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Preface
“¡No sea tan Indio!” This was an admonishment I heard now and then
when I was a child in Colombia. “Don’t be such an Indian!” It was directed at
me whenever I failed to observe proper etiquette. A more literal translation is
“Don’t be so much the Indian!” This meaning is more telling of a certain anxiety
the expression betrays, an unease about Native identity found in much of Latin
America. In regions where racial categories are not as easily invoked as a stable
marker of identity, Native identity is more often determined by cultural means,
such as language, fashion, customs, manners, music, art, and food. Although
these signifiers are themselves fairly slippery, it is their instability that produces
such anxiety about, and vigilance against, behavior that may allude to Native
identity.
The difference in the ways in which racial categories function between
South and North, between my place of birth, the source of initial cultural identity,
and my current home and site of assimilation, has always framed the ways in
which I examine culture. It was during a panel discussion held for the opening of
“Anticipating the Dawn: Contemporary Art by Native American Women,” a
show held at the Gardiner Art Gallery of Oklahoma State University in January of
2000, that, after some decades, I heard the admonishment again. This time it
was part of an anecdote told by Ofelia Zepeda, the Tohono O’odham linguist
and poet. She recounted how as a little girl she was scolded not to be “such an
Indian” when she misbehaved. Unlike my experience, however, hers was part of
a history of struggles that resisted, rather than embraced, assimilation. Her warning was against behaving like the figure of the savage that the dominant culture
had constructed, a warning that highlighted and embraced the specificity of
her Tohono O’odham ancestry. The Indian she was warned not to be like was the
colonial stereotype of the wild Indian. My reprimand, on the other hand, was a
Eurocentric negation of any possible trace of the Indigenous within.
The difference between the vigilance practiced by Zepeda’s family and
that enforced by mine motivates my discussion in the following study of the uses
of the Native image in the production of art and its history. While the admonish-
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ment Zepeda recalled invoked a colonial gaze that was immediately supplanted by her Tohono O’odham perspective on civility, mine reinforced a nostalgia for a Eurocentric perspective that denied the presence of the Native.
My migration north was the kind that many of us have made, seeking economic stability, educational opportunities, and an overall improved quality of life.
However, the successful traversal of the many borders created to maintain an infrastructure that favors the north has required a great degree of assimilation, a
process that distanced me from my Native self. This study is an intellectual journey
back to that self.
My quest began with my interest in art history, and that most European of
cultural periods, the Dutch Golden Age. The analysis of this realistic, and, thus, highly effective, imagery allowed me a perspective on how the Native was imagined
then, and to a great extent continues to be conceived today, within the project of
empire. My engagement with the history of this way of looking was eventually supplanted by an interest in contemporary visions of Indigeneity, particularly those
produced by Native artists themselves. This study is intended as a contribution to
the critical analysis of this contemporary vision of the Native.

1

Introduction
The agency of the native cannot simply be imagined in terms of a
resistance against the image—that is, after the image has been
formed—nor in terms of a subjectivity that existed before, beneath,
inside, or outside the image. It needs to be rethought as that which
bears witness to its own demolition—in a form that is at once image
and gaze, but a gaze that exceeds the moment of colonization.
—Rey Chow (144)

In this study, I attempt to identify various aesthetic strategies employed in the visual representation of Native Americans as part of the function of nation building.
Whether used in the ongoing production of the United States as a nation-state or
as Native efforts toward decolonization, the discourses that contextualize the
Native as image are constantly being reconfigured.1 I examine the role of art history and anthropology, academic disciplines intimately involved in defining Native visual culture, in order to locate and analyze institutional sites where these
discourses are produced, preserved, disseminated, and consumed, namely: the
archive, the academy, and the museum. I focus my discussion on case studies
that illustrate various efforts by Native artists to decolonize these discourses, efforts that often rely on visual self-representation.
Ultimately, I analyze approaches to reading the image of the Native
body, with particular attention to self-portraiture, as instances in which the body
is produced as a sovereign site. My argument is that by considering these aesthetic practices within the context of nationalism it is possible to recognize the
production of a gaze that, as Rey Chow describes in the epigraph above, “exceeds the moment of colonization.”
I have limited the scope of my analysis to the investigation of discourses in
which the Native as image is actively contested. Although there is much overlap
among them, the three institutional sites of my analysis are locations that are deI am using Michel Foucault’s broad notion of discourse, which he defines as those signifying “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (1972 49).
1
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fined and organized by disciplinary, thus ideological, schemata. Within these institutions, the Native body is often negotiated by means of an essentialist invocation, whether by imperialist discourses seeking to reify the Native as subject or by
avant-garde Native artists looking to disrupt the body’s articulation within the
project of empire. Although there are many other sites where discursive productions of Native subjectivity can be found (e.g., legal, popular, religious, medical),
I have selected these three locations as primarily invested in defining Native visual culture.
My approach is indebted to Michel Foucault’s formulation of discourse. The
idea that an object does not precede but is instead constituted by those signifying
practices that define it is particularly useful for investigating the discursive production of the Native as the West’s fundamental other. In order to examine these practices adequately, my study requires an interdisciplinary approach, one that can be
categorized as belonging to the practice of visual studies. Although defining the
parameters and methodologies of visual studies has been the focus of scholarly
debates for some time, what is useful for my investigation are the possibilities this
approach allows to draw from disciplines as required by the conditions being analyzed.2
The disciplines most relevant for my inquiry are anthropology and art history,
which, like most disciplines, are already innately interdisciplinary. I will especially
draw from the self-critiques developed within these fields that re-evaluate their role
in the production of the other. This process of self-criticism has been the object of
methodological reevaluations from within both fields for some time.3

2 The field of visual studies, also referred to as visual culture and visual (and) cultural studies, by definition resists a clear formulation of its interdisciplinarity. Designating boundaries for this approach would limit its pursuit of politically effective analyses. For a debate
on the parameters of visual studies, and whether it should even be considered a field,
see Mieke Bal, “Visual Essentialism and the Object of Visual Culture,” and “Responses to
Bal’s ‘Visual Essentialism and the Object of Visual Culture.’” For a history of the development of the field in the U.S. see Elkins, Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction and Dikovitskaya, Visual Culture. For a British perspective, see Jenks, Visual Culture, and Walker
and Chaplin, Visual Culture: An Introduction.

Within anthropology, a selection of early self-critiques includes Johannes Fabian, Time
and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University Press,
3
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Anthropology has always demonstrated an anxiety about its engagement
with the other, a subject position whose construction has been, to a great extent,
the objective of the discipline. This anxiety has given rise to periodic reassessments
of the fundamental aims of the discipline as well as its methodological approaches. Therefore, anthropology has been a field that carefully assesses the form as well
as the content of its knowledge production. The traditional academic study of the
other often includes traveling to a site in order to engage in a variety of exchanges—some public and formal, others private and intimate—exchanges that
are recorded, digested, and then represented within the context of academic discourses. The site and process of fieldwork has traditionally depended on producing
a narrative of face-to-face encounters with those considered different enough to
be objects of study.
The disciplinary production of narratives of encounter with the other is given
the name of ethnography, a form of narrative writing whose critical reassessment
by James Clifford and George Marcus marked a key moment in the history of the
field. By questioning the primacy afforded the voice of the ethnographer—whose
presence in the encounter is privileged and authorized by the narrative itself—and
proposing a more self-conscious and dialogic form of writing about the other, Clifford and Marcus unsettled the discipline’s methodological foundations.4
Within art history, critical practitioners have come to understand and take
responsibility for their role in the production of knowledge about the other. They
have inserted themselves within the space of analysis and acknowledged their role
in the process of representation. As art historian Hans Belting observed early in this

1983); Clifford and Marcus, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography; Clifford, The Predicament of Culture. A selection of art historical scholarship critical of the
field’s dealings with native art includes: Berlo, The Early Years of Native American Art History; Jonaitis, Chiefly Feasts; Cole, Captured Heritage; Phillips, “Why Not Tourist Art? Significant Silences in Native American Museum Representations,” in After Colonialism: Imperial Histories and Post-Colonial Displacements; Rushing, Native American Art and the New
York Avant-Garde; and essays by Nemiroff, Houle and Townsend-Gualt in Land, Spirit,
Power.
Clifford expanded his criticism in his The Predicament of Culture. For a comprehensive
overview of anthropological scholarship focused on Indigenous art production, see Rebecca Dobkins, “Art,” in A Companion to the Anthropology of American Indians.

4
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period of re-assessment: “Art history . . . studies vehicles of representation, namely
works of art. But we often forget that art history itself practices representation” (57).
Therefore, particular attention has been paid within the discipline not only to how
its objects of study are selected but also to how and by whom they are historically
and critically framed. This is an analysis that pays close attention to historiography,
the process of writing history, and, more recently, to the way in which art history
writes its own history.5 This has been particularly important for the subfield that concentrates on the history of Native art.6
Much of this criticism has focused on the perceived distance, both temporal
and spatial, between scholar and the object of study. Both art historians and anthropologists have reconsidered their relationship to the ways in which distance has
been invoked to support claims of objectivity while, at the same time, objectifying
other cultures. As the anthropologist Nicholas Thomas explains: “it must be recognized that anthropology is a discourse of alterity, a way of writing in which us/them
distinctions are central, and which necessarily distances the people studied from
ourselves” (1991 3). Janet Berlo, a historian of Native art, noted the self-critical turn
within her discipline:
[W]e see the history of American Indian art history in terms of shifting truths,
falsehood, appropriations, scholarly formulations, and public responses—
different conjunctures for different historical moments. . . . The last quarter of
the twentieth century is clearly an era in which self-evaluation and a selfcritical stance are central to the enterprise of encountering other cultures
and their arts. (1992 15)
Mindful of the self-criticisms developed within, and at times across, these disciplines,
I have taken care to not only employ their methodologies as tools for analysis but,
at the same time, I have also included them among the subjects of this study.
A selection of provocative takes on the writing of/as art history, Derrida, The Truth in
Painting,; Holly, Past Looking. Much work produced in the name of “visual culture” is selfconscious about the role of the historian and critic in the production of narratives, some
verging on solipsism.
5

For a history of the development of the historiography on Native American art, see Berlo, “Introduction: The Formative Years of Native American Art History,” in The Early Years
of Native American Art History.
6
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As I mentioned above, my selection of the particular discursive sites I have
chosen to analyze (the archive, the museum, and academia) has much to do
with their function in the production of the nation. In his description of the emergence of the nation-state in the West, Benedict Anderson categorizes these
kinds of discursive sites as “institutions of power.” The particular institutions he discusses—the census, the map, and the museum—form part of a process he describes as “a systemic, even Machiavellian, instilling of nationalist ideology
through the mass media, the education system, administrative regulations, and
so forth.” For Anderson, the imposition of an official nationalist ideology is complemented, and at times contested, by a “genuine, popular nationalist enthusiasm” (163). My interest in examining these visual sites, however, is not to discern
an official from a popular nationalist narrative, but, instead, to consider Native
strategies enacted within and against these institutions that may propose alternatives to the hegemonic nation-state, official or otherwise. 7
The end of the nation-state as the legitimate international expression of
sovereignty has been proclaimed for some time. Recent work by Marxist theorists
has reconsidered the historical claims made for the nation-state as a liberatory
vehicle. As Giovanni Arrighi argues, during the rise of capitalism:
the leading agencies of the formation and expansion of the capitalist
world system appear to have been organizations that are either something less (city-states and quasi-states) or something more (quasi-empires)
or something different (business diasporas and other transterritorial capitalist organizations) than nation-states. (41)
Although he does not deny that “at a decisive moment of its evolution, the Eurocentric capitalist world system did become embodied in a system of nationstates,” Arrighi stresses the importance of considering the function of other formations of power (41). However, no matter what form the nation takes, it is the
imagining and, for the purposes of this study, the imaging of community into a

In the revised and extended edition of his treatise, Anderson includes a chapter on the
census, the map, and the museum as institutions of power that “profoundly shaped the
way in which the colonial state imagined its dominion” (164). For a critique of the Western trajectory outlined by Anderson, see Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments.
7
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coherent political unit that has allowed for substantial and ongoing change on
the world stage.
In their provocative reconsideration of the relationships between postmodernism, postcolonialism, and globalization, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri
continue to argue for the efficacy of nationalism, particularly for its usefulness for
those communities resisting domination by imperialist nation-states. They insist
that, “whereas the concept of nation promotes stasis and restoration in the
hands of the dominant, it is a weapon for change and revolution in the hands of
the subordinated” (106). In this view, it is clear that the nation, whether manifested in the form of the nation-state or not, remains an endeavor productive of
oppressive as well as liberatory goals. Therefore, we need to keep in mind this
plurality and think in terms of nationalisms. 8
Although nationalist projects may have multiple agendas, it may be helpful to divide them into two groups: imperialist and anti-imperialist. This is what cultural theorist Timothy Brennan has proposed in order to distinguish the political
impetus of nationalist movements. He defines imperialist nationalisms as those
“project[s] of unity [formed] on the basis of conquest and economic expediency” while anti-imperialist nationalisms are those that take on “the task of reclaiming community from within boundaries defined by the very power whose presence denied community” (1990 58). Within this framework, Native communities
dedicated to maintaining and exercising their sovereignty would be operating
under the banner of anti-imperialist nationalism, a project of decolonization that
aims to preserve a pre-existing community.
It is important to consider that most Native communities seeking decolonization do not have to imagine themselves anew. In fact, it is by resorting to their
pre-colonial epistemologies that Native resistance to imperialism has often been
enacted. This is explicitly the case in terms of cultural manifestations of the nation. It is from these historical legacies, from traditional indigenous epistemologies, that the artists I will discuss primarily draw for their anti-imperialist aesthetic
projects. Imperialist nationalisms, however, also depend on their own traditions,
8

For a critique of Hardt and Negri’s theory of resistance, see Brennan, Wars of Position.
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on legacies of images produced and systematically arranged as forms of knowledge about the other. Hence, this study considers the tensions, conflicts, and
responses of these competing nationalisms, particularly as they are manifested
within the visual realm. 9
The history of the Western production and circulation of images of Native
Americans is much older than five hundred years. As anthropologist Peter Mason
has observed:
Before America was discovered it already had a place in the European
imaginary. The myth of the Golden Age, the Wild Man and Wild Woman,
Atlantis, the travels of Marco Polo, the “travels” of Sir John Mandeville—
these had all prepared the ground for an encounter with the New World in
which the New was already familiar. (1990 7)
The source of the image of this familiar other, as is the case with most Western
origins, can be located in ancient Rome and Greece. Mason traces many of the
images used to narrate the early histories of Native Americans to monstrous races described by writers such as Pliny and Herodotus. These ancient writings describe horrible deformed creatures with human forms, often disfigured or with
multiple appendages. And their monstrosity increases the farther they are found
from the centers of civilization, i.e. Greece and Rome.
Part of Mason’s project is to trace how these images and descriptions travel through time, how they are modified and transformed to describe various instances of Europe’s encounter with the other. An example of how these images
are articulated from one situation to another is the adoption of the Plinian race
of Blemmyae—beings without a head but whose mouth and eyes are in their
chests—to describe Native Americans. An early visual representation of the creature is found in a fifteenth-century history book by Hartmann Schedel, which
shows a variety of the images that were added to illustrate these ancient narratives (Figure 1). The top image on the left column depicts a member of the CyFor a comprehensive study of early European imagery of Native Americans, although
without a self-critical framework, see Honour, The New Golden Land. The book is based
on an exhibition organized by the Cleveland Museum and the National Gallery of Art to
commemorate the bicentennial of the United States. For the catalogue of the exhibition,
see Honour, The European Vision of America.
9
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nocephali, a race of men with the heads of dogs. The next image below it shows
a one-eyed Kyklopes. The third image shows one of the Blemmyae in a gesture
of animated conversation. We can compare this image with one printed in the
eighteenth century as an illustration for a text by Joseph Françoise Lafitau (Figure
2). The images on this page were derived from the ethnographic studies by John
White, with the exception of the Blemmyae depicted in the top row.

Figure 1. Page from Hartmann Schedel, Nuremberg Chronicle, 1493, folio xii, with detail
of Blemmyae figure.

Mason offers an explanation for the odd inclusion of an ancient monster
into a study of Native Americans. He explains that, despite his usual skepticism of
the accounts described by Pliny and others, Lafitau conceded to the inclusion of
the image after hearing of an Iroquois hunter’s own encounter with a similar
creature (1990 106). We should also consider the nature of Lafitau’s comparative
methodology as contributing to the juxtaposing of these images. His idea was to
compare the customs of Native Americans with those of the ancient civilizations

9
so that one could help to explain the other (Pagden 208). The connection between ancient civilizations and contemporary Native Americans becomes personified in the figure of the Blemmyae, a familiar cipher for the unknown Native.10

Figure 2. J.F. Lafitau, Moeurs des sauvages amériquains, comparées aux moeurs des
premiers temps, Paris 1724, 2 vols.

In many ways the monstrous image of the Blemmyae does belong beside
White’s more ethnographically informed images of Native Americans. Regardless
of claims to their accuracy, his images are also European projections of indigenous subjectivity. The Native as the image of Europe’s other belongs to an economy of images produced to affirm, once again, the primacy of the West, to
substantiate the origin of civilization as Western. This legacy of the Native as image is one that Native artists continuously engage in their projects of decolonization.
As Lafitau explained: “The ancient authors have given me information on which to
base happy conjectures about the Indians, the customs of the Indians have given me
information on the basis of which I can understand more easily and explain more readily
many things in the ancient authors” (Pagden 200).
10
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In each of the chapters that follow, I analyze the ways in which Native art
production constitutes not just a decolonizing response to a Western gaze but, at
the same time, an enunciation of sovereign subjectivity. In chapter one, my
analysis takes the photographic archive as a specific situation where images of
Native Americans have been produced in accordance with aesthetic strategies
that place Native communities as precursors to the development of the United
States as a nation-state. I take as an example the vast body of work by Edward
Curtis (1868-1952), analyzing its ideological implications specifically within nationalist discourses, not only by examining the content of his work—the image of
the authentic Native before disappearing forever—but also its aesthetic deployment of nostalgia. While this desire for a distant past, occupied by Natives no
longer existing in the present, was convenient for the building of a nation, the
aesthetic strategies used to incite nostalgia have also been valuable for Native
artists eager to affirm their own history. 11
By critically observing how Curtis straddled the ethnographic and artistic
practices of his time in the name of nation, the relevance of his archive today is
made clearer. Chapter two looks at the impact of Curtis’s work on the way that
both Native and non-Native viewers imagine the Native subject today. This
chapter focuses on the direct and indirect responses to this oeuvre by contemporary Native artists. The legacy of Edward Curtis’s massive archive of the photographic documentation of the vanishing Indian is continuously co-opted into
the practices of various artists who have approached his representations as belonging their own iconographic traditions. The theoretical framing for this first
chapter introduces a discussion of nostalgia as an effect that is aesthetically,
and, in the case of Native artists, retroactively produced in the name of nationalist unity.
While in the first two chapters I emphasize an analysis of the vast production of and struggles for control over visual representation located at the site of

For a discussion of the photograph as simultaneously documentary evidence and archival record, as an object that catalogues itself, see Enwezor, “Archive Fever: Photography between History and Monument,” in Archive Fever: Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art.
11
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the archive, chapter three looks at how academic methodological approaches
to the archive can obscure, and at times render invisible, the Native subjects
represented. My focus is on the figure of Aby Warburg, considered one of the
“fathers” of art history and a contemporary of Curtis. While they have little in
common, a trip Warburg took to the American southwest led to an engagement
with Native communities there that resulted in his production of photographic
documentation and acquiring a large collection of objects. His memories of this
excursion, along with his many notes and photographs contributed to the development of a now famous lecture, which he delivered twenty-seven years after
his trip. Of all his work, this lecture—which includes a sensationalized description
of the Hopi snake dance ceremony—has become emblematic for scholars today of an intrepid interdisciplinarity.
My analysis of current treatments of Warburg and his engagement with
the Hopi is a case study of the limits of the capacity of interdisciplinary fields to
be self-critical about their role in the production of the Native as image. While
much emphasis has been placed on Warburg’s methodology and his art historical milieu, I also examine his engagement with anthropology to better understand his trip to the American southwest. His journey provided him with the opportunity to develop insights into the persistent re-emergence of ancient symbols, leading many of today’s scholars interested in his work to praise his unorthodox approach as highly productive. However, his comparison of the ceremonial activities of Native Americans that incorporate the snake with those of
ancient Greek cults that also focused on this highly symbolic creature, ignored
the significance of these ceremonies for the Hopi, thus, denying them subjectivity
in their performative enunciation of their identity. Today’s scholars, whose focus is
on Warburg and his method, repeat this denial. A comparison of Warburg’s anthropological influences with Curtis’s allows for a better contextualization of the aftermath of Warburg’s visit to the southwest, the influences, for example, of his
collecting activities in the development of the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, a
significant institution in defining Germany vis-à-vis the Native other.
And it is the site of the museum that is the focus of the fourth chapter. An
analysis of various exhibitionary practices of museums allows for a consideration
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of the importance of location and the negotiation of space as constitutive of
Native identity. I am particularly interested in the site specificity of museums—the
meaning produced by the visitor’s journey there—and the contributions by these
institutions to the production of communal identities, especially through their
production of ideologically charged space. By applying Mieke Bal’s work on the
process of exhibiting as a speech-act, I explore the representation of Native bodies within the space of the museum to consider the agency of Native artists to
intervene in the production of the museum as place. I also compare traditional
western museums with tribal museums to argue for the different readings
prompted by their geographic location. Part of this analysis involves not only
looking at the significance of place in engaging museums, but also looking at
how space is produced within museums, particularly through the use of display
technologies such as dioramas and replicas of traditional dwellings. My treatment ends with an exploration of a few examples that show how the significance and function of traditional Indigenous dwellings have been reclaimed, a
reclamation that also converts the spaces as Native places.
In the final chapter, I look at the work of contemporary Native artists in order to reverse the perspective on the production of otherness and consider the
production of the self, primarily through an analysis of self-portraiture. I look at the
multiple forms of address of Native self-portraiture, which engages the viewer as
a figure explicitly representing both an individual subject as well as a member of
a Native community. In this sense, I liken this genre of self-portraiture to testimonial literature in which the author tells his or her own story as also the story of a
people. I also discuss the role of postcolonial theory as a means of framing this
type of visual production in order to consider these images as postcolonial critiques in themselves. The chapter ends with an analysis of “About Face,” a recent
exhibition exclusively dedicated to Native self-portraiture. Using Bal’s definition of
an “allo-portrait,” a self-portrait depicting the artist in the guise of someone
else—a self-othering, I analyze the show’s failure to adequately define the genre
of Native self-portraiture. I argue that, while self-portraiture may promise an unmediated opportunity for self-representation, its dissemination always requires a
discursive framework. the inability of the show’s curators, and the contributors to
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the catalogue, to contextualize the work within categories that take Native
perspectives into account points to the discursive framing that self-portraiture requires, a framing that , as a form of representation in itself, has the potential to,
once again, silence the voice of the Native. As with the whole of this study, I advocate a reading of Native imagery—both that of and by Natives—that is attentive to that voice.

14

Chapter 1
Reading the Last Image and Beyond
“History” in America is a part of nostalgia, and nostalgia is a disease
deriving not from loss but from a vacuum.
—Jimmie Durham (1993 200-201)

Photographs made by indigenous makers are the documentation
of our sovereignty, both politically and spiritually.
—Jolene Rickard (1995 54)

In his essay titled “Ghost in the Machine,” Paul Chaat Smith (Comanche) muses
about the Native appropriation of two related technologies: guns and cameras.
He notes that the camera, as much as the gun, has been used as a weapon to
subjugate American Indians. He writes that, as a result: “Exploration of the cutting-edge theoretical issues that photography presents is one of our traditions.
Each of us has complex relationships with photography, and each knows it. That
relationship is one of culture, of history, of politics” (7).
The connection Smith makes between the gun and the camera was one
that Susan Sontag had explored in terms of the similarities in the vocabulary used
for both technologies: “[W]e talk about ‘loading’ and ‘aiming’ a camera, about
‘shooting’ a film” (14). There is no doubt that the camera continues to yield
much power; the critical difference today is who is doing the shooting.
In this chapter, I explore the uses of photography in the development of
the image of the Native as a foundational figure in the production of the United
States as a nation-state. In particular, I look at the aesthetic strategies used to
produce a nostalgic vision of the vanished Native in order to contrast that view
with Native-produced images that invite a different sort of nostalgic reading. My
analysis begins with a discussion of the vast oeuvre of Edward Curtis as a case
study of the production of a nationalist photographic archive whose purpose
was to record, for the posterity of the nation, the vanishing of the American In-
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dian. I will follow my discussion of the ideological implications of these nationalist
nostalgic aesthetic practices by analyzing the work of contemporary Native artists whose own aesthetic strategies also result in the production of nostalgia. In
their case, however, I identify works that maintain notions of community based
on the production of a recuperative nostalgia, a nostalgia invoked in order to
regain histories erased by the workings of colonialism.
A Nationalist Photographic Archive
I would like to begin by considering Foucault’s notion of the archive, which he
describes as:
that which . . . defines at the outset the system of its enunciability. . . . Far
from being that which unifies everything that has been said in the great
confused murmur of a discourse, far from being only that which ensures
that we exist in the midst of preserved discourse, it is that which differentiates discourses in their multiple existence and specifies them in their own
duration. (1972 129)
What Foucault is pointing out here is that the archive is not an innocent and incomprehensible accumulation of data, not merely a collection of evidence
compiled in order to reinforce pre-existing truths. Rather, the archive is itself a
practice that regulates, while at the same time being configured by, its discursive productions. My emphasis on Foucault’s notion of the archive concerns his
insistence on the archive as practice, as a performative process rather than a
static geographically situated object.
The archive as practice is neither finite nor hermetic; it is, instead, a
process of collecting, discarding, and organizing whose internal logic is constantly transformed as its parameters are reestablished. The process of adding to or
omitting from its contents affects the various discourses constituted by it while, in
turn, discursive practices directly affect the composition of the archive. In other
words, there is a symbiotic relationship between an archive and its discourses.
What I am describing here is akin to the relationship between text and context
outlined by Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson in their essay titled “Semiotics and Art
History.” Part of their analysis of the role of semiotics within art history includes an
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examination of the relationship between the work of art (text) and its historical
setting (context). They question the process of interpreting a work of art merely
by setting it within a presumably established historical context. As they emphasize: “It cannot be assumed that ‘context’ has the status of a given or of a simple
or natural ground upon which to base interpretation” (Bal and Bryson 177). Bal
and Bryson establish the text/context relationship as being without hierarchy,
both occurring simultaneously. So, too, can we consider the archive/discourse
dyad to be as if two sides of the same coin—as an archive contributes to and
legitimates the production of discourses, those discourses work to substantiate
and cohere the archive.
In considering Curtis’s project as a nationalist archival practice, it is helpful
to locate it within the wider scope of U.S. nation building occurring at the end of
the nineteenth century. In his analysis of the historical archive that constitutes the
history of the United States, Michael Kammen explores the various strategies at
play in the constant (re)production of this history. He stresses the malleability of
historical accounts, for, as he states, “societies in fact reconstruct their pasts rather than faithfully record them, and they do so with the needs of contemporary
culture clearly in mind—manipulating the past in order to mold the present”
(1991 3). His own account posits a framework in which the tales that make up the
historical archive of the U.S. oscillate from those fables told at times by traditionalists wishing to maintain the status quo and those stories told in the interest of
promoting change and reform in the name of democracy. He is particularly interested in locating a period in which the opposition between traditional conservatism and democratic change are brought together to produce a uniquely nationalist project, one that narrates these two practices into one: the tradition of
American democracy. Kammen’s overall task in the book is to identify “when
and how . . . the United Sates became a land of the past, a culture with a discernible memory” (7).
Although he discusses various nationalist impulses, often with competing
interests, there is a period he identifies between 1870 and 1915 that is of particular interest for my purposes here. It is during this time that the U.S. turns away from
setting the origin of its traditions within a European historical horizon and turns in-
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ward in search of its autochthonous roots. This drive to inscribe the nation within a
discernibly homegrown past requires that Native America function explicitly as
the proper site of the nation’s origin, and of its pre-destined future, its manifest
destiny. This is a period in which the Indigenous past is appropriated as America’s
own, a time when manifestations of a Native presence were often forced into
the past and made to function as the ancient ruins of a uniquely American Arcadia.
In addition to the re-invention of the nation’s past, the process of constructing this imagined community required the public performance of remembering, which took the form of communal commemorations of the newly produced past. It is at the end of the nineteenth century that many nationalist traditions still observed today were invented in order to cohere the nation with a
common memory. For example, the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag was instituted in 1892. It was first used in public schools on October 12, Columbus Day,
which also became a national holiday that same year. Flag Day was instituted
the following year (Kammen 1991181).
In addition to these highly symbolic sets of nationalist practices, there was
also a literal incorporation of the nation through a rapid process of geographic
expansion. During a period of about thirteen years, nine states became part of
the union: North and South Dakota, Washington (1889), Idaho, Wyoming (1890),
Utah (1896), Oklahoma (1907), New Mexico, and Arizona (1912), becoming the
thirty-ninth through forty-eighth states of the union. This extensive expansion,
along with the meditated production of a national memory, coincides with the
campaign to solve the “Indian problem,” the elimination of the presence of Native Americans, which was perceived as an obvious obstacle to the growth of
the nation.
It is also during this period expansion that efforts to cohere America that
state endorsed institutions such as schools and museums are established as sites
of communal engagement. Large metropolitan museums were founded during
this time in order to represent a national narrative supported by vast archives,
which were systematically collected, organized, and presented to the public.
The major museums established during this time include the Metropolitan Mu-
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seum of Art in New York, which opened in 1870, the American Museum of Natural History, founded in 1869, the Boston Museum of Fine Art in 1870, and the Chicago Art Institute in 1879.
While I will discuss the role of the museum in negotiating the Native as image more fully in chapter four, at this point I want to mention briefly the role of
the museum in the grand project of re-imaging the United States as a popular
site where civic performances took place. As Carol Duncan describes in her
study of museums as sites for the enactment of civic rituals, the art museum is established at this time “as a ritual that makes visible the ideals of a republic state,
frames the “public” it claims to serve, and dramatizes the unity of the nation”
(1995 48).
Similarly, Susan Scheckel has paid particular attention to the ways in
which the figure of the American Indian circulated through popular literature at
this transitional moment. She notes that while the ways the image of the American Indian circulated through this literature helped to narrate the origins of the
emerging nation-sate, these attempts were “inevitably undermined by the fact
that living Indians remained to challenge the narratives by which they were relegated to a place in the history of a nation not their own” (39). Thus, it was the
presence of real Indians that countered the facile nationalist narratives predicated on producing nostalgia for the vanished Indian.
Photography also becomes a practice that begins to address the public
in the popular vernacular of nation. In American Archives: Gender, Race, and
Class in Visual Culture, Shawn Michelle Smith studies the ways in which scientific
and commercial photography converge in contributing to the production ideal
American racial, gender, and class subjectivities. She argues that the production
of a massive archive of photographic types was integral to the production of
middle-class identity in the U.S. during the nineteenth century. She specifically
identifies the photographic representations of the body as constituting a photographic archive that “generated and maintained essentialized discourses of interior character, and trained observers on how to read the body for signs of
knowable interiority”(4).
Her work builds on the seminal essay “The Body and the Archive” by Allan
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Sekula in which he examines the ways photography worked to essentialize bodies visually encoded as deviant and criminal through the archiving practices of
state surveillance. Both Smith and Sekula focus on the process of essentializing
the body that photography invites, particularly because of its claims to indexically, rather than symbolically, represent the body. Sekula mentions the work of
Charles Sanders Peirce, the late nineteenth-century philosopher, in distinguishing
between these two kinds of sings. “To the extent that photographs are ‘effects of
the radiation from the object,’ they are indexical signs, as are all signs which register a physical trace. Symbols, on the other hand, signify by virtue of conventions
and rules” (55). The distinction between an invented image—the subjective
product of artistic creativity and skill—and one that registers a subject’s physical
trace—perceived as the mechanical recording of a camera—ensured the reifying function of photography.
The photographic archive has been used not only in efforts to concretize
race, gender, class, and deviance but also to provide a fixed visual form to the
representation of history. Like Smith and Sekula, Alan Trachtenberg has critically
engaged photography produced during this period in order to unsettle predetermined readings of this archive as a representation of history itself. In his analysis
of “the image as history,” he suggests, instead, an approach that assesses the
practice of photography, like that of writing history, as an effort to “seek a balance between ‘reproduction and construction,’ between passive surrender to
the facts and active reshaping of them into a coherent picture or story” (xiv). He
advocates a reading of photographs as reflections as well as projections of history. “[T]he history they show is inseparable from the history they enact” (xvi).
These studies highlight the many consequences of the deployment the
photographic archive as history, particularly for the regulation of subjects as visual signs. However, this vast accumulation of images produced at the turn of the
twentieth century has been not only the site of production and dissemination of
prescribed subjectivities within the project of nation building; it also becomes a
site of resistance and contestation. And these oppositional practices have taken
various forms, from the production and inclusion of alternative imagery to reassessments of the discursive contextualization of these archival practices.
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Renegotiating the photographic archive has required changing the strategies and methodologies developed for conducting this economy of images. I
am invoking market terminology here because of the ways in which images are
given value by means of transactions across and within institutional settings. As a
photographic image is exchanged throughout various sites–-within academia, in
the museum, through mass media—its value is reassessed—as scientific proof, as
aesthetic object, as popular icon.
A characteristic of photographs that allows for this exchange is their relative equivalence as objects. Sekula begins his essay by quoting Oliver Wendell
Holmes who likens photographs to paper money: “there must be arranged a
comprehensive system of exchanges, so that there might grow up something like
a universal currency of these banknotes, or promises to pay in solid substance,
which the sun has engraved for the great Bank of Nature” (3). Sekula elaborates
that: “the archive is a vast substitution set, providing for a relation of general
equivalence between images” (17). Photographs, therefore, can be perceived
as functioning like tokens that facilitate the transference of value from one institutional site to another.
Contemporary cultural critics, such as Trachtenberg, Sekula, and Smith,
have attempted to trace the valuation of images by historicizing their discursive
flow across these various sites. These kinds of historiographical projects allow an
analysis of value that highlights the ways in which visuality itself is valorized. It is
within this economy of the photographic archive at the turn of the twentieth
century that I would like to consider the work of Edward Curtis.
Curtis’s photographic production holds a prominent place in the history of
the imaging of Native America. It constitutes a massive archive, not only because of the large number of photographs—over forty thousand images taken
over a span of more than twenty years and covering most major Native groups
in the contiguous United States and Alaska—and their vast proliferation, but also
because of the various discourses his work and images continue to generate.12
Some notable critical assessments of Curtis’s oeuvre include: Lyman, The Vanishing
Race and Other Illusions; Faris, “The Vanishing Race: Edward Curtis,” in Navajo and Photography; and Gidley, Edward S. Curtis and the North American Indian, Incorporated.
12
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These discourses range from examinations of Native cultures as foundational of
the U.S as a nation-state to methodological and disciplinary discussions of photography as historical documentation. In terms of the former, Alan Trachtenberg
has describes the role of Curtis’s project in the production of U.S. nationalism at
the beginning of the twentieth century:
At a time of major changes in America’s ethnic and demographic composition, a time when melting pot reigned as the most persuasive figure
for neutralizing differences and achieving national oneness, Curtis set
about to assimilate “the North American Indian” not by acculturation—
the method of the allotment policy and the boarding school—but just the
opposite: by preserving differences as a beauty lost forever, the spectral
beauty of national origins. (2004 171)
Trachtenberg emphasizes Curtis’s intended audience; his images of “beauty lost
forever” were not works of propaganda primarily addressed to a Native population in order to persuade them to leave their indigenous ways of life for a more
“American” code of civility. Instead, these were meant to function as images of
the other against which a fairly heterogeneous population of settlers could cohere.
In his study of Curtis’s production of The North American Indian project,
Mick Gidley has outlined its ideological implications. He describes the work as
part of the cultural production that reflected and advocated the nation’s western expansion under the leadership of wealthy entrepreneurs. As Gidley notes:
The richest man in the world [J.P. Morgan] was its chief patron; its other
primary subscribers encompassed not only government figures like [Gifford] Pinchot [chief of the U.S. Forest Service] and the Canadian governorgeneral, but also railroad entrepreneurs such as [E.H.] Harriman and Henry
Huntington, several bankers with western investments, men with western
mining and property interests, Andrew Carnegie and a variety of other
prominent industrialists, and numerous others who were undoubtedly
members of “a controlling entrepreneurial group”; and significant establishment scientists joined [Charles Doolittle] Walcott of the Smithsonian in
giving support, including George Byron Gordon of the University of Penn-
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sylvania Museum, for instance, and F.W. Putnam of Harvard. (1998 42)
But whether Curtis’s work continues to be examined for its ideological content or
its aesthetic form—a disingenuous distinction—it is imperative that the discursive
scope of this oeuvre be supplemented by the work of Native artists and scholars
who endeavor to decolonize this vast archive—an endeavor that is the focus of
this study.13

Figure 3. Edward S. Curtis, Vanishing Race - Navaho, sepia photogravure, 1907.

Visualizing the Beginning and the End
A paradigmatic image of Curtis’s project is Vanishing Race - Navaho, a lament
of the disappearance of Native Americans and their cultures (Figure 3). The phoFor a critical approach to the photography of the other produced during this period in
the name of anthropology, see Edwards, Anthropology and Photography 1860-1920. Also
see the special edition of the American Indian Culture and Research Journal 20:3 (1996)
titled “The Shadowcatcher: The Uses of Native American Photography.”
13
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tograph shows a straight line of Natives on horseback, their backs to the viewer,
riding off into a dark and ominous landscape. It is an impressionistic image exemplary of the pictorialist style of Curtis’s oeuvre. This happens to be the first image of Curtis’s The North American Indian, a monumental project whose main
goal was to salvage the visible vestiges of peoples whose demise was seen as
inevitable. As Curtis stated in the foreword to the first volume: “The passing of
every old man or woman means the passing of some tradition, some knowledge
of sacred rites possessed by no other . . .” (1907 vol. 1 foreword). It was a common vision of Native Americans from a late nineteenth-century scientific perspective.14
The proclamation of the impending demise of America’s indigenous populations was not meant to claim the end of Native cultures—after all, Curtis’s
twenty-year salvage project would not have been possible without the continued presence of the Native—but instead anxiously anticipated what was
thought to be an inevitable and necessary outcome of colonization. The urgent
need for this form of declaration was well understood by Curtis and his contemporaries. The desire to find a solution to the “Indian problem” led to a range of
approaches, from isolating and confining Natives to reservations, to culturally assimilating them through enforced educational programs, to genocidal efforts to
eliminate them altogether. These efforts were, to a great extent, brutally effective. Nonetheless, it was clear to many, especially Curtis who had such intimate
contact with a vast number of Native communities, that despite the many violent efforts to eliminate and assimilate them, American Indians continued to survive. They were not, however, the Indians most Euro-Americans would have
wanted to recognize; they were neither the innocent, pre-contact Natives who
embodied the notion of the “noble savage,” nor the fully assimilated Western
subjects, unable to pose a threat to the coherence of the nation.15
For a discussion of the concept of salvage anthropology, see Dominguez, “Of Other
Peoples.”
14

15 An irony of the production of this photograph is that the original negative was underexposed, making it too dark to be legible. The image was made to re-appear through
darkroom manipulation, thus, saving an already vanished image (Curtis Graybill and
Boesen 82).
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In contrast to Curtis’s project, which featured the romanticized last vestiges of Native cultures, there are a number of photographs produced at this time
that offer the image of the contemporary Indian: the fully assimilated Native.
These are images taken at boarding schools, which are often found in pairs depicting the “before” and “after “moments of the transition from primitive to
modernized Native, images that elide the violence of the process.
Perhaps the most effective approach toward cultural assimilation was the
development of the boarding school system designed as part of the “civilizing
mission” to indoctrinate Natives to a Western mode of living in the world. The violence of this forced acculturation operated at every level of life at the schools,
including linguistic, behavioral, and spiritual. It culminated in an effort to destroy
all traces of Native traditions from students’ lives—a system to extinguish all Native epistemologies.16
The disciplining of the students is most visibly manifested on their bodies;
they were made a spectacle immediately upon entry to many of these institutions. At the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, established in 1875 as a
model for other Indian boarding schools, Native children were often photographed upon entering the school and again shortly thereafter when most of the
visual signifiers of their identity as Natives (such as their clothing and hair) had
been forcibly removed. An example of this pairing of photographs—a concise
narrative showing the beginning and end of the assimilation project—is identified
as being taken by John Nicholas Choate and described as depicting a “group
of Chiricahua Apache children upon arrival to the Carlisle School from Fort Ma-

For a thorough analysis of the trope of the vanishing Indian see Dippie (The Vanishing
American). For a more recent study of extinction discourses, which described the demise
of native cultures as an inevitable and evolutionary process, see Brantlinger.
For a historical perspective on the genocide of Native American, see Stannard (American Holocaust) and Churchill (A Little Matter of Genocide).
For an overview of the native boarding school system, see Adams, Education for Extinction. The Cumberland County Historical Society maintains a website dedicated to
serving descendants of former students of the school at
http://www.carlisleindianschool.org. The site also lists a comprehensive bibliography of
primary and secondary sources on the Carlisle School.
16
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rion, Florida, November 4, 1886” (left) and the same group two months later after
their racial transformation (right) (Figure 4). These “before and after” images
compress the story of the long and complicated process of assimilation enforced
by these institutions to an abbreviated “beginning and end,” effectively avoiding representing the actual transition itself. The retraining at these institutions took
much longer than the short lapse of two months covered by these pictures and
often involved extensive reconditioning of not only outward appearances but
also a complete reconfiguration of the worldview of these children.17

Figure 4. John Nicholas Choate, Group of Chiricahua Apache children upon arrival to
the Carlisle School from Fort Marion, Florida, November 4, 1886 (left) and the same group
two months later after being forced to alter their appearances (right).

The focus of these photographs is, then, on changes most readily visible
on the surface of the body. The group of students in the left image stands outdoors, each child individualized by dress, hairstyle, and, to a certain extent, their
posture. In the later image, these markers of individual identity have been eliminated and replaced by the uniformed clothing, short hair, and artificial poses
imposed by the school. Another significant difference is that the group is now
shown indoors; they have been relocated to an interior space, thus illustrating
John Tagg has discussed instances of this early use of the “before and after” for purposes of fundraising (“A Means of Surveillance”).
17

For an analysis of the ways in which these images were produced and disseminated, see
Malmsheimer, “Imitation White Man.”

