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Abstract
This article examines the participation of Kwakwaka’wakw 
hereditary chief, wood carver, political activist, and contemporary 
artist Beau Dick at documenta 14 held in 2017. On this occasion, 
Beau Dick produced masks for ritual use as well as for the 
art market. To mediate the ongoing dispute between artwork and 
ethnographical object, and to overcome this historically conditioned 
binary opposition, this text examines artistic practices stemming 
from a non-Western background. Kwakwaka’wakw rituals, practices, 
and myths shape the analysis of Beau Dick’s work and his 
position within the field of contemporary art. The article recuperates 
the complex history between First Nations people and the West 
as a framework for Beau Dick’s masks. Thus, it puts old-fashioned 
ideas about Othering that were reiterated in the press 
coverage of documenta 14 into perspective and advocates for a 
more inclusive approach.
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Article

Upon entering documenta Halle in Kassel, visitors were greeted by a 
con� guration of brightly colored masks. Although their sweeping 
shapes and exaggerated facial expressions were mostly made of red 
cedar wood and acrylic paint, they seemed to come alive, shoving and 
pushing one another in the narrow space. (Fig. 1) While the scene 
resembled the buzz and cha� ing of visitors, it also provided a great 
contrast to the exhibition space with its blank white walls behind the 
colorful masks.

Sophie PubligShifting Perspectives1

Beau Dick‘s Multi-Layered Strategy of 
Agency on documenta 14

Fig. 1  Beau Dick, installation view of Undersea Kingdom series, 2017, Kassel, documenta-Halle. 
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Western art history—and still, or maybe because of that impulse, the 
discipline cannot neatly � le every work within a singular de� nition. 
This is especially emblematic for cultural works produced by 
non-Western peoples o� en deemed World Art.4 In contrast, the disci-
pline of anthropology, which always served as a complement to art 
history, discusses the works typically denied the label of art.5 An 
anthropological approach toward art can be found, for example, in 
the writings of Cli� ord Geertz that call for a semiotics of art privileg-
ing experience, since “such signs and symbols, such vehicles of mean-
ing, play a role in the life of a society, or some part of a society, and it 
is that which in fact gives them their life.”6 But, just like every other 
concept, the notion of art in Western discourse is complicated by all 
kinds of power relations. � ere are prevalent de� nitions of what is 
and what is not art in a certain context, but these de� nitions do not 
amount to stable ontological categories. � us, the conception of art 
can be conceived as alterable and � exible. Acknowledging and criti-
cally evaluating works from non-Western artists could lead to a major 
shi�  in the judgment of art—in fact, similar processes occurred, for 
example, concerning Marcel Duchamp’s readymades. � e staging of 
everyday objects in the museum space demanded for a new terminol-
ogy and new discourses shaping the di� erences between these ob-
jects and artworks. Moreover, the readymade rendered the power of 
(Western) institutions visible: Placing objects into the art museum 
could legitimize their status as artworks—at least for those objects 
produced by the Western artist. At the same time, objects acquired 
through the exploitation of other cultures could not enter the status 
of Western artworks; they were placed either in the ethnographical 
museum or the encyclopedic or universal museum, such as the British 
Museum. While the encyclopedic museum desires to display artifacts 
from around the world to “enlighten” viewers about the richness of 
cultural alterity, this does not automatically put these objects on equal 
footing: � e presentation of objects in a Westernized manner a�  rms 
colonial dominance, while restricting access to them due to their be-
ing housed in primarily European or North American institutions. 

