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Essay By Aram Han Sifuentes

Backwards and Forwards: Reflections in Porcupine Quills
features recent quillworks (2020-present) by Vanessa
Dion Fletcher. These works range from intimate pieces
on paper to large mural installations. At the core is a
negotiation between the artist’s hands and porcupine
quills. And with this anything but simple and intimate
interaction between artist and natural material, the ges-
tures of the work are profound.

Dion Fletcher is a Lenape and Potawatomi neurodiverse
woman who pushes against the false binaries of craft
and art, and traditional and contemporary. She claims



indigeneity in process and craft, Indigenous abstraction,
as well as approaches and understandings of disability.
She makes work about her lack of access to her
Indigenous languages. Quillwork is one of these
languages, taught to her by Brenda Lee in 2017.

Dion Fletcher carefully observes each porcupine quill
that she uses. Porcupines are often the victims of road-
kill. The deceased porcupines are found on the side of
roads and the quills are harvested. Each quill is pulled,
cleaned, dyed using natural and synthetic dyes. She then
handpicks each one based on its color, shape, and size,
and then bends them onto paper tacking them down
with thread. Similarly, Dion Fletcher also has this rela-
tionship with many of the dyes that she uses. She col-
lects vegetables, plants, and flowers to stain the porcu-
pine quills with these natural dyes to create the range of
colors that she needs to create her color gradations.

The building up of the quills form abstract shapes and
lines that are elemental and can be interpreted in multi-
ple ways. The visual language of these works can be read
as Western Modern Abstract Art, however the power

in this gesture is Dion Fletcher’s reclamation of it being
Indigenous Abstraction. Jason Baerg in Teachings: Indig-
enous Theories and Methods for Indigenous Art Histo-
ries in North America speaks to how “Today Indigenous
Abstraction is still recovering from the colonial absorp-
tion of appropriation into Western Art History.” In this
text and in Dion Fletcher’s work is a legitimization that
abstraction has always been a “vital indigenous space of
creative inquiry.” Dion Fletcher highlights the rich prac-
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tices of Indigenous Abstraction but also doesn’t shy
away from Western Art History, where she often refers
to the circular forms in her works as ‘color wheels’. She
embraces all reads of the work where a circle in
quillwork can represent time, a way of reading, a color
wheel, and a portal all at once. And in this way, it keeps
true to indigenous abstraction that welcomes the
interpretation of abstract symbols to shift in context
over time while still being able to transmit the original
intention of the thoughtful design.

The works in the exhibitions fall into two categories:
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one is vinyl photo prints of quillwork installed as murals
on the walls of the gallery; the other are quillworks on
paper. The two speak to one another where many of the
vinyl photo prints are directly of the included smaller
quillworks on paper. In this way, there is a visual conver-
sation between the two works where they are repeating,
rotating, zooming in and out, and flattening and textural-



ly raising. Each has a different relationship to the body of
the viewers, where one is fine and detailed, and the oth-
er transforms into hoops, doorways, portals and celestial
eclipses. When enlarged and created into murals, each
quill becomes magnified, where one can zoom in to see
the intimate details of the record of the hand and quill.

Slowness is an important political aspect of Dion Fletch-
er’s practice. The making is inherently slow. From search-
ing for the porcupine, harvesting the quills, dying, and
sewing them onto paper, the process is meticulous,
time-consuming, and slow. The intended experience for
the viewers is also slow, where one slowly follows the
lines and details of the quillwork and gradations of color.
Visually following a line in quillwork, particularly on a
large scale, becomes like reading a story. Slowness is also
a reflection on neurodiversity, where ‘being slow’ is a
derogatory term used for those who are neurodiverse.

For Dion Fletcher this process of reading a line in quill-
work is like learning a new language, where to learn
Lenape, she has been learning each syllable of each
word forwards and backwards and then again backwards
and forwards. Learning in this way breaks down the
Euro-western understanding of language where there is
only one direction of understanding a word — from left
to right. Dion Fletcher’s practice is rooted in Indigenous
perspectives to reframe ableist structures imposed by
colonization. In this way, Backwards and Forwards, in ti-
tle, not only suggests an indigenous way of learning and
a neurodiverse way of reading, but also a looking back to
be able to move forward.
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Curator’s note: When | was first invited to be the guest
curator for this exhibition | asked Vanessa Dion Fletcher
to share a few resources that are most important to her
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in this bibliography. As | made my way through them, |
found these resources profoundly important in under-
standing not only Dion Fletcher’s work, but also indige-
nous practices and perspectives in North American con-
temporary art and craft history.
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