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For the Indian artist attempting to combine Indian heritage with the traditions and 

methods of the Western art world, this means a continual striving to understand his own 

traditions, the myths and legends of his people, and the inner logic and evolution of 

modern art, all at the same time.  

– Gerhard Hoffman1   

Born in 1937 in San Francisco, California, to a Filipino father and Nomtipom Wintu 

mother, Frank LaPena overcame a turbulent and transient childhood to become an internationally 

recognized Native American professor, ethnographer, ceremonial dancer, writer, and painter. His 

works broadly express an Indigenous experience of colonialism and oppression, with the hope of 

eventual decolonization. He earned a master’s degree in anthropology from Cal State University, 

Sacramento in 1978 and served there as a Professor of Ethnic Studies and Director of Native 

American Studies for over thirty years. Alongside his position as a professor of Native American 

Studies at California State University, Sacramento, LaPena was an ethnographer who deeply 

immersed himself in the Wintu community, creating historical scrapbooks of Wintu culture and 

critical events, ultimately expressing his observations through art and writing.2 Since 1960, his 

artworks, which reflect his deep connection with his Wintu heritage, have been showcased in 

over 60 International solo exhibitions. By the 1980s, LaPena was considered one of the 

prominent Native American writers and artists in the field of Californian Indian Studies, along 

with Jack Norton and Floyd Buckskin.3 LaPena’s ancestry, heritage, and role as an ethnographer 

influenced not only the subject, materials, and overall meaning of his artworks, but also their 

 
1 Hoffman, Gerhard. “Frames of Reference: Native American Art in the Context of Modern and Postmodern Art.” 

The Arts of the North American Indian: Native Traditions in Evolution. Hudson Hills Press in Association with 

Philbrook Art Center, 1986, pp. 258. 
2  The Wintu people lived in the Sacramento Valley, the northernmost region of California’s Central Valley. 
3 Vane, Sylvia Brakke. “California Indians, Historians, and Ethnographers.” California History, vol. 71, no. 3, 1992, 

pp. 339. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/25158647. 
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impact on the California Native American Movement. This paper shall examine this influence 

through two LaPena artworks: History of California Indians (Exhibit A1) and Burning the 

Roundhouse Down (Exhibit B).  

 LaPena’s lithograph History of California Indians serves as an illustrative example of 

LaPena’s role as an ethnographer of Indigenous Californians, his concerns regarding the 

preservation of his Wintu culture, and his artwork that brings public attention to the suffering of 

Native people and the Native American Movement. Measuring 56 inches tall by 76 inches wide, 

this set of eight hand-colored lithographs represents a timeline of significant events that affected 

Indigenous Californians from 1769 to 1988. The lithograph is composed of eight panels, each 

depicting a rough outline of the head area of a dead Native American. All but one of the 

foreheads features a graphical icon, and each face is overlaid with text listing events and the 

years they occurred. The events referenced speak to the abuse, death, and other injustices Native 

Americans endured at the hands of colonizing governments during that period.  

The lithograph’s composition arranges the eight repeated faces in a horizontal grid with 

two rows of four heads read left to right and top to bottom – each panel is rectangular and 

measures 28 inches tall by 19 inches wide. Each face has a similar loosely drawn outline of the 

face, hair, eyes, nose, mouth, and neck, but the outlines have varying levels of consistency, 

darkness, and fadedness. There is a contour line on the top of each rectangular box with a color 

that relatively matches the following panel background. Each panel has a rectangular geometric 

shape and has two-dimensional flatness with a limited sense of depth, although the contrast 

between the pale heads and the background colors provides some modest space and depth. The 

colored backgrounds of each panel transition from panel to panel in a relative continuum of 

colors from blue to purple to red to orange to yellow to green to blue. These colors have a bright 
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tone and appear to have a grainy texture and serve as an implied line between each panel. These 

background colors could have symbolic meaning, indicating heaven and peace (blue), death 

(purple), war (red), willingness to fight to one’s death (orange/yellow), endurance and healing 

(green), and finally back to heaven and peace (blue).4 Similar to Wintu cyclical tradition of 

inheriting their parents’ names after their death5, the continuum of colors appears to symbolize a 

hope to return to ancestral beliefs and cultural foundations that have been substantially curtailed 

over the years. 