 � ese are masks made by Beau Dick (1955 – 2017), a wood 
carver, hereditary chief, and political activist turned contemporary 
artist. Born in the Kwakwaka’wakw village of Gwa’yi on Vancouver 
Island in British Columbia, he learned the traditional cra� smanship 
of wood carving at an early age, and, in focusing on the making of 
masks, became one of the most internationally regarded Kwakwa-
ka’wakw artists.2  In fact, his participation in documenta 14 helped him 
gain even wider recognition in the global art scene—a breakthrough 
he was not able to witness, unfortunately, on account of passing 
shortly before the quinquennial exhibition’s inauguration. Beau Dick’s 
contribution to documenta 14 consisted of the presentation of a variety 
of his masks as well as an enactment of a ritual with these masks at the 
opening of the exhibition in Kassel.
 In this essay, I propose that the Western art historical criteria for 
the judgment of art of non-Western and indigenous artists are inade-
quate to evaluate some of their speci� c artistic practices. All too o� en, 
these criteria are based on the binary opposition of art history and 
ethnology and thus on inclusion in or exclusion from the aesthetic 
canon. � e di�  culties of cross-cultural art discourse were readily ap-
parent in reviews assessing the curators’ display of Beau Dick’s masks 
as exploitation of “Otherness.”3 As I will show, the critical disconnect 
of documenta 14, which focuses on the inclusion of many formerly un-
known artists, is symptomatic of the need to expand the discourse of 
an art history that is truly global and therefore able to describe many 
di� erent artistic practices. But why do we have such a clear idea of the 
division of tasks between art museums and their ethnographical 
counterpart in the � rst place? Could we be reaching an intellectual 
deadlock when describing art from non-Western traditions with 
Western academic language and the corresponding criteria? And what 
kind of artistic strategies can be deployed by indigenous artists to 
overcome this binary a� itude?

The dichotomy of art history and ethnology
� e notion of art has been discussed thoroughly in the discipline of 
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and culture does not serve as a binary opposition but is understood as 
interconnected. T. J. Demos points out that the dichotomy of nature 
and culture is a Western phenomenon spread by colonialism, while 
the contemporary a� empt to deconstruct this binary opposition un-
der the notion of Post-Anthropocentrism is merely an appropriation 
of age-old indigenous knowledge.13 Insofar, what might be called a 
work of art in Western terms—a mask by Beau Dick, for example—
does not trigger the same reference in context of the socially integrat-
ed ritual. As apparent at documenta 14, the mask only becomes a work 
of art the moment it is displayed inside the art museum. Outside the 
museum, the masks serve in the ritualistic dances performed during 
the Winter ceremonials, where each of them symbolizes a distinct 
character. Generally, a mask can be used in the dances up to four times 
before they need to be put to rest for four years and, a� er that, they 
must eventually be burned. � is is what happened to many masks of 
the Atlakim series a� er the � nal closing of documenta 14 on Septem-
ber 17, 2017.14 However, not all the masks were reduced to ashes. 
Some of them were produced deliberately to be sold on the art mar-
ket. We could put this strategy into art historical terms and call it insti-
tutional critique: producing masks for traditional use as well as masks 
for commercial use is providing Beau Dick with both the material cir-
culation of his work that produces economic capital as well as their 
immaterial circulation which produces cultural capital. According to 
Pierre Bourdieu, cultural capital refers to intangible social resources 
like education, skills, personal taste in art as well as artistic practices, 
and is “[…] convertible, on certain conditions, into economic cap-
ital”.15 � us, cultural capital helps to spread Beau Dick’s reputation as 
an indigenous activist, while the ritual masks, destined to be burned, 
refuse the circulation of economic capital and the generation of 
surplus value through their withdrawal from the art market. � ey 
cannot be owned, and they cannot be speculated upon, which con-
tradicts the general function of the artwork as a status symbol and 
asset.16 However, to call the production of masks for the market a 
strategy of institutional critique does not acknowledge the masks’

Resistance to this blatant expression of cultural imperialism calls for a 
decolonized approach on behalf of encyclopedic and ethnographic 
museums alike.7