26
their “domestication.” These images function as spectacles, as dramatic displays
of the state’s power to discipline Native bodies. They graphically depict the philosophy espoused by Richard H. Pratt, the founder of the Carlisle Indian School.
Pratt struggled to promote an approach to education for Native Americans that
would allow them to become “useful citizens” by removing them from their
communities at a young age so that “under continuous training . . . [they may]
acquire our civilization in the environment of civilization” (Dippie 1982 119). After
the Civil War, the U.S. government policy for addressing the “Indian Problem”
turned from campaigns of extermination, segregation, and relocation to efforts
that emphasized assimilation (77). Pratt notes the shift away from a policy of racial extinction to cultural extinction when he reaffirms: “There is no good Indian
but a dead Indian. Let us by education and patient effort kill the Indian in him,
and save the man” (Dippie 1992 136).18
In addition to the various strategies employed to systematically eliminate
Native Americans, there were many others that were meant to eliminate their
ability to exercise their sovereignty. Many of these were acts of legislation that
limited or eliminated not only the possibilities for Native nations to preserve their
culture but also curtailed their access to their land base and traditional forms of
government. Even their ability to engage the U.S. in government-to-government
negotiations had been diminished by the refusal of the U.S. to observe the many
treaties it entered into with many Native nations.19
Ironically enough, as Native people were being stripped of their traditional garments and their customary hairstyles, these same markers of Native identity
were being appropriated by many non-Natives in their efforts to incorporate Native Americans within a national narrative. Significantly, these embodiments were

For a study of photographic archives available on the internet that depict the disciplinary function of Indian boarding schools, see Margolis, “Looking at Discipline, Looking at
Labour.”
18

For an overview of Pratt’s approach see chapter eight, “He Can Be Saved: Agriculture
and Education,” in Dippie, The Vanishing American.
For an overview of the legal production of Native America, see Deloria, Jr. and Lytle,
The Nations Within.
19
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a form of performative mimicry. There have been many studies of Native American representation that emphasize the appropriation of Native imagery by nonNatives, primarily within popular media, and often focusing on the stereotypes
produced within cinema. However, Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian is a study that
emphasizes the performative appropriation of Native identity in more civically
inscribed settings. Deloria analyzes the formation since the American Revolution
of clubs and societies, such as the Camp Fire Girls and early incarnations of the
Boys Scouts, in which non-Natives played out their fantasies of Native identity. As
he explains: “[M]any people played Indian as a way of imagining new American
identities, meaningful in relation to the successful Revolution, the emerging market economy, and the new governments and political parties busy consolidating
and distributing power across the landscape” (1998 49). The process of performing these “new American identities” was an act of eliding contemporary Native
identities, which, in turn, was justified by pronouncements of their disappearance. As Deloria notes, “popular American imagery . . . eventually produced
the full-blown ideology of the vanishing Indian, which proclaimed it foreordained
that less advanced societies should disappear in the presence of those more
advanced” (64). Deloria quotes Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story’s speech
from 1828 to illustrate the attitudes that would intensify under Andrew Jackson’s
removal policies and culminate in the articulation of the doctrine of manifest
destiny:
By a law of nature, they seem destined to a slow but sure extinction. Everywhere, at the approach of the white man, they fade away. We hear the
rustling of their footsteps, like that of the withered leaves of autumn, and
they are gone forever. They pass mournfully by us, and they return no
more. (64)
Story’s speech not only invokes the kind of imagery that Curtis would later vividly
produce—this excerpt could easily function as a caption for Curtis’s Vanishing
Race—it also points to a presence not explicitly pictured in the photograph, that
of the colonizer. The agent responsible for the Native’s vanishing lies outside the
frame, conveniently cropped from the narrative. The elimination of the colonizer
leaves the Native as merely disappearing “by a law of nature,” and, by implica-
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tion, bringing about their own end, becoming tragic figures resigned to riding into the darkness, toward the end of their history.
The process of visually representing the demise of Native Americans was
essential to their subjugation, which, in turn, was critical to the production of the
nation-state imagined by Euro-Americans. According to this vision, the historical
origins of the United States needed to be set on a proper foundation, one that
severed its ties to Europe while firmly planting its roots on “American” soil. To continue the metaphor, it was a method of planting that required a clearing of the
land; the new nation-state required the removal of all vestiges of other existing
nations. Ironically, Natives could not completely disappear; their presence was
necessary for producing a national myth of origin, the sort of national prehistory
that Curtis’s project compellingly illustrates. What needed to be elided, as in the
boarding school pictures, was the representation—historical, literary, visual—of
the genocidal campaigns since contact. 20
And yet, the phenomenological presence of the photographic print, not
only the result but the essential final element of a process involving an intricate
technological apparatus for capturing and reproducing images, should give the
viewer a sense of the photographer’s presence. How can someone looking at
an image whose physical dimensions and appearance are the focus of their
gaze forget the significance of the photographic print itself? Nonetheless, as
adept readers of photographs we have trained ourselves to ignore the distractions offered by this medium, to read the content beyond the form. In fact fighting against these distractions often heightens our perception of reality. Like the
scratches we sometimes see when viewing a film, we look beyond the disruptions of the medium and focus on the diegetic content. Of course, the metaleptic contiguity of print-camera-photographer is easily conceived but, nonetheless,
we tend to defer this analysis for the sake of content. Thus, in many ways the
medium of photography and the practices of reading that we have developed

For some recent titles dealing with popular culture imagery of Native Americans, see
Bird, Dressing in Feathers; Huhndorf, Going Native; Churchill, Fantasies of the Master
Race; Kilpatrick, Celluloid Indians; Singer, Wiping the War Paint Off the Lens; Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places.
20

29
for viewing these images serve as excellent means of obscuring the manipulative
qualities of photography. The camera requires that the photographer always be
beyond the frame.

Figure 5. Edward S. Curtis, Before the White Man Came - Palm Cañon, from The North
American Indian; v.15, 1907.

An image from Curtis’s oeuvre that illustrates the suspension of disbelief he
depended on from his readers is a highly theatrical scene titled Before the White
Man Came (Figure 5). The photograph features a seminude Native woman
wearing a fur skirt with a basket on her head, which she supports with both
hands, and a jug at her feet She is seen at the edge of a water hole sheltered
within a rocky oasis, which, despite the anachronism of Curtis’s identification as
Palm Cañon, is meant to conjure ideas of a pristine landscape, a Garden of
Eden. Her pose is awkward and difficult to decipher. She has a basket on her
head and at her feet lies a jug. Has she just arrived? If so, what is she doing with
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an empty basket on her head? It is possible that Curtis posed her to resemble
classical Greek statuary. The most enigmatic aspect of her pose, however, is that
she stands with her back to us, indicating that all along she has been unaware of
our presence. The viewer is forced to adopt Curtis’s voyeuristic gaze, the gaze of
“the white man” who captures first sight of the Native subject in a most artificial
diegetic space, a tableau set outside history. This is the moment preceding the
encounter, an eternal moment that allows full access to the natural Native—the
Native in her essential, unadulterated original state. In terms of the production of
a nostalgic past, this is the paradigmatic ontological Native state impossible to
retrieve, except, of course, by means of a photograph.
I will return to a discussion of the nostalgia invoked by this image. For the
moment, I would like to consider Curtis’s presence beyond the frame. If we stood
at the other end of the pond in the image, we would see, in addition to the Native model, Curtis, his equipment, an assistant or two, as well as the whole scene
reflected on the surface of the pond—a view quite unlike that found in the image. The absence of Curtis’s presence within these photographs is understandable. If we take his photographs as ethnographic documents, then the scientific
requirement for objectivity of the time—an objectivity that within the visual field
takes the form of the omniscient eye—would have justified, if not required, his
absence. And it is the photographic apparatus that reifies the source of this disembodied scientific gaze in the form of the resulting photograph print. As with
the position of the voyeur, whose line of vision precludes the inclusion of his or her
own body in the field of vision, the position of the visual anthropologist is one that
remains hidden beyond the picture’s frame.
When this fiction is disrupted, when the trace of the photographer’s presence is found—and there is always a trace to be found—the ruptured monologue about the other is immediately legible as a dialogue, as a second-person
address to you, the viewer. The act of reading the image becomes an intimate
exchange between you and the photographer, an engagement that conspires
to determine, to some extent, the meaning of the other’s image.
Bal discusses this dynamic in her chapter titled “A Postcard from the
Edge,” in Double Exposures, in which she analyzes examples of work by cultural
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critics who, in their attempts to criticize the colonial gaze, end up re-inscribing
the patriarchal position they work hard to undo. She discusses publications by
contemporary anthropologists who fail to be fully self-critical when they gratuitously illustrate their work with images that reproduce the colonial practices of offering up the Native female body for colonial consumption, the same practices
of dissemination and exhibition they set out to critique.

Figure 6. Detail showing photographer’s shadow, from image reproduced by Raymond
Corbey, Wildheid en beschaving: de Europese verbeelding van Afrika. Baarn: Ambo,
1989, 160, reproduced in Bal, Double Exposures, 219.

One example used by Bal is a postcard featuring a young African woman
depicted standing in the center of her village, almost completely nude. The image is representative of a vast archive of a genre of postcards featuring images
of nude women who come to stand in for ethnic types. These were particularly
plentiful during the period of nineteenth century imperialism when European
travelers sent them home as souvenirs. Because of the ways in which these postcards were circulated—as the public and yet pornographic trafficking of images
of women considered exotic and, therefore, available for objectification and
commodification—these images have become significant for anthropologists.
They feature not only telling images but also preserve revealing text on the reverse, candidly written by tourists often commenting on their encounter with the
exotic other.
For Bal, however, it is the current circulation of these postcards within contemporary anthropological texts that is the focus of her analysis. Among the critics she takes to task for failing to be self-reflective enough about the exploitation
of these images is Raymond Corbey, the curator and author of the catalogue for
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an exhibition titled “The Colonial Imagination: Africa in Postcards,” both of which
were meant to critically assess the colonial gaze recorded by these images.
What Bal notes, however, is Corbey’s failure to look closely enough for the presence of both the colonial gaze and the return of that gaze by the women featured in the postcards. It is his failure to take enough of a self-critical stance to
see beyond his moralizing critique; he is too quick to put the blame “on the absent other of the scholar, the third person, the photographer or buyer of the
postcards. The scholar is not to blame; on the contrary, he ought to be praised
for denouncing the abuse” (Bal 1996 197).
In his haste to take this righteous critical stance, Corbey overlooks the
ways in which the voyeuristic gaze these kinds of postcards elicit is disrupted in
this particular image. The dark shadow of a man in a plinth helmet, possibly the
photographer or his assistant, is clearly visible at the bottom of the image. (In
fact, This shadow not only marks the presence of the holder of the omniscient
colonial gaze, it also points to the place of the photographer, which is the same
place reserved for the viewer (Figure 6).21 Thus, the perception of this shadow also inculcates the viewer who must decide whether to share this dominating gaze
or to disrupt, as Bal does, its intended framing. She describes this image as a
“failed” picture, both in the sense of the failure of the colonizer to claim an objective, scientific gaze and in its failure as an illustration within the contemporary
critic’s expository text. The image fails both in its original intended function and in
its exposition as a citation within a contemporary text.
Returning to Curtis’s impossible image of pre-contact idyllic Native life, we
find no shadow, no hint of the photographer’s presence within the frame of the
picture. However, the photographic print itself, as phenomenological marker of
the presence of the photographic apparatus, metaleptically points to the author
of the image and, thus, reveals the fiction of the deigetic space offered within
the image. The ruse of this image—to provide a pre-contact, and pre-

I have cropped the image here in order to cite the pertinent detail of the image and
to avoid the problem of citation as exposition outlined by Bal. As with any quoted textual
passage, the reader should refer to the fully contextualized image found in Bal, Double
Exposures, 219.
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photography, photograph—of course depends on the viewer’s collusion in reading past this most obvious marker of modernity.
It would appear that the inclusion of this kind of image would disrupt the
overall archival narrative of historical documentation provided by Curtis. Instead,
this picture, along with other similar images included in the project, tends to extend the documentary function of photography back beyond Curtis’s present so
that even the overtly fictionalized scenes stand as truthful documentation. These
incongruous images become part of the project’s overall scientific narrative
voice.
I started my discussion of Curtis’s work with the first picture of his encyclopedic project of recording Native Americans—which was meant to provide the
last glimpse of the vanishing Indians—and have also examined an contradictory
image before contact in order to consider the ideological implications of the
production of this archive at the turn of the twentieth century. While these images gained, and continue to hold, their authority because of their function as
scientific documents, as visual ethnographic records, I would now like to turn my
analysis to their reception as objects within the discourses of aesthetics. While
their political value is somewhat explicit when considering their role within anthropology, their ideological force when discussing their place within the history of
art is not always readily apparent.
Pictorialism and the Aesthetics of Nostalgia
The inclusion of images such as Before the White Man Came within Curtis’s
project should not imply that his images are all ahistorical. In terms of their value
as historical documents, Curtis’s archive is fairly heterogeneous. It includes many
images of individuals who stand in for cultural “types,” as well as fully identified
portraits and various genre scenes. Although the inconsistency of the project
may appear to take away from its value as a historical archive, the oeuvre itself
documents the conflation between the production of stereotypes and the representations of historical figures.
Despite the fact that Curtis’s project is inconsistent in terms of its representation of Native history, aesthetically it is a homogeneous body of work. All the
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images were printed using the process of photogravure and were reproduced
using sepia ink. The tint produced by this ink, a rich rust color that allows for a
broad range in tonal variations, connotes the fading that occurs through oxidation. The aging suggested by sepia is not unlike that of a patina, a layering that
attests to the preciousness of the object it begins to replace. The oxidation
process that often enhances the value of an object, a process akin to the reification of its aura, is in effect a process that, ironically, eventually destroys the object through corrosion.22
The nostalgia produced by the use of sepia tones within Curtis’s project
resonates with the ideological nostalgia of the nation’s yearning for the vanishing
Indian. Aesthetically, the use of sepia to invoke nostalgia is a strategy that also
fits within the avant-garde approaches developed by pictorialist photographers
eager to legitimize their process as high art and not just simply a mechanical reproduction of the everyday visual field. John Tagg describes the anxiety felt by
pictorialists “who sought, by recourse to special printing techniques imitating the
effects of drawing or etching, to reinstate the ‘aura’ of the image and distinguish
their work aesthetically from that of commercial and amateur photographers”
(1988 56).
As far as the composition of the images is concerned, Curtis’s experience
as a studio portraitist is evident in the way he poses many of his subjects. His interior images are carefully arranged and lighted to focus on the face, often set
against a stark and dark background with no other cultural references than
those worn by the sitter. His outdoor scenes often feature groups in carefully
staged scenes set against dramatic landscapes, conveying his sense of the
theatrical. Despite their apparent function as ethnographic photographs, it is
important to keep in mind that their success was also due to their aesthetic qualities as pictorial images.23
For a discussion of patina as an index of value, see McCracken. Also see Appadurai’s
discussion of patina as a marker of value, Modernity at Large,75-79.
22

For a further discussion of Curtis as a pictorialist, see Fleming and Luskey, Grand Endeavors of American Indian Photography,and Hauser,“Edward S. Curtis’s Nostalgic Vanishing
of the American Indian.” I am grateful to Nora-Naranjo Morse for bringing this catalogue
to my attention and for providing me with a copy.
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To understand fully the aesthetics of Curtis’s work, it is helpful to remember
that, in addition to Stieglitz, Curtis’s contemporaries include Gertrude Käsebier,
Imogen Cunningham, Lewis Hine, and Darius Kinsey. In many ways, the place
occupied by Curtis’s images, somewhere between the fact declared by ethnography and the fiction of art, between truth and beauty, was the space staked
out for pictorialism.24 It is this place that Alan Trachtenberg, in writing about Curtis’s Native American project, describes as the “marriage between science and
art” (204 174). In 1899, eight years before the publication of the first volume of
Curtis’s series, Alfred Stieglitz used this same polarity to discuss the function of the
pictorial aesthetic. In an article titled “Pictorial Photography,” Stieglitz declared
the end of thinking about art photography as the “bastard of science and art,
hampered and held back by the one, denied and ridiculed by the other”
(117).25 Instead, he advocates an appreciation for the range of possibilities the
medium allows and insists that the reader consider “that the photographic apparatus, lens, camera, plate, etc., are pliant tools and not mechanical tyrants . . .
[and thus] the photographer, like the painter, has to depend upon his observation of and feeling for nature in the production of a picture” (119). Stieglitz is
adamant about legitimizing photography as an art that, like painting, allows the
artist to interpret an individual vision of the world.
A comparison of Curtis’s work to that of Gertrude Käsebier allows insights
into many of the differences in their approach to picturing Native subjects, differences that permit more complicated readings of the visual production of nostalgia at the turn of the century.
Although Curtis made extreme efforts to travel to his subjects in order to
capture their images in situ, in their “authentic” place, Käsebier mostly worked
out of her New York City studio. Curtis brought his images of Natives from their

For an argument to consider Curtis’s work as belonging to what she describes as a “nativist movement,” see Egan,“Yet in a Primitive Condition.’” She describes the nativist
movement as ”based on the idea that America possessed characteristics exclusively its
own and ought to resist any aspect of foreignness in its imagined identity as a cohesive
nation” (62).
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For an overview of the history of pictorialism, see Bunnell.
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settings to a consumer who most likely was an urban dweller and whose geographic distance from the photographed subjects worked to reinforce a sense of
temporal discontinuity. Käsebier’s images, on the other hand, not only offered up
visions of Natives in a contemporary urban setting, she featured them in the intimate interior of her studio.26

Figure 7. Gertrude Käsebier, Willie Spotted Horse, gelatin silver print, c. 1900.

Käsebier established a relationship with a troupe of Sioux performers who
visited her studio from about 1898 to 1912 while they were in New York as part of
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Company. Elizabeth Hutchinson has examined this body of
work in order to consider it in terms of the challenges faced by a female artist at
the end of the nineteenth century. She argues that “Käsebier’s interest in Native
Americans was linked to women’s complex exploration of economic, sexual, artistic, and social empowerment at the turn of the century” (2002 43). In Käsebier’s
case, her aesthetic production at times was aligned politically with her advocacy for social reform. In fact, Hutchinson states that Käsebier corresponded with
For a study of women photographers engaged in recording Native life at the turn of
the twentieth century see Bernardin, et al., Trading Gazes.
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Richard Pratt, the founder of the Carlisle Indian School discussed above, whose
policies were perceived as education reform by many (65).
As with Curtis’s images, these photographs tend to fall into two categories: the generic type, as in The Red Man, (Figure 8) or portraits of specifically
identified individuals, such as that of Willie Spotted Horse (Figure 7). The latter picture is a portrait of one of the children of the Sioux troupe who stands awkwardly
in full regalia, including a war bonnet, his hands posed stiffly with his elbow resting on a chair. The image is a bit blurry; the extreme depth of field was meant to
have allowed the face to be in sharp focus but, unfortunately, the image is
slightly out of focus, which gives the boy’s eyes a glassy stare contributing to his
overall sullen appearance. In her biography of Käsebier, Barbara Michaels describes this image as “perhaps her consummate photograph of a Native American. . . . Sorrowful, static and self-contained, he is the antithesis of Käsebier’s typical child subjects who delight in exploring a receptive world” (36). This is a sentimental image of a young boy all alone and full of pathos. It is unlike most of her
images of white middle-class children, whom she often depicted as carefully
tended to by their mothers.27 However, it may be difficult to conclude what
Käsebier may have intended with this image. Like most of the other images of
her Native visitors, it was not offered for sale and was seldom exhibited.
An exception to her reluctance to circulate publicly these Native images
is The Red Man, which was included in many publications and most of her major
exhibitions. It is an enigmatic image of the head of a dark-skinned man wrapped
in a blanket, with only the eyes, nose, mouth, and what is probably an earring
visible. The image is so closely cropped so that the dark background is only barely visible at the upper corners of the image. The lack of space makes for an intimate exchange with a face that looks directly at the viewer with an expression
that can be read as a smile or a grimace, or both. There is no clue as to his identity, no indication of a personal or cultural profile, and while the figure is identified
as male there is ambiguity about the gender as well. In many ways, this image is
Michaels describes how the relationship between mother and child that Käsebier often
depicted reflected her interests in various education reform movements, such as the kindergarten movement founded by Friedrich Froebel (82).
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38
a paradigmatic photographic representation of the “exotic other” that was a
popular type fantasized by many studio photographers at the turn of the century, a stereotype of a spectral figure that can be read as representing the generic subject of imperialism, the Indigenous other.

Figure 8. Gertrude Käsebier, The Red Man, gelatin silver print, c. 1900.

In terms of its formal qualities, The Red Man is an excellent example of the
kinds of images championed by the Photo-Secessionists, a group of pictorialist
photographers formed by Stieglitz in 1902. The group’s aim was to promote the
breaking away from the formal conventions of photography. As Stieglitz declared, they were seceding from “the accepted idea of what constitutes a photograph” (Michaels 1992 87). The Red Man was included in the first PhotoSecession exhibition held that year and became a signature work for Käsebier
(70).
In addition to the portrait and the type, there is a third category of Native
images produced by Käsebier—the contemporary and intimate interior scene
(Figure 9). Hutchinson discusses this group at length, emphasizing the ways in
which these indoor scenes feature Käsebier’s studio, a workspace that, although
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intimate, was not the domestic space typically associated with women’s work.
Instead, Käsebier shows the space of the studio as a professional, minimally decorated workplace; the appropriate site for the production of modern art (4751).

Figure 9. Gertrude Käsebier, Untitled (Group of Native performers) ca. 1898. Platinum
print, 6” x 6”.

It is the modernity of these images—the depiction of contemporary Natives contextualized within the contemporary setting of a photographic studio—that I
want to emphasize here. Hutchinson focuses on the reception of these images
by Käsebier’s contemporaries by noting that “the visibility of the studio in some of
Käsebier’s pictures makes the viewer aware that these models are engaged in a
modern pursuit—posing for a photographer—in a contemporary space—a Manhattan artist’s studio” (47). These are not images that convey the sort of nationalist nostalgic gaze so prominent in Curtis’s oeuvre. There are no artificial backdrops or awkward props of theatrical spectacle. While their regalia were most
likely used during their performances for the Wild West show—itself an extremely
nostalgic depiction of the vanishing frontier lifestyle—the space inhabited by this
group of Native Americans and the poses they take are explicitly contemporary.
It is precisely the way these photographs have captured Native subjects
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inhabiting modernity that today allows us the possibility of a different kind of nostalgic reading—a nostalgia predicated on the loss of contemporaneity. In other
words, viewers today can see in these photos Native subjects who simultaneously
inhabit the space of the photographer, a coevalness often denied Native subjects within the anthropological gaze. Käsebier’s studio images, unlike the field
images of Curtis or the “before and after” images from the Carlisle School, provide a glimpse of contemporary Native subjects comfortably occupying the
space of modernity at the turn of the twentieth century. Käsebier’s images are
the result of a studio visit by a group of Native performers on tour through New
York City. Today’s viewer is left yearning for more images depicting such views.
The scarcity of these types of representation increase the preciousness of these
rare scenes.
The lack of this type of representation within the photographic record has
led many Native artists today to pursue the reclamation of the “presentness” of
Native subjects within the history of photography. The sight of Natives in candid
poses comfortably lounging within an urban interior setting are rare representations. But, it is precisely the rarity of this type of image that can provide an account for today’s production of images that supplement this colonial photographic archive. Although many studio images, such as those produced in
Washington D.C. during visits by tribal dignitaries, do exist, there are far too few
photographic images produced during this period that depict the Native as an
agent within, rather than a product of, modernity.28 Today, there are Native artists who are producing images that compensate for this lack, images that supplement the archive in such a way as to allow for the Native subject to exist in
the past’s present. I will discuss examples of this work later. At this point, I will return to Käsebier’s images and continue to examine how her work has been assessed by recent scholars in order to consider the complexity of her gaze as
found in these photographs.
The purposes for which Käsebier produced these images are not clear,
A sampling of studio photographs taken at the studio of James E. McClees in Washington, D.C. in the late nineteenth century are reproduced in the photo essay “Theatre of
Diplomacy” (Alison 90-101).
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but, in her biography of the artist, Barbara Michaels explains Käsebier’s attraction
for this group of Native performers as the result of “nostalgia for the Plains Indians
she had known as a child in Colorado” (1992 29). Although she seldom exhibited
or sold these images, she reproduced some of them along with articles published
in photography and women’s journals (Hutchinson 46). It is obvious that she
thought of these as forming a special category of images. Hutchinson suggests
that Käsebier’s gender had something to do with why she produced this very different group of images. She states that “the experience by middle-class women
of social marginalization and disempowerment may have led to greater empathy in their treatment of ‘others’” (62). It is obvious that Käsebier was quite able to
address the patriarchal marginalization imposed on women at the time, partly
due to her strong sense of independence, as well as to her elite social and financial independence (Michaels13).
Laura Wexler explores a different aspect of the relationship between
gender and domesticity that contributed to the production of these images. Her
study of late-nineteenth-century women photographers, titled Tender Violence:
Domestic Visions in an Age of U.S. Imperialism, considers how the domestic images women produced during the time contributed to the project of empire
building. She argues that their work denied “the structural consequences of slavery, colonization, industrialization, and forced assimilation” (9). Wexler devotes a
chapter to Käsebier and pays particular attention to the Sioux images. She analyzes Käsebier’s relationship to her subjects as a case study that furthers her argument that opportunities gained by women photographers at the end of the
nineteenth century were not necessarily the result of their genius but, instead,
because “their particular ways of employing the camera strengthened both the
fantasies of white cultural superiority and the realities of white male domination
that infused late-nineteenth-century family life” (207).
One of the incidents Wexler recounts to illustrate Käsebier’s complicated
role within U.S. hegemony questions the claims of her empathetic relationship to
her Native subjects. Wexler quotes from an article published in Everybody’s
Magazine, which described the photographer’s first encounter with the Sioux
and the “special friendship” she developed that allowed her intimate access to
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her subjects, particularly the children:
From the standpoint of rarity, the children’s pictures are by all odds the
most valuable, for there is a most lively superstition, on the part of the Sioux
at least, that to paint or photograph a child will bring about its death. Only by reason of special friendship was it possible to picture the children,
and even with this aid it took three years before they could be persuaded
to bring little Mary Lone Bear to the photographer. (204) 29
Tragically, the child died approximately six weeks after her image had been
captured. Käsebier’s recorded response is her quip that “When the photographer next appeared, the mothers fairly ran from her with their children” (205). Her
flippant disregard for the Sioux prohibition against the visual representation of
children as “a lively superstition” and her inability to comprehend the possible
consequences of its transgression point to a paradigmatic incommensurability
between Western and some non-Western understandings of the power of visual
representation. It marks the limit of conceptualizing the possible effects of image
production that was prevalent during the time, and that continues today.
I will return to a discussion of the power of an image to injure and/or desacralize its subject in the next chapter, but pertinent to my current discussion
here is how Wexler interprets this incident in light of Käsebier’s vast representation
of children. It is this anecdote that Wexler uses to claim that “Käsebier’s own savagery is exposed by this incident. Domestic sentiment did not extend intact
across racial lines” (205). The preciousness with which Käsebier imbued her images of white childhood did not apply, according to Wexler, to her images of
Native children.
Käsebier treatment of her Sioux subjects provides an interesting contrast to
Curtis’s work. She produced images of contemporary Native people playfully inhabiting her Manhattan studio while Curtis is in the field supposedly capturing
Native people in their authentic space, and in a time removed from the here
and now of consumers of these images. Nostalgia is relevant to the reading of

Although this article was published anonymously, Wexler convincingly argues that
Käsebier was most likely the author (316 note 22).
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both artists’ works. However, these are different sorts of nostalgia. The nostalgia
elicited by Käsebier is one that is most legible today, and most likely by a Native
viewer. It is a yearning for more of the kind of representation that allows Native
subjects at the turn of the twentieth century the agency to negotiate the present
on their own terms. We could call this a nostalgia for coevalness.
On the other hand, Curtis’s nostalgia can be described as an instant nostalgia, to use Nanna Verhoeff’s term. In her analysis of the development of the
Western as a film genre, she describes instant nostalgia as a means of offering
“the present-ness of the past as a consolation for its loss” (151). It is an approach
to representing the past as still existing in, and constituent of the present—a readymade present. Verhoeff describes instant nostalgia as a necessary response to
the forces of modernity at the end of the nineteenth century.
Where the present is in crisis, the recent past whose loss partly accounts
for that crisis can be invoked, absorbed, and integrated within the
present. Thus the break that modernity threatened to cause in the temporal continuum, without which no culture can be at ease, could be remedied by this particular kind of nostalgia. (149)
For Curtis, the only possible present available for Native Americans is that of their
past, no matter how imagined. In terms of both content—images of “unadulterated” Native cultures—and form—a pictorialist aesthetic that emphasized austere compositions and dramatic lighting—Curtis’s images exude instant nostalgia.
In fact, a photograph’s frozen moment is always already perceived to be
in the past. In that sense, photography is intrinsically nostalgic. And it is their ability to negotiate that past—reified in the form of the photographic print—that
lends photographs such authority. Curtis’s past is often too far in the past; it is a
dislocated, disjointed past. And it is these questions of the role of nostalgia within
modernity that beg for an analysis of the role of photography and its use in the
representation of history, as well as the lack, and at times impossibility, of representation. Having considered Curtis’s archive as both an ethnographic and aesthetic project, I will now discuss his project in terms of historiography, as a form of
historical writing. I am particularly interested in thinking about what is illegible of
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this history in order to consider the possibility of a traumatic reading for these images.
Cultural theorist Ulrich Baer has explored the ways in which photography
has served in modeling how we construct history. His Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma is a study of traumatic photographs, images that “can visually stage experiences that would otherwise remain forgotten because they
were never fully lived” (2). This is a helpful lens with which to read not only Curtis’s
disjointed project, but all those instances in the photographic archive in which
the Native image is not fully legible as part of a coherent historical narrative of
the West. By considering the psychoanalytical description of the function of
trauma, we can better understand those images that fail the nationalist narrative
promoted by Curtis’s oeuvre, those photographs that appear enigmatic within
the otherwise apparently coherent archive.
Baer begins his discussion by describing two different, although not necessarily incompatible, views of history. One model, which he identifies with the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus, is that notion of history that perceives time as
continuously flowing, a babbling stream of contiguous narratives. The other
model Baer offers is one based on Democritus, another ancient Greek philosopher whose ideas of history posited a fragmented image of time as discrete
moments that behave more like independent drops rather than a stream. Baer
notes that the advent of photography coincides with the emerging perception
of modernity as a state based on ruptured, segmented, and, thus, shocking instances of time. The photograph, then, becomes analogous to this Democritean
view of history in which every event is “random, contingent, and remains potentially separate from any other” (5). Therefore, according to Baer, the emergence
of modernity brings about a transition from thinking about history as a continuous
stream of narrative to history as an accumulation of fragmented moments. But,
as I mentioned, these are not incompatible models: drops come together to
form a stream.30
30 Baer quotes photography theorist Vilém Flusser, who states, “The two world views [of
Heraclitus and Democritus] do not contradict one another since rain is a thin river, and a
river is dense rain” (5).
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While photographs can be seen as fragments that shatter the historical
flow—“it is the shutter that fragments the world”—there is, at the same time, a
tendency to put these separate pieces back together in order to tell stories, to
construct history (5). For Baer, it important to set up these two models of history in
order to talk about photographs that do not register in either sense, neither as
independent moments nor within the broader context of a narrative. However,
these photographic representations that escape narration, what Baer describes
as traumatic photographs, are not devoid of meaning. They contain the potential for signification. As he puts it, “photography can provide special access to
experiences that have remained unremembered yet cannot be forgotten” (7).
The fact that an image exists does not necessarily guarantee that its
meaning will be readily accessible. The meaning of a traumatic image is illegible,
deferred until the significance of the moment represented is realized. Baer’s discussion is an attempt to look at photographs that demonstrate the emergence—
for the first time—long after the image has been produced, of meaning that is
historically significant. It is an approach to making sense of those images that
have never been integrated into a contextualized narrative. He emphasizes that
“such images stage not the return of the real but its first appearance . . .” (12).
Therefore, given the vast number of images in the Native photographic archive
that fail to signify an immediate meaning, we can anticipate numerous opportunities for the traumatic emergence of Indigenous histories.
In terms of the ethnographic images produced by Curtis, these photographs function not as representations of historical events per se but as archived
indexical records of disparate moments gathered and bound into a massive
twenty-volume master narrative of the demise of Native Americans. At first
glance, Curtis’s images do not promise the potential for uncovering any traumatic meaning. Many of his images are portraits set against minimal background or
posed scenes that contribute to his great story of lament. However, while these
photographs offer the viewer numerous scenes that testify to Curtis’s firsthand
witnessing of what he interpreted as the disappearing Native, these can also be
considered records of the kind of witnessing described by Baer. For him, the act
of bearing witness “initially consists in the mere registration of an event without
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understanding it.” The recording of a photographic image does not guarantee a
fixed meaning, or, for that matter, any meaning at all. A later stage in the understanding of photographs is the act of testimony, which places the witnessed
events into a comprehendible narrative (19). The gap between these two
events—the witnessing and its testimonial narrative— is a traumatic gap, which in
Curtis’s work is elided. The witnessing recorded in his archive was produced following an already scripted testimony; the narrative preceded its photographic
representation. Curtis metaleptically fits his images into his story in order to illustrate the vanishing of the American Indian.
Nonetheless, I would argue that trauma still inhabits these images, not so
much because of what they reveal but for what they continue to conceal. And
it is a concealment performed in plain sight, before—and with the complicity
of—the viewer. As long as we continue to read these images as complementary
to Curtis’s chronicle of the death of the Native and the birth of a nation, we will
miss what else these photographs may have captured. Baer describes this approach to reading images in his discussion of Holocaust photographs as “an act
of bearing witness—which initially consists in the mere registration of an event
without understanding it—into an act of testimony that recognizes the Holocaust
as a crisis of witnessing itself” (19). Similarly, Curtis’s photographs provide us with
an opportunity to participate in a process of witnessing the genocidal campaign
against Native Americans at the end of the turn of the twentieth century that
lead to alternative testimonial accounts of history. 31
By severing moments from what is often seen as the diachronic flow of
time, photographs also become convenient tokens for negotiating histories. As
Susan Sontag puts it, photographs “turn the past into a consumable object” (68).
We must keep in mind that, although Curtis and his supporters may have thought
of the project as an ethnographic survey, the result was a product that was
transacted as a commodity. Wealthy investors, who included Theodore Roosevelt and J.P. Morgan, provided substantial support to an enterprise that lasted
Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub have discussed the Holocaust as marking “a crisis
within history which precisely cannot be articulated, witnessed in the given categories of
history itself” (xviii).
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thirty years and resulted in the production of twenty volumes, which were sold as
subscriptions. The primary consumers were libraries and about 270 individuals,
who Trachtenberg has described as “a small but telling portion of America’s ruling class” (174). Curtis’s volumes operated in ways similar to the kinds of consumerism ascribed to more popular modes of consumption, modes that interpellated consumers as subjects who, through their transactions, literary bought into
the notion of nationhood.
This commercialization is similar to the kind of consumption that anthropologist Robert Foster has described as being part of the process of making and
maintaining the nation. As part of his analysis of the processes of nation making
in Papua New Guinea, he notes the “use of commodity consumption and commercial media in defining and promoting political community and collective
identity in national (and sometimes transnational) terms” (2002 1-2). However,
whereas Foster writes about a mode of consumption that is inclusive of most
members of the nation, in this instance, Curtis’s images were produced for and
sponsored by an elite class of consumers, those whose purchasing power is reflective of their substantial interests in replicating the means of production.
The nationalist implications of this commodification also involved academic elitism. Early in the project, Curtis’s academic credentials, which did not
go beyond grammar school, were challenged by Franz Boas, who at the time
was considered the most prominent anthropologist in the U.S. Theodore Roosevelt, who had heartily endorsed Curtis’s project, gathered a committee to pass
judgment on the academic validity of the project, which it quickly approved
(Curtis Graybill and Boesen 28). The anxiety revealed by this incident points to the
processes by which Curtis’s project had become part of a national archive in the
making. It points to the relationship between the commodification of knowledge
production and the legitimization of the nation. 32
In the following chapter I will focus on examining how the legacy of Cur-

Boas was the first professor of anthropology at Columbia University and had been the
curator of anthropology at the American Museum of Natural History. On Boas’s role in the
professional development of anthropology, see Stocking, A Franz Boas Reader.
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tis’s contributions to these nation-making efforts continue to affect Native communities today. I will pay particular attention to analyzing the art of contemporary Native artists who work with, against, around, and through Curtis’s archive. I
am particularly interested in the artwork by Marcus Amerman, whose mimicry
enhances, and, thus, supersedes, Curtis’s original images. I will also look at the
work of Larry McNeil, whose trickster attitude involves the development of aesthetics approaches based on his Native community’s own iconographical traditions. I also examine the work of Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie, whose approach involves
salvaging images, recovering them from disparate sites in order to recreate her
own archive of Native imagery. All three artists are involved in producing a nostalgic desire through their work, a nostalgia that helps to recover lost pasts.
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Chapter 2
Curtis Today: Recuperating Nostalgia

Figure 10. Poster announcing Edward Curtis's film In the Land of the Headhunters, 1914.

It is astounding to consider the great hold that Curtis’s images continue to hold
on the imagination today. While the nostalgic aesthetic he developed make his
photographs always already things of the past, their currency, particularly within
Native communities, is undeniable. And it is a popularity that operates at many
levels, from the exchange of popular kitsch paraphernalia to the attendance of
fine art exhibitions featuring his work.
Although my focus is primarily imagery regarded as high art, Curtis’s work
oscillates between the realms of pictorialist photography and popular culture.
There is no doubt that the intended audience for the original project was not
wide—$3,000.00 per subscription was a prohibitive sum but for the wealthiest individuals and institutions at the turn of the century—nor was it a project intended
for the art world.33 Although Curtis produced The North American Indian as a
scholarly ethnographic project, there were times when its presentation to the
public is more like a sideshow. This was particularly the case at the last stages of

The price per set began at $3,000, printed on vellum, to $3,850, printed on Van Gelder
paper and later increased to $4,500.00 (Curtis Graybill and Boesen 20, 82).
33
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compiling the final volumes, when the funding from wealthy patrons such as the
Morgan family began to dry up and Curtis was forced to literally take the show
on the road. In order to raise money, Curtis put together a multi-media production that included “motion pictures of esoteric rites, incomparable art slides,
[and] a full orchestra rendering special Indian music.”34
Current research on the implications of Curtis’s project for the development of a national imaginary at the turn of the twentieth century, particularly
those of Gidley and Trachtenberg, do not address the relevance of Curtis’s archive today. Since the 1970s, there has been a resurgence of interest in these images, a renewed interest that coincided with many social movements that advocated civil rights. Curtis’s images quickly became icons for expressing Native
pride, both publicly within political movements and privately within many Native
homes. The Native scholar Vine Deloria notes that in the 1980s:
Everyone loves the Edward Curtis Indians. On dormitory walls on various
campuses we find noble redmen staring past us into the sepia eternity
along with poses of W.C. Fields and Humphrey Bogart. Anthologies about
Indians, multiplying faster than the proverbial rabbit, have obligatory Curtis reproductions sandwiched between old clichés about surrender,
mother earth, and days of glory. (Lyman 1982 11)
And Curtis’s aesthetic is prevalent enough that news media often invokes
it when covering issues dealing with Native America before contact, as if somehow Curtis’s really had been here “before the white man came.” The cover of
the October 12, 1998 issue of U.S. News & World Report features an image meant
to be a generic representation of a Native American (Figure 11).35 The sepiaThis theatrical side of Curtis’s oeuvre has been the focus of the anthropologist Aaron
Glass, who has recently restored Curtis’s In the Land of the Headhunters. While the irony
seems to be lost on him, Glass himself reproduced Curtis’s showmanship by touring his
film along with a dance troupe, members of the same Kwakwaka'wakw tribe that were
featured in Curtis’s film.
34

35 The image is simply identified as “photo illustration by James Porto.” The nationalist implications of locating origins is clearly illustrated by controversies surrounding the discovery of Kennewick Man, the skeletal remains of a man who died along the Columbia River
about 9,300 years ago. The carbon dating of these remains, which were found in 1996,
invigorated controversies around the dating of the earliest “Americans.”
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toned image is in the format of a portrait and features an elderly man with long
dark hair, traces of gray barely visible. He stares out in a stereotypical stoic pose
and appears to be nude. The backdrop is barely legible but over his left shoulder
we can see a generic aerial photograph of a coastline. The headline reads:
“America before the Indians: New Discoveries are Rewriting Our History.” It is
clear from the article that, despite an effort to cover a variety of perspectives,
the “our history” of the headlines refers to a Western perspective. The article describes a number of competing scientific theories of how the Americas came to
be populated. At no point are any Indigenous explanations considered and, in
fact, the implication of some of the new theories considered point to the possibility that “America before the Indians” may have been populated by peoples
from Europe rather than Asia, as has commonly been believed. And, of course,
the significance of the publication date of this issue, Columbus Day, would not
be lost on most readers.

Figure 11. Cover of U.S. & News Report, October 12, 1998.

The complicated nature of Curtis’s archive—as ethnographic documentation, as avant-garde photography, and as popular iconography—makes a
critical response difficult without addressing all of these aspects of his work, requiring an interdisciplinary practice. This archive is continuously activated by mu-
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seums who own these images, institutions that are themselves fairly hybrid. These
“western museums,” as they are called, such as the Autry Museum of the American West in L.A. or the Eiteljorg Museum of American Indians and Western Art in
Indianapolis, mainly focus on displaying “cowboys and Indians” as a celebration
of Western expansion.36 These are often spaces that feature ethnographic and
aesthetic objects, without making a distinction. It is in these spaces that Native
artists are often invited to participate and to voice a response to the collection
of Western artifacts, to offer “the Native perspective.”

Figure 12. Marcus Amerman, Hopi Snake Priest, 1994, antique and cut glass beads appliqué.

The ideological dimensions of this kind of response are exposed in the
practice of the Choctaw artist Marcus Amerman. He is well known for his use of
In addition to the Autry and Eiteljorg, other “western museums” include the Rockwell
Museum of Western Art, Corning, NY; the Sid Richardson Collection of Western Art, Fort
Worth, Texas; the Museum of Western Art, Denver, Colorado; the Museum of Wildlife Art
of the American West, Jackson, Wyoming; the Buffalo Bill Historical Center , Cody, Wyoming; the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma, the Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Alberta,
the National Cowboy Hall of Fame and Western Heritage Center, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. This list does not include museums that exclusively focus on Native American art.
36
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traditional beadwork techniques in producing non-traditional imagery, including
interpretations of portraits by Curtis, such as his Hopi Snake Priest (Figure 12). The
work is deceptive in its seemingly straightforward translation of a sepia toned
photograph to a colorful image made of translucent glass beads.
Before analyzing the differences between his interpretation and Curtis’s
original, it is helpful to keep in mind that much of the meaning here is gained
from Amerman’s choice of medium. Beading, like photography, is an appropriated medium; neither was developed within Native communities but both are
now very much part of the history of Native art. However, the beadwork has often been used as a decorative technique mostly applied to garments. In this image, Amerman takes a photographic portrait and converts into to a painterly
image by adding rich fields of color. The substitution of hundreds of beads instead of pigment is an aesthetic means of reclaiming the image, to render the
photograph of the nameless Hopi snake priest in a medium readily identified as
Native.

Figure 13. Edward Curtis, Snake Priest, The North American Indian, v. 12, plate 418.

