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New York based artist Eliine Reichek’s exhibition Home Rule is a
timely one. The recent quincentenary of Columbus® “discovery” of
Anterica has forced onto the ciltuml agenda the continuing plight of
the indigenosus American peoples and their strugile aginat the colo-
nialist legacy. We have seen atternpts by artists and others to under-
miine the dominant historical marrative - Columbuos as the harbinger
of the great European civilising mission in the America - and o re-
frame the quincentenary rather 53 @ celebration of five hundred years
of native Indian resistince to the Evropean plunder of that continent.
But Elaine Reeichek's work brings this intervention closer to home.

eichek explores throwugh her assembled photographs, rexe and
woven works, two worlds normally thoughe of as aceans apart that
of the north American lndian and that of the lrish native and na-
donalist. The docaments she assembles heve - real and imagined -
explore 3 common experience of colonisation. In particubr, she a-
teanpts to plot the ‘creation myths” that have come to enshroud the
red Indan’ and "Gael’ is figures within the imind of both colaniser
and wolonised.

At the centre of the exhibition is her uncovering of the swory of
Grey Owl, He was an English schoolboy from Hastings, Archic Be-
laney, who was enthralled with the stories of the Indians he had en-
countered through magrine and musical hall. In his Later life in
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Canada be tied to emulate this image of the noble savage by adopr-
ing Indian ways and dress. With o keen enweprencarial eye, he
sougzhe to satsfy the growing commmercial demand For Indian memo-
rabilia, by marketing selfasembled ‘Tndian’ costumes. Reichek's
piece Tew Lingle Indians consists of a row of ten mail order *lndin®
colonred waistcoats huag up in a line a3 in a ousery schoal clas-
room, and bounded by a portraic of *Grey Owl’ and ane of his
printed clothing patterns, We are invited o reflect om our complici-
ty in the fabrication of Indian identity and history as the swil of
popular myth. After all we've all played Cowboys and Tndians - well
at lemst all the boys. As one of her chosen texe puts it dims mst
be e funed dir derares thaet wdvive pocrs will aceept et i ot seans re-Inali-
auizing them acopding e udiiee man's idea of what they were i the
past’, But the empty jackets wrung up on hangers and hooks provide
s also with 3 chill reminder of the biter fruit of the frontier gint -
the decimation of the native American peoples at the hands of the
white settlers and their armies.

Tna panallel maner, with Mo of Ao Knit and Wiite Wash (Gal-
way Cottage) Reichek playfully explores stereotypical images of the
west af Ireland. Besides the standard tourise photograph of islanders
shouldering a0 wpturned curragh, she positons o rendering ol this
imingze kiteed i “traditional’ Ami gaineey patterii, only here in lilick
wool, The mditional whitewashed cottage like the woollen skin be-
side it becomes & wurist icon that, as the tide wiggests, serves 1w ob-
scure a vedl history of faiming, explaitation and emigration, She de-
liberately employs wormanly means - knitted works, texts stitched on
Alanmel and abeowe all the we of the embroidered ssmpler - w entera
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nle dominaced world of palitcal disconrse and historlead account
anel to problematise 1. 1ts arange how political 1hetoric, in dus cae,
the polenmic of militant lnsh nationatien, when it « embroidend
ueatly on a traditional samples rather than engraved on a marhle
monumen. chianges it meaning, Other cubtle trancpoations of
wcamng ocenr s Laster Lilies where a lirge blown-up photagraph
of balaclava-hooded aml pun-toting IRA Volunteers is cchoed in
tepresentations of these figures a1 wool but shom of their phallic
Props.

Ieichek provides us with a series of conevptial sigpents on our
journey through the asaciative freeplay of Indian and Irich hidory

and myth. She displays a selection of quotanions front hisconans on
the subject of colonialsni, Ayain, their mcanmgs arc inflected by
therr spinsterly nsenptivnon the fabec ol male bowigeois w-
wpevtability, the pin-swiped wonted of the busiiess suit. These draw
10 vur atention the higgorical rebtion between the Englich plinea-
tione in Ameriea and in leelod, identifyig a common colonialive
mindsct which either demonised ar rosmanticised the native aecord-
g to the ieological nceds of the sesder at 3 pasticular poine in his~
tory.

Yet the artst’s ntentions camain unckear. Is she on the side of the
natives or the nationalists? As we all know, they are no necessanly
the same thing, located ax they ane i different elass pocinons wah
aceess to dilferent cultural capital. [ndeed, mationalist intelligentsias
have often st to monopolise represeantations of peasant and na-
wve and e so doing have drawn on the lingusge aml myths of tie
col We have pircd i our own misrepres jon, Indeed,
despite R cichek’s best effortsto establish a historieal parallel between
the native Amenican and lrish experience, vne feelk that the wels
woven © link the struggles of Amcrican natives distanemg thems
selves fran “Indianization” and the case of hish natiozalists, wany of
whom actively ambraced the “Gachastion” of lrekind, stants to un-
ravel rathes quickly when picked at.

At one point in the exlubiton, Reichek ascimbles a work within
which the distane worlds of mative American and nationalist treland
are brought mdely cogether. Dunng a vint to Canada in Qctoaber
1919, Eamon de Valera, US citizen and Irish rebel, addressed the
Cluppewa and was adopted mte: the tnhe as chiet Dressing Feather'.

The promotional poster for the event, winch Reichek displays,
wais those plauing to attead, to bring picnics as ‘e mgular mistanrdut
s w0t available in the tndian viklage* far the time, the Cluppent were nuffer-
ing i the effevts of fanmine]. Given the samewhar patchy record of
Trish sationalisny on tacial oppression elsewliere, we don't know for
wlose benctit this encounter between patrioc and ladun nation oc-
curred. Howewer, av with Reichek’s acher mstalbinans, by exploring
the symbolic wanufacture of identity and contesting the stercotypes
amonnd which imagex of idestity caleify, she has set us thinking.
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