� ere is a long history of such objects that were regarded as 
primitive compared to Western art, which, in turn, was conceived as 
unique while ethnographic objects became representative of an entire 
culture.8 In turn, the object was not only denied a position in the dis-
positif of Western aesthetics but also lost its connection to its initial 
culture and meaning.9 Although there have been great developments 
in the question of art or artifact over the last century, discourses 
labelled Global Art History or World Art can still be problematic when 
entrenched in Western frameworks.10 For example, in his essay � e 
Glocal and the Singuniversal, � ierry de Duve argues against the spec-
tacularization and economization of biennials around the globe by 
employing Immanuel Kant’s idea of a sensus communis, or the ability 
to share feelings.11 In line with his a� empt to create a concept of the 
global based on the writings of one of the key � gures of the Enlight-
enment—a movement that greatly contributed to this distinction 
between art and ethnographical artifacts—de Duve, yet again, formu-
lates an ideal form of universalism. � is ideal is impossible to achieve 
due to the glass ceiling hindering artists from non-Western parts of 
the world to establish themselves in the same way as Western artists. 
Although the use of a critical discourse of aesthetics might seem like a 
well-intended, humanist concept, a lingering question remains: insti-
gated by whom? Hereina� er, I will show how documenta 14 tried to 
oppose these premises by inviting artists unknown to the Western art 
canon and providing them with a possibility to enact narratives 
founded in non-Western frameworks.

Beau Dick’s strategy of predetermined usage
Beau Dick’s contribution to documenta 14 was one of these instances 
that brought into relief a di� erent approach to aesthetics. For the 
Kwakwaka’wakw, a concept of art analogous to the Western notion of 
art does not exist.12  � is is because the distinction between nature 



15

25

made to his masks for documenta—thus materializing a form of art 
historical notion of the self-portrait upon the � gure. Curator Candice 
Hopkins writes in her obituary on Dick: “True to form, he was the 
one pulling the strings. One of the preparators who worked closely on 
the installation of his work remarked that this is likely where Beau is 
now, riding on the back of the whale.”18 � e whale is a frequently ap-
pearing motif in Northwest Coast art referring to victims of drown-
ing: A recurring narrative tells the story of a whale that abducted peo-
ple and brought them to the underwater Village of the Whales, where 
they would transform into cetaceans.19 Whales that appeared near the 

original function. � e masks produced for the market, in the end, do 
not give us a complete picture of the work, because the commercial 
mask production cannot stand on its own, separate from the cycle of 
ritual masks. Expressing Beau Dick’s masks in words shaped by West-
ern art discourse proves to be incomplete, as they predominantly refer 
to a historical canon that cannot explain the multi-layered strategy of 
agency performed by the artist.

The Undersea Kingdom series and the big, great whale
One of the exhibits that serve as a starting point for my examination is 
a mask called Killer Whale. It is part of the Undersea Kingdom series 
begun in 2016. (Fig. 2) It was made from red cedar wood, acrylic 
paint, cloth, and, most surprisingly, a personalized, plastic action � g-
ure, adding up to a total size of 42 x 15 x 60 inches. � e unusual form 
consists of an elongated, rounded middle part with a folding structure 
at the front and a vertical element which represents a dorsal � n in the 
middle. � e use of black and white paint suggests the depiction of a 
killer whale: distinct body shapes such as the � appers are outlined in 
black and � at surfaces are � lled out with white. Structurally, the mask 
seems to be made up of di� erent body parts compressed into the 
shape of a whale. � e nostrils, for example, consist of red ovoids con-
taining black outlined ovoids, containing even smaller opaque ovoids 
in white. Beau Dick’s painting technique is � rmly based on drawing 
styles commonly practiced in Northwest Coast art.17 In other words, 
he translates this understanding of outline, � lling-in shapes and high-
lighting from the � at graphic drawing to three-dimensional space—
with, of course, some twisting and tweaking once materialized in the 
plastic form. However, this aesthetic unity is somewhat challenged by 
the action � gure standing squarely on the whale’s back. � e � gurine is 
responsible for holding the string that controls the retractable mecha-
nism to open and shut the whale’s jaws. With long grey hair, an 
eye-catching hat, a red feathery top, and black trousers the � gurine 
looks strikingly similar to the artist himself and is placed as if riding 
the whale. � is toy mini-me was the very last addition Beau Dick 