There are other ramifications of his use of colored beads. One significant
effect is the way in which the beads, like the tesserae of a mosaic, limit the
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amount of possible tonal transitions from one color to the other, thus making the
work look pixilated. There is a way in which Amerman’s use of beads invokes the
possibility of a digital practice, allowing us to consider the evolutionary transition
from analog to digital within photography, an evolution disrupted by the use of
beads. Another feature to think about is his choice of strong colors, which allude
to a mechanically reproduced practice, such as silkscreen printing. In fact, the
vibrancy of the tones recalls the strong colors frequently used by Pop artists. This
association also challenges us to consider the easily reproduced images that artists such as Warhol manufactured versus the painstaking process of beadwork.
Amerman’s technique is intensely laborious—each bead is applied by hand, obscuring Curtis’s image one bead at a time. Once again, a playful intervention
that disrupts a modernist approach to reading his image.
In terms of the composition, we can see that Amerman has made a striking alteration when we compare his image to Curtis’s original (Figure 13). While
the original image shows the subject carefully posed in an interior against a
blank background, Amerman places the subject against a colorful landscape,
returning this priest to his proper place, enacting a kind of felicitous siting. The colorful sunset behind Amerman’s subject can be seen as a return home, a strong
contrast to the nebulous darkness into which the subjects of Curtis’s Vanishing
Race disappear (Figure 3).
Another sort of response to Curtis was enacted by Amerman for an exhibition held in 2001 at the Tang Teaching Museum, Skidmore College, titled “Staging the Indian: Politics of Representation,” Here he chose photography as his
medium. In addition to Amerman, the exhibition featured works by Judith Lowry,
James Luna, Shelley Niro, Nora Naranjo-Morse, and Bently Spang. Jill Sweet and
Ian Berry, the co-curators of the exhibition, commissioned this prominent group of
Native artists to respond to the college’s collection of Curtis images, a selection
of which was also included in the exhibition. While the Curtis images were hung
separately from the contemporary works, the point of the exhibition was to allow
the Native artists to engage his work from a Native perspective.
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Figure 14. Marcus Amerman, After the White Man Came, 2001, black and white photograph.

In making the five images he included in the exhibition, Amerman’s strategy was to use mimicry to re-enact some of Curtis’s more iconic compositions.
One example is After the White Man Came, a playful image in which the artist
has copied the composition of Curtis’s Before the White Man Came, which I discussed above. A female figure is seen from behind, set against a pristine landscape (Figure 14). What is immediately apparent to the viewer of Amerman’s
image, is that the figure in this idyllic scene is very much contemporary; she
wears cut-off shorts, carries a plastic Igloo cooler on her head, is tattooed on her
arm and leg, and even closer inspection reveals that her nails are painted black.
Amerman’s strategy may be to address the methodological rigor that Curtis attempted to observe during his project. Curtis was fastidious about representing
Natives in settings and garments devoid of any Western reference:
Above all, none of these pictures would admit anything which betokened
civilization, whether in article of dress or landscapes or objects on the
ground. These pictures were to be transcriptions for future generations
that they might behold the Indian as nearly lifelike as possible as he
moved about before he ever saw a paleface . . . (Curtis Graybill and Boesen13)
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Although it is tempting to read Amerman’s work as deconstructively playful, his is an ambivalent response. The essay he contributed to the catalogue for
the exhibition disrupts an easy reading of his work as antagonistic. Amerman
states that:
Many of Curtis’s Indians have long served as my models of fashion and integrity. I wanted to look like them, and moreover, I wanted to be like
them, full of love and virtue, and confident in the value of their people,
their religion, and their way of life. . . . Like warriors of old, they are able to
bypass individual glory and material accumulation for the greater good
of the people. To me, this is an essential quality and symptomatic trait of
being a “real” Indian. (48)
It is unclear whether he is rupturing the artifice of temporal stability claimed by
Curtis or whether his contemporary view pays homage to Curtis’s aesthetics
while maintaining the primacy of Curtis’s work as the origin of this kind of imagery.
It is this sort of ambivalence, one that fluctuates “between mimicry and
mockery,” that Homi Bhabha describes as the process by which:
the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened by the displacing gaze of its
disciplinary double . . . What emerges between mimesis and mimicry is a
writing, a mode of representation, that marginalizes the monumentality of
history, quite simply mocks its power to be a model, that power which
supposedly makes it imitable. (1994 86)
And yet, Amerman’s images are not alone in expressing his ambivalence toward
Curtis’s archive. He has also written about his engagement with Curtis’s work:
In my opinion, Edward Curtis was a “real” Indian. I always say, some artists
make money, and some artists make art, and some artists make “history.”
Curtis knew what he was making and he did it for the illumination of Indian
people. I thank him for that. (49)
It is not clear how ironic Amerman is being here. Although his gratitude appears
genuine, the list of artistic figures he invokes is varied: the artist as entrepreneur;
the artist as devoted to process, and then the kind of artist who, like Amerman’s
Curtis, self-consciously and altruistically is focused on “making history.” The reality,
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of course, is that Curtis fits all these descriptions.
This comparative exercise prompts the viewer to imagine this image as
part of a series. Amerman’s “after” photograph becomes the latest in a chronological sequence of photographic moments that entices us to look for yet
another image that precedes Curtis’s “before,” thus emphasizing that Curtis’s
picture is also itself a simulation. In his analysis of the representation of Native
Americans, titled Fugitive Poses: American Indian Scenes of Absence and Presence, the Native scholar Gerald Vizenor considers the simulacral function of certain kinds of representations Natives, those that are “proselocked in portraiture,
intaglio, photogravure, captivity narratives, and other interimage simulation of
dominance; . . . one simulation is the specious evidence of another” (1998 146).37
The approach of adding yet another image to the chronology implied by Curtis
enacts what Bal has termed a “preposterous history.” In Quoting Caravaggio:
Contemporary Art, Preposterous History, she explains how contemporary interventions that reference earlier works do not just cite those works; they reconstruct
them. Bal writes that “the work performed by later images obliterates the older
images as they were before that intervention and creates new versions of old
images instead” (1999 1).
Amerman’s reconstruction further deconstructs an image that, as I discussed earlier, is always already imploding. He highlights the ways in which Curtis
exploited the camera’s ability to not only capture but also manufacture a moment in time. Photography is an optimum process for the rendering of a diegetic
space that produces—and fulfills—a nostalgic longing for an imaginary place
and time. Amerman’s project allows for a clearer view of the processes involved
in the production of nostalgia within Curtis’s overall project.
Nostalgia and Nation
To fully consider the nationalist implication of the nostalgia invoked by Curtis’s

Vizenor is here referring to Jean Baudrillard’s notion of simulacrum, which he describes
as “the generation by models of a real without origin.” In terms of the representations of
Indians as simulacra, Vizenor includes an interesting discussion of Andy Warhol’s American Indian series, which featured the likeness of Russell Means (152-53).
37
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oeuvre, it will be helpful to analyze more explicitly how nostalgia operates within
nationalist discourses. The etymology of the term “nostalgia” explains much
about its relationship to nationalism. It was first coined by Johannes Hofer, a Swiss
physician, in 1688 in his “Dissertatio Medica de , oder Heimwehe” in
which he described nostalgia as “the sad mood originating from the desire for
the return to one’s native land” (Anspach 380-81). He constructed the word by
combining , ‘return home,’ and  ‘pain,’ in order to inscribe
homesickness into medical discourse as a pathological disorder.
Since its use as a medical term, the word has had a complex history, including its application in the analysis of social relations.38 However, I am here
concerned with the ideological implications of the production of nostalgic imagery. As Susan Stewart states:
[Nostalgia] is always ideological: the past it seeks has never existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, that past continually
threatens to reproduce itself as a felt lack. Hostile to history and its invisible
origins, and yet longing for an impossibly pure context of lived experience
at a place of origin, nostalgia wears a distinctly utopian face, a face that
turns toward a future-past, a past which has only ideological reality. This
point of desire which the nostalgic seeks is in fact the absence that is the
very generating mechanism of desire . . . nostalgia is the desire for desire.
(1993 23)
In terms of its use as a visual category, nostalgia is invoked by images of invented
idealized pasts, by representations of events as they should have happened but
never did. Nostalgia can be thought of as a yearning for a past that never was.
In many ways the workings of nostalgia can be contrasted to the process
of trauma. While the experience of trauma is the eruption in the present of a past
event that has been repressed, nostalgia metaleptically attempts to conjure up
a past by producing an absence in the present.39

For a sociological history of nostalgia, see Davis, Yearning for Yesterday. Also see Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country.
38

Cathy Caruth defines trauma as “a response, sometimes delayed, to an overwhelming
event or events, which takes the form of repeated, intrusive hallucinations, dreams,
39
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In The Future of Nostalgia, Svetlana Boym, another theorist of nostalgia,
has carefully outlined the production of nostalgia within the framework of nationalism. She notes that one of nostalgia’s sources of power is its ability to operate
on both the individual as well as collective realms. She states that, “Unlike melancholia, which confines itself to the planes of the individual consciousness, nostalgia is about the relationship between individual biography and the biography
of groups or nations, between personal and collective memory” (2002, xvi). In
terms of its use within nationalist narratives, nostalgia is an emotion optimally
poised to function simultaneously on the personal and political levels.
Boym further distinguishes between two distinct and opposing types of
nostalgia. One, which she terms restorative nostalgia, is the kind of nostalgia that
idealizes the past in such a way as to eliminate any trace of history allowing a
view of a pristine past without the blemishes of time, an ahistorical past. Curtis’s
work is a complicated example of this sort of nostalgia. As Boym elaborates, “restorative nostalgia has no use for signs of historical time—patina, ruins, cracks, imperfections. . . . The past for the restorative nostalgic is a value for the present;
the past is not a duration but a perfect snapshot”(45, 49). For Curtis, however, the
patina of time is already there from the beginning, the pastness of the image is
built in; the Native image is already incased within sepia-colored historicity.
This type of nostalgia is quite different from reflective nostalgia, which
hangs on to loss as a means of retrieving history. Boym states that for the reflective nostalgic “the past opens up a multitude of potentialities, nonteleological
possibilities of historic development” (50). It is tempting to place Amerman’s
works based on Curtis as this kind of engagement, a redressing of Curtis’s legacy
that is inconclusive about its role in the present. For Amerman, Curtis’s images are
familiar readymades, ripe for Duchampian intervention. However, instead of
drawing in a mustache, as Duchamp did with the Mona Lisa, Amerman dresses
Curtis’s subjects in lustrous beads, much more appropriate regalia than the dull

thoughts or behaviors stemming from the event, along with numbing that may have begun during or after the experience, and possibly also increased arousal to (and avoidance of) stimuli recalling the event” (4). For an overview of theories of trauma, see Leys,
Trauma: A Genealogy.
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veils of sepia used by Curtis.
Boym’s summary of these two kinds of nostalgia underlines the differences
in possibilities for the invocation of nostalgia within nationalist projects. “Restorative nostalgia manifests itself in total reconstructions of monuments of the past,
while reflective nostalgia lingers on ruins, the patina of time and history, in the
dreams of another place and another time” (41). The absence required by restorative nostalgia is that purposeful erasure that theorists of the nation-state have
described as “a crucial factor in the creation of a nation.”40 The duplicity of this
process has been described by Renato Rosaldo as “imperialist nostalgia.” Simply
put, the production of imperialist nostalgia is a process by which the “agents of
colonialism long for the very forms of life they intentionally altered or destroyed. .
. . [It] uses a pose of ‘innocent yearning’ both to capture people’s imaginations
and to conceal its complicity with often brutal domination” (69).
We could say, then, that the systematic effort during the nineteenth century to incorporate the Native into the narrative of nation included the production of visual archives that provoked an imperialist nostalgia.41 In her study of how
this process worked in literary representations, Scheckel states that: “[B]y claiming
Indians, with their long history and mysterious origins, as part of their own national
story, nineteenth-century Americans found a way to ground national identity in the
distant, inaccessible, ‘immemorial past’” (8). Scheckel is referring to the process
outlined by Benedict Anderson: “If nation-states are widely conceded to be ‘new’
and ‘historical,’ the nations to which they give political expression always loom out
of the immemorial past and, still more important, glide into the limitless future” (1112). The Native image reifies the “immemorial past” that gives way to the nation’s
origin. It is this relationship between the production of an ahistorical Native past
and the representation of their impending vanishing future that is at work in Curtis’s
Ernst Renan’s lecture “What is a Nation?” has formed the basis for much discussion
about the relationship between historiography and the process of nation building: “Forgetting, I would even go so far as to say historical error, is a crucial factor in the creation
of a nation, which is why progress in historical studies often constitutes a danger for [the
principle] of nationality” (11).

40

On the discursive construction of the nation as narrative, see Bhabha, Nation and Narration.
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images.
In the meantime, the Native gaze continually attests to its own presence.
And, in the form of media such as the photograph, it is a gaze capable of testifying
to its own history. The recognition of a nostalgic desire, whether termed restorative,
reflective, or, as I will discuss below, anti-imperialist, is central to the process of engaging with contemporary Native art that re-historicizes the visual representation of
the Native. What follows is a further examination of how the medium of photography permits the production of alternative and productive nostalgic gazes.
Photography’s Testimonial Effect
The photographic medium has intrinsic qualities—particularly when it functions as
a record of the past—that makes it phenomenologically a nostalgic medium.
The relationship between the past presence depicted in photographs and the
present of the viewer seems certain: the photograph must necessarily be a depiction of what once was. There is no assurance, however, that that past has any
remnants in the present, except for the photograph itself. Reading a photographic image, therefore, is always a metaleptically reconstructive process. One
sees the effect, the image, and is forced to produce its cause, the past recorded
in the image.
In musing on the functions of photographs, Roland Barthes describes what
I call the “testimonial effects” of the photograph, a process whose purpose is “to
ratify what it represents.” He proposes that, “From a phenomenological viewpoint, in the Photograph, the power of authentication exceeds the power of representation” (1981, 85, 88, 89). To illustrate this metaleptic relationship between
memory and representation that photographs produce—what I will call their testimonial effect—Barthes recounts:
One day I received from a photographer a picture of myself which I could
not remember being taken, for all my efforts; I inspected the tie, the sweater, to discover in what circumstances I had worn them; to no avail. And
yet, because it was a photograph I could not deny that I had been there
(even if I did not know where). (85)
The fixedness of relating a past event to an image in the present makes a pho-
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tograph “a prophecy in reverse.” Barthes adds that, “The important thing is that
the photograph possesses an evidential force, and that its testimony bears not
on the object but on time” (87-89).
It is the photograph’s ability to testify to a Native presence in the present
that disrupts the national narrative of mythic origins found in Curtis’s work. As
Scheckel explains: “Much as Americans might wish to incorporate Indians into a
legitimating national narrative . . . any attempt to do so was inevitably undermined by the fact that living Indians remained to challenge the narratives by
which they were relegated to a place in the history of a nation not their own”
(39). Photographic representations of Natives demand a temporal reconstruction that cannot avoid the presence of Native resistance. As Chow states in the
epigraph above: “[the Native image] needs to be rethought as that which bears
witness to its own demolition—in a form that is at once image and gaze, but a
gaze that exceeds the moment of colonization.”
The denial of the Native presence in the present not only has been essential for mythologizing the origin of the nation-state; it has also been part of the
formation of “natural man” as the precursor to Western epistemology. Vine Deloria notes how this persistent primitive, ahistorical state of the Native has come to
function as a necessary foil for the development of Western metaphysics:
We need the primitive so that we can distinguish Western civilization from
it and congratulate ourselves on the progress that we have made. John
Locke and Thomas Hobbes may have articulated the idea formally by
beginning their theories of social contract with a hypothetical stage
wherein primitive people established a society, but subsequent generations of Western people have wholeheartedly accepted the image without any critical examination of its validity. (2004 3)42
In the West, the ahistorical primitive functions as the base, the origin, the ontological starting point for the development of all thought. In fact, modernity is de-

The process of conflating contemporary Natives with the mythological primitive who
provided the “in the beginning” point of origins needed by these political theorists is discussed by Ranjana Khannna in her analysis of Freud’s Totem and Taboo. See “Freud in
the Sacred Grove” in Dark Continent, 66-95.
42
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fined as a distancing from this origin, as a development away from primitivism.
Thus, the Native must remain outside the modern present, forever locked in the
primitive past. When such a presence in the present is detected, it must be perceived as a trace, a remnant, a vanishing form whose act of disappearance assures the modernity’s progression.
In Time and the Other, Johannes Fabian notes how this has functioned in
the development of the discipline of anthropology. He describes this process of
temporal distanciation as the denial of coevalness: “a persistent and systematic
tendency to place the referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than the
present of the producer of anthropological discourse” (1983 31). This notion of
the denial of coevalness is useful in thinking about the negation of a contemporary Native presence that seems to be necessary for the production and maintenance of Western nationalism.
My analysis of Curtis’s photography and its role in the production of an
imperialist nostalgia leads us to a further consideration of Native perspectives
and photographic practices. What kinds of resistance are possible to Western
nationalist projects? What are the possibilities for Native nationalisms? How do
Native artists represent these alternative perspectives?
Sovereignty has been at the core of most indigenous anti-colonial engagements. Self-determination, in terms of the religious, cultural, political, and
economic practices of Native groups, is the goal of most efforts to maintain coherent Native communities. Although this may be the common objective, the
form of this process of decolonization varies according to the traditions and histories of each group. 43
It is important to keep in mind that all subjugated Native groups had, and
some continue to have, variant forms of nationalisms that predate contact with
the West. It is not necessary to assume that Native decolonization will automatically lead to the establishment of states based on Western models of the nationstate. Since the present situation of most Native communities in North America is

For an excellent collection of essays dealing with Indigenous sovereignty, see Jaimes,
The State of Native America.
43

64
that they exist as nations without states, it is necessary to nuance the analysis of
possible responses to colonialism. In his analysis of Native nationalism, the Mohawk political scientist Gerald R. Alfred considers non-Western theories of nationalism that transcend “outmoded conceptions equating nationalism with statehood and territoriality” (10). One theorist he examines is Uri Ra’anan, who posits a
spectrum of nationalisms “ranging from primary cultural, religious and educational endeavors, via political organization, to the ultimate step of struggling for
territorial or state power” (8). This range of possibilities takes into account ethnic
and sub-political communities, which are categories that can be used to describe the organization of many Native communities today. Alfred proposes the
term “‘non-statist’ nationalist ideologies” to describe alternative ideologies to
those that advance the nation-state as the standard model for statehood.44
Considering the multiple possibilities for the constitution of Native nationalisms along with the varied approaches for the aesthetic production of nostalgia
allows us to take a more complicated approach to the interpretation of contemporary Native art production, particularly that work which is overtly focused
on a re-examination of Native history, both personal and communal.
In my analysis of Curtis’s project thus far, I have identified the aesthetics he
used to invoke a nationalist, restorative nostalgia. I will now turn to an examination of works by two Native photographers who exemplify a genre of Native artwork that also produces a nationalist nostalgia, only in these examples the nationalisms they invoke promote ideologies based on Native epistemologies. These
are projects that attempt to recover a nostalgia productive of Native histories.
While opportunities for Native artists to respond to the Western archive,
such as that presented by the Staging the Indian exhibition I discussed above,
are rare, these occasions are always fraught with expectations for authentic Native perspectives that promise to provide the appropriate insight, all the while
maintaining the primacy of the Western archive. Art critic and curator Margaret
Archuleta (Pueblo/Hispanic) has criticized the kinds of projects that force the Na-

For a discussion of the history of the stateless status for Native nations in the U.S., see
Deloria, Jr. and Lytle, The Nations Within.
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tive artist to occupy the essentialized position of the Native. In a catalogue essay
for a similar project, she writes: “The great irony of this is that while the premise of
the exhibit is to offer an opportunity for the voice of the Other to speak for itself, it
requires the responding voices to be compressed into a single voice, the Native
voice” (1996 15). Native artists who accept invitations to these kinds of exhibitions
are forced to produce reactive responses to an archive, often leading to a defensive posture. 45
There is, however, no need to elicit responses to the Western archive from
“authentic Native artists.” In fact, many artists are not interested in responding to
this archive but, instead, in expanding the archive Native American imagery with
their own work. Much of the art by Native artist being done today is not reactive
but, instead, proactively demonstrates a tendency to produce what I would call
an “anti-imperialist nostalgia,” a set of aesthetic practices that still operate to invoke nostalgia, but, in this case, a nostalgia that is productive of a Native national imaginary.46
An approach to constructing an archive of Native imagery that invokes
anti-imperialist nostalgia is found in the work of various contemporary Native
photographers. In addition to Amerman’s work, I will provide examples of two of
the most visible contemporary Native photographers: Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie
(Diné, Muscogee, Seminole) and Larry McNeil (Tlingit, Nisga’a). In their choice of
Another example of the possibilities for this kind of project was an exhibition titled “Native Nations: Journeys in American Photography” held at the Barbican Art Gallery in 199899. The catalogue for this exhibition serves as a supplement to this archive (Alison Native
Nations). For the catalogue of another exhibition with a similar premise, this time featuring
Native responses was to paintings of North American Natives by the nineteenth-century
Swiss painter Peter Rindisbacher, see Oakes, Red River Crossings. I am grateful to Joanna
Bigfeather for bringing this text to my attention and for providing me with a copy. For an
exceptional project that solicited written responses from Native authors to photographic
images of Native subjects, see Lippard, Partial Recall.
45

I first became aware of the deployment of nostalgia as an anti-imperialist strategy
while watching Ke Kulana He Mahu: Remembering a Sense of Place, dir. Kathryn Zian
and Brent Anbe, 67 min., Zang Pictures, 2001, a documentary dealing with Native notions
of gender identity in Hawai‘i. Segments of the video featured black and white images
that, at first sight, appeared as romanticized images of Hawai‘i during the 1940s. These
images, however, were not being presented as records of an idealized imperial project
but, instead, were shown as images of native Hawaiians who espoused traditional Native
beliefs, images representing an extremely significant era for Hawaiians today.
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subjects, as well as their formal treatments, these photographers are only some
of the Native artists contributing to a photographic archive of Native representation that invoke a productive nostalgia that seeks to recreate and maintain Native communities.

Figure 15. Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie, Portraits against Amnesia, Dad, digital platinum
lambda print, 2002, 30” X 20”.

This sense of community often begins at home, with family histories. “Portraits against Amnesia,” a series of ten digitally enhanced photographs produced in 2002 by Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie, includes images of the artist’s father, her
grandmother, as well as some images of what could be described as a kind of
extended family—photographs of Native subjects that Tsinhnahjinnie has been
collecting, or rather rescuing, from various commercial venues.47
The image titled Portraits against Amnesia, Dad, features a snapshot image of the artist’s father, Andrew Van Tsihnahjinnie, taken when he was nineteen
years old (Figure 15).48 This photograph of her father, who was a well-known Navajo painter, is set against a background filled with elements from some of his
own paintings. The semicircular forms at the bottom of the image, for example,

47

The series is reproduced in Passalacqua , “Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie”.

48

Father and daughter spell their last names differently.
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are elements taken from his painting of a weaver (Figure 16). The same is true for
the mule rider seen to his right, and the Dine´ hogan at his left, which he used as
his signature (Passalacqua 2003 91). 49

Figure 16. Andrew Van Tsihnahjinnie. Untitled, casein, 12”; X 10”, c. 1950.

Tsinhnahjinnie’s image is not merely a tribute to her father; it is also a work
that continues to develop what she describes as “that creative fire . . . of a long
life full of prismatic complexities” (Tsinhnahjinnie 2001 12). The piece not only refers to her father’s imagery, it also refers to another one of her own works that
features the same photograph. That image, titled Dad (#4) and produced in
1994, is part of a series titled Photographic Memoirs of an Aboriginal Savant
(Figure 17). The series is a set of fifteen digitally enhanced photographs with text
entries that form an “electronic diary.”50 Each page is an observation on a variety of topics ranging from forced assimilation, sexuality, sovereignty, and colonization. In terms of the artist’s formal approach, this series also employs a nostalgic
aesthetic. The images and text are printed on the yellowed pages from old
books, which connote authenticity to her “memoirs.” Her use of digitally proFor other images of his work, see Passalacqua, Andrew Van Tsihnahjinnie. I am grateful
to Veronica Passalacqua for providing me with a copy of this catalogue.

49

50

The full series is reproduced in Passalacqua, “Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie”.
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duced images printed on aged paper, however, creates a temporal disjuncture:
these pages from the past bring messages from the present. Tsinhnahjinnie’s work
can be read as being part of a process of “writing back,” of retroactively constructing the archive.

Figure 17. Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie, Photographic Memoirs of an Aboriginal Savant, Dad
(#4), Unique digital print on aged book stock, 1994. 14” X 11”.

The reemergence of her father’s photograph in her art is emblematic of
Tsinhnahjinnie’s attempts to return to the photographic archive images that have
been long out of view—a Native view. These images not only include personal
family photos but also those photographic images of Natives found within a specialized economy of collecting—the collecting of early photographs of Natives
by non-Natives. A project that Tsinhnahjinnie has been pursuing for some time is
the recovery of these images, which at times become available for sale through
the internet, by purchasing them herself.51 She has used some of these rescued

Presentation at the National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute titled
“Working from Community: American Indian Art and Literature in a Historical and Cultural
51
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images in her work and, thus, reincorporates them into the visual history of Native
America.52
Earlier I discussed Baer’s work on the relationship between the Holocaust
and photography as exemplifying a traumatic encounter with representation.
The parallels between the properties of that archive and the legacy of photographic representation of Native Americans are many. The kind of restorative
work performed by Tsinhnahjinnie is akin to the use of archive sources by artists
engaged in addressing the history of the Holocaust. In “Visual Archives as Preposterous History,” Ernst van Alphen applies Bal’s notion of “preposterous history” I
discussed earlier to the work of artists who use the archive as sort of medium. Because the archive, as an accumulation of testimonies, autobiographies, and
other documentary evidence, is often conceived as a raw, formless mass, it is
ripe for artistic manipulation, a practice that Van Alphen calls the “archival
mode of representation” (2007 365).
In fact, Tsinhnahjinnie’s endeavor to collect early photographs of Native
Americans is similar to the massive collecting project of the artist and collector
Ydessa Hendeles, which Van Alphen includes in his discussion of the Holocaust
visual archive. For many years, Hendeles has been amassing a vast collection
consisting mainly of photographs that share one detail: each contains an image
of a teddy bear. She brought thousands of these images together to form an installation she titled Partners (Teddy Bear Project), which was exhibited at the
Haus der Kunst, Munich in 2002. The photographs covered the walls to the point
that she has built a mezzanine to allow visitors to see all the images. Another part
of the exhibition was an empty room, except for a small figure kneeling on the
floor. On closer inspection, the viewer is confronted with a figure whose body is
that of a child but whose face is that a mature Adolf Hitler, a startling combina-

Context” organized by Gail Tremblay and myself at The Evergreen State College during
the summer of 2003. Tsinhnahjinnie’s presentation was on July 21, 2003.
Tsinhnahjinnie’s investment in the recovery of Native imagery includes the historicizing
of native photographers. She explores the importance of a Native perspective in historicizing photographs of natives, especially early works by Native photographers, in “When
is a Photograph Worth a Thousand Words?”
52
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tion of innocence and evil.
Although the connection between these two rooms, between the teddy
bear and Hitler, is not immediately apparent, we learn from Hendeles that she
means to point at the contradictions inherent in both. The figure of the teddy
bear, whose referent is a dangerous wild animal, is also a cuddly companion.
Similarly, Hitler, who devised the atrocious mechanics of the Holocaust, was also
a figure who was a source of comfort for the Nazis. As she stated in the catalogue for the exhibition,
The system of the teddy bear archive raises the notion of other systems
created with strict stipulations, and how they can, because they appear
to make sense, persuasively manipulate reality. The purity of race to which
Hitler inspired was the application of a system of rules. Like the teddy bear,
Hitler shares a duality of origin, where danger is domesticated. (qtd. in
Van Alphen 2007 376)
In drawing this parallel, Hendeles is emphasizing not so much the focus of collecting an archive, its focal object, but the organizing schema that already persuades because of its own consistency.
The logic of the archive, the sense it makes of a collection even before
being compiled, is an important aspect of Hendeles’s work. At first, her enormous
accumulation of photographs appears to defy any coherence. However, chaos
quickly turns into disciplined archive when the viewer begins to understand that
the project is mainly about order, about classification, about the typological
administration of these images. As Van Alphen puts it, “the Nazis were master
archivists” (369).
Keeping the specter of such archival projects in mind, one can begin to
consider the archive of Native American imagery within a context that takes into
account not only the variety of imagery that constitutes it but also the typology
that drives its accumulation. Hendeles, and other artists working within the archival mode, point to the possibilities of intervening in these master archival
projects. However, there is a difference between Hendeles’s critique and Tsinhnahjinnie’s approach to the archive. While Hendeles’s work points to the monstrous possibilities of the archive, Tsinhnahjinnie’s project sees the productive possi-
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bilities of accumulating imagery that reclaims an obscured history, one whose
scattered elements can be reunited with their source communities. Hers is not a
project that merely deconstructs the legacy of an existing archive, but one that
also produces a supplementary archive, a supplement that demonstrates a different structuring logic, one based on Indigenous epistemology.
Tsinhnahjinnie is adamant about the possibilities for an art that affirms the
preciousness of Native identity. And she insists that: “we have to instigate that
preciousness.”53 It is a process that allows for the appropriation of the photographic image, for attaining what she has termed “photographic sovereignty.”
She recounts how she came to see the possibility of owning these images:
At first when I began reading ethnographic images I would become extremely depressed and then recognition dawned. I was viewing the images as an observer, not as the observed. My analytical eye matured, I
became suspicious of the self-appointed “expert” narrative. . . . That was
a beautiful day when the scales fell from my eyes and I first encountered
photographic sovereignty. A beautiful day when I decided that I would
take responsibility to reinterpret images of Native peoples. My mind was
ready, primed with stories of resistance and resilience, stories of survival.
My views of these images are aboriginally based, an Indigenous perspective, not a scientific Godly order, but philosophically Native. (1999 42)
It is a perspective that most likely benefits from the Dine´ principle of hózhó,
which guides people to “live in peace, balance, and well-being.” Dine´ artist
Jimmy Toddy explains that to have this worldview means to “walk in beauty,
beauty road, beauty way. Beauty behind me and beauty ahead of me, where I
am going, where the grandfathers lived” (Tsinhnahjinnie 1999 42).
One of Tsinhnahjinnie’s aesthetic approaches is to enhance the photographs digitally, often employing visual strategies that invoke nostalgia. In Portraits against Amnesia, Grandma, the sepia toned image of her grandmother,
most likely a family photograph that shows her wearing contemporary dress and

In presenting these images, Tsinhnahjinnie stated that it was our responsibility to recover
this quality: “We have to instigate that preciousness.” NEH Institute, July 21st, 2003.
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hairstyle, is rendered in sharper focus, bringing her forward against the blurred
background. This very present figure is also surrounded by abstract orange dots,
which appear to float around her and vary in transparency (Figure 18). It is difficult not to associate these elements with the iconic dots of Yayoi Kusama, whose
obsession with this element led her to cover a variety of surfaces with an infinite
number of similar dots. One severe effect of Kusama’s blanketing with dots is the
flattening of space. Kusama’s dots function like camouflage, such that the obfuscating pattern prevails, beating out the rest of the visual field. An important
difference, however, is that Tsinhnahjinnie’s dots imply a three-dimensional
space; they vary in size and density, and there are even some that are partially
obscured by the subject. They work to emphasize that these forms should be
read as floating and surrounding the central figure. As such, these enigmatic
dots may be a visual representation of hózhó, to walk in beauty. Another culturally relevant iconographical detail is the orange color of these dots, which can
be read as a signifier that relates to corn pollen, an extremely significant substance used in most Diné traditional ceremonies.

Figure 18. Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie, Portraits against Amnesia, Grandma, digital platinum
lambda print, 2002, 30” X 20”.
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Whatever the meaning one attributes to these orange elements, they alter the kind of passive ethnographic reading elicited by Curtis’s images. The
viewer is forced to negotiate the alteration of the image and the artist’s exercise
of “photographic sovereignty,” her self-declared authority to recode the image.

Figure 19. Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie, Portraits against Amnesia, Che-bon, digital platinum
lambda print, 2002, 30” X 20”.

Another significant image from this series is Portraits against Amnesia, Chebon, which the artist acquired from the e-Bay (Figure 19). The digital manipulation of this image is much more subtle. She has added blotches and other marks
to accentuate the already aging photograph. The addition of this visual patina
charges the image with a sense of fragility, decay, and history. Unlike the portrait
of her grandmother, the subject of this image is unknown and not directly related to the artist. Nonetheless, its inclusion in this series highlights the loss of an
archival record of imagery representing subjects whose dignity is visually regained. These kinds images, for which there is a vibrant market of non-Native collectors, supplement the more canonical archive of Native photographs. Tsinh-
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nahjinnie brings the image into a context beyond the ethnographic gaze of the
collector.
Unlike imperialist nostalgia, which works to obscure the violence of colonization, the aesthetic invocation of nostalgia employed by Tsinhnahjinnie serves
to make visible the process of restoration and decolonization, the reemergence
of a past that reaffirms the Native presence in the present. Her project is a metaleptic reversal of the before and after images produced for the Carlisle Indian
School, a recovery of lost nostalgia. 54
This affirmative contextualization is also visible in the work of Larry McNeil, a
Tlingit and Nisga’a artists who is primarily a photographer. He, too, uses family
photographs to produce a vision of a precious past, a worldview particularly informed not only by Native history but specifically by his Tlingit and Nisga’a iconography, a view colored, quite literally, in a different light than Curtis’s.
An excellent example of the formal approach to the nostalgic picture
making I have been describing is Grandma, We Who are Your Children (Figure
20). The image is heavily layered; in order to see the allusions to a national identity it is important to identify the various layers that are significant to a Tlingit perspective. At first sight, we see a photograph of the artist’s maternal grandmother
and her clan family, taken around 1918, visible through a haze of colors that
bring to mind the various colors of a copper patina. This particular tone, Chilkat
Blue, is highly significant to the Tlingit: it is a color that explicitly connotes wealth.
The Tlingit had an exchange system based on copper, and the metal, along with
color of its oxidized state, are still powerful signifiers of status. A particularly valuable item used in exchanges, and opulently gifted during potlatch ceremonies, is
called a copper, which is the name given to a valued breastplate made of this
precious metal (Figure 29).
Another element that is particularly Tlingit is the dark vertical figure that
occupies the center of the image. This form may not be readily legible as a representation of the fin of a killer whale, particularly because of the hole found
For an excellent analysis of the history of the photographic representation of the Navajo, which includes a short analysis of Navajo self-representation, see Faris, Navajo and
Photography.
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towards its top. However, it is a particularly Northern Tlingit rendition of the fin,
easily identified by the members of the community as well as those familiar with
Tlingit iconography. This element refers to the fact that McNeil’s Tlingit family was
born into the Killer Whale House in Juneau, Alaska. Although the work would appear to be primarily a group portrait, the artist identifies it instead as a “monumental landscape.” He explains that for him the notion of a Western landscape,
with its emphasis on depicting empty land, is not part of a Tlingit pictorial tradition.55 His approach, in fact, sets the figures he depicts in a nebulous space, a
landscape without land. The killer whale fin and the family group, then, function
as markers of place; they become metonyms for the Tlingit nation. 56

Figure 20. Larry McNeil, Grandma, We Who are Your Children, monotype, photo transfer,
2001.
55

Interview with the artist, May 14, 2004.

According to McNeil, his use of inks and a printing press, rather exclusively working to
the digital approach he had been using, enabled him to come up with the correct
shade of blue. Interview with the artist, May 14, 2004. A similar challenge in replicating this
blue oxide color for Chilkat weavers is dramatically recounted in Samuel, The Chilkat
Dancing Blanket. I thank Janet Berlo for this reference.
56

For a brief summary of the historical and economical significance of these copper crests,
see Jonaitis, Chiefly Feasts.
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Figure 21. Larry McNeil, In the True Spirit of White Man, 2002, black & white film, palladium
spills and digital imaging.

Another of McNeil’s images, In the True Spirit of White Man, plays with the
notion of nostalgia, only this time he seems to be directly addressing the absence imposed by imperialist nostalgia (Figure 21). As with the image of his
grandmother, there is an abstract field, which he identifies as a landscape,
against which a photograph has been placed. It is a contact image from a
large format black and white negative depicting the artist casually posing
against an old car, which has been digitally colored with the stars and stripes of
the U.S. flag. The soft black and white tones of the image are disrupted by the
harshness of the car’s red, white, and blue.
Above the image, there is text that narrates a story of the artist’s relationship to this nationalist vehicle: it is a vehicle in the process of being stolen (Figure
22). The text reads:
In the true spirit of the white man, I stole this car in my search for america.
Just call it manifested destiny. I asked the owner to take my picture in front
of his car before I took it and assured him that it was god’s will that I take
his car. god meant for this fine machine to be flying down the freeway, I
told him. Are you a real indian he asked. I thought you were all vanished.
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As soon as you give me the keys I’ll be another vanishing indian I told him.
Can you look more noble? I told him sorry, this is as stoic as I can manage
for now. He asked if I had any regalia to put on, you know, to make it look
authentic. This is as real as it gets I told him. I saw in a book that you
people were all vanished, he said again. I asked him if he still has his native culture and who is the vanished one, you or me . . . He told me that
his grandfather was Edward Curtis and that he made some of the best
photographs ever of indians before they vanished. Like me? Yes he said,
exactly like you. Thanks for the car I told him, but I’ve got some serious vanishing to catch up on . . .

Figure 22. Larry McNeil, In the True Spirit of White Man, 2002, black & white film, palladium spills and digital imaging, detail.

As viewers, we are placed in the position of the photographer, who, according to the narrative, is Edward Curtis’s grandson and now the former owner
of the garishly patriotic vehicle. As such, we are left with the photograph as the
memento of the encounter with McNeil, who has otherwise vanished with the
car. The humor employed in the narration is the kind often associated with the
figure of the trickster. In his assessment of the use of humor by Native artists, Allan
Ryan defines a trickster sensibility as “most often characterized by frequent teasing, outrageous punning, constant wordplay, surprising association, extreme subtlety, layered and serious reference, and considerable compassion” (1999 xii).
Various Native communities represent the figure of the trickster as embodied in
many guises: often a clown, sometimes a coyote, or a hare, or, as in this case, it
is a raven. The raven is the traditional trickster figure among many Native com-
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munities in the Northwest, including the Tlingit, and McNeil often employs this figure in his work. In this instance, we are given a clue when we read the imprint on
the left margin of the negative film used to produce this smaller image, which
reads “ravenchrome” instead of the expected Kodachrome.
Despite the humorously sarcastic tone of the dialogue, McNeil notes that
this work was done as a response to the September 11 attacks on the World
Trade Center, and the patriotism and jingoism that followed. In an editorial that
appeared in the Idaho Statesman on March 14, 2002, McNeil equated the terrorist attacks to the genocidal campaigns of the U.S. against Native peoples. He
stated that, “What most Americans do not want to acknowledge is that this is
what happened to the people that first inhabited America. . . . For many First Nations people, the memory of the wholesale killing is recent and raw, just one
generation ahead of my parents’ generation.” Images of the dead are barely
visible behind the palladium spills, where one can make out images of skulls announcing the traumatic return of the death that is continually experienced in the
name of empire (Figure 23).

