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ABSTRACT 

'"The Cross-Heart People': Indigenous Narratives, Cinema, and the Western" 

examines cycles of cinematic and literary production, public interest, and Federal Indian 

policy, redirects critical considerations of the "frontier myth" in the Western, and calls 

attention to indigenous participation and activism in the genre from the silent era onward. 

To this end, my study maps changing configurations of Native American and cross-racial 

homes in the "Indian drama" and other visual and textual forms. Such reciprocal generic 

influences have lent fictional narratives the authority of documentary "truth" while 

infusing ethnographic image-making with the conventions of frontier melodramas. I 

argue that indigenous filmmaking began more than half a century before most film 

histories acknowledge, and that intertextual relationships between early films by native 

directors and genres such as the ethnographic documentary and the Western were central 

to the development of contemporary indigenous media. Stories of cross-racial romance 

intersect with policies of institutional intervention in native families throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and frequently address the domestic consequences of 

adoption, boarding school, military service, and incarceration. Individual chapters of the 

dissertation focus on the cinematic re-visions of James Fenimore Cooper's 1826 novel 

The Last of the Mohicans between 1909 and 1992; the influence of Edwin Milton Royle's 

1906 stage play The Squaw Man on the silent Westerns of James Young Deer, D.W. 

Griffith, and Cecil B. De Mille; the invention of the "pro-Indian" Hollywood film in the 

context of indigenous experiences in WWII and shifting Federal Indian policies; and, in 

the last two chapters, the development of indigenous media through the filmjnaking 
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practices of N. Scott Momaday, Leslie Marmon Silko, Victor Masayesva, and Zacharias 

Kunuk in the context of revisionist representations by non-native directors, from Edward 

S. Curtis's In the Land of the War Canoes (1914) to Tom Laughlin's Billy Jack (1973). 

The reflexive gestures in recent native-directed films—their reclaiming of tradition and 

their focus on the historical associations between social disruption and the manipulation 

of indigenous images through photographs, documentaries, and Hollywood films— 

critically assess and re-appropriate the colonizing logic of preservation and the primitivist 

tropes of the "Indian drama." 
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INTRODUCTION: "THE CROSS-HEART PEOPLE": INDIGENOUS 
NARRATIVES, CINEMA, AND THE WESTERN 

"The Cross-Heart People": Indigenous Narratives, Cinema, and the Western 

maps the changing configurations of the native and cross-racial home in literary and 

cinematic representations of the American frontier. Narratives of cross-racial romance 

intersect with policies of institutional intervention in native families throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and frequently address the domestic consequences of 

military service, boarding school, adoption, and incarceration. Apparently disparate texts 

in American expressive culture come together to develop—and resist—the visual 

signifiers of racial difference that influenced both popular conceptions of North 

American native peoples and Federal Indian policy, from Indian Removal through the 

Relocation legislation of the 1950s. These literary and cinematic works have sought to 

reconcile American democratic ideals with the historical reality of racial and sexual 

hierarchies, contradictory impulses that are brought to bear on conventional and 

alternative definitions of family. Western romances and melodramas frame the 

nationalist rhetoric of manifest destiny in terms of the white family on the land, denying 

native and mixed-blood characters both family and land. 

Tnis study examines recurring cycles of literary and cinematic production, public 

interest and legal action, and redirects critical considerations of the "frontier myth" in the 

Western. Waves of public fascination with images of Indians have driven production of 

Westerns and triggered publishing trends that have produced not only fiction and non-

fiction literature about Indians by whites but also works by native writers and 



!2 

filmmakers. The "vanishing Indian" trope common to dominant representations of the 

frontier, with its familiar depictions of doomed romance and lost children, has structured 

both aesthetic culture and political power. For this study, history and policy provide not 

only the context for the emergence of motifs common to literary and cinematic texts but 

also a sense of textual and material consequences. To suggest that narratives simply 

mirror or reflect history and policy is to posit a transparent and absorbent but ultimately 

inert, static relationship. The discourses of policy and entertainment are the grounds on 

which competing hegemonies play out, sometimes couched in similar dialects—a form of 

"mimicry"—and other times in languages different altogether from the dominant 

discourses and their apparatuses. Throughout this study I assert that Westerns have 

developed in a deeply intertextual relationship with federal Indian policy, and that 

indigenous filmmaking has emerged in relation to both film history and national policy 

from the beginning. 

It is not surprising to find that the Western has been shaped and defined by its 

marginal figures and products—Indians and "Indian dramas"—or that indigenous 

filmmakers should "appropriate the discourse of the privileged center and make it 'bear 

the burden' of an 'other' world-view," as Louis Owens has suggested of N. Scott 

Momaday's novels {Other Destinies 92). My analysis takes a basic assumption that 

Hollywood's aestheticization of Indians is a trope of conquest in which historical realities 

are displaced onto picturesque landscapes, melodramatic narratives, and ethnographic 

formulations. David Spurr speaks of this process of representation as that which "does 

not so much falsify as it takes hold of and commodifies reality, securing it for the 
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expansion of the observer's sensibility" (59). No less theatrical was v/hat Curtis Hinsely 

has called the tum-of-the-ceatury "museum process," made up of tours, shows, fairs, 

markets, attractions, museums and publications, in which forms of Indianness were (and 

are) made available to the public through display (170). Kinsley analyzes Frank 

Hamilton Cushing's Zuni delegation tour as a specific instance of a larger pattern of 

figurative "transfer, from Indian to Anglo, of privileged information, spiritual energy, 

historical viability, and stewardship" (183). The closely related and mutually influential 

impulses of anthropological "museumification" and cinematic and literary 

"aestheticization" have shaped a visual rhetoric of de-historicization and historical 

reconstruction, lending fictional narratives the authority of ethnographic "truth" while 

infusing ethnographic image-making with the melodramatic conventions of frontier 

narratives. 

One of the main goals of my project is to recover key moments of indigenous 

participation and activism within and alongside the Western genre from the silent era 

onward. Native directors, actors and screenwriters sometimes spoke to the public using 

motifs, images and genre conventions already familiar from Westerns and melodrama, 

but altered the images to communicate alternative responses, narratives, and critiques of 

policy. Stuart Hall reminds us of the instability and impurity of ail aesthetic forms 

within the "field.. .of the relations of cultural power and domination" (232). 

Westerns—from their earliest incarnations in James Fenimore Cooper's 

Leatherstocldng tales to Holl3nvood film classics—^represent Indians as both contagious 

elements to be expunged from the nation and legitimating elements of the nation's long-
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ago fonnation. In "Savage Law," Eric Cheyfitz writes that Cooper's literary career began 

in 1823 at "the moment when .. .the genre of the Western (the drama of cowboys and 

Indians) and the edifice of federal Indian law first appear as distinct yet.. .interlocking 

and inseparable institutions" (110). The project of educating the movie-going public in 

these parallel stories about Indianness is reproduced in the films themselves through hero 

and initiate pairing (such as Ethan Edwards and Martin Pauley in The Searchers), and in 

film production through the phenomenon of remakes, story cycles and directorial 

influence. 

In contrast, native-controlled productions "talk back" to—and return the gaze 

of—studio films by re-aligning representations of native families to highlight 

genealogical and cultural continuity through, for example, grandchild/grandparent 

relationships and resistance to dominant modes of education. In these films, violence is 

neither regenerative, nor isolated in the wilderness as in Slotkin's formulation; rather, 

violence is an always already present aspect of life at home and in the wider world. It 

must be addressed in ritual ways that require intergenerational contact—listening to and 

learning from grandparents. Doomed cross-racial romance has little or no place in these 

narratives. The collaborative nature of film production means that native voices in a 

particular film can come from the novelist, the screenwriter, the director, the producer, 

the actors, the stunts people, the extras, or others. Although I have focused in part on 

productions in which native writers, directors and actors had major roles, native voices in 

cinema are more often audible in smaller roles with little control over the final product. 
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Important questions emerge from a close reading of chronologically arranged 

texts: How can we account for conflicting, concurrent media trends that simultaneously 

posit native artifice and native authenticity, assimilation into and expulsion from an 

imagined national identity? How did native and mainstream narratives about tribal 

(in)dependence, kinship, and "racial" character relate mutually to images and narrative 

formulae drawn from the African American experience? How were national policies 

such as the removal of native children to boarding schools shaped by popular visual and 

print media representations? How do native writers and filmmakers work with and 

against dominant filmmaking practices when they make films outside of Holl3Avood's 

financial and generic demands? What issues of ethics, aesthetics, and cultural and 

linguistic translation come into play when native-authored literary works and oral 

narratives become scripts for the visual medium of film? 

Discourses of Indian Blood 

Werner Sollors provides a useful model for considering constructions of 

American identity in the tension between "consent and descent," taking what is 

"contractual and hereditary, self-made and ancestral. ..as the central drama in American 

culture" (5-6). American aesthetic texts, Sollors argues, represent "persistent attem^pts to 

construct a sense of natural family cohesion in the new world, especially v/ith the help of 

naturalizing codes and concepts such as 'love' and 'generations'" (6). The textually re

made—and economically self-made—family and individual rely on Indians as flexible 

figures in establishing nativity through literary and cinematic popular culture and through 

such phenomena as "playing Indian" in the Boy Scouts, while simultaneously ejecting 
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actual native people from the national economic and social "melting pot." Yet as Sollors 

points out, the same American culture so bent on constructing "new forms of symbolic 

kinship among people who are not blood relatives" also maintained systemic inequality, 

through slavery and segregation, based strictly on descent (7; 32). 

Indianness has provided a category that is sometimes within and sometimes 

outside of the American black/white racial dialectic. The flexibility of Indian legal status 

as a category of convenience is clear with respect to land claims. During the "separatist" 

phases of Indian policy—the Removal of tribes west of the Mississippi, and the creation 

of the reservation system—Indianness labeled an irreconcilable difference that mandated 

dispossession and removal. During the 1960s and 1970s, however, the BIA created a 

legal space for private resource development on reservations by defining them as 

government-owned land held "in trust" for Indian inhabitants. Claiming title and control 

of the land for the U.S. government, the BIA simultaneously declared "Indian land"— 

unlike "public land"—to be exempt from U.S. laws, especially environmental law 

(Weyler 55). 

The wavering of the government's identification of the land as public or Indian is 

oddly resonant with Arnold Krupat's discussion of the dilemma of mixed blood writers 

attempting to be both Indian and American during the period from 1880-1930 when 

fossilizing discourses of race prevented "both/and" models of minority American 

identity. Knipat turns to W.E.B. DuBois' description of a "double-consciousness" or 

"twoness," the "sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others" {Souls 

45). Indian policy has moved between identifying Indians as Other through physical 
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separation onto reservations, or (but never and) assimilable Americans eligible for 

citizenship, equal rights, and tribal Termination. The different histories of African 

American and Native American blood politics are crucial to note in this context. While 

the U.S. government maintained a "one-drop" rale to strictly regulate black and white 

identities through discourses of contamination, fictions of "Indian blood" legitimated 

claims to land, services, and treaty rights. Blood quotas continue to keep many from 

claiming tribal membership. As Pauline Turner Strong and Barrik Van Winkle write, 

challenging essentialist representations involves dual, contradictory action: "We have 

been led to affirm what Spivak calls 'the useful yet simi mourn tul position of the 

unavoidable usefulness of something that is dangerous"' in order to "acknowledge 

'Indian blood" as a discourse of conquest with manifold and contradictory effects, but 

without invalidating rights and resistances that have been couched in terms of that very 

discourse" (565). 

Myth, History and the Western 

My understanding of Westerns has been influenced by two major analytical trends 

perhaps best categorized through their competing conceptions of and investments in the 

idea of myth. Helen Carr calls m3/th "a Janus-faced concept" that describes both "the 

deepest insights and the most deluding lies" (102). The multiple meanings and misuses 

of the word hinge on the interpretive difference between constructedness and truth in 

culturally powerfiil stories. The Oxford English Dictionary defines myth as both "A 

traditional story, either wholly or partially fictitious, providing an explanation for or 

embodying a popular idea concerning some natural or social phenomenon or some 
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religious belief or ritual" and "a widely-held (esp. untrae or discredited popular) story or 

belief; a misconception; a misrepresentation of the truth." While folkloristically the word 

describes a specific genre of religious stories held to be deeply, often literally true {not 

"wholly or partially fictitious"), in common use it implies a multi-generic, raw falsity. 

The latter usage often incorporates a double power-play: 1) the idea that those who 

believe in a "myth" are gullible subscribers of backward thinking, and 2) debunking, the 

revelation of the falsity or constmctedness of the myth. Part of the task of this study is to 

explore the relationship between the "Frontier Myth" in Westerns such as The Searchers. 

and activist use of oral traditions, including myths, in native-controlled films such as 

Victor Masayesva's ham Hakim, Hopiit or Zacharias Kunuk's The Fast Runner 

(Atanarjuat). Both kinds of foundational story conform to Malinowski's description of 

myth as a social charter, but critics engage in diverging practices with regard to 

validating or debunking the truth and falsity of the stories and storytelling under 

consideration. 

From the field of cultural history—and influenced by the structuralist studies of 

the Western as a popular genre by John Cawelti and Will Wright—Richard Slotkin's 

"Frontier Myth" paradigm has dominated criticism of frontier narratives for decades. 

The "common mythic language" surrounding the West, he argues, is a basic narrative of 

physical separation from the metropolis followed by "temporary regression to a more 

primitive or 'natural' state, and regeneration through violence" (12). His evolutionary 

model encompasses three centuries, from puritan captivity narratives to news and 

entertainment media in the Reagan era, and powerfully confirms the relationship between 
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aesthetics and politics, a "reciprocity" between "cultural constructions and 'material' 

experience" (24). Slotkins' study was followed by many others working from his model. 

However, his analysis of "mjlli/ideoiogical systems" fails to address the way the film 

industry—the Production Code, the studio system with its booking and exhibition 

systems, and the rise of independent cinemas, for example—deeply affected cinematic 

representations. In the wake of Slotkin's work came several other important studies. 

Jane Tompkins sees the violence of Westerns as part of the hero's flight from the 

gendered ordinariness of domestic life, while Lee Clark Mitchell asserts that genre 

"narrated" rather than "resolved" the contradictions involved in "what it means to be a 

man" by constructing masculinity on the "instrument-body" of the cowboy (27). 

Peter Stanfield's work on critically marginalized 1930s series Westerns centers on 

the relationship between the film and radio industries and their audiences. Demonstrating 

the influence of blackface minstrelsy on both country-western music and "singing 

cowboy" Westerns, Stanfield argues convincingly that these films enabled "a 

displacement of the issue of black and white onto the Indian" as the white southerner 

travels west and engages in the "ur-texf of the Western, the white "home under threat" 

(212; 146). Uninterested in "regenerating their masculinity through immersion in the 

wilderness," cinematic singing cowboys were often preoccupied instead with economic 

issues of modernity, technology and the ethics of big business, including the film and 

radio networks (10). 

Deeply probing, too, are the nuanced visual readings by critics such as Peter 

Lehman and Armando Jose Prats, who demonstrate the importance of visual codes and 
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the politics of vision to Western films' commmiicative power. In Invisible Natives, Prats 

posits a "Mj^h of Conquesf that appropriates or claims history in the Indian Western; 

"Hollywood's image of the Indian—the visual and immediate presence of the Other— 

comes to be itself transmuted, consistently and inevitably, into an absence" (5). Prats' 

deconstructive technique is based in the assumption that representation is self-subverting. 

Though influenced by Slotkin and Cawelti, Prats' focus on Indians in Western films links 

his work with another, separate thread of criticism that treats both "images" of Indians in 

popular culture and native-produced counterimages. 

The somewhat sparse criticism on images of Native Americans in film has de-

emphasized the generic aspects of the films as Westerns, instead highlighting the 

historical development of Indian stereotypes. Ralph and Natasha Friar's early (1972) The 

Only Good Indian...The Hollywood Gospel is a meticulously researched survey of 

cinematic representations of Indians that employs a creative montage style to present 

images, primary texts and analyses. Scholars working in the 1980s produced several 

important research aides—^bibliographies and film listings such as Elizabeth 

Weatherford's Native Americans on Film and Video, Gretchen Bataille and Charles 

Silet's Images of American Indians on Film, and Michael Hilger's The American Indian 

in Film (expanded and republished in 1995 as From Savage to Nobleman: Images of 

Native Americans in Film). Edited collections—Bataille and Silet's The Pretend Indians: 

Images of Native Americans in the Movies, and Peter Rollins and John O'Connor's 

Hollywood's Indian: The Portrayal of the Native American in Film—include essays that 
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focus on individual texts or decades, and that demonstrate the long-standing interest in 

the subject through reviews and trade-journal articles. 

Jacqueline Kilpatrick's Celluloid Indians: Native Americans in Film (1999) offers 

a historical survey of Hollywood representations with attention to their confluence with 

Indian policy and activism. While Prats' study seeks to avoid a "systematic correction" 

of the Western's "(misrepresentations" of Indians and "does not pretend to recover" or 

"reconstruct" an "authentic Indian" from the Western's stereotypes and omissions (3-5). 

Kilpatrick sees her work as an intervention in Holly\vcx)d discourses that "deals 

extensively with questions of historical and sociological 'reality' in the depiction of 

Native Americans" (xv) while still viewing the films as "socially situated utterances." 

Perhaps the most groundbreaking aspect of her study is her final chapter on native-

controlled films of N. Scott Momaday, Gerald Vizenor, Thomas King, Victor Masayesva, 

Aaron Carr and George Burdeau that "talk back" to Hollywood representations. Her 

attention to issues of indigenous access to power in the film industry, as well as to casting 

and distribution, is taken fiirther by Beverly Singer's (2001) Wiping the War Paint Off 

the Lens: Native American Film and Video, which traces the development of training 

programs, television networks and film festivals for Native American and First Nations 

filmmakers and explores the work of many lesser known native directors. Singer, herself 

a filmmaker, takes an activist stance—one that helps "heal the ruptures of the past"—by 

avoiding Hollywood film categories and focusing instead on the way indigenous media 

help "to reconnect us with very old relationships"—specifically oral storytelling 

traditions (2-3). Singer's work intersects with the increasingly reflexive field of visual 
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anthropology and ethnographic filmmaking. From this field, the work of Faye Ginshurg, 

Steven Leuthold, and David MacDougall—particularly their frameworks for addressing 

the intertextuality of minority cinemas with dominant filmmaking practices—figure in 

my considerations of indigenous media and indigenous aesthetics in the final chapter. 

Institutional Interventions, Memory, and Activist Gazes 

Originating in Columbus' diaries as a result of his infamous error in geography, 

the term and category "Indian" continues to signify an ideology that "hails" or interrupts 

individuals with an imposed identity. According to Louis Althusser, the repressive State 

Apparatus "functions by violence" to create the "political conditions" for the work of 

ideology, which in turn constitutes individuals as subjects of (and subject to) the power of 

the state. Through the ideological apparatuses of the state, which fiinction by illusion but 

make allusions to reality, individuals imagine their relationship to their "real conditions 

of existence" (153). Such an imagined relationship to real conditions is evident in the 

trope of the vanishing American—in for example, Wallace Stegner's assertion in Wolf 

Willow that "Western histo.ry sort of stopped at 1890," a statement which Elizabeth Cook-

Lynn suggests serves "the interests of a nation's fantasy about itself by "exempting" 

Indians from western history after Wounded Knee (29). That fantasy, she argues, is 

inseparable from political action: "fraudulent public policy toward Indians has been and 

is even now imposed through the conversionary use of imagined realities" (30). 

Cook-Lwn's characterization of "imagined realities" as "conversionary" is 

suggestive of Althusser's notion of ideological "hailing." Just as "an unborn child is 

expected" and constituted in the family, he writes, so ideological "pre-appointment" hails 
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or interpellates individuals as subjects through acts of recruiting and transformation. 

Cook-Lynn refers to dominant American ideology, figured in her essay as Stegner's 

imagined west, as "the tyranny of expectation," a "failed ethos"; "As the imagined 

America goes about in its disguise, its powerful economic system, capitalism, exploits 

resources for profit in a way which exempts native populations" (39). The Western-genre 

hero embodied by John Wayne, for example, is a central persona in "the imagined 

America," one that both "veils" and "hails" viewers, and one that contemporary figures— 

such as George W. Bush—can invoke through rhetoric to achieve "disguise" and 

recognition in relationship to the public. Certainly the political careers of film stars— 

Ronald Reagan, for example, along with Clint Eastwood, Charlton Heston, and most 

recently Arnold Schwartzenegger—manifest another form of ideological hailing through 

identifications initiated in the cinema. In this framework, it is interesting to imagine how 

the narrative figures of Yellow Woman in Laguna Pueblo, Atanarjuat in Igloolik. and 

Russell Means for urban Indians might function as an alternative persona for native 

viewers, as counterweights or alternative personas to the interpellation of dominant 

cultural models for native viewers in Laguna, Igloolik, or urban areas. 

The discourses of policy and entertainment re-frame American imperialism in 

terms of the family. Native Americans, in their historical opposition to the U.S. 

government's plans for them, suggest Althusser's description of the "bad subjects" who 

do not "work by themselves" but instead "on occasion provoke the intervention of one of 

the detachments of the (repressive) State apparatus" (169). One such intervention 

involved the institutional boarding-school education imposed by missionaries and later 
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the U.S. government; Indian school agents removed children from families and 

interrupted the tribal voices by mandating English. Unlike the complicit "School-Family 

Couple" theorized by Althusser, in native communities the boarding school stood in 

opposition to the family, impeding cultural and genealogical continuity and indigenous 

speech. Government schooling "uncoupled" family and education, substituting military 

discipline and vocational training for cultural training through storytelling in the family 

setting. In appropriating native children as an "audience" for "know-how wrapped in the 

ruling ideology," government schools usurped indigenous speech not only through 

language loss but also by removing the audience for native stories, the oral tradition that 

contained indigenous ideologies and "know-how" (147). 

Arnold Krupat sees the relationship between Native American fiction and "the 

imperial center" not as postcolonial—since "a considerable number of Native people 

exist in conditions of politically sustained subaltcrnity"—but in a closely related way as 

"anti-imperial translation." a term that privileges a linguistic basis for national identity 

{Turn 30; 32). Kxupat suggests a continuity between early novels that "authorize" and 

even "insist on" a "return to traditions," and a later stage involving anti-nostalgic texts 

that resist nativism and nationalism. Louis Owens offers several points at which 

postcolonial theory intersects with native experience and writing, focusing specifically on 

Frantz Fanon's idea of the "essential value" of land and homeland for indigenous 

material and cultural integrity, and on Homi Bhabha's theory of "colonial mimicry." 

Owens cites novels by John Roliin Ridge and Mourning Dove, and ultimately N. Scott 

Momaday, as examples of "counter-textual mimicry" that subvert through appropriation 
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(23). Through this "logic of inappropriate appropriation," indigenous literature and 

cinema differentiate from dominant discourses through "indecorous mixing of Western 

genres with local content" (Leela Ghandi, qtd. in Owens 20). Chadwick Allen takes issue 

with Bhabha's idea of colonial mimicry as it has been applied to indigenous texts, 

arguing that indigenous literatures engage forms of "treaty discourse" and enact strategies 

of "re-rccognition"; they "reinstate and reinvigorate" original colonial discourses that 

affirmed native national sovereignties in the form of treaty agreements (18-19). Allen 

focuses on Momaday's trope of "blood memory" as a site of resistance to governmental 

blood quantum politics through "the assertion of unmediated relationship to indigenous 

land," a "continuation of oral traditions" and "the power of the indigenous writer's 

imagination to establish communion with ancestors" (178). 

Tracing the development of institutional systems (penal, military, educational, 

medical), Michel Foucault locates the association of mixture with contagion, 

individualization with containment as the source of modem panoptic discipline that 

"fixes" (segments and inters) and entraps subjects through visibility. The individual "is 

seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information, but never a subject in 

communication" (200). The reservation system established by the U.S. government 

resembles a forni of containment through quarantine, while allotment poHcies that broke 

up communal tribal land ownership individualized native relationships, subjecting them 

to the scrutiny of surveys, deeds, and taxes that enabled easy fraud. The bureaucratic, 

political and legal vision of the state "sa¥/" Indians in terms of racial inferiority, 

diminishing blood quanta, and discontinued family lines, and this vision became the 
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justification for land seizure and coercive assimilation policies. In Foucault's 

formulation, power—and the power of representation—is not only repressive or negative; 

it also "produces reality; it produces the domains of objects and the rituals of truth"; "A 

real subjection is born mechanically from a fictitious relation" (194; 202). 

Writing against the notion of an imprisoned, rigidly positioned gaze coming from 

apparatus theory and Laura Mulvey's theory of visual pleasure, bell hooks posits an 

"oppositional gaze" on the part of black female spectators that incorporates the pleasure 

of criticism and active agency in the seeing eye. Her seminal essay opens the way to 

formulating a heterogeneous multiplicity of viewing positions that she loosely terms 

"looking relations." Even within the system of slavery in which slaves arc seen but 

forbidden to look, hooks asserts that "the slaves had looked." In theorizing minority 

spectatorship of Hollywood cinema, hooks unravels the idea that films and texts simply 

override the agency of spectators and readers. 

Hooks' assertions of the visual power of the returned gaze have become clear 

with the emergence of alternative cinem.as as minority filmmakers have entered both the 

HolljTvood industry and a rapidly expanding independent production network. David 

James writes that as minorities "aspired to become producers rather than consumers of 

cinema," 

a recurrent paradigm has been produced: recognizing that their 

exploitative misrepresentation in Hollywood films reflects their exclusion 

from positions of power in the Holly/vood cinema, they have been faced 

with two parallel systems of choice: first, on the level of production, the 
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choice between creating productive systems of their own (alternative 

cinemas) or attempting to secure positions in the industry; second, on the 

level of the fihn text, the choice between searching for the "authentic" 

images, languages, or narratives of their own identity, or taking over those 

of HolljAvood and reworking them, using them against the grain or 

otherwise disrupting them. (8) 

James' formulation clarifies the diverging constracts that differentiate HollAAvood and 

independent productions with regard to minority identity, but frames them as binary 

opposites in an either/or construction of limited choice. Perhaps a both/and configuration 

could enrich the study of marginalized "Indian Westerns" and indigenous media as 

products of deeply mixed ideologies, contexts, and production situations that, within the 

constraints of unequal "looking relations" and imposed surveillance, nevertheless enable 

an "oppositional gaze." 

Chapter Sinnniary 

Long before the physical apparatus of projectors showed Westerns in theaters— 

written for the screen or adapted ixom popular and classic literature—the west fiinctioned 

as a figurative screen on which stories of the nation played. My first two chapters focus 

on the i 75-year literary and cinematic history of James Feaimore Cooper's The Last of 

the Mohicans (1826), a once widely read novel that has moved almost entirely into the 

realm of cinematic popular culture. Cooper's racialized bodies and picturesque 

landscapes in The Last of the Mohicans are clearly connected with the European stadialist 

philosophies of the eighteenth century—re-articulated by Jefferson and Crevecoeur as a 
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topographical movement of progress from East to West—and with intense debates over 

Indian Removal. The Indian characters in the novel, figured as both specters and 

spectators, participate in a cross-racial web of "looking relations" that displaces onto 

them the nineteenth-century American obsession with visualizing and enforcing ethnic 

distinctions. Cooper's broken and re-configured families in The Last of the Mohicans and 

other Leatherstocking novels signal a fear of Indian re-possession of the land through the 

potential for a re-united Indian family. At the same time, these works narrate a transfer 

of wealth from colonized subject to a white "family on the land." Such narratives both 

reflect and mystify the domestic as it is enmeshed in capitalism and imperialism; the 

home itself becomes market driven even as it proposes to offer sanctuary from the world 

market. Physical icons such as scalps, tattoos, and footprints allow Cooper's characters 

and his audience to "read race" on the bodies of others, despite the novel's wavering 

between performative and kinship-based models of identity. Cooper's writings, drawing 

from the fields of visual art, science, and law, demonstrate how race and romance enable 

(and, perhaps, also undermine) westward expansion. His story paves the way for the 

literary and cinematic reconstruction of the Southern and Caribbean "tragic mulatta" 

figure as the "half-breed" of the Western. 