Fig. 2  Beau Dick, Killer Whale mask, 2016-17, red cedar, acrylic paint, string, plastic action 
fi gure, 42 x 15 x 60 in., Kassel, documenta-Halle. 
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Notes on the potlatch and contemporary indigenous activism
To acquire a deeper understanding of the present-day issues raised by 
Beau Dick’s work, it is vital to look back at the cultural trauma of the 
colonization of modern Canada. Pu� ing aside the abominable inva-
sion and seizing of indigenous land, the most pressing problem was 
the inability for two di� erent economic and judicial value systems to 
coexist. � e Kwakwaka’wakw de� ned their social and economic sys-
tem by celebrating a festival named potlatch, which has been de-
scribed by Marcel Mauss as “the system of gi� s exchanged.“25 Only 
performed during the most special of occasions such as marriage, the 
ceremony consists of the host sharing accumulated goods with their 
guests—without creating an implication of repayment or indebted-
ness. However, the economic principle of property insists on a clearly 

coastline were considered by locals to be drowned spirits trying to 
communicate with their ancestors. Beau Dick possibly regarded the 
giant mammals as creatures reappearing in another form in the circle 
of life—if so, the symbolic gesture of self-representation as an action 
� gure seems consoling in hindsight of his passing. Moreover, Beau 
Dick was also given the name of Walis Gwy Um in Kwak’wala which 
translates to “big, great whale”.20

� e overall narrative of the masks of the Undersea Kingdom se-
ries is the odyssey of a boy drawn into the underwater realm of 
Komokwa: “� e Undersea Kingdom are his [Beau Dick’s] people and 
their legends. […] All of the � gures come from a Kwakwaka’wakw 
story based on a young boy, Yola Kamay.”21 Every single mask repre-
sents a certain role in the play enacted during the most important 
ritual, the Winter Dance. Beau Dick originally planned to perform the 
dance of the Undersea Kingdom masks at the Parthenon in Athens: 

“He thought that by doing the ceremony, blessing the space, blessing 
Athens, and really challenging the political turmoil that is going on 
there right now, that it could have a ripple e� ect on the spiritual realm, 
that it could create a be� er world.”22 As he did not have the opportu-
nity to do so himself, LaTiesha Fazakas and Kwakwaka’wakw artists 
Alan Hunt and Cole Speck greeted the masks in Athens and Kassel 
and performed a blessing spell on them.23 On June 10, 2017, Hunt 
and Speck also enacted � e Story of Yola’kwame at documenta-Halle
using the Undersea Kingdom masks, providing a rare performance of 
Kwakwaka’wakw ritual for visitors and ful� lling Beau Dick’s wishes. 
(Fig. 3) Laura Peers, who worked extensively on cultural repatriation, 
refers to such processes as “ceremonies of renewal.”24 In such mo-
ments, the signi� cance of the masks is living up to their full potential: 
Only by being worn for their traditional purpose can the masks really 
come alive. Since the ritual is set in a contemporary exhibition space, 
we can a� ach the notion of contemporary art to it, but again, what is 
le�  to gain from this labelling remains debatable.

Fig. 3  Alan Hunt, Cole Speck, performance of the Undersea Kingdom series, 2017, Kassel, 
documenta-Halle.
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though its function is adjusted to external circumstances: Instead of 
negotiating and stabilizing the society’s order through redistribution 
of goods, it reinforces the cultural identity of First Nations people—
not just before of the Canadian government, but also in form of cul-
tural heritage adding to a global art world. Moreover, it can also serve 
as a form of critique: On February 10, 2013, Beau Dick performed 
the copper-cu� ing ceremony, a Kwakwaka’wakw ritual that had not 
been conducted since the 1950s, in front of the parliament in Victoria. 
Before breaking the copper plate, he stated: “� e copper is a symbol 
of justice, truth, and balance, and to break one is a threat, a challenge 
and can be an insult. […] If you break copper on someone and shame 
them, there should be an apology.”29 � e breakage was aimed at the 
Canadian government as a reaction to its treatment of the First Na-
tions people and the maltreatment of their lands. Similar to the ac-
tions during the potlatch ban, Beau Dick’s copper-cu� ing ceremony 
exempli� es the use of a non-Western tradition as a form of integration 
of cultures.

