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Presentations 

Start New Discussion 
ID: 169 / F2E: 1 
Traditional Panel (Individual & Preformed Panel) 
Topics: Frontier, Indigenous Literatures, Native American West, Visual Culture 

Catching Conflict: The Role of Native American Pictography in the Late Publications of Mari Sandoz 
Matthew Evertson 
Chadron State College 
In 2017, the University of Nebraska press issued the 50th anniversary edition of A Pictographic History of the Oglala 
Sioux, featuring drawings by Amos Bad Heart Bull, and an introduction by Mari Sandoz, who died a year before the original 
release of the book in 1967. Sandoz’s last-published novel, The Story Catcher (1963), is inspired by the Bad Heart Bull family 
legacy, and dedicated to the family—and Sandoz herself was directly involved with helping to get the collection on the track 
towards publication.  
The 50th anniversary edition brings fresh eyes to this work, and interrogates the role of art and pictography in the preservation 
and promulgation of tribal history. Sandoz’s novel imagines the evolution of a “Story Catcher” and depicts the role of such a 
chronicler in 1840’s period of Lakota culture, before the major forces of conflict and acculturation that would comprise a major 
portion of Amos Bad Heart Bull’s artwork. “Ledger Art” has since become an iconic element of the “Graphic West.”  
This paper will explore the role of pictographic imagery in the portrayal and publishing of Native American life when these 
editions first appeared and under a different scrutiny of now, with their republication. Much has been written about the possible 
cultural appropriation employed by Sandoz and others, but less has been explored in relation to the graphic content of such 
works, and the role that such imagery may or may not have played in the reception of these tribal histories, then and now. 

 
 
 
Start New Discussion 
ID: 159 / F2E: 2 
Traditional Panel (Individual & Preformed Panel) 
Topics: Native American West 

Mari Sandoz and A Pictographic History of the Oglala Sioux 
Nicole Gray 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
The 2017 publication of a 50th Anniversary Edition of A Pictographic History of the Oglala Sioux, with reproductions of ledger 
drawings by Oglala Lakota artist and historian Amos Bad Heart Bull, marks a new milestone in more than a century-long 
history of art, storytelling, research, and recovery. Bad Heart Bull (1869-1913) created drawings of scenes from the history of 
the Oglala Sioux in a ledger book procured during his time as a scout for the U.S. Army. He was meticulous about the accuracy 
of events represented in the drawings, seeking approval for his depictions from tribal elders. Although the ledger was buried 
with his sister Dollie Pretty Cloud, the drawings were photographed by Helen Blish, then a graduate student at the University 
of Nebraska. Blish’s research into the drawings, which included interviews with Pretty Cloud and Lakota leader He Dog, was 
brought to the attention of the University of Nebraska Press by Mari Sandoz, who wrote an introduction to the first edition 
published by the press in 1967. The images in the 2017 edition were created from digitized prints restored from glass plate 
negatives located at Scripps College in 2011. Digital enhancements in many cases enable clearer reproductions of the 
drawings and Lakota annotations than had previously been possible. In this talk I explore the publication history of the drawings 
and trace their emergence into the twenty-first century, including as an influence on the work of Joe Pulliam, modern-day 
ledger artist and the great-great-nephew of Amos Bad Heart Bull. 
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Start New Discussion 
ID: 243 / F2E: 3 
Traditional Panel (Individual & Preformed Panel) 
Topics: Indigenous Literatures, Settler Colonialism, Native American West 