Theorizing the film versions of The Last of the Mohicans as instances of 

imperialist nostalgia, I focus on issues of historical context and self-reflexivity in film 

history in Chapter Two. Cooper's descriptions of the frontier's human landscape have 

translated readily to the cinema. Just as the marriage plot is inextricable from the origins 

of the novel, cultural apprehensions about race and sexuality are central to the birth of the 
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narrative conventions of cinema in the United States. D.W. Griffith's The 

Leatherstocking (1909) and The Birth of a Nation (1915) deeply influenced Maurice 

Toumeur, who responded to Griffith's horror of racial mixing by focusing almost 

exclusively on a mixed-race love triangle in his 1920 The Last of the Mohicans. George 

Seitz's 1936 film, made in the wake of the 1934 Production Code ban on any 

representation of "miscegenation" on screen, faces the moral dilemma of asserting 

American egalitarian values as the basis of its separation from Europe while justifying 

the separation and hierarchical categorization of white and native. Michael Mann's 1992 

version updates his own boyhood viewing experience in a continuing conversation 

"between men" in the film industry itself. His film concentrates on issues of authenticity 

in historical detail, yet re-inscribes a story in which an Anglo-American founding couple 

survives to takes on "something of the other"—fi-ontier competence and Mohican ability 

to "read" the wilderness landscape and people. Through these abilities and through 

legitimating familial ties, these new heirs also take on the land base of the "vanishing" 

Mohicans. 

Chapter Three establishes the influence of Edwin Milton Royle's successfiil stage 

play and 1906 novel The Squaw Man on the "Indian dramas" of James Young Deer, 

D.W. Griffith, and Cecil B. De Mille. The discourses of early ethnography, race theory, 

tourism, and documentary converge in these silent Westerns, which dramatize at the 

individual and kinship level the symbolic domination enacted institutionally through 

governmental education and land-distribution policies. Films such as lola's Promise, 

Maya, Just an Indian, and The Kentuckian both reflected and re-inflected Federal Indian 
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policy, particularly the Allotment Act of 1887 and the tum-of-the-century boarding 

school movement. The chapter also traces an emerging native voice in cinema through 

the works of James Young Deer, a Winnebago director working for Pathe Freres, whose 

1911 film White Fawn's Devotion offers a rare cinematic counter-narrative of mixed-race 

family coherence. Contemporaneous with cinematic and literary offerings such as The 

Squaw Man, the early writings of native authors such as Francis La Flesche, E. Pauline 

Johnson, Gertrude Borniin (Zitkala-Sa), Christine Quintasket (Mourning Dove), John 

Joseph Mathews, and D'Arcy McNickle provide an indigenous literary context for—and 

counterpoint to—popular representations of native people. 

1950 saw the relea.se of two groundbreaking Westerns: Delmer Daves's Broken 

Arrow and Anthony Mann's Devi/ 's Doorway. Devil's Dooi-way, the first of a wave of 

"pro-Indian" Westerns, responds to the experience of native and non-native soldiers, who 

fought in integrated units in World War 11. Returned native veterans faced contradictor}' 

social coercions in the 1950s treatment of minorities: the Termination and Relocation 

policies, which mandated the dissolution of reservations and assimilation of native people 

into America's urban "mainstream," and localized institutional and personal racism based 

on perceived racial difference. The film dramatizes post-war re-integration and 

disintegration as returning war veterans disrupt the already-uneasy balance of power in 

their home communities. Indeed, the very idea of "home" becomes destabilized by the 

violence of what Rene Girard has called the "Warrior's Return." I examine multiple 

versions of Guy Trosper's script for Devil's Dooi'way in order to elucidate the Cold War 

politics of literary adaptation and the convergence of Western, film noir and "social 
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probiem" genres. The historically resonant characters and narrative themes of cross-racial 

romance bring together the constraction (and de-construction) of both nation and family. 

Through complex iigurations of the post-v/ar United States as "home" to native people, to 

returning war veterans, and to powerful women, these films reveal a constellation of 

public concerns and inaugurate a major shift in Hollywood's Western-genre filmmaking. 

Chapter Five, "Relocating Cinematic Ethnicity," explores House Made of Dawn, 

a film few people have seen, in the context of other films from the period dealing with 

"ethnic vigilantes" such as Billy Jack (Frank 1971) and Shaft (Parks 1971) that drew 

massive audiences. Billy Jack and House Made of Dawn, independent productions whose 

Indian protagonists negotiate Western-genre narrative structures, represent diverging 

constructs in cinematic representations of Indians. Billy Jack's mixed-blood hero, played 

by a white actor, embodies—or performs—a multiethnic gestural language that 

reverberated in the action-adventure, kung fu, and Western genres, while House Made of 

Dawn's Indian protagonist turns away from cross-racial violence toward a tribally 

distinct, perhaps even separatist practice. In associating vigilante violence with illness, 

the film dissents from the assumptions of other minority-controlled productions that 

energized the action film genre, such as Enter the Dragon (Clouse 1973) and Sweet 

Sweetback's Baadassss Song (Van Peebles 1972), in which fighting prowess indexes the 

hero's spiritual health and connection to his community. House Made of Dawn represents 

a more radical intervention in popular and legal representations, one that marshals its 

lyrical power in service of an individual subjectivity that also inscribes a communal 

indigenous minority identity. The film counters the assertion of violence-as-competence 
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and the powerfiil visualization of racial categories at the heart of Cooper's wilderness 

romances and the Westerns that evolved from Cooper's early vision of nationhood. In 

the face of the Western's development of a "grammar" of race based on the iconicity of 

the body, Momaday offers an "un-reading" of the genre and marks a resurgence of native 

participation in the filmmaking process. 

The concluding chapter, "Telling and Retelling in the 'Ink of Light': 

Documentary Cinema, Oral Narratives and Native Identities," considers narrative re

locations of indigenous ceremonial objects and documentary images. Many Native 

American and First Nations filmmakers have used oral narratives to structure and situate 

cinematic images, revisiting and re-coding prior documentary, ethnographic, and political 

relationships by deploying a reconstructed past. I focus particularly on the framing 

devices—the "attached narratives" or storytelling performances—in Edward Curtis' in 

the Land of the War Canoes (1914), Victor Masayesva's ham Hakim, Hopiit (1984), 

Leslie Silko's Stolen Rain (1986), and Zacharias Kunuk's The Fast Runner (Atanarjuat) 

(2002). The filmmakers' close attention to multigenerational storytelling contexts and 

their emphasis on visualizing storied places reflect on and offer alternative narrative, 

production, and performance sfrategies based in visual sovereignty. 



33 

CHAPTER ONE: FAMILY CLAIMS: LANDSCAPE, LINEAGE AND 
DISGUISE IN THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS 

The eye, of itself, will teach the reader... 
—Cooper, "American and European Scenery Compared, " 

The Home Book of the Picturesque p. 66-67 

...Fenimore stayed very safe inside the old skin... 
and, safe inside the old skin, he imagined 

the gorgeous American pattern of a new skin. 
—D.H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature p. 53 

In his 1826 novel The Last of the Mohicans, James Fenimore Cooper develops a 

politics of vision that seeks transparent recognition of identity and kinship while 

simultaneously mystifying transfers of land title through inheritance. Cooper's 

picturesque landscapes and racialized bodies re-frame European stadiaiist philosophies of 

the eighteenth century—articulated by Jefferson and Crevecoeur as a topographical 

movement of progress from East to West—and intense debates over federal Indian 

policy. The Indian characters in the novel, figured as both specters and spectators, 

participate in a cross-racial web of "looking relations" that displaces onto them the 

nineteenth-century American obsession with visualizing and enforcing ethnic 

distinctions. I argue here that Cooper's broken and re-configured families in The Last of 

the Mohicans and other Leatherstocking novels voice a fear of Indian re-possession of the 

land through the potential for restored Indian nations. These works narrate a transfer of 

wealth from colonized subjects to white settlers as Indians sacrifice themselves to enable 

white families to continue, ironically cementing the adoptive ties between Indians and 

whites that legitimate white heirship. Physical icons such as scalps, tattoos, and 
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footprints allow Cooper's characters and Ms audience to "read race" on the bodies of 

others, despite the novel's wavering between performative and kinship-based models of 

identity. Cooper's writings, engaging the fields of visual art, science, and law, 

demonstrate how race and romance enable (and, perhaps, also undeniiine) westward 

expansion. At the same time, his story paves the way for the literary and cinematic 

reconstruction of the Southern and Caribbean "tragic mulatta" figure as the "half-breed" 

of the Western. 

In The Last of the Mohicans, these threads converge in a series of metaphors that 

compare the act of reading a book, coded as white, to "reading" race and terrain in the act 

of tracking, coded as Indian. In deploying reading as a trope for the visual identification 

and categorization of race. Cooper attempts to teach his readers how to read the surfaces 

of the landscape and the body a new world of racial mixture, and how to read the gazes of 

Others. In his analysis of colonial rhetoric, David Spurr suggests that "colonization is a 

form of self-inscription onto the lives of a people who are conceived of as an extension of 

the landscape" (7). Recent essays on Cooper have emphasized the performative nature of 

his representations of identity through the "merging of persons and landscapes" in The 

Last of the Mohicans and other Leatherstocking tales (Samuels 93). Shirley Samuels 

argues that the confijsed distinctions between races, and more radically between people 

and the landscape and people and animals, destabilize rather than reify borders and 

boundaries as national identity and its reproductivity becom.e a matter of either surface 

artifice or blood. David Maze!, using Saussurian linguistics and Judith Butler's theory of 

performative identity as drag, discusses Cooper's images of speaking and reading in the 
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wilderness through killing, tracking, and disguise as problems of separating the human 

from the natural in landscape. 

I wish to build on these considerations of identity-as-performance, and of the 

relationship between national identity and Indian policy, by considering the concomitant 

issue of spectatorship and "looking relations" that later made Cooper's novel so readily 

adaptable to film. The Last of the Mohicans^ many film adaptations attest to its proto-

cinematic qualities, and Cooper's "pictorial mode" dominated criticism of his work for 

decades. I borrow the term "looking relations" from bell hooks' discussion of 

domination and resistance through the look, or the power dynamics of the politicized 

gaze when "one learns to look a certain way in order to resist" (116). In her book The 

National Uncanny, Renee Bergland asserts that Cooper's "scopic regime" (92) in The 

Last of the Mohicans "directs the reader's gaze towards the exposed bodies of white 

women and Indian men" in "insistent," "intrusive" ways that violate, subordinate, and 

dismember/disintegrate their corporeal presence and subjectivity (85; 91). I propose that 

Cooper's non-white characters—^the "mulatta" Cora and Indian men—also engage in 

subversive looking relations, and Cooper identifies the competence of their gazes in 

reading bodies and landscapes as a primary threat to the project of white colonization. 

The Last of the Mohicans combined the aesthetic visualization of the picturesque 

landscape with the scientific and anthj-opological exploration of race as visually marked 

on the body. Systematic classification and gradation based on "close reading" the body 

was, during this time, employed to justify slavery and to evaluate purchases in actual 

slave markets. In the novel, the bodies of Uncas and Cora—expunged from the narrative 
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"lacking" bodies of the surviving couple, Major Duncan He3A¥ard and Aiice Munro. 

Cora's "rich blood" and Uncas's noble lineage and claims to the land would seem to 

make them more "fit" for stewardship than Duncan and Alice, yet Cora's mixed race 

identity, sexualized body, and early death rehearse the "tragic mulatta" narrative trope 

that would come into Ml force in the second half of the nineteenth century, in novels 

such as Uncle Tom's Cabin. That fonnula would then be borrowed back by the Western 

and played out by various Indian and mixed-blood female characters. They, like Cora, 

provide both forbidden eroticism and legitimating connection to the land, but are ejected 

from the narrative after entitHng a white family to own, occupy and pass on that land. 

Cooper's "Lovely Pictures"' 

The early- and mid-nineteenth century saw growing collaborations in the literary 

and visual arts. Critics have explored Cooper's connections to landscape painting through 

his friendships with the Hudson River school painters, through his own fascination with 

the picturesque and sublime in landscape, and through his descriptions of landscapes in 

his novels and travel writings. His close friendships with painters Samuel Morse and 

Horatio Greenough not only involved patronage, commissions and mutual favors, but 

constituted an education in the visual arts for Cooper. The Bread and Cheese Club, which 

Cooper founded and led between 1822 and 1826, brought artists and writers into social 

and professional contact, and the Sketch Club solidified these fiiendships and fostered 

common interests in the picturesque and the sublime in the American landscape (Callow 
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Critics writing between the 1950s and 1970s have documented Cooper's 

involvement in the visual arts, and have written extensively about his landscape imagery.^ 

Their readings reveal that the picturesque, as "the nineteenth century's mode of vision," 

shaped Cooper's imagery in crucial ways. Cooper himself undertook to educate himself 

in the picturesque through his friendships with artists and through extensive travel in 

Europe from 1826 to 1833, and by the end of his writing career was educating others in 

publications such as The Home Book of the Picturesque (1851). According to the 

accepted codes of the picturesque, American landscapes were considered inferior to 

Europe's because they lacked "finish, associations, and ruins," (Callow 127). 

Contributors to the The Home Book of the Picturesque—including Washington Irving, 

William Cullen Bryant, and Nathaniel Parker Willis—consistently display deep cultural 

anxiety about this perceived deficiency. Cooper's daughter Susan, who also contributed 

an essay to the volume, wrote that "there is nothing old among us" (89), and Cooper's 

own essay, titled "American and European Scenery Compared," presents an argument for 

the superiority of the "impress of the past" in Europe's landscapes (69). American 

writers and artists attempted to make up for this lack with features particular to the New 

World; until the 1850s, America's best claim to scenery was Niagara Falls, but already in 

the 1830s observers lamented the commercial exploitation of the area. 

Cooper's death in 1851 coincided with a shift in the way Americans understood 

their scenic possessions. The annexation of Texas in 1845 and the acquisition of the 

southwest in 1848 following the Mexican-American War brought monumental sights 

such as Yosemite Valley, the Sierra Redwoods, and the abandoned cliff dwellings at 
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Mesa Verde under United States control. As explorers, pioneers, prospectors, 

landowners and geologic survey teams "discovered" these landmarks in the 1850s, 1860s, 

and 1870s, and the Rocky Mountain School of painters began to incorporate them into 

American popular culture, the anxieties of the early nationalists gave way to an 

aestheticization of American landscapes distinguished by "the compulsion of artists in the 

West to cut their canvas by the yard instead of by the foot" (Runte 23). 

Cooper's Indian bodies emerge as part of his understanding of—and contribution 

to—an American picturesque. The picturesque European landscape was not complete 

without human accessories, and these were often either old human habitations or working 

peasants from the lower classes, associated in stadialist philosophy with previous stages 

of human development. Such figures indicated an Otherness that was also part of the 

viewer's own past, a part of the national spirit of place. Emerging in England in the 

context of enclosure and industrialization, the picturesque style in landscape and painting 

avoided the timeless sjrometry of beauty and focused instead on ruins and dilapidated 

rural structures characterized by "roughness, irregularity, and variousness" (Bermingham 

63). Ann Bermingham argues that the picturesque is a "compensatory response" to the 

agricultural revolution: "The aesthetically pleasing landscape was not the economically 

productive one" (66). Ideologically, the movement "borrowed on nostalgia for the old 

order to maintain the new" by aestheticizing neglected farmland inhabited by 

dispossessed agricultural vv^orkers, beggars and gypsies (77)."^ The sentimentalization of 

vanishing landscapes and lifeways translated in America to a nostalgia for lost wilderness 

and defeated Indian nations. The absence of classical and medieval rains in America was 



39 

counterbalanced by the substitution of Indians as "human rains," "national monuments" 

and "living antiquities" connected to the antique world of Europe (Callow 134). 

Also crossing the Atlantic in the late eighteenth century was a "stadialist" theory 

of human development—emphasizing division into successive stages—derived from the 

works of Scottish Enlightenment thinkers such as Adam Ferguson, William Robertson 

and Dugald Stewart. The theory posited four "modes of subsistence" resulting in phases 

of social development: "(1) a 'savage' stage based on hunting and fishing; (2) a 

'barbarian' stage based on herding; (3) a stage considered 'civilized' and based mainly on 

agriculture; (4) a stage based on commerce and manufacturing which was sometimes 

considered over-civilized" (Dekker 75). Though these stages took on a hierarchical and 

racialized cast in the American context, each stage was also characterized by "special 

skills" (what Cooper would call "gifts"), and scholarly interest in these strengths 

contributed to the fields of popular antiquities and "'primitive' literature" (75; 76). 

Philosopher Scott Ferguson himself drew some of his theoretical constructs from the 

opposition between the Gaelic-speaking Scottish highlanders and the more anglicized, 

pro-Union lowland population of his homeland. Ferguson writes of Indians that "it is in 

their present condition, that we are to behold, as in a mirrour, the features of our own 

progenitors" (80). Cooper's own background in the landed gentry and his belief in the 

Jeffersonian agrarian ideal made him view the Jacksonian revolution as the end of the 

American age of innocence, its turn into decline.^ He shared with Hudson River School 

painters a philosophical investment in the stadialist idea of the cyclical rise and fall of 

empires, or "the assumption that nations like men have their childhood, youth, maturity, 
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old age, and death" (Jones 143). Cooper's novels—and much American political 

rhetoric—reflect a compromise between cyclical and progressive interpretations of 

stadialist theory, resulting in a conflising figuration of Indians as both children and 

ancestors. 

Cooper's Indians stand in for "rains," replacing the lower-class peasants and 

crumbling castles in popular images of European landscapes. His descriptions of the 

natural and human landscapes of the new world combine panoramic views with close 

inspection. Sweeping vistas contrast with careful tracking and "readings" of the skin, 

especially the scalp and marks such as scars and tattoos. Cooper merges these human and 

env ironmental surfaces so that a close view of nature unites with a close view of body; 

his descriptions naturalize race and racialize landscapes. 

When he was writing The Last of the Mohicans, however. Cooper had not yet 

journeyed to Europe and his knowledge of the specifics of the picturesque was, by his 

own admission, weak. For Cooper and other artists of the time, the picturesque aesthetic 

merged with a growing drive to document "what had been very dear, what was felt to be 

peculiar, and what was rapidly passing" (Beard 488), a sentiment that eventually fed the 

cult of the vanishing American. Donald Ringe finds in Cooper and painter Thomas Cole 

a similar narrative impulse in the "before and after" views of a specific detail of the 

landscape to convey historical change. Howard Mumford Jones emphasizes Cooper's 

qualities as an aesthetic and philosophical moralist, linking his technique of panoramic 

descriptions of landscape in The Last of the Mohicans to the Hudson River School 
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formula, including a "theatrical perspective" from an overlook, and a "combination of the 

picturesque and the sublime" (141). 

Cooper uses these painterly techniques to move the reader through his narrative 

by returning his characters to the same place over time. He spatializes historical stages 

from a single vantage point, combining cyclical and progressive historical movement 

with a promontory view: "I have stood upon this identical hill, and seen nine-tenths of its 

smiling prospect darkened by the shadows of the forest. You observe what it is today. 

He who comes a century hence, may hear the din of a city rising from that very plain, or 

find his faculties confused by the number and complexity of its works of art" {Notions of 

the Americans). In The Last of the Mohicans, when the Munro party arrives at a flat 

summit affording a view of Fort William Henry under seige from Montcalm's troops, the 

"spectators" look down "on a scene which lay like a map beneath their feet" (127; 129). 

The party is then blinded by fog and must follow the furrow of a cannonball to the fort. 

Later, when Magua has captured Cora and Alice during the Fort William Henry 

massacre, Cora notices that they have arrived at a precipice; "she recognized the spot to 

which she had once before been led" and "the curiosity which seems inseparable from 

horror induced them to gaze at the sickening sight below" (163). Cooper's storytelling 

offers views to a reader-tourist through the eyes of his strategically positioned characters. 

Just as the picturesque infosed scene with story via the cult of rains—derelict structures 

that implied a history—so Cooper's landscapes mark the tension between time and space, 

or narrative and spectacle, that would drive later cinematic and ethnographic forms. 
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Mary Louise Pratt ascribes the term "monarch-of-all-I-sun-'ey" to the common 

"promontory descriptions" in Romantic and Victorian travel literature; the panoramic, 

lofty view lends the authority of discovery and mastery to the apparently passive yet 

possessing "seeing man" (201-202; 7). In depicting Hawk-eye's close reading of the 

landscape—^through tracking, for example—Cooper inserts another, more active and 

proximate form of seeing that is opposite of the lofty view. Thomas Cole's two paintings 

based on The Last of the Mohicans, one a closer view of the human subjects and human 

drama taking place in the vast wilderness, visualize the radical changes of scale Cooper 

regularly employs in the novel as he alternates between the "lofty view" and a close-

reading of "every leaf in the natural and human landscape. Another series by Thomas 

Cole, The Course of Empire (1836), offers a parallel view in lime of the "lofty view" that 

characterized picturesque spatial relations. 

Philip Fisher connects the vanishing Indian trope in Cooper's novels to both the 

nineteenth-century obsession with ruins and to a failure of the institution of marriage in 

his fiction. Reading Cooper's The Deerslayer (1841) as a novel about "murderousness 

itself," Fisher asserts that "the breaking of Indian marriages is the primary visible 

consequence of almost every white act that we see in the novel.. .the many 

unaccomplished marriages thin out the fixture in advance" {Facts 58). Because "Marriage 

is.. .externally connected to property," Hawk-eye's refiisa! to marry Judith Hutter means 

the end of the Hutter family claim.'' "In fact" writes Fisher, "without a successfiil 

marriage, property becomes ruins, as the ark, castle, and canoes have by the final pages 

of the novel" (56). It follows, then, that Indians who substitute or stand in for ruins in the 
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American picturesque must be without family, and conversely that views of "ruins" and 

abandoned, disordered landscapes that comprise so many picturesque and sublime 

American scenes might signify Indians without families, what James Callow refers to as 

"living antiquities." 

The stadialist social philosophy which influenced Cooper is described in visual— 

even panoramic—terms by critic George Dekker, who writes "Mill and other 

philosophers of progress scanned the action of history as from a great height, looking for 

'the general tendency' and finding that it was unilinear and good" (74). In America, the 

stadialist theory, which measured human progress in time, was often figured in spatial 

terms, spreading from the civilized east coast "like colors across a spectram" to the 

hunting tribes of the western frontiers of the Rockies (Dekker 81). Time in stadial 

thought became space in the American landscape, as articulated by Thomas Jefferson in 

an 1824 letter to William Ludlow: 

Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of the 

Rocky Mountains, eastwardly towards our seacoast. These he would 

observe in the earliest stage of association living under no law but that of 

nature, subsisting and covering themselves with the flesh and skins of wild 

beasts. He would next find those on our frontiers in the pastoral state, 

raising domestic animals to supply the defects of hunting. Then succeed 

our own semi-barbarous citizens, the pioneers of the advance of 

civilization, and so in his progress he would meet the gradual shades of 

improving man until he would reach his, as yet, most improved state in 



44 

our seaport towns. This, in fact, is equivalent to a survey, in time, of the 

progress of man from the infancy of creation to the present day.. ..I have 

observed this march of civilization advancing from the sea-coast, passing 

over us like a cloud of light, increasing our knowledge and improving our 

condition, insomuch as that we are at this time more advanced in 

civilization here than the seaports were when I was a boy. And where this 

progress will stop no one can say. Barbarism has, in the meantime, been 

receding before the steady step of amelioration; and will in time, I trust 

disappear from the earth. (74-5) 

Jefferson's landmarks—the sea coast and the Rocky Mountains—tie states of social 

development to the American landscape and to the American possession of it. He even 

projects his spatial vision from left to right, reading a map as if it were a book. At the 

same time, his metaphors of movement, of the scientific ("philosophic") joumeyer or 

European "discoverer," who also represents the "march" or "steady step" of European 

colonization, offers a possibility for rapid change that could destabilize the natural order 

through the juxtaposition of different stages. The richly figured "march of civilization 

passing over us like a cloud of light" connects European colonization and the four-stage 

model of human progress to a relentless military body in motion and a to bird's-eye— 

even deistic—view of the landscape. As in Tamenund's speeches towards the end of The 

Last of the Mohicans, Jefferson's metaphors here link nationalist projects and natural 

cycles; his "march of civilization" takes on the visual, decorative qualities of a 

picturesque landscape. 
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Terence Martin in The Instructed Vision argues that the Stadialist model in 

American thought operated as a "philosophy of containment" that was "safe, stabilizing 

and conservative"; it "provided assurance of and a rationale for progress" and "helped 

articulate a need for social order in America" (11, 4-5). But in Cooper's vision, the 

mixture of people from different stages of society was anything but "safe" and 

"stabilizing." As Dekker points out, because Cooper, with Jefferson, believed that in 

America "the progress of man was to be traced through space rather than time, 

commencing in the Rocky Mountains rather than the Stone Age, he was able to create an 

'experimental' mixture of peoples..(93). Cooper's stadialist models of "containment," 

like his images of veil and skin, cannot quite suppress the "unnatural" potential for social 

circulation, boundary-crossing, and mixed-race families.^ 

The picturesque, as Cooper practiced it, framed peasants—lower class farmers 

and manual laborers—at work. But those in frame did not return his gaze or engage in 

looking relations themselves. In Sketches of Switzerland (1836) Cooper deplores the 

"unpicturesque reverence for nature" of an English tourist he encounters while in 

Switzerland. The encounter with another tourist "speculating on the picturesque" ruins 

the setting by reminding Cooper of his own touristic gaze and viewing position, while a 

"pretty peasant girl, with disheveled hair" offers a pleasing, apparently uncomplicated 

picture. She is "entirely alone, and seemed as innocent and as contented as she evidently 

felt secure" (221-222); unconscious of her own picturesqueness, she completes the 

landscape.® The people in the picturesque scene act as a framing device that can enhance 

the desirable innocence of the landscape itself to the evaluative eye of the spectator. The 
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human cast in the picturesque scene—native, naive and unselfconscious—are the 

prototypes of William Herder's Volk. Their romanticized poverty and lower-class status 

associate them with ethnic and racial Others, a classification augmented by the emerging 

fields of science and natural history. 

Race and Language 

Though there was wide difference of opinion in the nineteenth century regarding 

the rights of black and native people, there was little disagreement in the scientific 

community about their place in the social hierarchy. Stephen Jay Gould compares 

statements by leading nineteenth-century scientific thinkers—now considered founding 

members of their fields—^that demonstrate their belief in the inferiority of nonwhite 

peoples.^ But the scientist who provided the theory of polygeny (the belief that races 

comprise different species) with supporting data was Samuel George Morton, who 

between 1820 and 1850 gathered more than 1,000 human skulls, whose size he measured 

for the purposes of racial ranking, using lead shot. Morton's collection was focused on 

Native Americans, and his 1839 book Crania Americana solidified his influence by 

supplying "hard" data to support claims that "status and access to power.. .faithMly 

reflected biological merit" (86)—^that is, "whites on top, Indians in the middle, and blacks 

on the bottom" (85).*" 

In his publications, Morton made his raw data available to readers using tables, 

and his close scrutiny of Native American remains was also reflected in the publication of 

detailed lithographs of representative skulls. This scientific gaze, shared with and by the 

readers of Crania Americana, was based on the assumption that the human body could be 
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"read" for race. Its surfaces and skeieton accurately reflected its essence or "blood," 

according to Morton. Morton's data supported a genre of scientific papers that practiced, 

according to Gould, "advocacy of social policy couched as a dispassionate inquiry into 

scientific fact" (79), and his publications developed a definitive language that justified 

the system of social power favoring people of northern European descent. 

A concurrent "close reading" of the racialized body took place in the slave 

market. Following the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 and the acquisition of Florida in 

1819, settlers, speculators and plantation owners brought slavery westward in the Second 

Middle Passage. East coast slaves were sold and resold, according to historian Ira 

Berlin, as "the internal slave trade became the largest enterprise in the South outside of 

the plantation itself (168). The new economics involved a specialized, descriptive sales 

language: "prime hands, bucks, breeding wenches, and fancy girls" (168). Slave bodies 

were subject to evaluative scrutiny as commodities at auction, "their bodies greased to 

hide blemishes and hair painted to disguise age, they were.. .poked, prodded, inspected, 

evaluated" (172; 171). The slave trade focused heavily on young adults and children, and 

some buyers attributed desirable or undesirable qualities to place of origin, such as 

Virginia or Carolina. Jack Forbes has demonstrated the shifting, historically contingent 

meanings of key racial descriptors—"mulatto, pardo, colored, free colored, negro, zambo, 

or sambo, mustee and mestizo"—^wMch indicated the racial mixture of Native and 

Afiican, and European peoples in Americas (3). His work with primary sources, 

including runaway/ slave advertisements, demonstrates that Native American ancestry 

was prominent in slave populations on the east coast. 
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While slaveowners relied primarily on scriptural support for their ideology of 

racial inequality, the meticuloiis discourse of race developed by Morton and the 

American polygenists corroborated the system with what appeared to be objective fact. 

