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INTRODUCTION

I first met David Slater in
Jackson Pollock’s and Lee
Krasner’s studio. As a
docent, he has welcomed
visitors into that space for
nearly ten years, guiding
them through its history
with the reverence and
wonder of one personally
acquainted with its magic.

David has led a magical life.
An artist for more than 70
years, he has lived, worked,
and exhibited the world
over. He received his
undergraduate degree from
the State University of New
York at Buffalo and his
Master’s degree from the
Rhode Island School of
Design, where he would
also go on to teach. While
classically trained, David’s
work retains the immediacy,
honesty, and playfulness of

one unrestrained by
systems. School of Design,
where he would also go on
to teach. While classically
trained, David’s work retains
the immediacy, honesty, and
playfulness of one
unrestrained by systems. 

David’s highly
autobiographical and genre-
defying works may be
interpreted as diary entries
of sorts. Narrative and
visual art work symbiotically
in these uniquely personal
documents. Perhaps no
series better encapsulates
David as an artist and a
human being as Wounded
Knee.

Begun in 1982 and
continuing through to this
day, David’s Wounded Knee
paintings recall his
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participation in the 1973
occupation of Wounded Knee
on the Pine Ridge reservation
in South Dakota.

For those unfamiliar,
Wounded Knee creek was the
site of one of the darkest
episodes in American history,
an 1890 massacre in which
U.S. troops gunned down
hundreds of Lakota men,
women, and children. This
was one of the final examples
of armed resistance on the
part of Indigenous peoples
against the U.S. government’s
relocation program. By the
1930's, the U.S. had replaced
traditional tribal law with
federally sponsored tribal
governments.

In 1973, protesters gathered at
Wounded Knee in opposition
to Richard “Dick” Wilson, then
chairman of the Oglala Sioux
tribe. Wilson was accused of
running the reservation like a

dictatorship, using his private
enforcers—the so-called
GOON Squad—to intimidate
opponents. Under Wilson’s
corrupt, Pine Ridge devolved
into destitution By returning to
the hallowed ground of
Wounded Knee, the protesters
tied their own struggle to the
unfinished story of broken
promises and historical
trauma.

Members of the American
Indian Movement, or A.I.M.,
flocked to the Pine Ridge
Reservation to lead an armed
rebellion against Wilson and
his GOON Squad. David Slater
joined A.I.M. as a volunteer.
Though an outsider, he related
deeply with the struggles of
the Pine Ridge residents – and
still does to this day.

David Slater’s Wounded Knee
paintings reflect the artist’s
personal recollection of the
event, his role in it, and the



extant characters involved.
Just as Jackson Pollock
incorporated the
methodologies of the
Navajo sand painter into his
pour paintings, so does
David synthesize the
historic occupation of
Wounded Knee into a
mythology all his own.

Since first meeting David in
the studio, I have come to
know him as an artist in the
truest sense of the word.
One who must create, one
who makes art from an
overflow of the heart.
Painting is David’s way of
processing his past and
anticipating his future.
Through his work, we not
only gain insight into a
fascinating individual, but
we learn about the world
around us through his lens. 

David often quotes the
Bukowski line, “find what
you love and let it kill you.”

Ironically, I have never met
an artist who lives, and lives
more vigorously, for what
they love than David Slater.





Jim Mone, Associated Press, 1973
A U.S. flag flies upside-down outside a
church occupied by members of the
American Indian Movement on March
3, 1973, on the site of the 1890
massacre at Wounded Knee, S.D..

Opposite: The Daily Republic, Mitchell,
SD, Thursday, March 15, 1973, p 11.



Portage Daily Register, Portage, WI, March 16, 1973, p 4.



Rapid City Journal,
Rapid City, SD, Tuesday
April 24, 1973, p 17.

David Slater listed
amongst the protesters
arrested.



In my initial proposal to the
Pollock-Krasner Foundation, I
asked for funding to continue
a series of paintings, begun in
1982, relating to my
participation as a combatant
during the Siege of Wounded
Knee in 1973.

Wounded Knee Creek, located
on South Dakota’s Pine Ridge
Reservation, has been a
sacred site for the Lakota
since 1890, when hundreds of
Lakota men, women, and
children wre massacred by
U.S. Army soldiers, partially as
revenge for Custer’s defeat in
1876. This was one of the last
armed battles between Indian
and American forces.