Figure 23. Larry McNeil, In the True Spirit of White Man (Detail), 2002, black & white film,
palladium spills and digital imaging.
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McNeil’s posture appears to fluctuate from a confrontational to an ironic
stance. His sly sense of humor, often originating from a specifically Tlingit cultural
perspective, is sharply focused on conveying truths that use photographs as a
way to mediate that “blurred space between History and Myth.”57 The trickster
effects of his camera at times can include the production of nostalgia, an antiimperial nostalgia that reclaims and sustains a Tlingit past.
Conclusion
The nostalgia that I have tried to identify in the artistic production of Hulleah
Tsinhnahjinnie and Larry McNeil depends on an approach to reading their imagery that is informed by specific historical and cultural perspectives. There are
many other contemporary artists who have employed similar strategies, such as
Richard Ray Whitman (Euchee/Creek), Jolene Rickard (Tuscarora), Shelley Niro
(Mohawk), Carm Little Turtle (Apache/Tarahumara), Jesse Cooday (Tlingit), and
Pamela Shields (Blackfoot/Blood Band). Their use of what I have defined as a
nostalgic aesthetic recodes images with meaning useful in the present, which is
also the aim of an imperialist nostalgic practice. A critical difference, however, is
that the former involves acknowledging the presence in the present of specific
Native nations while the latter relegates the Native to a bygone era. Another difference is the self-conscious deployment of these aesthetic practices by Native
artists in order to point to the agency of the Native vis-à-vis the vast photographic archive, of which Curtis’s massive project is but a small sample.
The production of visual representations from a Native perspective, however, is only part of the process of disrupting the archive. An analysis of the discursive contextual framings of these representations that takes into account a
Native perspective is also necessary. The following chapter examines how academic scholarship is complicit in the process of framing the Native as image
within a colonial gaze. As a case study, I focus on the scholarly fascination with
Aby Warburg as a figure who appeals to scholars within a variety of academic
fields—such as art history, visual studies, film studies, and performance studies.
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Interview with the artist, May 14, 2004.
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And it is his brief experience with the Hopi snake dance that has become emblematic of his interdisciplinary approach, an interdisciplinarity that continues to
elide Native history and avoid possibilities for recuperating the Native image
from a colonizing gaze.
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Chapter 3
Disciplining Art History: The Hopi, Aby Warburg, and Visual Studies
It is typical of the drawing on such vessels that a kind of heraldic skeleton of natural forms is represented . . . it becomes a hieroglyph, not
meant simply as a picture to look at but rather as something to be
read.
—Aby Warburg (1939 279)

How can access to writing in general be refused . . . up to what point
[is it] legitimate not to call by the name of writing those “few dots”
and “zigzags” on their calabashes[?]
—Jacques Derrida (1997 110)

The reconfiguration of Edward Curtis’s photographic archive by contemporary Native artists and scholars, discussed in the previous chapter, stands in contrast to the
recent studies done by Western scholars on Aby Warburg (1866-1929), considered
one of the founding fathers of art history. Although he was a contemporary of Curtis, his involvement with Native culture was quite different. While Curtis spent most of
his life working among Native peoples, dedicated to the visual documentation of a
great variety of cultures, Warburg’s engagement is limited to a trip he took to the
southwest as curious tourist, intrepid academic, and amateur photographer.
In fact Warburg’s trip to the U.S. would be inconsequential to the analysis of
the visual history of Native imagery were it not for the persistent interest in a lecture
he wrote based on his travels that examines the drama of the Hopi Snake Dance. 1
The current increase in interest in this lecture, and in Warburg in general, reveals
much about the priorities of a certain contemporary approach to art history that,

I will be referring to the three versions of the lecture that have been recreated from Warburg’s notes(cited by the name of the translator): 1) the first English translation by W. F. Mainland; 2) Schlangenritual: Ein Reisebericht, ed. Ulrich Raulff; and Images from the Region of
the Pueblo Indians of North America, translated by Michael P. Steinberg.
1
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to a great extent, remains steadfast in its Eurocentrism. While all of these studies
emphasize the place of Warburg within Western epistemology, none makes an attempt to follow through on Warburg’s own interests in Native American visual culture. While many of these recent studies on Warburg praise his broad interests in
cultural history, most are more focused on an apotheosis of Warburg than on
adapting his practice to cultural analysis. An examination of the discursive production of the figure of Aby Warburg and the origins of an iconological approach to
art history illustrates how the visual representation of the Native can be so easily
overlooked, even when placed so clearly within view.
What follows is an analysis of the current discourse on Aby Warburg in order
to consider how his life and scholarship have come to represent, for some, a particular approach to the study of culture, an interdisciplinary approach that disregards the constraints of conventional disciplinary boundaries. Although a study of
the recent work on Warburg may lead to insights about the effects that the policing of disciplinary borders may have on the development of new theoretical methodologies, what soon becomes apparent is that often these skirmishes reflect an
academic chauvinism—which is often reflective of a national chauvinism—rather
than, or in the guise of, humanist interests.
These nationalist/disciplinary wrangles are also revealing for what they elide.
In the case of the treatment of Warburg and his engagement with the Native
Americans, what is ignored is the historically important place of the snake ritual for
the Hopi during the time of Warburg’s visit, a time when the Hopi nation was undergoing a fundamental political and cultural crisis. Despite the vast visual and textual representation of the Hopi in these studies, the Hopi function as props in the
development of a narrative about Warburg and his intellectual curiosity. The deployment of these mute Native images within these contemporary texts is a clear
instance in which the Native is relegated to a subaltern position. 2 An assessment of
The subject position of the native/subaltern has been of special interest in developments
of postcolonial theory. See Guha, Subaltern Studies I: Writings on South Asian History and Society and Subaltern Studies II. An essential text for considering the agency of the subaltern
subject is Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”For a discussion of the figure of the subaltern in
Latin America see the “Founding Statement” of the Latin American Subaltern Studies Group
in The Postmodernism Debate in Latin America edited by Beverley and Oviedo, and Beverley, Subalternity and Representation: Arguments in Cultural Theory .
2
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this process can lead us to consider the role of the academy in the continual production of the nation’s other, of the academy as a site for the ongoing production
and dissemination of colonial discourses that continue to (de)contextualize Native
cultures today.
In his intellectual biography of Warburg, published in 1986, Ernst Gombrich
mentions that, regarding discussions about Warburg’s trip to America, “more has
been published in English on this episode in Warburg’s life than on any other aspect
of his work” (90). Gombrich would have been astonished to learn of the number of
publications that have appeared since. The irony is that Warburg himself did not
publish anything directly related to his trip, not even this lecture on the Hopi Snake
Ceremony.3
Much of the fascination with Warburg’s lecture is related to its biographical
significance. Many current interpretations see the preparation and delivery of this
lecture as to signifying Warburg’s triumph over mental illness, his ability to coherently represent an otherwise uncanny encounter with the other, his mastery of the Na-

3 During the last twenty years or so there has been a substantial surge of publications
about Warburg. The following is a selection of titles relevant to my discussion. Many more
are found in French, German, and Spanish. In addition to Steinberg’s translation of the lecture cited above these publications include: Burke, “Aby Warburg as Historical Anthropologist,” and Iversen, “Aby Warburg and the New Art History,” both in Bredekamp, Diers and
Schoell-Glass; Ginzburg, “From Aby Warburg to E.H. Gombrich: A Problem of Method,” in
Clues Myths, and the Historical Method; Iversen, “Retrieving Warburg’s Tradition,” (this is an
expanded version of the paper delivered at the Hamburg symposium in 1990); Holly, “Unwriting Iconology;” Schade, “Charcot and the Spectacle of the Hysterical Body: The ‘Pathos
Formula’ as an Aesthetic Staging of the Psychiatric Discourse--A Blind Spot in the Reception
of Warburg;” Diers, “Warburg and the Warburgian Tradition of Cultural History;” Weigel “Aby
Warburg’s Schlangenritual: Reading Culture and Reading Written Texts;” Forster, “Aby Warburg: His Study of Ritual and Art on Two Continents;” Rampley, “From Symbol to Allegory:
Aby Warburg’s Theory of Art;” Guidi and Mann, Photographs at the Frontier; Wind “Retrieving Warburg’s Tradition;” Buchloh, “Atlas. Warburg's Paragon? The End of Collage and Photomontaqe in Postwar Europe;” Didi-Huberman, “The Portrait, the Individual and the Singular,” in The Image of the Individual; Rampley, “Archive of Memory: Walter Benjamin’s Arcade Project and Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas;” Kuspit, “Meyer Shapiro’s Jewish Unconscious;” Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity; Agamben, “Aby Warburg and the
Nameless Science;” Woodfield, Art History as Cultural History; Didi-Huberman, L'image survivante; Mali, “Aby Warburg: History as Ancient Mythology,” in Mythistory; Michaud, Aby
Warburg and the Image in Motion; Freedberg, “Warburg’s Mask: A Study in Idolatr;” Farago,
“Epilogue: Re(f)using Art: Aby Warburg and the Ethics of Scholarship;” Jonas, The Shape, the
Scent, the Feel of Things; Slovin, Obsessed by Art, Aby Warburg; Russell, Between Tradition
and Modernity; Schoell-Glass, Aby Warburg and Anti-Semitism.
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tive as image. The following is a contextualization of Warburg’s epistemic frame of
reference informing his engagement with Native America.
The Warburg Lecture: A Nostalgic Performance
Although the primary reason for Warburg’s trip to the U.S., which he took during the
winter of 1895-6, was to attend his brother’s wedding in New York, he soon extended his itinerary to include trips to Washington, D. C. and then on to the deserts
of the southwest. This trip, and particularly his various encounters with the Native
peoples of the region, had an immediate and lasting impact on his work. Nonetheless, it was not until April 21, 1923, twenty-seven years later, that he delivered his lecture.4 The great gap between the time of the events he observed and the performance of his lecture is reconciled for him by the power of the photographic images he projected during his talk. As I have discussed in the previous chapter, photographs are often perceived has having the ability to seal experiences. Warburg
relied on his capacity to cull from them the encapsulated memories of his journey
to the American Southwest taken so many years earlier.
Despite the extensive details that he was able to reproduce from these photographs—his notes for the lecture are rich with visual descriptions and involved
anecdotes—he was not interested in rehearsing the particulars of his trip for this lecture. His stated intent was much broader in scope:
I cannot promise you more than a series of reflections on those distant
memories. I do so in the hope that the direct evidence of the pictures will
carry you beyond my words, and give you some idea of a civilization which
is dying out, and of a question which is of such paramount importance in
our study of civilization in general:—What elements are we entitled to call
the essential characteristics of primitive paganism? (Mainland 277, emphasis
added)
Warburg’s lecture on native rituals was in itself a kind of ritual, a performance given at
the Bellevue sanatorium in Kreuzlingen, Switzerland where he had been institutionalized
for mental illness since 1918. The performative aspect of Warburg’s lecture is crucial when
considering that it was delivered “to prove his self-control and gain release from his confinement . . .” (Gombrich 216). Also see Michaud, 173. The translation of 1939 by Mainland
states that the lecture was given on April 25. See Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,”
277.
4
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Warburg’s main interest, then, was to present a study of certain symbols, particularly the snake, that he considered universal in order to justify their diachronic endurance, their reemergence in different periods and at diverse locations.
He clearly believed in the durability of images and their meanings. Warburg’s main scholarly pursuit during the time immediately prior to his trip to the United States was the development of a grand theory of symbols. He sought an explanation for what he perceived to be the psychology that guided the resurgence of
ancient Greek symbols during the Renaissance.5 This trip provided what he thought
to be the solution. On January 27, 1896, he wrote:
I believe I have found the formula for my psychological law at last, for which
I have been searching since 1888. . . . The ritual acts of Pueblo religion display the essential character of the conception of causality among the “primitives” (that is, of people still incapable of differentiating between their
own selves and the external world). (Gombrich 91)
Warburg’s visit resulted in his interpretation of the “pagan cosmology” of the Pueblo Indian as belonging somewhere along the “evolution from primitive paganism,
through the highly-developed pagan culture of classical antiquity, down to modern civilized man” (Mainland 277). Within Warburg’s evolutionary schema, the Hopi
are living examples of primitive man, whom he believed to be “indestructible . . .
[and] who remains the same throughout all time . . .” (Michaud 302).
Warburg’s view of the Native was informed by contemporary scholarly work
on primitivism and a universalist perspective on culture. In fact, the sort of thinking
that led him to develop his “psychological law” can be found in the earlier work of
Edward B. Tylor, the founder of cultural anthropology in Britain. Tylor wrote that, “The
classic Greeks had inherited from their barbaric ancestors a doctrine of the universe essentially similar to that of the North American Indian, the West African, and
the Siberian” (206).
Although he was operating within a Eurocentric epistemic horizon, what is
This theory would lead to his formulation of Pathosformel, or pathos formulas, artistic conventions used during the Renaissance for portraying intense emotions. These principles, derived from antiquity, were applied “wherever there was an intention to snap the bonds imposed by the Middle Ages on expression.” Warburg, Die Erneuerung der heidnischen Antike,
cited in Ginzburg, 20. See also Didi-Huberman, L'image survivante.
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curious about Warburg’s observations is that his descriptions of the Natives he encountered do not always locate them at the primordial beginning of time but, instead, place them in a constant state of transition.6 The epigraph I cited at the beginning of this chapter, quoting Warburg’s description of the drawings produced
by the Hopi, is followed by a clarification: the marks on the vessels are “an intermediary stage between image and sign, between realistic representation and
script.” While the marks are legible, they are not literary; they are not yet writing. He
goes on to describe the Hopi houses as a “cross between a dwelling-place and a
fortress” (Mainland 279). In terms of food production, “the Pueblo Indian is not only
a tiller of the soil: he is a hunter too.” Warburg summarizes that “the existence side
by side of rational cultivation and imaginative magic reveals the heterogeneous
state of transition in which the Pueblo Indian lives” (Mainland 282). In their belief systems, their forms of communication, their architecture, and their means of nourishment, the Hopi are, for Warburg, in a state of transformation, between a primitive
and civilized existence.
As I mentioned above, Warburg’s conceptualizations of the Native were, to
a great extent, a product of many contemporary influences. Gombrich’s biography attempts to distill the vast archive of notebooks, annotations, and correspondence in order to locate some of the major figures in Warburg’s education. He
mentions teachers such as Hermann Usener, the scholar of classics who introduced
Warburg to the psychological approach to the study of Greek myths, and Karl
Lamprecht, the historian who suggested the study of quotidian art as a means of
tracing the evolution of periods. He also noted the influence of books such as Tito
Vignoli’s Mythus und Wissenschaft and E.B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture, which discuss
animism in evolutionary terms and locate “the primitive” as a link in this develop-

This is not to say that Europe was of one mind about its perception of the constitution of
the other during this period, or, for that matter, during any period. It is important to differentiate between Europe and Eurocentrism. As Ella Shohat and Robert Stam emphasize:
“The term ‘Eurocentric’ does not have to do with origins but with epistemologies” (Shohat
and Stam 57). For a discussion of the contested development of racial theories during
the nineteenth century, see Young, “The Complicity of Culture: Arnold’s Ethnographic
Politics,” in Colonial Desire.
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ment.7 Although Gombrich mentions many others, this sample helps us to understand the intellectual appeal of the Hopi snake ritual for Warburg. It provided him
with an opportunity to witness the performative use of symbols in animistic religious
rituals. He was intimately familiar with depictions of similar rituals figured on ancient
Greek pottery and had studied the Renaissance reproduction of these antique images. This was a unique opportunity for him to see the drama of what he believed
to be the same kind of ritual come to life.8
Warburg’s interests were many and he was not inhibited in exploring various
disciplines in search of connections and influences, no matter how far afield. And it
is this unrestrained approach that holds so much appeal for today’s scholars. His
pursuit of diachronic relationships between ancient Greece and the Renaissance
inevitably led him to the present, and to anthropology.
Warburg’s interdisciplinary approach, which he described as a reaction
against the disciplinary Grenzwächtertum (border policing) prevalent at the time,
was indeed broad (Ginzburg1989 26). It is not surprising, therefore, that as a trained
art historian he was drawn to anthropology. It is at the end of the nineteenth century that these two fields were undergoing similar transformations in their institutionalization as academic disciplines. Their intersection points not only to some shared
methodologies but also to similar consequences in their development of definitions
of race and culture. In terms of their engagement with Native cultures, these disciplines played a significant role in the production of “the other,” mainly through their
analysis and management of material culture.9

7 Tylor devotes a section of his work to animism, which includes a comparative study of
snake worship among various cultures around the world.
8 In addition to his academic interests in performances, there were other interests that
drove Warburg out west. He states that “A will to the Romantic as compounded with a
desire to occupy myself in a more manly way than had yet been granted me.” He also
seems to be guided by a touristic impulse, at one point thinking of going on to Japan
from San Francisco (Mainland 1939 301, 186).

Psychology was yet another discipline that was also effective at this time in formulating
ideas of culture, civility, and the other. As Robert Young outlines in his analysis of the development of racialist theories, by the middle of the nineteenth century scientific theories
of race often involved interdisciplinary approaches that “highlighted essentializing physiological and anatomical dissimilarities as the main basis for analyzing racial differences;
comparative psychology then traced the mental differences between the races, often
9
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One of the more influential anthropologists of Warburg’s time was Adolf Bastian, who was convinced that the mission of anthropology was to salvage the last
remnants of rapidly disappearing societies:10
The demise of primitive societies is foreshadowed by historical laws which
can neither be halted nor diverted. The sole justification for our interference
in them can be the goal of salvaging the lingering last survivals of those originals which are now swiftly disappearing, and putting them on paper or in
museums. In this way, we can provide future generations with the research
materials which they will not be able to gather, but from which they . . . will
be able to write a history of mankind. (Koepping 215)
These teleological historical laws, which Bastian adopted from Hegel, predicted the
destruction of societies such as the Hopi.
Bastian was the founder of the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin in 1873,
whose mission was to comprehensively collect and display the vast global presence of the German empire at the time. The museum intended to “showcase the
international reach of the Kaiser’s power in the cultural realm, especially in rivalry
with capitals of other imperialistic powers like London and Paris, where simultaneously immense art historical, archeological and ethnological collections were
being gathered.” The methodology endorsed by Bastian for the museum was a
komparativ-genetische (comparative-genetic) approach, a method that required
the collecting of large numbers of objects from which some general observations
could be made (Bolz and Sanner 30, 32). This meant the organization of large expeditions at tremendous expense, which the German government and wealthy
individuals readily endorsed.
As I discussed in the previous chapter, the myth of the “vanishing Indian,”
which worked to detract from the genocidal efforts of the U.S., at the same time
justified the massive accumulation of Native material culture. The disappearance
combining craniological discussions of brain size with estimates of degrees of cultural advance” (Young 1995 66).
Bastian’s influence on Warburg is most apparent in his adoption of the “Ethnologisches
Bilderbuch,” which accompanied Bastian’s Die Welt in ihren Spiegelungen unter dem
Wandel des Völkergedankens, as a model for his “Mnemosyne” project (Gombrich 285).
10
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of the Native is accompanied by an emphasis on the materialization of Native culture, a reification that allows for the international transaction and accumulation of
Native material culture. And it was museums that were at the center of this trafficking of cultures.
The exhibition of Native cultural products, and at times the Native producers
themselves, within these institutions was seen as a marker of progress, which, at
least in the U.S., coincided with western expansion. It is no coincidence that at the
height of Western imperialism the death knell for Native peoples should be struck
while their goods were methodically accumulated. By this time, this process had
become part of the systematic construction of a nation’s patrimony, an integral
part of the historical narration of a nation’s origins. As the anthropologist Virginia
Dominguez points out, objects were, and continue to be, collected “no longer because of their intrinsic value but as metonyms for the people who produced them.
And the people who produced them are the objects because of their perceived
contribution to our understanding of our own historical trajectory” (1986 548).
Although Warburg did not originally intend to go to the southwest to collect
Native art, this visit proved to be pivotal in establishing a connection between Bastian’s museum and those white settlers living in the southwest who made a living
from selling Native cultural artifacts. Warburg had befriended the Mennonite missionary Henry Voth, who was an expert on Hopi culture and was Warburg’s host
during his visit to Oraibi. In addition to his ethnographic work, Voth was also a savvy
businessman credited with helping to build the Field Museum’s initial collection (Michaud 368). Another contact that proved valuable was Thomas Keam, whose collection of more than 3,500 Hopi and Navajo objects became part of Harvard’s
Peabody Museum (Guidi and Mann 42, 43). Both men eventually sold large quantities of objects to the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, with Warburg acting as
intermediary. Warburg’s own collection of 136 Native objects, most of which he
accumulated during this trip, was eventually donated to the Hamburg Völkerkunde Museum (Steinberg 1995, 110).11

Voth’s relationships with the Hopi seems to have been strained by his disregard for
many of their spiritual protocols. See Lippard, Partial Recall, 21. Also see Steinberg, 110-11.
For the role of Voth, Keam, and Warburg in furnishing Hopi materials for the Museum für
11
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The repercussions of Warburg’s brief involvement with collecting in the
Southwest continued after his departure. These practices were often deceptive
and coercive. The following incident illustrates the attitudes of collector to the
communities with whom they did business. In the summer of 1898, Paul Ehrenreich, a researcher with the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin interested in continuing to increase their collection, was referred to Voth by Warburg. Ehrenreich
was successful in bringing back a substantial collection of cultural artifacts from
the Hopi, including 26 kachina dolls. He recounts some of the problems he encountered: “On another round through the village, I procured some katschina
dolls (tihu), which were more trouble than I expected. After all, they belong to
the children, who do not part easily with their toys” (Bolz and Sanner 116). Given
the impact of Warburg’s involvement in the development of substantial collections of Native objects by German institutions, it is astonishing to consider that it
was the result of a trip that appears to have had no premeditated agenda. It is
clear, however, that Warburg was exercising collecting impulses that were influenced by scholars such as Bastian, whose ethnographic work articulated the
ethos of empire at the end of the nineteenth century.
Curtis and Bastian
I would like to return to Bastian’s methodology, the komparativ-genetische (comparative-genetic) approach to building his museal archive, in order to contrast it to
Curtis’s archival project, discussed in the previous chapter. I suggest that these two
projects represent two distinct approaches: Bastian’s as part of an imperialist endeavor and Curtis’s as a nationalist undertaking. By establishing these two approaches to the production of the archive, I hope to be able to situate Warburg
within this schema. My purpose is not so much to locate Warburg within nineteenthcentury Euro-American rhetorics of expansionism, but, rather, to attempt to locate
him, and his representation of the Native, within today’s discourses on globalization.
A way to frame this discussion is to consider the methodologies used by BasVölkerkunde, see Bolz and Sanner, “The Older Hopi Collection,” 113-124. Benedetta Cestelli Guidi calculates Warburg’s collection to number 124 objects (Guidi and Mann 1998,
47).
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tian and Curtis within a theoretical process outlined by the American philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914). While both Bastian’s and Curtis’s works were
based on the accumulation of data, their methods of using that data to develop
and substantiate theories about Native cultures differs substantially. Peirce’s work
can help to differentiate these two approaches. 12
Peirce focused on analyzing the ways in which we develop general rules, or
hypotheses, about a variety of phenomena. His examination of the logic we can
use in gaining scientific insights led him to identify three types of inferences: deduction, induction, and abduction (Peirce 1998 234). While the first two types are simple
to define, the last, abduction, is an idea that is more elusive, shifting in meaning
within Peirces’s own work (Deutscher 470).
Deduction is the process by which we gain insights by narrowing a general
rule to a specific case. Peirce’s example is as follows:
Rule.—All the beans from this bag are white.
Case.—These beans are from this bag.
.. Result.—These beans are white. (Peirce 188)
We begin with a firm premise, followed by a related factual condition, which then
leads to the conclusion that is, necessarily, truthful. Applying this to our discussion,
we could equate this approach to an analysis of Curits’s fundamental general rule:
the Native is vanishing. He then documents a variety of subjects that are elaborately and ethnographically inscribed as Native. These are cases that lead him to
the “logical” truth: this particular Native group is vanishing. Thus, his deduction method would claim:
Rule.—All Native Americans are vanishing.
Case.—The “Navaho” are Native Americans, as detailed in his study.
.. Result.—The “Navaho” are vanishing.
And this deductive reasoning is carried out in volume after volume of his project.
Carlo Ginzburg has carefully outlined the influence of Peirce’s logics on late nineteenth-century thinkers, including Warburg. See Ginzburg, “Morelli, Freud and Sherlock
Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method” and “From Aby Warburg to E.H. Gombrich: A Problem of Method.”
12
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Curtis’s method is merely the application of a theory that he took as his starting
point.
Induction, on the other hand, is an inference made from a specific case to
generate a general rule, the formulation of a hypothesis. Peirce’s example was:
Case.—These beans are from this bag.
Result.—These beans are white.
.. Rule.—All the beans from this bag are white. (Peirce 1992 188)
For Peirce, this was a less accurate inference that required some extrapolation. In
many respects, this is merely an inversion of deduction that, in terms of scientific veracity, does not always lead to a sound conclusion. (In terms of Peirce’s example,
the fact that the sample beans are all white does not necessarily mean that all the
beans in the bag are white.)
However, there is a third category of inference, a blend of deduction and
induction that Peirce called abduction, which he believed was a process that allowed for a more creative approach to seeking truth. His example was:
Rule.--All the beans from this bag are white.
Result.--These beans are white.
.. Case.--These beans are from this bag. (Peirce 1992 188)
While the process begins from a solid premise, as with deduction, the next step is
already to come up with a hypothesis. The conclusion is then an exemplary case.
While the process requires a higher tolerance for improbability, the rewards are the
development of innovative and creative propositions. The process requires a jump
in logic, what the linguist Guy Deutscher describes as a “conceptual leap from data to an explaining hypothesis” (471). Peirce vividly explains the abductive process:
A mass of facts is before us. We go through them. We examine them. We
find them a confused snarl, an impenetrable jungle. We are unable to hold
them in our minds. We endeavor to set them down upon paper; but they
seem so multiplex intricate that we can neither satisfy ourselves that what
we have set down represents the facts, nor can we get any clear idea of
what it is that we have set down. But suddenly, while we are poring over our
digest of the facts and are endeavoring to set them into order, it occurs to
us that if we were to assume something to be true that we do not know to
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be true, these facts would arrange themselves luminously. That is abduction.
(Peirce 1998 531-532)
What Peirce proposed was an approach to developing hypotheses, what he
called a process of conjecturing.
Peirce also proposed a logical sequence among these three inferences that
begins with abduction:
Abduction . . . is merely preparatory. It is the first step of scientific reasoning,
as induction is the concluding step. . . . Abduction makes its start from the
facts, without, at the outset, having any particular theory in view, though it is
motivated by the feeling that a theory is needed to explain the surprising
facts. Induction makes its start from a hypothesis which seems to recommend itself, without at the outset having any particular facts in view, though
it feels the need of facts to support the theory. Abduction seeks a theory.
Induction seeks facts. (Peirce 1998 106)13
If we take these to be two separate operations, we can say that abduction depends on an accumulation of data from which a hypothesis can be distilled while
induction begins with the hypothesis that is then proven by the accumulation of
supporting data. Either approach depends on the development of an archive, an
accumulation of facts. These archives, however, seem to have different natures:
the archive demanded by abduction appears innocent while the inductive archive is highly motivated.
If we apply these models to Bastian and Curtis, Bastian’s method would fall
into the abductive category. His accumulation of objects “can provide future
generations with the research material . . . from which they . . . will be able to write
a history of mankind” (Koepping 215). His collection’s historical narrative has not
been predetermined but is, for the moment, deferred. Curtis’s project, however, is
already guided by a narrative. The hypothesis that “seeks facts” for Curtis is the nation-state; his accumulation of images depicting the last vestiges of Native Ameri-

Although Peirce insists that abduction begins without any “particular theory in view,”
he does admit that it “is motivated by the feeling that a theory is needed.” It is not clear
how thoughtfully this feeling is considered, a feeling that ultimately guides the selection of
facts gathered, a feeling that already may be something of a hypothesis in itself.
13
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can life, the dwindling images of vanishing Indians, is a salvaging of Native culture
as national patrimony.
We can locate these two projects, and their corresponding methodologies,
within a global political context. In order to do this we need to consider the relationship between abduction and induction on the one hand, and empire and nation on the other. Bastian’s abductive process, with its open-ended accumulation
of cultural “facts” awaiting the proper opportunity to narrate the submission of the
other, can be seen as demonstrating an imperialist impulse, while Curtis’s inductive
approach, the gathering of images that substantiate the demise of the Native,
could be described as a nationalist project.
However, these operations are not opposites, nor are they discontinuous. In
fact, Peirce suggested that abduction, which he believed to be “the only logical
operation which introduces a new idea,” could then be followed by induction,
which “does nothing but determine a value” (Peirce 1998 216). In other words, one
begins by developing an argument and then proceeds to develop a proof. In a
similar way, empire and the nation-state are not mutually exclusive. One can even
say that the nation-state is an extension, at least in a modular form, of empire. As
the Marxist theorists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have recently observed: “The
sovereignty of the nation-sate was the cornerstone of the imperialisms that European powers constructed throughout the modern era” (Hardt and Negri xii).14
In suggesting a homology between the workings of abductive/inductive
reasoning and imperialism/nationalism, I am not arguing that the ideologies of
these methodologies are essential and predetermined. Rather, the comparison is
meant as a rhetorical strategy that enables us to map these methodologies within
the dynamics of power at the end of the nineteenth century and, thus, allows us to
locate the archival projects of Bastian and Curtis within the context of imperialism.
If these two projects are aligned as methodological approaches that seek
to represent the other within an imperialist schema, where may we place Warburg’s approach?

Benedict Anderson has also considered Hugh Seton-Watson’s concept of a hybrid entity, an “official nationalism,” a “willed merger of nation and dynastic empire” (86).
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Working outside of academia, and with the aid of his family’s banking fortune, Warburg had developed an unconventional, inventive, and at times eccentric means of navigating his scholarly pursuits. His unique approach to art history developed despite, or, rather, because of, his being a member of Hamburg’s cultural elite. Access to the family’s wealth greatly facilitated his intellectual mischievousness. The story is often recounted that Warburg gave up the right
to his inheritance as the eldest child to his brother Max in exchange for being
able to purchase as many books as he wished for the rest of his life. (Michaud
204, 176) Recent scholarship often implies that Warburg took an antagonistic
stance to his family’s capitalism. However, it is also possible to conceive of his focus on the cultural as complementing his family’s emphasis on the economic. His
work has resisted any simple categorization and is characterized by its disregard
for disciplinary borders and uneasiness about arriving at any fixed conclusions.
One thing is clear; he was not tolerant of approaches to art that, like the
work of his contemporary Bernard Berenson, emphasized form and style while
glossing art’s social function (Michaud 178). In his notes for the snake ritual lecture, Warburg reflects on what drove him on to the southwest from New York. He
explains that he:
had developed a downright disgust with aestheticizing art history. The
formal contemplation of images—not conceived as a biologically necessary product situated between the practices of religion and art (which I
understood only later)—seemed to me to give rise to such a sterile trafficking in words . . . (Michaud 301)
Dissatisfied with contemporary art historical methodologies, he was attracted to
other fields that allowed him to pursue what today may be referred to as the
performative aspects of art. Thus, he was drawn to disciplines such as archaeology, sociology, psychology, and anthropology, disciplines that took into account the ways in which the meaning of art is inclusive of its cultural function.15

For a brief outline of the major figures in anthropology who influenced Warburg, see
Peter Burke, “History and Anthropology in 1900,” in Guidi and Mann, 20-27. On Warburg’s
ongoing correspondence with Boas and their thoughts on uniting art history and anthropology, see Michaud, 178-79.
15
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And it was primarily anthropologists working on Native American cultures who
enticed him to make his way out west, scholars such as Jesse Walter Fewkes,
James Mooney, Frank Hamilton Cushing, and Franz Boas. (Steinberg 1995, 61)
Fewkes was particularly influential in arranging Warburg’s itinerary to include a
visit the Hopi, a group that he had spent a great amount of time studying and
whose writings on the Hopi snake dance must have enticed Warburg. Having
met such a range of scholars who willingly shared their work with him, and given
his interests to go beyond the confines of art history, it is easy to see why Warburg
embarked on such journey. 16
Although his trip lacked a clear agenda, it is obvious that Warburg’s pursuits were not altogether whimsical. Intent on finding connections between ancient Greek ecstatic rituals and their resurgence in Renaissance art, he sought to
witness a performance of what he believed to be very similar rituals. He was intrigued, as were many of his teachers and peers, with the persistent reappearance
of antique forms, what he referred to as das Nachleben der Antike, the survival of
classical antiquity (Gombrich 16).
What is different about this project is that while many professional anthropologists, and amateur ethnographers such as Curtis, were attempting to rescue
the remnants of what they perceived as disappearing Native cultures, Warburg
looked to Native cultures for the survival of antique symbolism. The difference between these projects can be compared to the difference between the nostalgic
and traumatic approaches to historiography mentioned in the previous chapter.
While a nostalgic historiographical approach seeks to identify the projection onto
the past of a vision formulated in the present, those using trauma theory to analyze
cultural history look for the resurgence of a particular manifestation of the past in
the present. Warburg searched for the traumatic return of antiquity while Curtis nostalgic gaze anticipated the mourning of the Native’s demise.
Another difference in Warburg’s engagement with Native America is that his
methodology resisted a straightforward dialectic approach, such as that proposed

Fewkes’s essays on the snake dances have been compiled recently and published as
Hopi Snake Ceremonies (Albuquerque: Avanyu Publishing, 2001).
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by Hegel, which attempts to attain truth by a continual process of synthesizing contradictory positions. Instead of settling discordant hypotheses, Warburg studied the
tensions produced by their incompatibilities, dwelling on their state of irresolution.
The art historian Margaret Iversen has emphasized that: “because Warburg’s interest was in following the oscillations of culture rather than in establishing an authoritative point of view, he focused on moments that were in a heterogeneous state of
transition” (1993 546). This was certainly the case in his observations of the Hopi, as
described above. 17
Warburg’s reluctance to determine the significance of cultural differences is
contrary to the attempts by many of his contemporaries to resolve these differences. By determining the significance of cultural difference, by producing knowledge
about the other in order to better understand the self, scholars at the end of the
nineteenth century employed various methodologies, most notably Hegel’s dialectic, in order to assimilate the other.
Hegel posited an explanation of the process by which an individual gains
self-consciousness: “Self-consciousness exists in-and-for-itself while (and because) it
exists in-and-for-itself for-another; that is, it exists only as something recognized”
(Hegel 50). Hegel emphasized that cognition, the coming to self-consciousness of
the individual, is dependent on and simultaneous with being recognized by another. This model, often referred to as the master/slave dialectic, is applicable not only
to the self-consciousness of the individual but can also be used to think about the
ways in which whole communities, including those that at the end of the nineteenth century were developing into nation-states, came to cohere as such. And it
is the application of Hegel’s dialectic by Warburg’s contemporaries that I am emphasizing. The postcolonial critic Robert Young notes the similarities between Hegel’s philosophical model, allegorizing the coming into self-consciousness of the individual, and the imperialist drive to absorb the other on a global scale:
Hegel articulates a philosophical structure of the appropriation of the other
as a form of knowledge which uncannily simulates the project of nineHis Mnemosyne project, which consisted of the juxtaposing of images from different
periods, media, and cultures in order to consider connections across these differences, is
an excellent illustration of his approach.
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teenth-century imperialism; the construction of knowledges which all operate through forms of expropriation and incorporation of the other mimics at
a conceptual level the geographical and economic absorption of the nonEuropean world by the West. (Young 1990 3)
Warburg’s engagement with Native culture was more tangential than many of his
contemporaries, such as Curtis, who focused on Native Americans, and their cultures, as sources for the production of a truly “American” identity.
Although it is difficult to locate Warburg’s methodology within a nineteenthcentury framework, his eclectic approach has been of great interest to many
scholars today who want to compare it to contemporary interdisciplinary approaches to the analysis of visual culture. Iversen has recommended that, “rather than criticizing, we may choose to enlist him as an ally.” She proposes that,
“Warburg’s approach anticipates in many ways feminist critiques of science and
phallogocentric logic” (Iversen 1993 541). Michael Ann Holly, who has played a
key role in the development of the field of visual studies, was an early proponent
for reevaluating Warburg’s usefulness today. She saw his work as, itself, a resurgence at the end of the twentieth century of a particular theoretical approach
to the history of art. She wondered:
Might we not say in some general way that the new art history could be
read as an indication of the return of the repressed—a resurfacing of the
early theoretical unconscious of the discipline into the contemporary fascination with critical theory? (1993 24)
The return of the repressed that Holly describes does appear to be the manifestation of a symptom, although it is a symptom of something difficult to diagnose.
The usefulness of Warburg and his enigmatic methodology has been varied.
In addition to being enlisted for Iversen’s feminist project and Holly’s critique of art
history, Warburg has also been useful to cultural historian Michael Steinberg, whose
translation of the snake ritual lecture was an opportunity to discuss Warburg’s Judaism and the parallel Steinberg sees “between the Hopi and the Jews as primitives in an expanding world defined by economic, technological, and cultural
modernization” (1995 86). Film historian and curator Philippe-Alain Michaud has also
used Warburg to consider the representation of motion and its eventual enact-
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ment through the cinematic apparatus at the end of the nineteenth century. Warburg has become a useful figure for a variety of methodological approaches that
attempt to unsettle dogmatic disciplinarity.
What gets lost in all these recent treatments of Warburg, most of which emphasize his lecture on the Hopi snake dance, are the Hopi themselves. This is the
case even when it is considered, as literary critic Sigrid Weigel has, that “Warburg’s
decidedly problematic conceptual structure is a product of his time: the evolutionistic assumptions on which Warburg’s concepts rest lead to his misunderstanding
other cultures.” She proposes that “we should take the fact that his texts strike us as
strange and cause irritation as the point of departure for addressing his way of
thinking . . .” (1995 139). Weigel points out that the Hopi in Warburg’s lecture function as ciphers that are eventually replaced with the Greeks, a movement from
“the strange to the well-known, to classical antiquity, which has a stable place in
European pictorial memory” (153). Taking Weigel’s lead in questioning Warburg’s
inability to acknowledge the Hopi as a historically distinct culture, we should extend
this inquiry to include today’s theoreticians who are unable to see beyond Warburg.
Shifting the Third Man
The unwillingness of Warburg scholars to address the complex, and at times conflicting, histories of the various Hopi pueblos, to consider their historical realities during the time of Warburg’s visit, to take into account the impact of tourism and the
continuous reproduction of their sacred ceremonies have had on their culture,
says much about the resonances between academic work being produced by
Warburg at the turn of the twentieth century and that being produced about
Warburg at the turn of the twenty-first century.18
This chapter, and to a greater extent this study as a whole, resulted from the frustration
I felt while attending a symposium on Aby Warburg at Cornell University on April 2, 1995.
The event was organized by Michael Steinberg on the occasion of the release of his
translation of Aby Warburg’s “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual.” Because Warburg’s lecture
deals extensively with his meditations on Native American religions, I had expected to
hear something about the historical and sociological situation of the Hopi as part of the
panel discussion, particularly since Cornell University has a highly regarded Native American Studies department. Unfortunately, the Hopi were never substantially addressed. The
list of luminary scholars in attendance included Michael Ann Holly, Keith Moxey, Hal Fos18
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In order to reconsider the function of the Hopi in the current discussion on
Warburg, it may be helpful to introduce the philosopher Michel Serres’s notion of
“the third man.” It is part of an analysis of how dialogue between two interlocutors
succeeds in spite, or, rather, because of, the interference of a third entity. As Serres
explains:
Such a communication (dialogue) is a sort of game played by two interlocutors considered as united against the phenomena of interference and
confusion, or against individuals with some stake in interrupting communication. These interlocutors are in no way opposed . . . on the contrary, they are
on the same side, tied together by a mutual interest: they battle against
noise. . . . To hold a dialogue is to suppose a third man and to seek to exclude him: a successful communication is the exclusion of the third man. The
most profound dialectical problem is not the Other who is only a variety—or
a variation—of the same, it is the problem of the third man. (1982 66-7)
It is important to keep in mind that despite the contradictory nature of the third
man—as the interference that allows for successful communication—he is nonetheless essential.19
Applying Serres’s schema to the engagement occurring between Warburg
scholars today and Warburg’s archive, it seems clear that the Hopi have come to
function as the third man, as a kind of interference, as background noise. Despite
the inclusion of vast pictorial representations of ceremonies and vivid descriptions
by Warburg, and many others on whom he relied for his view of Native America,
today’s commentators have gone out of their way not to include information the
Hopi, either contemporary or historical.
Another approach to dialoguing across history is to turn to the third man, in
this case the subaltern Hopi, to listen for the voice that has been shut out. What I

ter, Susan Buck-Morss, Peter Hohendahl, and Michael Steinberg. I am grateful to Michael
Ann Holly for inviting me to this symposium and supporting my pursuit of Warburg scholarship. See Steinberg’s Images from the Region of the Pueblo Indians of North America.

Jean Fisher has posited the figure of the trickster as a third man “who mischievously
creates noise to engender a new pattern of relations” (Fisher 2003 72).
19
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am proposing is an exchange between today’s cultural historian, the figure of
Warburg, and the Hopi. It is an engagement that can still maintain our attention
with Warburg, not necessarily as a seminal figure—one of the fathers of art history
and innovative interdisciplinarian—but as a facilitator of this exchange. What has
made Warburg such a useful figure is his eclectic methodology, an analytical approach that defies any easy formulation. It is precisely the slippery qualities of his
method that have made him so attractive and that should continue to be emphasized in his role as interlocutor, at least as a means to further consider the relationships between methodology and imperialism.
For this purpose, we should make a distinction between the interdisciplinarity, which has often been ascribed to Warburg’s analysis, and the less goaloriented, less teleological approach he employed, which helped him to engage in
an ongoing process of inquiry. The former, after all, was what allowed for the systematic production of knowledge about the Other essential for the imperialist
project. Robert Young has pointed out how, in terms of the development of theories of race during the nineteenth century, academic disciplines came to cohere
and reflect the ideology of race:
In the nineteenth century racial theory, substantiated and “proved” by various forms of science such as comparative and historical philology, anatomy, anthropometry (including osteometry, craniology, craniometry and pelvimetry), physiology, physiognomy and phrenology, became in turn endemic not just to other forms of science, such as biology and natural history, to
say nothing of palaeontology, psychology, zoology and sexology, but was
also used as a general category of understanding that extended to theories
of anthropology, archaeology, classics, ethnology, geography, geology,
folklore, history, language, law, literature and theology, and thus dispersed
from almost every academic discipline to permeate definitions of culture
and nation. Imperialistic doctrines of the diffusion of cultures describe equally well the way in which theories based on race spread from discipline to
discipline and became one of the major organizing axioms of knowledge in
general. (Young 1995 93)
The articulation of racial theory across such a vast array of academic disciplines, so
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critical for a comprehensive epistemic production of empire’s other, may make us
apprehensive to celebrate it as an instance of interdisciplinarity, at least in the ways
in which interdisciplinarity is currently invoked. In fact, today we use the term interdisciplinarity to describe a project such as Young’s—or that of Edward Said’s in his
development of the notion of Orientalism—which requires the examination of various disciplines in order to untangle the discursive formation of race or the Orient,
respectively. The deconstruction of the interdisciplinary production of the other during the height of imperialism is only possible today through a similarly interdisciplinary approach, such as that developed by postcolonial theory.
Warburg’s method does not easily fit the category of imperialist interdisciplinarity outlined by Young. Although there is no doubt that Warburg employs a Eurocentric perspective, particularly in his collecting of Native artifacts, there is a reluctance on his part to draw any hard conclusions about his engagement with Native
Americans. In his notes for the lecture he explicitly states:
I do not want my presentation of images from the life of the Pueblo Indians .
. . to be taken as “results” . . . of a supposedly superior knowledge or science
. . . I also do not want the slightest trace of blasphemous pseudoscience to
be found in this comparative search for the eternally constant Indianness
within the helpless human soul. (Michaud 296)
In terms of categorizing his methodology, it may be helpful to consider a similar
approach described by the artist and critic Jean Fisher as syncretism. She explains it
as,
a contingent affiliation of disparate terms capable of shifting positions or altering relations depending on circumstances, as well as possessing permeable boundaries . . . a dynamic process, syncretism allows that between disparate factors there is no simple translation, but an element of untranslatability which is itself a potential space of productive renewal. (Fisher 1996 36)
In this case, what may be most productive about Warburg’s engagement with
Native America is not the psychological formulas he saw exemplified by the performances he witnessed but how Warburg’s syncretic approach can maintain
the significance of the Hopi snake dance as untranslatable, and, therefore, constantly productive of historical interpretation.
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To my knowledge, no Warburg scholar has discussed the significance of
the snake dance for the Hopi, independent of Warburg’s observations.20 Yet, the
dance comes to have extra significance during the time of Warburg’s visit since
its ownership becomes the focus of great contention, leading to civil strife and
the complete reorganization of the Hopi community at Oraibi.
In 1887, about ten years before Warburg’s sojourn, the U.S. Congress passed
the General Allotment Act, or Dawes Act, which was meant to “end the collective
ownership of Indian lands and break up traditional tribal governments” (Rushforth
and Upham 125). Instead, it encouraged private ownership, which allowed for land
acquisition by those outside the tribes. It was a way to break up collectively owned
property into parcels that could be easily sold to anyone. The act also compelled
Hopi children to attend Western schools, a demand that had a strong impact on
the political dynamics within the Hopi groups, particularly the Oraibi Pueblo that
Warburg describes.
The passing of this legislation, and general efforts to assimilate the tribe, divided the community into those for and against the plans of the Office of Indian
Affairs (Rushforth and Upham 125). In1891, those hostile to the U.S. government policies “initiated a formal, ceremonial declaration of war against the United States”
(126). This upheaval had a direct effect on the significance of the religious ceremonies being performed. Different factions claimed ownership of the various ceremonies:
Through this period [the mid-1890’s], members of the rival factions refused to
participate in each other’s ceremonies . . . This religious or ritual cleavage
(that leaders of the political factions fomented) intensified to the point
where each group conducted its own complete ceremonial cycle each
year. (127)
Clearly, these ceremonies were not the stable, timeless rituals Warburg envisioned.
The struggle over the snake dance eventually led to the permanent division of the

One instance within recent Warburg studies in which an attempt is made to provide a
historical context of Hopi culture is an essay by the Danish historian of religion Armin W.
Geertz, whose cursory overview does not mention the snake dance at all. See A. Geertz,
“Pueblo Cultural History.”
20
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Oraibi Pueblo in 1906.21
Peter Whiteley has analyzed the ownership and use of ritual ceremonies at
Oraibi. He claims that for the religious leaders of the mesas, knowledge of the
meanings of rituals was power and therefore much was kept from the common
Oraibi, and, of course, from outsiders (139). Whiteley even claims that the split of
the Oraibi was orchestrated by their leaders in order to reinvigorate, by first destroying, rituals they felt had lost their potency (256). Rushford and Upham agree with
this conclusion and add that the religious elite at Oraibi “did not use their power
over uninformed Hopis to encourage participation in religious movements originating outside Hopi culture. They used their power to destroy Oraibi, as foretold in Hopi
mythology” (147).
Of course, these accounts are Western interpretations of events that began
to unfold at about the time of Warburg’s visit to Oraibi. My purpose in providing
them is to point to the availability of historical materials that help to further contextualize Warburg’s travels in the Southwest. They point to situations that may have
been outside Warburg’s purview but that are clearly within the sight of today’s
commentators.
Although Warburg makes a point of explaining that he never actually witnessed the spectacle of the snake dance, he attempts, along with those who
have translated and reconstructed his lecture, to reproduce a seamless narrative
that maintains the ethnographic vividness of a participant observer. The images
illustrating the snake dance were supplied by people like Henry Voth. Warburg
recounts how Voth had gained the complete trust of the inhabitants of Oraibi: “After many years of associating with the Indians Voth had gained their trust by fulfilling his missionary duty as little as possible” (Michaud 315). This contrasts sharply with
a later, more extensive, account by Don C. Talayesva, member of the Oraibi
community:
The land was very dry, the crops suffered, and even the Snake dance
failed to bring much rain. We tried to discover the reason for our plight,

On the various explanations for the causes of the split see Titiev, The Hopi Indians of Old
Oraibi, and Bradfield, The Changing Pattern of Hopi Agriculture.
21

105
and remembered the Rev. Voth who had stolen so many of our ceremonial secrets and had even carried off sacred images and altars to
equip a museum and become a rich man. When he had worked here in
my boyhood, the Hopi were afraid of him and dared not lay their hands
on him or any other missionary, lest they be jailed by the Whites. During
the ceremonies this wicked man would force his way into the kiva and
write down everything that he saw. He wore shoes with solid heels, and
when the Hopi tried to put him out of the kiva he would kick them. He
came back to Oraibi on a visit and took down many more names. Now I
was grown, educated in the Whites’ school, and had no fear of this man.
When I heard that he was in my mother’s house I went over and told him
to get out. I said, “You break the commandments of your own God. He
had ordered you never to steal or to have any other gods before him. He
has told you to avoid all graven images; but you have stolen ours and set
them up in your museum. This makes you a thief and an idolater who can
never go to heaven.” I knew that the Hopi Cloud People despised this
man, and even though he was now old and wore a long beard, I had a
strong desire to seize him by the collar and kick him off the mesa. (252)
It is clear from this description of Voth that, given his short time in the Southwest,
Warburg had a very limited view of the various situations he encountered.
Because of the exploitation of these ceremonies by outsiders, especially
missionaries and tourists, and attempts by the U.S. government to ban them, it is
not surprising that the Hopi established a prohibition on the photographing of ceremonies at Oraibi early on. Warburg was aware of this when he visited the area.
He relates that: “Because [Voth] possessed their trust to an unusual degree, it
was possible to photograph them during their dance, which otherwise they never allow because of their aversion to having their images reproduced” (Michaud
2004, 315). It is important to emphasize that Warburg uses “reproduced” rather
than “produced.” The emphasis of the restrictions on photographing ceremonies
seems to have much to do with the Hopi’s lack of control over the consequent
dissemination and discursive framing of the images. Despite knowing about the
Hopi restrictions on the reproduction of ceremonial images, Warburg included
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them in his lecture. And many of those same images continue to be reproduced
with every publication on Warburg’s lecture. It is possible that Warburg felt there
was enough of a distance between him and his subjects of study to disregard
their injunctions, a distance that some of today’s scholars of Indigenous cultures
continue to perceive.22
Despite the problematic role Warburg played in the representation of Native cultures, his collection of observations, imagery, and artifacts contain the
potential, as does the work of Curtis, tor a reconsideration of the discourses they
have generated. As many other tourists who visited and continue to visit the
area, Warburg found what he was looking for in the southwest. However, unlike
most tourists, he maintained an intellectual interest in the Hopi that lasted until
the end of his life.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have taken Warburg’s lecture on the Hopi snake ritual, and the
vast literature it has engendered, as another archival site where a nationalist representation of Native American culture can be located. Unlike Edward Curtis’s
project, this archive represents a European perspective, one that may be seen as
indexical of the production of the Native at the height of Europe’s imperial expansion.
An analysis of Warburg’s materials has also provided a means of thinking
about the ideological implications of academic methodologies. Looking at the
work of his contemporaries, particularly that of Adolf Bastian, gives us an idea of
how methods that relied on the massive accumulation of data, which would eventually yield “truths” about the other, worked in the hierarchizing of other cultures in
the name of empire. In contrast, by categorizing Warburg’s method as syncretic, I
hope to defer, as he did, any steadfast conclusions about his engagement with
Native Americans.
Much of my concern has been about the invisibility of the history of Hopi in
This lack of sensibility is not solely due to the ignorance of those scholars outside the
subspecialty of Native art history. Historians of native art, often non-Natives, continually
disregard these prohibitions.
22
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Warburg’s lecture, and in the subsequent treatments, despite their high visibility in
the photographic representations of their ceremonies. This is the kind of situation
the Native art critic Theresa Harlan (Santo Domingo and Jemez Pueblo) refers to as
the “absence of an indigenous presence.” However, pointing at this absent presence and, therefore, making their invisibility visible, allows us to appreciate the productive possibilities of an invisibility dictated by the Hopi themselves, an appreciation for the presence of their self-determined absence. 23
In the next chapter, I will examine the museum, a space that demands visibility, in order to consider how its location—its site specificity—frames a visitor’s experience. This look at the performative space of the museum will take into account
its function as producer of narratives about the Native while also noting the various
possibilities for disrupting and supplanting them.

