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Ernest Smith

On the cover: The Picture Writer (The Tribe Historian) (MR 1051]

To celebrate the centennial of Ernie Smith’s birth, the
Tonawanda Reservation Historical Society proudly presents this

commemorative calendar. Inside are
12 images from paintings that he did
for the WPA Indian Arts & Crafts
Project, from 1935-1941.

Ernest Peter Smith was born
October 28, 1907 in a log cabin on
the Tonawanda Indian Reservation.
This was a mere 50 years after the
Tonawanda Band of Senecas
reclaimed their homeland by pur-
chasing 7,549 acres that had been

fraudulently sold out from under .
them. Ernie was the youngest of |

seven children of Louisa Sundown
Smith and Peter Smith. Born into the
Heron clan, he was given the Seneca

name Gaon-yaih, meaning, “From the Middle of the Sky.”

His talent for art came early; according to a New York
State Museum exhibition booklet, he said: “We would sit
around the table with paper and pencils and in the dim light
from a kerosene lamp, we would try to see who could draw
the best rabbit, weasel, owl and the big black bear or even
the hard working horse we had in the barn.” Although large-
ly self-taught, Ernie did study briefly under renowned

Batavia landscape artist Roy Mason.

Despite having to quit school at a young age to support his
aging mother, Ernie kept up with his artwork. He had numerous
jobs, including construction work, and working at Bell Aircraft. In

1935, Arthur C. Parker, the Director of the Rochester Museum of
Arts & Sciences (now the Rochester Museum & Science Center),
initiated the Indian Arts & Crafts Project, which was designed to
employ residents of the Tonawanda Reservation to make authen-
tic replicas of traditional Iroquois artifacts. Among the artists hired
for this project were Ernie’s older brother Kidd, and his sister Rose
Smith Spring. Ernie was hired to paint scenes of traditional stories
and culture.

Over 240 paintings were created by Ernie during the seven
years of the project. The ones included here show various aspects
of Seneca culture, both
pre- and post-contact.
. While some of his paint-
~ings have become well-
_ known as a result of
publication in numerous
books and articles,
many shown here have
never been published.
They show the depth of
Ernie’s artistry and
understanding of tradi-
tional Hau-de-no-sau-

Left: Ernest Smith, circa 1930. Photo courtesy Tonawanda nee values.
Reservation Historical Society, From the Violet “Ekay” Reuben col-

Above: Ernest Smith at an easel, painting. From the collections of Ernie continued to
the Rochester Museum & Science Center. [RM 9611] paint after the project

ended and sold his
works throughout his life. Exhibitions included the New York State
Museum and the Smithsonian. Ernie died on February 26, 1975 at
the age of 67. His artistic legacy continues to be appreciated by
Indians and non-Indians alike.



Mission Statement

The Tonawanda Reservation Historical Society was established for the purpose of preserving and disseminating the
history of the Tonawanda Seneca Indian Reservation for our people, for the generations yet unborn, and for the edu-
cation of non-Indians about our culture. To achieve this purpose the Historical Society’s goals are to collect and pre-
serve materials pertaining to the history of the Tonawanda Reservation and its people; to record and document his-
torically valuable information; make such materials available to researchers, the public and especially to Tonawanda
Reservation residents and their descendants; sponsor exhibits, publications, and other methods to inform and edu-
cate people about the history of the Tonawanda Reservation.

The Tonawanda Reservation Historical Society
P.O. Box 516, Basom, NY 14013
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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Painting by Ernest Smith. From the collections of the Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY
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The Tonawanda Reservation Historical Society wishes to thank the Rochester Museum & Science Center,
especially the Collections Department for the use of the images presented here. Copyright for these
images belong to The Rochester Museum & Science Center, 657 East Avenue, Rochester, NY 14607.
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