻňđ ǻ Mį’ķmǻq (ǻțțřįbųțěđ) Ěmpįřě-

șțỳŀě čħǻįř (č. 1870) ẅįțħ ǻ pǻțțěřňěđ șěǻț ǿf đỳěđ pǿřčųpįňě qųįŀŀș.
Vįșųǻŀŀỳ șpěǻķįňģ, țħě běǻđěđ čŀǿțħįňģ șěěmș țħě mǿșț pǿẅěřfųŀ. Ǻň Ǿmǻħǻ (ǻțțřįbųțěđ)
čħįŀđ’ș věșț (č. 1880) běǻřș čǿŀǿřfųŀ șỳmbǿŀș ǿf țħě fǿųř đįřěčțįǿňș ǿň țħě fřǿňț; țħřěě
ŀǻmbș řųň đǿẅň țħě čěňțěř ǿf țħě bǻčķ, șųřřǿųňđěđ bỳ fǿųř řǿǿșțěřș. Țħě bǻčķģřǿųňđ
běǻđș ǻřě ẅħįțě, ǻňđ țħě ěđģěș ǻřě țřįmměđ ẅįțħ ǻ řǿpě-ŀįķě pǻțțěřň đǿmįňǻțěđ bỳ
ỳěŀŀǿẅ. Ǻ șțỳŀįșħ Mį’ķmǻq ẅǿmǻň’ș ẅǿǿŀěň ħǿǿđ (č. 1875), țřįmměđ ẅįțħ șįŀķ řįbbǿň ǻňđ
ģŀǻșș běǻđș ǻřřǻňģěđ įň ǻ čųřvěđ mǿțįf, ǻŀșǿ șțǻňđș ǿųț.
Běǻđįňģ țřǻđįțįǿňș șħįňě ěqųǻŀŀỳ břįģħțŀỳ įň čǿňțěmpǿřǻřỳ ẅǿřķș. Čřǿẅ İňđįǻň Mǻģģįě
Pįčķěțț-Ỳěŀŀǿẅțǻįŀ (1894-1956) čřěǻțěđ ǻ șħǿẅ-șțǿppįňģ pǻįř ǿf mǿččǻșįňș ǻňđ ŀěģģįňģș
(č.1945)—fįňě běǻđ ẅǿřķ țħǻț bŀěňđș ǻň ǻżųřě bǻčķģřǿųňđ ẅįțħ ħǿřįżǿňțǻŀ, đįǻmǿňđpǻțțěřňěđ șțřįpěș ǿf ģřěěň, bŀųě ǻňđ pįňķ. Ňǿț țǿǿ fǻř ǻẅǻỳ, Mș. Fǿģǻřțỳ’ș șțųňňįňģ
đǻňčě șħįřț (1988), mǻđě fřǿm břįģħț řěđ ħǻňđ-đỳěđ ẅǿǿŀ, ǻđǿřňěđ ẅįțħ ǻ běǻđěđ
měđǻŀŀįǿň ǻňđ țřįmměđ ẅįțħ ěřmįňě țǻįŀș ǻňđ ŀěǻțħěř fřįňģě, ǿččųpįěș ǻ pŀǻčě ǿf ħǿňǿř.
Ǻț țįměș, țħě ěxħįbįț přǿvįđěș țħě ǿppǿřțųňįțỳ țǿ čǿmpǻřě țřǻđįțįǿňș. İň ǿňě čǻșě,
țħěřě’ș ǻ pǻřǻđě ǿf mǿččǻșįňș đǻțįňģ fřǿm 1840 țǿ 1990 ǻňđ mǻđě bỳ Ňǻķǿțǻ, Ǿțǿě,
Ěǻșțěřň Ǿjįbẅǻ, Șǿųțħěřň Čħěỳěňňě ǻňđ ǿțħěř ǻřțįșțș. Ǻňǿțħěř șħǿẅș 14 čřǿǿķěđ
ķňįvěș, đǻțěđ 1780 țǿ 1900, mǻđě bỳ Mǻŀįșěěț, İřǿqųǿįș ǻňđ ǿțħěř țřįběș.
Ǿččǻșįǿňǻŀŀỳ, vįěẅěřș čǻň țřǻčě čǿňțįňųįțỳ ǻčřǿșș čěňțųřįěș. Ňǿțǻbŀỳ, ǻ Ħųpǻ pųřșě
(1875) mǻđě ǿf ěŀķ ħǿřň, pŀǻňț fįběř ǻňđ pįģměňț șįțș běșįđě ǿňě (č. 1987) mǻđě bỳ Ħųpǻ
ǻřțįșț Ģěǿřģě Bŀǻķě ǿf ěŀķ ħǿřň, ŀěǻțħěř ǻňđ bŀǻčķ pǻįňț. Țħěỳ ǻřě mųčħ ǻŀįķě.
Bųț țħěřě, ǻňđ įň mǻňỳ pŀǻčěș, İ ẅǿųŀđ ħǻvě ŀįķěđ șǿmě ěxpŀǻňǻțįǿň. Ẅǻŀŀ ŀǻběŀș ǻřě
șpǻřșě ǻňđ ǿbjěčțș čǿmě ẅįțħ țħě břįěfěșț ǿf fǻčțș. Țħě ģǻŀŀěřįěș ǻřě țǿǿ čřǻmměđ fǿř
ěǻčħ įțěm țǿ ħǻvě ǻ fųŀŀ ŀǻběŀ, bųț ħǿẅ ǻbǿųț fǿř țħě běșț pįěčěș? Ẅǿųŀđň’ț vįěẅěřș ŀįķě țǿ
ķňǿẅ țħǻț țħě mǻřvěŀǿųș čħįŀđ’ș věșț ẅǻș přǿbǻbŀỳ mǻđě fǿř ǻ bǿỳ čħįěf? Țħěỳ ẅǿųŀđ
ħǻvě țǿ bųỳ țħě čǻțǻŀǿģ.
Țħǻț qųįbbŀě ǻșįđě, țħįș ěxħįbįț įș țěșțįmǿňỳ țǿ țħě ǻbįŀįțỳ Čǿě ħǻđ țǿ țřǻįň ħįș ǿẅň ěỳě—
ǻňđ ǻň įňvįțǻțįǿň țǿ vįěẅěřș, țǿǿ, țǿ ŀǿǿķ ħǻřđ ǻňđ fįňđ țħě ǻřț įň Ňǻțįvě Ǻměřįčǻň
ǿbjěčțș.
Mș. Đǿbřżỳňșķį ẅřįțěș ǻbǿųț čųŀțųřě fǿř mǻňỳ pųbŀįčǻțįǿňș ǻňđ bŀǿģș ǻț
ẅẅẅ.ǻřțșjǿųřňǻŀ.čǿm/řěǻŀčŀěǻřǻřțș.
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Series offers guided tours,
discussions with artists, scholars
Journal Staff Report

