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Exploring Native Graphic Design

revive design elements used by people
of the Great Lakes region with special
interest in Woodland designs and
Ho-Chunk appliqué.

Visual Artist and Designer: Jodie Webster

J

ODI WEBSTER is a member
of the Ho-Chunk Nation and
Prairie Band Potawatomi
Nation. She recently graduated
from the University of Kansas with a
BFA in drawing and painting and is
currently working as a visual artist in
a range of media including graphite,
colored pencil, serigraphy, oils, and
acrylic. Her design practice makes
use of computer graphics, and she has
developed critical interest in jewelry.
Webster’s work often incorporates
Northeastern Woodlands aesthetics
and iconography, particularly ribbonwork. Her work has been featured
in several publications including an
illustration of her son for the cover of
the edited volume Beyond Two Worlds:
Critical Conversations on Language
and Power in Native North America. In
2013, she received a SWAIA Residency
Fellowship at the Santa Fe Art Institute.
I spoke with Webster about her art and
design practice.
How did you begin making art?

As a child, I fell in love with cartoons
and wanted to learn how to draw
them. From there, a lot of self-taught
pencil work. In high school, I enjoyed
the challenge of experimenting with
a variety of art forms such as painting,
ceramics, pastels, and printmaking.
I’ve noticed that your son and
daughter are often the subject matter
for your illustrations and paintings.
Could you speak to why you
incorporate family into your work?
With the large graphite pieces of my
children, I wanted to remind them of
who they are and what they represent.
As far as other pieces, I usually work
from photographs and will have my
children pose. I lean toward women

I’m curious to know your influences.

By Matthew Ryan Smith, PhD

As far as other artists go … Frida Kahlo
for her honesty and secret meaning in
her paintings. Chuck Close’s large-scale,
highly detailed portraiture. Kehinde
Wiley for his historically poetic
renditions of modern people of color,
and, most importantly, Prince for his
immense talents and the way he was
able to change creatively throughout
the years.

After several years of casino work, I
struggled to decide on an alternate
career path. I wanted to use my artistic
talents in some capacity, so in 2006
I opted to go to school for graphic
design. Obtaining a graphics degree
facilitated my growth as an artist to
further explore line, design, and color.
What does design, specifically
computer graphics, offer that pen,
pencil, and paintbrush do not?
The lines created in Adobe Illustrator
make serigraphs unbelievably crisp.
They remind me of ads or cereal boxes,
but only the cool ones … like Lucky
Charms or Frosted Flakes. I know I am
talented enough to pull these lines off
in any medium, but the fact that they
are mathematically on point is too
irresistible.
Jodi Webster. All images courtesy of the artist.

and children as the subject matter
because they are often the most
vulnerable in our Native communities.
Sometimes I address issues they face
or simply offer an understanding
nudge of encouragement to persevere.
Does a philosophy or set of rules
govern your work?
I want my pieces to tell a story or
convey a feeling. I want the viewer
to appreciate a contemporary Native
interpretation. In an attempt to
counter stereotypes, I employ design
motifs from my tribes. My work is
intended to relate to family’s homelands in the Great Lakes region.
You continue to incorporate
computer graphics into your work.
What is the reason behind the shift
into design?
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In works such as I’m Not That Kind
of Indian, you use computer-editing
software to create a pastoral scene
featuring stereotypical depictions
of “Indian-ness.” Can you discuss the
meaning behind this work?
Growing up in Wisconsin, I had my
fair share of daily encounters with
racists including the fake Indian noise
“woo woo woo” at school. I would
watch cartoons to unwind from the
taunting. Upon seeing the artists
I idealized portray Native people
so inaccurately, I felt mad, slighted,
and insignificant. I’m Not That Kind
of Indian features a Ho-Chunk girl
physically exemplifying her presence
among erroneous Native illustrations.
At first glance, the young girl is slightly
less noticeable due to the variance in
lines to create the characters. I thought
about a cartoon version of her but
preferred the play of lines.

What do you struggle with during
the creative process?
It used to be deciding what medium to
use. Since working in jewelry, I would
say I struggle with staying inspired
while also trying to fill orders and
re-create a piece multiple times.
Detail of Powwow Flyer, 2016, digital design with Adobe Illustrator.

Much of your work is political. I’m
thinking specifically of Ignorance Is
Bliss among others. Do you see your
work as political resistance?
I’m not consciously attempting to
be political, but some of my art
comments on real issues faced by
Native people. In Ignorance Is Bliss, I
am equating the ridiculousness of
unacceptable mascots with individuals
who have made ignorant remarks
regarding our people.

As I was finishing my BFA at KU, I
took some jewelry courses. The faculty
encouraged me to keep working in
jewelry. When I received the SWAIA
Residency Fellowship, I had the
opportunity to hang out with Cody
Sanderson who has thankfully been
beyond gracious with his time and
studio. Through my jewelry, I want to

Do you have any projects or
exhibitions planned in the near
future?
I have been accepted to the master of
fine art’s program for visual arts in
jewelry at the University of Kansas, so
I will definitely be very busy for the
next three years.

jodiwebster.com

In your opinion, how important is
political art and design today?
Imagery is a great communicator. Art
allows others to become aware of
issues and injustices we face. Political
art is not for everyone. We as artists
have the choice to make art that sells,
educates, inspires, beautifies, clothes,
and adorns. I am just happy the
choices exist.
Recently you’ve found interest in
jewelry. How did you make this shift?

Ho-Chunk/Potawatomi Appliqué Cuffs, 2016, hand-cut sterling silver.
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