Syncretic Modernism in The Chemawa American 
Amanda J. Zink 
Idaho State University 
Scott Lyons calls for a “more complex treatment” of the “the boarding-school experience as multiple, mixed, and diverse” (23). 
Indeed, the story of the boarding schools is a story of syncretic modernism. “Syncretic” is a word long used—and contested—
by anthropologists, ethnographers, and indigenous and cultural studies scholars to describe the process of combining 
elements from multiple cultures, especially as the process applies to the cultural choices made by colonized peoples. 
“Modernism,” until relatively recently, is a word applied only to the social, cultural, and artistic choices made by Anglo-European 
people groups and loaded with the assumption that only the “most civilized” or “most advanced” peoples are capable of 
modernity and modernist aesthetics. Yet even in 2010’s major shift toward “new” modernist studies that urges inclusion of 
global modernisms, American Indian modernist cultural production was not acknowledged in Susan Stanford Friedman’s 
landmark article on “Planetarity.” Used together as a phrase, “syncretic modernism” approaches the methods and artifacts of 
modernism in indigenous writing and provides ways to describe how the underlying modernist framework shifts when we re-
examine its terms within indigenous contexts and histories. In this essay, I make a case that the literature produced by student 
writers at the Indian boarding schools expands existing modernist schema and exemplifies the syncretism inherent in living 
and writing as a colonized person. Interpreting previously unexamined pieces from the 1926 issue of The Chemawa American, 
I ground this case in a particular indigenous time and place during the height of the modernist period. 
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Catching	Conflict:		

The	Role	of	Native	American	Pictography	in	the	Late	Publications	of	Mari	Sandoz	

In	2017,	the	University	of	Nebraska	press	issued	the	50th	anniversary	edition	of	A	

Pictographic	History	of	the	Oglala	Sioux,	featuring	drawings	by	Amos	Bad	Heart	Bull,	and	

interpretive	text	by	Helen	Blish.		Mari	Sandoz’s	last-published	novel,	The	Story	Catcher	

(1963),	is	inspired	by	the	Bad	Heart	Bull	legacy,	and	dedicated	to	the	family—and	Sandoz	

herself	was	a	major	force	in	getting	the	collection	published	in	1967—and	she	wrote	the	

introduction	to	the	text.	IMAGE:	STORY	CATCHER	FLYER	with	BOOK	COVER	

	

2020 Virtual Writing Workshop  
Monday,  July 6th 

Every summer, against the breathtaking landscape of the 
Pine Ridge Region of Northwest Nebraska, we gather 
with our writers-in-residence to generate new work, 
practice our craft, hone our skills and then share and 
receive personalized feedback during the retreat. 
Participants spend their nights and days together 
building a writing community focused on exploring the 
wild terrains of our lives.  

Although we cannot meet face to face this summer, we 
can maintain this important creative outlet and sustain 
the spirit of Story Catcher by joining two of our session 
leaders, Dinty W. Moore and Alyson Hagy, for a one-
day virtual workshop, which will lay the groundwork 
for meeting together in our beautiful setting next 
summer.    
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2021	Writing	Retreat		
Chadron	State	Park		
June	14th	–17th		

Against	the	breathtaking	landscape	of	the	Pine	
Ridge	Region	of	Northwest	Nebraska,	our	
writers-in-residence	will	lead	sessions	focused	
on	crafting	and	improving	our	writing,	
providing	participants	a	chance	to	create	new	
work	to	then	share	and	receive	personalized	
feedback	during	the	retreat.	Participants	will	be	
able	to	spend	the	nights	and	days	together	as	
part	of	the	retreat.	This	inspirational	setting	
fosters	a	wonderful	writing	community	focused	
on	exploring	the	wild	terrains	of	our	lives.		

www.storycatcherworkshop.org	
(Above)	Field	Trip	to	Toadstool	Geological	Park;	Picnic	facilities	at	Chadron	State	Park;	Writing	session	at	the	Ice	House	Ponds	at	Fort	Robinson	
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In	Helen	Winter	Stuaffer’s	biography	of	Sandoz,	Story	Catcher	of	the	Plains	(see	a	

theme	here?),	she	recounts	in	1930	when	Sandoz,	an	aspiring	writer	taking	classes	at	the	

University	of	Nebraska,		was	forced	by	the	depression	to	leave	Lincoln	and	return	home	to	

the	Sandhills,	where	she	was	soon	interviewing	the	“old	timers”	around	Rushville,	Hay	

Springs,	Chadron—materials	that	would	eventually	go	into	the	production	of	Old	Jules.	