Adult Tickets at-the-door – $45
Ad courtesy of:

Call (505)349-8921 or purchase tickets
at www.rrfb.org

Curatorial Conversation Series
WHEN: 3-5 p.m. Wednesday, Feb. 3
WHERE: The Wheelwright Museum, 704 Camino Lejo,
Santa Fe
HOW MUCH: $5 general admission, free for children under
age 12, students and active military

THE ARTS

T

he Ralph T. Coe Foundation for the Arts will
continue its Curatorial Conversation Series at the
Wheelwright Museum in Santa Fe.
This series of public conversations provides guided
tours and discussions through the exhibition guided by the
Coe Foundation’s curator and executive director, Bruce
Bernstein, and a sequence of local artists and scholars.
The talks give an intimate look into the curatorial
process and objects of “Connoisseurship and Good Pie:
Ted Coe and Collecting Native Art” which takes viewers
from a point of origin of one passionate and well-versed
man to open up questions regarding relationships among
artists, collectors, curators, viewers, and institutions. Each
COURTESY OF THE RALPH T. COE FOUNDATION FOR THE ARTS/ADDISON DOTY guest will bring personal insights into the production,
Moccasins (Kiowa) dating to about 1870 are made of deer hide, hardened natural hide soles, various collecting and marketing of Native Arts.
trade cloths, beads.
The first conversation in the series is with artist Dallin
Maybee, on Wednesday, Feb. 3.
Maybee (Northern Arapaho/Seneca) has been chief
operating officer of the Southwestern Association for
Indian Arts since 2014 and is an award-winning and
accomplished beadworker and international performer
Soup and Dessert Sampling Event
and lecturer.
The second conversation is with art dealer and
Saturday, January 30, 2016
appraiser Scott Hale, on Feb. 24. Hale, of Southwest Art
11 am – 2 pm
Appraisers, has taught at the University of Oklahoma in
at Roadrunner Food Bank
the English department, film and video studies program,
Native American studies program and School of Art.
(5840 Office Blvd NE)
The final conversation in the series is with artist Ken
Williams, on April 5. Williams (Northern Arapaho/
Benefitting:
Seneca), manager of the Wheelwright Museum’s Case
Sponsored by:
Trading Post, is an award-winning beadworker and major
®
collector of Native American art. Williams primarily creates
innovative, pictorial, beaded fancy bags for which he
received the Best of Show award at the 2014 Heard
Museum Guild Indian Fair & Market in Phoenix. His work
Buy Your Tickets Now!
has been included in major exhibitions from Los Angeles
Adults – $40 / Children (age 5-12) – $10
to New York, most recently in the current exhibition at the
Peabody Essex Museum, Native Fashion Now.
Children under 5 – free
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From artifact to art: First major show of Ted Coe’s eclectic
collection opens Saturday
Jackie Jadrnak / Journal North Reporter

........................................................................................................................................................................................

1/5
Joyce Growing Thunder Fogarty, AssiniboineSioux of the Fort Peck Reservation in Montana,
made this horse mask in 2000 of beads, muslin backing, turkey feathers, metal discs and
beads, plastic rings, felt, red stroud and embroidery thread. (Courtesy of Ron Spencer)
You never know what you might find when you hop in your Chrysler LeBaron and keep driving.
And driving. And driving.
In Ralph T. Coe’s case, he found more than 2,000 pieces of art from Native American and
other indigenous traditions, which he lived with walltowall in his house off Agua Fria Street.