The specter of death is evoked through the skull-like figures’ eyes, white coloring, and 

expressionless faces. Their mouths are stitched, possibly symbolizing the inability to speak, or be 

heard, while the noses are in the shape of tipis, indicating that the dead person is of Native 

American descent. The sequence of seven forehead icons includes images of a red-colored 

profile of the Spanish mission buildings, followed by red dots indicating deadly disease, a red 

profile of mountains representing the Gold Rush, a circular version of the American flag with 

stars replaced with cross signs indicating death, a red unfilled yet bolded circle symbolizing 

equality, a red circular target indicating a bullseye or target, and a yellow and a red hazard sign 

representing current and upcoming danger. There are two notable variations to the repeated 

pattern of heads with icons and text, seen in the seventh and eighth panels. A large black and red 

cross covers the figure’s mouth in the seventh panel, representing the frustration of Native 

Americans regarding their inability to express themselves through cultural religions, which can 

be addressed through political advocacy with the hope of governmental empowerment. The other 

 
4 Olesen, Jacob. “Native American Color Meanings: Symbolism of the Native American Indians.” Color Meanings, 

3 Oct. 2021, https://www.color-meanings.com/native-american-color-meanings/.  
5 LaPena, Frank. “Wintu.” Handbook of North American Indians. Smithsonian Institution, 1978, pp. 327. 
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variation is seen in the last panel, where the figure has no icon on the forehead, and the text is a 

list of the names of 28 deceased individuals. 

Text is an essential component of this work. Across the first two panels on the top row, 

the phrase “DIASPORA: CALIFORNIA INDIANS” in bolded red capitals indicates the 

displacement of Native Americans from their original homelands within California during the 

period 1769-1837.  In the top four panels, the artist used red-colored text in a smaller all-caps 

font to list some of the most painful chapters in the post-contact period: the oppressive Spanish 

Mission system, the deadly epidemics brought from Spanish and European travelers, the 

California state-sponsored genocide during the Gold Rush, and the brutal massacres of Native 

peoples.6 The bottom panels recount the later period of U.S. federal policies that impacted Native 

Americans and direct actions taken by Native activists in opposition to those policies. LaPena 

honors his dead Native American family members and friends who profoundly influenced him in 

the last panel. LaPena provided insight on his views of ancestral and generational continuity 

when he wrote, “I was thinking about recent deaths of some of the traditional people and how 

difficult it is to maintain tradition... Even though we know no one lives forever, no one dies if 

what they have gained by living is carried forward by those who follow... And if it is tradition, I 

hope that we honor the elders and think of the responsibility they entrusted to us by sharing the 

traditions with us.”7 These highlights not only LaPena’s passion for his ancestry and heritage, but 

 
6 See Exhibit A2 for the complete list of the text. Specific to the Wintu, a malaria epidemic from 1830-1833 

decimated the region’s Indigenous population. The Wintu suffered further losses in the ensuing years when 

hundreds were killed by massacres, poisoning, water pollution from gold mining, and forced migration in 1851 to 

the west side of Clear Creek near the town of Redding. During this period, the Wintu’s population drastically 

decreased from a pre-contact population of 14,250 to 3,500 by 1852 and to 395 by 1910. 
7 LaPena, Michelle, et al. “With Respect: Frank LaPena”. News from Native California, vol. 32, no. 4, 2019, pp. 57. 

EBSCO, https://search-ebscohost-com.ez2.pausd.org/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mat&AN=137567392&site=eds-

live. 
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also the importance of both ethnography and his artwork in preserving cultural traditions and 

memories that can serve future generations of Wintu.   

The urgency of preserving cultural traditions is reflected in the noticeably faded outline 

of the last three panels relative to the others, indicating the fading identity of Native Americans 

due to government policies like the Termination policy and G-O Road decision, which denied 

freedom of religion for Native Americans. Drawing upon his deep investigation and embrace of 

his Wintu culture and his understanding of broader Native American history, LaPena strived to 

enlarge the general public’s knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of the Native American 

experience despite reduced Native American populations, uncertainty over their rights, and 

during a time when Indigenous cultures and customs were primarily communicated in oral form. 

“Anthropologists believed that there would soon be no Indian culture left, and the best way to 

preserve what little there was to purchase it. Over the years, most of these collections have come 

to the public's attention through publications and museum exhibitions.”8  

While LaPena’s role as an ethnographer and historian informed History of California 

Indians, Burning the Roundhouse Down is more specific to his Wintu ancestry and reflects the 

influence that heritage had on his artwork. Unaware of his Nomtipom Wintu heritage until high 

school graduation, LaPena experienced the effects of the contentious relationship between the 

United States government and Native Americans when his mother reluctantly sent him to an 

Indian boarding school, which was designed to sever students from their cultures so that they are 

fully assimilated into Anglo-American culture. “Process of culture loss accelerated when 

children were sent to boarding schools. They were often forcibly taken from their parents to 

 
8 LaPena, Frank. “Contemporary Northern California Native American Art.” California History, vol. 71, no. 3, 

1992, pp. 386. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/25158651. 
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attend these schools and were not allowed to return home for visits except on rare occasions”9 

Although one may argue that LaPena’s ancestry and heritage didn’t impact his art given that he 

only connected with his background at a later age, he eventually moved to his Wintu family’s 

land plot, ingratiated with his Wintu community’s activities like song and dance, and thereafter 

focused exclusively on writing and artwork at the age of 68.  

