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Keeping Time, Manifesting Power 
 

Keeping Time represents an extraordinary achievement because of the size 
and variety of the exhibit.  Together, the works displayed here illustrate in depth 
the entire history of 19th century ledger art. 

Ledger art, named for the practice among Plains Indian peoples of 
drawing military exploits and other scenes of tribal life on the pages of 
accountant’s ledger books during 1860-1900, embodies the keeping of time in at 
least two senses of the phrase.  The artists who drew these images worked at 
keeping time through documenting the military and other exploits of individuals, 
even as the paper itself holds the stories – it keeps time.  In introducing ledger 
drawing, I also complicate those dual aspects of Keeping Time.  Ledger art not 
only represents a historically relevant form of depicting narrative events from an 
Indigenous point of view, but it also registers ways of visualizing space and time 
that complicate narrative history and introduce aspects of an indigenous world 
view that generally cannot be perceived by most people’s quotidian sensibilities.   

Ledger art appears during the early 1860s incorporating aspects of three 
well-established pictographic traditions on the Plains:  images carved on stone 
throughout Plain Indian territory in the western US and north into Canada; 
paintings on hide; and winter counts.  Stone images often represent war shields 
but also warriors arrayed for action and in battle scenes.  Although reminiscent 
of European heraldic devices, the shield designs display the spiritual power 
conferred through a vision or other sacred instruction from an other-than-human 
being.  Battle scenes show the manifestation of that spiritual power.  Winter 
counts painted on buffalo hide (an later on muslin) represent calendrical 
mnemonic devices that recall each year.  The tribal or band historian who kept 
the winter count added a small image that represented a particular event that 
took place and for which the year becomes named.  A communal process 
contributed to the choosing of the event and the image that represented it, 
generally during the Winter months when the band did not move as often, hence 
the name winter count.  Winter counts form part of the hide painting tradition 
that commemorated battles and other forms of status acquisition.  The buffalo 
hide painting (Plate 1), probably of Pawnee manufacture from the mid-19th 
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century, depicts nine black and red horses in order to underscore the wealth and 
status of its owner.   

 
Plate 1:  Buffalo Robe with Horses, Pawnee, ca. 1840 

At that point, horses were not yet abundant, and owning a horse herd 
indicated the presence of spiritual power that resulted in successful horse 
stealing or raiding expeditions.  Early hide paintings of large-scale engagements 
with enemies show individual acts of bravery and prowess, but emphasize the 
communal nature of a successful outcome. 

Ledger art emerges from the pictographic rock art and hide painting 
traditions because of three principal factors occurring on the Plains.  Indirectly 
and directly, the engagement with US military forces supporting settler 
movement and occupation increased both warfare and mobility among most of 
the Plains tribes.  Government policy encouraged the destruction of the buffalo 
population in order to force Plains groups to agree to treaties, land cessions, and 
eventually confinement to reservations.  Buffalo hides become scarcer at just the 
time that paper in the form of accountant’s ledger books could be acquired from 
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military supplies through annuities, purchase, gift, or capture.  The social and 
economic effect of these pressures on tribal organization increasingly 
emphasized the male component in Plains activities through warfare.  War 
societies flourish, their rituals became more elaborate, and as a result, war 
exploits as manifestations of acquired power become recognized individually, 
along with the reflected communal status.  Memorializing events that represent 
earn honor, status, and manifested power increasingly occurs on the pages of 
accountant’s ledger books, beginning in the 1860s, because they prove easier to 
acquire and transport.  In addition to the paper, Plains artists used graphite 
pencil and colored pencils, pen and ink, watercolor wash, and occasionally 
crayon, all acquired through purchase, gift, trade, or raid.  The Ewers Ledger 

 
Plate 2:  Ewers Ledger, front cover, collected ca. 1878 

(Plate 2) contains 35 drawings created by number of northern Cheyenne artists 
who depicted their previous military exploits in an accountant’s ledger book 
acquired from US military supplies, and later owned by Captain Ezra Philetus 
Ewers of the 5th US Infantry.  Northern Cheyenne warriors such as these signed 
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on as Indian scouts for the US Army after their people were forced onto 
reservations in the 1870s.  The military record of Captain Ewers, the Cheyenne 
participants, events, and other visual details found in the drawings, suggest that 
these artists documented engagements with Indian and US enemies in which 
they had participated during the previous decade. 