But	it	was	the	history	of	her	neighbors	to	the	north,	on	the	Pine	Ridge	Reservation,	

and	those	that	had	made	their	way	to	the	Niobrara	River	Homestead	when	she	was	a	child,	

that	she	became	enthralled	with,	according	to	Stauffer.		

Then,	in	July	(1930),	Mari	took	a	trip	that	opened	a	hitherto	unexplored	

aspect	of	history	and	literature	to	her.	With	her	friend	Eleanor	Hinman,	who	

was	interested	in	Indian	anthropology,	she	traveled	over	North	and	South	

Dakota,	Wyoming	and	Montana,	exploring	the	Indian	reservation	and	

interviewing	Indians.	The	two	women	made	their	three-week,	three-

thousand-mile	jaunt	in	a	Model	T	Ford	coupe,	stopping	frequently	to	repair	it,	

for	they	had	to	be	their	own	mechanics.	They	took	along	a	tent	and	camped	

out	on	the	reservations	during	their	stay.	Another	university	friend,	Helen	

Blish,	was	already	on	the	Pine	Ridge	Reservation.	She	was	interpreting	the	

symbols	and	rituals	portrayed	in	a		pictographic	history	of	the	Oglala	Sioux	

drawn	by	a	Pine	Ridge	Indian,	Amos	Bad	Heart	Bull.	Because	of	their	

interests,	knowledge,	and	work	in	their	field,	these	two	young	women	served	

as	catalysts,	clarifying	Mari’s	purpose	to	write	Indian	history.	(79)	

I	know	that	Nicole	is	going	to	delve	much	more	deeply	into	the	publication	

background	of	the	Pictographic	History	and	Blish’s	role,	but	I	just	want	to	note	here	that	
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Stauffer	sees	this	as	a	pivotal	moment	in	Sandoz’s	career.	“Although	she	had	known	Indians	

since	her	childhood	on	the	Niobrara,	Mari	had	not	used	them	as	subjects	for	her	writing.	

She	now	realized	she	was	in	the	unique	position	of	knowing	the	plains	culture	of	the	

Indians	as	well	as	that	of	the	white	settlers,	that	she	could	view	their	culture	from	the	

inside,	as	a	native	of	the	region,	as	well	as	from	the	outside,	as	a	scholar,	and	thus	could	

present	a	valuable	insight	into	their	past.”	(79).		We	know	that	Sandoz	had	already	seen	

portions	of	the	bound	ledger	drawings	when	Blish	was	working	on	them	in	Lincoln	in	1927.	

She	thought	they	were	of	prime	historic	importance,	as	she	herself	recounts	in	the	

introduction	to	the	original	1966	edition	of	A	Pictographic	History:	

I	recall	the	first	time	she	showed	me	the	ledger	filled	with	the	Amos	Bad	

Heart	Bull	Pictures.	She	opened	the	worn	cover	to	the	account	of	the	Reno	

fight	in	the	Battle	of	the	Little	Bighorn.				

(image	colorized	plate	of	NO	148)		

I	knew	about	Indian	paintings	and	drawings	from	early	childhood,	had	

watched	an	old	buffalo-hunting	Sioux	unroll	a		big	skin	and	tell	of	his	

accomplishments,	and	had	seen	small	children	read	the	pictures	left	by	their	

mothers	in	the	dust,	telling	where	they	had	gone,	what	was	to	be	done.	I	was	

familiar	with	the	artistic	Indian	decorations	of	many	kinds,	and	the	winter	

counts,	and	historical	portrayals,	but	I	had	never	seen	anything	to	equal	the	

astonishing	narrative	content	of	the	Bad	Heart	Bull	pictures,	nothing	with	the	

development	of	movement	and	suspense,	or	the	sustained	artistic	qualities,	

particularly	in	the	presentation	of	the	horses	and	groups	of	people.		(liii)	
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Thus	began,	I	believe,		the	percolation	of	her	idea,	here	at	the	beginning	of	Sandoz’s	

career	(and	especially	at	the	very	start	of	her	career	in	American	Indian	Studies),	that,	as	

she	states	in	the	opening	paragraph	of	her	introduction:	