The racializing gazes of natural science and the slave market each presumed a readable 

language of race written on bodies coded as specimens. The search for transparency was 

further complicated by various forms of disguise (both in resistance to and as part of the 

system), including "passing" for white or native, and the cosmetic alteration of slave 

bodies for market. If Morton's Crania Americana fetishized the dead (vanished) Indian 

body by developing numerical and pictorial representations of its lack, then the slave 

markets' auctioneers similarly fetishized living black bodies with numbers (prices) and 

descriptive language that identified economic value of the body's labor. 

Broken and Reconfigured Families: The Pioneers and The Last of the Mohicans 

Susan Scheckel reads Cooper's The Pioneers (1823) in light of the contemporary 

legal decisions over Indian property rights; in both literature and the law, Indian land 

claims are displaced onto disputes over property and heirship between white men, a 

12 process that is disrupted and destablized by the presence of living Indians." Thus 

mourning becomes a "symbolic affirmation of Americans' claim to the land and to the 

legacy of nationhood" (19). 

In Notions of the Americans: Picked Up by a Travelling Bachelor, Cooper writes: 

As there is little reluctance to mingle the white and red blood, (for the 

physical difference is far less than in the case of the blacks, and the 

Indians have never been menial slaves) I think an amalgamation of the two 
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races would in time occur. Those families of America, who are thought to 

have any of the Indian blood, are rather proud of their desceat, and it is a 

matter of boast among many of the most considerable persons of Virginia 

that they are descended from the renowned Pocahontas. (490)'^ 

Published in 1828, Cooper's opinions about "amalgamation" here seem entirely relaxed 

by comparison to the 1826 The Last of the Mohicans. But the contradictory time frames 

in this passage suggest an underlying tension. For "amalgamation" seems to have already 

occurred long ago in the nation's founding, yet seems also far in the fiiture, an event 

which "would in time occur." Absorbed into the genealogy of "the most considerable 

persons of Virginia" (a group that must consist largely of slaveowners), Indians become 

emblems of time past, not of present place. In an 1830 speech to Congress, Andrew 

Jackson similarly employs contradictory metaphors that both posit Indian nations as 

extinct and subsume Indians into the American familial past: "To follow to the tomb the 

last of his race and to tread on the graves of extinct nations excite melancholy reflections. 

But true philanthropy reconciles itself to these vicissitudes as it does to the extinction of 

one generation to make room for another" (qtd. in Scheckel 33). The generational 

metaphor transforms the end of a family line/nation—^the vision of "the last of his race" 

and "the graves of extinct nations"—into one of descent, a family line (or nation) 

continued as grandparents die and children are bom. Indians become part of the 

American family, its previous generation of grandparents who have passed on to "make 

room" for their figurative grandchildren, white settlers. 
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Yet court cases and other governmental rhetoric surrounding Indians—such as 

Chief Justice John Marshall's decisions in the 1831 case Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 

frame them as children, not grandparents, and the "president as their great father" (Pmcha 

59).''^ Marshall's famous definition of Indian tribes as "domestic dependent nations" 

from this case brings tribes into a familial relationship with the United States that is 

metaphorically that of an adopted child; in fact, Marshall continues, until their "right of 

possession ceases" they are "in a state of pupilage. Their relation to the United States 

resembles that of a ward to his guardian" (59). As Alide Cagidemetrio has written, in 

Cooper's fiction "the Native American as symbolic ancestor is made the son of an 

American man without a cross" (32). Like the ward/guardian relationship, the pact 

between the U.S. government and Indian tribes was expected to be temporary, as 

evidenced in Marshall's phrasing, "[Indians] occupy a territory to which we assert a title 

independent of their will, which must take effect in point of possession when their right 

of possession ceases" (Pmcha 59, emphasis added). But unlike ward/guardian 

relationships, "when" the relationship ceases the Indians are expected to either become 

extinct or amalgamated into the general population, losing rather than gaining title, 

coming out of rather than into an inheritance. The language of court statements and 

government legislation both projected U.S.-Indian relations into the distant future with 

words such as "forever" and "in perpetuity," and presumed that those relations would be 

temporary until Indian disappearance. 

The Indian Removal Act of 1830 mandating Indian removal west of the 

Mississippi guarantees the tribes that "the United States will forever secure and guarantee 
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to them, and their heirs or successors, the country so exchanged with them.. .Provided 

always. That such lands shall revert to the United States, if the Indians become extinct, or 

abandon the same" (Pracha 53, emphasis in original). This either/or function of the 

legislation and treaties both guarantees land to native children and suggests that no such 

children will actually succeed their elders to claim their inheritance. This, along with 

Jefferson's 1785 Land Ordinance map dividing western land into identical plots, drove 

the logic of the legislature in framing the Indian Removal Act's "exchange" of southern 

for western land. The lands surveyed and divided in the new Indian territory would be 

both "easily distinguished from every other" with "natural and artificial marks" (52) of 

the surveyed landscape, and sufficiently identical to serve as commensurate exchange 

items. The Act establishes land as a commodity of exchange and a price to be paid for 

"improvements" should there be issues of unequal value in the exchange. Native people, 

however, cannot commodity their land, according to Marshall's decision in the 1823 

Johnson and Graham s Lessee v. William Mcintosh. "Merely occupants" of the land, 

Indians are "deemed incapable of transferring the absolute title to others" (Prucha 37). 

In keeping with the close relationship between succession, national identity and 

land title in Indian policy, family continuity is a key theme in Cooper's fiction. Cooper's 

initial strategy for bringing Indians into the upper-class American family followed a 

similar trajectory in Chingachgook's adoption of Major Effingham, the English father of 

Oliver Edwards/Oliver Edward Effingham in The Pioneers (1823), the first of the 

Leatherstocking series. Elizabeth, the heiress whose hand (and land) are contested, 

makes light of the mysterious Oliver Edwards, whom "they say.. .is part Indian"; "He is a 
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genteel savage... I suppose he is a descendant of King Philip, if not a grandson of 

Pocahontas" (214). Her father Judge Temple imagines a rougher, frontier "Squaw Man" 

narrative account of Edwards' origins that avoids naming an Indian mother: "it was no 

unusual thing for the Indian Agents to rear their children in a very laudable manner.. 

(214). 

In a climactic scene on the mountaintop, Elizabeth meets Chingachgook/John. In 

their discussion of land and lineage, he describes his vanished family: 

"Is there difference below the skin? No. Once John had a woman. She 

was the mother of so many sons"—^he raised his hand with three fingers 

elevated—"and she had daughters that would have made the young 

Delawares happy. She was kind, daughter, and what I said she did. You 

have different fashions; but do you think John did not love the wife of his 

youth—the mother of his children!" (402) 

Chingachgook's assertion of a shared human impulse to make a family—a commonality 

veiled by the differences of "skin"—establishes the basis for Elizabeth's sentimental 

connection. Chingachgook is himself a rain in Philip Fisher's sense, "old, exhausted, 

maddened by events that occurred long ago.. .only alive enough to remember and retell 

what happened..{Hard Facts 120). When Elizabeth asks what has become of his 

family, he invokes the metaphor of water and cyclical seasons: "'Where is the ice that 

covered the great spring? It is melted and gone with the waters'" (402). Like the rushing 

water of Glenn's Falls that in time rans smoothly to the ocean, Chingachgook's family 

(and the potential of that family to reproduce itself and maintain Indian claim to the land) 
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is "gone with the waters," aad he now has "no son but Young Eagle, and he has the blood 

of a white man" (403). His adoptive tie to Oliver Edwards/Oliver Edward 

EffinghamyYoung Eagle brings the turbulent, illegible terrain under the compositional 

management of a united Anglo-American family on the land. 

CMngachgook invokes the link between viewing and possessing by re framing 

Elizabeth's question about Edwards ("whence does he come?") in terms of what his 

family possesses. "'See, daughter,' he said, directing her looks towards the north; 'as far 

as your young eyes can see, it was the land of his'—" (404). Interrupted by smoke and 

flames from the raging forest fire (a counterpart to the out-of-control water of Glenn's 

Falls), CMngachgook never finishes the sentence, the next word of which should have 

been "grandfather." The absent grand/fathers in the sentence—^both the presumed-lost 

Major Effingham of England and CMngachgook—are aged "rains," and both, like 

Tanienund in The Last of the Mohicans, emblems of an older order of law, replaced in 

The Pioneers with the new American law and land title of Marmaduke Temple.'^ Cooper 

plots his Leatherstocking novels along the lines of the immensely popular "Indian plays," 

at their height between 1829 and 1838, which often followed an American daugher's 

encounter with "romantic love, arranged marriage, and Indian melancholy" according to 

Werner Sollors (104). Chingachgook's mountaintop speech to Elizabeth Temple takes on 

the quality of an adoption: "The dying Indians' speeches and songs cast the Indian chief 

as a parent figure, an adopted ancestor who could convey curses and blessings and 

choose successors—which makes these successors chosen people" (123). 
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In the next two chapters, Edwards attempts to rescue Elizabeth and Chingachgook 

from the burning mountain, but, like Heyward in The Last of the Mohicans, needs the 

guidance of Hawk-eye to find his way through the wilderness. Rescued by Hawk-eye, 

Elizabeth protests that she cannot go near the flames in her dress. '"I bethought me of 

your flimsy things,' cried Natty, throwing loose the folds of a covering of buckskin that 

he carried on his arm, and wrapping her form in it, in such a manner as to envelope her 

whole person" (415). He instructs Edwards to "'Keep the skin close on her, lad, she's a 

precious one, another will be hard to be found" (416). Completely wrapped in buckskin 

during the life-threatening crisis in the wilderness, Elizabeth takes on a figurative Indian 

identity as a kind of protective shield or "veil." Perhaps her brief congmity with the 

indigenous landscape of the new world puts her on an equal footing with Oliver, whose 

own disguised identity is about to be revealed. With Elizabeth safe (and presumably 

unwrapped), Oliver offers to "remove a veil that perhaps it has been weakness to keep 

around me and my affairs so long" (424)—^his "veil" is his lineage, that absence in 

Chingachgook's narration of the view ixom the mountaintop, and literally the "coarse 

garb" he wore while learning "to be a hunter by the side of Leather-stocking" (441). A 

veil that obstructs the view of (and ability to read) the body also obstructs the vision of 

the wearer, and his ability to possess through viewing. That is, Oliver's secrecy about his 

lineage as the grandson of the exiled Major Effingham—the "rightful" English owner of 

the contested Mohican land—obstructs the clear "line of sight" or identification between 

himself and Judge Temple. When Oliver removes his own "veil" he leams that the land 

held in trust by Judge Temple, whose intentions have also been veiled, remains his to 
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claim. The recognition of identity between white men allows for the renewal of land title 

and continuation of the family through Oliver's marriage to Elizabeth, an act which 

legally finalizes or "covers" the transfer of land and title from Indian family to white 

family. 

In his First Annual Message to Congress in December 1829, President Jackson 

reverses the race-based power configuration of the "right of discovery" or "monarch-of-

all-I-survey" strategy of possession through vision. Though he has just asserted that 

Cherokee emigration "should be voluntary" because "it would be as cruel as unjust to 

compel the aborigines to abandon the graves of their fathers and seek a home in a distant 

land. ...it seems to me visionary to suppose that in this state of things claims can be 

allowed on tracts of country on which they have neither dwelt nor made improvements, 

merely because they have seen them from the mountain or passed them in the chase" 

(Prucha 48). The Cherokees who stay, "submitting to the laws of the States, and 

receiving, like other citizcns, protection in their persons and property, they will ere long 

become merged in the mass of our population" (48). The Pioneers narrates an 

amalgamation of Indians into the "mass of our population" through adoption rather than 

miscegenation, giving white settlers a claim to the land containing "the graves of their 

[adopted] fathers." Oliver has an "Indian" identity via adoption and will inherit Indian 

title to the land, yet Ms knowledge of the Indian culture he claims to be part of is so weak 

that he cannot pronounce Chingachgook's name as he reads the gravestone of this 

adopted father. 
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"Tell-Tale Blood" in The Last of the Mohicans 

Cooper's looldng relations first come into play when he introduces the reader to 

the veiled figures of the Munro sisters. Alice Munro "artlessly suffered the morning air 

to blow aside the green vei!" (8). Cora, in encountering Magua, is also revealed: . .in 

her surprise her veil also was allowed to open its folds, and betrayed an indescribable 

look of pity, admiration, and horror as her dark eye followed the easy motion of the 

savage. The tresses of this lady were shining and black, like the plumage of the raven. 

Her complexion was not brown, but it rather appeared charged with the colour of the rich 

blood that seemed ready to burst its bounds" (9). Alice's "artless" incognizance 

contrasts with Cora's "dark eye," which reads Magua's "easy motions'" even as she 

herself is examined by the narrator and the reader. Cora's keen vision marks her 

wilderness competence and her agency, a connection with the landscape that poses a 

threat to white possession. Her complexion reveals her tainted blood to the reader's eye, 

blood which threatens contagion if it "bursts its bounds." Like slaves forbidden to look, 

Cora nevertheless "stares dangerously" in a way that could "change reality" (hooks 116). 

Her look—^both objectifying and objectified—challenges the distance between viewer 

and object, and perhaps the project of objectification itself, inherent in the picturesque. 

In Gleanings in Europe: Italy, Cooper, passing through a wilder landscape than in 

Switzerland, encounters "a swarthy, picturesque-looking peasant," who rather than 

feeling "entirely alone" passes the party "eyeing the carriage keenly as he went by" (22; 

qtd. in Nevius 42). The peasant's keen eye, like Cora's, is the site of an independent 
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subjectivity and potentially resistant vision. Unlike the anonymous peasant, however, 

Cora is punished for her gaze, as I discuss below. 

In Cooper's configuration of passive and lacking possession, Cora's "fif with the 

landscape—^her potential nativeness—is indicated by her keen vision, and her ability to 

manipulate what others see, as when, a captive of the Hurons, she leaves a trail for Hawk-

eye to follow (a glove, p.85). In the second half of the novel, a torn piece of her veil 

alerts Uncas to the trail she took with Magua and Alice (168). Cora evinces the tendency 

of the "native" not only to read the human and natural landscape accurately but also in 

her own unreadability, her veil from outsider's eyes that deflect those seeking to know 

"of what people" she comes. When a captive in the Delaware camp, Cora's presence 

confounds the aged Tamenund, who asks "What art thou?" (284) and "what wouldst 

thou?" (293)—questions Cooper's readers would be asking as well. Her "rich blood" and 

full figure indicate a threatening fertility. Unlike her haif-sister Alice, Cora is decidedly 

not lacking, and her opened veil in the passage above reveals not just her body (to be 

gazed upon) but also her own active gaze. Cora's racial difference is determined, then, 

not only by how she looks to others but by how she looks at others; as her opened veil 

allows the reader to "see" her, she herself is caught looking. The novel offers other 

strategies of seeing through the averted gaze; the description of Cora's "-not brown" skin 

suggests a politely evasive assertion of her brownness, an embarrassed denial of the 

process of racial evaluation. Yet the pbjase also indicates that Cora's race is not easily 

legible on her skin, and indeed this is part of the "problem" of "reading race" in the New 

World. In his preface, Cooper warns young ladies (as well as boys and clergy) to 
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"abandon the design" of reading the novel—women in particular have ideas "usually 

limited to the four walls of a comfortable drawing room" and are thus directed away from 

"reading" either the novel or the bodies and landscapes that the novel educates the reader 

to see and interpret (qtd. in Bergland 85). Cora's powerful gaze, her independent thought 

and agency, distance her from the young ladies Cooper imagines as potential readers and 

from the childlike Alice. 

Alice and Cora's veils cover and then reveal their skin, itself a veil that covers and 

reveals their "blood" or racial status. The cloth-as-false-skin fuses with the landscape 

itself when Hawk-eye compares it to the water at Glenn's Falls in a famous passage: "Ay, 

lady, the fine cobweb-looking cloth you wear at your throat is coarse, and like a fish-net, 

to little spots I can show you, where the river fabricates all sorts of images, as if, having 

broke loose from order, it would try its hand at everything" (44). The image of the veil 

and the white water of the falls suggests bridal costume, which both covers and 

announces the body of a woman at the threshold of sexual knowledge and fertility. Both 

water and veil accentuate Cora's "not brown" skin. Like the creative act of writing itself, 

the river "fabricates ail sorts of images," and Cooper's own images explore a social order 

that has "broke loose," just as Cora's mixed blood threatens to "burst its bounds." Tne 

cave which hides Cora, Alice, Heyward and Uncas—^potential generative couples— 

becomes a figurative mother from whom they emerge reborn, as Alice and HejAvard will 

from the caves of the Huron camp in the second half of the novel. Like the lace (or 

veil) at Cora's throat that conceals her body, the water of the falls conceals the cavern 

where the party hides but is eventually discovered by Hurons. The "blood" of the body's 
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interior seems to manifest itself in the complexion (through the blush, indicating 

emotions, and through skin pigmentation, disclosing lineage). Similarly, the Munro 

party, hidden in the interior caves on an island beneath Glenn's Fails, "see" and "read" 

the Fails through Hawk-eye's imagined promontory, a containment of its surface through 

vision. But the skin, the veil, the novel cannot contain such "charged" torrents. Cooper's 

new world nature, at close view, is dangerously out of order, and this condition fosters 

experimental racial combinations that prove untenable in his vision of the founding of the 

nation. The task of white men in (and the white male reader of) The Last of the Mohicans 

is to learn to read, and to contain through reading, the New World's veiled surfaces. 

Glenn's Falls was a popular picturesque view for tourists and painters. In 

marking the falls as a specific kind of picturesque view. Cooper sets it apart from other, 

more ordered landscapes. Philip Fisher borrows the term composition, "to compose, to 

quiet down," from visual art to indicate the "reconstruction of social space, the repair of 

social and perceptual experience" ("Democratic Social Space" 78). "That we require 

composition or calming of spatial reality tells us that reality is agitated, divergent, 

swarming, and various" (78). This reality, so descriptive of the "perversity of the water" 

of the falls, suggests a terrain resistant to Jefferson's Land Ordinance for the western 

territori,es, based on a gridlike map of identical farms, that Fisher invokes as a literal 

manifestation of what he calls "democratic social space" or the "homogenous, cellular 

medium of life" that substituted uniformity for unity as the defining American 

characteristic. In Cooper's descriptive "composition" of the falls, filtered through his 

interpreter of the American wilderness, Hawk-eye, the water that "'falls by no rale at 
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all'" (43) eventually "'is gathered together by the Hand that made it, and a few rods 

below yon may see it all flowing on steadily tov/ards the sea, as was fore-ordained from 

the first foundation of the 'arth!(44). The image implies that the chaotic veil of the 

American wilderness can be taken in hand by those mandated by providence to contain 

and control the flow of "rich blood" and wild water the way a woman's veil can be pulled 

back to reveal the truth of her lineage. 

The opposite of possession or containment through the panoramic view are the 

looking relations that take place in the close quarters of human social space—what Dana 

Nelson has called "epidermal vistas."'' In Chapter 19, as the Munro party camps in the 

ruins of Fort William Henry, Uncas kills an enemy sentry and reveals the fresh scalp to 

Hawk-eye, who takes the opportunity to educate his fellow travelers, Duncan Heyward in 

particular, in Indian visual acuity: 

Now to white eyes there is no difference between this bit of skin and that 

of any other Indian, and yet the Sagamore declares it came from the poll 

of a Mingo; nay, he even names the tribe of the poor devil, with as much 

ease as if the scalp was the leaf of a book, and each hair a letter. What 

right have Christian whites to boast of their learning, when a savage can 

read a language that would prove too much for the wisest of them all? 

What say you, lad? Of what people was the knave? (180) 

This macabre image—verging on horror—reminds readers of their own position as 

spectators as Hawk-eye coolly compares the bloody scalp to a book. Taken literally, the 

book becomes a reflexive trophy, and in a sense the novel presents itself as a physical 
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token that the native peoples it narrates are long dead, as does Morton's Crania 

Americana. The passage echoes the early medical gaze that worked to document 

polygeneic theories of racial formation and inequality through close scrutiny of human 

remains. In close-reading "every hair" and "leaf in the (human) landscape. Cooper 

supplants—or supplements—the picturesque with a way of looking closely at the body 

and at nature that was becoming popular in the natural and biological sciences and in 

such fields as craniology and phrenology. The metaphor offers a contrast in scale to the 

novel's picturesque descriptions of landscape, also often uttered by Hawk-eye. 

As a "reader" of this natural and racial landscape, Duncan Hey ward falls far short. 

Indeed, Hawk-eye continually attempts to educate him, as in the preceding passage. 

Hawk-eye asserts that "to [Duncan's] white eyes" Indians all look the same, and seems to 

declare that Indians have a special command of racial vision (further demonstrated by 

Magua's oratory about racial differences during the trial at the Delaware camp). Indians, 

not whites, become responsible for the racial gaze. When Duncan suggests that the 

Oneida has "mistaken" them for French, he merges clothing and skin as markers of 

national and racial identity: "You would be as likely to mistake the white-coated 

grenadiers of Montcalm for the scarlet jackets of the 'Royal Americans'" (180). Yet 

while suggesting that Indian tribes are different from one another, his statement 

constructs an underlying Indian/white dissimilarity because all Indians see differently 

from all whites. And since Duncan stands in for the reader, Hawk-eye's closing 

challenge, "what say you, lad?" suggests that Cooper intended the "you" to reach beyond 

1 8 
the frame of the story to address the novel's reader. Heyward's inadequate vision is the 
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reader's inadequate vision, the vision of an adopted son rather than a native son. The . 

parallel between Heyward and the reader constructs a reader who lacks, but yearns for, a 

sense of nativity to the American landscape, and the intimate knowledge and accurate 

vision of that land that demonstrates possession. Heyward's initiation into the New 

World wilderness amounts to a transfer of title, and his education serves to train the 

reader's possessive eye. 

Hawk-eye's address to Heyward—"lad"—also frames their relationship as one of 

teacher and student, parent and child, hero and initiate. Leslie Fiedler and others rightly 

stress the male bonding between Hawk-eye and Chingachgook as the novel's legacy to 

the Western. There is a reduplication of male couples in the novel, though, that includes 

the hero/initiate pairing of Hawk-eye and Uncas and Hawk-eye and Heyward. This 

relationship between men became a blueprint for many stock characters in the Western 

genre, modeling both hero-sidekick (the Lone Ranger and Tonlo) and hero-initiate (Shane 

and Joey: Ethan Edwards and Martin Pauley). This hero-initiate structure helped the 

novel's audience shift from adult men to boys by the turn of the century.'^ Hawk-eye 

expresses his affection for Uncas—the apprentice whose wilderness skills he admires—in 

a coded rhetoric of masculine intimacy, the sound of a rifle: '"There goes Uncas!' said 

the scout; 'the boy bears a smart piece! I know its crack as well a father knows the 

language of his child...'" (178). 

While Uncas is in the Huron camp, his enemy Reed-that-bends represents the 

"devolution" of the Huron race and the decline of the Huron nation according to Cooper's 

stadial model. Upon close scrutiny in the light of a torch, the prisoner Uncas "maintaned 
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his firra and haughty attitude," while Reed-that-bends, with "every limb and joint 

discemable," writhes "in irrepressible agony" (225). Having shamed his tribe, Reed-that-

bends is expelled, breaking up the family that is a synecdoche of the Huron nation: '"I 

had no son"' his father announces, "'He who was called by that name is forgotten.. .The 

Great Spirit has said that the family of Wiss-en-tush should end. He is happy who knows 

that the evil of his race dies with himself. I have done'" (229). The broken family in the 

Huron camp foreshadows the brealcup of the Mohican royal family line in the Delaware 

camp. 

Close reading the body—especially the skin—and laying claim to the land 

through family continuity come together in the image of Uncas's tattoo, which saves his 

life when it is revealed and recognized by the Delaware in Chapter 30. Earlier in the 

novel Uncas is described thus; 

Though his person was more than usually screened by a green and fringed 

hunting-shirt, like that of the white man, there was no concealment of his 

dark, glancing, fearless eye, alike terrible and calm; the bold outline of his 

high, haughty features, pure in their native red; or to the dignified 

elevation of his receding forehead, together with all the finest proportions 

of a noble head, bared to the generous scalping-tuft. (41) 

His body veiled, Uncas' head is visible, available to the reader's gaze but also offering a 

gaze of its own through his "dark, glancing, fearless eye." In one of the novel's climactic 

scenes in an enemy camp, a Delaware tears away Uncas's shirt, which has kept Ms body 

from sight, and reaches to tie him to a stake to bum. "The eyeballs of the Delaware 
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seemed to start from their sockets, his mouth opened, and Ms whole form became frozen 

in an attitude of amazement... .His companions crowded about Mm in wonder, and every 

eye was, like Ms own, fastened intently on the figure of a small tortoise, beautifully 

tattooed on the breast of the prisoner, in a bright blue tinf (289). Uncas professes the 

meaning of the image of the turtle-as-earth, saying "my race upholds the earth! Your 

feeble tribe stands on my shell!" This image connects Uncas to the land, but his 

accusation that the Delaware are "feeble" invokes the idea of the cycle of nations, that the 

Delaware once were mighty but are now dying out to make room for another nation 

reaching its apex, the Americans. The tattoo reveals Uncas's own "rich blood" "ready to 

burst its bounds"—his noble lineage as a descendent of Chingachgook and Unamis, and 

his relation to the Delaware. Just as the Delaware "reading" of the tattoo saves Ms life, 

so that reading also asserts a potential for vitality, agency and continuance of the 

Delaware nation, a sovereignty that threatens Euro-American land claims. 

Tamenund's reaction to the revelation of Uncas' racial identity also reinforces this 

interpretation: "I thank the Manitto that one is here to fill my place at the council-

fire. . .let the eyes of a dying eagle gaze on the rising sun" (290). Cooper's stereotyped 

Indian speech employs metaphors of natural cycles that work in tandem with his own 

cyclical view of the rise and fall of nations. Uncas's response to Tamenund—^repeating 

the words of his ancestors—is essentially a threat of renewed Indian possession of the 

land: "'When the Manitto is ready, and shall say "come,'' we will follow the river to the 

sea and take our own again.' Such, Delawares, is the belief of the children of the Turtle. 

Our eyes are on the rising and not towards the setting sun" (291). Uncas' speech seems to 
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indicate designs on the east coast, on recapturing British colonial land, and clarifies the 

threat his existence poses to the foundational project of the novel Magua, who also has 

ambitions for power over whites through possession of Cora, like Uncas has a story 

written on his chest and veiled by clothing: "'See!'" he commands Cora, "tearing aside 

the slight calico that very imperfectly concealed his painted breast, 'here are the scars 

given by knives and bullets—of these a warrior may boast before his nation; but the gray-

head has left marks on the back of the Huron chief that he must hide, like a squaw, under 

this painted cloth of the whites'" (90). The physical descriptions of Indian men 

emphasize the desirability of racial separatism (resonant with the government policy of 

Removal gaining strength in the 1820s); if Uncas' body is marked by racially pure 

nobility. Magua's is tainted by his contact with whites. 

Tamenund's reaction to learning Uncas' identity employs what Charles Hansford 

Adams has called "a compression of past and present" (20): "Does Tamenund 

dream!.. .What voice is at his ear! Have the winters gone backward! Will summer come 

again to the children of the Lenape!" (288). Adams suggests that Tamenund's trial 

effects the "realization of identity on two levels. A divided nation discovers, by asserting 

the integrity of its traditions, its true 'voice.' Closely associated with the remembrance of 

tribal self is the redemption of personal identity" (20). The repaired, re-united tribe and 

family result from Cooper's version of an "Indian reading" of skin, a racial gaze that 

recognizes identity in different ways than do white settlers such as Hej^vard. The 

westward movement of Indian nations in the face of white colonization could become an 

eastward movement of reclamation, countering the inevitabiiit}' of "progress" and the 



66 

Spatial/temporal spread of the "stages of man" across the American continent. When 

Uncas turns his eyes eastward "toward the rising sun" he reverses time as well as spatial 

movement, a celestial image that inverts Jefferson's westward-moving "cloud of light." 