In his painting, Burning the Roundhouse Down, LaPena visually memorializes a 

genocidal event told to him by a Wintu elder where, in 1851, miners in the town of Old Shasta 

trapped about 300 Wintu in a roundhouse and set it on fire, killing all inside. A roundhouse is a 

large enclosure with a round, sloped roof used by some Native American cultures where they 

gathered centrally for religious, ceremonial, or social meetings and dance. The functional 

elements of the roundhouse were connected to the spiritual elements, with ethnographer William 

Edward Burghardt Du Bois noting that the arrival of spirits was announced by a whistling sound 

above the smoke hole.10 LaPena’s depiction of the event is acrylic on canvas and measures 48 

inches tall by 36 inches wide. The painting conveys colonization’s destructive effects on nature 

and Native American religion and heritage. It also shows how Native people felt the 

consequences of colonization and how stories are passed on through oral history as well as 

dance. LaPena explains that “this painting pays respect to the sacrifice and loss of life suffered 

by native people with each destruction of their places of worship. Accounts of these events are 

rarely part of written history, but they can be found in the diaries and personal accounts of the 

early pioneers. This painting was from a story told by an elder.”11 Though LaPena looked to the 

 
9 Vane, Sylvia Brakke. “California Indians, Historians, and Ethnographers.” California History, vol. 71, no. 3, 1992, 

pp. 334. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/25158647. 
10 LaPena, Frank. “Wintu.” Handbook of North American Indians. Smithsonian Institution, 1978, pp. 332. 
11 LaPena, Frank. Dream Songs and Ceremony: Reflections on Traditional California Indian Dance. Great Valley 

Books and Heyday Books, 2004, pp. 22. 
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1851 massacre as the inspiration for the painting, the meaning of the work goes beyond a single 

event. 

The painting is highly symbolic with figures of a bear and a deer placed side by side in 

the center. These animals symbolize the destruction of the natural world--including human 

beings, but more specifically, the Wintu people killed by settlers for their land. Du Bois recorded 

the importance of deer and bear to the Wintu, writing, “The end of the worlds will come when 

there are no more Indians, because the White people do not care for the land, or deer, or bear. 

They do not treat the plants right or use water or other things of nature as they should.”12 

Underneath the bear and deer is a geometric circle representing a top-down schematic of a 

roundhouse, and above the figures is a brown triangular roundhouse roof with white smoke 

emanating from the rooftop hole. Large geometric rectangles are scattered throughout the 

painting, each capturing different scenes. Toward the lower left are peaceful green mountains 

under a dark blue night sky with a white crescent moon as well as a small green cross hanging in 

the sky, symbolizing the earth’s forces. This peaceful vista is interrupted by red flames 

approaching the mountains and threatening the golden fields at their base. Another fire floats in 

the sky above the mountains near the upper left of the painting, and a third is in the upper right, 

behind the roundhouse roof. At the same time, two ghost-like amorphous images, located on the 

bottom and top of the right-hand side of the painting, indicate human deaths resulting from the 

fires. There is a strong geometric element to the painting, particularly the mountains, which are 

depicted as simple green triangles. The roundhouse schematic is also very basic, with 18 radial 

straight lines between the circle’s center and thick black edges. Many of the elements in the 

painting are flat and two-dimensional, like the simplistic triangular mountains; however, the 

 
12 LaPena, Frank. “Wintu.” Handbook of North American Indians. Smithsonian Institution, 1978, pp. 331. 
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animals are treated differently than the background shapes and have slight texture and layers, 

which give them a relatively more natural shape, depth, and mass.  

La Pena’s rich, saturated colors help reinforce the dark nature of the painting’s theme. At 

the center of the painting, behind the bear and deer, a soft yellow glow provides a sense of 

reflection from the fire on the front side of the deer. Like the deer and bear, the fire itself is also 

treated with a bit more nuance than the more geometric elements. Yellow paint layered on 

strokes of red creates an illusion reminiscent of the shape and depth of the flames. LaPena takes 

a similar approach regarding the white smoke emanating from the roundhouse roof. Though the 

figures are not placed in an obvious setting, it is clear the painting takes place in the late evening 

or night, as indicated by the dark blue skies and bright crescent moon, with the three fires as the 

primary light source.  