Well, outside the walls, too. He had a totem pole rising from his backyard, according to his niece,
Rachel Wixom, who is president of the Ralph T. Coe Foundation.
Coe, known to most people as Ted, died in 2010 and his collection, in the hands of his foundation,
is stored and partly displayed at the foundation’s offices at 1590B Pacheco St. The works will
have their first major exhibition, opening Saturday and running through April 17, at the Wheelwright
Museum of the American Indian.
If you go
WHAT: Connoisseurship and Good Pie: Ted Coe and Collecting Native Art
WHEN: Opening Saturday, on display through April 17, 2016
WHERE: Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian, 704 Camino Lejo
HOW MUCH: By museum admission, $5
The Ralph T. Coe Foundation is located in Aspen Plaza at 1590B Pacheco St. Call 9836372 if you
want to visit.
The exhibition will demonstrate his eclectic tastes and draw particularly on art objects from tribes outside the
Southwest, which don’t have as much exposure in New Mexico, said curator Bruce Bernstein.
Beyond that, the show will attempt to portray how those objects were part of Coe’s life, and the lives of the people
who made and used them. His journeys around the country and the world were not just about finding things, but
about the people he met along the way and the stories they told him about the art objects – the baskets, the bowls,
the clothing, the tools and more.
In other words, it’s not just about a beautiful bowl, but about how that bowl was used to make grandma’s summer
pudding recipe, Bernstein said.
A Yaletrained art historian, Coe curated some groundbreaking exhibitions of Native American art and eventually
was promoted to director of the Nelson Gallery of Art in Kansas City in 1977. By 1982, though, he found himself
wondering if he wanted to be an administrator or a curator/collector, Bernstein said.
He hopped in his LeBaron and never looked back.
“He told me he would drive five hours out of the way for a good piece of pie,” Wixom said – and that led to the title
of the exhibition: connoisseurship to reflect the fine aspect of art appreciation, and good pie to embody Coe’s down
toearth nature.
“He was a common, everyday guy, but an erudite scholar,” Bernstein said. “He was able to sit with people for
hours.”
Coe played a major role in shifting the perception of Native American objects from being seen as anthropological
artifacts to being appreciated as works of art, he said.
The Wheelwright exhibition will be organized around three major exhibitions Coe curated that reflected different
stages of viewing Native American objects. The first, inspired by “Sacred Circles,” a London exhibition in 197677,
explores the idea of transitioning from artifact to art, to accepting the fact that indigenous art is as valued as that
from any other culture, Bernstein said.
“Lost and Found Traditions,” which opened at the American Museum of Natural History, included works only from
living artists, demonstrating that Native Americans are still living among us and producing art. This show helped
familiarize people with Native objects and learn more about how they were used, he said.

The third show, “The Responsive Eye,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York was about seeing the art
and beauty in Native objects, according to Bernstein.
Coe’s voice is heard throughout the show with his comments in the catalogue and on displays.
Concerning a “White Man’s Indian Watch,” 198485, by Joyce Growing Thunder Fogarty (AssiniboineSioux), Coe
wrote, “Jim and Joyce both felt that I needed a more stylish way of presenting myself for Indian affairs: ‘You really
ought to look right.’ I was told that I spent much too much time looking at my watch and since clocks are ‘very
whitey,’ the solution to that was to give me a watch, beaded in Indian style, but which had only a blank dial.”
Of a comb made from a moose antler by Stanley Hill (Mohawk), Coe wrote, “You haven’t seen anything until you
pull up in front of Stanley Hill’s suburban type house in Grand Island, New York and look through the open garage
doors, as I did in 1979 when I first met him.
There, the artist’s tools are screeching,
while he hovers over his worktable with
eye goggles on while an impenetrable pile
of antlers stacked every which way seems
almost to take the place of the garage
walls. This comb was produced in this
environment harking back to Iroquois
combs of the sixteenth to eighteenth
centuries.”
Still in its early stages, the Coe Foundation
has had a basket exhibition for the public
in its headquarters and also has hosted
students from the Academy for Technology
and the Classics, who curated their own
exhibition with items they chose for display.

These snowshoes, circa 1850, are considered to be Northern Cree, Penobscot or
Naskapi, from Ontario, made of wood and babiche. (Courtesy of Ron Spencer)

The Coe Foundation doesn’t have regular
hours open to the public, but anyone is
invited to call and make an appointment, or
even stop by if they’re in the neighborhood
and see if anyone answers the door,
Wixom said. Programs will be scheduled
for Aug. 18 and 20 when people can visit,
she added.
Don’t be shy, Wixom said. “If you’re
interested, contact us … . We want
everyone to feel welcome.” The office’s
phone number is 9836372.

“Cottage,” 2000, was made by Irene Desmoulin (19202013), an Odawa, at Manitoulin
Island, Ontario. It is made of birchbark, quills, sweetgrass and dye. (Courtesy of the Coe
Foundation)