In 1934, the of Indian chiefs
was replaced by federal law.
Tribal presidents were
installed, as was a

governance based on the
American model. The new
model led to corruption
across several reservations.
In 1973, Dick Wilson,
president of the Oglala Sioux
Tribe at the Pine Ridge
reservation, embezzled funds
meant to build roads,
schools, and hospitals. Soon,
the Pine Ridge reservation
became the poorest
municipality in the United
States. The average life
expectancy for a male there
was 43. Teen suicide rates
were the highest in the
nation.

Dick Wilson was backed a
group of followers known as
the Guardians of the Oglala
Nation, or, the GOON Squad.
These were mercenaries who
would suppress any
opposition with violence. 
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Over the years, the GOON
Squad killed hundreds.

At one meeting of opponents
to this ruthless reign of terror,
a woman elder posed the
question: “Where are our
warriors to protect us?”

Russel Means, who was born
on Pine Ridge and lived in
Cleveland, attended this
meeting. Means was a
member of the American
Indian Movement. A.I.M. was
founded in Minneapolis,
where a large population of
Native Americans lived, and it
consisted mainly of Lakota
and Ojibway (Chippewa)
dedicated to protecting
against police brutality. Means
would recruit A.I.M. to defend
against the GOON Squad at
Pine Ridge. 

The GOON Squad prepared for
the arrival of A.I.M. by
establishing a machine gun

nest on the roof of a Pine
Ridge municipal building. The
armed “A.I.M.sters,” many of
whom were Vietnam veterans,
occupied a church in Pine
Ridge, making it their
headquarters. In response,
the federal government
surrounded Wounded Knee.
They sent in U.S. Marshals in
battle dress, Generals in
civilian clothes, F.B.I. agents,
and 15 armored personnel
carriers. Thus began a 71 day
siege. This included fire fights
between A.I.M. occupants
and federal forces. At least
250,000 rounds were fired.
One would think this would
have been national news.
However, the government
issued a press blackout.
Today, the history of the siege
is not known to most
Americans.

Russel Means with Dennis
Banks and Clyde Bellecourt
were leaders inside Wounded



Knee. Means called for
volunteers to come support
the takeover. I responded.

I hitchhiked from Rhode Island
to South Dakota. I arrived at a
place called Crow Dog’s
Paradise. The Crow Dog
family were from a line of
Heyoka Medicine Men. Henry
Crow Dog was there. His son,
Leonard, was the Medicine
Man inside Wounded Knee.
The famous Heyoka Medcine
Man Black Elk had been there
too. Crow Dog’s Paradise
served as a support camp,
organizing raids, recuperating
wounded warriors, stockpiling
food and supplies. Crow
Dog’s Paradise was, in fact,
located on the Rosebud
Reservation, which was next
to Pine Ridge, and was not
under martial law. When I
arrived, I volunteered to go on
a mission to bring food to the
besieged occupants of
Wounded Knee. The

government’s strategy was to
starve out the defenders.

Federal spies told the
government about our
mission and we were chased
by GOON Squad members. We
were arrested at gunpoint and
charged with impeding federal
Marshals, a felony.

In 1982, I decided to do a
series of paintings
documenting my experiences
with A.I.M. and at Wounded
Knee. Thus far, I have
completed 9 paintings in this
series. I plan to continue this
series until I reach 13
paintings. My next work will
portray the B-52 flown over
Crow Dog at 900 feet to warn
us to cease and desist or face
total annihilation. completed 9
paintings in this series. I plan
to continue this series until I
reach 13 paintings. My next
work will portray the B-52
flown over Crow Dog at 900



feet to warn us to cease and
desist or face total
annihilation.

I wish to thank the Pollock-
Krasner House and Study
Center for giving me the
opportunity to bring this major
historical event unto the
public eye.



David Slater, The Siege of Wounded Knee, ca. 2020, Acrylic, mixed
media on canvas



David Slater, Crow Dog's Paradise, ca. 2019,
Acrylic, mixed media on canvas



David Slater, The Sacred Hoop, ca. 2019, Acrylic, mixed
media on canvas



David Slater, Wounded Knee Offense/Defense Committee; The Funeral
of Frank Clearwater, ca. 1982/83, Oil on canvas



David Slater, You are an Old One; Oscar Bearrunner Guards the Tee-
Pee, ca. 1983/84, Oil on canvas



David Slater, Easter Eve, ca. 1985, Oil on canvas




