The A
tan makes a peculiar I’:r)me
Smithsonian's Mational Museum ot the American Indian

tom House in Manhat-
for 2 branch of lhe

xander Hamilton U.S. Cus

(NMAL), The Beaux-Arts canfection was built at the tum
of the twentieth century to hious operations
for the port of New York, Its sculptures and murals,

designed o frumpet American ir |'J-‘I'Id|!‘|'|| and capital-
sm, now reek of colonialism—which is why the site is
fertile ground for Jamas Luna's latest interventicn,

To enter Emendatio INMAI'e George Gustay Heye
Centar; March 1—April 20, 2008], Luna's installation
commessionad for the 2005 Venica Biennale, ane must
walk through a marbie rotunda whose ceiling is deco-
rated with WRA-commissioned frescoss by Reginald
Marsh. Halt are trompe-l'oeil portraits of explorers like
Christophner Columbus; the rest depict ships—ane with
bloody tomahawks attached to its stern—sailing through
the city's port as spectators wave U5, flags. However, as
wall text announces, Emendatic—"cmendation” in
English—corrects what is “erroneous or faulty.” Marsh's
frescoes epitomize the visual rhetoric that has been in
Luna's crosshairs for twenty-five years, and sat the stage
far the show's emendations. Emendatio’s deceptively
minimalist appearance yields, only with a long logk, a
nuanced rejoinder to Euro-American {mislperceptions
about Native identity and history, told hare from the
perspective of the Luiseno, Luna's naton ot southern
California Indians,

[T begins in darkn Two elactronically-moculated
bullroarers whizz through the air, Then there is light: a
ceiling-mounted projeclor beams a silvery-gray pattern
floorward anto a sand bed with grinding stones. The
image begins to whir. Striking abstract oatterns bacaome
folgs of fabric. Then, the video slops to reveal an
archiva photograph of a woman grinding acorn meal,

once a staple food of California’s indigenous peoples.
Apparitions follows Sginning Wornan in the installa-
fion’s 1 ;. A video montage of past and present

pnc-t-:ugrd,,- ic port:r_.lto is projected onto a multi-layerad

James Luna, Ergendaty, 2005, rehair for performan

amingze lu centemparany art's iImmirant sstary

fabric scrim. The camera zooms around a 1907 pholo of
elders waving feather plumes, and then morphs into a
Kodak moment with Luna and friends, in jeans anci
tennis shoes, waving bats and rattles. A sepia-lonad
image of Luna's great-grandmaothear with a child on her
ap appears and fades into the sun-saturaled color phote
of Luna’s niece and caughter in the same pose. This is
Aot ar account af exlinction or assimilation but a story of
transcuituration—a term coined by socaologist Fernando
Ortiz. Here, “colonized” peoples choose what they
borrow from the dominanl cullure. Luna argues thal the
Luisefio have transmuted Euro-American culture's
useful elements inlo semelhing unigquely their cwn.

A brief video introduces Emendatio's Biennale debut,
which included Luna's sixteen-hour Renewal perform-
ance, signified here by its artifacts. A shorl video of the
private pre-Biennale rehearsal that shows Luna "playing
Indian” is projected on a screen above Ritual Circle,
which recreates on the gallery floor Lhe performance
space he made in Venice with sugar packets, syringes,
and insulin vials.

We then reach the show's centerpicce, The Chapel
for Pabilo Tm:. an homags to Pablo Tac {1822-1841), a
Im"ﬁno b t Mission San Luis Rey  after which Lhe
= Was ‘-'—armd—aﬂd sent ta study for the priesthond

7 Reme. There, the multilingual Tac produced the first
Luisefio grammar and dictionary, and wrote 2 manu-
script about life under Spanish colonial rule.

L_«.mg sight and sounditrack), Luna resignifies the
typical chapel found in Romar Catholic missions cotting
\_.c;'l‘f.] ria's coastine, A pipe organ’s somber hymn,
punctuated by tinkling belis, morphs into Pracul
Harum's hit A Whiter Shade of Pale. A (fake) nineteenth-
century Navajo “chief's blanket” replaces the crucifix on
which a tortured Jesus hangs slumped dead. A woven
basket, whose feather design symbolizes the sacred four
directions, replaces the altar's tabernacle, & box that
halds the Eucharist, that is, the “body and blood of
Christ.” More objects are juxtaposed in four vitrines

along the “chapel” wall, near rows of pews: a ceremo-
nial rattle paired with a church bell, and a censer with
an ahalone shell and sags. Catholicism's Stations of the
Cross, the story of Christ's suffering and death, are
replaced with portable DVD players in wall-mounted
woaoden boxes that replay Apparition's scenes of Luisefo
survival and the co-axistence of past and presant. Luna
asks: and who are the "savages” here?

Like worshippers at mass, visiters must genuflect to
watch an unnamed, looped video surmmarizing five
centurias of Luisefo history that plays on the altar's front
panel. L ily lrap. and the videa's story of resilience
and survival—not death and resurrection—are two of
the axhibition’s most potent emendations.

—Eleanar LeBeau
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