Harlan credits the term to the Yuchi/Creek photographer Richard Ray Whitman (Harlan
1999135).
23
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Chapter 4
Infelicitous Sites of Exhibition: The Nostalgic Space of the Museum

With the advent of modernity time has vanished from social space. . . . The
primacy of the economic and above all the political implies the supremacy of space over time.
—Henri Lefebvre (95)

The space of the museum can be described as an always already nostalgic site,
a space in which a narrative of a past that never was is constructed, a past
needed by museumgoers in the present. These stories often invoke a collective
past, one of the requirements of the formation and affirmation of a nationalist
ideology, as described by Benedict Anderson in his Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. He refers to the museum as an
institution of power, a site whose function is the “systemic, even Machiavellian,
instilling of nationalist ideology . . .” (163).
Objects in museums are de-contextualized, severed from their original
sites but exhibited in a way such that their displacement is not highlighted. Their
existence in the here and now, among the disparate collection of other objects
in the museum, is de-emphasized so that they can fit within a constructed narrative by which they reify history, indexing another place and time. In this way Lefebvre’s description of modernity’s tendency to privilege space over time,
quoted in the epigraph above, is an apt description of many of the processes
that take place within the museum. Within the site of the museum, time becomes
space; objects become markers of temporality as the visitor traverses through
time by navigating the space of the museum. A chronological narrative unfolds
as one walks through the museum, the floor plan providing the basic rubrics for
the telling of a story. This, at least, is true for the large encyclopedic museums
that attempt to tell grand stories about the nation within a global context.
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The nostalgic narrative of the museum reconstructs the authenticity of the
past while suspending the presence of the present. It is a nostalgic narrative by
which, as Susan Stewart describes, “the past takes on an authenticity of being,
an authenticity which, ironically, it can achieve only through narrative” (23). In
this chapter, I consider the spatial relationship of the museum itself to its surroundings in order to evaluate how that relationship informs the story told inside. I will
argue that contemporary Native engagements with the museum—whether as a
site where Native culture is put on display by and for non-Natives or as a venue
for Native self-representation—cannot be understood without a critical approach that takes into account the museum as locus.
This approach emphasizes the site specificity of the museum and seeks to
reposition this institution within an epistemological framework that is inclusive of
Native perspectives. By focusing on the location of the museum—its geographic
and ideological placement not only within a national but also within a global
context—it becomes clear that, although the site of exhibition may be fixed to a
particular place, the museum’s position within discourses that attempt to define
Indigeneity, such as art history and anthropology, is never stable. The role of the
museum in legitimating historical narratives makes it the proper place for the telling of these stories, the place where specific narratives about the other are
deemed felicitous. And it is not only the space contained by the museum that
allows this propriety, but also the place occupied by the museum itself. By recognizing the (in)appropriateness of the museum’s location, one can consider its
nostalgic function—whether as a site for the infelicitous display of other cultures
in the West or as the proper place for housing communal treasures within tribal
museums.
The engagements with the museum that I will address depend on considering the museum as a performative site where artists, historians, curators, and
visitors locate themselves vis-à-vis narratives of (re)location. In this instance, the
term “location” can refer either to the process of placing or to the place itself. I
am interested here in the “location of the Native” in the museum—in both the
sense of a place that is saved for, occupied, or abandoned by the Native and
as the performance of such (dis)locations. Therefore, I will pay attention to the
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production and consumption of indigenous cultures, and particularly the representation of the Native body, within the museum in order to note how that
economy extends beyond the museum’s walls into a transnational cultural
economy.
Naming as Possessing
Six Arawak Natives survived as captives aboard Columbus’s ship on his return
from his first voyage to the Western hemisphere in 1493. It is not clear why Columbus abducted these “New World” Natives. Cultural critic and literary theorist
Tzvetan Todorov suggests that it was Columbus’s “naturalist’s enthusiasm” that
drove his impulse to collect them as specimens: “[H]e always wants to take specimens of all kinds back to Spain: trees, birds, animals, and Indians” (48).1
Columbus’s taxonomic practices also included the cataloguing and display of his collection. On his arrival in Spain, the captured Natives were renamed; they were baptized and given Christian names (28). The historian Samuel
Morison briefly describes what must have been a dramatic spectacle:
Unique and memorable was the ceremony of baptizing the six Indians.
King, Queen and Infante D. Juan acted as godparents; to the Indian first
in rank, a relation of the cacique Guacangarí, they gave the name Fernando de Aragon; to another, Don Juan de Castilla, and to a third (the
clever interpreter), Don Diego Colón. (1942 360)2
Although a detailed description of this event does not survive, there is no doubt
that it must have been a well-choreographed production of a Christian ritual
performed in order to save the Natives’ souls. The public spectacle also served
other functions, including the demonstration of the crown’s power over the lands
Another suggestion is that he wanted to bring the natives to Spain to learn Castilian in
order that they would be brought back to America to function as interpreters (Greenblatt 1991107). He may also have wanted to demonstrate the susceptibility of Indians to
being converted to Catholicism (Todorov 43). On his second voyage, Columbus brought
back five hundred and fifty natives, of whom approximately three hundred and fifty survived, in order to endorse their usefulness as slaves (Todorov 46-49 and Greenblatt 1991
71-72).
1

Greenblatt recounts that Don Diego Colón was named after Columbus’s eldest son
(1991 83).
2
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the Natives metonymically represented.3
The process of naming, or, rather, renaming, the Natives also served the
function of appropriating the signifiers of the “New World” within a Western
epistemology. Todorov discusses Columbus’s obsession with renaming all that
came within his view during his first voyage: “Like Adam in the midst of Eden, Columbus is profoundly concerned with the choice of names for the virgin world
before his eyes” (27). Despite the fact that the indigenous people he encountered taught him many of the Native names for the various places, plants, animals, and Natives he encounters, Columbus insists on replacing these names with
those of his own choosing. Literary theorist Stephen Greenblatt describes Columbus’s acts of renaming, these baptisms, as speech acts: utterances that perform
rather than describe an act (1991 54). The act of naming is a process of branding; as Todorov states: “nomination is equivalent to taking possession” (127). This,
of course, is the case from the perspective of the one doing the naming. From
the Natives’ perspective, this may have been interpreted as an inability or unwillingness to engage them on, and with, their own terms. 4
Strictly speaking, speech acts must be performed within a specific context
in order for them to have the prescribed effect. According to the philosopher J.L.
Austin, “it is always necessary that the circumstances in which the words are uttered should be in some way, or ways, appropriate . . .” He goes on to say that
3

On the state’s use of the spectacle, see Foucault, Discipline and Punish.

The notion of speech acts was developed by J.L. Austin in How to Do Things with Words.
He states that to utter a performative sentence “is not to describe my doing . . . it is to do
it” (6).
4

Native names have been used as an art medium by the controversial German artist Lothar Baumgarten. For a sympathetic overview of Baumgarten’s project, see Craig
Owens, “Improper Names.” Owens sees Baumgarten’s project as indicating, “the limits of
the European project of visualizing the Other” (295-6). However, he is also aware of some
of the risks of Baumgarten’s project, which include the danger that “in presenting this
material—the knowledge of the Indians—he is simply providing the raw material out of
which ethnographers, folklorists, and specialists in Indian dialects will produce still more
knowledge about the Indians” (295). Owens fails to see Baumgarten as already being
one of those processing Indigenous knowledge as a product for Western consumption.
His artwork is anything but “raw material.” For a more critical approach to Baumgarten’s
work, see the discussion of the response by Robert Houle (Saulteaux/Ojibwe) and Greg
Staats (Mohawk) in the following chapter.
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“it is very commonly necessary that either the speaker himself or other persons
should also perform certain other actions whether ‘physical’ or ‘mental’ actions
or even acts of uttering other words” (8). Performative speech acts need to follow an accepted protocol in order to accomplish their deeds. The consequence
of a speech act that is performed inappropriately is considered an infelicity. This
does not mean that the act is void and has no effect; it does, however, make it
an act that has not performed its intended task, an act that has gone awry (8).
(Columbus’s proclamation of having arrived in India, for example, was a most
infelicitous act with substantial consequences.) Austin is also explicit in expanding
the notion of infelicity beyond speech to include all acts: “Infelicity is an ill to
which all acts are heir which have the general character of ritual or ceremonial,
all conventional acts” (19). In fact, the idea of the performative—which in How
to Do Things with Words he specifically applies to speech—is to be understood to
apply to any act that has significance based on prescribed practice.
Returning to the christening of Arawaks, it could be argued that these
speech acts were correctly performed under the proper circumstances. It is
even possible that, in terms of church doctrine, the Natives had by then decided
to convert to Catholicism and were willing participants in the ceremony. However, the act of renaming the six Natives would be considered an infelicity if, for
example, they did not understand the implications of the ceremony or if they
participated under duress. What I would like to consider with this example is that
the taxonomic processes followed by Columbus—the collecting, cataloguing,
and display of objects and people of the “New World”— comprised a series of
interrelated steps that could be said to constitute an exhibitionary practice.
There is a logic that guided his selection of specimens, which also informs the
ways in which these specimens were organized, and, finally, arranged for exhibition.
The history of exhibitions has been the focus of much recent scholarly attention, particularly that given to the ideological implications of the practices of
display and viewing that take place within the museum. Tracing the development of the museum, from the private collections full of wondrous curiosities to
the public museums displaying materials forming part of a national patrimony,
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the emphasis of these scholarly writings has often been on the relationship between objects and the spaces they occupy, between specimens and the sites
used to display them. 5
The practice of curating is particularly engaged with the narrative aspects
of this relationship. The story told by the placement of objects, ordered within an
architectural frame so that viewers are prompted to perform a specific sequence of readings, somatically inserts viewers within the prescribed narrative. In
fact, the performance of these narratives within these specialized spaces has
been compared to that of a ritual. Carol Duncan has argued that instead of
seeing art museums “either as collections of things or as distinctive works of architecture . . . [they should be seen as forming a totality] best understood as a ritual
setting, a ceremonial monument in its own right and not just a container for other
monuments” (1995 10). 6
In Double Exposures: The Subject of Cultural Analysis, Mieke Bal focuses on
the acts of exposition performed within the museum, on “gestures of showing
[that] can be considered discursive acts, best considered as (or analogous to)
specific speech acts” (3). She is interested in analyzing how the work of exhibition
within museums conflates presentation as explanation, how, in linguistic terms,
the demonstrative comes to operate as constative. As she puts it, the visitor is

Much has been published on museums, particularly during the last decade or so. A selection of important anthologies includes: Karp and Levine, Exhibiting Cultures; Cooke
and Wollen, Visual Display; MacDonald and Fyfe, Theorizing Museums; Boswell and Evans,
Representing the Nation. “Museum Meanings,” a series by Routledge includes: Barringer
and Flynn, Colonialism and the Object; Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture; and Kreps, Liberating Culture. Work that is explicitly dedicated
to the display of Native cultures includes: West, The Changing Presentation of the American Indian: Museums and Native Cultures; Jessup and Bagg, On Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery; Clavir, Preserving What is Valued; Peers and Brown, Museums and
Source Communities.
5

On the history of the museum, see Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum; Crimp, On the
Museum’s Ruins; and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Destination Culture.
It is important to keep in mind that since the nineteenth century, the pedagogical approach to conveying the museum’s message has primarily emphasized an autodidactic
engagement with objects in the form of the self-guided tour (Bennett, passim).However,
there have been several art projects, such as the work of Andrea Fraser, that work to
subvert these didactic models.
6

114
shown an object—“Look!”—and then told about it—“That’s how it is” (2).
However, this “show and tell” process is no simple grade school exercise.
There is a complex semiotics at play in which the relationship between the object on display (signifier) is conflated with its narrative explanation (signified).
While the relationship between signifier and signified is by definition not fixed,
and allows for play between a thing and its meaning, the expository nature of
museum exhibition attempts to regulate and constrain that play. As Bal states:
“The thing on display comes to stand for . . . the statement about it. . . . The
space between thing and statement is filled up” (4). The showing and telling become one.
Bal goes on to explain how the fixing of meaning by traditional exhibitory
practices within museums depends on the presence of the objects, which work
to reify these discourses. The undeniable presence of the object entices viewers
to read the museum’s narrative as truth. (5) It is this positivist approach that has
been extremely effective in narrating truths about Native peoples, particularly
when these narratives are based on the exhibition of cultural objects, and especially when they involve the presence of Native bodies as objects.
The complex integration of objects, space, and viewer within the narrative
structure of an exhibition demands a careful choreography, regardless of the
museum’s mission. However, the meaning intended by the established sequence
that structures these narratives is always at risk of an inept, or even subversive,
performance. This is particularly true of those narratives based on notions of progressive development, teleological stories ultimately fulfilled when the viewer exits the museum to a (post)modern present. The beginning of the narrative, however, requires a transition for the visitor into the temporalized space of the museum. Museums often make this transition explicit by proving a transformative
experience that marks the transition from outside to inside, a transformative experience demarcating the outside world from the carefully staged simulation
within. The contrast between the world within and that beyond the museum’s
walls prompts an analysis of the artificiality of both spaces.
The process of negotiating the artifice of place has provided opportunities
for artists to disrupt the intended narrative of museums. Most often, these inter-
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ventions have taken the form of performance art, which makes sense if we continue to analyze this space within the speech-act framework outlined by Bal. In
museums, visitors are encouraged to traverse space in a performance that endorses the narratives of power scripted for them by museum professionals. These
authorized narratives are site-specific, which makes them vulnerable to counternarratives produced and performed at these sites by enacting what Austin
would call infelicitous acts.
Enacting Infelicities
The didactic narratives scripted by museums have been the focus of artists for
some time. The criticism of art institutions are part of an art practice that has
come to be defined as “institutional critique.” In her analysis of the history of
these practices, Kirsi Peltomäki defines them as “art practices that, since the late
1960s, have called attention to their institutional framing” (2001 2). A notable example is the work of Fred Wilson, which has focused on highlighting the racist
ideology that is intrinsic to most museums. He developed one of his early
projects, an exhibition titled Mining the Museum, in 1992 for the Maryland Historical Society and the Contemporary Museum in Baltimore. The exhibition was an
installation that featured work from the museum’s own permanent collection,
which Wilson arranged in contexts that highlighted the history of racial oppression not often addressed by the museum. An instance of the kinds of tensions Wilson highlighted is seen in one of the displays that features two drastically different types of metalwork (Figure 24). In the same vitrine, Wilson has placed an ornate set of silver vessels, delicately smithed in the Baltimore Repousseé Style,
alongside, or rather surrounding, a set of coarsely produced and rusted slave
shackles. Although the works are contemporaneous, the disparity of their function and aesthetics reveals what would not necessarily be part of the Maryland
Historical Society’s curatorial practice: an exhibition highlighting the history of
slavery that allowed for the accumulated wealth represented by the fine silver
vessels.
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Figure 24. Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum, 1992, installation, Maryland Historical Society,
Baltimore. Silver Vessels in Baltimore Repousseé Style, 1830-80. Slave Shackles, maker unknown, made in Baltimore, c. 1793-1872.

This installation depended on the viewer’s ability to recognize the infelicitous placement of the objects. It relied on making explicit the often implicit nature of exhibiting the dominating culture. The complicity of an institution such as
the Maryland Historical Society in maintaining narratives of European dominance, in naturalizing these colonial discourses, become most visible when the
display includes Native bodies.7
An example of an artistic endeavor to enact infelicities based on the representation of the Native body within the site of exhibition is a performance by
Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña titled Two Undiscovered Amerindians
Visit . . . (1992-1993). Fusco, who is Cuban American, and Gómez-Peña, who was
born in Mexico and lives in the U.S., first performed this work at Columbus Plaza in
Madrid in 1992 as part of the quincentennial celebrations of Columbus’s arrival in
the Americas.8
Roland Barthes has described the process of naturalizing the cultural as myth. As he explains: “myth consists in overturning culture into nature or, at least, the social, the cultural,
the ideological, the historical into the ‘natural’” (Barthes 1977 165).
7

For a detailed account of preparations for and responses to the performance, see Fusco, “The Other History of Intercultural Performance.”
8
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By bringing this performance back to “the origin” of the West’s colonization of the Americas, the artists intended to “create a satirical commentary on
Western concepts of the exotic, primitive Other” (Fusco 1995 37). For the performance, they dressed in costumes that included typical Western wear, such as
tennis shoes and a wrestling mask, but also had elements of stereotypical “primitive” garments, such a grass skirt and a feather headdress (Figure 25). They spent
their time in a cage doing mundane things associated with Western culture, such
as watching television and working on a laptop, while also performing “traditional” dances and other pseudo-ceremonial acts. They were aided in their
presentation by assistants who posed as docents and by informational panels
that described their newly discovered homeland of “Guatinau,” which they
claimed was located somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico.

Figure 25. Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña performing Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit . . ., Columbus Plaza, Madrid, 1992.

The sites of their performances included Covent Garden in London, the
Smithsonian Museum of Natural History, the Australian Museum of Natural History,
the Field Museum in Chicago, and the Whitney Museum in New York. An unexpected effect of the performance was that a large number of viewers failed to
see the artifice in the work and instead believed the satire to be an actual exposition of Native peoples. Thus, by attempting to have viewers recognize the im-
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propriety of the display of Native people as specimens, the performance, instead, was perceived as proper, as the kind of exhibit expected at such venues.
Not unlike Duchamp’s display of a urinal within an art gallery, which transformed
a commercial piece of plumbing into a work of fine art, the various museum settings for the Fusco and Gómez-Peña performance legitimized their farce as fact
according to the mandate of each space.
This shift in intended infelicities—from exposing the inadequacy of the museum as presenter of culture to the failure of the viewer to respond with the appropriate disbelief—is the focus of The Couple in the Cage: A Guatinaui Odyssey,
the video produced to document the performance. The documentary emphasizes the responses of viewers, particularly those who have “misread” the performance. They are shown asking questions about the Guatinauis based on their
preconceptions of “primitive cultures” as well as on the information provided by
the museum and the artists. While the documentary provides a historical overview of the display of Natives, the most striking images are of museum visitors
who appear to lack the appropriate critical engagement with the art performance. Fusco discusses critics who chastised the artists for “the ‘immoral’ act of
duping our audiences” and wonders “why they [the critics] seem to have forgotten the tradition of site-specific performance . . .” As Fusco explains, the Whitney
was “the only site where we were recognizably contextualized as artwork” (Fusco 1995 54, 39)
Whereas the recognition of the infelicity enacted by Wilson was based on
the ability of the viewer to read the impropriety of his proposed counternarrative—on reading the artist’s intervention to the storyline established by the
Maryland Historical Society—the ultimate focus of the Fusco and Gómez-Peña
performance was on the viewers themselves. They became a crucial part of the
process of deconstructing the museum’s narrative. Therefore, it is important to
note the site-specificity of the performance. There was a great difference between seeing the work in New York as part of the 1993 Whitney Biennial, a highly
controversial show whose focus was on issues of identity and representation, and
seeing the piece performed within the various ethnographic venues spaces
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whose histories includes exactly this kind of display of living specimens.9 The performance focused on the naïve audience response, on their infelicitous response
to a performance that had been approved by the museum as an appropriate
critique of its own legacy of ethnographic narratives that objectify the other. This
revised auto-critical narrative, however, did not lead viewers to collaborate in
the consumption of this send-up of a nostalgic view of Native cultures, but, instead, revealed the persistence of racist readings still invoked by these institutions.
A much earlier example of a performance that approached the issue of
the display of the Native body in the museum is The Artifact Piece by the Native
artist James Luna (Luiseño, Diegueño), which was first performed in 1987 at the
Museum of Man in San Diego (Figure 26). In this well-known work, the artist
placed himself in a display case and lay on his back with his eyes closed, surrounded by objects that identified him as an individual, a subject rather than an
object typifying a tribe, a Native specimen. These objects included cassettes of
his favorite music, poetry by Allan Ginsberg, family photographs, his divorce papers, and his Master’s degree in counseling. Unlike the Fusco and Gómez-Peña
performance, Luna’s presentation confronts viewers’ expectations by making his
presence as particular and individualistic as possible. Instead of representing a
stereotype of the other caught in the past, Luna attempted to connect with his
audience in terms of common contemporary individual experiences. He explains
that:
As an artist, I want to speak as a whole, not to talk about how Indian I am,
or to make Indian art for Indians or collectors or admirers. I want to speak
to all of you, everyone who was also born in front of a TV. I want to speak
to you as a whole person, and to bring along my cultural side as well.
(2004 150)
By seeking to have the viewer identify with his personal history, Luna invites a
sympathetic reception of his placement as an object within the museum, which
On the display of living natives, see Mason, “Exotic Spectacles” (1998 110-130) and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 34-78. On live exhibits at World’s Fairs see Rydell, All the World’s a Fair,
and Hinsley, “The World as Marketplace” in Karp and Levine, 344-365.
9
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then leads the viewer to recognize the impropriety of such an exhibition. Luna
recounts that “a couple of times after my performance, non-Native men would
come over and say, ‘That was me in there, man’” (150).

Figure 26. James Luna, (Luiseño/Diegueño), Artifact Piece was first staged in 1987 at the
Museum of Man, San Diego.

As with The Couple in the Cage, Luna’s performance was subsequently
presented at an art venue, as part of The Decade Show in 1990. The show took
place at several spaces throughout New York City and was in many ways a precursor to the 1993 Whitney Biennial. It featured many of the same artists and also
focused on issues of multiculturalism and the production of identity.10 The nature
of the venue, however, changed the reception of Luna’s work. Unlike the opportunity presented at the ethnographic museum for viewers to identify with him,
the site of the art museum made visitors acutely aware of Luna’s role as perfor-

Both The Decade Show in 1990 and the Whitney Biennial of 1993 were the focus of
much criticism. As Jean Fisher commented, “The inclusion of ‘ethnic’ artists in such shows
. . . suggest that ‘multiculturalism’ is a new variant of ‘assimilation’—a means by which
the mainstream incorporates diverse cultural perspectives, without essentially relinquishing control” (Jean Fisher 2002, 333). These sorts of criticisms, however, overly emphasized
the agency of curators and did not account for the negotiated nature of organizing
these large exhibitions. Although power inequality between artist and institution at such
shows is inevitable, these institutions are forced, as part of the process of collaboration, to
acquiesce a certain amount of control.
10
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mer, as an avant-garde artist presenting work whose aesthetic value was being
highlighted. The possibility of Luna returning their gaze, of opening his eyes as
they stared at his body laid out as if dead, made the visual consumption of his
body as object untenable. As Jean Fisher has described it, “the shock of his real
presence and the possibility that he may indeed be watching and listening disarms the voyeuristic gaze and denies it its structuring power” (2002 337). It is important to consider that the infelicity enacted in the art museum by Luna’s performance depends, to some extent, on the viewer’s recognition of the improper
siting of the work. The Whitney was the wrong place to view Indian bodies as
such, dead or alive.11
It is also important to realize that these kinds of institutional critiques are
not altogether antagonistic, but, instead, are often collaborative engagements
with these sites of cultural exhibition. Museums have been willing participants, at
times commissioning the artists to “misuse” their institutions. In an article by Andrea Fraser, one of the leading practitioners of institutional critique whose early
work focused on museums, she reminds us that these critiques are not necessarily
a hostile encounter between artist and institution. These are not instances in
which the visitor’s role is merely that of a witnessing bystander. Fraser insists that:
“We are the institution.” She explains that the viewer is not merely inculcated by
institutions but is, in fact, a constitutive agent of these sites as institutions. Fraser
elaborates:
It’s a question of what kind of institution we are, what kind of values we institutionalize, what forms of practice we reward, and what kinds of rewards we aspire to. Because the institution of art is internalized, embodied, and performed by individuals, these are the questions that institutional critique demands we ask, above all, of ourselves. (279)
Therefore, as with all performance, the viewer is a collaborator in the signifying
For an illuminating analysis of the differences in rhetorical strategies between ethnographic museums and museums of art, which reinforce the nature/culture binary, see
Bal, “Telling, Showing, Showing Off,” (Double Exposures 13-56). For a self-conscious discussion of a project critical of the ethnographic museum, which involved not only art production but also curation, see McMaster, “Creating Spaces” (Ferguson and Nairne 191200).
11
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process of the work. In terms of the work of institutional critique, the visitor is pressured to locate themselves vis-à-vis the institution, to recognize and admit their
role in the production of museum narratives.
The performances I have used as examples highlight the expository practices of museum display and their appropriateness to place. Wilson’s curating as
performance exposes the racial myths, which have been naturalized within the
museum space, by a process of juxtaposing objects that makes visible the often
invisible hand of the curator. More blatant disruptions were enacted by Luna,
Fusco, and Gómez-Peña in their use of the body to engage viewers within these
thickly coded spaces. These performances draw attention to the management
of objects within the space of the museum, to the intimate relations between architecture and curating.
Essential Sites
I have been discussing the museum as a site prone to, or ripe for, infelicities,
some enacted in collaboration with the institution, others subversively introduced. I have also focused on the propriety of the museum space, the museum
as a place specifically produced to contain those narratives proper to itself,
whether primarily aesthetic, ethnographic, scientific, or historical. I would now
like to consider the location of the museum, its geographic context, in order to
think about the placement of the museum as itself providing the potential for the
disjuncturing of intended narratives.
Before they are constructed, the placement of such institutions is carefully
considered by a range of experts, from architects to city planners, who take into
account many variables—the building’s aesthetic relationship to other structures
nearby, access to transportation, commercial impact, conservation capabilities,
and other logistical factors. Their concern is often with how feasible these structures will be within a region’s infrastructure. What I would like to consider, however, is how the location of a museum, its various relationships to its surroundings,
informs and limits the possible narratives produced within. I want to think about
the significance of a museum’s siting, what I will refer to as its site-specificity, as a
contributing factor to a visitor’s (in)felicitous engagement.
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The issue of site-specificity as it relates to art production was the focus of a
chapter in Douglas Crimp’s On the Museum’s Ruins, titled “Redefining Site Specificity.” In this essay, he traces a shift between a minimalist approach to sitespecificity, in which “the coordinates of perception were established as existing .
. . among spectator, artwork, and the place inhabited by both,” and a later approach that emphasized the political ramifications of this triangulation. Crimp
notes that the relationships established by such an art practice attempt to “reveal the material conditions of the work of art, its mode of production and reception, the institutional supports of its circulation, [and] the power relations
represented by these institutions . . .” (1993 154, 153). The increase in the social
significance of site-specificity has various ramifications for art practices whose
address is toward whole communities and not just individual(ized) viewers.
An analysis that takes up this materialist engagement with site-specificity
is a study by Miwon Kwon titled One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and
Locational Identity. The book theorizes the siting of art as a “spatio-political problematic” and the “nexus between the subject/object and location” (2, 8).
Kwon’s analysis eventually centers on the possibilities for site-specific work not only to engage but to produce communities. It is this part of her discussion that I
find useful for my discussion of the significance of the museum’s siting to a visitor’s
experience. Although these notions of site-specificity focus on the production of
art, I would like to apply them to a discussion of the relationship among visitor,
museum, and the place of this engagement in order to consider how this dynamic works to reaffirm identity.
Kwon states that her goal is to theorize a new model of belonging-intransience by “countering both the nostalgic desire for a retrieval of rooted,
place-bound identities on the one hand, and the antinostalgic embrace of a
nomadic fluidity of subjectivity, identity, and spatiality on the other . . .” (Kwon
2002, 2, 8). While she is mainly addressing issues that pertain to art produced in
an urban setting—which often involve negotiations between the artist, community, and art institution—her discussion raises important issues in terms of the negotiations between viewer, museum, and communities, that I want to emphasize as
being formative of identity. The most applicable of her insights for my project is
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her discussion of the location and production of community, of community as a
site.
One of Kwon’s main concerns is the possibility that the production of art
that purports to engage a particular community’s concerns will reify, and therefore commodify, that community. Her deconstruction of the concept of community criticizes what she characterizes as the essentialist production of space, a
space occupied by “authentic” communities. As she states:
It seems historically inevitable that we will leave behind the nostalgic notion of a site and identity as essentially bound to the physical actualities of
a place. Such a notion, if not ideologically suspect, is at least out of sync
with the prevalent description of contemporary life as a network of unanchored flows. (2002 164)
Kwon’s analysis leads her to the conclusion that, “Reckoning with the impossibility
of community . . . may be the only way to imagine past the burden of affirmational siting of community to its critical unsiting” (155).
The irony of Kwon’s project—to think “beyond and through the impossibility of community” (154)—is that, in terms of Native identity, “the notion of site and
identity as essentially bound to the physical actualities of a place” is precisely the
belief often advocated by those looking to maintain homelands or regain territories taken away by force.
Kwon bases her ideas of community on an approach outlined by philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, who insists that “only a community that questions its own
legitimacy is legitimate,” a productive contradiction that he calls an “inoperative community” (Kwon 2002 155).12 Nancy’s, and, in turn, Kwon’s, suspicion of
claims for the production of coherent community stems from those historical attempts to cohere groups along identities derived from nationalist ideologies.
These nationalist calls to form coherent communities have been based on the
ideological interpellation of individuals as coherent, unified, and predetermined
subjects. Kwon argues that the coherent subjectivity required to produce these
essential communities implies that “subjects within that community are unified
12

See Nancy, The Inoperative Community.
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subjects, that their sense of who they are and where they are is transparent to
themselves, not only to themselves, but also to others” (Kester 167).13
The efficacy of this skeptical approach to communal identity, however, is
questionable from a Native perspective, or the perspective of any group whose
communal identity is predicated on the ontological notions of identity of its individual members. Grant Kester addresses Kwon’s anti-essentialist critique in his
book Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art.14
Here he is primarily concerned with analyzing what he defines as dialogic art—
an aesthetic practice focused on instigating collaborative dialogue among
communities. Part of Kester’s discussion takes up Nancy’s analysis of the problematic constitution of unified subjects and the predicaments presented by claims
made for their formation of coherent communities. Kester argues that Nancy’s
outright rejection of the possibility of the formation of coherent communities “effectively exiles vast areas of human collective experience to the wilderness of
incipient fascism.” As an alternative to Nancy’s binary approach to communities—as either coherent (static) or incoherent (always coming into being)—Kester
posits a dialogic approach that allows for what he calls a “provisional coherence.” He insists that “communication, in whatever form, must involve some ontological and temporal framework (however provisional) within which to speak
as well as listen” (2004 157,158).
While Kwon counters what she believes to be outmoded essentialist conceptualizations of community and Kester argues for partial and provisional essentialism strategically invoked in the name of political resistance, what I want to
emphasize here is a notion of community that is specifically and continuously
predetermined as having an essential relation to place, not a community one
joins at will as a form of resistance; not an optional community. The debates on
essentialism between Kwon and Kester often focus on relationships among
communities sited in a metropolitan setting—a setting which, as Kwon notes, un-

For a survey of critiques of the ideological implications of the notion of the subject, see
Cadava, Connor, and Nancy, Who Comes after the Subject?
13

14

See especially chapter five, “Community and Communicability” in Kester.
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dermines any possibility of invoking a “nostalgic fantasy of a pre-urban existence
that is assumed to have been without alienation, mediation or violence” (Kwon
2002 149). However, the operative site of indigenous communities is often a traditional land base, or, as is often the case, the result of forced relocations, the reservation—an always already nostalgic site forever indexing home.
Siting Reservation X
It is the persistence of such place-bound identities that the Plains Cree artist and
curator Gerald McMaster addressed when he curated Reservation X: The Power
of Place in Aboriginal Contemporary Art in 1998 at the Canadian Museum of Civilization. For this exhibition, he chose the Native reservation as the operative site
of engagement. The exhibition featured the work of eight Native artists (Mary
Longman, Nora Naranjo-Morse, Marianne Nicolson, Shelley Niro, Jolene Rickard,
Mateo Romero, and C. Maxx Stevens) whom McMaster believed exemplified efforts by Native artists
to merge the legacy of individualism with the dynamic and affirming
bond of community. They no longer see the appeal of being marginalized
iconoclasts but prefer to become active participants, where community
and individual growth are not incompatible but complementary goals.
(1998 23)
McMaster was fully aware of the contradictions present in actual reservations, which denote “a negotiated space set aside for Indian people by oppressive colonial governments to isolate them, to extricate them from their cultural
habits, and to save them from the vices of the outside world.” He presented the
dual nature of the reservation as “both sanctuary and prison,” as a place that
“will always be both a symbolic and real home for most Indian people” (122 19).
It is the site, real or imagined, to which many Native communities have an essential relationship. This is true even of those Native communities who have been so
severely displaced that they lack access to a homeland.15 Even then, the locus

For an overview of the history of native dislocation and the status of native land claims
see Churchill, “The Earth is Our Mother: Struggles for American Indian Land and Liberation
in the Contemporary United States,” in Jaimes, 1992. For a discussion of the establishment
15
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of the reservation functions dialectically as formative of Native identity. To designate the place of this ambivalent site, McMaster uses the term “Reservation X.”
As he elaborates: “The urban and rural now make up two discursive spaces or
communities that form the new reservation narrative” (21). This is a narrative that,
unlike the analysis proposed by Kwon, acknowledges the complicated relationships of various sites in the formation of identity, whether individual or communal.16
The discursive production of “Reservation X” outlined by McMaster’s
project is further affirmed by the claims to authenticity that are often made for
such spaces by Native communities themselves. It is at this point, when the essential ties to place originate from an already existing community, that a project
such as Kwon’s reveals instances of incommensurability between postmodern
and Indigenous notions of identity. A postmodern approach is wary of claims to
stable identities and espouses an anti-essentialism that is skeptical of the “cultural
valorization of places as the locus of authentic experience and coherent sense
of historical and personal identity,” endorsing, instead, a fluid notion of identity
(Kwon 2002 52). An indigenous claim to identity often appeals to a sense of identity dependent on the conjunction of history and place, an authentic sense of
self constituted at the nexus of a site of origin and the place of performance. It is
important to realize, however, that indigenous claims to authentic sites and essential identities are not necessarily strategic; they are often fundamental to Native epistemologies.17
of community-based museums in the U.S. by immigrant communities see Simpson, “Remembering Homeland” in Making Representations.
McMaster borrowed the term “Reservation X” from Shelley Niro, who uses it as the setting for her film Honey Moccasins (1998).
16

On the Western production of the concepts of authenticity and primitivism, see Errington. For an analysis of the notion of authenticity and contemporary Aboriginal art see
Marcia Langton, “Dreaming Art,” in Papastergiadis, Complex Entanglements. Langton
argues that the representation of landscapes within various native art practices, including those by traditional Aboriginal desert painters, is a genre that requires a different
scope of reception. For an analysis of the ideological implication of this genre in Australia
see Levitus, Lying about the Landscape. For a survey of landscape representation of
America as frontier, see Bruce, Myth of the West and Treuttner, The West as America. I
am grateful to Ian McLean for bringing Langton’s article to my attention.
17
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Whereas notions of authenticity and essentialism may become limiting
burdens for artists attempting to avoid ghettoization in today’s global art market,
many indigenous artists ignore this Western problematic altogether and opt to
maintain an explicit reference to their ties with the land. An example of this engagement is the installation produced by Nora Naranjo-Morse for the Reservation X exhibition. Gia’s Song consists of a constructed dwelling within the gallery
space that is two-sided. One side of the structure references the stuccoed government housing that began to replace the traditional adobe structures of Santa
Clara Pueblo, her tribal home, in the 1970s. The other side of the installation references the traditional homes made of mud, straw, and sand, the local materials
that make up adobe bricks, the elemental component of traditional Pueblo
homes. Naranjo-Morse explains the contrast in approaches to home construction
depicted in her installation as referencing the disparity between a Western and
a Pueblo approach to communal identity.
While the frame homes were quickly manufactured by construction crews
out of pre-fabricated materials, adobe homes, which often accommodate extended families, take years to make and require a communal effort for their construction. In addition, the relationship of these dwellings to the land is explicitly
related to cultural beliefs about the building materials and their relationship to
the environment. Naranjo-Morse explains that adobe construction is not only “a
practical way of using the environment to build shelter, but it was and still is our
connection to the earth. Our culture built its belief system to a great degree on
the environment, including the idea that we emerged from the earth. This idea is
still very rooted in people like me who insist on building their own homes” (1998
87). Although the installation may be interpreted as representing two separate
moments, that of the contemporary HUD (Housing and Urban Development)
home and the past moment of the adobe home, it is the coexistence of these
structures on her tribal land that Naranjo-Morse emphasizes. One side of her construction represents the outer wall of a HUD home, riddled with graffiti, with a
window that allows a view into a room filled with household items that refer to
the process of cultural assimilation: a television, a crucifix, and bags of Red Man
brand chewing tobacco (Figure 27). The other side of the structure is a space
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that is structured by earth colored walls, indexing traditional adobe, which become curvilinear and eventually lead to an intimate altar-like space (Figure 28).

Figure 27. Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, multimedia installation, 1998. Detail showing
representation of exterior of HUD home. Interior installation is visible through window.

Although the traditional adobe process may invoke a nostalgic past when
the process of adobe construction united and to a great extent helped to define
the community, it is its continuous use that is at the heart of the artist’s project. To
a great extent, the maintenance of traditions depends on a nostalgic vision of
the past, a view that inspires a desire to retain these practices. Since not all traditions are maintained, those that are kept make explicit their nurturing of the past.
Naranjo-Morse recounts how her community’s vision of the past is passed on to
future generations through the adobe building techniques:
When we built our house our children saw family members come by and
unload adobes. They saw their mother and father plastering. One day . . .
we saw the government-built HUD houses. The first thing my son said was,
“Where is the mud?” When he said that, I could not control the tears. I
realized we had put him in a unique position to understand something
very elemental about himself and his relationship with his family and the
culture. (Naranjo-Morse 1998, 86)
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While the aesthetic of Naranjo-Morse’s installation, and of all the artists
represented in the Reservation X exhibition, is clearly conversant with contemporary approaches to avant-garde art production, they are also careful to reference traditional media and iconography.

Figure 28. Nora Naranjo-Morse, Gia's Song, multimedia installation, 1998. Detail showing
altar space within adobe structure.