In Richard Slotkin's terms, the "dynasty of Cora and Uncas" would "make the time of 

racial history go backward" (95). Further, should Uncas marry Cora, with her African 

ancestor, the re-united tribes and re-configured New World families of black Indians 

might converge as a fighting force to overwhelm white settlement in the northeast and in 

the new slave states of the south. After Uncas' death, Tamenund's speech, which closes 

the novel, renounces the project: "The palefaces arc masters of the earth, and the time of 

the red men has not yet come again" (329). The future of Indian nations is written on 

Uncas"s body. Magua's destruction of that body—that book—and the symbol written 

upon it curtails what might have been a physical and moral threat to the American nation. 

In fact, uprisings such as the 1816 battle over Negro Fort at Apalachicola River 

had already demonstrated the potential for indigenous resurgence and cross-racial 

alliance, when a fighting force of Seminoles and fugitive slaves—along with a few 

members of the Choctaw and other southern nations—defied the U.S. Army by holding 

territory and the Negro Fort (later Fort Gaviston) in Florida. Cooper reflects somewhat 

anxiously on the possibility of slave uprisings in Letter 33 of Notions of the Americans 

(1828), and very real potential for cross-racial militar>' and territorial alliances between 

escaped slaves and Native Americans continued to shape U.S. policy, particularly in the 

south, as well as Andrew Jackson's military and political career. The connection 

between the fates of the northern and southern tribes was made by Jackson in his 1829 
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Delaware is fast overtaking the Choctaw, the Cherokee, and the Creek" (Prucha 48). 

But Cooper's aversion to racial mixture precluded any such re-composition of the 

American family, though he (through his "alter-ego" Cadwallader) predicts an end to 

slavery in Notions of the Americans. Calling blacks "human beings" of an "inferior 

class," he writes that 

Twenty years ago. even in New York a general and deep prejudice existed 

against this unfortunate class of human beings. It is rapidly disappearing. 

It is true that the sort of commingling of the races which a certain class of 

philanthropists are much fonder of proclaiming than they would be of 

practising [sic] does not occur, nor is it likely very soon to occur, in this 

Country. Still, there is every disposition to do the blacks justice, though 

there is none whatever to mingle the blood. (476) 

Cooper's description of blacks as an "unfortunate class" (476) or "the unfortunate 

descendants of the Africans" (483) is precisely the language of Col. Munro in The Last of 

the Mohicans, as he unveils for Duncan Heyward the sexual history that led to Cora's 

not-brown skin. Having "shed much blood in different lands" in "the service of my 

king," Munro is assigned to the West Indies, where 

..it was my lot to form a connection with one who in time became my 

wife and the mother of Cora. She was the daughter of a gentleman of 

those isles, by a lady whose misfortune it was, if you will," said the old 

man proudly, "to be descended remotely from that unfortunate class who 
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are so basely enslaved to administer to the wants of a luxurious people. 

Ay, sir, that is a curse entailed on Scotland by her unnatural union with a 

foreign and trading people." (144, emphases added) 

Turning to Heyward, Munro continues "you are yourself bom at the south, where these 

unfortunate beings are considered of a race inferior to your own" (144). Munro's speech 

seems to allude to a colonial system of sanctioned concubinage, and to Munro's desire 

for but inability to maintain legal distance from his nonwhitc lover who "in time became 

[his] wife." When he returns to Scotland to marry his white sweetheart, he has already 

been "enriched by the marriage" to his Creole wife (145). Displacing responsibility for his 

actions and decisions onto chance or fate ("it was my lot" and "a curse"), Munro further 

supplants his individual relationship with Cora's mother by figuring it in terms of 

relationships between nations, the "unnatural union" between England and Scotland (and 

the implied unnatural union between America and England that will result in the 

American Revolution). Col. Munro's (generative) shedding ofblood "in many countries" 

suggests a miscegenation through violence that finds a parallel in the massacre scene in 

The Last of the Mohicans when the attacking Hurons, "heated and maddened by the 

sight" ofblood, "kneeled to the earth, and drank freely, exultingly, hellishly, of the 

crimson tide" (160). Munro's helplessness in the face of his enrichment conforms to the 

pose of imperialist nostalgia, a regretful powerlessness against the inevitability of Indian 

extinction in the vanishing Indian trope. To be helpless and weeping as one is enriched 

by colonial systems indicates both that the machine of the system moves on behalf of 

individuals while simultaneously denying that systems are made up of individual 
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ac t ions .Of  course ,  Munro ' s  ac t ions  (and  the i r  absorp t ion  in to  the  ac t ions  o f  na t ions )  

prefigure the plot—or lot, or curse—of The Last of the Mohicans, Cora and Uncas' 

"unnatural union" and the union of potential nations that their marriage might represent 

and set in motion. 

Cooper also has his characters Cadwallader (in Notions) and Munro (in 

Mohicans) repeatedly categorize blacks as human beings, a "class," though an 

unfortunate one, while Munro's comment to Duncan Heyward localizes slavery, limiting 

the view of blacks as "a race inferior to your own" to a specific geographic area within 

the United States. In his essay "Democratic Social Space," Philip Fisher asserts that 

slavery is "a localized illness that makes the whole body sick." "As long as slavery exists 

in the Southern states, every Northern man becomes a white man. His own identity takes 

on the torn form of Southern reality"—a form of "contamination of the total space by the 

local exception" ("Democratic" 79). Munro's veiled narrative, alluded to only once in 

the novel, reveals why Cora's "tell-tale blood" (56) so threatens Cooper's white America 

with the potential for nonwhite inheritance of money and land. The wealth—and the 

death—of Cora's mother enabled Munro to marry the mother of Alice, and the whiteness 

of Cooper's reproductive American couple, Alice Munro and Duncan Heyward, depends 

for its power on the prior economy of colonial cross-racial sexuality. But Cora's 

continuing presence is an awkward remainder from—and reminder of—that prior 

relationship. 

In characterizing the nature of colonial appropriation, David Spurr suggests that 

"colonial discourse.. .transfers the locus of desire onto the colonized object itself. It 
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appropriates territory, while it also appropriates tiie means by which such acts of 

appropriation are to be understood." Thus the "proprietary vision covers itself; it "takes 

over as it takes cover" (28). Having summoned Cora's active gaze, Cooper then 

condemns her at the novel's end: one of Magua's Huron "assistants" "sheathed his own 

knife into the bosom of Cora" (316). Cora's desiring gaze both excites and covers the 

desiring gazes of white men in their relations with black women. Her look is part of the 

way she looks, a physical manifestation of her racial identity, and her body is the 

evidence of Colonel Munro's desire for a "mulatta" woman of the West Indies. Her 

sexualized murder destroys this evidence and veils her lineage—the creole woman who 

was the source of Munro's wealth—and so, to follow Eric Cheyfitz's paradigm in The 

Poetics of Imperialism, Cooper translates Cora's identity into the realm of the proper, or 

into property (59). 

The second half of The Last of the Mohicans contains scenes of disguise 

involving paint, animal skins, and clothing. Identities become highly mutable and 

contested across cultural and even species boundaries. The event that sets the disorder 

into motion is the massacre at Fort William Henry, in which the sexual miscegenation 

that is at stake in the Uncas-Cora-Magua love triangle becomes a literal blood mixture as 

"the flow of blood might be likened to the outbreaking of a torrent" from which the 

natives "drank freely" (160)."' The massacre itself begins when "the gaudy colors of a 

shaw! attracted the eyes of a wild and untutored Huron" (159). When the Huron attempts 

to take the shawl, "the woman, more in terror than through love of the ornament, wrapped 

her child in the coveted article" (159). Taking the child instead, the Huron attempts to 
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exchange infant for shawl, but kills the child when the trade goes awry. The shawl's 

"gaudy colors" are dangerously out of place, wrapping the child in the wrong skin. In 

contrast, for example, Hawk-eye's "dress" is "hardly distinguishable" from the earth 

(204), and Cora disappears through camouflage when, led into the forest by Magua, "the 

colours of her dress were blended with the foliage of the forest" (295). The violent 

miscegenation of the massacre that follows the infant's death represents anti-generative 

blood mixture, a sterility that destroys white settler families. 

During the attempted rescue of the Munro sisters, contained identities of the 

major characters become fluid and interchangeable in a way that highlights inadequacies 

of vision. Duncan Heyward is particularly inept, mistaking a beaver dam for an entire 

Indian village, mis-recognition that Hawk-eye attributes to an education irrelevant to the 

New World: "'So much for schooling and passing a boyhood in the settlements!"' (203). 

The incident repeats Cooper's pattern of landscape description first established in the 

Glenn's Falls scenes: from an advantageous position that "command[s] a view," Heyward 

sees a stream and lake that unlike the Falls is "regular and gentle" (202). The forms he 

mistakes for Indians have "dark-looking heads" and move "on all fours," yet their 

"village" seems "possessed more of method and neatness of execution" than usual in 

"Indian habits" (202). He further mistakes the singer David Gamut in paint for "a 

stranger Indian." It is part of the project of the novel to correct He5ward's radical 

misapprehension of the New World forest life. 

Beavers are compared to Indians once more, when Chingachgook deceives one of 

Magua's warriors for whom the beaver are "fancied kindred" (265). He addresses them 
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with "family affection" as "Ms cousins" (265-66), yet mistakes a beaver-skin and head 

worn by Chingachgook for the genuine animal, which the reader sees when "the entire 

animal issue[s] from the lodge, uncasing, by the act, the grave features of Chingachgook 

from Ms mask of for" (266). The conceit emphasizes the cross-species instability of 

Cooper's New World, and even suggests a view of racial difference as polygeny, or 

separate species. That Cooper should choose the beaver, the primary currency of the for 

trade, resonates with the mercantile gaze with which European colonizing forces saw new 

world resources. In the mid-1600s, for example, "there were fortunes to be made in the 

fur trade, particularly when the Mohawks would pay up to twenty beaver pelts for a gun, 

79 
and another handsome amount for powder" (Frazier 5). In the 1750s human skin also 

brought remuneration, since the English would pay five pounds sterling for "every enemy 

prisoner or scalp obtained" during the French and Indian War (117, emphasis added)— 

hcnce the need for the ability, as Uncas displays in Cooper's novel, for divining racial, 

national and tribal origin from the hair of a scalp.^^ The connection between human and 

commercial skins is made in the novel not by an Indian but by the white hunter Hawk-

eye: "'had my gun often turned so much from the true line, many a marten whose skin is 

now a lady's muff would still be in the woods; ay, and many a bloody Mingo who has 

departed to his final account would be acting his deviltries at this very day, atween the 

provinces"' (280). Here, the animal fiirs that encase white women's bodies are united 

with slain Indian bodies through Hawk-eye's rifle, the same symbol of his adoptive 

kinship with Uncas. The play of disguise and revelation links the English ally 

Chingachgook and the enemy Huron warrior to the animal skins of the fiir trade. 
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transforming what is unknown and threatening into a commodity—^precisely the imperial 

project in the Americas. At the same time, Chingachgook's camouflage—he literally 

disappears and appears behind the mask of a commodity skin—demonstrates the 

potential for both Indians and whites to use Indian beliefs against them in war, and indeed 

in the rescue of Alice and Uncas from the Huron camp, the Indians are consistently 

tricked because their vision is flawed by "superstition." 

Hawk-eye instigates the series of "cheats" in order to rescue Alice and Uncas 

from the Huron camp: Duncan Hey ward disguises himself with Indian paint and passes 

as a healer. Hawk-eye wears a bearskin, and in a final "cheat," Uncas dons the bearskin 

and Hawk-eye dresses as the psalm-singing David Gamut. Most significantly, the 

"insensible" Alice is wrapped in buckskin in order to pass her off as a sick Indian 

woman; Hawk-eye instructs Heyward (as he instructed Oliver in The Pioneers) "'There, 

wrap her in them Indian clothes. Conceal all of her little form. Nay. that foot has no 

fellow in the wilderness; it will betray her. All, every part. Now take her in your arms, 

and follow. Leave the rest to me"' (245). With a figurative adoption of kinship through 

the "Indian clothes" and her double identity as the sick Indian woman Duncan claims to 

heal, Alice takes on legitimacy as a potential mother of Americans. She is re-cast an re-

bom, literally raised irom the dead, since her "insensibility" resembles that of the Indian 

woman whose identity and place she borrows (or adopts). Saved from the fate of the 

mother and infant whose inappropriately "gaudy" shawl "attracted the eyes" of the 

Hurons, Alice is "strengthen[ed]...against any further attacks" thjough her camouflage 
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(245). With her doubled skin, she becomes part of both white and Indian families 

without sexual miscegenation or the violence of blood mixture on the battleground.^'* 

In "Savage Law," Eric Cheyfitz argues that Cooper's The Pioneers and the 

Marshall decision in Johnson and Graham's Lessee v. M'lntosh (1823) represent 

"distinct.. .yet interlocking and inseparable institutions" of literature and law (110). The 

"joint work" of dispossessing Indians in popular Western drama and federal Indian policy 

is based in "shared discursive practices contained in the word property" and European 

legal concepts of title, especially the "doctrine of discovery" (121). The "claims of 

kinship" with Indians in The Pioneers "are merely an allegory for the claims of 

property".. ."we might say that The Pioneers and the traditional Westerns that follow it 

romance the Johnson case, thus making its ideology available to a wide audience" (124-

5). 

I would like to extend the idea of literature "romancing" the law by suggesting 

that in The Last of the Mohicans the "romance" of U.S. Indian policy extends past the 

potential marriage of Uncas and Cora. Frontier romances such as Coopers' 

Leatherstocking novels popularize or "romance" the law by translating it into familial 

terms. Laws—those of the legislature and courts and what were perceived to be scientific 

laws of racial difference and social development—are re-cast as genealogy and family 

relations in The Last of the Mohicans through multi-generational unity. That is, in 

addition to the generationally horizontal axis of romance between age-mates—Uncas and 

Cora, Hej'ward and Alice—there is an equally important vertical axis connecting 

grandparents, parents and children. These relationships across generations emphasize the 
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fate of family lines over time. Uncas' connection with Tamenund is as threatening to 

white settlement as Ms potential romance with Cora. Conflicting metaphors of Indians as 

children/wards and as grandparents/ancestors in legal and literary rhetoric suggest that 

uniting Indian children and grandparents allegorizes a continuance of Indian sovereignty 

and land tenure. Such a generational axis independent of Anglo-European lineage, 

bestowing neither the power of wardship nor the legitimacy of adoption/ancestry on 

Anglo possession of American land, disrupts the spatial manifestation of stadial theory 

and the unidirectional east/west axis of settlement on the American continent. Cora and 

Tamenund gazing with recognition on Uncas, and Uncas' gaze toward the cast coast, 

upset the narrative visioning of the embodied landscape and the passive white spectators 

entitled by absence. Once unveiled. Cooper's mixed-race and Indian men and women 

challenge picturesque containment with eyes both seen and seeing. 
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Notes 

' According to D.H. Lawrence, Cooper's LeatherstocMiig novels dream up "Pictures! 

Some of the loveliest, most glamorous pictures in all literature," which "gloss over" the 

"devilish resistance" of the American landscape to white colonization (55-56). 

~ See Callow, Ringe, Nevius, Jones, Beard, and Lynen. 

^ See Runte's discussion of Susan Cooper's imaginary landscapes in National Parks: The 

American Experience, p. 16. 

The picturesque depends on "distancing of the spectator from the picturesque object" in 

a way that was class- and property-based. Richard Payne Knight theorized in 1805 that 

aesthetic sensibility grew from material possessions: "Love may be extinct, and 

friendship buried in the grave with deceased contemporaries: but. nevertheless, both will 

be replaced by habitual attachment to inanimate objecs:—to the trees, that we have 

planted or protected:—to the lands, that we have purchased or improved:—to the books, 

that we have studied or admired:—to the curiosities, that we have collected or valued:— 

and even to the money, that we have amassed" (qtd. in Bermingham 71). In this 

construction, the poor, lacking possessions, also lacked sentiment and aesthetic 

judgement or taste. 

^ Jones notes Cooper's deep belief that "the possession of an estate" was essential for the 

"proper economic foundation for public life"—-to such an extent that "fifteen out of his 

31 novels turn in greater or less degree upon the acquisition, inheritance, possession, or 

loss of landed property" (352). 
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^ Along similar lines, Janet Dean finds that The Pioneers articulates "the coBflicts over 

property-iii-land and property-in-woman come together in their joint resolutions of Indian 

erasure" (4). 

Tompkins argued in 1981 that "The novel's plot is an almost algebraic demonstration of 

the thesis that the stability and integrity of a social order depend upon maintaining intact 

traditional categories of sameness and difference within that order, and on preserving the 

system as a whole from the disruptive influence of an alien culture" (40). New work by 

Shirley Samuels and David Mazel work deconstruct Cooper's attempt to maintain 

boundaries between nature and culture, nation and nation, focusing especially on his 

racial and gender formations. 

^ My attention was brought to this passage after reading Blake Nevius' discussion in 

Cooper's Landscapes, page 39. 

^ Gould cites George Cuvier ("founder of geology, paleontology, and modem 

comparative anatomy" 66); Charles Lyell in geology; Charles Darwin and Altred Russel 

V/allace in evolutionary theory; Alexander Von Humboldt (popularizer of nineteenth-

century science); Etierme Serres in medical anatomy; David Hume in philosophy; Charles 

White in surgery; and the American naturalist Louis Agassiz. He also surveys political 

thinkers, including Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and Abraham Lincoln, who 

consistently expressed belief in a biological bases for racial difference. 

Reanalyzing Morton's cranial data in the late 1970s, Gould found that though Morton 

didn't practice deliberate fraud, his "summaries are a patchwork of fudging and finagling 

in the clear interest of controlling a priori conclusions" (86). 
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'' To make room for this intense transcontinentai expansion of the slave economy, the 

U.S. government ¥/orked to dispossess native nations from the southern lands east of the 

Mississippi. Andrew Jackson's military campaigns (especially his defeat of the Creek at 

the Battle of Horseshoe Bend in 1814) and—as President—his subversion of the Supreme 

Court ruling in Cherokee Nation vs. Georgia, were pivotal in effecting the massive forced 

migrations that took place during his administration. 

"By manipulating the category of race. Cooper found a way to bring the prior 'owners' 

of the American land—both the Indians and the English—into a narrative of kinship and 

inheritance as ancestors willingly bestowing their authority and property on their rightful 

American heirs" (19). 

Alide Cagidemetrio cites this passage in relation to interracial marriage in The Wept of 

Wish-Ton- Wish and Cora's veil in The Last of the Mohicans. She writes "If the 'veil' is 

generated by the black drop in the heroine's veins. Cooper prophetically establishes the 

mulatto as the literary type of the drama of national identity, the racially mixed and 

sexually obsessive counterpart to Natty Bumppo, the chaste man without a cross and the 

ideal father of all races" (42). 

The Cherokee Nation sued Georgia in 1831 to force the state to adhere to treaty rights 

and territorial boundaries. The court, under Chief Justice John Marshall, ruled that 

although the Cherokee were a separate, "domestic dependent nation," it were not a 

foreign nation and thus could not sue the state of Georgia. His statement in the 1832 case 

Worcester vs. Georgia asserted that the Cherokee tribe stood in a nation-to-nation 

relationship with the federal government and was not subject to state law. Andrew 
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Jackson proceeded with Removal, hov/ever, and did not enforce the Court's decisions 

with regard to Georgia's encroachment on Cherokee lands. 

See Charles Hansford Adams' monograph "The Guardian of the Law": Authority and 

Identity in James Fenimore Cooper, for a discussion of the "parental role" of law in the 

early national period, and the deep ambivalence of Americans toward "its institutional 

parent" (10-11). 

See David Mazel's detailed reading of the Cooper's gendered descriptions of the 

wilderness, and the Glenn's Falls scene in particular. 

Nelson, "Michael Mann. The Last of the Mohicans,^' Film and Visual Materials in 

Teaching the Early Americas, Early Ibero/Anglo Americanist Summit, Tucson, Arizona. 

17 May 2002. 

Dana Nelson asserts that frontier literature such as Cooper's Leatherstocking tales 

"offered a certain perspective and eneouragcd reader identification with the characters, 

who embodied a particular kind of 'successful' national tradition" (42). Identifying with 

the action of an "already successful history," readers could "endorse the novel's outcome. 

Thus, these novels are social and cultural agents in a specifically material sense because 

they could shape attitudes toward current situations that readers encountered during the 

continued expansion of imaginative and physical frontiers during the 1820s and 1830s" 

(60). 

See Barker and Sabin, especially Chapter Three, "Becoming a Classic." With that 

change in audience came the story's attractiveness to filmmakers of the first decades of 

the twentieth century such as D.W. Griffith and Maurice Toumeur, who not only wanted 
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classics to improve the industry's image and upper-class attendance, but also to make 

educational films that would draw women and children to the cinema (see my discussion 

in Chapter Two, "Something of the Other"). Beard writes that "Cooper's effects are 

untranslatable on the moving-picture screen" (489), yet "Like the modem motion picture 

camera.. .Some of the effects of focus and pace which Cooper was able to obtain by 

regulating the clarity and nature' of visual details do, in fact, anticipate HolljAvood 

techniques. The most familiar, perhaps, is his manner of sweeping in on his characters by 

narrowing his focus" and "combining close and long-range views" (490-91). 

See Rosaldo; Cheyfitz, "Savage Law" pp. 110 and 121. Fisher writes that "Weeping is 

a sign of powcrlessness. Tears represent the fact that only a witness who cannot effect 

action will experience suffering as deeply as the victim. For this reason stories of long 

ago past play a central part in sentimentality; their only possible response is that of tears 

rather than revolt" {Hard Facts 108). 

Samuels cites this passage as an example of radical conflict over "how persons are 

made" in which "Indians violently reproduce miscegenation by killing" female bodies 

(103-4), while for Bergland the scene renders sexualized miscegenation as a spectacle of 

horror for the reader's gaze (91). Cooper probably found the image in the first-hand 

account of the massacre by Jonathan Carver, who estimated the dead at 1,500 and wrote 

that the "savages drank the blood of their victims, as it flowed warm from the fatal 

wound" (qtd. in White 85). 

Hawk-eye's hunting prowess and the emphasis on beaver here also work to negate the 

distinctions between "savage" hunters and "civilized" farmers so central to the 
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subsistence-based four-stage theory, and to the European concepts of "right of discovery" 

and property ownership that distinguishes white right to land title based on agricultural 

improvement and dispossesses Indian "nomads." In order to sustain this fictional 

separation, writers ignored native agriculture, and as Eric Cheyfitz notes, "the for trade is 

one crucial instance of the intermixing of Native American and European hunting 

economies" (117). 

The motif of scalp-recognition re-appears in Westerns such as The Searchers (Ford 

1956), when Ethan Edwards recognizes Martha's scalp among those displayed in Scar's 

tipi. 

Shirley Samuels argues that "the rescue of the white woman is made possible by, and 

even seems to be paid for by, the death of the Indian woman." The scene also constitutes 

"the transfer of generative power from the Indian woman to Alice" while calling into 

question "who can transmit identity" (99-100). David Mazel reads the politics of identity 

in this scene through the lens of Judith Butler's theory of performative identity or "drag." 



82 

CHAPTER TV/0; "SOMETHING OF THE OTHER": FOUR 
CINEMATIC VERSIONS OF THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS, 1909-

1992 

Michael Mann must have loved The Last of the Mohicans 
when he was a boy. He hasn 't been very faithful to Fenirnore 

Cooper's storytelling, but I hazard that he has been very 
faithful indeed to the daydreams that Cooper once gave him. 

—Richard Alleva, 1992 

If one o f  us survives, something o f '  t h e  o t h e r  does too. 
Cora Munro in The Last of the Mohicans, Mann, 1992 

The Last of the Mohicans is less often read by the public than seen on the screen, 

but film versions of the story have always capitalized on the prestige of the book's classic 

status and historical setting.' Cooper's novel set into motion a story cycle that has lasted 

over 175 years, and the cinematic versions register changes in audience perceptions of 

Native peoples, of American identity, and of Anglo/Native American relations. Each 

version tells a stoiy recognizably drawn from Cooper's novel, but each is embedded in its 

historical moment. The films mark the historical development of cinema, from the early 

single reelers, to the silent feature film, through the introductions of sound and color. 

The medium of film and the genre of the Western are particularly suited to expressing the 

anxiety of the visualization of race through costume and physical features, both the 

documentary display of the "authentic" exotic, and the infinite possibility of play through 

the artfiil manipulation of appearances on screen. Cooper's use of historical fiction to 

take the reader back in time resonates with the efforts of filmmakers to re-create not only 

Cooper's story about American history but also the moment in childhood when many 

viewers read the book or saw a film version. 
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My aim in this chapter is to explore the way four popular versions—directed by 

D.W. Griffith (1909), Maurice Tourneur and Clarence Brown (1920), George Seitz 

(1936), and Michael Mann (1992)—exist in conversation with one another across time, 

both mirroring and contributing to ongoing debates in the larger culture about ethnicity, 

racial mixture, representation and spectatorship.^ These films consistently emphasize the 

visualization of race and the readability of the body in the context of European wars over 

colonial America. I ask how individual filmmakers enter into the visual discourse about 

Cooper's narrative and its place in the larger story of American nation-building, race 

relations, gender identity and spectatorship. How do the films construct images of 

whiteness and ethnicity as part of that visualization, and how do these fictions change 

over time while maintaining the basic, recognizable framework of the story? 

Though the plots of the novel and films differ, each tells the story of "the 

Vanishing American"; at the end of each version, Chingachgook is left alone. It is clear 

that the Mohican line will die out, leaving the other Indians depicted in each version— 

Hurons, Ottowa and Mohawk—to the role of "savage reactionaries" (Marsden and 

Nachbar) in the noble/savage binary. Chingachgook is the "last of the Mohicans" and 

when he dies his race will vanish. In the films, as in the novel, this prophecy of Manifest 

Destiny and the Vanishing American is put in the mouth of the Indian character, and at 

the end of each version, an Anglo couple remains to bear children and populate the new 

nation. The emergence of Hawk-eye as a romantic figure—"the man who knows 

Indians"—and a prototypical redeemer-hero of the Western film gem-e in the later 

versions is matched by the survival of Cora and the death of Alice. 
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All four films enact what foiklorist Alan Dundes, drawing on Freudian models, 

has called "projective inversion," a kind of scapegoating whereby a behavior or 

contradiction that causes cultural anxiety is projected onto a hated minority, who are then 

held to blame for it. For example, the sexual aggression of Anglo men toward Native 

women on the frontier is projected in filmic representations onto Native men, who arc 

portrayed as a threat to Anglo women's sexual purity. Similarly, the savage and 

genocidal violence on the part of Anglos toward Native peoples is depicted as the 

reverse. In the 1992 Michael Mann version of The Last of the Mohicans in particular, 

Magua is motivated by a genocidal fantasy of wiping out Colonel Munro's children so 

that his line will not survive. 

Cultural critic Renato Rosaldo has described "imperialist nostalgia" as a 

"yearning for what one has destroyed that is a kind of mystification." In Culture and 

Truth he writes, 

Imperialist nostalgia revolves around a paradox: A person kills somebody, 

and then mourns the victim. In a more attenuated form, someone 

deliberately alters a fonii of life, and then regrets that things have not 

remained as they were prior to the intervention. At one more remove, 

people destroy their environment, and then they worship nature. In any of 

these versions, imperialist nostalgia uses a pose of "innocent yearning" 

both to capture people's imagination and to conceal its complicity with 

often brutal domination. 
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Clearly the Vanishing American formula, as a lament, is a construction of Anglo 

imperialist nostalgia for Native American peoples and cultures. In this case, the 

"vanishing" or total destruction is itself part of the fantasy. The cinematic versions of 

The Last of the Mohicans participate in imperialist nostalgia in many ways, especially 

through the stereotypical nobility of Uncas and Chingachgook, who are depicted as 

doomed remnants of a once-great civilization. 