Beginning in the 1860s, and continuing through the rest of the century, 
ledger art develops in three stages, roughly chronological but always 
overlapping:   

1) Warrior exploits – visual narratives of communally validated individual 
acts of valor and victory that evolve from the hide painting, winter count, 
and rock art traditions.  Beginning in the 1860s, non-Indians collected 
early ledger books through battle and other forms of exchange, 
immediately understanding and sharing the interest in showing the 
events of warfare.  Drawings of warrior exploits begin to wane by the 
1880s. 

2)   Captivity ledger drawings - the most famous drawn by Cheyenne and 
Kiowa artists among the 72 southern plains warriors that were found 
guilty in 1874 after the Red River war, sentenced to imprisonment at Fort 
Marion in St. Augustine, Florida, where they served from 1875 to 1878. 
The Fort Marion captivity publicized ledger artists and their work as part 
of the process of “civilizing” and acculturating once “hostile” Indians, 
encouraging non-Indians to acquire, collect, and commission ledger art 
through the early 1890s.   

3)   Reservation ledger art - after the end of their freedom, and the warfare 
with US and other tribes, the generations of warriors began to pass, and 
the ledger art tradition changed emphasis to other forms of status and 
power, particularly hunting, courting, and religious ceremony.   
 



Keeping Time, Manifesting Power Ross Frank 

 5 

 
Warrior Exploits 

 
Plate 3:  Cheyenne, Vincent Price Ledger, page 238, ca. 1875-78 

Plate 3, from the Vincent Price ledger, illustrates the conventions and 
purpose of the earlier period of ledger art that focused on the individual acts of 
male warriors during battle with an enemy.  The protagonist generally occupies 
the right side of the drawing, and the movement proceeds from right to left.  In 
this scene, the Cheyenne (or Arapaho) warrior runs down a Pawnee enemy, 
spearing him with the lance he carries in his right hand and unseating him from 
his horse. Although the Pawnee warrior’s arrow does not make it to his bow, 
enemy arrows follow the victorious warrior, shot by pursuing Pawnee out of 
view.  As this drawing memorializes a specific event that probably took place in 
the mid-1870s, further research might identify the warrior by his distinctive 
shield showing a buffalo bull’s head in a circle of hoof prints, and perhaps by the 
impressive german silver hairplates or the extraordinary bone breastplate that he 
is wearing.  Oral histories and US military records may serve to further identify 
the actual event that the drawing documented.  Many ledger drawings, 
particularly of war exploits, have name glyphs (see Plates 4-6) hovering over the 
protagonist(s), often attached by a line as if it were a speech bubble in a cartoon.  



Keeping Time, Manifesting Power Ross Frank 

 6 

 
Plate 4:  “Wolf” - Cheyenne, Vincent Price Ledger, page 16, ca. 1875-78 

 
Plate 5:  “Eagle Head/Minimic” - Cheyenne, Vincent Price Ledger, page 62, ca. 1875-78 
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Plate 6:  Name glyph unknown - Cheyenne, Vincent Price Ledger, page 196, ca. 1875-78 

At the same time, the drawing also depicts something else – a moment of power 
that the Cheyenne (or Arapaho) warrior has been able to use, drawn from other-
than-human forces in the world, to subdue his enemy during a time of danger.  
This represents the key significance of ledger art:  depicting the spatialization of 
time to create manifested power.  All of its forms follow this central purpose. 

In the drawing of White Buffalo illustrated in Plate 7, a Cheyenne warrior 
illustrates the way that ledger drawings portray time through the manipulation 
of space.  