However, because her work references a traditional paradigm of identity, one
which depends on a metonymic relationship between the body and the land, it
is often relegated to those categories of contemporary art production described
as ethnographic or postcolonial. The former has been identified by Hal Foster as
the kind of work that relies on essentialist notions of alterity, a process he describes as a “self-othering” that runs the risk of “remaking the other in neoprimitivist guise” (1996 197).18 The latter category, that of postcolonial art, is described by the art critic Ian McLean as “a syncretic modernism that, in the spirit
of modernism, is grounded in the temporality and spatiality of modernity and its
global orientation” (2003 228). While Foster uses the category of the artist as eth-
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I will return to Foster’s argument in chapter five.
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nographer to distinguish artists whose main concern is to occupy the role of the
cosmopolitan other assigned by a Western art market from those artists critical of
such a role, McLean attempts to make a finer distinction.19 He uses the term
postcolonial artist to differentiate those artists whose main engagement is with
Western aesthetics from those who are focused on their relationship to a specific
place, whom he refers to as “Indigenous artists.” For McLean, Indigenous artists
produce work that emphasizes “the specificity of place and locality that characterises traditional cultures” (McClean 2003 228).
McLean has noted how these different approaches function in the presentation of traditional Aboriginal art in Australia:
The burden of authenticity felt so heavily by postcolonial artists . . . is, for
Indigenous artists, a liberation and essential component of their identity.
The old desert painters wear this authenticity lightly because it is so much
a part of them. Far from being a burden hoisted on them by Eurocentric
intellectuals wanting to legitimise their own modernity, it is and always has
been the secret of the success of Indigenous art. (2003 240)
McLean makes a crucial distinction between the position of the Indigenous artists, whom he describes as belonging to a traditional culture, and the position
occupied by postcolonial artists, whom he identifies as those who “work across a
range of styles and ideas in a deliberate hybrid fashion that is global and temporal in outlook”(228).
Despite his awkward use of “Indigenous” as a modifier to designate the
traditional Native artist, leaving “postcolonial” to mark the hybrid artist, and thus
positing a distinction based on notions of authenticity, what I would like to focus
on is that McLean bases his distinction on the artist’s connection to a place. This
is a provocative distinction, particularly since it does not account for the location
of artists, such as the participants in “Reservation X,” who strongly identify with a
specific place and yet participate in the production of what McLean considers

Foster discusses the work of Edgar Heap of Birds, Jimmie Durham, and James Luna as
examples of artists whose work is often concerned with the stereotypical roles they are
expected to play within the market and whose works “resist further primitivizing and anthropologizing through a parodic ‘trickstering’ of these very processes” (1996 199).
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postcolonial art. Although he goes on to complicate the distinction he initially
sets up and warns that “we need to be wary of a postcolonial primitivism inherited from modernist times that precludes the Indigenous from the postcolonial,”
acknowledging the work of postcolonial indigenous Australian artists such as
Gordon Bennett, Tracey Moffatt and Gordon Hockey, the distinction he initially
draws—between a postcolonial art concerned with Western aesthetics and an
Indigenous art based on an essential connection to place—is useful when considering the location of works such Gia’s Song by Naranjo-Morse within these discourses (2003, 240). This postcolonial work of art focuses on traditional house construction practices that reaffirm an essentialist tie between Pueblo Natives and
their land.
McLean’s discussion of the essentialism involved in claiming authenticity
explicitly points to a paradigmatic chasm between certain indigenous perspectives on the essentialism of identity and those espousing a (post)modern perspective. As the above discussion on “Reservation X” illustrates, this distinction (essentialist/traditional v. anti-essentialist/postcolonial) is complicated by the use of
postmodern aesthetics to express traditional beliefs. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith, a
Maori cultural studies scholar, explains, indigenous notions of essentialism are
complex:
The essence of a person is also discussed in relation to indigenous concepts of spirituality. In these views, the essence of a person has a genealogy which can be traced back to an earth parent, usually glossed as an
Earth Mother. A human person does not stand alone, but shares with other
animate, and in the Western sense, “inanimate” beings, a relationship
based on a shared “essence” of life. The significance of place, of land, of
landscape, of other things in the universe, in defining the very essence of
a people, makes for a very different rendering of the term essentialism as
used by indigenous peoples. (74) 20
For Smith, a Native perspective often includes the notion that one’s land is a site

See Nabokov, Sacred Land Reader for an overview of issues dealing with Native religions in relation to sites considered sacred.
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of authenticity that engenders essential identities; it represents the place essential to Native identity.
The propriety of place, the relationship of Native bodies to sites that
ground identity, can be explored by examining the experience of the nonNative visiting a tribal museum.21 The sites of these museums, often located on
tribal land, help to produce narratives that are greatly influenced by the approach and departure from the building, which often involves negotiating a Native space, a space often explicitly designated as sovereign by signage.
The relationship of narrative to place, the setting for the museum’s narration, is
crucial to noting the differences in the ways museums function on the reservation
versus off the reservation. This is especially true for the non-Native visitor whose
performance of the museum can be a somewhat uncanny experience, the infelicitous experience of not belonging to a place, of being a foreigner.
In his analysis of the museum as site, James Clifford describes the museum
as a “contact zone,” a term he borrows from Mary Louise Pratt, who defines it as
“the space of colonial encounters, the space in which peoples geographically
and historically separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and
intractable conflict” (1997 192). 22
In this essay, Clifford’s focus is on the relationships produced within the
space of the Western museum, and particularly the exchanges between Native
communities and Western museums whose holdings include their cultural property. He is careful to acknowledge the power inequalities that constitute these relationships. These are not places for benign cultural encounters. Instead, these are
sites that collect “particular histories of dominance, hierarchy, resistance, and
mobilization.” What he advocates is the enacting of the Western museum as a
site for negotiation where the “contact work” of “active collaboration and a
sharing of authority” can occur (213 210).
For an overview of the complicated development of native representation in museums
see Berlo and Phillips, “Our (Museum) World Turned Upside Down.”
21

Cited in Clifford, 1997, 192. Pratt introduces her in concept in “Introduction: Criticism in
the Contact Zone,” in Imperial Eyes: Travel and Transculturation.
22
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In an earlier essay, titled “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” Clifford compared the display strategies of two Western museums he visited in Vancouver—
the University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology and the Royal British
Columbia Museum—to two smaller Northwest tribal museums on Vancouver Island—the U’mista Cultural Centre and the Kwagiulth Museum and Cultural Centre. While all four museums feature materials belonging to various Northwest
Coast communities, the two tribal museums have an unusual history. They were
formed in the late 1970s as part of an agreement to repatriate items confiscated
during a potlatch ceremony held in 1921, a practice that by that time had been
outlawed.23
Although his analysis of the various approaches to the display of Native
cultures—such as the emphasis on aesthetics and the degree of historical contextualization—directly relates to issues I have raised above, what is most pertinent to the present discussion are his observations on the relationship of the visitor to the site of the museum. Clifford notes the significant difference it makes to
belong to the immediate community represented by the tribal museums, the difference it makes to how the visitor performs the museum’s narrative. As he states:
“Objects here are family and community memorabilia. To an outsider, at least, a
great part of their evocative power—beyond their formal, aesthetic values—is
the simple here . . . In a local museum, “here” matters” (1997 126).
Clifford’s awareness of his position as an outsider in the museum is highlighted by an exchange that occurred not in the exhibition space of the museum but in the gift shop of the Kwagiulth Museum. At first is he is disappointed to
see postcards featuring photographs by Edward S. Curtis. He knows these images well, as the kind of images that all too often work to perpetuate stereo23 Repatriation, which in the context of this chapter can be described as the re-siting of
cultural objects to their proper place, has been a long struggle for many native communities, many who have lost their cultural treasures through unethical collecting. On the
development of major collections of Native objects in large urban museums, a process
that has often involved the aid of anthropologists and art historians, see Cole, Captured
Heritage; a critical assessment is also found in Dubin, Native America Collected; a study
that is more sympathetic to the practices of Western collecting can be found in Krech
and Hail, Collecting Native America. On repatriation, see Mihesuah, Repatriation Reader; Tweedie, Drawing Back Culture; Barkan and Bush, Claiming the Stones/Naming the
Bones and Brown, Who Owns Native Culture?
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types of Natives. However, he reconsiders how these images signify within the
context of the community after he turns over one of the cards and reads the
caption (Figure 29). Clifford notes that Curtis’s original title, Nakoaktok Chief and
Copper, has been placed in quotes and is supplemented by text that explains
that the Nakoaktok are Kwakwaka’wakw people and that the head chief, Hakalaht (‘Overall’), is holding the copper Wamistakila (‘Takes Everything Out of the
House’) (127) (Figure 29). Although the additional information further contextualizes the image and does much to attribute subjectivity to its subject, it is the location of Clifford’s engagement with the image that is significant. As he states:
“What the image communicates here may be quite different from the exoticism
and pathos registered by an audience of strangers” (127). 24

Figure 29. Edward Curtis, “Nakoaktok Chief and Copper,” Hakalaht (‘Overall’) holding
the copper Wamistakila (‘Takes Everything Out of the House’).

Although Clifford implies that the supplemental text may have been added by the museum staff, the caption he cites reads much like the one originally provided by Curtis. See
Curtis Graybill and Boesen, “The Portfolio,” caption for plate 43, n.p.
24
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The placing of quotes around the title and the additional information
added by the museum staff radically re-contextualize the image. The generic
description of a Nakoaktok Chief is supplemented by the Chief’s name and the
copper he holds is also specifically identified. The modified caption provides subjectivity to an otherwise objectified figure. Through the process of providing a
proper context for the image, Curtis’s photograph has been re-appropriated
and repatriated; it has been brought home.

Figure 30. Display of Quiché Maya culture, Musée de l'Homme, Paris.

In view of this possibility, I would like to turn my attention to an analysis of
techniques of museum display that, although structurally remaining the same,
radically change in function when instituted by tribal museums, rather than
Western museums. One such technique is the representation of the Native body,
which in Western museums has come to mean an approach that attempts to
eliminate the representation of specific physical characteristics. This approach,
which may be seen as an attempt to sidestep the charged issue of representing
racial markers, leaves these effigies of bodies functioning merely as mannequins,
as mere settings for cultural objects. A typical example is a display from the Mu-
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seum of Man in Paris featuring the customary dress of the Quiché Maya from
Guatemala (Figure 30). Here, the body of the Native is de-emphasized, the skin
tone of the figure as a neutral beige and her facial features have been reduced
to a hint of a nose. The emphasis, instead, is on highlighting the objects that are
the focus of the display. In this instance, the emphasis is on the huipil, the handwoven blouse, the corte, or hand-woven skirt, and the various artifacts that index
Quiché Maya culture. As Rigoberta Menchú, a Quiché Maya from Guatemala
and renowned advocate of international indigenous rights, states: “That is what
hurts Indians most . . . [non-Natives] think our costumes are beautiful . . . but it’s as
if the person wearing it doesn’t exist” (209). 25
This statement comes from Menchú’s biographical testimonial I, Rigoberta
Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala, which brought her plight and that of
her Native community to international attention in the late 80s. The book was
compiled from interviews by the anthropologist Elisabeth Burgos-Debray, which
were taped 1982 while Menchú was in Paris as a representative of the “Frente
Popular 31 de enero,” The January 31st Popular Front, a coalition of six Guatemalan human rights organizations. It was one stop along a tour in Europe in which
Menchú worked to garner international attention to the human rights abuses
against the Native population occurring Guatemala. During these political tours,
Menchú was careful to wear some of her traditional garments, knowing how legible these would be as markers of Native identity. Native political leaders often
display their traditional regalia in this way and Menchú understands how, outside
of the context of a museum, an emphasis on the visual codes of Indigeneity are
effective means of obtaining public attention, strategically playing on the perceived disjuncture between Western and Native dress, where the latter is seen
not only out of place but also out of time. Within the transcription of Menchú’s

Errington defends a more radical version of this strategy as it is used in the Mexico City
Museum: “Far better (in my opinion) than many ethnographic dioramas in museums in
the United States, those in this museum deliberately mute realism: the clothing, tools, and
accoutrements are, in fact, apparently real, taken from the village or market, but the
mannequins are stylized, and many backdrops are starkly bare or merely gesture toward
realist models. (175).
25
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life story, Burgos-Debray expresses her fascination with Menchú’s traditional
dress, which she describes at length in the introduction to the book, not noticing
the strategy being enacted by Menchú in Paris, home of the Musée de l'Homme.

Figure 31. Mannequin displaying gold body ornaments at entrance to the Museum of
Gold, Bogotá, Colombia.

An even more severe example of the dissolution of the Native body can
be found at the Museo de Oro, the Museum of Gold, in Bogotá, Colombia
(Figure 31). This realistically rendered figure stands at the entrance to the museum, his skin an even dull gray. His ominous frame, which references another
“original peoples,” the ancient Greek, primarily functions as a display fixture to
display elaborate gold ornaments. The body is encased within heavy security
glass and is dramatically lit from various directions. There is no explanation of who
the figure represents or any cultural context for the objects he wears.26 What

This is not the case for most of the other displays in the museum, which ethnographically identify objects and their manufacturing.
26
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matters are is the display of the elaborate ornaments, and particularly the precious metal from which they have been factured—gold. Although the museum
catalogues the sophisticated smelting techniques of the Native peoples of the
region, it highlights their objects not so much for their cultural value as for the
metal’s exchange value. It is the national museum of gold after all. In this case, it
is the metal, rather than the Native body, that is metonymic of the land’s valuable resources. 27

Figure 32. Display of group portraits of Warm Springs community members. The Museum
at Warm Springs.

However, many tribal museums take great care to particularize the Native
body. This means that at times portraits of the artist accompany displays of their
artworks. A powerful example is the group of portraits of Makah weavers found in
the weaving exhibition at the Makah Cultural and Research Center, located on
the Makah reservation in Neah Bay, Washington. The images testify to the strong
living weaving tradition maintained through the efforts of the museum and its

This institution is run by the Colombian national bank, which may explain the emphasis
on the net value of the golden artifacts rather than their cultural significance.
27
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community. Another example of the attention paid to the representation of the
Native body within a tribal museum is a display found at the Museum at Warm
Springs, on the Warm Springs Reservation in Oregon, home to three Native communities: the Warm Springs, the Wasco, and the Paiute (Figure 32). The photographic figures are life size and cut out in order to produce the feeling of community as members group together, many dressed in their traditional regalia. A
book displaying pictures of all the members of the community that participated
in the event is part of the display. These are images of Native bodies that
represent communities, the communities found outside the museum’s door.
A technique that used to display ethnographic materials since the inception of the natural history museum is the diorama. The objective of these displays
is to produce an extremely realistic space in an attempt to fully contextualize objects by recreating their original environment. It often involves the replication of
objects set against painted backdrops, seamlessly incorporated as part of the
display. The process involves the production of a place in space, an approach
that effectively uses realism to literally locate, in the sense of placing, culture. The
dependence on realism in these displays is noteworthy. In her discussion of the
use of a realist aesthetic in dioramas, Donna Haraway states, “To make an exact
image is to insure against disappearance, to cannibalize life until it is safely and
permanently a specular image, a ghost. . . . The aesthetic appropriate to exhibition, conservation, and eugenics from 1890 to 1930 was realism” (1989 45). 28
In addition to the realistic rendition of space, these displays also play with
perceptions of time. They place cultures in settings that often imply a moment in
the past, not historically specific but at of a temporal distance to deny coevalness. The presence witnessed is real, but often within a landscape set far away,
while also temporally placed at a distance, always out of reach.
It is exactly the diorama’s fascinating effect of producing a perception of
For a history of the diorama, see Wonders, Habitat Dioramas. For a discussion of the
gender dynamics involved in the creation of an idealized natural habitat see Haraway,
“Teddy Bear Patriarchy: Taxidermy in the Garden of Eden, New York City, 1908-36,” in
Primate Visions. For an approach to the analysis of the “truth speak” of dioramas, both in
their use of realism and their expository textual framing, see Bal, “Telling, Showing, Showing Off,” in Double Exposures.
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frozen history that has been the focus of critiques of this technology, particularly
when these artificial settings include representations of Native bodies. In “The
Museum Indian: Still Frozen in Time and Mind,” Richard W. Hill, Sr. emphasizes that
“dioramas tend to keep Indians in the natural history arena, next to the stuffed
animals and frozen specimens” (40). It is no coincidence that dioramas often
represent Native bodies in a landscape. As the Native body is frozen in the past,
the landscape also falls under the Medusan gaze of the museum.
In her study of the history of dioramas, Karen Wonders describes an early
example of the use of miniature dioramas as commercial displays. She cites as
an example the Canadian Forestry Exhibit, a miniature diorama installed at the
1939 Canada Pacific Exhibition to promote the scenic magnificence of Canada
and its wealth of natural resources (1993 14). In this instance, the diorama functioned as geological, botanical, and biological survey, much like an investment
prospectus. In her work on early travel writings, Mary Louise Pratt considers the
comprehensive details used to represent the American landscape by Western
authors as the “monarch-of-all-I-can-survey scene.” She writes that these literary
panoramas “involve particularly explicit interaction between esthetics and ideology, in what one might call a rhetoric of presence” (1992 205). I want to suggest that such a rhetoric of presence is at play in the depiction of landscape in
these kinds of dioramas that feature, and celebrate, Western expansionism.
One should also consider the visitor’s experience of the landscape when
thinking about how the landscape represented within the museum operates. In
this case, the rhetoric of presence becomes site specific. The reception of the
representation of the Native body in a landscape provided by the diorama radically shifts when viewing such a display within the actual confines of the landscape represented, within the boundaries of “Reservation X.”
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Figure 33. Diorama display of traditional Warm Spring “wedding trade.” The Museum at
Warm Springs. As a recorded description of each of the items is played, that section of
the diorama is lit up.

Returning to The Museum at Warm Springs, one of its highlights is a dramatic diorama depicting some of the essential preparations for a traditional marriage (Figure 33). The scene features a “wedding trade,” the exchange of goods
customarily required during an engagement ceremony. The bride is seen at the
left of the arrangement being attended to by women from the groom’s side
while the groom is seen at the right. A feature about these figures that becomes
immediately apparent is that their appearances are individualized. The figures
are, in fact, portraits of some of the members of the community.29 The many gifts
being exchanged are examples of items produced using local traditional techniques and designs. The scene represented is part of the tradition of the local tribes represented at the museum, which allows the diorama to function not just as
a cultural representation but as a didactic tool for the local Native communities
who can use these objects as samples for producing their own work. In this way,
the display addresses an insider audience. At the same time, the diorama also
Conversation with Carol Leone, Director of The Museum at Warm Springs, June 19,
2004. For a short history of the development of the museum, see Clements, “The Integration of Traditional Indian Beliefs into the Museum at Warm Springs,” in The Changing Presentation of the American Indian, 67-71.
29
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works to inform outside audiences about Warm Springs traditions, visitors who
learn about the traditions from a distance. The difference in the level of intimacy
with which the viewer engages the scene is emphasized by the representation of
the landscape, or, rather, lack thereof. The dark background, however, is easily
filled by the visitor’s experience of the reservation’s landscape outside the museum (Figure 34). The viewer’s perception of this landscape, as familiar or foreign,
has a direct effect on his or her relationship with the objects found inside the museum.

Figure 34. Landscape at Warm Springs reservation surrounding the Museum at Warm
Springs.

Native land as homeland, often referenced as reservation, is an essential
locus for the production of Native identity. Within the museum, the Native is often
represented as inhabiting an imaginary landscape, a romantic landscape set in
the distant past, the nostalgic time and space before contact. While this imagery
may produce the desired effect in a metropolitan setting, with visitors familiar
with the colonial narrative on display, the site of tribal museums—often located
within the confines of a reservation—provides a different framing for a different
kind of narrative, one which emphasizes the contemporaneity of the subjects
represented within.
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Having considered how the notion of Reservation X as homeland, and the
homeyness of the tribal museum, contextualizes a visitor’s experience, I will now
turn to an analysis of the representation of dwellings with the space of the museum. The artificial production of domestic space within the public site of the
museum further complicates the visitor’s performative engagement with the museum. Here, again, site-specificity is key for interpreting the meaning produced
by these sorts of displays.
At Home: Permanence of Time and Place
If, as Donna Haraway suggests, part of the museum’s purpose is the “conservation, preservation, and the production of permanence,” this sense of duration
and immobility created by museum exhibitions has a different effect when considering tribal museums. As I have been arguing, the artifice of a realist aesthetic,
which emphasizes the diachronic relationship of viewer and the scene
represented within the diorama, has a different function within a tribal museum.
As the experience recounted by Clifford makes clear, a synchronicity is established as the visitor realizes that the realism within the diorama has a metonymic
connection to the site of the museum. A spatial and temporal continuity between the inside and outside of the museum is established.
The continuity between the artifice created within the tribal museum and
the reality encountered outside is excellently illustrated by an exhibition found at
the Makah Cultural and Research Center. The museum is located in Neah Bay,
Washington, a traditional Native village that is part of the Makah Nation. The
journey to this museum is itself a dramatic part of engaging the cultural artifacts
found within. After a long drive into ever-thickening forests, three hours from
Seattle, one encounters a sign clearly stating that you are entering Makah territory and outlining a list of basic policies to be followed within the Makah nation.
The border to the Makah nation is clearly marked.
The cultural center was created to store and display the archaeological
finding at Ozette village, a site nearby that had been tragically buried during a
mudslide in 1500 C.E., leaving a rich record of everyday life, much like that left at
Pompeii during the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. The museum is exemplary of the in-
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novative strategies employed by Native communities to represent their own cultural property.30 The displays include objects and scenes from traditional Makah
life, some of which are recreated within dioramas.

Figure 35. Interior of a traditional Makah longhouse built within the Makah Cultural and
Research Center. Door at the far right opens to a diorama of the nearby beach at
Ozette.

One particularly effective display at the Makah museum is a replica of a
traditional cedar longhouse (Figure 35). The structure was built using traditional
techniques and allowed to weather before being installed within the museum.
There is not much artifice in this display; all the artifacts within the dwelling are
real. The only illusory aspects of the display are two artificial fires and a diorama
scene of a beach, which the visitor encounters when looking out the doorway at
the far end of the house. The experience of traversing these diverse spaces is
disorienting. The inside of the longhouse, which is itself inside the space of the
museum, leads to an artificial outside, which is a representation of a reality long
ago but at a place nearby. This multiple displacement is compounded further

For a history of the Makah Cultural and Research Center see Ward and Wachendorf,
and also Tweedy.
30
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when one walks outside the museum and finds a similar longhouse that has been
built at the other end of the museum’s parking lot. This is another “real” longhouse, this one with a real fireplace and an outside that leads to a real beach.
One of the main purposes of this structure is to hold a variety of classes on traditional skills, including Makah language classes, for the immediate community.
The narrative represented inside the museum is lived immediately outside.
Unlike those found in metropolitan ethnographic museums, the dioramas
and other realist strategies deployed within these tribal museums do not construct what Jean Baudrillard has described as hyperreality: “the generation by
models of a real without origin or reality” (32). The origin and reality of the Native
experience they portray do not produce a simulacral effect. Nor are these nostalgic representations that attempt to invent an idealized past. Rather, these are
metonymic presentations of lived experience, past and present. Unlike the nostalgic production of a past that counters that imagined by the West, which I
identified as an anti-imperialist nostalgic aesthetic in the previous chapter, here I
am arguing that these representations produce a past reality that is continuous
and contiguous with the present.31
I have been discussing how the narrative of the tribal museum depends
on its siting, on its intimate relationship to place. The representation of traditional
dwellings within Western museums contrasts greatly with that exemplified by the
Makah Cultural and Research Center. In her discussion of the authenticity of the
displays at the Northwest Coast village recreated in the Grand Hall of the Canadian Museum of Civilization, Judith Ostrowitz painstakingly analyzes the complicated negotiations, compromises, and inventions that took place in the development of the exhibit. She describes the production of six houses within the large
hall representing six Northwest Coast communities: the Coast Salish, Nuu-chahnulth, Kwakwaka’wakw, Nuxalk, Haida, and Tsimshian (Figure 36). Different strategies were used by the various Native nations in building these houses, some
foregoing adherence to the proper protocols required in building such traditional

For a study of the production of nostalgic hyperreality see Zukin’s study of “Main Street,
U.S.A,” in Landscapes of Power.
31
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structures in order to represent themselves within this important Canadian venue.
Ostrowitz describes the pragmatism involved for the various Native nations: “Today’s protocol, to appear as a force to be reckoned with and sought after for its
imprimatur, in full view of the Canadian Parliament buildings, may have encouraged the participation of native representatives in this display of constructed history made for the Grand Hall” (82). What this example makes perfectly clear are
the complexities of representing the relationships that exist between these Native
nations and the colonizing nation. The dynamics performed in this space make
visible the continuous efforts toward decolonization.

Figure 36. The Grand Hall, Canadian Museum of Civilization. Facades of six Northwest
Coast communities are visible at right.

While Ostrowitz considers the role of the Native in the museum as one of
responding to the colonizer, what I have tried to emphasize is the process of selfrepresentation that takes place within the tribal museum.32 In discussing the hegemonic implications of the exhibit within the Canadian Museum of Civilization,

In his analysis of tribal museums and Canadian museums, Clifford does not consider the
Native nationalism implicated by tribal museums. The distinction he makes is between
“majority museums,” which are metropolitan, and tribal museums, which he describes as
local museums (1997 122).
32
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Ostrowitz explains that: “Successful inculcation, in the case of the Grand Hall on
the subject of Native Canadian history, may depend on ‘symbolic force’—on
the excellence and credibility of its symbolic representation, and on the authority
of its venue” (80). Although the Canadian Museum of Civilization is concerned
with presenting a comprehensive grouping of its (Canada’s) Native populations,
the address of a tribal museum is twofold: it presents the Native nation to itself
while also addressing the outside visitor. This often means a privileging of the former at the expense of the latter, hence the outsider’s experience as a foreigner.
It is obvious that the notion of “home” is relative to that of “foreign,” one
depends on the other. I would like to return to my discussion of the Makah longhouse to consider the relationships established at sites where contesting nationalisms coexist. As with the collaboration between museums and those artists engaged in institutional critiques discussed at the beginning of this chapter, these
sites are highly mediated. Although the doubling of the traditional Makah longhouse, which I discussed earlier, may produce a sense of displacement, the
longhouse outside the museum is perceived as being more appropriately
placed, as more at home than the one realistically rendered inside. Peter Mason
discusses the notion of “being at home” in contrast to terms used in the discursive
production of the exotic. He states that: “the exotic is produced by a process of
decontextualization and recontextaulization. . . To the extent that this fit is infelicitous, the exotic is never at home” (1998 5, 6). In terms of the tribal museum, it is
the non-Native visitor, instead, who is decontextualized, exotic, explicitly not at
home.
Using the structure of the longhouse as a metaphor for a dwelling that
connotes homeliness, I would like to continue to analyze the significance of the
display of these dwellings within a larger context. While the houses found within
the Canadian Museum of Civilization connote the colonial relationship of nations
within nations—the Native dwellings enveloped by the museum—there are other
instances in which the representation of these types of dwellings within Western
museums conveys a more complicated global history colonization. I would now
like to consider two examples of Maori traditional longhouses found in Museums
outside Aotearoa/New Zealand in order to think about how these Western dis-
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plays of traditional dwellings have been strategically turned by Maori into opportunities to maintain and manage a presence in the world.33
In her study of the state of contemporary museum studies, Museums and
the Interpretation of Visual Culture, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill devotes a chapter to
the function of a traditional Maori meetinghouse, named Hinemihi a te Ao Tawhito (Hinemihi of the Ancient World), located in Clandon Park, England. Purchased
in 1892 by Lord Onslow, the retiring Governor of New Zealand, the house was
brought to England. Its dislocation traces the colonial economy that continues to
exist between England and Aotearoa/New Zealand.
As a token within this economy, Hinemihi’s value, as determined by its
function in reflecting English-New Zealand-Maori relations, has been in constant
flux. Since being rebuilt in Clandon Park, it has served as a boathouse, a garden
summerhouse, and most recently has been returned by the Maori to its original
function as a whare nui, or traditional meetinghouse. The re-inscription of the
house within Maori tradition allows it to serve an important role within Maori protocols of manaaki (hospitality). These are complex sets of practices and ceremonies that are strictly observed, and differ among Maori communities. The
powhiri, or welcoming ceremony, performed at a traditional meeting house is
particularly important in establishing a common ground for host and guest to
meet.34 As such, these protocols point to different paradigms for encountering
the other, ones that contrast greatly with those followed by Columbus.35
While Hooper-Greenhill gives a detailed history of the house’s historical
trajectory in order to note how “the object is constructed and reconstructed as

33 Aotearoa/New Zealand is officially a bicultural state and uses both English and Maori
as its official languages, including in its name.

For an overview of the history of the traditional Maori meeting house see Walker, “Marae: A Place to Stand,” in Te Ao Hurihuri: Aspects of Maoritanga. I want to thank Chris
Bryant for bringing this and many other fundamental texts on Maori culture to my attention.
34

For a discussion of non-Western paradigms of encountering the other that not only expect the other but accommodates the other through protocols of welcome and hospitality see Caro, “Persistent Encounters: Maintaining Indigenous Identity through Cultural
Exchange,” in Hitéemlkiliiksix: Within the Circle of the Rim, 29-33.
35
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the frameworks for interpretation and the interpreting subjects change,” what I
want to emphasize is its role in reassigning agency to its Maori owners in contextualizing their cultural representation within museums that have traditionally
thwarted that possibility (75). The Maori have determined that the house should
function to welcome all visitors: non-Maori are invited to learn about Maori culture while Maori visitors are provided a home away from home. This is a process
that Arjun Appadurai has described as the spatial production of locality (180). As
Hare Waikingi, a Maori elder participating in the blessing ceremony, stated: “We
will leave her here for this purpose, and not take her home. Our children will
come to visit her in the new century to maintain the unity which she represents
today” (52).
Arapata Hakiwai, a Moari curator at Te Papa, New Zealand/Aotearoa’s
national museum, has looked at a similar situation in her analysis of the location
of Ruatepupuke, a Maori meeting house found in the Field Museum of Natural
History in Chicago. Although the circumstances are similar, the consequences
have been different.
Hakiwai was asked by the Tokomaru Bay people, the Maori community
who originally owned the house, to assist in the restoration and conservation of
this traditional meeting house. In her essay, “Ruatepupuke: Working Together,
Understanding One Another,” she considers the complicated disputes within various Maori communities presented by the infelicitous location of this house. As
with Hinemihi, the house was purchased by a non-Maori and taken outside the
country. In this instance, it was bought in 1890s by J. G. Umlauff, a German collector, and was subsequently sold to the Field Museum. Although some Maori
were adamant about repatriating this cultural treasure, observance of “te tino
rangatiratanga,” the principle of absolute tribal sovereignty, prevailed and the
Tokomaru Bay tribe, whose ancestors made the house, made the decision to restore the house and allow it to remain in Chicago.
This decision was not only important in reinforcing the tribe’s sovereignty
within New Zealand, it also established their presence and agency within an international arena by becoming partners with the Field Museum in caring for their
cultural treasure. As Hakiwai notes: “Partnership and developing relationships
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can thus be seen as empowering and providing greater opportunity for Maori to
be involved and in control of the process” (1994 43).
Another consequence of the Tokomaru Bay people’s decision to maintain
the house in Chicago was to establish relationships with various Native American
nations. Aware of their similar colonial histories, the Maori made sure that the museum’s interactions included local Native American nations. Hakiwai states that
the Maori: “insisted that we acknowledge and pay respect to the indigenous
people . . . as we were traversing their land, their country and their mana. . . . [I]n
looking at our relationship we also made the Field Museum look at their relationship with the first nation people . . . as we were insistent that we were only visitors
to their land” (44). Thus, Maori maintenance of a relationship based on the infelicitous placement of Ruatepupuke within the Field Museum also highlights the infelicitous placement of the Field Museum on Native land. 36
My examination of traditional Native dwellings housed, as in made to reside, within Western museums has expanded on my previous discussion on the
site specificity of the museum. These examples, and there are many more, of
homes taken, or produced, away from their sites of origin illustrate how these attempts to sever their essential connection to their communities can be subverted
by those same communities. They have provided Native communities the opportunity to take back control of spaces produced to disseminate colonizing narratives.
Conclusion
I began this chapter by discussing Austin’s notion of the performative speech act
and its dependence on a proper context for an effective result. I then applied
this idea of a proper context to the exhibitory practices within the museum, as
well as the propriety of the location of the museum itself.
An important aspect of Austin’s idea of symbolic actions is that even
when they fail to enact the intended results these acts, which he termed “infelicitous,” still signify. The act of exhibiting within the museum, as Bal has argued, is

36

The Maori term mana connotes prestige, status, authority.
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itself a speech act that depends on objects to reify narratives. These acts of exposition involve the re-contextualization of cultural objects, an act that always
risks infelicitous results. These inappropriate outcomes are at times precipitated
by artists intent on intervening in processes of display that would otherwise naturalize the museum’s narrative. I discussed the work of Fred Wilson as the kind of
institutional critique that permits viewers to consider the often-invisible hand of
the curator. A similar understanding of the performances of Coco Fusco, Guillermo Gómez-Peña, and James Luna provides a view on how these interventions
were specifically concerned with the infelicitous display of Native culture, and
especially the Native body, within Western museums.
Much of the inappropriateness of Western displays of Native cultures has
to do with depictions of the relationship between the Native and the land. I focused on the propriety of this relationship by discussing the notions of sitespecificity advanced by Miwon Kwon and applying these to the locus of the museum. I contrasted her analysis of site-specific art and her conclusions about the
production of communities with those of Gerald McMaster and his conception of
“Reservation X” as the place proper to the Native. The contrast between these
positions provoked an analysis of the paradigmatic differences between Western anti-essentialism and Native claims to an essential relationship between the
body and the land.
These are incompatibilities that are illustrated by the act of exhibition as it
is enacted within Native museums. James Clifford’s observations on his experiences at four Northwest Coast museums, two Western and two tribal, provided
insights on the propriety of the museum visitor as well as exhibition technologies.
An old but persistent example of a museum technology whose siting produces a
difference in interpretation is the diorama. These highly realistic displays have a
radically different effect depending on their location: in a Western museum, they
present the Native frozen in another time and place, a hyperreal production of
the Native, while in a tribal museum there is a temporal and spatial contiguity
that establishes a present presence.
The homeliness invoked by the tribal museum at the same time brings into
focus the always already global situation of Native communities. This is true not
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only when relationships among these various Native communities are put on display but also when these communities are active in the representation of their
own cultures within Western museums. Their being at home in the world was illustrated by the display of various traditional Maori longhouses found outside of
New Zealand/Aotearoa.
These constant negotiations—the making and unmaking of the infelicitous—within the site, and the siting, of the museum point to the potential growth
of empowerment by Native cultures to represent themselves. The decolonization
of the museum has not only led to the development of tribal museology, it is also
beginning to alter Western methods of displaying Native cultures, approaches
that are more collaborative and allow for possibilities of self-representation.37
The next chapter will continue to explore Native self-representation
through an examination of self-portraiture. As we have seen thus far, Native cultures have been represented and contextualized at various sites—the archive,
the academy, and the museum—as part of a colonial project more than five
hundred years in the making. And it is the figure of the Native body in particular
that has come to stand in metonymically for Native cultures and their histories,
functioning as a sign whose meaning has been determined by and fixed within
these discursive sites. An analysis of the genre of self-portraiture allows us to consider further possibilities for Native artists to renegotiate the colonial legacy of the
Native as image.

Two recent anthologies that take into account a Native perspective to museology are
Lonetree and Cobb, The National Museum of the American Indian: Critical Conversations and Sleeper-Smith, Contesting Knowledge.
37
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Chapter 5
Decolonizing the Native Body: Reconsidering Native Self-Portraiture

What anthropologists identify as the internal or emic view, I would argue,
as an Iroquois, is central to reproducing Indigenous knowledge for the
next seven generations. Further, I am suggesting that the process of making art is central to the ongoing reproduction of knowledge in Indigenous
communities.
—Jolene Rickard (1996 5)

Up to this point, my discussion of the nationalist implications of the discursive production of the “Native as image” has analyzed sites of production that are predominantly institutional: the archive, the academy, and the museum. This chapter will be devoted to an examination of some strategies currently employed by
Native artists in representing the Native body, strategies that locate the body as
the operative site for the production of national or communal identities. Although placing an emphasis on the body as itself a marker of identity may be
seen in the West as an essentialist position, the artists I will discuss understand
that, as I mentioned in my introduction, it is predominantly through representations of the Native body that Western institutions have come to regulate the Native as image. These artists, however, cite the body not just in reference to Western racist and nationalist practices but also invoke notions of identity based on
some of the ways in which the body is configured within Indigenous epistemologies. Although these are perspectives that are only recently being considered
within the discourses produced by the institutional sites I have been discussing, it
is helpful to keep in mind that, as Native artist and scholar Jolene Rickard states:
Native people have distinct epistemological, cosmological and ideological constructs of reality, identified in total as a world view. Any attempt at
understanding the visual expression of Native people must be located
within a framework familiar with their specific cultural construct or world
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view. (1996, 1)
I have limited the mode of representation I will examine to the genre of
self-portraiture, not only because of the greater agency implied by this form of
representation but also because, as a mode for defining identity, the selfportrait’s address to the viewer is explicit. In terms of self-portraiture by Native artists, it is a direct address that, to some extent, attempts to eliminate, or at least
minimize, the role of an institutional mediator, while, at the same time, underscoring the cooptation of the Native image that occurs within an institutional context. 1
The Syntax of Self-Portraiture
The process of viewing a self-portrait is an intimate engagement with an image
that is always a representation of the other—even, or especially, when the viewer is the artist. For the artist, the self-portrait is an opportunity for reinvention and
intervention, for purposely refracting the mirrored gaze. It is a thoughtful process
of reconfiguring the self that takes into account not only internal but also external expectations of one’s identity. However, before considering the place of the
artist in this process, I would like to take into account how the self-portrait communicates with the viewer and how the viewer’s response contributes to the
process of identity formation. Considering the place of the viewer is crucial, not
only because the artist is working with, and at times against, a viewer’s expectations but also because it is the viewer who ultimately determines the dialectical
outcome of the enunciation of identity—the declaration of identity uttered by
the self-portrait. In terms of a self-portrait identified as “Native,” responses can

1 An excellent overview of many of the issues raised by self-portraiture, including the fact
that despite its ubiquity and the central role it plays in the history of Western art it has not
been adequately theorized, see Bal, “Allo-Portraits,” in Mirror or Mask? Self-representation
in the Modern Age. On the discourse of portraiture see Alphen, “The Portrait’s Dispersal,”
in Art in Mind. For a general analysis of the dynamics involved in executing and viewing
self-portraiture, see Brilliant, “Here’s Looking at You!” in Portraiture. On the emphasis on
seeing as a form of knowledge in self-portraiture, see Clark, “The Look of Self-Portraiture.”
For a discussion of the dialectic between self-portrait and viewer see Dunning, “The
Concept of Self and Postmodern Painting: Constructing a Post-Cartesian Viewer.” For a
discussion of the dilemmas of representing race in self-portraiture see Smalls, “The African-American Self-Portrait.”
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range from a proximate identification with the subject to a distanced engagement by a viewer unable to acknowledge the subjectivity of the artist/subject. I
would like to examine further the notion of self-portraiture as a form of address in
order to consider how the structure of this address contributes, to some extent, to
the reading of the image.
We can think of the syntax of a self-portrait as an “I” addressing a “you,” a
first person to second person form of address. This can be contrasted to the way
in which an engagement with a portrait is a communication that involves the first
person “I” of the artist presenting the third person “she or he” subject of the portrait, to the second person “you,” the viewer. Therefore, in terms of the possibilities for self-representation, a self-portrait can be thought of as a less mediated
form of representation, one in which artist and subject are the same. There is no
“third person.”
By this, I do not mean to imply that the conflation of artist and subject
somehow carries more weight in terms of anything like a viewer’s access to the
artist’s intention. This approach would reinforce a humanist view of a unified and
universal subjectivity. Rather, I want to emphasize a reading practice that is
mindful of the artist’s agency while allowing for a dialectic engagement between viewer and the work of art. In her meditation on intentionality, Bal insists on
attending to this kind of reading, one which locates meaning not solely with the
artist nor with the viewer, but with “the process that happens between these two
parties when the product of the former becomes the product of the latter, that
is, when viewing becomes a new way of making” (2006 238). Thus, my emphasis
on the syntax of self-portraiture’s address places the onus on the viewer as addressee.
Unlike the portrait, where the viewer is in something of a collusive relationship with the artist about the representation of the sitter—a third person at a distance—the self-portrait demands that the viewer confront the artist’s own image, a one-on-one encounter. It is a confrontation that requires the viewer to
respond to a direct form of address, an address stated in the imperative mood:
“Look at who I am.” And if we consider that the image is an artistic expression,
then the demand made of the viewer is “Look at who I think I am.” It also asks
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the viewer to take into account the creative aspects of producing that “I” by
requiring an analysis of the manufacturing process. “Look at how I have come to
create who I think I am.”
The imperative mood of the self-portrait’s address demands subjectivity.
Unlike an ethnographic project, such as that of Curtis’s analyzed in chapter one,
which is explicitly a first-person narrative description about the other, a “third person,” the self-portrait is autobiographical in nature. To examine this distinction
more fully, it will be helpful to return to Johannes Fabian’s notion of ethnographic
coevalness, the coexistence in time between anthropologist and the subject of
her or his study. By applying the work of the linguist Emile Benveniste, Fabian considers the syntactical production of otherness found within ethnographic narratives. He is specifically concerned with the kind of grammatical structuring of
ethnography that obstinately places the object of study in the third person. This
determines that ethnography function as a dialogue between the first person
author and second person reader. As Fabian states: “only the first and second
persons are distinguished along the axis of personness. The grammarian’s ‘third
person’ is opposed to the first and second person as a non participant in the dialogue” (1983 85). This exclusive conversation between ethnographer/author
and reader not only eliminates the possibility of the ethnographic subject’s participation, it denies him or her subjectivity. As Fabian states, it is yet “another way
to describe denial of coevalness” (1983 86). 2
Part of the purpose of Fabian’s analysis of ethnographic syntax is to point
to the damaging consequences produced by a narrative structure that places
the subject of study in the third person. Another objective of his critique is to analyze the ethical implications for the role of the ethnographer, the first person narrator, in the production of the other.3 However, I would like to dwell a moment

As an element that facilitates dialogue between first and second person, the function
of the third person described by Fabian is not unlike that of Serres’s notion of the “third
man” discussed in the previous chapter.
2