Dundes' description of scapegoating through projective inversion, and Rosaldo's 

exploration of the yearning for what has been destroyed, account at least in part for the 

"savage" and "noble" aspects of the "noble savage" stereotype that has for so long shaped 

American views of Native people. Philip Deloria describes noble savagery as "a term 

that both juxtaposes and conflates an urge to idealize and desire Indians and a need to 

despise and dispossess them.. .Two interlocked traditions: one of self-criticism, the other 

of conqucst" (4). Assimilation—as a government policy and a formula or style of 

representation—has often meant the simultaneous incorporation and dispossession of 

Indianness into Anglo-American culture. The survival of The Last of the Mohicans as a 

story that maintains its identity while adapting to contemporary historical contexts 

suggests something fundamental about the way Americans imagine and re-imagine 

themselves and their origins. The story has endured for so long not only because it 

articulates and assuages Anglo-American feelings of ambivalence and guilt about the 

origin of the United States in violent destruction, but also because it is enormously 

flexible. 
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D.VV. Griffith, 1909 

D.W. Griffith's 1909 fifteen-minute single-reel short, The Leatherstocking, 

condenses Cooper's story into a quick and compact wilderness adventure/ The character 

of Uncas is missing completely, leaving only Chingachgook and Hawk-eye to save the 

British party of Heywood and the Munro family (including Colonel Munro, his two 

daughters, and a young child not originally in the novel). There is, then, no interracial 

relationship between Uncas and Cora as there is in later versions; instead, the film 

focuses on action as Huron warriors led by Magua attempt to capture and kill the British 

party. 

The film opens with the Munro family departing under Magua's guidance, 

traveling separately from the British and colonial troops. A Huron warrior follows the 

Munro party. The action cuts to Chingachgook meeting Hawk-eye by a river; they 

encounter the Munro party, and assist them when they are abandoned by Magua. On a 

road, despite scouting by Hawk-eye and Chingachgook, the party is surprised and 

attacked by Hurons, and a battle ensues. The Munro party flees to an abandoned fort, 

where they are beseiged by the Indians. When their powder stores become depleted. 

Hawk-eye disguises himself in a bear skin and sneaks away from the fort to get help, 

swimming past two Hurons in a canoe who eventually spot him and give chase. When 

the Munro party and Chingachgook are captured, the film cross-cuts between their plight 

and Hawk-eye and the British troops rushing to rescue them. Chingachgook is tied to a 

tree and about to be burned when the rescue party arrives and scatters the Hurons. In the 

last scene, the party marches on, leaving Chingachgook alone in the wilderness, with his 
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anus outstretched in a gesture that could be interpreted as prayer, farewell, despair, or 

even a "dance of death" (see Barker and Sabin 65). Tnis paradigmatic gesture of Indian 

defeat is the film's most ethnographic moment, refracting the popular and scholarly 

interest in Indian dance manifested in photography and early films by Edward S. Curtis, 

Thomas Edison, and others. The film's narrative pattern repeats itself in many later 

Westerns; the assimilated Indian who helps whites as a guide, scout or translator—the 

narrative hallmark of mixed-blood identity—is abandoned by both whites and his or her 

own tribe, and often faces a tragic fate. 

Russell Merritt asserts that early films were not usually about American subjects, 

and did not, for example, help immigrants acculturate to American society. He writes. 

For all their popularity with American audiences, [these films] revealed 

little about America. Indeed, the majority of them were produced in 

France.. ..But even when they came from the United States, one-reelers 

seldom worked with the particularities of American stereotypes, 

landscapes, or social themes. Rather, the films were offered as spectacles 

that induced the onlooker to marvel at the unnatural... (65) 

The exception to this rule would seem to be the Western, although George C. Pratt 

describes Westerns produced abroad in the early teens as having a "sense of authenticity 

so weak that they allowed encountering cowboys to kiss each other on both cheeks" 

("Still Ridin'" 68). The Leatherstocking is one early film that addresses consciously 

American subject^matter, is rooted in early American history and offers the spectacle of 

scouts and Indians that were the staple of Westerns, a film genre on the cusp of enormous 



88 

popularity in the U.S. and abroad. By 1911 one third of the films -released weekly in 

America would be Westerns (Pratt "Ridin"' 59). Griffith's film incorporated new 

cinematic techniques aimed at new audiences, and simultaneously acted as a proto-

Westem that combined low and high art traditions. 

The Leatherstocking was made during an important year in the development of 

cinematic techniques, film audiences, and the career of D.W. Griffith. Griffith had joined 

the Biograph company and was directing films by 1908. In 1909, the year he made The 

Leatherstocking, Griffith directed an astounding 141 films for Biograph (far 

outnumbering his 61 films in 1908 and 87 films in 1910) (Henderson, appendix). His 

crew (including Billy Bitzer, the cameraman for almost all of his films) shot The 

Leatherstocking in only four days, August 24-27 in Cuddcbackville. New York, but this 

was longer than Griffith spent on most of his other films that year. The film differed, too, 

from his "Indian dramas" such as The Redman and the Child and The Redman's View, 

and from Westerns that depicted Indians as marauding savages, such as The Battle at 

Eiderbrush Gtdch. 

While The Leatherstocking probably didn't stand out as a major hit among the 

many films Griffith shot that year for Biograph, it did have a significant audience at the 

nickelodeon theaters. The nickelodeon craze lasted Ixom about 1905 through 1914; by 

1908 26 million people (almost 20% of the American population) attended nickelodeons 

each week, and the attendance was higher in cities like New York (25%) and Chicago 

(43%) (Merritt 62-63). By 1914, the attendance had risen to 49 million per week (75). 

According to the August, 1907 Harper's Weekly, "On one street in Harlem there are as 



89 

many as five nickelodeons to a block, each one capable of showing to one thousand 

people an hour. They ran from early morning until midnight..(Currie, qtd. in Merritt 

62). Most of these millions of filmgoers came from the working classes, but both the 

theater owners and the newly organized film industry were primarily interested in 

attracting the more affluent middle class. To this end, the trade as a whole began to 

emphasize the educational value of popular entertainment, and to make that entertainment 

respectable; film censorship and improved theater conditions were a part of this trend, but 

filmmakers also turned increasingly to literary and dramatic "classics" for their source 

material (Gunning 16; Merritt 74). Griffith's choice to adapt Cooper's most famous 

novel registers his attempt to reach a cross-class audience, both the immigrant and 

working classes who were the bread and butter of the nickelodeons, and the new 

theatergoers (especially women and children) from his own bourgeois background. 

According to Tom Gunning, Griffith's innovative and influential development of 

parallel editing as a multipurpose, flexible storytelling technique emerged in the context 

of the film industry's movement away from spectacle and action toward a narrative style 

that could portray complex human and social relationships and psychological 

motivations. These techniques would help in telling the more ambitious stories that 

filmmakers hoped would attract the middle class (16). The Last of the Mohicans, as 

adapted by Griffith in The Leatherstocking, is all spectacle and action and contains little 

of the focus on character and motivation that came later, but Griffith's signature editing 

and framing techniques are already well developed. In particular. The Leatherstocking''?, 

sense of action and suspense comes from crosscutting between the plight of the Munro 
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party as they are betrayed and pursued by Magua's Hurons, and the efforts of the scout, 

Chingachgook, and the British soldiers to save them. In the end, the Leatherstocking 

leads the British and colonial forces in a march to rescue the Munro party and 

Chingachgook in a scene that prefigures the Ku Klux Klan's "ride to the rescue" of a 

white family under attack by freed slaves in The Birth of a Nation (1915). 

While crosscutting maintains tension in the narrative. Griffith uses framing, 

setting and composition to create a feeling of enclosed space and entrapment in the 

wilderness. During the scenes at the fort, shots of the Munro party depict the fort walls 

as both protective and traplike. The women and baby, dressed in white, crouch in the far 

right foreground, while the men stand behind them with their guns; a long log braces the 

door shut from the inside, making a strong diagonal line across the frame that keeps the 

figures in an even more constricted space. The line is doubled by one of the men leaning 

against a wall, and the other side of the diagonally divided screen, the far left comer, is 

empty. The colonial party is literally cornered. This sense of confined space carries 

through when the Hurons break through into the fort: they occupy the right two-thirds of 

the screen with frantic activity, leaving the left third of the screen empty. Griffith's use 

of composition to create a tight space even in the wilderness prefigures Ms use of similar 

spaces in the climactic moments of later films, such as the cabin under seige by former 

slaves in The Birth of a Nation (1915), or Lucy's hysteria as she hides in a closet from 

her raging father in Broken Blossoms (1919). 'Whether the setting is wilderness, rural 

farmstead or urban apartment, Griffith uses constricted interior spaces to represent the 
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white family—especially white womanhood—under attack from an uncontrolled 

masculine, racial, or working-class Other. 

Because there is no romantic tension between Uncas (who never appears in the 

film) and Cora (whose role remains completely undeveloped), the possibility of a viable 

interracial couple never appears, and so there is no "positive" or romantic contrast with 

the mob-like Indian attack on the white Munro party. But the film does focus on the 

other interracial couple of The Last of the Mohicans story, the bond between Hawk-eye 

and Chingachgook, a friendship which seems to be nonsexual but which is also exclusive 

(or monogamous). The friendship between Hawk-eye and Chingachgook carries the 

burden of the doomed interracial relationship in Griffith's The Leatherstocking. This 

homosocial pairing is prominent in all versions of The Last of the Mohicans, but here it 

replaces the heterosexual romance stories (between Alice and Hey ward, and Uncas and 

Cora) that take center stage in other tellings. In this configuration, Chingachgook 

becomes the camera's object of desire. Instead of a white woman being tied to a tree 

while Hawk-eye leads the rescue charge, Chingachgook is the threatened figure, the one 

the camera returns to again and again, leaving the audience to wonder if the troops will 

arrive in time to save him. Chingachgook's survival is at stake (literally) in the climactic 

scenes, but once saved, he is abandoned by Hawk-eye and the Munro party. In Griffith's 

film Hawk-eye and Chingachgook occupy a heterosexual narrative structure in which 

Chingachgook is feminized and Hawk-eye is the heroic rescuer. This relationship has 

been so compelling that it sur/ived four of Cooper's five Leatherstocking novels, and 

became a pattern repeated over and over again in Westerns (the Lone Ranger and Tonto, 
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for example, or Tom Jeffords and Cochise in Broken Arrow). The cross-racial 

homosocial bond also resonates with the formula of white-black friendship in literary 

works like HiickFinn, and in the modem "buddy" film. 

In terms of Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick's continuum of male homosocial desire, 

marked by a disruption between potentially erotic male bonds ("men-loving-men") and 

patriarchal power structures ("men-promoting-the-interests-of-men") (3), Hawk-eye 

seems to exist in the breach. He is allied affectively with Chingachgook and politically 

with the colonizing British. Hawk-eye's use of an animal-skin disguise in his attempt to 

"pass" by the Huron sentries signifies his own liminal status as both an insider and 

outsider in the frontier's terrain of mobile identities. His ability to don the bearskin, 

navigate the wilderness, and finally defeat the Hurons who pursue him in canoes—his 

capacity to trick and overpower "the natives" on their own turf—signals his capacity to 

"go native," a potentiality which is counterbalanced by a guarantee of his "whiteness" 

through his connection to the British troops (indicated in the film by his ability to 

summon them). 

The other character connected symbolically to the animal world is Magua, who 

early in the film reveals his villainous nature to the audience by looking into the camera 

and tracing the image of a snake tattooed across his chest. While Hawk-eye can wear a 

different "skin" as a disguise, Magua's true identity is written on his skin. The Munro 

party is fooled because they are unable to "read" this surface, just as the Hurons are 

fooled by Hawk-eye's false bear-skin. This problem—the inability (of both ¥/Mtes and 

Indians, but especially of the British) to see and categorize identity in the wilderness— 
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encapsulates the new world anxiety over the upset of traditional hierarchies through the 

confiision of mobile and multiple identities that are difEcult to assess on sight. 

Gregory S, Jay has discussed Griffith's early Indian films for Biograph as a 

prelude to The Birth of a Nation through the focus ob "the white family made whole after 

its sundering by war"—whether that war is the Indian Wars or the Civil War, and 

whether the associated ethnic threat is Native American or Afiican American. Griffith's 

films. Jay argues, focus on a lost object (a white woman's body, for example), which 

must be found to reconstitute the patriarchal family {19-20). In The Leatherstocking, the 

Munro party is lost and found in the context of the conflict between whites and Indians; 

but Chingachgook, lost and then rescued by Hawk-eye, is never re-integrated into the 

group, nor does the film re-establish the partnership between the two men. By leaving 

Chingachgook alone at the end of the film. Hawk-eye's slippery racial, political and 

sexual identity becomes fixed as he marches away with the Munro party. Chingachgook, 

left standing alone in the last trame as the "Last of the Mohicans," becomes a remnant or 

remainder outside of the structure of imperial patriarchal power, belonging fully to no 

frontier group. Racially other and sexually suspect, he is both rescued and ultimately 

lost, just as the "cult of the vanishing American" at the turn of the century sought to 

"capture" Indianness through salvage ethnography, photography, documentaiy, and 

social reform, yet based those very efforts on the assumption of their futility. 

Maurice Tourneur and Clarence Brown, 1920 

Of the many cinematic versions of The Last of the Mohicans, the 1920 Ml-length 

film by Maurice Tourneur (1873-1961) and Clarence Brown is the most faithful to the 
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novel. Unlike later versions, it does not elevate the figure of Hawk-eye to the ultra-

masculine status of the Western redeemer-hero. However, Toumeur and Brown alter the 

story by changing the nature of Cora's romantic tendencies. In their version, Cora 

doesn't pine for her sister's lover, Duncan Hey ward, but instead actively returns Uncas' 

desire."^ 

The problem the film poses with the relationship between Cora and Uncas is the 

characters' (and audience's) initial inability to distinguish visually Uncas from Magua, 

hero from villain. All of the Indian characters except for Uncas wear face paint, marking 

them as "savage reactionaries" to Uncas' "noble anachronism" (Marsden and Nachbar). 

While the face paint is an easy marker, Uncas and Magua arc doubled by their parallel 

actions and through shots of their shadows, silhouettes, and hands. The doubling between 

them continues throughout the film. 

Uncas' status as "noble anachronism" or "good Indian" is called into question by 

his visual link to Magua. The film thus poses a visual question that counters its liberal 

self-positioning: How can Anglos (the characters in the film and the film's presumed 

audience) tell the difference between the "good Indian" and "bad Indian"? Can one 

become the other? This problematic—the possibility for mistaken, altered or disguised 

Indian identity, the question of hidden motives—drives the film's rejection of cross-racial 

sexuality because it conflates the two Western stereotypes of Native Americans (the 

noble and the savage) into an unknown which cannot be trusted. 

Further, the film, contains scenes in which the Hurons (whose painted faces 

literally mark them as "savage") repeatedly and violently invade European and domestic 
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Space—an overturned wagon with a mother and child, the fort itself, a kitchen, and a 

makeshift hospital. The massacre scene in which the Hurons attack the fort is fully nine 

minutes long, and this extended screen time also erodes the audience's belief in Uncas 

and Cora's romantic future. Nevertheless, even the depictions of violence and the 

punishing of Uncas and Cora's romance through their deaths at the end cannot unsay the 

desire between them that drives the film. This contradiction accounts for the poignancy 

of Uncas and Cora as they hold hands in death, a sjmibolic marriage that is its own 

denial. 

Like most versions of the story, Toumeur's positions itself as liberal in its 

depiction of Native Americans, especially in relation to the character of Uncas. 

Toumeur's film reveals mixed feelings about race and sexuality through mise-en-scene 

that contradict the silent film intertitles as the film attempts to visualize racial difference. 

Uncas is continually framed in doorways and windows, poised between the dangerous, 

savage wilderness world and the safe domestic haven associated with femininity and 

European culture. The first time Cora sees Uncas, the camera lingers on her attentive, 

admiring gaze at Ms profile as he stands at the doorway, while her Anglo lover Randolph 

(a traitorous character, added to the film as an English parallel to Magua) chides her, 

"You!—The daughter of Colonel Munro!—Admiring a filthy savage!" Post-colonial 

film theorist Ella Shohat suggests that when men are absent, the female gaze can stand in 

for a subjugating, imperialist male gaze in films about colonizing relations. In this 

instance, though Cora is surrounded by European men—^Randolph, General Webb, 

Duncan Heyward and others—her gaze is both colonizing and explicitly sexual. Cora 
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herself is subject to Randolph's disapproving looks when she expresses sexual attraction 

to Uncas through her gaze. 

This web of gazes across racial and sexual lines posits white women's sexuality 

as having the potential to cross boundaries (although it is Randolph who crosses over 

politically—to the French, as a traitor). Cora's sexuality is the driving force of the film, 

motivating Randolph, Uncas and Magua as her suitors. But over the course of the film 

Cora must suppress her own desire for Uncas as part of the choice she makes when she 

trades herself for her sister Alice as Magua's captive. In this "traffic in women," Cora is 

both giver and gift. She is an agent of her own destiny in a way that Alice is not, but she 

must give up her agency to save Alice. Cora's desiring and desired body is ultimately 

sacrificed to save the purity of Alice's more Anglo and childlike body. Cora and Uncas's 

fall from the cliff in Toumeur and Brown's film is a metaphor for their moral fall as they 

threaten to break the taboo against cross-racial sexuality.^ 

Representative of these physical dynamics regarding sexuality and possession is 

Toumeur and Brown's filmic focus on hands. In Western culture, hands can mark both 

boundary-crossing and containment, functioning as a synechdoche for the body of a 

woman (her "hand" is given in marriage), the point of first contact between strangers (the 

handshake), and possession (to "take something in hand" or to "hand over"). Hands also 

act as a physical mark of humanity. Toumeur and Brown's film employs all four of these 

symbolic fiinctions as they come together to signify the position of women in patriarchy. 

When the Munro sisters arrive safely at Fort William Henry after Magua's first attempt to 

capture them, Cora becomes bashfiil, lowering her gaze as she eagerly introduces Uncas 
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to her father. Munro shakes hands with Uncas, holding Uncas' hand in both of his; Cora 

stands framed between the two men, and they pause in this position as if sealing or 

blessing an engagement, with the clasped hands of the men in the exact center of the 

frame. Cora and Uncas move to stand by the window in the same scene, again 

symbolizing their liminal place betwixt and between cultures and spaces, but in this scene 

they are on the same side of the window, with Uncas welcomed into the domestic space 

of the Fort. Randolph approaches Cora, but when he attempts to kiss her hand, she 

abruptly withdraws it to point to something through the window in her conversation with 

Uncas, indicating her own change in loyalties. 

In the next scene, Cora is alone in a room, having quarreled with Randolph, when 

the windows open and brown hands slowly move over the sill. Alarmed, she grabs a 

musket, but then sees Uncas' head appear over the w indow. He returns the scarf she lost 

in the woods and the lovers engage in eager conversation. Uncas' disembodied hands 

menacing the interior space of Cora's room are echoed in one of the last scenes, when 

Cora is perched on the edge of a cliff, Magua's captive, threatening to jump if he comes 

any closer to her. They are at a standoff, but as Cora falls asleep, the shadow of Magua's 

hand falls over her arm, and then his hand itself, before his body enters the frame. In 

both these scenes, the hands represent pure racial threat to Cora's white body—a threat 

without a recognizable face or body. 

This style of visual echoing links Uncas and Magua again when the Munro sisters 

and their party are hiding in a cave on an island. Uncas is framed in the opening of a 

cave, again at a thjeshold, while Cora gazes at his profile, a repetition of the scene at Fort 
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Edward. Later, Uncas and Cora are framed together at the opening to another, deeper 

cave. When Uncas, Chief Great Serpent (Chingachgook) and Hawk-eye have left, and the 

sisters, He3m'ard and Gamut are hiding in the deep cavern, Magua and the other Hurons' 

attack and capture them; first Magua's shadow, then his body occupies the space at the 

opening of the cave just vacated by Uncas. Linked, too, by their desire for Cora, Uncas 

and Magua are narratively inseparable. 

Critic Jan-Christopher Horak sees Cooper's focus on male bonding in the 

wilderness (rather than on the romance of the European gothic novel) as a literary-flaw 

that is conected in Maurice Toumeur's version, where "it is.. .classical romance that 

forms the mature center" of the film (12). Horak's reading follows Leslie Fiedler's 

interpretation of Cooper's novel as a "failure to deal with heterosexual love as 

symptomatic of America's psychic regression into an asexual (or latently homosexual) 

world of male violence and death" (12 ). Whether this re-focus on heterosexuality should 

be perceived as a sign of narrative maturity is, of course, problematic. Toumeur's 

emphasis on romance in his 1920 film certainly stems at least in part from the early and 

classical Hollywood focus on the heterosexual couple and "boy meets girl" formula, as 

well as in response to the role of the couple in D.W. Griffith's influential 1915 film. The 

Birth of a Nation. 

Maurice Toumeur, who came to the United States from France to study with 

Griffith, "was until the mid-1920s considered the artistic equal of Griffith" (Horak 12) 

and one of his main competitors. In many ways their films can be read as a conversation, 

as well as landmarks in a rivalr}' for dominance of the American film industry. Critics 
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Martin Barker and Roger Sabin view Toumeur's film in the context of early film politics, 

suggesting that Toumeur made The Last of the Mohicans to demonstrate Ms ascendency 

over Griffith, whose reputation had begun to wane, and, referring to the cross-racial 

relationships in both films, that "what had been irreconcilable in Birth of a Nation has 

become symbolically resolved, albeit in death" (74). It is important, then, to read 

Toumeur's film in light of Griffith's opposing beliefs about race, especially during the 

silent film era of the teens and twenties that were so crucial to Griffith.^ 

Contemporary critics immediately perceived The Last of the Mohicans as 

Toumeur's masterpiece, and many held the film to higher standards of racial 

"authenticity" than other Westerns. While critics were ahead of their time in calling into 

question the practicc of having white actors play Indian roles in "redface," they revealed 

an equally confining vision of Indianness in their reviews. A New York Times critic 

wrote 

Why did Mr. Tourneur try to make an Indian out of Wallace Beery 

[Magua]? He is the bad-man of the story and is certainly sufficiently evil 

looking. But Indian! And Albert Roscoe [Uncas], the noble redman, the 

last of the Mohicans? If so, the Mohicans must have intermarried with 

other races extensively before they died out and lost their traits and 

barbaric dignity as well as their racial characteristics. Mr. Toumeur has 

made an extraordinary picture, seriously marred in this one particular.'' 

The National Board of Review wrote 



.. .Magua the Huron villain, except for Ms malice, deceit and geBeral 

bloodcurdling roguery, does not seem to be altogether the person Cooper 

had in mind. Trae, he appears with great white rings, like the spectacles 

on a cobra's hood, painted around Ms eyes in the true fashion, we imagine, 

of the Huron warriors; but behind those goggles the face of an Indian does 

not look forth—there is something tenderloinish about tMs Magua, one 

expects to see him swing a blackjack rather than a tomahawk; in spite of 

his shaven poll it is easy to imagine a Bowery cap pulled down over one 

eye.. .As for Uncas himself he has about him a deal of the good-looking 

college chap bronzed by a summer at the beaches—all but his eyes. The 

eyes of Mr. Toumeur's Uncas are the eyes of an Indian—eloquent, 

melancholy, of a strange duskiness in which burns the light of all that is 

patient and steadfast and passionate in a noble and primitive race—^they 

are what we always imagined Uncas' eyes to have been. (Qtd. in 

Hochman, 1-2) 

I quote these passages at length because they illustrate the extent to wMch "looking 

Indian" means, for these critics, resembling "what we always imagined" Indians should 

look like—an imaginary authentic. The film's attempt to replicate "real" Indians and the 

Indians of Cooper's novel are thought to be one and the same, because the reviewer 

assumes that Cooper's portrayal of Hurons and Mohicans are accurate. Thus Cooper 

himself takes on the characteristic of "the man who knows Indians" embodied by Hawk-

eye and many later white Western heroes.^ The reviewer evaluates Magua and Uncas' 
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authenticity as Indians by "reading race" on their bodies, particularly their faces. 

Magua's face is both masked and glossed by Ms face-paint "goggles," while Uncas' 

"college chap" body contrasts with his eyes, which express the doomed nobility and 

"duskiness" of racial Indianness. A Motion Picture News reviewer called Toumeur's 

film "the greatest Indian picture ever shown" and noted that the "Indians have their heads 

shaven and are costumed correctly" ("The Last of the Mohicans"), while a reviewer in 

Photoplay asserted that "Uncas is real," and his adventures "true to the spirit of the story" 

(Rev. of "The Last of the Mohicans"). 

The New York Times reviewer also accuses Tourneur of passing off class for race; 

that is, an actor whose body looks working class and urban ("tenderloinish") has been 

substituted for one who looks Indian ("duskiness"), though interestingly the reviewer felt 

that both these physical types could portray the "malice, deceit and general bloodcurdling 

roguery" required by the role. Class, like race, is readable in physiognomy. Other critics 

have noted that D.W. Griffith's Broken Blossoms, released just before Tourneur and 

Brown started making Last of the Mohicans, probably influenced them. A Village View 

film critic suggests that Uncas' "unconsummated love for the beautiful Cora Munro is 

more than a bit reminiscent of the unrequited affections of Richard Barthelmess' 

'Chinaman' for Lillian Gish in Broken Blossoms'"' (Greene 8). The parallel with Broken 

Blossoms reveals an equation that aligns class and race such that Magua's evil, working-

class physical type represents a sexual "fate worse than death," while Uncas' college-

educated, "noble" or upper-class physical type represent "chaste and high-minded 

affections" (Greene 8). The noble anachronism/'savage reactionary dichotomy that 
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defines Western conceptions of Indians translates easily into class as well as sexual 

categories, all of which are rendered visually "readable" through the body of the 

costumed and painted actor "in redface." 

Toumeur's 1920 version of The Last of the Mohicans is visually sophisticated 

with regard to landscape as well as bodies. Tourneur, who had originally trained as a 

painter in Auguste Rodin's studio, took Toumeur as his pseudonym after Joseph Mallord 

William Turner, whose landscape painting he deeply admired.^ Long before Ford's 

Monument Valley Westerns, Toumeur and Brown used the Yosemite Valley's "sheer and 

hallucinatory monuments of granite boulders and slabs.. .to achieve a pictorial majesty 

worthy of the transcendental artists and philosophers who inspired them" (Greene 8). He 

collaborated on the film with Clarence Brown, who directed all exterior scenes and took 

over when Toumeur was injured two weeks into shooting and was bedridden for three 

months. We can assume, however, that Toumeur retained considerable control over the 

film—Brown noted that Toumeur saw all the rashes and would sometimes demand 

retakes. Brown attributes his directing style to his close apprenticeship with Toumeur: "I 

owe everything I've got in the world to Maurice Tourneur.. ..Everything he did, 1 did. It 

wasn't inborn in me at all. Anything I have has rubbed off on me" (Brownlow 153). 

Although Toumeur was better known for his studio sets than for his location work, much 

of the impact of The Last of the Mohicans is due to Brown's outdoor shooting. This 

realism pays off throughout the film but especially in the dramatic, violent massacre 

scene (which included an itmovative tracking shot). Toumeur used extensive cutting as 

opposed to dissolves and iris shots to connect scenes, and his work—like Griffith's— 
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space on screen 

Toumeur's filmmaking style is folly developed in The Last of the Mohicans, but 

it's clear that Clarence Brown brought his own expertise with exterior light and 

conditions to the film as well. Shooting at Big Bear Lake and Yosemite Valley, Brown 

worked only from 4-10 am and 3-6 pm to get the slanted light that would convey depth 

on black and white film stock. Brown's team used smokepots to create sxinrays through 

forest leaves, a fire-engine and fire-hose to create a rainstorm, and a mobile camera made 

from a perambulator with a Ford axle and wheels, a platform, and a handle to take the 

tracking shots of the march out of Fort William Henry (Brownlow 143-44). 

Characteristically, Toumeur and Brown's film achieves depth by using three 

planes of space; dark or silhouetted framing devices in the foreground (caves, doorways, 

and figures) to highlight key elements and figures in a lighted middle ground against a 

dark background (Horak 14). According to Brown, Toumeur "painted on the screen" by 

using dark foregrounds for depth and framing, by imitating the lighting effects from 

Rembrandt and other painters, and by using tinting and toning to indicate night, day, and 

sunset (Brownlow 140). 