Anthropophagy and cultural consumption
Drawing on the phenomenon of cultural consumption as well as the 
history of the potlatch, we need to turn to Beau Dick’s masks of Dzu-
nukwa, a mythological creature wandering in the woods. (Fig. 4) 
Made of red cedar wood, black and red pigment, Dzunukwa’s face is 
surrounded by shaggy dark brown horse hair sprouting exceedingly 
from the top of the head, forming bushy, long eyebrows and an over-
grown mustache. Her skin is raven, but some crimson highlights have 
been painted on the nose, cheekbones, and open lips. � e frozen 
squinting grimace gives the impression of u� ering a loud “HU!”
sound, which can be also traced back to the emerging deep crevices 
around her nose and mouth.30 Although the marks of the carving are 
easily visible to the naked eye, the fusion of the dark colors, real hair, 
and sullen expression appears strikingly realistic at � rst sight.
 In mythology, Dzunukwa is described as a giant wild woman 
who is wandering around the woods wailing, always on the lookout 

demarcated border. It requires the use of personal pronouns: mine, 
his, hers, theirs. As much as it asserts ownership of a piece of property, 
it denies access to that property from others. In contrast to the exclu-
sivity of possession, the potlatch is more concerned with the redistri-
bution of wealth—a system based on the benevolence of sharing. � e 
status of the chie� ain is ultimately de� ned by how much they give 
rather than how much they own. � us, the implications of power sig-
ni� ed by wealth, so widely upheld in feudal and capitalist systems, 
claim no great importance in the Kwakwaka’wakw society.
 � e colonizers who formed the nation state of Canada on the 
lands of indigenous people proclaimed a ban on the potlatch from 
1885 to 1951.26 � eir in-depth incomprehension of emic culture 
paired with the mindless belief of moral superiority resulted in West-
ern structures devouring the local traditions—nowadays, we might 
call this process cultural consumption. � e act of expropriation was 
justi� ed by Christian ethics. Prosecutors believed that the Kwakwa-
ka’wakw had “renounced the gi� , and their renunciation brought 
them over to the ’civilized’ side of the border between civilization and 
barbarity.”27 Anthropologist James Cli� ord called this the salvage par-
adigm, de� ning it as “re� ecting a desire to rescue ‘authenticity’ out of 
destructive historical change.”28 � is is rooted in the Western grand 
narrative of the distinction between history and tradition, art and eth-
nographical object, nature and culture, and so on. As the Western he-
gemonic ideology is one of linearity, progress, and superiority over all 
other cultures, it comes as no surprise that the colonizers of turn-of-
the-century Canada thought that the assimilation of First Nations 
people—in other words, their adapting and subordinating into the 
dominant culture—equals integration. In this light, severing ties with 
cultural traditions is necessary in order to become a part of the pre-
vailing society, since integration in the sense of a fusion of two cul-
tures was never at issue.
 However, the tensions between First Nation peoples and the 
Canadian government were not reconciled with the reintroduction of 
the festival in the 1950s. � e potlatch is still celebrated today, al-
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for stray children that she can collect and carry home in her cedar 
wood basket before ultimately eating them.31 � e host of the potlatch 
also wears a Dzunukwa mask to signify that the feast is over. Her male 
counterpart, called Bakwas, is similarly described as a wild man living 
in the woods. He is known for o� ering his victims poisonous foods 
before stealing their souls.32 Although Dzunukwa and Bakwas could 
easily be dismissed as protagonists of children’s horror stories, retold 
to discourage them from roaming the woods on their own, there 
seems to be a greater signi� cance re� ected in both myths. Both crea-
tures are connected to feeding as well as death—in the form of an-
thropophagy by Dzunukwa, and in form of o� erings of poisoned food 
by Bakwas. Although Beau Dick carved the masks based on their 
countenances, there is no acute a� itude of neglect or terror expressed 
toward those masks. Rather, they seem to symbolize something inher-
ently omnipresent: the giving and taking of life. In another myth, peo-
ple become fed up with Dzunukwa’s roving about and decide to hunt 
and burn her alive.33 But when her skin starts to burn, her body trans-
forms into a swam of mosquitos, thus escaping certain death. A possi-
ble interpretation of this story may convey that death is not the � nal 
experience, but a transformation toward something else. � is would 
suggest a more circular worldview that is quite di� erent from the 
Western notion of an a� erlife. Moreover, this might also be applicable 
to the a� erlife of artworks: Beau Dick’s usage of precise instructions 
on further uses of his masks and the signi� cance of Dzunukwa’s can-
nibalism could serve as an allegory for cultural consumption in the 
form of one eating the other.34 Like so many other masks, the Dzu-
nukwa mask might just be burned one day, thus ending the line of 
consumption for good.35 In addition, the topic of cultural consump-
tion can also be linked to documenta 14. Referring to topics like crises, 
wars, identity politics, globalization, and grand narratives, the curato-
rial team did not just seize on issues of post-crisis Athens, but on the 
power relations between Kassel and Athens, Germany and Greece, 
the global North and South—most manifest in the symbol of the bor-
der.36 documenta 14 has received criticisms from mainstream media 
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Fig. 4  Beau Dick, Dzunukwa mask, 2016, red cedar wood, acrylic paint, horse hair, Whistler/CA, 
Audain Art Museum.