LaPena’s understanding of his ancestral history and key events influenced the painting’s 

subject matter and overall theme and message. After moving to his family’s allotment on the old 

Grant Towendolly place at Salt Creek, LaPena was introduced to traditional Wintu dance, songs, 

and traditions at the roundhouse at Grindstone Rancheria. For LaPena, “It would result in a 

lifetime practice of traditional dance and a revival of regalia making among a wide range of 

interconnected individuals who would themselves influence so many others.”13 LaPena 

embraced cultural transformation through his practice that subsequently influenced his artwork. 

“The importance of ceremonies and the necessity of keeping them alive by repeating them every 

season gave me time to understand the greater meaning of a sacred universe. My involvement in 

 
13 LaPena, Michelle, et al. “With Respect: Frank LaPena.” News from Native California, vol. 32, no. 4, 2019, pp. 49. 

EBSCO, https://search-ebscohost-com.ez2.pausd.org/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mat&AN=137567392&site=eds-

live. 
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traditional activities has been very valuable to my work as an artist.”14 LaPena further explained 

the influence of his ancestral traditions, writing, “As an artist I am using ideas I receive from 

dance and music in my paintings and printmaking… They take place in the environment to 

which the [Wintu] elders have introduced me… There are different types of songs and stories, 

and all of them are inspiring to me as a dancer and an artist.”15 While direct advocacy efforts are 

perhaps more immediately recognizable as empowering to racial or ethnic movements, the role 

of visual arts should not be undervalued, especially considering how many Native stories, 

traditions, and customs are still passed down orally. It is also arguable that the mainstream 

popularity of Native American artwork since the 1950’s reflects Native American efforts to 

increase awareness and visibility of Indigenous cultures among settler Americans. As Native 

American artist, Judith Lowry wrote, “Frank LaPena was a seminal and tireless force in the 

shaping and pioneering the California Indian Art movement from its inception. This creative 

vehicle reawakened Native pride in many Indian people and ignited a new genre of exciting art 

that put indigenous California masterworks on the global map.”16 

In the 1950s, U.S. government policy under President Dwight D. Eisenhower mandated 

the relocation of rural reservation populations in California to major cities. This migration would 

be a primary driving force behind the rise of Native American art in California and LaPena’s 

subsequent ability to use this artwork to support and empower the Native American Movement. 

Influential artworks like those of LaPena were showcased in solo exhibitions internationally and 

leveraged growing interest in Native America art and cultural events sponsored by organizations 

 
14 LaPena, Frank. “Cycles of Stories and Songs.” News from Native California, vol. 22, no. 2, 2009, pp. 41. 

Proquest, https://www.proquest.com/magazines/cycles-stories-songs/docview/217823616/se-2?accountid=33586. 
15 LaPena, Frank. “Cycles of Stories and Songs.” News from Native California, vol. 22, no. 2, 2009, pp. 41. 

Proquest, https://www.proquest.com/magazines/cycles-stories-songs/docview/217823616/se-2?accountid=33586. 
16 LaPena, Michelle, et al. “With Respect: Frank LaPena.” News from Native California, vol. 32, no. 4, 2019, pp. 53. 

EBSCO, https://search-ebscohost-com.ez2.pausd.org/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mat&AN=137567392&site=eds-

live. 
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like the Indian Arts Commission created by the American Indian Historical Society of San 

Francisco in May 1967.  

By combining teaching, community activism, and art, LaPena worked to ensure the 

continuation of Wintu and California Native American identity, culture, and humanity. Through 

his insatiable curiosity for oral stories learned from Wintu elders and his practice of traditional 

song and dance, LaPena developed an intimate connection and understanding of his Wintu 

heritage. He incorporated the struggles, religious beliefs, and ceremonies of his people into his 

artwork, with the hope that it would persist over time and ongoing oppression toward the goal of 

decolonization. "Vital arts change. If ever we should succeed in truly defining Indian art, that 

definition would be an epitaph. But suppose we remove the restraints of stereotype and allow the 

creative impetus full rein. In that case, we can observe the development of an exciting art that 

draws on the richness of its own past as it continually recreates itself for the future.”17  

On October 19, 2021, NPR announced that Charles F. Sams III, who is an active member 

of the Cayuse and Walla Walla tribes, “could soon become the first Native American to head the 

National Park Service in the agency’s 105-year history… [and] is well-positioned to balance 

recreational uses and stewardship with our Tribal Nations’ needs to maintain our traditional and 

ancestral ties to these lands.”18 Along with the unprecedented confirmation of Deb Haaland 