The	old	Teton	Sioux	had	a	saying,	“A	people	without	history	is	like	wind	on	

the	buffalo	grass.”	They	were	perhaps	the	most	history-conscious	of	all	the	

North	American	tribes;	the	Oglalas,	one	of	the	seven	Teton	council	fires,	

probably	the	most	concerned	with	their	past;	the	work	of	Amos	Bad	Heart	

Bull	surely	the	epitome	of	Oglala	Sioux	picture	histories.	(li)	

Coincidentally,		Sandoz	shared	these	words	of	wisdom	at	the	very	end	of	her	career,	

after	a	lifetime	of	contemplating	the	import	of	these	images,	this	text,	and	her	early	

explorations	of	the	reservations	and	the	American	Indian	people	with	these	other	badass	

women.	The	Story	Catcher	was	her	last	published	novel,	and	she	died	just	a	few	months	

after	completing	the	introduction	to	the	Pictographic	History	in	1966.	If	the	short	and	curly	
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buffalo	grass	does	not	wave	under	the	influence	of	a	sandhills	breeze,	Sandoz	spent	her	

career	trying	to	collect,	preserve	and	record	the	history	of	the	Plains	Indian,	(as	a	settler	

colonial,	we	must	acknowledge)	before	it	could	be	lost	to	the	western	winds	of	history	(that	

would	certainly	tend	to	erase	the	presence	of	these	first	peoples,	so	that	their	traces	might	

not	be	found	in	the	grass	at	all).	The	Story	Catcher,	then,	and	her	work	in	helping	to	get	the	

Pictographic	History	published,	seem	to	me	her	way	of	paying	back	the	“borrowing”	of	this	

history	(much	in	the	way	Blish	had	“borrowed”		Amos	Bad	Heart	Bull’s	bound	drawings	

from	his	sister,	Dollie	Pretty	Cloud).	In	some	ways,	it	might	be	argued,	she	attempts	to	

return	this	history	to	its	rightful	owners	in	both	of	these	publications.	Moreover,	Amos	Bad	

Heart	Bull	and	Helen	Blish	were	both	long	gone	by	the	time	the	book	was	finally	published	

(Bad	Heart	Bull	died	in	1913,	thirteen	years	before	Blish	encountered	his	images,	and	she	

herself	would	pass	in	1941,	twenty	six	years	before	the	publication	of	her	devoted	work).	

Within	a	year,	Sandoz	herself	would	be	under	that	buffalo	grass	near	her	family	orchard	in	

the	Sandhills	south	of	Gordon,	Nebraska.	The	Pictographic	History,	however,	at	long	last,	

lived	on	and	found	a	vast	new	audience.		(7	minutes)	

Of	course,	we	can	interrogate	this	issue	further	at	the	end	of	this	panel,	this	idea	of	

“borrowing”	a	culture	to	present	to	the	world,	even	with	the	best	of	intentions,	may	be	just	

another	form	of	cultural	appropriation.	Or	we	might	ask	ourselves,	as	Stephen	Graham	

Jones	suggested	in	his	talk	last	night,	at	the	end	of	the	day,	does	the	book	present	us,	

ultimately,	with	a	good	meal.			