Fabian attempts to address this problem in Power and Performance, in which he describes a collaborative project that enacts an approach to ethnography that, in theory,
permits coevalness. Fabian formats the book in such a way as to allow a group of Lub
people from the Shaba province of Zaire, subjects who would otherwise occupy the
3
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longer on the role played by the reader, the ethnographer’s interlocutor. In
many ways, this second person collaborates with the ethnographer by corroborating his or her narrative. For Fabian, this second person is merely another anthropologist or a member of the scientific community and, therefore, a mirror of
the first person (85). What are the consequences, however, when we consider
the many other possible positions and functions for this second person, particularly if the second person is also the third person, i.e. the subject/object of the ethnography, or someone who identifies with that subject position? Given the specialized audience for ethnographic literature, Fabian may be justified in considering such a narrow group of readers. However, there are examples of other
genres of writings about the other that can productively interrogate the position
of the second-person reader.
One category of writing that has generated much discussion, particularly
within literary studies, is the testimonio. This is a type of writing that provides a cultural account of the other from the simultaneous perspectives of the first- and
third-person, a mixture of autobiography and ethnography, a kind of autoethnography. A unique feature of testimonios is the multiple subjectivity it allows
the first-person narrator, an individual who, concomitantly, represents a community. As literary theorist Doris Sommer argues, the subject of the testimonio can be
thought of as a “plural subject.” She elaborates on the complexity of the narrator’s
voice:
The singular represents the plural, not because it replaces or subsumes the
group, but because the speaker is a distinguishable part of the whole. . . .
[T]here is a fundamental difference here between the metaphor of autobiography and heroic narrative in general, which assumes an identity by
substituting one (superior) signifier for another (I for we, leader for follower,
Christ for the faithful), and metonymy, a lateral move of identificationthird-person position, a clear voice, sharing in a dialogic exchange in the place of the
second person. However, as Bal meticulously analyzes in her aptly titled essay, “First Person, Second Person, Same Person” (chapter 5 of Double Exposures), despite the agency
suggested by the transcribed collaboration, the voice of the Lub group, which appears
in Swahili and English, is still framed by Fabian, whose voice remains that of the firstperson narrator, no matter how self-critical.
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through-relationship . . . (39)
Testimonios complicate the genre of autobiography by substituting the individuality
of the first-person narrative, modernism’s unified subject, with a multiple singularity.
A clear example is the narrative offered by Rigoberta Menchú in her testimonio,
which begins:
This is my testimony . . . I'd like to stress that it's not only my life, it's also the testimony of my people . . . The important thing is that what has happened to
me has happened to many other people too: My story is the story of all poor
Guatemalans. My personal experience is the reality of a whole people. (1)
The testifying performed by Menchú is a witnessing not only of her experience but
also that of her community. 4
This multiple address, as a subject who speaks as member of a community
and, at the same time, as one who speaks for that community, is an address that
also complicates its reception. The multiplicity of the narrator of a testimonio poses
a particular challenge for the reader. While an autobiography invites the reader to
alternately identify with and differentiate from a singular narrator, a play of identification that, much like an encounter with a portrait, ultimately establishes a stable
distance between first and second person, a testimonio sustains this play, deferring
a fixed distance between author and reader. A testimonio requires the reader to
consider the “I/We” of the narrator while occupying the “you” of the reader. But
this is not just the singular “you” addressed by autobiography; it is also the plural
“you” summoned by the communal “we” of the author. In other words, the reader
of a testimonio is obliged to consider a dialogic relationship with the author in a similarly multiple way, as a multiple interlocutor.
I would like to suggest taking the syntax of the testimonio and applying it to
the similar relationships established between the artist and viewer of a Native selfportrait. If we take a self-portrait’s singular address to be similar to that of an autobiography, a Native self-portrait can, at times, function much like a testimonio

Despite the authoritative voice of Menchú’s testimonio, the anthropologist David Stoll
challenged her credibility by finding factual errors in her account. See Stoll, Rigoberta
Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans. For a broad analysis of the significance
of Stoll’s research, see Arias, The Rigoberta Manchú Controversy.
4
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in that its subject is portrayed as an individual but also as a member and representative of a Native community. The first person address does not only emanate
from the singular “I” but, at the same time, the first person plural “we.” These multiple subjective positions demand a postmodern analytic framework. In the case
of the Native self-portrait, I want to identify the use of postmodern strategies,
such as the appropriation of artistic styles and techniques, in addressing the construction of Native identity within the institutional sites I have explored. 5
In my analysis of these sites, I have emphasized their incoherence by noting how their intersections and overlappings are defined and facilitated by the
interdisciplinary nature of their discourses. One way to think about the ways in
which institutions contribute to the production of identity is to consider the Marxist
notion of interpellation, an ideological call to an individual, a summons to occupy a subject position prescribed by an ideological state apparatus (Althusser
153). Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have noted a shift, which they feel coincides with the transition from modernism to postmodernism, in the ways in which
institutions attempt to recruit individuals. They describe this as a situation in which
institutions are “everywhere in crisis and continually breaking down” (196). This
breakdown, however, does not disable the ideological workings of these institutions. Instead, it leads to their fragmentation such that “the production of subjectivity . . . tends not to be limited to any specific places. The indefiniteness of the
place of the production corresponds to the indeterminacy of the form of the
subjectivities produced” (197). In terms of the sites I have been discussing, the
traditional location of the archive, stored in institutions often difficult to access, is
now more accessible and widely dispersed through digital imagery available on
the internet; the museum, likewise, is a more decentralized site, many major museums having satellite locations, annexes, and exhibitions that include off-site
and virtual components; and, finally, the academy has also widened its reach
through distance learning programs, civic engagement projects, and the global

This testimonial function is, of course, not exclusive to Native self-portraiture. It is a function that can be ascribed, and is often institutionally ascribed, to any set of self-portraits
grouped by a modifier that determines a communal identity (e.g. Chicano, lesbian,
working-class, among others.)
5
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availability of its publications and lectures online. According to Hardt and Negri,
the dispersal of these kinds of sites, and the greater access they provide, increase opportunities for interpellation.
Although the politics addressed by Native artists are varied, complex, and
continually in flux, there are some fundamental issues that remain urgent and are
shared by most Native peoples. These include struggles for the preservation of
sovereignty, the reclamation of land, and the ownership of culture. In many
ways, it could be said that these issues greatly contribute to the definition of Native identity today and are at the heart of Native efforts to end colonization.6 This
is not to say that Native identities are formed merely in reaction to the colonizers,
only as a response to oppression. Nonetheless, I have focused on examples of
self-portraits by artists who are consciously responding to the legacy of Native
representation that, to a great extent, has been produced, maintained, and disseminated at the discursive sites discussed in the previous chapters. 7
Native artists are not only intimately familiar with the history of this oppression; they are also well acquainted with the theories that have been developed
to think beyond colonization. These theories include those produced in the West,
such as those that fall under the rubric of postcolonial theory, as well as those
developed from within Native communities and based on traditional knowledge.
It is important to keep in mind that, in addition to the strategies and tactics that,
since their initial contact with the West, there have always been efforts to produce counter-colonial theories from within Native cultures. As McMaster reminds
us: “The passive acceptance of colonial messages by aboriginal people was largely fiction, and resistance to colonization existed everywhere” (1999 84). And the
role of the Native artist in developing theories of resistance has always been crucial.
So far, I have been discussing the ennunciatory possibilities offered by selfFor a discussion of the varied processes individuals may undergo to come to identify as
American Indian see Mihesuah, “American Indian Identities: Issues of Individual Choice
and Development.”
6

Two volumes that anthologize these issues are Champagne, Contemporary Native
American Cultural Issues and Jaimes, The State of Native America.
7
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portraiture. In particular, I am concerned with the testimonial possibilities of this
form of self-representation that complicate the first-to-second person address of
ethnography by multiplying the possibilities for both addressor and addressee.
The complexity of the I/we-to-you(singular)/you(plural) address offered by testimonios when applied to the analysis of certain Native self-portraits focuses on
the nature of the fragmented self, which has been the focus of much postmodernist art production during thirty or so years. Therefore, it would follow that an
assessment of Native self-portraiture as a genre would require an analysis informed by postcolonial theories of history and self-representation, an engagement with the voice of the subaltern, a thinking through of non-Western notions
of essentialism. Unfortunately, there has been an overwhelming resistance to the
adaptation of postcolonial theory in the U.S. Of the major Anglophone countries
with significant Native populations, the U.S. is the least engaged in applying
postcolonial theory to the production of the cultural analysis of Native issues. Because I contend this theory’s importance for the analysis of Native self-portraiture
to be great, the following is an analysis of the relevance of postcolonial theory to
Native self-representation.
Postcolonial Time
Within academia, efforts by intellectuals who identify as postcolonial subjects, i.e.
those who originate from nation-states that have gained independence from
European imperialism, to analyze the workings of power in the production of colonial discourses have led to the development of theories that constitute the field
of postcolonial studies. However, many Native American intellectuals within
North American have been reluctant to adopt theories they feel have been developed to specifically address situations elsewhere. Although their apprehension is understandable, there is much that can be useful in adopting postcolonial
theory for the analysis of Native art.8

The situation has been different for Latin Americanists who have readily accepted the
possibilities offered by postcolonial theory. North American academics invested in analyzing the colonial history of Latin America have worked to adapt the models of resistance offered by postcolonial theories onto various Latin American situations. See Klor de
Alva, “The Postcolonization of the (Latin) American Experience: A Reconsideration of
8
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An obvious difficulty with “postcolonial” as a term to describe the condition of Indigenous peoples in the Americas is that most Native peoples are still
living in a state of colonization. Postcolonial theory, however, has been aware of
the dilemma from its inception. From the perspective of the analysis of culture,
the term is related to postmodernism and, therefore, responds to those modernist
impulses at work in the production and consumption of culture. The relationship
between postcolonialism and postmodernism has been outlined by Jorge Klor
de Alva:
From a modernist perspective the term is a misnomer because the postcolonial condition, strictly speaking, has yet to occur among those who became colonial subjects of the empire and, later, of the nation-state . . . From
a postmodern/poststructuralist perspective I agree . . . that postcoloniality
does not need to follow from “actual” colonial condition. . . . The dismissal of
the modernist view of history as a linear (teleological) process, the undermining of the foundational assumptions of linear historical narratives, and the rejection of essentialized identities for corporate units lead to a multiplicity of
often conflicting and frequently parallel narratives within which postcoloniality can signify not so much subjectivity “after” the colonial experience as a
subjectivity of oppositionality to imperializing/colonizing (read: subordinating/subjectivizing) discourses and practices. (245)
The “postcolonial” is meant to denote a state of resistance that is not marked
chronologically, at least not in the linear chronology imposed by the colonizer. The
postcolonial condition occurs at the very moment of colonization. It is unfortunate
that, despite this explanation, the general use of the term has superficially focused
on how it connotes the aftermath of colonization.
In addition to questioning the teleological historical framework demanded
by modernism, another important aspect of the approach offered by postcolonial
theory is its global scope of analysis. It is mindful of the interrelations among projects
of colonization, particularly in terms of their economic, political, and cultural inter-

‘Colonialism,’ ‘Postcolonialism,’ and ‘Mestizaje,’” in After Colonialism (Prakash 241-275)
and Beverley, Subalternity and Representation.
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dependencies. Although my focus has been the relationship between the cultural
and the political—particularly the visual aesthetics of nationalism as it relates to the
production of Native subjectivity—it should be kept in mind that these are only part
of a larger and more complex weave of dynamics that have come to define the
current condition of globalization.
As I have been arguing, an analysis of the relationship between nationalism and aesthetics is crucial for interpreting work by contemporary Native artists.
Here, I am particularly interested in looking at the politics of Native artistic selfrepresentation within the colonial dynamics of globalization. By examining this
larger context, it becomes apparent that the forms of address offered by these
artists are not only directed at the immediate colonizer, they also depend on
broader global discourses of Indigeneity. It is through the process of revealing the
conjunctures among these layered forms of colonization that these images perform their postcolonial critiques.
To begin to consider this wider scope of analysis, it is important to acknowledge that there is a direct connection between the colonial history of the
Americas and the history of the development of the nation-state. It was, after all,
in the Americas that, in the name of liberation from Europe, the nation-state was
advanced as the preferred political form for self-determination. It is ironic, however, that the creation and promotion of the nation-state as a process of decolonization became, at the same time, an integral part of the mission to colonize
Native America. The postcolonial condition in the Americas is marked by a duplicity in which the colonial subject gains independence by, in turn, becoming itself an autonomous colonizer. This analysis of the dynamic shift between colonizer and colonized, however, often leaves the place of the Native unexamined, a
place marked as subaltern, a subjectivity without access to historical representation. This condition provides the backdrop for a contemporary Native art production that at times employs the colonizer’s own aesthetic practices, a form of appropriation that speaks the language of the colonizer in order to curse that language itself.
It is within this historical framework that the visual manifestations of Native
cultural and political struggles must be considered. An analysis of the relationship
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between nationalism and aesthetics within Native art raises important questions.
For example, should all Native art that is counter-hegemonic be considered nationalist? What alternative forms are there for liberation struggles that do not
promote the formation of a nation-state? How can such a vision be conveyed
through decolonizing art practices?
For the purposes of my discussion of self-portraiture, I will limit my focus to
thinking about a more basic question: Is the aesthetic production of a “Native
self” outside hegemonic prescriptions of identity possible? If so, how can such
representations be legible within a paradigm of representation regulated by
dominating ideologies? In other words, using the linguistic metaphor I have alluded to above, how can a Native self be articulated through a colonizer’s language intent on eradicating Native subjectivity?
The answers to these questions appear to be obvious. The production of
the Native subject outside the dominant signifying system is not only possible; it
has always occurred. Native identity predates and, to some extent, continues to
exist outside a Western episteme. Although it is difficult to surmise fully the extent
to which the West participates in regulating the production of Native subjectivity,
it is important to stress that the formation of Native identity is not merely a response to hegemony. If we acknowledge that Native notions of the self often
antecede Western paradigms of Native identity, an immediate question then
becomes how can Native conceptions of the self that are incompatible with
Western perceptions of identity be made legible in the West?
One approach has been to undertake a sustained campaign to either
undermine or expand dominant conceptions of Native identity. An important
aim of this approach, which is not often emphasized, is not only to disrupt the
stability of Western notions of Native identity, but also to recognize that indigenous views of identity are, themselves, plural and, at times, irreconcilable. Therefore, I will continue my discussion by analyzing artwork that explicitly deals with
Native self-representation in multiple ways, which includes an address aimed at
the artist’s own community. As examples I will examine the work of Nora NaranjoMorse (Santa Clara Pueblo), who invokes the figure of an alter ego as a critique
of the expectations of her role as an artist within her Pueblo community; Hulleah
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Tsinhnahjinnie (Muskogee/Seminole/ Dine´), whose self-portraiture addresses occasions in which Native communities have been complicit with the U.S. government’s efforts to legislatively regulate Native identity; Jimmie Durham (Cherokee), who has employed irony in addressing issues of cultural authenticity; Joe
David (Nuu-chah-nulth), who provocatively disrupts the expectations of traditionally carved masks to address traditional communities; and Jolene Rickard
(Tuscarora) who inserts her own image within works of art that use non-traditional
media to convey traditional iconography, some of which is exclusively addressed to her community.
An event that brought together much of this critical work was the quincentenary of Columbus’s arrival to the Americas, an occasion that in 1992 provided
opportunities for widespread critical responses by Native artists and scholars. One
of the more notable artistic responses was Submuloc Show/Columbus Wohs, an
exhibition curated by Jaune Quick-to See Smith. The show featured the work of thirty-seven Native artists who provided a vision of the significance of the legacy of
the encounter from the perspective of contemporary Native Americans. In redressing the history of Columbus’s travels, many of the artists used strategies of aesthetic
appropriation to address issues of cultural appropriation. 9
A good example is a collaborative project produced by Robert Houle (Saulteaux/Ojibwe) and Greg Staats (Mohawk) for the Submuloc Show/Columbus Wohs
exhibition titled Extinct/Distinct (Figure 37). The work is a diptych in which the artists
reference the German artist Lothar Baumgarten’s Monument for the Native
People of Ontario, a work which was meant to commemorate the tribes indigenous to Ontario.
Some of the scholarship produced in response to the quincentenary includes Josephy,
America in 1492; Churchill, Fantasies of the Master Race; Jaimes The State of Native
America; and a special issue of Art Journal “Recent Native American Art” edited by.
Rushing and WalkingStick.
9

For a review of the Submuloc exhibition, see Rushing, “Contrary Iconography: The Submuloc Show.” In terms of a Western response, many museums and libraries exhibited
items in their collections that had the slightest relation to the encounter. An example of
how ostentatious these endeavors could be is the National Gallery’s Circa 1492, which
attempted a comprehensive synchronic survey of cultural production around the globe
during the period of Columbus’s travels. For a discussion of the massive literary output
dealing with the quincentenary see Axtell, “Columbian Encounters: 1992-95.”
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Baumgarten’s piece, a detail of which is featured in the left panel of the
Houle-Staats diptych, is a minimalist homage of engraved text running along the
top of the walls of the Walker Court at the Art Gallery of Ontario. The names of the
eight tribes—Algonkin, Huron, Iroquois, Neutral, Nipissing, Ojibwa, Ottawa, and Petun—were featured as part of the exhibition titled “The European Iceberg: Creativity in Germany and Italy Today” held in 1985.
An interesting aspect of Baumgarten’s strategy to represent various Native
nations is his avoidance of using the body as a means of representing the Native
subject. Instead, he used upper case text to name each of the Indigenous communities. Four of the names were placed over the four arches of the gallery, the
letters in red and underlined in black. The other four, placed in between the
arches, were black letters underlined in red. The font used to commemorate these
names, Perpetua, was based on a font developed by the type designer Eric Gill,
who was inspired by the lettering found in ancient Roman monuments. An explanatory plaque, with a map showing the original land base of the tribes also hung in
the gallery.10

Figure 37. Robert Houle and Greg Staats, Extinct/Distinct, 1992, photograph on Mylar, 48”
X 72” each.

A detailed description of Baumgarten’s piece can be found in Beddoes, “The Writing
on the Wall: The Ironies In and Out of Lothar Buamgarten’s ‘Monument for the Native
Peoples of Ontario, 1984-1985.”
10
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Baumgarten integrated the classical aesthetic of his work into the classical
architecture of the gallery. His work, a minimalist piece whose lettering recalled
engraved names found on tombstones, was a gesture that these artists interpreted
as yet another pronouncement of the demise of the Native subject.
The pathos invoked by Baumgarten’s work was co-opted by Houle and
Staats and turned into a celebration of self-determination and survival. They have
photographed the lettering commemorating the Ojibwe and made the image
one of the diptych’s panels. They contrast this view of the engraved lettering with
an image of a doorway leading into a contemporary traditional longhouse. Their
work emphasizes the way in which the space of the museum, a space described
by Theodor Adorno as functioning much like a mausoleum, contrasts with the welcoming space of a traditional longhouse, a space that continues to be full of life.11
As the artists state:
Symbolically, the liberation of one’s tribal name becomes a demarcation in
the political struggle for sovereignty; and the ritualistic juxtapositioning of the
ancient Iroquois longhouse completes the medicine wheel . . . . It was important that our work express our 500 year history of annihilation, marginalization, misrepresentation and invisibility. This litany honors the “extinct” First
Nations of North America and expresses the “distinct” character of our contemporary sisters and brothers. (Roberts 1992 34)
Houle and Staats radically disrupt Baumgarten’s eulogy by appropriating the form
and recontextualizing the content of his work.
The Submuloc show, and the many other Native projects produced to question the hegemonic commemoration of Columbus’s encounter with the Americas,
created the possibility for disparate engagements with the legacy of European colonization to simultaneously address the ideological implications of commemorating Columbus’s arrival. It was specifically as a response to the celebration of this
event by the U.S. Government that Quick-to-See Smith organized the exhibition
(Roberts1992 iii). Of the many issues shared by these artists and the communities

Theodor Adorno wrote that the “museum and mausoleum are connected by more
than phonetic association. Museums are the family sepulchers of works of art” (Crimp 44).
11
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they represented, sovereignty was paramount. The artists in the show were united
against the hegemonic nationalism of the United States while advocating for their
right to self-determination.
Despite the fact that I have been arguing for an approach to reading these
images that identifies a common counter-hegemonic stance shared by the aesthetic practices of Native artists, it would be a mistake to posit all Native art as exhibiting a similar nationalist agenda, or any similarities at all. Although it is tempting
to read resistance in all contemporary Native art, it is important to remember
that such an approach runs the danger of homogenizing all Native art as nationalist.12 Nonetheless, it is useful to consider those features shared by work that
explicitly proclaims resistance. As I have mentioned in my discussion of the use of
nostalgia as an aesthetic strategy, a term that can be used to describe this
common resistance is anti-imperialism. While in chapter two I adapted the notion
of “anti-imperialist nostalgia” to describe certain types of aesthetic strategies
employed by Native artists, here I would like to recall cultural theorist Timothy
Brennan’s use of a similar term, “anti-imperialist nationalism,” to bring the various
indigenous claims for sovereignty under a common classification. It is this notion
of political and cultural resistance that I think is useful when applying “testimonial
self-portraiture” to describe Indigenous art strategies for representing the self
and/as community that explicitly addresses conditions of colonization.
I have argued for the necessity of applying postcolonial theories to the
analysis of Native art in general, and, more specifically, to testimonial selfportraiture, in order to consider the contemporary re-negotiation of Indigenous
subjectivity within visual art practices. However, the self-representational voice
offered by self-portraiture is deafened when it is ignored within contemporary art
discourses that define and value avant-garde production. When it comes to a
critical assessment of art production within the contemporary western art world,
the voice of the Native artist often remains subaltern.

Aijaz Ahmad made a similar critique of Fredric Jameson’s claim that all third-world texts
should be read as national allegories. See Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Era of
Multinational Capitalism,” and Ahmad, “Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the ‘National Allegory.’”
12
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Legibility and Irony of Avant-garde Aesthetics
A challenge imposed on Native artists who attempt to produce work addressing
imperialism is that if their work is to be legible by Western audiences, their work
needs to incorporate, or at least address, those aesthetic practices that in the West
are considered avant-garde. It is not enough for them to employ aesthetic approaches based on traditional Native practices, which are often illegible from within a Western context. Native artists are continually challenged to breach the incommensurability of Western notions of avant-garde aesthetics, which, in theory,
are demonstrated by works of art advancing political reform, with indigenous art
practices that are often employed to conserve Native traditions.
One of the ironies of this challenge is that, in theory, avant-garde art is illegible as such to a contemporary viewer, regardless of its aesthetic strategies. Art critic Hal Foster has likened this process to trauma. He explains that avant-garde work
“is traumatic—a hole in the symbolic order of its time that is not prepared for it, that
cannot receive it, at least not immediately, at least not without structural
change”(29). Despite the idea that the description, even less the prescription, of an
avant-garde aesthetics is impossible in the present, the art world, and more precisely the art market, functions on a speculative model. And, it is the art critic who
speculates on the future return of identifying contemporary art as avant-garde.
Therefore, despite the theoretical impossibility of identifying contemporary avantgarde aesthetics, there are always contemporary practices identified as such.
The chasm between Western and traditional aesthetics makes the identification of contemporary Indigenous art as avant-garde more difficult. Not only do
these two aesthetic frameworks have different approaches to evaluating art, they
also have different methodologies for valuing work. This means that a Native artist
may have to negotiate at least three levels of criticism: the critical evaluation by
community members, the valuation by an Indian art market—a phenomenon
mainly driven by collectors who value the work mostly for its ethnographic value—
and the appraisal by a Western contemporary art market. However, if we consider
the avant-garde potential of Native art outside a market system, or even outside
the framework of Western aesthetics, its political efficacy would be lost on most
viewers not having access to the aesthetic criteria of the artist’s community. There-
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fore, despite the radicalness of the message, if a Native artist avoids the use of a
Western avant-garde aesthetic, his or her address may be lost on a Western viewer,
an important audience and often, though not exclusively, the target audience.
Native art highlights the restricted nature of an avant-garde address.
In light of the nationalist framework within which these works operate and
the challenges of appreciating their avant-garde aesthetics, I would like to return
to my discussion of Native self-portraiture to consider how this genre questions the
critical reception, or lack thereof, of Native art as legitimate(d) avant-garde art.
We not only need to ask how and when is a work of art avant-garde but also for
whom? How can art as postcolonial critique be effective within an art system constituted by legacy of colonial discourses?

Figure 38. Kwakwaka'wakw transformation mask, n.d. Wood, pigment, fur, hide, cord,
metal, baleen. American Musuem of Natural History. Catalogue number 16/2359.

These are some of the questions posed by Native self-portraiture, and they
are posed directly to the viewer. There is no third person, or so it would appear.
As I discussed earlier, this kind of address, one that engages the viewer both as
an individual and as member of a specifically situated community, requires a
comparative consideration of these differences: individual/communal Western/indigenous avant-garde aesthetics invoked within (anti)imperialist nationalist
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frameworks. A good example of this layered complexity is the work of Joe David
(Nuu-chah-nulth), an artist who often invokes portraiture in his mask imagery, although it is often in the guise of a deity or a spirit. In Just Be Yourself, David playfully references the transformation mask, which is traditionally used in Northwest
Coast performances where the narratives often involve characters that undergo
change from one form into another. An example of the traditional approach to
this practice is a Kwakwaka'wakw transformation mask made sometime before
the late nineteenth century, when it was acquired by the American Museum of
Natural History. This mask was meant to be used during performances in which a
story would be narrated through song and dance. At a climactic moment during
the performance, the dancer would pull strings attached to both halves of the
outer mask to reveal another mask hidden inside (Figure 38). In this case, the
transformation is from the figure of a wolf into a raven. (See inset image.)

Figure 39. Joe David, Just Be Yourself (closed and open), 2000, red & yellow cedar, horse
hair, earth pigments, 9” deep x 26” wide x 33” high.

In his rendition titled Just Be Yourself, Joe David takes this traditional form,
still used in traditional venues within many Northwest Coast tribal communities,
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and shifts its meaning in order to address many anxieties felt by Native peoples
today (Figure 39). David’s mask features a human face on the outside, which is
also a portrait of the artist, that then opens up to reveal an exact duplicate inside.13
The multiple interpretations of this work include reading it as a statement
negating change, a call to maintain a traditional identity, an identity that remains constant despite its transformations. The mask can also be read as an affirmation of the subjectivity of Natives who have not had access to the traditional histories and customs but who can still depend on a Native identity based on
an essential sense of self. The artist is very familiar with this situation. David is
known for nurturing Native artists who have grown up without access to their traditional communities but who are, instead, engaged in forming and maintaining
urban Native communities. These are not mutually exclusive readings. The form
of this type of transformation mask, one that relies on a simple mechanism for
opening and closing the mask, usually determines a sequence narrated by the
accompanying story, David’s mask, however, disrupts such a chronological
reading. The story of transformation enacted by this mask is continuous and indeterminate.
A viewer who espouses an orthodox perspective on traditional forms may
perceive David’s use of this form as an irreverent application, one that fails to fulfill its traditional function. However, the work may also be thought of as playful
self-appropriation. In terms of a Western aesthetic, this approach is akin to the
type of appropriation that defines postmodernism, but is also a gesture found in
traditional Native art. This is especially true of the representation of the figure of
the trickster, which I mentioned in chapter two. The challenge of work that appears traditional is that in order to notice its radicalness, the viewer must first
know the conventions it is addressing. In essence, many of the works are inside
It is important to distinguish this mask, which features an exact duplicate of the human
figure inside and out, from transformation masks which feature the same human figure
but in a different state on the inside from that on the outside. An example of the latter
type is the mask that is part of the Kwakwaka’wakw Siwidi dance cycle discussed in Ostrowitz and Jonaitis, “Postscript: The Treasures of Siwidi.” For an overview of Kwakwaka’wakw transformation masks see Waite, “Kwakiutl Transformation Masks.”
13
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jokes in which the outsider is unaware of the work’s subversive qualities. This exclusive address to a home community works to affirm its coherence by uniting its
members in the process of recognition. 14
A more accessible example of the dialogical address of Native selfportraiture, one which clearly illustrates a legible rupture with the traditional use
of a medium is the work of Nora Naranjo-Morse (Santa Clara Pueblo). In a series
of sculptures done in micaceous clay, a material traditionally used for pottery,
she depicts Pearlene, a figure that is a sassy alter ego (Figure 40). In Mud Woman, Naranjo-Morse gives this character a voice in her poem “Pearlene’s Roots.”
She talks of nylons that sag, long nights at nameless bars, her passion-blue eye
shadow, and graying bouffant.
She was a Towa,
beneath the veneer
of Avon
and fast,
hard times.
Signs of her Pueblo roots
surface,
crooning
in thoughtful
respectful songs. (1992, 68)
Naranjo-Morse is obviously playing against the common perception of a traditional Native woman. As she states: “[Pearlene] was undermining the stereotypical view of a Pueblo woman, at the same time, she was also creating a story line
. . . of a woman who knew with great certainty, her roots. You can’t be that sassy
without an explicit foundation of certainty about your identity.”15 While Pearlene’s appearance and behavior may not coincide with an outsider’s stereotypical conception of Pueblo identity, they also do not necessarily meet an insider’s
expectations. Naranjo-Morse’s address is multiple; she speaks to an outsider at
14

For the use of humor in Native art see Ryan, The Trickster Shift.

15

Personal correspondence with the artist, February 9, 2004.
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the same time that she addresses her own community. The implication may be
that the acceptance she demands of the non-Native viewer is also the tolerance she asks of her own people, whether it is an acceptance of a different way
of dressing, behaving, or of using micaceous clay for producing non-traditional
forms.

Figure 40. Nora Naranjo-Morse, Pearlene’s Roots, 1989, micaceous clay, 38” X 12”.

The challenge issued by both of these artists depends on knowledge of
the various communities, Western and Native, to which the artists belong. These
communities ultimately intersect along a variety of dimensions (cultural, economic, and geographic.) What I would like to pursue is the intersection of aesthetic
practices that may read as having similar effects but that have radically different
histories. The overlap noted in these two examples is between a trickster sensibility and postmodernist irony. I am particularly interested in pointing out what may
appear postmodern about a Native practice in light of the resistance to postmodernisms from within many Native communities. Are these traditional trickster
strategies or postmodern avant-garde aesthetic approaches? Does the difference matter in terms of their effect?
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A book that attempts to addresses the relationship these issues is Steven
Leuthold’s Indigenous Aesthetics: Native Art, Media, and Identity. One of its
chapters is specifically concerned with postmodernism and its deployment of
postcolonial theories for the analysis of aesthetic production. Leuthold characterizes postmodernism as countering those nationalist projects that emphasize the
anti-colonial imperatives of various Native populations. He proclaims that:
The general postmodern critique of nationalism as a basis of political organization directly confronts the importance attached to sovereignty as a
political goal by many contemporary natives. At the same time that
postmodernist theory employs a postcolonial critique of the ideas of nation and borders, native communities are increasingly defining themselves
as sovereign nations, or according to more limited notions of sovereignty.
Thus, even “progressive” views, such as those found in cultural studies,
may incorporate frameworks that limit our understanding of native selfrepresentation. (31)
Leuthold’s discussion of the ambivalence of postmodernist strategies for Native
subjects proceeds to weigh the advantages of a nationalist Native art production (such as the possibility of Native self-representation within an international
community) versus the disadvantages of more traditional modes of production.
Whether the work of art is meant to operate as self-representation within an international community (nationalist Native art production) or as an instance of
the commodification of ethnic identities (traditional mode of production), Leuthold stipulates that “the artworks of contemporary artists will function as indigenous representations if the artist themselves are part of indigenous communities; if their work is primarily defined by and for non-Native communities, it will not
act as indigenous representation” (43).
There are many problems with Leuthold’s formulations, most of which result from his facile use of binaries such as local/global, contemporary/traditional,
and insider/outsider. Of interest to me, however, is his insistence on the durability
of Native aesthetic expression within changing modes of production. Leuthold’s
book focuses on film and video produced by Native artists, in which, he attests, a
persistent indigenous aesthetic is to be found. He believes that “if distinct indi-
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genous aesthetic expressions can be discovered in indigenous film and video,
this would seem to point to the durability and importance of Native aesthetic
expression in general” (4). While Leuthold appears to advocate an essentialist
approach to the analysis of Native aesthetics, one which would claim to discern
the Nativeness in the work of art, there is something else that unites Native art.
That something, however, is found neither in the form of the work nor in its content. What unites the work is the place it occupies within the matrix of colonial
oppression.
Appropriating Postcolonial Theory
As I have mentioned, the application of postcolonial theory to an examination of
Native American cultural production has been limited. In fact, there has been
something of a resistance to the adoption and application of theories perceived
as having been developed for situations elsewhere for analyzing conditions faced
by Native Americans.16 This resistance to postcolonial theory is, in fact, widespread
among various indigenous populations. Linda Tuhiwai Smith, a Maori cultural studies
scholar, notes that: “Many indigenous intellectuals actively resist participating in
any discussion within the discourses of post-coloniality . . . because post-colonialism
is viewed as the convenient invention of Western intellectuals which re-inscribes
their power to define the world” (14). Loretta Todd, a Metis filmmaker, questions:
But what of our own theories of art, our own philosophies of life, our purposes for representation? By reducing our cultural expression to simply the
question of modernism or postmodernism, art or anthropology, or whether
we are contemporary or traditional, we are placed on the edges of the
dominant culture, while the dominant culture determines whether we are
allowed to enter into its realm of art. (75)
Another scholar who has expressed skepticism about the possibilities for applying
postcolonial theories to Native American conditions is Elizabeth Cook-Lynn who
states that:
It is interesting to note that, unlike the resistance to postcolonial theory found in Native
America, other indigenous groups are using it to theorize their positions within the West.
An excellent example is the work the Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith,.
16
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For American Indians . . . postcolonial studies has little to do with independence, nor does it have much to do with the actual deconstruction of oppressive colonial systems. . . . Postcolonial thought in indigenous history, as a
result of the prevailing definition, has emerged as a subversion rather than a
revolution. This fact has been a huge disappointment to those scholars
whose interest has been in Native-nation status and independence. (14)
The apprehension to adopt yet another set of theoretical tools developed within
the Western academy is understandable enough. Nonetheless, in the Maori context, the theory is being appropriated to suit Native needs.17
There are ways in which one can find voices within Native American Studies
that speak about such issues as hegemony, the performance of identity, and the
dynamics of power in different terms. What postcolonial studies provides is a way to
think about these issues within a global perspective, one which takes into account
a range of discursive strategies employed in the production of empire. This imperialist impulse has now given way to the worldwide deployment of the nation-state,
which, in turn, has been translated into the post-nationalist impulses toward globalization visible today.18 There is—and in many ways there has always been—a Native
response to globalization. In fact, an argument can be made that the notion of the
Native as localized rather than global subject is a Western construction. Native
peoples around the globe have always operated, through trade and warfare, on
a global stage.
Because the concept of “the Native” plays a key role in the development of
global politics, the issues of identity developed by Native American artists can be
thought of as addressing identity within a global context. My argument is that, alGraham Smith, a leading Maori researcher, conceptualizes the Native use of critical
theory as a form of empowering appropriation. Personal conversation.

17

On the relationship between globalization and culture see King, Culture, Globalization
and the World-System ; Tomlinson, Globalization and Culture; Appadurai, Modernity at
Large; Gupta, Disrupted Borders ; Fisher, Global Visions; Willis, Illusions of Identity; Neil Lazarus,
Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World; Bartolovich and Lazarus, Marxism, Modernity and Postcolonial Studies; Papastergiadis, Complex Entanglements; Araeen,
Cubitt, and Sardar, The Third Text Reader on Art, Culture and Theory; and Mosquera and
Fisher, Over There: International Perspectives on Art and Culture .
18
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though the work of Native artists is often invoked within discussions of aesthetics
and identity politics, these artists are not merely contesting their place within the art
world. While their work can be seen as part of their effort to seek greater control
over their visual representation, as is the case with most of the work by practitioners
who identify as belonging to marginalized groups, the Native artists I am discussing
here are, at the same time, producing work that eschews a Western paradigm of
art. Their contestation does not merely address the world of aesthetics; it also seeks
to produce identities based on the various notions of Native community, notions
that for some can range great distances, both spatial and temporal.
The criticism of postcolonial studies has also come from within the field.
Much of the work on postcolonial theory, in fact, has focused on a self-critical approach to the role played by the postcolonial critic. In fact, the work of theorists
such as Neil Lazarus, Epifanio San Juan, and Arif Dirlik, falls much in line with the art
production of the artists mentioned above. What follows is an attempt to compare
the self-critical approach taken by these postcolonial critics to those found in the
work of the Native artists under discussion. This comparison allows us to consider the
possibility of thinking of these Native artists as postcolonial critics.19
The field of postcolonial studies was first developed as a critique of those
knowledges produced in the service of colonial domination. The process of producing and disseminating knowledge in the service of domination has been described by Gayatri Spivak, a leading critic of colonialism, as epistemic violence, “a
violence against the other produced by the inevitably dominatory systems of
knowledge which constitute that figure of the other” (Chrisman14). And still, this
process of producing knowledge in order to maintain power is one that is continuously reproduced, in most cases, as a necessary part of the transition from colonial oppression toward liberation. The passage from subjugation to selfdetermination has involved, at least since the end of the eighteenth century, the
creation and maintenance of a nation-state as an efficient means of exercising
sovereignty. During this process, epistemes enforced from the outside are replaced
by those produced from within.
Dirlik, The Postcolonial Aura; Lazarus, Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World; and San Juan, Jr., Beyond Postcolonial Theory.
19
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In many ways, the process of liberation involves the duplication of power
structures previously set in place to dominate. This is further complicated by the
fact that, at least in economic terms, no nation can stand alone. The nation-state
can be conceived as operating like the sign within a Saussurian semiotic schema. It
signifies because it operates within a system of nationalism that relies on difference.
Like linguistic signs, whose ability to signify depends on difference, on the necessity
of one sign being differentiated from another, nation-states rely on borders to give
them significance.
As I mentioned above, postcolonial theorists constantly rethink their place
within the intellectual economy that exists between the West and the rest. If anticolonial knowledge production follows the logic of the colonizer in its construction
of the nation, is it not replicating those old power dynamics? In what role does that
place the postcolonial theorist? Is nationalism not still a form of colonialism? And
what of the place of the artist in this process?
It is important to recognize that strategies developed to counter a visual history of the Native produced by the West are being developed from within the art
world itself. These are interventions that have originated from a Native epistemology and any attempt to reconcile Western and non-Western epistemes will inevitably come to an impasse; it will point to the limits of traversing the divide that defines
alterity. Nonetheless, the work of these Native artists situates them as powerful critics
of colonization.
An early critique of the role played by postcolonial theorists was put forward
by Kwame Anthony Appiah. His voice was an early warning against the dangers of
institutionalizing postcolonial theory. He described the situation as “the condition of
what we might ungenerously call a comprador intelligentsia: a relatively small,
Western-style, Western-trained group of writers and thinkers, who mediate the trade
in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the periphery” (348). This harsh image
of postcolonial theorists as middlemen in the commerce of culture is relevant to my
discussion of contemporary Native artists, who can also be seen as negotiators between Native and Western art worlds. Appiah feared that: “Perhaps the predicament of the postcolonial intellectual is simply that as intellectuals . . . we are, indeed, always at the risk of becoming otherness machines, with the manufacture of
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alterity as our principle role” (356).20
In terms of thinking about the process of Native self-representation, we appear to be back to Hal Foster’s critique.21 It should be clear by now, however, that
what we are seeing here is not merely a group of artists producing themselves as
“other.” Their address is not merely to an art market or to a viewer expecting a politically correct message. There is always also an address to their own communities,
and one that is often critical.
Native American self-portraiture as genre is distinguished by a particular
tension between self-scrutiny and self-revelation. These visual autobiographies
are also marked as important sites for working out where the boundaries against
assimilation are set. One such work is Jimmie Durham’s Self-portrait from 1987
(Figure 41). A strategy he effectively employs in this image is the use of irony. He
redefines the appearance of the Native body by using the same iconography
that in the West produces the stereotype of the Native American. By altering the
scale, quantity, color and/or location of arrows, fur, skulls, and the body, Durham
inflects the history of Native representation with what may read to a Westerner
as a distinct foreignness. It is, however, an approach to representing the other
that references Western signifiers of the Native in such a way as to frustrate the
viewer’s ability to easily locate the Native body. Miwon Kwon notes that “The
multiplicity of voices in the Self-Portrait confuses the exact location of Durham as
a source for the auto-representation” (1993 128). The dislocation of the subject is
one that works also to dislocate the viewer as well. This process occurs not only
by the deployment of a plethora of Western signifiers of Indigeneity but also by
the text written on the roughly constructed effigy of the Native body. Durham’s
body speaks to the viewer in a voice that must be enacted by the viewer. There
is no avoiding the ventriloquism necessary to read Durham’s description:

20

The term “otherness machine” comes from Suleri, Meatless Days, 105.

Interestingly, Foster ends his discussion by citing the work of Native American artists
James Luna, Edgar Heap of Birds and Jimmie Durham as examples of artists who are
aware of the pitfalls not just of representing but also becoming representatives for a
communal identity. According to Foster, they are examples of artists able to legitimately
negotiate alterity.
21
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Hello! I’m Jimmie Durham. I want to explain a few Basic Things About Myself. In 1986 I was 46 years old. As an artist I am confused about many
things, but basically my health is good and I am willing and able to do a
wide variety of Jobs. I am Actively seeking Employment.
Mr. Durham has stated that he believes he has an addiction to Alcohol,
Nicotine, Caffeine, and does not sleep well.
Useless nipple.
I am basically light hearted.
I have 12 hobbies!
11 house plants!
People like my Poems. (Mulvey 60)
The viewer is asked to sympathize and empathize simultaneously with the artist’s
subject position. The text compels us to occupy various positions; the first person
address (Hello!) places us in dialogue with Durham while the next paragraph
shifts to a description where he is placed in the third person (“Mr. Durham has
stated.”) We are left to wonder whose voice this is. At the same time, the body
represented before us is no longer a subject but an object being described.
The playful disorientation produced by the text is a strategy often used by
Durham. Viewing these works becomes a collaborative performance that often
requires the viewer to play the role of the colonizer. In a work from the series
titled The Caliban Codex or A Thing Most Brutish (1992), in which he adopts the
role of Caliban—Shakespeare’s paradigmatic Native—he addresses Prospero,
who, in the Tempest, has enslaved Caliban and forced him to learn his language.22

For an anthology that takes the theme of appropriating the colonizer’s language, see
Reinventing the Enemy’s Language: Contemporary Native Women’s Writings of North
America, a powerful collection of writings in English and Native languages by Native
women.
22
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Figure 41. Jimmie Durham, Self-Portrait, 1987, canvas, wood paint, feather, shell, turquoise, metal, 172.8 X 86.4 X 28.8 cm.