(Laguna Pueblo) as Secretary of the Department of the Interior on March 15, 2021, the impact of 

Native American artists like LaPena on the Native American Movement were critical drivers of 

the increased visibility of Native Americans on the national stage. After over 200 years of 

 
17 Abbott, Lawrence. “Contemporary Native Art: A Bibliography.” American Indian Quarterly, vol. 18, no. 3, 1994, 

pp. 383. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1184743. 
18 Clark, Nell. “The National Park Service Could Soon Have Its First Native American Director.” NPR, NPR, 19 

Oct. 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/10/19/1047295006/charles-chuck-sams-national-park-service-native-american-

director.  
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subjugation, Native Americans now have an influential seat within the U.S. government and a 

direct voice concerning the use of their ancestral lands, which are inextricably tied to their 

ancestral and cultural identity. Are Native Americans on a clear path to decolonization, which 

seemed so improbable? Moreover, what influence will future Native American artists like 

LaPena serve? 
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Exhibit A1 

Frank LaPena, History of California Indians, 1990, lithograph, 19” x 28” (each panel). 

Collection of the artist.  

 

 

  



 14 

 

Exhibit A2 

Below is the text written over each of the above eight faces. 

1. Red colored image of Missions. 

▪ 1769-1833: Mission System. Spaniards brought syphilis. Indians escaping mission were 

hunted down and shot. Diaspora: California Indians. 

2. Red dots indicating epidemic and disease: 

▪ 1800-1810: Measles, Influenza, Tuberculosis epidemics. Diaspora: California Indians. 

▪ 1837: “Miramontes” epidemic smallpox 

3.  Red mountains symbolizing “Gold Rush” 

▪ 1848: Gold Rush. Land destroyed. Indians killed. 

▪ 1850: Indenture Acts legalized. Slavery of Indians. “War of termination of Indians will 

continue” 

▪ 1851-1852: 18 treaties with California Indians. 

▪ 1852: Governor Bigler to General E.H. Hitchcock “For everyone white man killed, kill 

100 Indians.” Bounties on Indian scalps. 

▪ 1852: Hayfork Wintu Massacre. McCloud River Sintu. Fed food poisoned with 

strychnine. 

▪ 1853-1854: Death marches in Sacramento Valley. 

▪ 1857: Kill all Indians between Humboldt, Trinity, and Klamath Rivers. 

▪ 1858-1859: Wytoon Wars campaigned by General Kibbe. 

4. Circled version of united states flag but crosses/death instead of stars. 

▪ 1873: Modoc War. 
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▪ 1890: Ghost Dance-Wounded Knee. Captain Jack, Schonchin John, Black Jim, Humpy 

Joe, Scarface Charley, Hooker Jim, Curly-headed Doctor.  

▪ Chief Big Foot’s encampment (356 members) 

5. Red outline of circle 

▪ 1924: American Indian Citizenship 

▪ 1934: Indian Reorganization Act 

▪ 1968: Native American Civil Rights Act 

6. Red target face 

▪ 1953: Termination Policy: Relocation-sterilization of Indian women. B.I.A enrollment 

number, Blood quantum 

▪ 1969: Alcatraz occupation 

▪ 1970: Pit River/PG&E occupation 

▪ 1971: Toyon occupation 

▪ 1973: Wounded Knee. Leonard Peltier imprisoned on falsified evidence by FBI 

7. Yellow and red colored hazard (contamination) warning sign, and Cross on top of mouth 

▪ 1976: American Indian freedom of Religion 

▪ 1988: G-O Road decision denied freedom of religion 

8. In memoriam: 

▪ Sunusa, John Towndolly, William Towndolly, Albert L. Young, Lucy Tuna Young, 

Garfield Towndolly, Rose Young Towndolly, Helen Towndolly, Clinton Towndolly, 

Harriet Towndolly, Grant Towndolly, Isgrigg Towndolly, Henry Lapena, Gladys 

Towndolly Lapena, Red Towndolly, Ethel Towndolly Hodkrins, Grace Towndolly 

Arana, Albert Thomas Jr., Irving Tye, Fred Tye, Henry Azbill, Frank Day, Edith & 



 16 

 

Wallace Burrows, Oscar McDaniel, Mabel McKay, Grace McKibbin, Emerson Miles, 

Barbara-Lapena Claypool. 
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Exhibit B 

Frank LaPena, Burning the Roundhouse Down, 1991, acrylic on canvas, 36” x 48”. Collection of 

Barbara Yamashida. 
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