 
Plate 7: Cheyenne, White Buffalo Ledger, page 47, ca. 1880 

The magnificently costumed White Buffalo, with his calico shirt adorned by a 
german silver gorget on his chest, sweeping hairplates, red leggings, holding his 
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covered shield, rides down three Pawnee warriors in succession, two with bow 
and quiver, and one with a rifle.  White Buffalo’s horse prints show his 
movements, as do the tracks of the Pawnee enemies.  Although White Buffalo 
dispatches each of the Pawnee with his lance, he does not have one in hand at the 
moment we observe him on the scene.  The first two of his enemies he has lanced 
in the past, prior to the moment we view him.  Each has fired an arrow at White 
Buffalo, one hitting his shield and the other wounding his war pony.  The third 
Pawnee warrior has dropped his gun as he receives White Buffalo’s lance in the 
small of his back.  The temporal sequence of the narrative has been collapsed into 
one scene, rendered as a spatial relationship, what I term the spatialization of 
time.  This technique allows past events to unfold within a complex narrative 
that ends in the current moment, all encompassed in a single composition.  It 
serves both to provide a narrative of the event and to underscore the moment in 
which the power of White Buffalo is made manifest through the act of 
vanquishing his enemies. Even in violent military confrontations, ledger 
drawings emphasize the power transaction that involves the warrior and his 
connection to other-than-human sources of power that exist on a 
spiritual/cosmological plane, relationships that determine the fate of both 
protagonist and enemy.  The event may be memorialized by the warrior if he has 
artistic skills, or by another warrior artist in the band, but it receives communal 
validation through the process of creating the ledger drawing.   

Like drawings of prowess in battle, successful horse stealing episodes 
such as Plate 8 from the Macnider Ledger, show one’s power manifested:   

 
Plate 8: Lakota, Macnider Ledger, page 27, ca. 1880 
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the warrior sneaks in, takes those horses, and gets out.  The horses are valuable, 
and the affront that the protagonist has handed the enemy is registered as having 
taken some of their spiritual power;  a power transaction takes place in each of 
these images. 

 
Captivity 

Although military personnel acquired many ledger books during the 
“Indian Wars” of the 1860s and 1870s, as spoils of war or from Indian scouts in 
their units, much greater consciousness among non-Indians about patronage and 
the collectability of ledger art in the 19th century arose through the imprisonment 
of Plains warriors at Fort Marion in St Augustine, Florida.  In 1875, Captain 
Richard N. Pratt received the 72 male prisoners and one female at Fort Marion 
and made their imprisonment into an experiment about ways to civilize and 
educate (assimilate) the Indian prisoners.  Regimented in military form to work 
in the prison and receive instruction in English for volunteer school teachers, 
Pratt also encouraged the warrior-artists to continue to draw in order to help 
acclimate to their regimen inside of the prison.  Of the 72 warriors, about 30 of 
them worked as artists during their imprisonment.   

Further, Pratt was a very astute political and promoter of his experiment, 
and he gave many of the Ft. Marion ledger books to prominent politicians, his 
military superiors, congressmen, religious notables, and “Friends of the Indians”, 
who he thought could help him in continuing the experiment and in going 
beyond it.  Pratt established the Carlisle Indian School after the initial 
imprisonment of the Indians at Fort Marion ended in 1878, modeled after the 
Hampton School for emancipated Black slaves, already founded in Carlisle, PA 
after the end of the Civil War.  The Carlisle system for educating Indian youth in 
boarding schools, in order to manage the process of deracination — Pratt’s 
famous motto was “kill the Indian to save the man” —  became the model for all 
Indian schools in the US until the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. 

Plate 9 shows the long train journey after an eight-day march under  
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Plate 9:  Kiowa, Train on the Way to Fort Marion, ca. 1875 

military guard from Fort Sill to the railhead in Caddo, both in Indian Territory.  
Almost every ledger book produced during the three years of incarceration at 
Fort Marion includes at least one scene from this long and harrowing journey.  
As the prisoners travelled through towns on the train they attracted large crowds 
of settlers wanting to see what they looked like.  Newspapers both publicized 
and documented the journey as did the diaries of onlookers. 