Dear Dr. Prospero,
May I, with great humility, please present to you, as an embarrassingly inadequate small token of my extreme gratitude for the constant encouragement, extreme patience and inspired friendship (I hope!) which you
have so generously employed to show me a Better Way, this self-portrait? I
hope you will always remember me. (But I still wish I knew what my nose
looks like! ha, ha!)
Your grateful student,
Caliban
The overly ingratiating tone with which Durham’s Caliban addresses Prospero
contrasts greatly with that of Shakespeare’s Caliban, who rebelliously proclaims
“You taught me language; and my profit on’t / Is, I know how to curse. The red
plague rid you / For learning me your language!” (1140). The viewer is left to determine whether the servile tone of Durham’s Caliban is an earnest expression of
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gratitude, the tone possibly imagined by those advocating the assimilation of the
Native, or whether this is yet another instance in which Caliban (Durham) has
appropriated the master’s language in order to curse him. It is this schizophrenic
state that Durham attempts to convey, particularly in response to U.S. attempts
to legally define Native identity.
A legislative effort to determine Native identity was the Indian Arts and
Crafts Act, which was passed in 1990. The act was advanced as being mainly
concerned with promoting “the economic welfare of Indian tribes and the Indian wards of the Government through the development of Indian arts and
crafts and the expansion of the market for the products of Indian art and
craftsmanship.”23 It quickly became clear, however, that the force of the law
was meant to protect the consumer, the collector of Native art, rather than the
Native producer.
The actual effect on Native artists was to emphasize further the differences that exist among Native American groups regarding the legal constitution of
Native identity. While some groups have maintained traditional ways of establishing membership in their tribes, which at times include provisions for the adoption
of members who are not directly related to the tribe, other groups have held to
notions such as blood quantum as criteria for determining who should belong to
their tribe. There are also others who have come to adopt arbitrary criteria for
figuring out who they will accept as their own. An example provided by Gail
Sheffield, a legal anthropologist, is the Oklahoma Cherokee, who define “Indian”
as “a person enrolled or a lineal descendent of a person enrolled in a recognized Indian tribe, band, or pueblo, or on a U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs enrollment listing” (Sheffield 109). In this case, what determines Native identity is having your family name recorded by a federal agency as being part of the tribe,
rather than criteria strictly based on race.
For the purposes of assuring the authenticity of objects purported to be
made by a Native artist, the act defined “Indian” as: “any individual who is a

The Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990 (Pub. L. 101-644, amending 25 U.S.C. § 305 and
18 U.S.C. §§ 1158 and 1159).
23

185
member of an Indian tribe, or . . . is certified as an Indian artisan by an Indian
tribe.” This wording was meant to acknowledge the sovereignty of tribes in determining their own membership.24 An important side effect of the wording, however, is that it has helped to fuel the efforts of groups such as the Native American Artists Association, a Santa Fe group that is “dedicated to unmasking bogus
Indians.”
Durham, who is of Cherokee descent, made a public statement in response to the law:
I am not an American Indian, nor have I ever seen or sworn allegiance to
India. I am not a Native “American”, nor do I feel that America has any
right to either name me or un-name me. I have previously stated that I
should be considered mixed-blood: that is, I claim to be a male but in fact
only one of my parents was male. (Papastergiadis and Turney 36)
The flippancy with which he addressed the issue is meant to highlight the absurdity he finds in the passing of the law. He is one of the artists whose Native identity continues to be questioned as a result of the legislation.

Figure 42. Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie, Would I have been a member of the Nighthawk Society
or the Snake Society or would I have been a half-breed leading the whites to the fullbloods? 1990, digitally manipulated photographs.

The sovereignty of tribes to determine their own membership was established in Santa
Clara Pueblo v. Martinez, 436 U.S. 49, 98 S. Ct. 1670 (1978), a Supreme Court case that
was brought by a Pueblo woman who sought membership for her daughter, who was
raised in the pueblo but was being denied membership because her father was Navajo.
The Supreme Court determined that the tribe’s sovereignty precluded it from being sued
in federal court.
24

186
We can contrast his humorous response to that of Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie
(Muskogee/Seminole/Dine´). In Would I have been a member of the Nighthawk
Society or the Snake Society or would I have been a half-breed leading the
whites to the full-bloods? she has superimposed over a self-portrait abstract patterns that recall traditional facial designs (Figure 42). The images are also reminiscent of mug shots and the bar coding that are essential tools of state surveillance. She has also included the number 111-390, her Bureau of Indian Affairs
identification number, yet another sign of the state’s intervention in the process
of Native identification. Like Durham’s, her response is derived from personal experience.
I respect Natives who did not accept the Dawes Act of 1887, those who
refused enrollment. I recognize the survival tactics of those who became
invisible to survive. I have made a decision to remain faithful to those “renegade savages” who hid in the everglades, the desert ravines, the redwood forest. . . . Native history is not simple. As survivors we should not be
eager to simplify native identity. The “good intentions” behind this law fail
to recognize the complexities and the frightening implications of standardizing native identity. (1995 np)
Tsinhnahjinnie’s work makes clear the complicated nature of the history of
enrollment. Many Native Americans who did not end up on government rolls did
so as an act of resistance. Her research led her to a quote by Eufala Harjo, a full
blood Creek and leader of the Four Mothers Society, a collective of Creek, Cherokee, Choctaw and Chickasaw, who recounted in 1906 that:
After our country was divided they would send the half-breeds around,
the half-breed Indians would go out and hunt for the names of the fullblood Indians without their consent, and they would take the names
down and go present them before the Dawes Commission . . . (1995, np)
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Figure 43. Jolene Rickard, Three Sisters, 1989, color Xerox.

Another artist who uses her own image in her photography is Jolene Rickard (Tuscarora) (Figure 43). Her address is as confrontational and challenging. It
also aims at frustrating the non-Native viewer. She is adamant about noting the
differences that exist between a Native and a non-Native view of the world:
Native people have distinct epistemological, cosmological, and ideological constructs of reality, identified in total as a world view. Any attempt at
understanding the visual expression of Native people must be located
within a framework familiar with their specific cultural construct or world
view. Yet, within the field of art history there is no recognition that specifically calls for an Indigenous intellectual framework to critique the work of
contemporary Native American artists. (1996 1)
In Three Sisters, she inserts her image as part of a triptych composition. The
flanking images are of cornhusks. The title gives the viewer a clue to the significance of the work. Rickard is alluding to important foods for the Haudenosaunee:
corns, beans, and squash, which are referred to as “the three sisters.” That she
has placed herself into one of the three panels may signify to the viewer her intimate relationship to these foods. What may not be readily apparent, however, is
the significance of the color red in the image. And it is here that Rickard performs
her act of resistance. Although she often shares the significance of much of the
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iconography she uses in her work, there are moments when she will refuse the
viewer access to certain meanings. It is a refusal that signifies a limit, a threshold
between her Tuscarora nation and the dominating communities outside.
Her defiant act of denial is not unlike that attributed to Rigoberta Menchú,
the Quiché Maya activist whose autobiography, I, Rigoberta Menchú, has
helped to galvanize sovereignty issues for Native women around the world, and
who I discussed in the previous chapter. Doris Sommer has written about instances in Menchú’s writings when she clearly pronounces that what she is refusing to share is a secret. Sommer writes:
. . . it may be useful to notice that the refusal is performative; it constructs
metaleptically the apparent cause of the refusal: our craving to know. . .
whether she is withholding her secrets because we are so different and
would understand them only imperfectly; or whether we should not know
them for ethical reasons, because our knowledge would lead to power
over her community. . . . It is the degree of our foreignness, our cultural difference that would make her secrets incomprehensible to the outsider.
(34)
The “foreignness” that is elicited by these denials of access to Native knowledge
thwarts the imperialist desire to know the other.25
The multiple forms of address of testimonial self-portraiture I have endorsed thus far has taken, for the sake of my argument, self-portraiture as a coherent genre. However, it is useful to problematize Native self-portraiture as a
category in order to emphasize the role of the viewer. I began this chapter by
describing a syntax of self-portraiture that considers the possibility of a multiple
address of the artist as both self and as representative of a Native community.
However, the multiplicity of self-portraiture is further complicated when we keep

Jimmie Durham has also performed this kind of denial of access when he has used
Cherokee language in his work. When asked about viewers that don’t know Cherokee
he responded: “What I want them to know is that they can’t know that. That’s what I
want them to know. . . . The first text is the real things, turquoise, worlds, gold, emeralds,
obsidian and flint, the second text is the Cherokee counterpoint, and the third text is the
fact that you don’t know what the Cherokee means” (Townsend-Gault 540).
25
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in mind that the category of “self” is itself already considered fragmented within
Western discourses of identification. This is particularly important when reading for
the political agency in these images, an approach that can easily ascribe intentionality to the artist. The onus is on the viewer to read these images beyond a
mode of reading that claims the legibility of intention, which would re-inscribe
the artist as a unified subject, the legacy of a humanist definition of a unified individual. It is this notion of individualism—the product of enlightenment humanism—that has promoted the dissemination of the Native as image within colonial
discourses.
Native Self-portrait as Allo-portrait
In her article titled “Allo-Portraits,” Mieke Bal observes that, “In early modernity, individualism was establishing itself as a ‘natural’-enough value to become an ideology—in the sense of a value no longer perceived as man-made”
(2003 14). Bal’s essay is an analysis of self-portraiture as a genre that so much
depends on this humanist idea of individualism as to operate as a given. As she
notes: “because we think we know what a self-portrait is, we don’t question the
notion of whether there is such a category” (12). Bal addresses this lack of analysis by methodically exploring the genre. Her approach focuses on considering
the “allo-portrait,” which she identifies as taking three forms: 1) the self-portrait as
“tronie,” or type; 2) an image produced by another artist made to look like a
self-portrait; and 3) a self-portrait that features the artist in disguise, often as a historical figure within a historical painting (17). While her intent is to “empty out the
category of self-portraiture” because of its appeal to Western individualism, I
would like to take her analysis as an opportunity to consider the self-othering at
work in the production of Native self-portraits.
While the second of Bal’s categories is interesting in that it describes instances when the determination of authorship shifts the image from being a portrait to a self-portrait, or vice-versa, making the distinction tenuous, it is the first
and third of Bal’s definitions of an allo-portrait that pertain more directly to the
category of Native self-portraiture. Both, the self-portrait as type and the selfportrait of the artist in disguise, refer to images that portray the artist in the guise
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of another, recognizable as both the artist and as the role she or he is playing. Of
course, the “self” of self-portraiture is always a performance, even before its representation as a portrait. These self-portraits as allo-portraits foreground the performative aspect of the process of identification. In terms of Native selfportraiture, the artist’s identification as Native functions as the guise of the self.
Whether the artist is identified merely as a generic Native or as occupying a specific Native national identity, self-portraiture categorized as “Native” foregrounds, or at least alludes to, Indigenous identity as a subject position. Therefore, the reception of these works requires paying attention to a wide spectrum
of contexts specific to Native political and aesthetic histories.
A significant attempt to contextualize the genre of Native self-portraiture
was an exhibition titled “About Face: Self-Portraits by Native American, First Nations, and Inuit Artists,” held at the Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian
in Santa Fe between November of 2005 and April of 2006. The show, co-curated
by Zena Pearlstone and Allan J. Ryan, featured self-portraits by forty-eight artists
covering a broad spectrum of cultural groups and media. Unfortunately, the logistical limitations of the venue and funding did not allow for a more substantial
treatment of this genre. The curators attempted to compensate for these limitations by supplementing the exhibition with a catalogue that included essays on
the history of Western self-portraiture (Joanna Woods-Marsden); the beginnings
of Native self-portraiture (Janet Berlo); the role of the body in contemporary art
(Joanna Roche); and the role of gender within the genre (Lucy Lippard).
There was also a contribution by the curators that provided a close analysis of the images they selected and a historical overview that incorporates discussions of important works missing from the exhibition, such as Jimmie Durham’s
Self-portrait from 1987, documentation from James Luna’s seminal performance,
The Artifact Piece, and Nora Naranjo-Morse’s Mud Woman’s First Encounter with
the World of Money and Business, or Pearlene: A Self-portrait, all of which I have
discussed above. While the catalogue provides the opportunity to supplement
the exhibition with images that are essential to a discussion of Native selfportraiture, the text falls short of defining Native self-portraiture as a genre. Realizing the difficulty of narrating a coherent story from such diverse perspectives,

191
Pearlstone and Ryan developed five categories under which to gather the works
they have selected: (1) “cultural celebration” includes works by artists highlighting their Native identity; (2)“cultural continuity” brings together works that celebrate hybridity; (3) “cultural separation” features works that emphasize the difficulties of reconciling Native and non-Native backgrounds; (4) “cultural response” includes work that reacts against stereotypes; and (5) “idiosyncratic” is a
miscellaneous category that includes a variety of works the authors describe as
“personal visions.” However, it is this last category that fully acknowledges the
difficulty of trying to construct a system for such a disparate sample of works. On
the whole, the curators’ categories for this genre, while helpful in pragmatically
organizing an exhibition, contradict the notion that a self-portrait defines the artist as an individual, even, or especially, when that voice is also the testimonial
voice of a particular community.
The other essays in the catalogue attempt to give a historical context for
the development of Native self-portraiture as a category. Yet, here again there is
a lack of coherence. “The Beginnings of Self-Portraiture in the West” by WoodsMarsden provides a brief overview of the Western tradition of self-portraiture. It is
a history in which the vision offered by the artist is that of a self-defining individual, whether elaborating the artist’s role as intellectual rather than manual laborer
in the sixteenth century, or the role of the artist as a unified subject capable of
representing a coherent self in the twenty-first century. Despite the lack of a critical analysis of the notion of a unified subject, which has been a crucial part of
the discussions on the representation of subjectivity during the latter part of the
twentieth century, what is missing from this short essay is any attempt to connect
this history with the history of Native art practices. This lack within the historical
narrative of Western self-portraiture, however, does provoke some questions.
How does, or should, one place the development of self-portraits by Native artists who exclusively employ traditional aesthetics within this Western narrative?
How does one explain, for example, the development of the work of artists such
as Joe David, who uses Nuu-chah-nulth iconography to inscribe notions of the
fragmented self into his self-portrait? (Just be Yourself was included in the exhibition.) Then there are many works by artists who employ a combination of West-
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ern and Native imagery. Is there room in this history of self-portraiture to account
for cultural hybridity as manifested by iconographical hybridity? It is evident that
what may be required are multiple histories of self-portraiture, each developed
by a narrative based on discrete cultural contexts.
Although not addressing these questions, Janet Berlo’s essay complements that of Woods-Marsden’s European history by claiming an origin for the
history of Native self-portraiture in the U.S. She marks the beginnings of the genre
as coinciding with the appropriation of a mimetic mode of representation by Native artists. Berlo specifically points to the production of ledger drawings by South
Plains Natives imprisoned at Fort Marion in the 1870s as the beginnings of this representational practice. She also briefly discusses an interesting aspect of the
development of Native self-portraiture: the influence of photography, a medium
that plays a substantial role in contemporary Native art, and the development of
what Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie describes as “visual sovereignty.”26
Lucy Lippard, who has written on Native art off and on for some time,
takes on the challenge of addressing the issues of gender and Native selfportraiture. She acknowledges that, given the limited selection of art, which is
“for the most part stylistically and conceptually unrelated except for their authorship by Native people, it seems irresponsible to draw any overall conclusions
about gender in Native self-portraits” (71). Nonetheless, she is able to identify
certain aspects of this genre that are specific to gender, such as the prescribed
relationship between gender and certain traditional media, the recurrence of
representations addressing the legacy of sexual violence, the gendered nature
of humor found in some images, the playful use of masquerade by some female
Native artists, and the uniqueness of two-spirited gender identity. These are all
rich issues but, as with the rest of the exhibition, the categories have been produced to fit the particular set of items on display.
The discussion of the role of gender in Native self-representation obviously

This term is a more recent formulation of the notion of “photographic sovereignty” For
an excellent overview of the state of contemporary Indigenous photography see Hulleah
Tsinhnahjinnie and Veronica Passalacqua, eds., Our People, Our Land, Our Images: International Indigenous Photographers (Berkeley: Heyday Books, 2006).
26
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leads to thinking about the ways in which the body is figured in these works.
Joanna Roche’s essay provides an opportunity for such an analysis. Her treatment of the works by Pipilotti Rist, Cindy Sherman, and Tom Knechtel promises to
consider the representation of the body within a wider contemporary art context. She notes how these Western artists have a tendency toward the obfuscation, distortion, or even outright elimination of the face and/or body. It is unfortunate, then, that Native artists are mentioned in her analysis only briefly at the end
of each of the three sections that cover the Western artists whom she identifies
as being part of the “dominant culture.” She mentions only one Native artist by
name, Nisha Supahan, as someone who, through her direct, frontal image affirms “the self as Indian, as woman, and as artist” (54). Such praise for this artist’s
ability to declare her “self” triumphantly becomes suspect when Roche later
states that Native artists have a different approach, one prone to celebrate unified subjectivity because “these Native artists have experienced such personal
and cultural pain in their lives that art has become one vital tool in the search for
wholeness, rather than an exercise in self-destruction,” as though the examination of the fragmented self were the exclusive purview of Western artists (57). In
contrast, Pearlstone and Ryan note in their essay how a number of the Native
artists in the exhibition fragment and even deface their own images. A fuller discussion of the representation of the face, and the body, in these works, however,
would have brought this discussion more fully in line with contemporary criticism
on essentialism. Critical approaches to the relationship of the body and identity
are wary of making any concrete links that prescribe an essential connection
between the two. Native discourses on identity, however, often involve what
would be considered an essentialist tie between identity and the body.
While there were opportunities missed in critically assessing the genre of
Native self-representation, the exhibition “About Face,” along with its publication, marks the beginning of a useful exploration of this genre. I wonder how this
exhibition would have differed had it included a Native curator, or if one of the
essays for the catalogue had been written by a Native theorist. The lack of a Native voice in the exhibiting and critical assessment of Native self-portraiture in this
exhibition, which focused on a genre that appears to promise optimum oppor-
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tunities for self-representation, points explicitly to the ideological nature of the
epistemic contextualization that occurs at the various sites I have been discussing throughout this study, at the relationship between power and (self)representation.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have discussed self-portraiture to argue for a critical analysis of
Native art that is conscious of the nationalist implications of such a practice. This
approach allows viewers to recognize the complex address of works that simultaneously make interventions within a Western art world while also contributing to
the production of Native identities. The aesthetic concerns of the former are not
unrelated to the latter efforts. The relationships between the problems faced during the production of art and the power struggles for meaning involved in the
consumption of art are intricately intertwined.
These relationships may at times be indiscernible if the viewer is unaware
of how the art is being consumed “at home.” While much of this art works to
represent Native identity to a dominating culture, it is, at the same time, contributing to the construction of identity of the community being represented. These
are identities that are produced along the contours of these, often competing,
world views. It is not necessary, possible, or even desirable, however, to have
access to more than one of these views in order to appreciate contemporary
Native art. What is essential is to recognize that the construction of Native identity is a process regulated by access to power, access that defines sovereignty.
I have also argued for the deployment of postcolonial theory, a set of
tools developed to analyze the power dynamics involved in the discursive production and dissemination of knowledge about the other. The implementation of
these tools in analyzing the discourse of Native art history can help to identify
strategies employed by both colonizers and de-colonizers. Of particular interest is
the use of postcolonial theory to recognize strategies devised by Native artists
that posit alternatives to the liberatory nationalism of the nation-state, alternatives such as the anti-imperialist nationalisms practiced by the artists I have discussed above.
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Conclusion
My aim in this study has been to locate the visual production of the Native image
within the disciplinary confines of institutional sites dedicated to the study and
presentation of Native images. I have emphasized the nationalist character of
the production, preservation, dissemination, and consumption of the various discourses that locate these sites. Taking into account that these are sites of complicated power negotiations, I have attempted to identify situations in which the
Native artist intervenes by using strategies that often involve a reference to traditional aesthetics and epistemologies. These are interventions that attempt to decolonize the legacy of Western imagery of the Native by positing anti-imperialist
approaches to the production of Native visual culture.
In analyzing the complexity of these sites, it becomes clear that there are
many tropes and methodologies that overlap and unite these hegemonic loci.27
For example, the image of the vanishing Native is a constant trope, a figure that
disappearance that, ironically, constantly appears in many guises at various
sites. The image gains force through an aesthetic manipulation, a methodology
highly effective in the provocation of nostalgia. This figure inhabits the archive,
the academy, as well as the museum. Significantly, the invocation of nostalgia is
a methodology that has also been helpful in the preservation of alternate counter-histories, those testimonial images produced by Natives themselves. Thus, the
deconstruction of the Native as image is a process that can also incorporate
appropriated of colonial tropes and methodologies.
The overlap of practices among these sites is worthy of analysis in order to
consider the workings of ideology within these institutions. What follows is a look
at several of the recurring themes I have identified in this study that help identify
some of these overlaps, namely: the recurrence of the traumatic return; the production of a nostalgic desire; the enunciation of speech-acts and the propriety
of space; and the testimonial witnessing of invisibility.
My introduction began with a scene of a traumatic return, an example of
On the tropography of history see White, Tropics of Discourse, and Ankersmit, History
and Tropology.
27
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the reemergence of monsters, originally conjured in ancient times, and reinserted into an eighteenth-century ethnography of Native Americans via a fifteenth-century print. The eruption of the headless Blemmyae creature in North
America may have been seen as the return of the repressed by someone like Lafitau, a return of stories of monsters he refused to believe but that, at the same
time, guaranteed the connection he sought between the ancients and Native
Americans. In fact, his comparative analysis eventually led him to the conclusion
that the Huron and the Iroquois where descendants of the Spartans and the Lycians (Pagden 201). By definition, however, a traumatic event cannot be recalled at will; it cannot be conjured up. It is obvious that in this case the trauma
was manufactured to fit Lafitau’s universalist theory that “all peoples observed
certain basic religious customs and beliefs” (200).
In my analysis of the academic siting of Native imagery, we can see that,
while not necessarily entreating traumatic returns, Warburg’s project is involved
in recognizing and identifying these kinds of reappearances. Warburg was invested in comparing the cultural contexts under which certain iconographic
traditions continued to emerge. The traumatic return of the serpent as a religious
icon was an example that led him to compare depictions of ancient Greek rites
with their reappearance during the Renaissance. While in America, this comparative approach led him to take account of the Hopi snake ceremony as yet
another instance of the traumatic return of the serpent. The epigraph to his lecture reads:
Es ist ein altes Buch zu blättern,
Athen-Oraibi, alles Vettern.
It is a lesson from an old book:
the kinship of Athens and Oraibi (Steinberg, 1)
That this kinship was factured can be surmised from the prescriptive nature of this
lesson. Although, as these examples show, a comparative approach to history
may itself overdetermine a traumatic return, I compared the current moment of
Warburg’s own return within current scholarship with that of his own historical horizon to note similarities in the workings of imperialism, then and now, particularly
in terms of the academy’s dealings with Native communities.
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My investigation of the site-specificity of the museum pointed to the possibility of recognizing something like the traumatic return of sovereign space. Dioramic displays as instances of the reproduction of Native space allows for the
productive recoding of these sites as sovereign spaces, ripe for return. This reclamation of space has also occurred with those traditional dwellings—not dioramic representations but presentations of the real thing—found within various
Western museums. These are instances in which, because of their actual use as
traditional ceremonial spaces, the return has been publicly enacted.
Unlike trauma, nostalgia is the product of a desire and, as such, it can be
induced. I examined this process not only in Curtis’s massive project, but also in
the projects by Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie and Larry McNeil. Their manipulation of
their photographic imagery, often based on the use of aesthetic elements from
their traditional communities, worked to produce a nostalgic desire for a past
whose images replaced that produced by a Western nostalgia. While images
produced by photographers such as Curtis worked to invoke a desire for the vanishing Native, a desire that belied the presence of the contemporary Native,
the work by Tsinhnahjinnie and McNeil represents a desire for images from the
past that testify to their continued presence in the present.
In looking at the academy as site, the contemporary treatment of Warburg and his methodology also reveals a certain nostalgia for a lost past. This is
an unsettling vision. The fascination with the romanticized figure of Warburg disregards not only the subject he and most commentators today use as a focal
point, the Hopi snake ceremony, it also neglects to consider the imperialist parallels between the two historical horizons, ours and his.28
The museum is often a site overdetermined as nostalgic. While many contemporary art spaces may offer up visions of the future—or at least predictions of
present art movements as avant-garde—the view presented within historical museums is more often of the past, and then of an idealized past. They are involved
in presenting works of art or artifacts in an ideal state, keeping their restoration
Although Michael Steinberg’s treatment does address some of the oppressive conditions of Jews during Warburg’s time, he does not make explicit reference to parallels today.
28
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and conservation efforts out of sight. By contrast, tribal museums tend to emphasize the endurance of the past in the present, providing opportunities for the
community to engage each other and their past in maintaining traditions. When
nostalgia is invoked in these museums, it is often in efforts to establish a link, rather
than a rupture, with the past. 29
The nostalgia that seems appropriate in a Western museum is made improper by instances where space within the museum is recoded as active in the
present, a recoding that, as with the production of space mentioned above,
may be seen as traumatic. We could consider, then, the site specificity of tropes
such as trauma and nostalgia. The production of nostalgic desire may not result
in the desired effect if it is improperly sited. For example, a Curtis photograph
found in a Native home may be read as a celebratory signifier of continuity rather than as a salvaged remnant of a “vanishing race.” Similarly, a traumatic return may require a proper site for its recognition. Although unidentified trauma
always remains traumatized, and therefore unrecognized, I have already considered situations where traumas have been misrecognized (e.g. Lafitau’s Blemmyae in the eighteenth century or Warburg’s Greek snake symbol at Oraibi), misrecognitions resulting from their infelicitous sitings.
In terms of analyzing the relationship between propriety of sites and the
project of imperialism, the colonizer is always inappropriately sited, forever out of
place. Within the visible realm, justifications for this infelicity abound, hence the
legacy of Native imagery in the West. It is also within the visible where we can
locate an intersection between notions of site-specificity and representations of
an essential identity. The properness of body to place is a feature found in the
work of many Native artists addressing ideas of sovereignty. Although it can be
noted in the work of all the artists I have discussed, an artist who particularly succinctly and explicitly expresses this connection is the Maori artist Darcy Nicholas
(Te Atiawa, Ngati Ruanui, Tauranga Moana). As he explains:
The visibility of the past in the present becomes very literal by employing display techniques that provide the visitor full access to materials in storage. Early development of
these techniques occurred at the University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology
and have been employed most recently at the National Museum of the American Indian
in Washington, D.C.
29
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Land is the foundation that we spring from; we come from the land itself.
The Maori word for who we are as a people is tangatawhenua: tangata
being the people, whenua is the placenta planted in the ground. So land
is very important to us. When I paint a face or a portrait, it’s really a landscape . . .30
Many of his images, such as Spirit of the Land, feature images in which landscapes and Maori figures are conflated to the extent that they are impossible to
differentiate (Figure 44). The belief of having a maternal connection to the earth
is common among many Native cultures and their visual representations of this
belief are often literal and legible. It is telling, however, that the directness of
such a forceful declaratory statement, a kind of manifesto, is often easily dismissed. Within the Western art world, this occurs when these kinds of visual statements are ghettoized and relegated to the ethnographical Indian art market.
Nonetheless, this image, and all the other images I have discussed circulate within an Indigenous art word, one which at times exists in a heterotopic relationship
to the West, one in which the avant-garde value of this work is fully recognized.
The relative invisibility of this Indigenous art world points to the function of
the trope of witnessing. I discussed this in terms of secrets and their annunciation
as declaratory speech acts, as gestures that point to a deliberate absence,
making visible an invisibility. There are instances, such as the use of the color red
in Rickard’s self-portrait, in which the viewer is summoned into the position of witness, confirming the void of signification, acknowledging the significance of being presented with a signifier whose signified is openly being withheld. This
process of witnessing, however, does not function as a countersignature; it is not
required to authenticate the act of self-representation. Rather, works of art that
address the process of decolonization, such as those by the Native artists that I
have discussed, function as performative speech acts; their address functions
more like a promise, which enacts what it says in the process of being uttered.
Austin contrasts this form of speech to a constative, the act of merely making a
Transcript of interview from Gathering of Indigenous Visual Artists, prod. and dir. Sandy
Osawa, 14 min., Upstream Productions, 2001, videocassette.
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statement (6). If we consider the role of the addressee, or viewer in this case, ignoring a constative utterance will have little effect while refusing to witness the
performance of a promise has its consequences. Decolonization does note require the acknowledgement of the colonized. However, a willful refusal to acknowledge the process of decolonization, once recognized as such, becomes
an endorsement of colonization.

Figure 44. Darcy Nicholas, Spirit of the Land, 2001, acrylic on canvas.
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Summary

This thesis engages the Western history of Indigenous arts by critically analyzing
the methodologies employed in the construction of this history. It is an assessment of not only the discursive production of the Native subject as image but
also an examination of the sites of its dissemination. Thus, it focuses on analyzing
the contributions by art historians and anthropologists in constructing the Native,
as well as the sites were their scholarship is put to work, namely the museum, the
archive, and the academy. At the same time, this thesis also considers the simultaneous production by Native artists and theorists in negotiating the intersections
and disjunctures of Western and Indigenous epistemologies. The ultimate argument made is that Native art production constitutes not just a decolonizing response to a Western gaze but, at the same time, an enunciation of sovereign
subjectivity.
This treatise is divided into chapters that correspond to each of the sites
of discursive dissemination mentioned above. Chapter one focuses on the photographic archive as a specific situation where images of Native Americans
have been, and continue to be, accumulated en masse and deployed as part
of the process of constructing the United States as a nation-state. It posits as a
specific example the vast body of work by Edward Curtis (1868-1952), analyzing
its ideological implications specifically within nationalist discourses, examining the
content of his work—the image of the authentic Native before disappearing forever—as well as its aesthetic invocation of nostalgia. His work aimed at producing a desire for a distant past, imagined as a romantic realm populated by noble
savages whose present descendents were but merely shadows, disappearing
remnants of their powerful ancestors, a convenient narrative for nation building.
The aesthetic strategies Curtis used to incite nostalgia have also been valuable
for Native artists eager to affirm their own history. By critically observing how Curtis straddled the ethnographic and artistic practices of his time in the name of
nation, the relevance of his archive today is made clearer.
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Chapter two looks at the impact of Curtis’s work on the way that both Native and non-Native viewers imagine the Native subject today. This chapter focuses on the direct and indirect responses to this oeuvre by contemporary Native artists. The legacy of Edward Curtis’s massive photographic archive documenting the purported “vanishing Indian” is continuously co-opted by various
Native artists who have approached Curtis’s representations as belonging to
their own iconographic traditions. The theoretical framing for this chapter introduces a discussion of nostalgia as an effect that is aesthetically, and, in the case
of Native artists, retroactively produced in the name of self representation.
While in the first two chapters I emphasize an analysis of the vast production of, and struggles for control over, visual representation located at the site of
the archive, chapter three looks at how certain academic methodological approaches to the archive can obscure, and at times render invisible, the Native
subjects represented. The focus here is on the figure of Aby Warburg (1866-1929),
considered one of the “fathers” of art history, and a contemporary of Curtis.
While they have little in common, a trip Warburg took to the American southwest
led to an engagement with Native communities there that similarly resulted in his
production of an archive of sorts, made up of photographic documentation,
various notes, and a collection of Native objects. Warburg’s memories of this excursion, along with its archival record, contributed to the development of a now
famous lecture, which he delivered twenty-seven years after his trip. Of all his
work, this lecture—which includes a sensationalized description of the Hopi snake
dance ceremony—has become emblematic for scholars today of an intrepid
interdisciplinarity. My analysis of current treatments of Warburg and his engagement with the Hopi is a case study of the limits of the capacity of interdisciplinary
fields to be self-critical about their role in the production of the Native as image.
While much emphasis has been placed on Warburg’s methodology and
his art historical milieu, I also examine his engagement with anthropology to better understand his trip to the American southwest. His journey provided him with
the opportunity to develop insights into the persistent re-emergence of ancient
symbols, leading many of today’s scholars to praise his unorthodox approach as
highly productive. However, his comparison of the ceremonial activities of Native
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Americans, particularly those that incorporate the snake, with those of ancient
Greek cults that also focused on this highly symbolic creature ignored the significance of these ceremonies for the Hopi, thus, denying them subjectivity in their
performative enunciation of their identity. Today’s scholars, whose focus is on
Warburg and his method, repeat this denial. A comparison of Warburg’s anthropological endeavors with Curtis’s allows for a better analysis of the aftermath of
Warburg’s visit to the southwest, such as how his collecting activities contributed
to the development of the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, a significant institution in defining Germany vis-à-vis the Native other.
And it is the site of the museum that is the focus of the fourth chapter. An
analysis of various exhibitionary practices of museums allows for a consideration
of the importance of location and the negotiation of space as constitutive of
Native identity. I am particularly interested in the site specificity of museums—the
meaning produced by the visitor’s journey there—and the contributions by these
institutions to the production of communal identities, especially through their
production of ideologically charged space. By applying Mieke Bal’s work on exhibition as a speech-act, I explore the representation of Native bodies within the
space of the museum to consider the agency of Native artists to intervene in the
production of the museum as place. I also compare traditional western museums
with tribal museums to argue for the different readings prompted by their specific
geographic location. Part of this analysis involves not only looking at the significance of place in engaging museums, but also looking at how space is produced
within museums, particularly through the use of display technologies such as dioramas and replicas of traditional dwellings. My treatment ends with an exploration of examples showing how the significance and function of these traditional
Indigenous dwellings have been reclaimed, a re-appropriation that also converts
these manufactured spaces to Native places.
In the final chapter, I look at the work of contemporary Native artists in order to reverse the perspective on the production of otherness and consider the
production of the self, primarily through an analysis of self-portraiture. It looks at
the multiple forms of address of Native self-portraiture, which can be interpreted
as engaging the viewer as a figure explicitly representing both an individual sub-
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ject as well as a member of a Native community. In this sense, I liken this genre of
self-portraiture to testimonial literature in which the author tells his or her own individual story as, at the same time, the story of a whole people. It discusses the
role of postcolonial theory as a means of framing this specific type of visual production in order to consider these images as postcolonial critiques in themselves.
The chapter ends with an analysis of “About Face,” a recent exhibition exclusively dedicated to Native self-portraiture. Using Bal’s definition of an “allo-portrait,”
a self-portrait depicting the artist in the guise of someone else—a self-othering, I
analyze the show’s failure to adequately define the genre of Native selfportraiture. I argue that, while self-portraiture may appear to promise an unmediated opportunity for self-representation, its dissemination always requires a discursive framework. The inability of the show’s curators, and the contributors to
the catalogue, to contextualize the work within categories that take Native
perspectives into account points to the discursive framing that self-portraiture requires, a framing that , as a form of representation in itself, has the potential to,
once again, silence the voice of the Native. As with the whole of this study, this
chapter advocates a reading of Native imagery—both of and by Natives—that
is attentive to that Native voice.
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Samenvatting

Dit proefschrift mobiliseert de westerse geschiedenis van de autochtone kunst
door de methoden die deze geschiedenis tot stand brachten kritisch te
analyseren. Het beoordeelt niet alleen de discursieve productie van het
autochtone subject in beeld, maar onderzoekt ook waar deze beelden
verspreid worden. Op deze wijze analyseert dit werk de bijdragen van
kunsthistorici en antropologen in de constructie van de autochtoon, evenals de
locaties waarin hun gedachtegoed aan het werk gezet wordt, namelijk in het
museum, het archief, en de academie. Tegelijkertijd onderstreept dit proefschrift
de gelijktijdige productie door autochtone kunstenaars en theoretici in de
onderhandelingen over de kruispunten en verschillen tussen Westerse en
autochtone epistemologie. Het voornaamste argument is dat autochtone kunst
niet alleen een dekoloniserende reactie is op een westerse blik, maar op
hetzelfde moment een uitdrukking is van soevereine subjectiviteit.
Dit onderzoek is onderverdeeld in hoofdstukken die corresponderen met
de verschillende verschijningsvormen van discursieve disseminatie die hierboven
vermeld zijn. Hoofdstuk één richt zich op het fotografisch archief als een
specifieke locatie waarin beelden van de Amerindianen en masse worden, en
blijven, verzameld en ingezet als onderdeel van de constructie van de
Verenigde Staten als natiestaat. Het doet dienst als een specifiek voorbeeld van
het omvangrijke werk van Edward Curtis (1868-1952) en analyseert de
ideologische implicaties binnen nationalistisch discours en tevens de inhoud van
zijn werk (het beeld van de authentieke autochtoon voordat het voor eeuwig
verdween), evenals zijn esthetische aanroep tot nostalgie. Zijn werk richtte zich
op de productie van een verlangen naar een ver verleden, voorgesteld als een
romantische wereld bevolkt door nobele wilden wiens huidige afstammelingen
enkel schaduwen waren van hun voorouders kracht: een handige vertoog voor
het opbouwen van een natie. De esthetische strategieën die Curtis gebruikte om
aan te zetten tot nostalgie zijn ook waardevol voor autochtone kunstenaars die
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ernaar smachten de geschiedenis van hun eigen land te bevestigen. Door
kritisch te observeren hoe, in de naam van de natie, Curtis zowel etnografische
als artistieke praktijken van zijn tijd bestreek, wordt de relevantie van zijn archief
voor vandaag de dag nog duidelijker gemaakt.
Hoofdstuk twee gaat in op de impact van het werk van Curtis en laat zien
hoe zowel autochtone als allochtone toeschouwers vandaag de dag het
autochtone subject verbeelden. Dit hoofdstuk richt zich op de directe en
indirecte reacties op zijn oeuvre door hedendaagse autochtone kunstenaars.
De erfenis van Edward Curtis’ omvangrijke fotoarchief dat de vermeende
"verdwijnende indiaan" documenteert wordt doorlopend gecoöpteerd door
verschillende autochtone kunstenaars wie Curtis' representaties benaderen als
behorend tot hun eigen iconografische tradities. De theoretische formulering
voor dit hoofdstuk bevat een bespreking van nostalgie als een effect dat
esthetisch, en, in het geval van autochtone kunstenaars, met terugwerkende
kracht geproduceerd wordt in de naam van zelfstandige vertegenwoordiging.
In de eerste twee hoofdstukken benadruk ik de enorme productie van en
de strijd om de controle over visuele representaties van het archief. Hoofdstuk
drie kijkt naar de wijze waarop bepaalde academische methodologische
benaderingen voor het archief de gerepresenteerde autochtone subjecten
vervaagt of soms zelfs onzichtbaar maakt. De focus ligt hierbij op Aby Warburg
(1866-1929), beschouwd als een van de 'vaders' van de kunstgeschiedenis, en
een tijdgenoot van Curtis. Hoewel ze weinig in het gemeen hebben, leidde een
reis die Warburg ondernam naar het Amerikaanse zuidwesten tot een
engagement met de autochtone gemeenschappen. Dit resulteerde eveneens
in een soort archief, bestaande uit fotografisch materiaal, diverse notities, en
een collectie autochtone voorwerpen. Warburg herinneringen aan deze
excursie, samen met het bijbehorend archief, droegen bij aan de ontwikkeling
van een inmiddels beroemde lezing, die hij zevenentwintig jaar na zijn reis gaf.
Van al zijn werk is dit college, wat een sensationele beschrijving van bevat van
de Hopi slangendans ceremonie, een embleem geworden voor hedendaagse
geleerden die een onverschrokken interdisciplinariteit bepleiten. Mijn analyse
van de huidige verhandelingen over Warburg en zijn betrokkenheid bij de Hopi is
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een casestudie naar de grenzen van interdisciplinaire velden om zelfkritiek uit te
oefenen over hun rol in de productie van de autochtoon als beeld.
Hoewel veel nadruk is gelegd op methodologie van Warburg en zijn
kunsthistorische omgeving, heb ik ook zijn connectie met antropologie
onderzocht om zijn reis naar het Amerikaanse zuidwesten beter te begrijpen. Zijn
reis gaf hem inzicht in de aanhoudende heropleving van oude symbolen,
waardoor veel hedendaagse geleerden zijn onorthodoxe aanpak beprijzen.
Maar zijn vergelijking van de ceremoniële activiteiten van de Amerindianen, in
het bijzonder degenen die een slang gebruiken, met die van de oude Griekse
culten die zich ook richtten op dit zeer symbolische wezen, schenkt geen
aandacht aan de betekenis van deze ceremonies voor de Hopi. Op deze
manier ontkent hij ze hun subjectiviteit in hun performatieve uitdrukking van
identiteit. De geleerden van vandaag de dag die zich richten op Warburg en
zijn methode, herhalen deze ontkenning. Een vergelijking van Warburgs
antropologisch streven met dat van Curtis zorgt voor een betere analyse van de
nasleep van het bezoek van Warburg naar het zuidwesten, zoals hoe zijn
verzameldrift bijdroeg aan de ontwikkeling van het Museum für Völkerkunde in
Berlijn, een belangrijke spil in de definitie van Duitsland ten opzichte van de
allochtone ander.
Het vierde hoofdstuk belicht het museum. Een analyse van diverse
tentoonstellingspraktijken van musea maakt het mogelijk een afweging te
maken van het belang van de locatie; ook laat het zien hoe de nadruk op
ruimte constitutief werkt voor de autochtone identiteit. Ik ben met name
geïnteresseerd in de site-specificiteit van musea, de betekenis die de bezoeker
maakt, en de bijdragen van deze instellingen aan de productie van
communale identiteiten, met name door hun productie van ideologisch
geladen ruimtes. Door het toepassen van Mieke Bals werk over tentoonstellen als
speech-act, verken ik de vertegenwoordiging van autochtone lichamen in het
museum. In het bijzonder onderzoek ik het agentschap van deze kunstenaars
om in te grijpen in het museum en zo haar productie als plek aan de kaak te
stellen. Ik vergelijk ook traditionele westerse musea met tribal musea om te
pleiten voor verschillende lezingen die uitgaan van een specifieke geografische
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locatie. Een deel van deze analyse kijkt niet alleen naar de betekenis van plaats
in musea, maar ook naar hoe de ruimte wordt geproduceerd binnen musea,
met name door het gebruik van tentoonstellingstechnologieën zoals diorama's
en replica's van traditionele woningen. Mijn vertoog eindigt met voorbeelden
waaruit blijkt hoe de betekenis en functie van deze traditionele autochtone
woningen teruggewonnen zijn: een toe-eigening dat deze gemaakte ruimten
verandert in allochtone plaatsen.
In het laatste hoofdstuk kijk ik naar het werk van hedendaagse
autochtone kunstenaars om het perspectief om te keren: met andere worden, ik
richt mij op de productie van anders-zijn en houd daarbij rekening met de
productie van het zelf, voornamelijk door middel van een analyse van het
zelfportret. Er wordt gekeken naar de vele verwijzingsvormen van het
autochtone zelfportret dat kan worden gezien als een middel om de
toeschouwer binnen te laten als een figuur die zowel expliciet een individuele
subject representeert alsook een lid van een autochtone gemeenschap
verbeeldt. In die zin vergelijk ik het genre van zelfportretten met getuigschriften
waarin de auteur zijn of haar eigen individuele verhaal vertelt en tegelijkertijd
ook het verhaal van een heel volk. Het bespreekt de rol van postkoloniale
theorie als kader van dit specifieke soort visuele productie en bepleit dat deze
beelden gezien kunnen worden als postkoloniale kritieken op zichzelf. Het
hoofdstuk eindigt met een analyse van 'About Face', een recente
tentoonstelling geheel gewijd aan autochtone zelfportretten. Met behulp van
Bals definitie van een ‘allo-portret’, een zelfportret dat de beeltenis van de
kunstenaar in de gedaante van iemand anders stelt – een soort ‘zelf-andersmaken’ – bepleit ik dat de tentoonstelling het genre van het autochtone
zelfportret ontoereikend definieert. Ik beweer dat, terwijl zelfportretten een
onbemiddelde representatiemogelijkheid lijken te beloven van het zelf, de
verspreiding ervan altijd een discursief kader vereist. Het onvermogen van de
curatoren en van de auteurs die bijdroegen aan de catalogus om te werken te
contextualiseren in categorieën die rekening houden met autochtonen
perspectieven getuigt van de noodzaak tot discursief kaderen wanneer het om
zelfportretten gaat. Dit kaderen, een vorm van vertegenwoordiging in zichzelf,
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heeft de mogelijkheid om, opnieuw, de stem van de autochtoon te verzwijgen.
Zoals met het geheel van deze studie wordt in dit hoofdstuk een lezing van
autochtone beelden bepleit, zowel van en door inheemsen, en luistert, op deze
manier, naar de autochtone stem.
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photographs.  185
Figure 43. Jolene Rickard, Three Sisters, 1989, color Xerox.  187
Figure 44. Darcy Nicholas, Spirit of the Land, 2001, acrylic on canvas.  200
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