15

29

tors of indigenous art is simply not possible. Additionally, the of-
ten-imprecise descriptions of place and time of origin forestall objec-
tification by Western institutions: Maybe the works were not 
necessarily meant to be localized in a linear historical narrative. In the 
same way, perhaps a particular author was also not essential to a high-
ly valuable work. It is plain to see that the categorization of indige-
nous art into the narrative of art history is tantamount to squeezing it 
into existing categories that do not accommodate its characteristics. 
� erefore, a globally oriented art history should be able to consider as 
many di� erent characteristics as possible. Price also points out that 
up until now, the predominant perception is that indigenous people 
do not have a conception of art, and therefore must lack a sense of 
aesthetics in general. Her argument is con� rmed in the light of the 
press coverage on documenta 14. For example, a review of Swiss news-
paper Neue Zürcher Zeitung, which described Beau Dick’s installation 
as “funny background for Instagram photos”, continued: “At Hagen-
beck [a zoo] near Hamburg, at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
they imported entire families from the Congo and put them in the 
zoo to make the elephants look more authentic.”41 Besides the fact 
that ethnographer Franz Boas did actually invite Kwakwaka’wakw 
people as living exhibits to the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chica-
go in 1893,42 linking the exhibition of ritualistic masks inside a muse-
um to an exhibition of people inside a zoo is a clear process of Other-
ing, and symptomatic of the greatest form of criticism of documenta 
14: the problem of binary oppositions. In Homi K. Bhabha’s theories 
on colonialism, the Other—in this case, the non-European, non-
white man—can only perform the role of either the active resistance 
� ghter or the passive victim.43 To view the Other as something else 
requires not to just step away from this dichotomy but to deconstruct 
this thought pa� ern as a trap. As Beau Dick’s masks are neither a� ack-
ing nor evoking pity in the viewer, Western viewers might realize that 
their learned mechanisms of perceiving are not su�  cient when evalu-
ating non-Western contemporary art. As a result, this lack of under-
standing provokes precipitance and denunciation. To overcome this 