Fort Marion artists also created many drawings of the activities of the 
prisoners in Fort Marion, from instruction in the classroom, sermons by Pratt or 
visiting dignitaries, to dances and other “traditional” activities that Pratt allowed 
as pageants for entertainment and instruction.  The prisoners drew scenes of 
their past from memory, either battles or other experiences from the early 
reservation years.  Plate 10, attributed to the Cheyenne warrior-artist Howling 
Wolf, illustrates a meeting of the Bowstring Society.  The drawing shows the tipi  
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Plate 10:  Howling Wolf or Chief Killer – Cheyenne Soldiers (Bowstring Society Meeting) 

Southern Cheyenne drawn at Ft. Marion, ca. 1876 

in which the meeting of the society takes place, beautifully decorated war horses 
hitched outside, and also provides an x-ray vision of what is happening inside at 
the meeting of the Bowstring warriors.  Again, time becomes spatialized.  The 
drawing consists of a snapshot of the general scene during which the event 
occurs, and simultaneously makes visible the activities taking place within the 
meeting with all of the accouterments;  it reveals a sequence of past, present, and 
future events.   

At the same time, drawing from memory, the Fort Marion artists tended 
to generalize their subjects.  Instead of the actual, specific event that takes place 
in the earlier ledger drawings of warrior exploits, we see a more communal and 
holistic view of the event as a type of activity, not a specific historical moment.  
In fact, many scenes in the Fort Marion ledgers are closer to the depiction of 
activities on a communal scale in earlier hide paintings of battles, but without a 
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connection to a commemorated event (see Plate 11).  The Fort Marion artists, 
such as Howling Wolf and Chief Killer represented in this exhibit, bring forth 

 

 
Plate 12:  Howling Wolf or Chief Killer – Cheyenne Warriors Attacking a Pawnee Camp,  

Southern Cheyenne drawn at Ft. Marion, ca. 1876 

memories of events in their entirety (see Plate 12).  In an extraordinary double 
page drawing (Plate 13), the reservation Agent drives annuity goods to a place of 
distribution, where the chiefs inspect them and then oversee their placement 
with the different household representatives.  Time is spatialized in this drawing, 
as the delivery of the goods, their inspection, sampling, and distribution, all take 
place simultaneously across the two pages.  Even so, the artist treats the event as 
a category, rather and a specific historical distribution of annuities, and the 
distance that memory introduces becomes visualized in the larger bird’s eye 
perspective in while the scene is rendered. 
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Plate 13:  Howling Wolf or Chief Killer – Indian Agent Distributing Annuities,  

Southern Cheyenne drawn at Ft. Marion, ca. 1876 

Compare Plate 12 to the Southern Cheyenne depiction of a procession of 
the Kit Fox society, Plate 14, drawn on the reservation near Fort Supply at 
approximately the same time that Howling Wolf produced the drawing of the 
Bowstring warrior society meeting.  Rather than the more generalized, holistic 
version of the event, the Cheyenne artist of the Sheridan Pages works to convey 

 
Plate 14: Kit Fox Society Procession, Southern Cheyenne, Sheridan Pages, ca. 1880 
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the actual feeling of what transpired during this procession.  The double page 
drawing portrays the spiritual energy harnessed in the movement of the Kit Fox 
Society participants, who become members individually by demonstrating 
superlative power as a warrior.  The comparison highlights how Fort Marion and 
contemporaneous reservation artists each narrate events differently due to their 
location and circumstance, while using the same visual elements and techniques. 