Toumeur's dark foregrounds provide both depth and flattening effects, framing 

the film's action and creating an allegorical feel by calling attention to the film's status as 

a story. Influenced by his background in the arts and theater, Toumeur's fdms reflect his 

interest in illusionism, fantasy, and theatricality, which he typically expressed through 

masking or shooting through archways and cave entrances. Koszarski asserts that 
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Toumeur used these techniques "whenever [he] wants to puli us.. .out of all that fresh air" 

and "away from the action and remind us of the theatricality of what we are seeing" (26). 

Toumeur preferred to shoot in the studio for this reason, so the situation on the set of 

Mohicans, in which Brown did the location shooting, was not unusual despite Toumeur's 

injuiy (see Koszarski 27). The framing is reiterated verbally at the beginning of the film, 

when the women and children in Fort Edward beg the elderly General Webb to tell a war 

story. As the camera focuses on him and he clears his throat and begins to speak, he is 

interrupted by Uncas, who arrives at the doorway with his message about the French and 

Huron preparations for battle. He's interrupted, then, by the story of the Munro sisters 

and Fort William Henry, which takes the place of the war story he was about to tell and 

becomes a pictorial representation of it. The Munro sisters' story involves leaving the 

safe, domestic space of the fort for the wilderness, and the contrast between enclosed, 

feminized spaces and the masculine outdoors introduced in this scene is prominent 

throughout the rest of the film.'" 

Russian formalist critic Jurij Lotman suggests that the "modem plot-texf 

combines mythic and anecdotal or "news" elements—what organizes the world and what 

adds details to the hearer's knowledge of that world (163). The mythic plot elements take 

the particular form of death and resurrection: "The elementary sequence of events can be 

reduced to a chain: entry into a closed space—emergence from it.. ..Inasmuch as closed 

space can be interpreted as 'a cave,' 'the grave,' 'a house,' 'woman.'.. .entry into it is 

interpreted on various levels as 'death,' 'conception,' return home' and so on..." (168). 

These plot elements, which Lotman asserts "take us back, either consciously or 
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Peter Lehman, writing about race, gender and capitalism in The Searchers, and feminist 

film theorist Teresa De Lauretis, use Lotman's theories to interpret the penetration of 

closed spaces in film as metaphors for the violent male invasion of female bodies. 

The Last of the Mohicans articulates deep cultural anxiety about genealogy and 

about the invasion of female bodies and spaces by the racial Other. Toumeur's use of 

cave entrances as framing devices for Uncas and the European sojourners renews the 

mythic qualities of The Last of the Mohicans as a story about the origin of a nation by 

marking a wilderness rebirth of the European characters as Americans. The cyclical 

nature of their transformation might also, for 1920s audiences, have called to mind the 

idea of the "natural" rise and fall of nations prevalent in the racial and national thinking 

of that decade. The cult of the vanishing American, which suggested that the decline of 

Native cultures was a sad but inevitable cost of the "natural" evolution of people and 

nations, was part of this thinking and is even more clearly manifested in George Seitz's 

film version of Zane Grey's The Vanishing American in 1925, as well as his 1936 version 

of The Last of the Mohicans. 

George Seitz, 1936 

Key changes in Seitz's film make it less a story about "miscegenation" than one 

about "love in the colonies," in which Anglo lovers come together in the context of 

danger posed by natives and wilderness. Hawk-eye is transformed into a young, 

romantic hero, while Alice's strong personality survives and Cora's weaker one is killed 

off (the sister's names are reversed in this version; Alice has dark hair and speaks her 
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mind, while Cora is blond and less bold). Uncas's romance with Cora is only a subplot; 

the film becomes one about Anglo-American nation-building, largely concerned with 

articulating the separation of an American identity from a corrupt and ineffective 

European hierarchy. The film faces the mora! dilemma of asserting American egalitarian 

values as the basis of its separation from Europe, while simultaneously justifying the 

separation and hierarchical categorization of white and Native (especially through 

endogamy). 

In an earlier story treatment for the film, Hawk-eye ends the relationship with 

Alice. In a final scene "Alice asks Hawk-eye. with whom there have been mutual 

protestations of love, if he is content to give her up. He says their lives are too different 

for them to find happiness in marriage so she returns to England with Heyward, who has 

always loved her, and Hawk-eye marches away with the new troops."" This earlier 

ending reinforces Hawk-eye as a Western male hero who cannot integrate into 

civilization and family, but Alice's marriage to Heyward doesn't provide the synthesis 

between Europe and America that marks this version of the story, nor does the 

reproductive couple, returning to England, represent an American inheritance of Indian 

land. By uniting Alice and Hawk-eye in the filmed version, however tenuously, their 

"differences" are overcome and they come to stand for "whiteness" in the new world. 

The difference that remains is between whiteness and Indianness or savagery. 

As a star vehicle for Randolph Scott, who often acted in Westerns and light 

comedies in the 1930s, and who became a major star in the 1940s playing tough Western 

heroes, the film becomes a Western set in the East. By the mid-1930s, during the height' 
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of the Depression, all the major studios were losing money except'MGM, and for this 

film (from Reliance studios, released through United Artists) the Depression economy 

meant no location shooting and a small budget. Additionally, the film's focus on and 

rejection of British hierarchy takes the shape of populist solidarity as Hawk-eye and his 

fellow frontiersman continually talk back to stuffy European military men.'^ 

Like many films coping with the new sound technology. The Last of the Mohicans 

relies heavily on dialogue and its soundtrack; visually it is far poorer than Toumeur and 

Brown's earlier version. Working with the cumbersome sound equipment and with a 

tight budget (Seitz was known for finishing films on time and under budget, while 

Toumeur's The Last of the Mohicans ran $25,000 over budget), Seitz shot very little of 

the film outdoors. The exterior settings resemble park more than wilderness, and the 

wilderness scenes shot in the studio have tinny sound and a utilitarian, synthetic look. 

Barker and Sab in rightly point to the historical context of American isolationism 

and the Great Depression as the reason for many of Seitz's changes to the story. In 

particular, the Hays office enforced political as well as moral censorship, preventing 

films from depicting anything that would offend European governments or advocate 

American involvement with European affairs (though Seitz represents the British class 

system as inferior to American democracy in The Last of the Mohicans). Relations 

between England and the colonies are depicted positively through the relationship 

between Duncan Hejward and Hawk-eye, who begin as enemies but who gain respect for 

one another and for their differences by the end. The film opens in England, with a 

gluttonous George II ("German George" stuffing sausages in his mouth is probably a 
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veiled criticism of Germany's role in WWI and the rise of Nazism) receiving conflicting 

advice about whether North America is "a useless wilderness" or "the raw material of an 

Empire."^^ King George dispatches Major Heyward to the colonies with the lines "Do 

you think you'll find any difficulty adapting yourself to a new country, Major?" 

Heyward replies, "The British Army has always adapted a new country to England, sire." 

Once in the colonies, however, snobbish, class- and rule-bound Englishmen repeatedly 

encounter Yankees who put them in their place with defiance, humor, and snappy but 

anachronistic dialogue (Hawk-eye's streetwise lines to the upright and uptight Major 

Heyward include "Watcha stalkin" Robin Redbreast, worms?" and "We're not playin' 

pitch-pennies. Major, this is a shootin' match!"). 

The, Hays office Production Code regulated cinematic depictions of race and 

sexuality, and the Code (widely enforced after 1934) explicitly forbade "miscegenation" 

on screen.'^ The cross-racial love triangle in Toumeur and Brown's film becomes all 

white (Heyward, Alice and Hawk-eye) in Seitz's version. Because the personalities of 

the sisters are reversed, it is the weaker, blond sister who jumps off the cliff to avoid 

Magua, and the stronger, dark haired sister survives to help found the new country. 

Uncas' romantic interest in Cora is not clearly returned, as she is grieving for her English 

lover who was lost at sea (a character not in Cooper's novel or any previous cinematic 

adaptation of it). Their relationship is developed in the film only as a subplot 

highlighting the main romance between Alice and Hawk-eye. When Uncas first sees the 

sisters, Cora is standing on a trunk fall of petticoats, literally on a pedestal of femininity. 

Uncas steps forward as if seeing a vision, a gesture which alarms Cora. Later, when they 
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are in the woods together, Uncas explains that the turtle tattooed on Ms chest is a mark of 

nobility. When Uncas is wounded, Cora conies to visit him and he notices her ring, worn 

on her left ring finger as in a marriage, that belonged to her English lover. As the caiiera 

focuses on their clasped hands, Cora identifies the ring as the "chief mark" for her 

people, and tells Uncas that it says "Semper Valor. That means always brave, like you." 

Cora later leaves the ring on a trail to indicate to. Uncas where she's been taken, and when 

the two are dying and Uncas reaches for Cora's hand, he is wearing the ring on his little 

finger, symbolically replacing Cora's lover. Despite these scenes in which the characters 

teach one another to read the visual "grammar" of rank in their respective cultures, the 

romantic commitment seems to be all on Uncas's side. Mary Louis Pratt suggests that 

this pattern represents a kind of "anti-conquest" narrative in which "romantic love rather 

than filial servitude or force guarantee the willful submission of the colonized" (97). 

As in the 1920 version, the film uses costume, makeup and hairstyles to guide the 

viewer's visualization of "good" and "bad" Native characters. While Chingachgook and 

Uncas wear braids and feathers vaguely .suggestive of Plains Indian hairstyles, the enemy 

Indians (Magua and the Mohawks) wear mohawk hairstyles, more visually shocking to 

white audiences and meant to indicate a more savage, irredeemable nature. When Magua 

first betrays Heyward and the Munro sisters in the woods, Hawk-eye, Chingachgook and 

Uncas come to the rescue. He5Avard aims his musket at Uncas and Chingachgook, but 

Alice says "Don't shoot! Can't you see they're different fi"om the others?" Heyward 

replies, "I don't trust any of them." Heyward's inability to see the differences between 

savage reactionary and noble anachronism (even with the telltale hairstyles) mirrors his 
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own inability to camouflage in the woods with his red British Army uniform. In fact, 

Hawk-eye refuses to join the British because "I have more sense than to wear a red coat 

in the woods." Heyward is also unable to see the difference between Uncas and 

Chingachgook and the adopted Hawk-eye, a critical difference for the viewing audience: 

"I don't trust him," Heyward says of Hawk-eye, "He's little more than a white savage 

himself" With Heyward as a foil, Hawk-eye and Alice become the viewer's guide to 

visualizing racial differences. They can tell who is "different from the others." Even the 

Native characters don't see as well as Hawk-eye and Alice do; when Heyward tries to 

pass as Hawk-eye in the Huron camp in order to trade his life for Alice's, the Hurons are 

fooled by Heyward's stolen costume until Hawk-eye proves his identity with his 

sharpshooting abilities. 

The film returns repeatedly to questions of precedence on the land. When Hawk-

eye and Alice find a burned cabin in the woods, Hawk-eye says, "I knew these folks and 

blazed the trail that brought them here." Later, still in the woods, Alice asks him if he 

ever gets lonely in the woods and curious about the rest of the world. Hawk-eye replies: 

A man could spend a lifetime exploring this country and never walk the 

same trail twice. Men have only touched it. Why out behind the Ohio is a 

land where no white man has ever been. Every time I open up a new trail 

I—I like to think that others will follow, and maybe someday build a big 

city at its end. I wonder if you can understand what it means to be the 
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Alice later repeats this sentiment back to Hawk-eye in her closing lines: "You know it 

takes more than rifles to build a new civilization—it takes spinning wheels too, and, well 

that's the woman's way of being first. When you come back, I'll be waiting for you in 

Albany." The film goes to great pains to establish the American colonists as the "first," 

rather than the Native tribes, the British, or the French. As in many Westerns, Manifest 

Destiny emerges as a sense of white (but not European) entitlement to land, and here 

Hawk-eye becomes the redeemer-hero and ultra-masculine loner who makes civilization 

possible but cannot join in it himself. Alice works hard to convince him to trust their 

romantic inclinations, but even at the end of the film we see him marching away from her 

rather than towards her. 

When Colonel Munro says that he needs more than Hawk-eye's word that the 

settlements are threatened in order to release the militiamen from duty, one frontiersman 

defends Hawk-eye's honor by saying "His word was good on this frontier long before 

you arrived. Colonel!" As he speaks these words. Chingachgook is framed directly 

between Hawk-eye and Duncan Heyward. a framing which suggests that the argument 

over whose words were "good on this frontier" first must include the actual first people. 

In contrast to Hawk-eye's talk about being first, however, Uncas and Chingachgook utter 

lines such as "All my people gone, killed in Huron war" and "my flame is ashes, your 

flam.e is bright," indicating their relinquishing of sovereignty over the land—^they never 

assert primacy. 

Deeply connected to the idea of precedence is the film's preoccupation with 

issues of law. When Magua brings the Munro sisters to the Huron camp and presents 



112 

them to Tameniind, he declares that Alice will bum at the stake, and demands Cora for a 

wife; 

Tameniind: My son, she is unwilling. 

Magua: I took these women, it is for me to say. 

Tamenund: Manitou has given us a law. It is for law to say! 

Alice: What kind of a law can you have? 

Tamenund: White squaw, listen! Our fathers planted com, hunted deer in 

these forests, many moons before white man's war canoe crossed great 

salt water. Our law is good! It is for wife to choose between Magua and 

fire. 

In this sequence. Tamenund points to the validity of Huron claims to both land and their 

own law. Later, when Chingachgook and Magua fight one another, they throw down 

their guns and fight with tomahawks. Hawk-eye stops Heyward from interfering, saying 

"They must settle it by their own tribal laws. We can't interfere." These lines seem to 

imply a deeper isolationism, suggesting that even on the American continent, different 

peoples should remain separate. While respecting Mohican laws. Hawk-eye breaks 

English laws; his speaking truth "from the heart" and Hey ward's speaking "from the 

army rulebook" are constantly counterposed as Hawk-eye is court-martialed for sedition. 

The film weaves together concerns about precedence, law and isolationism to 

emphasize that "racial" and cultural mixture has no place in the founding story of the 

nation. Promotional materials for the film emphasize its educational value, indicating 

that youth audiences were a primary target. A "Photoplay Studies" pamphlet was 
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prepared by a high school teacher as an "educational and recreational guide" for use in 

schools, and posters highlighted the all-white love triangle. One poster depicts Heyward, 

Alice and Hawk-eye, with smaller pictures of Magua, Chingachgook and Uncas above 

them, accompanied by short explications of Indian appearance. 

The poster's visuals suggest that through the narrative framework of a white love 

triangle, Indian ways will be revealed to viewers, who will learn to read the "grammar" 

of appearance from skin color to hair style, costume and accouterments. While the 

materials don't make the point-blank claims of authenticity that Mann would make for 

his 1992 version, by advertising the film as a cultural and historical teaching aide 

marketers implied fidelity not only to Cooper's novel but also to historical and 

ethnographic truth. 
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Michael Mann, 1992 

Unlike the conversation that was also a rivalry between D.W. Griffith and 

Maurice Toumeur in the first decades of the century, the influence of George Seitz on 

Michael Mann is generational—just as the relationship between Hawk-eye and 

Chingachgook becomes one of father and son in Mann's film. While an 1826 reviewer 

wrote that "Mr. Cooper has the almost singular merit of writing American novels which 

everybody reads" (Gardiner, qtd. in White 82 ), by 1992 when Mann made his film 

version, reviewers were writing that Cooper's "adult audience is long gone" 

(Brookhiser). The transitional stage of the story's life cycle is Seitz's 1936 version, 

made during a time when Cooper and Westerns modeled boys' play. As a founding 

story. Cooper's tale had by the 1930s shifted genres from adult to children's fare, and 

Mann was influenced by his childhood viewing of the film, writing that it was "probably 

the first film 1 saw as a child. It was a black-and-white 16 millimeter print, and I must 

have been three or four—it's the first sense memory I have of a motion picture."^^ His 

own remake is an adult vision of that early experience. The 1992 film's nostalgia for 

pristine wilderness and pre-contact Native cultures flises with a nostalgia for boyhood, 

black-and-white Westerns, and unselfconscious immersion in the experience of 

spectatorship and identification. 

Critics picked up on Mann's success in re-creating this feeling on the set and in 

the film: Time reporter Richard Schickel wrote, "Whether it was because we were young 

or the movies were young or the world was at least youngish, old-fashioned Hollywood 

history was exhilarating. In retrospect there is something alarming about its simplicities 
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and the enthusiasm we brought to it.. .[Mann's film] reanimates that long-ago feeling 

without patronizing it—and without making us think we will wake up some day once 

again embarrassed by it" (72); Terence Rafferty writes in the New Yorker that "Mann's 

movie is more like a reverie on adventure-movie themes, and its effect is almost literally 

hypnotic: it takes you back and takes you back, and after a while you're convinced that 

you're feeling what you felt when you were younger and believed in stuff like this. The 

new 'Last of the Mohicans' plays like the main feature at the inner-children's matinee" 

(161); Boxoffice's reviewer wrote that the film "reminds us of the great action-adventure 

films of the '30s and '40s because it speaks in the present tense" (Greene, "Last," R-85); 

and L.A. Weekly's Arion Berger called the film set "everything a boy adventure needs 

except a sign reading 'No Gurls.' Mann...and star Day-Lewis toyed with flintlocks and 

learned to skin animals in something like a lavishly subsidized wildman retreat.""' While 

most reviewers praised the acting, cinematography, and historical details of the film, 

many also critiqued the vague storytelling, calling the film "a narrative muddle" (Rea). 

and "opaquely violent" (Denby). 

Most reviews also mention Mann's political savvy in casting former American 

Indian Movement leader Russell Means as Chingachgook, as well as Dennis Banks in a 

smaller role. Having had almost no previous acting experience. Means threw himself 

into the role and promotion of the film, publicly contrasting the fihn to Dances with 

Wolves, which he called "Lawrence of the Plains" (Victory), in which "The Good Indian 

17 
and the Bad Indian were virtually indistinguishable" (Dutka 25). ' Means as well as 

many reviewers commend the well-developed motivation of Wes Studi's Magua. 
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Means's only criticism of the film was the scene in which the Munro sisters are brought 

to the Huron camp, which he felt juxtaposed "bloodthirsty Indian villagers" with "the 

white princess" (Dutka 27). His claims about the politics of his representation of 

Chingachgook were somewhat contradictory—in one interview he claimed that "I am 

Chingachgook" (Hooper), while in another he distanced himself from the role and from 

images of Indians in film in general by talking about other acting career ambitions: 

"Italians and other have piayed Indians for decades. I'm going to be playing an Italian— 

maybe an Irishman!" (referring to Irish actor Daniel Day-Lewis's role "playing Indian" 

as Hawk-eye) ("Off the Beaten Path"). Means's and Banks's participation in the film 

was part of Mann's deliberate attempt to position the film as a revisionist and liberal 

breakthrough in representations of Native Americans (a marketing tactic that has also 

worked for "Indian dramas" and "pro-Indian Westerns" in different eras). Mann's 

casting does indeed contribute to the unraveling of the tradition of "redface" in 

Hollywood productions, though as Means's comments suggest, narrative attention 

remains focused on the Anglo stars. Means himself had more lines off-screen than on

screen. 

Unlike the 1936 talkie, Mann's 1992 version of The Last of the Mohicans is 

visually lush. It is as much about the landscape as about the characters. Frequently the 

camera lingers on spectacularly beautiful scenery before or after characters occupy the 

frame, and the scenery highlighted in this way (a waterfall, the stone face of a cliff, a 

streambed with fall leaves, and mountain vistas in early morning mist) strongly resembles 

the calendar-style photography for wilderness organizations such as the Sierra Club. 



Such photography is both decorative and meant to inspire political support for wilderness 

preservation. Dante Spinotti's cinematography updates the film for an audience in love 

with the beauty of the environment-as-national-park, the "garden" described by critics 

Trinh T. Minh-ha and Ella Shohat.'^ According to Trinh T. Minh-ha, Western culture 

constructs systems of Apartheid and "reservations" where difference becomes 

"specialness" to be appreciated, and even mandated, by the dominant culture as long as 

that difference remains subject to boundaries. J. Hobennan in his review of the film for 

the Village Voice calls the film's setting "a mental national park of cliffs and falls" (55). 

In its garden, difference becomes decoration as a relief from the standardized sameness of 

the dominant culture. Difference is allowed to exist because it is contained within a 

bounded space—literally the frame of the film, in this case. There's also a strong sense 

of a fictional "then"; a temporally contained space of difference—imagined as the 

"untouched" or pristine landscape of the past—is rendered visually accessible to modem 

viewers. 

Mann's film opens with a scene of pursuit: Daniel Day-Lewis as Hawk-eye tracks 

an elk. He runs through the forest and kills the stag with total competence—^more 

competence than Chingachgook and Uncas, who accompany Mm and who have a much 

less prominent role in the film than in previous versions. This theme of pursuit and 

male competence becomes a defining one for the film. Chingachgook's (Russell Means) 

reverent speech to the elk establishes it as part of nature, something to be pursued and 

respected. Cora becomes the "elk" later in 'the film—the object of pursuit—when she has 

been captured by Magua and the Hurons. We see similar shots of Hawk-eye tracking and 
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pursuing Cora with the same intensity and competence of the opening scene. At the end 

of the film, Chingachgook's prayer honoring the slain Uncas echoes Ms prayer over the 

slain deer, positioning Uncas—or perhaps Indian spirituality and wilderness competence 

itself— as the "captured" element for spiritual and spectatorial consumption. 

Laura Mulvey uses Lacan's theory of the mirror phase to suggest that male 

spectators identify with the total competence of the male hero in film, and while female 

characters provide the object or goal that drives the quest, they do not enter the action of 

the film as agents of their own destinies. The pursuit scenes in Mann's film enact very 

precisely Mulvey's paradigm; while echoing D.W. Griffith's "ride-to-the-rescue" of a 

white womanhood that also stands for nationhood, the 1992 Mohicans conflates the elk, 

the woman, the Indian and the land as the object of Hawk-eye's quest. In Mann's film, 

this competence is racialized and nationalized. Hawk-eye has total competence, but his 

adopted family Uncas and Chingachgook are less competent. Uncas' lesser competence 

in pursuit (of the elk and of Alice) and in fighting lead to his death at the end of the 

film—^he is both pursuer and pursued. Least competent of all in the wilderness and in 

war are the British soldiers, whose red coats and fornial battlefield techniques make them 

easy targets for the Hurons who know how to camouflage themselves in the woods and 

who use guerrilla fighting tactics to their advantage. While the film appears to be about 

the elusive objects of desire and pursuit—the elk, Cora, Uncas—^it centers instead on the 

agents of p ursuit, specifically the ultra-competent Hawk-eye. Through him, viewers see, 

act, understand. Mann's film is about Anglo men "going native," and his vision for the 

film seems to come Irom his own earliest cinematic experience of masculinity as 



overpoweringly competent. Mann's and the screenwriters' story emphasizes Hawk-eye's 

pure and Adamic qualities even as it recreates Mm as a seductive romantic hero. Hawk-

eye is the "wanna-be" who got to be Indian. 

Since the i960s and 1970s, Indian identity has become increasingly acceptable 

and desirable among mainstream Americans, with many more people seeking to claim 

Native American ancestry.'® Attempts to manage the question of who is and isn't 

Indian—for the purposes of government services, scholarships, crafts fairs and markets, 

etc.—take the forms of both precise and extensive documentation (the Certificate of 

Degree of Indian Blood, for example,) and influential, representative fantasies in 

narratives such as Dances with Wolves and The Last of the Mohicans. Marianna 

Torgovnick, writing about the primitivist impulse in Western culture, connects the last 

thirty years' fascination with Indians to an Anglo desire to occupy a narrative "space 

close to nature that has been coded as 'Indian'" (140), specifying the Western concept of 

nature as ecstatic, anti-rational, and "oceanic." Regarding Mann's film, Torgovnick 

writes, "the whites are allowed to stand at the movie's end as the inheritors and 

perpetuators of Indian ways after the actual Indians are dead or as good as dead" (139).^' 

Hawk-eye. as the "man who knows Indians," is central to this process of structural 

displacement. 

As fiirther evidence of displacement, when Hawk-eye offers Cora a Mohican 

creation story as an explanation of his worldview, even the stars in the sky become a 

monument to massacred settlers rather than to the massacred Mohicans. Ultimately, the 

Native characters are subjected to the same "good Indian"/"bad Indian" stereotypes, the 
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noble anachronism of CMngachgook and Uncas vs. the Huron savage reactionaries. 

While Mann's film purports to tell a story about a hybrid frontier, and to revise images of 

Native people onscreen, Ms use of Philip Dunne's screenplay and major plot elements 

from the 1936 version undermine that project, for example when Chingachgook prays for 

Uncas at the end of the film: 

Great Spirit, and maker of all life, a warrior goes to you swift and straight 

as an arrow shot into the sun. Welcome him, and let him take his place at 

the council fires of my people. For he is Uncas, my son. Tell them to be 

patient, and ask death for speed, for they are all there but one, I, 

Chingachgook, last of the Mohicans. 

This speech is lifted almost verbatim from the 1936 version, and the fact that 

Chingachgook speaks the prayer in English stands in contrast to his use of his native 

language for most of the film.^^ Critic Gary Edgerton calls this a moment of "pure 

Hollywood hokum" that controverts the film's carefol attention to "surface realism" in 

costume, props, settings and other indications of the cultures and period (7, 11). 

Chingachgook also reiterates here the formula of the Vanishing American, and the film 

posits that it is the Native character who speaks the lament. Gary Edgerton notes that 

Marm's film reinstates the view that different races are "a breed apart," and that attempts 

to understand or mingle culturally and racially are literally fruitless. Mann's confidence 

that "surface realism" can depict authentic history and human experience replicates D.W. 

Griffith's notion that history-as-master-narrative could be conveyed via spectacle.^^ 



Mann's careflilly researched cinematic images construct a story about Native 

authenticity, while the plot narrates a white fantasy of Native artifice. He had a full 

replica built of Fort William Henry built from period drawings and plans, and trained 300 

of the 800 Native American extras in hand-to-hand combat and 18**^ century weaponry 

(Sherwood, Engel; see also Maslin, Dutka). He imagines Hawk-eye as both ultra-

masculine (Daniel Day-Lewis is "one of four guys in America who can reload a flintlock 

rifle at a full run") and a "proto-democrat, but within the Mohican system" (qtd. in Engel 

12). Already famous for his attention to detail and dictatorial style, Mann made a film 

based on a 5'^ or 6*^ generation re-make, yet claimed authenticity for the film, saying that 

"placing us ethnocentrically inside an Indian culture, through Hawk-eye, is one of the 

hardest challenges of this picture for me. Maybe it's a subtlety, but it's shot from inside 

Mohican culture" ("Interview") and "The details make this movie ring true. Audiences 

today are more visually sophisticated. They know the real deal, and they know when 

they've been shortchanged" (qtd. in Ansen 49). At the same time, Mann asserts that "I'm 

using history, not doing it" (Dutka 26). But Mann's claim to offer audiences an cmic 

window on a tribal worldview through Hawk-eye is a strategy that goes back to Cooper's 

original Leatherstocking novels. 

In Mann's film, as Hawk-eye, Uncas and Chingachgook prepare to leave 

Heyward and the Munro sisters in a cave behind a waterfall, Cora (seeming to intuitively 

understand the Mohican language the men are speaking) urges Hawk-eye to save himself, 

saying "If one of us survives, something of the other does too." It is not Cora who dies, 

but Alice and Uncas, and the closing scene suggests that soon Chingachgook will die and 



leave Hawk-eye and Cora as Ms heirs. In view of the film's plot as a whole, Cora's 

philosophy helps to explain Hawk-eye's inheritance of the new world from his adopted 

Mohican family. The Anglo-American founding couple survives to take on "something 

of the other"—the frontier competence and Mohican ability to "read" the wilderness 

landscape and people—and through these abilities they also take on the land base of the 

"vanishing" Mohicans. Such a philosophy also suggests that the nostalgia for what one 

has destroyed can be alleviated by taking on "something of the other." and that Native 

American cultures can survive through Anglo representations, enactments or 

embodiments of them. Cora's plea, then, becomes part of the philosophy of the telling 

and retelling of The Last of the Mohicans. Although noble savages and mixed-race 

couples die, something of their otherness survives in the Anglo couple who go on to 

found the new American nation. That "something" is also made available for absorption 

into viewers' understanding of American history and identity through the film's 

marketing materials, which often promote its educational uses. 

