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Search for cultural identity leads to art
 
by tiBBIE STllI.lE 

square editor 
Cultural connections are 

developed in different ways 
- some find resonance in 
traditional music, or legends 
passed down through the gen­
erations. For others, such as 
Da-ka-xeen Mehner, cultural 
identity is strongly tied to art. 

Mehner will be the first 
Alaska Native to graduate 
from the University of Alaska 
with a Master of Fine Arts in 
Native Arts degree. 

"I definitely feel very hon­
ored," he said. "I feel good to 
say the program is working for 
Alaska Natives ." 

For his M.F.A. thesis, 
"Reinterpretations," Mehner, 
who has Tlingit and Nishga 
ancestors, explored the themes 
of transformation and the 
connection between culture 
and identity through various 
media, including photography, 
traditional Tlingit wood carv­
ing and metal casting . 

Mehner, earned an asso­
ciate's degree at Institute 
of American Indian Arts in 
Santa Fe, N.M., and a bach­
elor of fine arts degree 
from University of Mexico in 
Albuquerque. While in New 
Mexico, he co-owned an art 
gallery. 

In 2000, the gallery closed, 
and Mehner moved back to 
his hometown of Fairbanks to 
work for the Local Laborers 
Hall 942 before deciding to go 
back to school for his master's 
degree. 

"The master's degree for 
me is about my personal trans­
formation from construction 
worker to professional artist," 
he said. "A lot of it has to do 
for the search for the identity 
within a cultural context." 

This transformat ion 
and search for identity is 
acknowledged in his work 
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II Evolution. II by Da-ka-Xeen Mehner. 

If you go 
What "Reinterpretations,· 
M.F.A. thesis exhibition by 
Da-ka-xeen Mehner 
When: 5-8 p.m. Friday 
Where: UAFArt Gallery, Fine 
Arts Complex 
Admission: Free 

"Evolution," a digital photog­
raphy piece that shows three 
stages of Mehner's life - he 
first appears as a construc- . 

tion worker, kneel ing with 
a hammer, then as business­
man that's leaning forward 
and appears to be in a hurry. 
The final image is of Mehner 
standing upright, dressed in 
Tlingit regalia and holding a 
drum and a dagger. 

Some of Mehner's works 
juxtapose the traditional with 
the modern: For example, 
"Bentwood Gaming Box" 
is made using the ancient, 
time-consuming techniques 
of steaming wood and chisel­
ing out joints, but it conceals 
a computer that was designed 
and built by Mehner. 

. The Friday opening of 
Mehner's exhibit couldn't 
come at a better time - right 
in the middle of the Festival 
of Native Arts . The UAF Art 
Gallery is right around the 
corner from the Charles Davis 
Concert Hall where the festival 
is being held. 