 

 
Plate 15: Chief Killer – Turkey Hunt, Southern Cheyenne drawn at Ft. Marion, ca. 1876 

Reservation 
Once the reservation system has begun in the US and incarcerated most of 

the tribes, ledger art changes in a number of ways.  Within a half of a generation, 
the number of male warriors who had participated in the “Indian wars” 
decreases precipitously.  On the reservation, younger men have no way to 
acquire status through fighting as had those of the previous generation.  New 
ledger artists emerge during the reservation years and they continue to depict 
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the same kind of concerns, but increasingly their drawings fall into three subject 
areas:  wildlife and hunting, courtship, and religious ceremony.  Earlier ledger 
books contain images pertaining to each of these subjects, but they come to 
predominate in ledger drawings created on the Plains Indian reservations after 
the mid-1870s. 

Animals and Hunting.  Ledger art created during the reservation years 
showing scenes of hunting also include an aspect of unseen power in the same 
vein as did warrior exploit drawings.  A man becomes a good hunter because 
they have cultivated and possess the kind of spiritual power that induces 
animals to make themselves available to supply the needs of the hunter and his 
people.  Plate 15 by Chief Killer (Cheyenne) in one sense shows the artist as a 
prosaic hunter, but it also marks a moment of manifested power existing as 
spatialized time.  Chief Killer’s prowess allows him to bag his fifth Turkey, as 
two are firmly attached to his saddle and another pair lie on the ground.   

The drawing of two fighting male bison by Frank Henderson (Plate 16), 
also provides an unseen dimension of meaning in addition to the apparent scene.  
Henderson, a member of the first class at Pratt’s Carlisle Indian School, returned 
to the reservation in Indian Territory and sent a book of drawings created by him 
and other artists in 1882 to one of his favorite teachers.  A wonderful example of 
spatialized time turned into manifested power, male buffalo fight over an 
opportunity for love-making.  Literature of the 19th century offers copious  

 
Plate 16: Frank Henderson – Buffalo Fighting, Arapaho, Henderson Ledger, page 6, ca. 1882 
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descriptions of what happened when males fought over a mate, their 
tremendous, thunderous sounds and the palpable, earth-moving power of their 
attack.  In a spiritual sense, man and buffalo are connected within Cheyenne 
cosmology, and the action of men can affect the continued replenishment of the 
buffalo, as well as the reproduction of the Cheyenne.  In normal time, the 
drawing shows two buffalo fighting, but in the realm of spatialized time 
rendered manifest, it indexes the most fundamental impulses in the cosmos that 
create the incredible power here manifested.  This kind of power lies at the core 
of the courtship scenes drawn by the artists of the Sheridan Pages in the exhibit.   

Courtship.  Keeping Time includes perhaps the largest group of Plains 
Indian courtship scenes ever displayed in one venue.  Sheridan Pages (and its 
companion Sheridan Ledger) are unusual in that courting comprises the only 
subject of these drawings.  These scenes depict all of the subtleties, conventions, 
and elegance of Southern Cheyenne courting during the early reservation period 
of the late 1870s.  The courtship scenes in the Macnider Ledger represent roughly 
contemporary Lakota examples.  At the root of these drawings is the attempt to 
harness the power of sexual attraction and love analogous to that demonstrated 
by the fighting buffalo discussed above (Plate 16).  Courting generally takes place 
with a chaperone present, either a woman, a male buddy of the suitor, or a 
transgender go-between, variously referred to as man-women, two spirit, or 
berdache.  After various meetings the male offers his cloak, and if accepted, 
extends it around her.  One drawing provides an example of early Cheyenne  

 
Plate 17: Southern Cheyenne, Man Meeting Four Women, Sheridan Pages, page 39, ca. 1878 
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serial dating; the protagonist choosing between four of women as to whom will 
be the object of his attentions (Plate 17). There are a number of examples of a 
berdache attending to courting couples in this exhibit, such as in Plate 18.  The 
caption identifies the tipi as that of “Glad Road, a noted ‘man-woman’ medicine 
man, Fort Supply, 1879.  Although captions on ledger art are notoriously  

 
Plate 18: Courting Scene, Cheyenne or Lakota?, Unknown Ledger, page 79, ca. 1879 

uninformed, or just plain incorrect, the figure, clothing, and posture of the go-
between separating the suitor from his love interest indicate that in this case it is 
on the mark. 