The film presents an assimilation that avoids racial mixture yet still offers 

entitlement through frontier hybridity. Christine Edwards Alfred, writing about tum-of-

the-century representations of Indians in Harper's, calls the Indian "capacity to generate 

others' cultural identity" the "Indian 'touch'" (2). In Mohicans, that 'touch,' or quasi-

Indian cultural identity, substitutes for "miscegenation" or mixed-blood identity as a form 

of kinship that binds Anglos to the land and authorizes their inheritance. The story's 

abhorrence of "miscegenation" denies the possibility of kinship between Anglos and 

Native Americans, yet the Anglo characters claim Indianness and Indian land as an 



inheritance, a "birthright" usually based on kinship. This simultaneous assertion and 

denial of kinship mystifies kinship relations and suppresses tribal sovereignty and Native 

self-representation, since Indians must disappear for the Anglo couple to derive from 

their death. 

The versions of The Last of the Mohicans from 1909 to 1992 have moved farther 

and farther away from depictions of cross-racial romance, despite the fact that 

"miscegenation" and representations of it on screen have become not only legal but 

commonplace (for example, recent episodes of the popular TV family sitcom Malcolm in 

the Middle explore the marriage of Anglo and Alaska Native teenagers). Mann's film 

offers the substitution of historical details and the figure of Hawk-eye for a Native voice, 

replicating his own childhood experiences with the story on screen rather than the notion 

of revisionism he advocates in interviews and marketing rhetoric. This suggests that for 

ail the filmed adaptations, which have become part of the way Americans understand 

themselves, the tenacity of Cooper's story is due in part to the cumulative and collective 

process of stor3^eiling itself. Rather than telling the story of cultural contact, of reaching 

out to others, these films tell self-reflexive stories that "take us back" in time to another 

generation of filmmakers and viewers. The films thus enact a twofold nostalgia, yearning 

for a more pristine and noble America, while reflecting on intertextual and 

intergenerational relationships "between men" in the film industry itself 
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Notes 

' According to 20®^^ Century Fox's market testing in 1991 (just before Michael Mann's 

film version of Mohicans was released), only 5% of Americans had read The Last of the 

Mohicans, though 90% knew its title ( "Mann for All Seasons"). One Wall Street Journal 

reporter speculated that the title's familiarity didn't guarantee an audience for Mann's 

film, since it might trigger a "bad memory of stilted 19^ century language firom a high 

school reading lisf (Turner B4). The book was better known in Europe, accounting in 

part for the film's strong commercial success there. 

~ Three versions were released in 1911, including Pat Powers' The Last of the Mohicans 

(single-reeler), Thanho user's The Last of the Mohicans (single-reeler), and In the Days of 

the Six Nations by an unknown director (two-reeler), but all of these are now probably 

lost. Since then, there have been at least sixteen other film and television versions, 

though many of these have also been lost and arc only known through brief references in 

film indexes and other sources (See Barker and Sabin). 

^ The print of The Leatherstocking in the Library of Congress is without intertitles and 

has several scenes out of sequence, suggesting the possibility that the film may be 

incomplete. 

^ Ray Greene of the Village View wrote in 1992 that Toumeur and Brown's version of 

Mohicans "is often surprisingly contemporary in its racial attitudes for a 72-year-old film, 

exhibiting a compassion for Native Americans it would talce the rest of Hollywood three 

decades (until 1950's Broken Arrow) to catch up to" (8). 
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^ See Horak, and Barker and Sabin. 

^ See chapter 3, "Race and Inheritance in the Silent Western" for a discussion of early 

20*'' century racial thinking and eugenics policies. 

'' The Last of the Mohicans (1920) clipping file. Pacific Film Archive 9 September - 30 

November, 1972. Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 

Sciences. Beverly Hills, California. 

^ Cooper scholar Jeffrey Walker has asserted that "Cooper has been generally 

misinterpreted and misrepresented by filmmakers" (172) and that cinematic versions of 

The Last of the Mohicans turn the story into a romance that ignores the novel's emphasis 

on "the end of a race" (181). He finds that Hollywood directors have "rewritten Cooper's 

plot, miscast and mislabeled his characters, modernized his dialogue, misunderstood his 

themes, and misrepresented history" (184). A considerable body of film criticism 

addressing issues of verisimilitude in literary adaptation already exists (see Reynolds, 

McFarlane, Naremore). In fact, any retelling will differ from its source, and certainly any 

retelling in the twentieth century will differ considerably from a nineteenth century 

source. Walker's emphasis on the "historical and textual veracity" of Cooper's original 

supposes a questionable authenticity rather than interrogating the historical veracity of 

"the end of a race" or the Vanishing American lament. 

^ For a discussion of the Toumeur's relationship to transcendentalist painters and 

thinkers, see Greene. See Cagle on the influence on Toumeur of late Victorian art 

photography, German Expressionism, and the rapid cutting techniques of director Mack 

Sennett. According to Cagle, Toumeur was one of the earliest filmmakers to consistently 
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use camera techniques such as movmement and rapid cutting rather than dissolves and 

iris shots (3). See Koszarski on the rivair}' between D.W. Griifith, Toumeur and Rex 

Ingram, and on Toumeur's "Pre-Caligari expressionism" and use of photographic 

approaches to distinguish the "real" from the "unreal" (25). 

See Koszarski for an extensive discussion of Tourneur's use of masking, arches and 

caves to create a sense of artifice and theatricality. 

" Story treatment 14 April 1936, The Last of the Mohicans. Margaret Merrick Library, 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Beverly Hills, CA. 

In his autobiography, scriptwriter Philip Dunne notes that his script, co-authored with 

John Balderston, emphasized the cross-racial love story and historical detail: "ours was a 

full-bodied screenplay, combining adventure and excitement with what we considered 

some respectable poetry in the love story between the patrician English girl and the 

young Mohican brave. Above all, we painted an authentic picture of colonial American 

in the eighteenth century." While the writers were away and the script was inactive, 

producer Edward Small hired additional writers who "succeeded in turning our authentic 

eighteenth-century piece into a third-rate Western. The characters even spoke to each 

other in twentieth-century colloquialisms, and each had been rendered banal beyond 

belief (35). 

The addition of George II, not originally in Cooper's novel, sparked an exchange of 

memos between producers at Reliance, Joseph Breen in the Hays office, and Frederick L. 

Herron, the Foreign Manager at the MPPDA regarding the appropriateness of the veiled 

criticism of "German George." Herron concludes that "we could take the same liberties 
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with George II that the English producers took with Charles and Henry in their 

productions." (MPAA file, The Last of the Mohicans 1936, Reliance, Margaret Herrick 

Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Beverly Hills, CA). 

The MPAA files on this version, however, show no concern about the possibility of 

cross-racial marriage, perhaps because the screenplay had already downplayed the 

relationship between Uncas and Alice, and perhaps because of the classic status of 

Cooper's story. Censors were concerned instead about depictions of violence. In a 

memo to Edward Small at Reliance, Breen writes that the Hays office is "concerned 

about the details of cruelty, brutality, and gruesomeness in this story. While we realize, 

of course, that this is a historical and authentic narrative, we must remind you that the 

excessive realism intended to be portrayed here is bound to be offensive from the 

standpoint of the Production Code, and of political censorship. Only extremely careful 

shooting can prevent mutilation of the finished picture." Breen goes on to list sixteen 

objectionable scenes, including several scalpings and a depiction of women "camp 

followers" who might be interpreted as prostitutes. (MPAA file on The Last of the 

Mohicans, 1936, Reliance. Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts 

and Sciences, Beverly Hills, CA). Though the violence and other aspects of the film 

appear patently fake today, they seemed "awesomely threatening" to director Michael 

Mann as a child (Engel 12). 

Qtd. in Edgerton. See also Schickel. 

At the same time, the conservative Christian "ChildCare Action Project: Christian 

Analysis of American Culture" webpage criticizes the film's depiction of an abducted 
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woman's suicide "ostensibly after and maybe because of being defiled by her captor," as 

well as the "many, many scenes of exposure of the flesh of the posterior of the Native 

Americans." 

See Pool's L.A. Times article on the need for Native actors auditioning for Mohicans to 

have official tribal identification cards with them, and on the reactions among Native 

actors to the requirement that they shave their hair for the film. 

Although Mann and most sources claim that the filming took place in old-growth forest 

in North Carolina, John Hood, writing in the in the Wall Street Journal, claims that the 

Fort William Henry scenes were shot on a "corporate-managed private forest" that had 

been clear-cut within 10-20 years of the filming. Hood argues against "blanket 

condemnation" of clear-cutting, concluding that readers should "drink in all that beautiful 

scenery. And never feel guilty about paper products again." Hood's article illustrates the 

way that groups use Hollywood productions for differing agendas. While Mann 

advertised the use of old-growth forest when making claims about the film's 

"authenticity" and to attract environmentally conscious audiences, Hood points to the 

beauty of the film's woodland scenes in arguing that for-profit forestry doesn't mar the 

view. 

See Edgerton's calculation of the difference in screen time for Day-Lewis and for 

Schweig and Means. Reviewers picked up on this trend also—see Ansen, Bernstein. The 

elk in the opening scenes was filmed separately fi^om the hunting scene, running at 

random in a pen. According to the American Humane Movie Review, a taxidermied elk 
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on a dolly and track (pulled so that it tumbled at the end of the track) was filmed for the 

scene in which the elk is killed. 

See Torgovnick 135-136 for statistics on the increased numbers of Americans 

identifying as Indian. While films such as The Last of the Mohicans (1992) feed 

American fantasies of taking on "something of the other," other films, such as How to 

Trace Your Native American Heritage, produced by Rich-Heape Films, Inc., and 

marketed on the internet, olfer to help customers "find your place in the circle of life." 

In an effort to guarantee "authenticity" in this climate, the government has established the 

CDIB cards, often referred to as "white cards." These are often required to apply for 

Indian craft fairs, for example, and for auditions for films like The Last of the Mohicans. 

Bourassa takes a very different view of the film, asserting that its commercial failure 

"implies the film's relusal to take on its ideological labor obediently" (732). Bourassa 

contrasts Mann's film to Costner's spectacularly successful Dances with Wolves, which 

"under the guise of revisionist history gives us the same old story" (732) (something 

critics have said about Mann's film as well). Noting that Mohicans disrupts "familiarity" 

and repudiates "escape" and "message," Bourassa sees in the Mohican characters the 

"embodiment of the principle of passing" which "locates them outside of the historical 

process that surrounds them. They are.. .the third term that constantly erupts in the 

binary machine of history" (733). Bourassa's assumption of the film's commercial failure 

is questionable, however, since the film surprised many with eariy box-office success (it 

opened at no. 1 on September 25^, earning $10,976,661 in its first weekend). Though the 

film's cost went over budget to $40 million, the film grossed over $60 million in the U.S. 
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alone and sold extremely well in Europe. Most trade journals reported that 20'^*' Century 

Fox and Morgan Creek International (which purchased the foreign distribution rights for 

about half the original production budget) were pleased with the film's financial success, 

and 20"^ Centuiy Fox's marketing department won a Film Info Council award for its 

promotion of the film (Grove, LJlmer, Pendleton, Turner. Clipping file for The Last of the 

Mohicans 1992. Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 

Sciences, Beverly Hills, California). 

Complicating this "code-switching" scene is the fact that because the Mohican and 

Wyandot (Huron) languages are no longer spoken, the the Mohican characters actually 

speak Munsee Delaware, the Hurons speak Mohawk, and some extras speak their native 

language of Onondaga while Wes Studi speaks Cherokee, his native language (Engel 9). 

See Rogin's analysis of historical narrative and spectacle in Griffith's The Birth of a 

Nation. 
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CHAPTER THREE; "THE CROSS-HEART PEOPLE": RACE AND 
INHERITANCE IN THE SILENT WESTERN 

...the heir is always the one who stays on the land 
—Boiirdieti, The Logic of Practice, 1990 

Silent Westerns and "Indian dramas" from 1908 to 1916 provide a remarkable 

window on Euro-American popular culture representations of the encounter between 

tribal peoples and the U.S. military and educational establishments. These early 

Westerns, many of them now unknown or unavailable outside of archives, provide a 

composite narrative that depicts the white "family on the land" emerging from the 

"broken home" of a previous mixed-race marriage, and that equates children, land, and 

gold as the spoils of failed romance, not of war.' The ordeal of separating children from 

their families and cultures through the Indian boarding-school policy—and the frauma of 

their return home as outsiders—is fully recognized in silent Westerns, which were 

produced during a time when Federal Indian policy encouraged both assimilation and 

removal from the land. In these talcs of interracial romance, captivity, and adoption, 

defining narrative features include doubling, mistaken identity, and the social and 

geographic dis-placement and re-placement of persons. Such narrative strategies 

reflected the physical acts of displacement and re-placement that have been hallmarks of 

U.S. American Indian policy, from Indian Removal and the Indian Wars through the slow 

erosion of reservation lands in the twentieth century. 

The Squaw Man (Apfel and De Mille 1914), the first feature-length Western, 

offers a particularly influential example of the pattern. The film tells the story of James 



Wyiinegate, a refugee from the corrapt English aristocracy, as he establishes a new life 

for himself in the American west. Jim's attempt at ranching fails, but in the process he 

has an affair with Nat-u-Ritch, the daughter of the local Indian chief." When he finds her 

making a tiny pair of moccasins, he rushes to get a pastor, who on arriving refuses to 

marry the cross-racial couple. Jim's ranch hands try to talk him out of the marriage as 

well, until he shows them the moccasins. The ranch hands then force the pastor at 

gunpoint to perform the ceremony in a racially-inflected version of the "shot-gun 

marriage." 

When the Earl of Kerhill—Jim's elder brother—suffers an accident in the Alps 

and in a dying confession clears his brother's name, his wife Diana, always secretly in 

love with Jim, travels to America to bring him home. The news reaches Jim, but his 

excitement is dampened by his realization that his family responsibilities keep him in the 

American west—he can never take his Indian wife home to England. The messenger 

convinces Jim to send his son instead, "He is the future Earl of Kerhill. He is entitled to 

the education of a gentleman—send him home with me."^ Nat-u-Ritch opposes sending 

away their son, and must be forcibly separated from him by Jim. The next morning Nat-

u-Ritch watches, stunned, from a bam window, as the group gets ready to journey back to 

England with her son. A ghostly presence, her stillness contrasts with the bustle below.'^ 

Her son, previously clothed in buckskin, now wears a tiny soldier's outfit and Jim tells 

him not to take his moccasins. First Jim holds the moccasins, then Nat-u-Ritch takes 

them, sneaks away with a gun, and shoots herself in a field behind the house. 



134 

In the closing scene, Lady Diana shields the boy from the sight of his dead 

mother, who occupies the bottom of the frame as ail the other characters—the Indians 

who were about to attack the town, the cowboy ranch hands, and the principal 

characters—focus on her prone form. Nat-u-Ritch's death "cleanses" her son of his 

Indian identity (represented once again by the tiny moccasins she holds when she kills 

herself). Her son's survival means that he will inherit western American land as well as 

an English estate and title, uniting Europe and America through inheritance. 

The plot—adapted from Edwin Milton Royle and Julie Opp Faversham's 

successful stage play and 1906 novel—is a defining one for cross-racial romance 

narrratives, and the film is a major landmark in the evolution of American cinema. 

Adapted for the screen three times by Cecil B. De Mille in 1914, 1918 and 1931, The 

Squaw Man launched both his directing career and Samuel Goldfish's Lasky Feature Play 

Co., which would later become the major studio Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.^ Why does The 

Squaw Man narrative—differing as it does from the early Westerns of Tom Mix, and 

certainly from such later iterations of the genre as John Ford's Stagecoach—hold such a 

crucial place in the development of the Western? And why does this story emerge so 

strongly in the first two decades of the twentieth centuiy? Why does this film, and others 

based on it, link Indian women's marriage to white men with the women's suicide? What 

is the significance of the forced separation of Indian mother and mixed-blood child that 

forms the heart of the film's conflict, as one family gives way to another? 

Between the turn of the century and the end of the silent era in American cinema, 

filmmakers developed the Western, a form borrowed in part from postbellum "western" 
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romances, as a narrative formula that frequently depicted violent encounters between 

Anglo migrants and native people on the frontier. A well-established tradition of literary 

captivity narratives was also translated onto film. In particular, Westerns portrayed the 

frontier as a proving ground where white women, threatened or taken captive by Indians, 

were the objects of spectacular rescues by white men. But The Squaw Man is a strange 

film, far removed from the images of savage hordes pursuing fleeing settlers that would 

come in later Westerns. 

Hollywood's silent era did not change the prevailing negative cultural stereotypes 

about Native Americans, but it did produce a large number of Westerns and 

documentaries that offered alternative viewpoints influenced by the reform movements 

and racial theories that were widespread at the time.'' Films about mixed-race romance 

and mixed-race children in the first and second decades of the twentieth century 

articulated and influenced public opinion about Native American assimilation 

(particularly about the taking of land and children through the Dawes Act and the 

boarding-school system), as well as public and academic speculation about the nature of 

race and culture. The films consistently contrast the acquisition of land and export of 

gold, oil and children from the west with the importance and value of family and even 

tribal obligations. 

The Squaw Man is also interwoven with subplots. In one of these, Nat-u-Ritch 

saves Jim by killing his nemesis, Cash Hawldns (played by William S. Hart), and is 

sought years later by the Sheriff for the crime. Nat-u-Ritch, then, takes on the typically 

masculine attribute of violence in the Western, becoming both victim and victimizer, so 
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that the taint of violent lawlessness dies with Nat-u-Ritch and Cash rather than remaining 

to complicate the relationship between Jim and Diana. Indianness, in the fantasy world 

of the Western, and in the fantasies of viewers, is a quality that can be acquired and cast 

off through one's personal contacts (as with a love affair or a marriage) or through one's 

performed identity (as with a costume in a play). The moccasins, for example, remain a 

symbol of the child's Indian identity from their first appearance, connecting him to his 

mother but easily shed for western clothes when the child is claimed by his father's 

relatives.'' 

Manifest Families 

Mary Louise Pratt theorizes a domestic incorporation of the colonized subject as a 

pattern of "loving and leaving" in colonial economies. Travel literatures depict an 

idealized "mystique of reciprocity" in both capitalist trading systems and cross-racial 

romances, while consistently narrating the failure of that reciprocity and the eventual 

breakdown of both capitalist trade and mixed-race relationships (96-97). According to 

Pratt, this "anti-conquest" narrative combines colonizing mastery with the impression of 

"innocence" and integrity. She writes, "It is easy to see transracial love plots as 

imaginings.. .in which romantic love rather than filial servitude or force guarantee the 

willful submission of the colonized" (97). 

Representations of cross-racial couples in silent Westerns perform precisely this 

assimilating or familiarizing function, bringing the Other into the family so that their 

goods and semces may be incorporated into the nation's inheritance even as the 

assimilated Other 'Vanishes" into obscurity.® Rayna Green suggests that this pattern has 
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taken specific form in North America, where representations of Indian men and women 

perform stereotj^ed Noble/Savage or Princess/Squaw functions, depending on their 

relationships with whites. The "Princess figure" is a "convert" who rejects or is rejected 

by her own people for her transgressive attraction to white culture and/or white 

individuals, and who may die as a result (704).^ The "squaw" figures denote a shamefiil 

sexuality that taints the men they associate with (hence the derogatory term "squaw 

man"). Mixed-race relationships, especially those between Indian women and white 

men, are one way in which the landscape and resources of the American west were 

represented cinematically as available for sexual, economic, and socio-political 

exploitation.'" 

Pierre Bourdieu establishes a link between romantic "impulses" and socio

economic institutions (particularly land use and educational systems) that offers a model 

for understanding the connection between representation of romantic race relations in 

early Westerns and the historical context from which such representations emerged. 

Bourdieu observes that "Marriage strategies are inseparable from inheritance strategies, 

fertility strategies, and even educational strategies," fiinctioning as "a kind of socially 

constituted instinct which causes the objectively calculable demands of a particular form 

of economy to be experienced as an unavoidable call of duty or an irresistible impulse of 

feeling" (160-161). Silent Westerns, in the tradition of melodrama, dramatize at the 

individual and kinship level (mystifying or "enchanted relations," according to 

Bourdieu), the symbohc domination enacted institutionally through governmental 

education and land-distribution policies. 



In early Westerns based on The Squaw Man narrative pattern, sequential mixed-

race and Anglo marriages—one relationship enabling the other—are both the result of 

"irresistible" impulses. The interracial marriage provides actual capital, while the second 

marriage to an Anglo woman provides what Bourdieu would refer to as "symbolic 

capital." The dis-placement and re-placement of characters in silent Westerns—effected 

through doubling, costume changes, the discovery of white identity, or removal to or 

return from boarding school in the east—attests to an unsettling of Indian identity, and of 

whiteness, in the formation of the Western genre. These relocations, because they 

involve sexual transgression, often signify the displacement of a mixed-marriage by an 

Anglo marriage, with the mixed-blood child serving as an awkward "remainder" who 

becomes the locus of the ambivalence inherent in the Western's unstable system of 

representation. 

While the mixed-blood child can embody shame stemming from a forbidden 

relationship, in The Squaw Man narratives s/he is a prized figure, suggesting that perhaps 

such children offered a promise, in the white imagination, of racial rejuvenation rather 

than racial taint, and of licit Anglo inheritance rather than land theft. Thus the child who 

represents the illegitimacy of cross-racial unions also becomes a legitimizing agent of 

white patrimony. The mixed-blood figure, in these narratives, does the concurrent work 

of revitalizing the aristocracy through assimilation and defining that aristocracy through 

abjection and difference. In The Squaw Man, James Kerhill gains a fourfold entitlement, 

becoming titled as Earl, acquiring title to American land, and gaining a familial claim to 

land and to an heir through his marriage to Nat-u-Ritch and the birth of their son. 



Through Nat-u-Ritch's death, he becomes legally entitled to marry Lady Diana, gaining 

her title as well. 

Finally, the dis-placement and re-placement of persons in the films resonates 

metaphorically with the U.S. policies that attempted to "de-tribalize" native people by 

extricating them from their land base, either through the disintegration of the collective 

reservation (with the "surplus" land opened for white homesteading) or by removing 

children from their families for boarding school education. Indeed, these projects 

overlapped, since many of the children sent to boarding schools were taught menial skills 

that would allow them to work for low wages in Anglo towns but which were 

meaningless in reservation contexts and traditional tribal economies. 

Indian Policy 

During the silent film era from the turn of the century through the 1920s, the 

primary Federal policy structuring Indian-white relations was the drive for assimilation 

through the General Allotment Act (1887) and the removal of native children to 

government boarding schools. Sponsored by Senator Dawes of Massachusetts, and often 

called the Dawes Act, the General Allotment Act broke up Indian reservations by 

allocating a specific acreage to each individual tribal member, with the "surplus" land 

made available to "actual settlers."^' As many critics have noted, the boarding school 

and allotment systems went hand-in-hand, both reflecting the assimilationist impulse that 

held sway in Indian policy for 35 years. According to Margaret Szasz "The passage of 

the Dawes Act.. .was the most significant legislative victory for assimilation, but the 

boarding school was one of its most effective weapons" (371). Tsianina Lomawaima 
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writes that "Govemment schools were responsible for preparing Indians for the 

independence envisioned by the Dawes Act" (3), explicitly linking the U.S. policies of 

separating children from their tribes (through institutional education) with Indian 

assimilation (through individual land ownership). By the early 1930s over 65% (90 

million acres) of Indian land had been transferred to white ownership under the allotment 

system (Dippie 308). Francis E. Leupp, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, criticized the 

boarding-school system in 1908 (especially the schools' competition for students due to 

the per-capita funding system). He also accused recruiters of engaging in a "regular 

system of traffic in...helpless little red people" (qtd. in Dippie 186), suggesting that 

"ownership" of native children themselves was as much at issue as ownership of land.'" 

Clearly, both the boarding school and allotment systems held concrete benefits to Anglo 

settlement of the west. The taking of land and the taking of children were ideologicaily 

linked to the idea of good stewardship of tribal peoples as "wards" of the govemment, but 

during the first 30 years of the twentieth century the devastation of tribal cultures and 

land bases under this policy became clear. 

The wealth exported from the west in The Squaw Man is not land, gold or oil but 

the mixed-race child, who will inherit the English title Earl of KerMll and presumably 

revitalize the corrupt English gentry (represented by the elder Earl of Kerhill, James' 

dissolute brother Henry). The scene in which the child is taken from his mother recalls 

Indian agents' forced removal of children from native homes in the late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth centuries to be educated in govemment boarding schools, and the often 

coercive adoption of native children by white missionaries. In 1900 there were 22,124 
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native children reported attending govemment-run boarding schools (Bolt 227). Furtiier, 

the boarding-school system, which emphasized separation from family and tribal groups, 

contrasted sharply with the emphasis on family bonds in many native cultures. Native 

families were often very reluctant to send their children to boarding schools, particularly 

during the early phase of the policy (Szasz 371; Child). Resistance to the boarding 

school system was demonstrated also by the frequency of runaways and by parents hiding 

their children from boarding school agents, an act depicted cinematically—and 

13 sympathetically—in Victor Schertzinger's Redskin (1929). 

Many of the Westerns produced during this period reflected, if not a sense of 

national guilt, certainly a public or cultural awareness that despite the rhetoric of 

assimilation as progress, children and land were being siphoned away from native 

peoples and placed under white control with devastating consequences. The wresting 

away of a visually identified "Indianness" through changing costume and the taking of 

children in these Westerns clearly both reflected and reproduced historical practices. 

Though the films, as melodramas, depict the twin losses of resources and children as a 

domestic, or private, scenario, the repetition of The Squaw Man and other narrative 

patterns suggests that the films collectively tapped a widespread popular ambivalence 

about the negative aspects of government Indian policy. 

Literary Contexts 

Faversham and Royle's novel stands in contrast to the film version of The Squaw 

Man, especially in temis of the conflicted portrait of Lady Diana's "maternal instincts" 

and barren condition, and the "childlike" qualities of Nat-u-Ritch, who gives up her son 
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to Diana's care. The novel takes place primarily in England, and accordingly is more 

concerned with the circumstances leading to Jim's departure than with Ms life in the 

American west; only the last quarter of the novel can be considered a Western. The 

novel emphasizes Jim's participation in England's colonizing efforts, both as a soldier in 

India and as a potential fighter in the Boer War in South Africa, and his work in 

England's colonies prepares the reader to view his ranch in the west as a similar 

endeavor. Jim, as the younger cousin of the Earl of Kerhill, must make his own name 

and fortune, yet his circumstances are still bound to those of the Kerhill household. Jim's 

own father, a younger son sent to India, had married beneath his class. Petrie, the Kerhill 

family solicitor, "had often remonstrated at the folly of sending the younger son of a great 

family to these lands, and at the unwisdom [sic] of parents who found the problem of 

guiding a wayward boy too hard, and so let him go to the West, to be left to the mercy of 

its desolation and to the temptation of such entanglements" (238). Petrie convinces Jim 

that he is "robbing [his] child of his manifest destiny" if he doesn't send him "home" to 

England. 

The west of The Squaw Man novel, represented by the Maverick town saloon and 

the desolate Carston Ranch, is a heterogeneous place populated by "tattered specimens of 

the various races" (147), in marked contrast to the insular English aristocracy. Even 

Jim's ranch hands are specified as German and Hebrew/Irish ethnicities. The Uinta Chief 

Tabywana (Nat-u-Ritch's father) is portrayed with every stereotype, including stilted 

speech, alcoholism, and feathered headdress. The ranch hands and other Western 

characters are threatening, exotic and comic by turns, but are largely in place to provide 
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background setting or "local color" for the love triangle between Jim, Diana and Nat-u-

Ritch. 

Several events early in the novel foreshadow the climax of The Squaw Man. 