and the art press alike for addressing these rather uncomfortable top-
ics. Shortly a� er the end of the exhibition, a German newspaper ac-
cused the management of generating a debt of € 7 million.37 As the 
exhibition largely depends on public funding, it did not take long for 
exaggerated claims to emerge: documenta should be stopped from 
wasting tax payer’s money and close down.38 It is revealing that the 
critique faced by the curatorial team resembled the one-dimensional 
rhetoric directed toward any corrupted bank or government. Instead 
of celebrating the surplus of cultural capital that documenta 14 gener-
ated, only the � scal bene� ts, or lack thereof, were discussed. During 
the largely German-negotiated austerity plan for Greece following the 
economic crisis of 2007, � nancial debt served as a position of subju-
gation, thus establishing a power relationship that favored the actor 
possessing greater capital. Beau Dick’s practice subverts these kinds of 
power relations by strategically determining the usage of his masks, 
and by publicly calling out o� enders, as demonstrated in his cop-
per-cu� ing ceremony.39 � ese issues of consumption, like the devour-
ing of local cultures through colonization or the usage of debt as a 
commitment to subordination, are re� ected in distinct motifs of his 
masks like the one of man-eating Dzunukwa.

Implications of Beau Dick’s strategies of agency
Beau Dick’s artistic practice is characterized by his a� empts to oper-
ate on di� erent or even contradictory � elds, like the making of masks 
and contemporary art. But what kind of preconceived notions com-
plicate the discussion of his work in the � eld of art history? According 
to American anthropologist Sally Price, the biggest prejudices toward 
non-Western artists include the assumption that all indigenous art 
was made anonymously.40 � is is in stark contrast to the genius narra-
tives o� en a� ached to Western artists that are focused on individuali-
zation. Likewise, many European artists, especially those who lived 
before the Renaissance, cannot be clearly identi� ed as well—however, 
there are many a� empts to trace back their identities using historical 
methods. Accessing a church register or archive to track down crea-
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vicious cycle, Price suggests acknowledging that there is no such thing 
as a “naked“ eye but only a gaze enculturated in Western ideology—a 
gaze that now is being challenged and renegotiated.44 Price concludes 
that ethnological contextualization contains the opportunity to ex-
pand the aesthetic experience of one’s own cultural education. Ac-
cording to the subtitle of documenta 14, Learning � om Athens, Beau 
Dick’s exhibition retains the possibility to re-evaluate one’s own gaze 
and thus rethink how de� nitions of art include or exclude.
 � roughout his artistic career and especially with his participa-
tion in documenta, Beau Dick was trying to � nd a way to incorporate 
his duty as Kwakwaka’wakw chief into the power structures of con-
temporary art exhibitions through political activism. Peers evaluates 
the participation of indigenous people in museological practices: 

“Control over representations of the past involves issues of political 
power, and re� ects the balance of power between the dominant soci-
ety as represented by the heritage elite and minority groups within 
nation-states.”45 Deployed in documenta 14, Beau Dick provides a 
model of artistic and curatorial agency from an artist with a non-West-
ern background and demonstrates that it is possible to satisfy many 
di� erent points of view without extensively commodifying oneself or 
one’s culture. By addressing issues of consumption and cultural capi-
tal from a non-capitalist, Kwakwaka’wakw point of view, Beau Dick 
not only maintains his agency but also enriches the discourse of docu-
menta 14 in particular and contemporary art in general by a facet of 
indigenous knowledge. In turn, this provides a new impetus to the 
evaluation of art: � is is evident in his strategic use of the masks pro-
duced for the market and those produced for ritualistic usage that 
evade consumption and retain their signi� cance in the otherwise de-
contextualizing forces of the exhibition space. � is unconventional 
approach allowed for widespread circulation of his work, leading to 
solo shows such as Beau Dick: Revolutionary Spirit at the Audain Art 
Museum and a documentary on his life, Maker of Monster: � e Ex-
traordinary Life of Beau Dick. And, what might he have possibly said in 
response to the � nancial � asco of documenta 14? Maybe, just maybe, 
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