Ceremony.  During the reservation years, participation in religious 
ceremony took on even more importance as a venue where men could prepare 
themselves to cultivate, receive, and responsibly harness power.  The Lakota 
muslin tipi liner (Plate 19), fashioned and illustrated in the early 20th century, 
displays a Lakota Sun Dance as its central decoration.  Tipi liners created an air 
passage along the inner perimeter of the tipi and helped to draw cold air up to 
the center of the tipi and outside, removing much of the moisture and smoke that 
would otherwise collect inside.  The Sun Dance represented an important 
ceremony conducted at an annual gathering that brought bands together to form 
‘the hoop of the nation”.  All of the Plains tribes observed (and observe) similar 
ceremonies in their own manner.  During the days of preparation and ceremony, 
pledgers work to “make themselves pitiful” and open themselves to other-than-
human beings of great knowledge that can provide spiritual power and guidance, 
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and prepare the pledger to assume and to use a modicum of that power.  Prayers 
and an offering transform the pledger into a spiritual state that facilitates the 
transfer of knowledge.  During the Sun Dance preparations, members of animal 
dreamer societies may also place themselves into a transformational spirit state.   

 
Plate 19: Pictographic Muslin, attributed to Jaw/Okicizi Tawa, Standing Rock Lakota, ca. 1910 

The resulting kinds of power that a pledger or a dreamer might receive makes 
them a more useful and powerful person and placed them in a position to better 
assist the band and tribe.  The Medicine Lodge scene, attributed to Howling Wolf 
(Plate 20), shows Cheyenne pledgers presenting themselves to the Medicine Tree, 
alongside their sponsors, Medicine chiefs, and other honorees.  All the people 
attend and observe.   

Hunting buffalo, stealing horses, success in battle, and courtship — all 
relate to the acquisition and proper use of unseen power.  That power comes 
from a conception of time that is spatialized into power and manifested through 
the actions of men and women who strive to gain access through their actions. 
These areas of life can be altered by the knowledge and power that ceremonies 
such as the Sun Dance can provide.  Ledger drawings depict a moment from the 
actual ceremony, happening in time, ritualized into manifested power, and 
accessible only to those who are prepared in such a manner that they may 
perceive and use it.  Ledger art contains both of aspects of the narrative:  it tells a 
story accessible to all who view it;  and it contains the markers for the unseen  
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Plate 20: :  Howling Wolf or Chief Killer – Cheyenne Medicine Lodge 

Southern Cheyenne drawn at Ft. Marion, ca. 1876 

epistemological system that provides the power to animate all things and make 
their actions intelligible to indigenous sensibilities, a transcendent meaning that 
is embodied within the ledger drawings. 

The examples of ledger art the exhibit also represent counter narratives, 
since these ledger artists created works with an indigenous understanding of 
time, space, and power, and did so within a colonial context.  Plains Indian 
artistic traditions proceeded from hide painting, to drawings of military exploits, 
to the reservation depictions of animals and hunting, love and courtship, and 
ceremony with all of its powerful attributes, but the conventions used to depict 
meaning within these subjects survived from autonomous living to reservation 
life.  By embedding the knowledge and understanding of another way of being 
and knowing within these forms of artistic production, Plains Indian artists 
created in essence anti-colonial statements. 
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The ways that space and time work in the world provide power that 
people can collect and use.  It is that part of ledger art that is still legible to many 
indigenous people in North American and elsewhere today.  Since the 1970s, a 
generation and a half of contemporary ledger artists now operate within this 
tradition, using some of the same conventions, and in some ways much more 
explicitly making the connections between those larger contexts of ledger art and 
comments on their own identities and group identities, all within what still are 
essentially colonialist regimes in North America for indigenous peoples.  What 
we see in this exhibit resonates with all of these aspects to the present day.  
Perhaps we, non-Indians and Indians, can partake of these understandings of 
ledger art, in addition to its aesthetic power and sensibility. 
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