The	prospects	of	seeing	this	important	material	presented	to	a	wider	audience	at	

last	seems	to	have	inspired	Sandoz	in	the	subject	matter	of	her	final	novel.		Both	the	

Horsecatcher	(1956)	and	the	Story	Catcher	(1963)	were	commissioned	for	younger	
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audiences,	what	the	publishing	industry	at	the	time	termed	“juvenile	fiction.”	The	

constraints	over	length	and	audience	refined	Sandoz’s	story	telling	skills	(perhaps	similar	

to	the	ledger	form	that	helped	to	focus	Bad	Heart	Bull’s	artwork)—forcing	her	to	strip	out	

the	long	asides	and	parenthetical	details	that	can	make	her	narrative	threads	hard	to	track.		

As	a	result,	these	two	books	are	perhaps	her	most	compelling	works	of	fiction.	Each	

features	a	young	male	protagonist	who	has	trouble	fitting	into	his	traditional	tribal	

culture—so	they	go	off	searching	their	own	path.	Consequently,	the	vulnerable	human	

placed	in	various	challenging	landscapes	looms	large	in	the	narratives—and	though	the	

characters	prove	incredibly	adept	at	the	markers	of	manhood	traditionally	valued	by	the	

young	“braves”	(warfare,	hunting,	horse-raiding	and	courtship),	they	are	more	interested	

filling	a	valued	but	nonviolent	role	in	their	societies.	There	are	wonderful	descriptions	of	

our	region,	as	Young	Lance,	is	forced	over	and	over	again	to	find	his	people,	and	avoid	his	

enemies,	by	sighting	the	prominent	landmarks	that	he	has	learned	to	recognize	by	growing	

up	so	close	to	the	earth—the	same	skills	of	perception	that	make	him	a	valuable	tribal	

historian	and	artist.		

I	will	end	my	presentation	with	some	specific	examples	from	the	Story	Catcher	that	I	

think	illustrate	an	influence	from	the	Bad	Heart	Bull	drawings	(and,	of	course,	the	

attendant	research	that	Sandoz,	Blish	and	Hinman	conducted	over	the	years).		

Sandoz	greatly	admired	the	artistry	of	Bad	Heart	Bull,	who	she	describes	in	her	

introduction	to	the	Pictographic	History	as	“unmilitary,	disinterested	in	warlike	activites,	

young	Amos	became	the	contemplative	artist	who	probed	the	essence	of	whatever	he	

portrayed”	(liv).	Ironically,	according	to	Stauffer,	Sandoz	was	gravely	disappointed	in	the	

illustrations	in	her	own	book	about	the	role	of	a	fine	artist.			
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IMAGE:	STORY	CATCHER	Illustrations	20/79)	

She	was	generally	pleased	with	The	Story	Catcher	except	for	the	illustrations,	

which	she	found	not	only	childish	but	grossly	inaccurate	in	several	cases.	One	

had	three	errors.	It	showed	a	boy	with	a	feather	at	the	back	of	the	head,	

although	in	actuality	only	the	highest	council	chiefs	wore	feathers.	He	was	

also	wearing	a	shell	core	choker,	the	kind	worn	by	Cheyenne	agency	chiefs	of	

the	1870-90	period,	not	by	an	Oglala	Sioux	boy	of	the	mid-century.	Mari	had	

sent	(her	publisher)	a	great	deal	of	material	from	the	Amos	Bad	Heart	Bull	

pictographs	for	guidance,	but	the	artist	had	ignored	it.		
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Lance’s	Name:		IMAGE:	Amos	Eagle	Lance	Bad	Heart	Bull)	

(Young	Lance,	Lone	Lance—dramatically,	in	the	final	paragraph	of	the	book,	he	

takes	his	name	Story	Catcher)	

	
	

	(Discuss	the	name:	important	at	start	and	end)	

Chapter	4,	The	Hole	

(IMAGE:	Dream	Images	&	Vision	Quest)	

“Lance	had	to	put	(the	potential	death	of	his	two	friends)	out	of	his	mind,	and	

thought	about	the	animals	here.	They	seemed	to	be	his	friends,	as	in	his	puberty	dreaming,	

when	one	after	another,	small	and	large,	they	had	come	to	stand	looking	at	him,	seeming	to	

say:	‘We	are	your	brothers.	You	will	offer	your	life	for	a	bother	many	times,	and	so	we	offer	

ourselves.’	Lance	had	almost	forgotten	this,	and	now	he	remembered	something	else.	The	

animals	had	not	gone	from	his	dreaming	as	animals	do,	walking	or	flying	away.	They	had	
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seemed	to	grow	fainter,	until	they	seemed	like	colored	drawings	on	a	skin,	like	the	work	of	

Paint	Maker.”	As	a	blizzard	closes	in,	he	takes	a	small	piece	of	hide	from	a	weasel	he	has	

skinned,	and	begins	chronicling	with	charcoal	and	blood,	his	stay	in	this	“fur-warmed	nest”	

where	he	sleeps	and	recovers	much	like	a	“winter	badger”	catching	the	story	of	the	animals	

that	have	come	to	help	him	in	his	survival.			
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Chapter	3,	Crow	Butte	

(IMAGE:	Crow	Butte	and	Tribal	Council)	
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Chapter	5	in	the	River	Country		

	

	

(IMAGES:	Games,	Play,	Daily	Tasks	and	Courtship)	
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Chapter	7:	Sundance	and	Bear	Butte	

• Trade	and	Alcohol	
• Daily	life	around	the	camp	
• Courtship	and	tribal	council	
• Games	and	social	activities	(dances,	etc….)	

	

All	have	direct	analogues	in	the	Pictographic	History.	Don’t	know	if	Sandoz	had	

these	directly	in	mind,	but	depending	on	her	familiarity	with	the	documents,	they	may	have	

informed	some	of	the	details	we	often	see	in	her	narratives.		

Here,	for	example,	is	his	description	of	riding	upon	Bear	Butte	(near	present	day	

Sturgis)	for	an	annual	council:	

He	stopped	on	a	rise	south	of	Bear	Butte,	a	small	mountain	standing	

off	alone,	black	as	charcoal—a	great	black	bear	crouching,	head	down	and	

always	turned	toward	the	rising	sun.	From	between	the	bear’s	shoulders	

smoke	rose	in	one	tall	straight	feather	to	the	sky,	and	spread	there.		This	fire	

was	always	built	by	the	first	arrivals	and	kept	burning	night	and	day	until	the	

council	was	over	and	the	last	rear	guard	gone.	Many	times	during	the	year	

there	would	be	fires	there,	visible	over	wide	prairies,	signally	some	message,	

some	emergency	to	the	tribe.	

Below	Lance	the	people	were	crossing	the	alkali	flat	with	its	white	

dust,	and	moving	out	upon	the	wide	valley	east	of	the	Bear,	under	its	strong	

look.	They	headed	toward	their	place	among	the	Oglalas,	one	of	the	seven	

division	of	the	Teton	Sioux,	all	camped	in	a	great	circle	here.	It	scarcely	

seemed	possible	that	so	many	people	lived	on	the	earth,	and	their	pony	herds	

were	like	clouds	over	the	low,	rolling	upland	on	both	sides	of	the	valley	
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farther	than	anyone	could	see,	making	the	rise	as	dark	as	the	Black	Hills	

standing	against	the	southwestern	sky.	Lance	had	been	to	the	Hills	with	small	

parties	who	went	quietly,	reverently,	to	stay	in	the	cool,	shaded	canyons,	to	

camp	near	the	roaring	waterfalls.	Perhaps	they	stopped	at	the	thick	forests	of	

slender	pines	for	a	new	lode	and	travois	poles.	It	was	a	holy	place,	for	peace,	

but	usually	those	who	wanted	special	guidance		for	the	people	went	on	to	fast	

at	the	butte	that	was	a	crouching	bear	and	to	light	the	fire	in	the	protected	

place	between	the	shoulders,	where	the	smoke	rose	straight	as	a	chief’s	

feather.	(128).		

	

	