Hemy Kerhill, Jim's older cousin and the family heir, contemplates suicide when his 

speculations fail, but his mother stops him from shooting himself Nat-u-Ritch's suicide 

when faced with the loss of her son echoes this initial mother-son interaction. Henry's 

affair with a "dark, foreign-looking" woman (35) anticipates Jim's marriage to Nat-u-

Ritch, and Henry's attempt to arrange a marriage between Jim and the wealthy American 

widow Sadie Jones (whose fortune comes from western mines) also prefigures Jim's 

attempt to make good in the west. But westerners in Maverick's saloon propose that the 

English actually fund the west, saying "the prosperity of our beioved country would go 

plumb to Gehenna if an all-wise Providence did not enable us to sell an Englishman a 

mine or a ranch or two now and again" (152). Indeed, both the Kerhill estate and the 

Carston ranch are on the brink of failure, saved by Diana's inheritance from a distant 

relative. The real wealth acquired for the Kerhill family in The Square Man is Nat-u-

Ritch's child, Hal, but at the expense of his mother's life and his own Indian identity (as 

Lady Elizabeth says to her son Henry, "No one can love you as your mother does" [103]). 

The novel contains conflicted views of motherhood, culminating in Nat-u-Ritch's 

suicide when her son is taken from her. The first image of motherhood is not Diana or 

Nat-u-Ritch but Lady Elizabeth, Henry's mother, whom even Henry comes to accuse of 

marring the English aristocracy: "You've spoiled me, mother" (85). Her failure is echoed 

by Diana, who is unable to become a mother except through adoption, and Nat-u-Ritch, 
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who is rejected as a suitable mother for Hal and carries out the suicide toward which 

Henry only gestured. Lady Elizabeth's destructive mother-love prefigures and helps to 

explain Nat-u~Ritch's suicide, but at the same time casts doubt on the ability of Diana to 

mother Hal. 

Diana has a "childlike" beauty that evokes a "frank, pagan joy of the senses" in 

Henry, but a more spiritual appreciation in Jim, who sees her "Madonna face" (43) as she 

matures. By the end of the novel, on meeting Jim's mixed-race son Hal, Diana holds the 

child in a way that expresses "all the starved maternity of her barren life" (256). In 

contrast, Nat-u-Ritch is an "abject slave" (207) to Jim. When Jim tells her that Hal will 

go away she sobs "like a child who is suddenly asked to face something it cannot 

understand" (260), underscoring the paternal relationship also implicit in the U.S. 

government's view of Indians as "wards." Unlike Diana, Nat-u-Ritch is never allowed to 

grow up. 

Contemporaneous with cinematic and literary offerings such as The Squaw Man, 

the early writings of native and mixed-blood writers such as E. Pauline Johnson, Gertrude 

Bonnin (Zitkala-Sa), Mourning Dove (Christine Quintasket), John Joseph Mathews, and 

D'Arcy McNickle provide an indigenous literary context for— and counterpoint to— 

popular representations of native people. Pauline Johnson's short stories, including "A 

Red Girl's Reasoning," "As It Was in the Beginning," and "The Derelict," emphasize the 

strength of Indian women and moral weakness of white men in cross-racial relationships. 

In "A Red Girl's Reasoning," an Anglo husband, Charlie McDonald, brings his mixed-

blood wife (Christie) home with him, where she is "all the rage.. .at the provincial 
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capital" (Peyer 20). However, Christie leaves Charlie after he reveals his lack of respect 

for her tribe's marriage traditions, and despite his pleas she never returns. Mourning 

Dove's novel Cogewea, first published in 1927, narrates the betrayal of the mixed-blood 

protagonist Cogewea by her white lover, who robs and abandons her. However, unlike 

the Indian women in the Squaw Man stories, Cogewea's life does not end in tragedy; she 

later marries James LaGrinder, also mixed-blood, and remains with her people. 

Other native writers depict the emotional impact of family separation and 

boarding-school education. D'Arcy McNickle was himself forced to attend the Chemawa 

Indian Boarding School in Oregon, despite his own and his parents' objections (see Child 

13). His short story "Train Time," originally published in 1936, depicts the blindly 

misguided goodwill of a government agent and the unsettled emotions of a group of 

native children waiting for the train to boarding school, where "none had wanted to go" 

(Peyer 166; see also Child 5). Gertrude Bonnin, who attended missionary Indian schools 

and later taught at Carlisle, wrote about the failure of missionary education to prepare a 

Lakota man to care for his family and community in "The Soft-Hearted Sioux." Pauline 

Johnson's "As It Was in the Beginning" depicts the hypocrisy of a missionary who 

interferes in the relationship between the protagonist, a Cree mission-school student, and 

his Anglo nephew. Many of these narratives reflect the authors' first-hand knowledge of 

mission and government boarding schools, of Indian agents, and of cross-racial 

relationships. Native writers working against representations in popular literature and 

film also highlight issues of inheritance, Indian policy, boarding schools, cross-racial 



146 

relationships and mixed-blood children, but offer alternative points of view based on 

personal experience, political advocacy, and cultural authority. 

Racial Surfaces 

Judith Butler poses a question about the "origin" of gender identity which one 

might also ask about racial signification: "Hovs^ does a body figure on its surface the very 

invisibility of its hidden depth?" (171). In the visual world of the silent Western, Indian 

identity becomes an uncertain negotiation between appearance and blood quantum, 

between the self-referential playacting of film's costuming and the "real" threat posed by 

racial mixture.'"* Writing about the depiction of Pueblo women between the turn of the 

century and the 1920s, Barbara Babcock draws on Frantz Fanon's concept of "epidermal 

schema" as it is re-interpreted by Mary Ann Doane as "the visible prison of race," and by 

Homi Bhabha as "the most visible of fetishes." Babcock emphasizes the use of costume 

as a racial marker of Native American identity, noting that 

in the absence of a significant difference in skin color, what is on 

the body, particularly the head, becomes "the key signifier of 

cultural and racial difference" in the stereotypes of the Native 

American.. .the Hopi maiden with her squash blossoms or butterfly 

whorls; the olla maiden or water carrier; and the Santa Fe Chief 

Plains brave with feathered war bonnet. (213)'^ 

Building on this idea, I want to suggest that the Western film genre's special reliance on 

costume to signify social roles and ethnic difference leads to a fluidity of identity when 

clothes, props and identities are exchanged during the course of the action. While 
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Westerns appear to present stable binaries,'^ unstable identities—especially in dramas 

about mixed race relationships, mixed-blood children, and Indians educated in boarding 

schools—challenge apparently clear-cut notions of Otherness and difference. 

An Up To Date Squaw, a 1911 comedy from Pathe Freres, offers an example of 

cinema's reflexive understanding of costuming and its relationship to racial signification, 

as well as the Western's historical ties to showmanship and spectacle, or what Tom 

Gunning has called "the cinema of attractions." The film's title alone indicates the 

source of its intended comedy: the anomaly of "the" Indian—generalized and presented 

in Westerns as frozen in history, belonging to the past but never the present—suddenly 

seen in the context of the modem "up-to-date" woman in an urban selling. The single-

reel film depicts New York tourists visiting an Indian camp to buy crafts. As they shop, 

the Indian Chiefs wife, Ko-To-Sho, "dazzled by the elegance of the American fashions," 

follows the women and later imitates them by putting a flat basket on her head as if it 

were a hat and dragging a skin behind her skirt to make it longer. The next morning Ko-

To-Sho sneaks away from her sleeping husband to go shopping in town; when he wakes, 

the Chief follows her, putting his ear to the sidewalk to track her movements. The 

intended comedy stems from the incongruity of the juxtaposed Indian stereotypes 

(tracking abilities, especially listening to the ground) and the modem town with its 

concrete sidewalks; the Indians are shown to be anachronisms in the modem world. The 

Chiefs appearance in stores causes fright and panic, while Ko-To-Sho's shopping elicits 

crowds and laughter. Throughout the film, the Indians' clothing and actions, especially 

the Chiefs headdress and long pipe, are displayed in sharp and deliberate contrast with 



the tidy row-houses and shops of the small New England town. In the end, the Chief 

"scalps" a dandy who has followed Ko-To-Sho, but emerges with only the man's toupee. 

The film's play with the reversal of tourist roles, with the importance of costume 

in placing a character (both in terms of locale and genre), and with the emergence of 

"timeless" or history-less Indians into modem American town life all suggest that 

filmmakers and audiences were sophisticated viewers of Westerns even at this early stage 

in the genre's development.'' Unlike Westerns in which costume exchange between 

Indian and white women allows them to change identities briefly, in An Up To Date 

Squaw Ko-To-Sho's attempts to become a tourist by shopping for Anglo-American 

clothes and accessories become a demonstration that the collecting of crafts (that is, the 

export of goods and services), and the ability to "cross-over" comfortably as a tourist in 

another ethnic community, can only work in one direction—that of whites exploring 

native communities—and never the reverse. It is this "inappropriate" reversal that causes 

the anxious laughter of the vaudeville audience. 

The emphasis on surface appearance—in particular through hairstyle and 

costume—as an indicator of Indianness and whiteness was not limited to tourist 

advertisements and popular entertainment; it mattered in the realm of Indian policy and 

education as well. Captain Richard Henry Pratt, founder and crusader for Indian 

assimilation through education at off-reservation boarding schools, particularly the 

Carlisle and Hampton schools, believed that race was a "meaningless abstraction," and 

that racial distinctions could and should be eliminated by total assimilation (Dippie 113). 

As Brian Dippie v/rites. 
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Physical appearance was an obsession at Carlisle, and the school delighted 

in sending out packets of photographs showing students on their arrival, 

garbed in native costumes, their faces apprehensive or unexpressive; then, 

a few months or years later, bathed, combed, and dressed in whites' 

clothing. (116) 

Such before-and-after photographs resonate with the short films of the early 1900s and 

nineteen-teens that are equally obsessed with costume, perfomiance, and inherited 

identity (and the tragic destiny that often accompanied Indian racial identification in 

Westerns). 

<:;eoc? of isdias yousc uzs befoke edcc-iiuox. 

FIGURE 3.1, "Group of Indian Young Men Before Education." Harper's New Monthly 
Magazine, 1881, p. 660. Ink etching based on a photograph 
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GilOUP OF IXOiAX YOCNG HEX AifTER EDCCiTlOS. 

FIGURE 3.2, "Group of Indian Young Men After Education." Harper's New Monthly 
Magazine, 1881, p. 660. Ink etching based on a photograph 

The assumption implicit in the photographs, that physical appearance reflects interior 

identity, also implies the reverse—that (to return to Butler) identity is contingent upon 

"the public regulation of fantasy through the surface politics of the body" (173). Though 

Butler's theories interrogate gender apart from race, her notion of the constitutive 

performance of identity suggests that if we are our performances, the performances 

prescribed for native people through cinematic representations and through boarding-

school regulations impose a symbolic violence beyond a simple dissonance between the 

"Hollywood Indian" and lived experience of the people represented. Both whiteness and 
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Indianness, then, are revealed as unstable performances. The comedy in An Up-To-Date 

Squaw, drawn from the vaudeville tradition, makes Ko-To-Sho an object of ridicule for 

precisely the imitation of (and infatuation with) white American culture through 

appearance so earnestly encouraged by photographs and etchings such as those produced 

by the Carlisle and Hampton schools. At the same time, the proliferation of cinematic 

and literary Westerns and "Indian dramas" attests to the extraordinary interest of that 

mainstream culture in performances of Indianness.'^ Playing by these rules, Ko-To-Sho 

can't win. 

Racial Discourses 

Assimilationist Richard Henry Pratt worked against a body of nineteenth-century 

scientific and public opinion that posited a hierarchical "aristocracy of race" and justified 

American expansion on racial grounds (Horsman 301). By the turn of the century, 

anthropological historian George Stocking observes, the definition of "race" or "blood" 

combined nebulous concepts of heredity with notions of "accumulated cultural 

differences" so that "the persistence of widespread confusion of usage [was] the most 

immediately evident characteristic of racial thought" (6-7). Both biological determinists 

and their opponents, those who believed that racial characteristics could be altered by 

environment, stressed the appearance and measurement of the body—especially the head 

(or skull or brain) through the sciences of physiognomy, craniology and phrenology—^in 

their arguments (Horsman 54). 

Stephen Jay Gould has painstakingly traced the development of craniometry—the 

measuring of brain size through skull volume and brain weight—^through the nineteenth-
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century scientific publications of Samuel George Morton and Paul Broda. Despite 

increasingly rigorous data to the contrary, these and other Victorian scientists continued 

to interpret results as supporting prior conclusions about intelligence and racial 

hierarchies. According to Gould, racial conclusions based on craniometry "flooded the 

popular press," circulating from source to source with no reference to the original data 

(114). Reginald Horsman writes that by the mid-nineteenth century there was little 

distinction between formal articles on craniology and "impressionistic studies by 

enthusiastic amateurs'" (44). Moreover, scientists working in one category—race, for 

example—frequently extrapolated from their results to draw conclusions about other 

categories, such as sex and class, or used hierarchical assumptions about sex and class to 

explain and interpret uncooperative data about race, basing their assertions on the general 

philosophy that "stratification reflects biology" (112). 

In this period, emerging film technology doubled as a tool of cultural expression 

through storytelling and as a scientific tool for measurement and documentation. Felix-

Louis Regnault, a scholar of craniometry and body posture among criminals, used rapid-

photography and early film to document racial differences as reflected by gesture and 

movement. Regnault frequently filmed his subjects at expositions and fairs, where they 

perfomied in reconstructions of native villages, providing another link between ethnic 

and ethnographic spectacle, early cinema, and scientific racial classification (Rony 36-

39). In discussing Regnault's influence on ethnographic film, Fatimah Tobing Rony 

asserts that "[Ijike ethnography, cinema is also a topos for the meeting of science and 

fantasy. Cinema, however, eliminated the potentially threatening return look of the 
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performer present in the exposition, thus offering a more perfect scientific voyeurism." 

(43). The control of the object of the gaze available in ethnographic film was even 

greater in fictional films such as early Westerns, which explored cross-cultural romances 

for voyeuristic purposes, combining cultural curiosity, erotic titiliation, and an 

unconscious anxiety about the displacement of Native Americans in the formation of the 

United States.''' 

The confiision over the heritability of physical and socio-cultural traits 

crystallized slowly after 1900 into "opposing currents of biological and cultural 

determinism" (Stocking 16), as genetic processes became clearer to scientists, and as 

Franz Boas developed anthropological theories of human difference based on language 

and culture rather than on hierarchical racio-cultural evolutionism. In contrast to Boas's 

cultural relativism and Richard Henry Pratt's belief that "the" Indian "is bom a blank, 

like all the rest of us" (qtd. in Dippic 118), the powerful eugenics movement, articulated 

by Madison Grant in The Passing of the Great Race (1916), presented arguments for 

white Anglo-Saxon (especially "Nordic") racial supremacy that eventually crossed over 

to Europe and fed the emerging National Socialist movement in Germany. Grant 

conflated race and class to advocate aristocratic over democratic governments, and 

argued that "the result of the mixture of two races, in the long ran, gives us a race 

20 reverting to the more ancient, generalized and lower type" (16).-

Even Grant, however, was not concerned about Anglo-Native American sexual 

relationships, since he viewed these as so rare as to be insignificant in altering the racial 

makeup of the larger population. Brian Dippie, writing in 1982, discusses at length the 
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•ambivalent US attitudes towards Aflgio-Native American "miscegenation." The rise of 

the Ku Klux Klan in 1915, the anti-immigration legislation of the 1920s, the eugenics and 

ABglo-Saxon supremacy advocates such as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, and the 

violent enforcement of black/white segregation in the South all co-existed with a 

movement towards Indian acculturation and assimilation. Ethnologist John Wesley 

Powell argued that amalgamation via intermarriage was not only inevitable but would 

solve the "Indian Problem" by leading to greater racial homogeneity, and Francis E. 

Leupp even posited a super-race that would combine the best of Indian and white racial 

characters (Dippie 248-250). Simultaneously, strong reform movements sought to 

preserve native cultures and alter the conditions on reservations, culminating in the 

Depression-era Indian Reorganization Act. 

The Films: Crossing and Mixing in the Silent Western 

In the constellation of narratives based on The Squaw Man plot, Euro-American 

family and inheritance patterns re-assert themselves, breaking up a mixed-race couple 

and replacing the native woman with a white woman while keeping the benefits of the 

previous relationship within the new marriage. The Kentuckian (1908), a one-reel 

precursor to The Squaw Man, contains essentially the same plot elements, except that 

there is no Lady Diana waiting in the wings, and the "squaw-man" figure is not a titled 

English aristocrat but a wealthy Southerner fleeing Jxom a murder committed in a duel. 

However, the scene in which the mother pleads to keep her son and is physically 

separated from him is almost identical to the scene with Nat-u-Ritch in The Squaw Man. 

The messenger, rather than a white woman, shields the boy's eyes from the sight of his 
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slain mother. While the messenger bringing news of the father's inheritance or pardon 

(or both) stands in shadows, the father, mother and son are brightly lit in sunlight. This 

light play suggests the tragic breakup of a happy and functional family, and heightens the 

mother's impending loss of her child to his new status as heir to a Southern fortune. 

The Squaw Man and its cognates depict the American west and the cross-racial 

relationships available there as a refuge—though a desolate one—from troubles in the 

east and England. Well-bom men in trouble can wait out the storm in the west, biding 

their time until news of inheritance arrives or until legal troubles are resolved. However, 

the children produced by these marriages of convenience become the "property" of the 

father. Often the child is an eldest son who will inherit the father's legacy (thus 

becoming a property owner himself) and will accompany him back east, transforming his 

identity and his destiny along the way. Taking the Indian mother back to England or the 

east coast is never an option, either because the woman refuses or the man feels she 

would be unhappy. In lola 's Promise (Biograph 1912) and Maya, Just an Indian 

(Frontier 1913), the cross-racial relationship becomes itself the source of white men's 

wealth, as well as their justification of and release from life in the west. Rather than 

producing children, these liaisons produce gold. The gold ore is made available for the 

white settler by an Indian woman, who reveals its location as an expression of her sexual 

devotion, but who then disappears, enabling the white man to export the wealth to a new 

relationship with a white woman. 

In lola's Promise^ lola is captured by outlaws but saved by Big Bill Kenyon, an 

honest prospector who hopes to strike it rich in the west so that he and his fiance Dora 
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(who is in a wagon train on her way to meet Mm) can marry. lola, according to the 

intertitle, is a "simple savage" who, "touched by the goodness of her benefactor, gives 

him her heart in a sudden ecstasy of gratitude." Before he sends her back to her people, 

Kenyon teaches Ida two things: first, to find gold ore, stones with yellow specks, and 

second, to cross her heart as a mark of her promise to bring any such stones she finds to 

him. The link between the giving of Christian religion through the symbol of the cross 

and the taking of gold is as old as the Spanish conquistadores in the Caribbean and 

Mexico, (as is the use of native women as translators and cultural mediators for European 

men). In this case, both Christianity and gold arc connected to tola's "ecstatic" and 

se.xualized worship of Big Bill Kenyon.^' For lola, finding the gold for Kenyon explicitly 

substitutes for marriage to him; as she leaves she says in an intertitle, "If I cannot stay 

with you, and be one of the cross-heart people, then I will bring you the little stones with 

the yellow specks." 

While lola searches for gold ore, her tribe (described as "savage and turbulent." 

and depicted with a confusing combination of Plains and Pueblo cultural icons including 

feathered warbonnets, tipis, and Katchina dolls) attacks the wagon train carrying 

Kenyon's fiance Dora. Dora and her father are captured and "spared for the slower and 

more painful death at the stake." lola's pleas for their lives are ignored, so she trades 

clothes with Dora in order to lead the warriors away fi-om the captured pair. In the 

confusion that ensues, lola is shot by her own tribe—clearly a metaphor for racial 

suicide—while Dora and her father meet up with the prospectors, who protect them from 

the angry Indians. In a dying gesture, lola gives the gold ore she's found to Kenyon. 
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The film ends with a scene strikingly similar to the closing of The Squaw Man: 

Ida lies prone in the foreground, held by Kenyon and Dora, while the prospectors iook 

on in the background. The doubling between lola and Dora is emphasized in parallel 

scenes in which they describe encounters with the Other in stories to their own people 

(Ida tells her tribe of Kenyon's kindness, and Dora tells the prospectors of being rescued 

by lola) and in the use of clothing to signal their similar narrative positioning as women 

devoted to Kenyon. The confusion of identity caused by lola and Dora changing clothes 

underscores lola's desire to occupy Dora's role as Kenyon's wife, and simultaneously 

imbues Dora with some of lola's symbolic value, thus legitimating the white family's 

entitlement to their new western existence and fortune. lola enables Kenyon's marriage 

to another by providing the wealth he needs to support his Anglo wife, just as Nat-u-

Ritch provided the services and a son to Jim Kerhill before his inheritance made his 

marriage to Diana possible. lola's connection with the gold-flecked stones (perhaps 

representing her own in-between status and double alliance, as the spotted cattle do for 

Tayo in Leslie Marmon Silko's Ceremony), identifies her with the riches that can be 

extracted ixom nature. lola's correlation with the land's wealth—her figurative fertility— 

recalls Annette Kolodny's argument that Americans envision the land-as-woman, 

specifically the land-as-Mother. But lola-as-nature can't be incorporated into the 

American family, especially as a mother; she must be uncoupled fi-om the wealth she 

represents. 

In Maya, Just an Indian, the connection between gold and children as the result of 

a cross-racial affair is depicted visually. At the beginning of the film, Maya returns from 
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the Carlisle school in western clothes, only to find that her family angrily rejects her new 

appearacce and will only accept her if she symbolically reasserts her Indian identity by 

changing into a buckskin dress and headband. 

FIGURE 3.3, Still from Maya, Just an Indian. Maya in western clohes holds a buckskin 
dress as her father angrily points offscreen 
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She is later wooed by a prospector, Bill, who has tried in vaia to get her father (the Chief) 

to divulge the whereabouts of gold in the area. 

FIGURE 3.4, Still from Maya, Just an Indian. Maya's courtship 

Maya learns the location of the gold from her father (who says "If you will promise not to 

see the paleface again, I will tell you"), but she promptly betrays her promise to her father 

and leads Bill to the riverbed that contains gold ore. 

A month later, as Bill packs his bags, Maya (now dressed in a pioneer v/oman's 

calico dress, different from both her "reservation Indian" and "Carlisle graduate" 

clothing) realizes that he plans to abandon her and replaces the gold with rocks, hiding 
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the real bag of gold in the nearby bushes. Bill does indeed abandon Maya, who collapses 

in front of their tent and is found by her father's friend. Bill discovers Maya's deception 

in a hotel room in the east. Two years later, an impoverished Bill returns to the area with 

his Anglo wife, who has "limg fever," and their young baby. Maya overhears this news 

and retrieves the gold from its hiding place, cradling the bundle and speaking to it as if 

the gold itself were the baby she and Bill never had 

FIGURE 3.5, Still from Maya, Just an Indian. Maya cradles the bag of gold 

Finding Bill's home, she waits until he has left the house, and enters as a dark 

figure hovering over Bill's sleeping wife and child, both dressed in white clothes and 



lying on white bedcovers. She raises the knife to kill the sleeping woman, but hesitates 

as she sees the baby. She reaches to touch the baby, pulls back, leaves the knife and gold 

back on a side table, reaches again for the baby and again pulls back, and then exits the 

room. Bill returns to find the knife and gold. An intertitle reads "Just an Indian"; in the 

final scene, Maya climbs to a rocky peak and holds her hands up to the sky, her blanket 

falling from her to the ground. It is unclear whether she is about to jump from the 

precipice or whether she is simply praying, but she is clearly returning to her Indian 

identity and religion, having relinquished her "claim" to Bill, gold, and family. This final 

image, Maya alone at a precipice, is consistent with the iconography of "the Vanishing 

American" as practiced by photographers such as Edward S. Curtis, and oddly also 

recalls the images of white women driven to jump from high cliffs to escape from 

racialized sexual threat in films such as D.W. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation (1915) and 

Maurice Toumeur's The Last of the Mohicans (1920). 

The fluidity of Maya's identity is demonstrated by her changes of costume, which 

indicate her changing roles. Ultimately, these transformations fail to deliver her from her 

fate as "Just an Indian," despite her longing for the family life that she enables Bill to 

have with his white wife but which she herself cannot attain. Though those around her 

judge her by her clothes, her very fluctuations of identity to please those near her mean 

that there is no place for her to make a family either with her tribe or with Bill on the 

frontier, unlike the fixed whiteness of Bill's chosen wife. Her cradling of the gold bag 

suggests that the filmmakers may have consciously or unconsciously substituted the gold 

for a mixed-blood child, both being riches that would have come from the relationship. 
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Though the gold also changes costume, unlike Maya it remains an object of constant 

desire no matter what it wears. In Maya's moment of hesitation as she holds her knife 

above Bill's sleeping wife, she reaches for the baby as if to take it in place of the gold she 

leaves behind, but in the end denies herself this exchange. The film visually equates the 

gold that will accrue wealth to Bill and his white family with a potential mixed-blood 

child from his relationship with Maya. In Maya. Just an Indian, as in many Westerns, 

before settlers can achieve ownership—and benefit from ownership—of western 

American land, they need to exfract the gold from the land and the child from the woman 

(or the gold and child from the land-as-woman). The fertility of the American landscape 

(figured as female) produces both gold and the potential mixed-blood child. Maya 

herself is no longer necessary (and indeed must disappear in a white fantasy of Indian 

suicide) once Bill has achieved middle-class status through his relationship with her. Her 

"Indianness"—her productivity and reproductivity—has already been incorporated into 

the white family in the fonn of property. 

Like lola, Maya is moved by her passion for a white man to betray the codes and 

appropriate behaviors of her tribe, but her sexuality is here represented more explicitly 

than lola's metaphorically religious conversion. In several early Westerns, including 

Maya, Just an Indian, The Chief's Daughter (Biograph 1911) and Comata, The Sioux 

(Renovare 1909), white male suitors of Indian women awaken their latent sexuality. This 

dynamic often emerges in scenes that depict the woman touching her lips in wonderment 

after being kissed by a white suitor, and thereafter enthusiastically returning his 

affections. In all these films, the Indian woman's devotion to and sacrifice for a domestic 



and sexual liaison with a white man leads her to reject tribal bonds to pursue a nuclear, 

mixed-race family relationship. In the silent Western, whiteness and the reproductive 

family are synonymous; coherent Indian families are rarely depicted since they are 

presumed to be vanishing. The conquest here is domestic, and the Indian is assimilated 

into the family and eradicated from the family in the same narrative. While the white 

family's entitlement to the land (or gold, or children) is authenticated through the 

"sacrifice" and "devotion" of the Indian woman who provides these things to the settler 

against the tribe's wishes, the white settler's "debt to her [is] the basis for his claim upon 

her," as Mary Louise Pratt has written in relation to travel narratives (97, emphasis in 

original). 

While Victorians viewed the family as an unchanging haven and retreat (for men) 

from the rough and changeable outside world of the marketplace, in these mixed-race 

relationships the home is itself a marketplace. The (temporary) domestic sphere of the 

mixed-race relationship is the site of the genesis of wealth for the white man, but the 

partnership must be dissolved in order for that wealth to be realized and exported to an 

exclusively white world. White men look to the west for fortunes with which to found 

their families, but in the impoverished interim they form cross-racial families which 

enable them to acquire what they need to support a white woman of class and wealth. In 

this sense, the Indian woman or man in the relationship occupies a position in the 

Western's narrative structure similar to that of the good/bad man, the law-enforcer figure 

usually played by a white man (Tom Doniphan in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, 

for example). Both make the world safe for white families, and in order to complete that 
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task both must themselves be removed from the world that they have helped to create. 

They cannot participate in the domestic because they themselves are a contaminating 

factor that the domestic nevertheless relies on to remain pure. The Indian element—^maie 

and female, costume and artifact—^is expelled at the end. Even the mixed-blood child is 

divested of Indian clothing (and moccasins) before being sent off to English or eastern 

American boarding school. 

Both the Dawes Act and the boarding-school movement were the result of 

aggressive policies of total assimilation for Native Americans, and a large part of their 

assimilationist thrust was economic: to effect "tribal disintegration" and transform 

Indians into subsistence farmers with nuclear families—or even lone wage earners— 

rather than extended family and tribal commimities (Dippie 175). An 1881 profile of the 

Hampton and Carlisle schools illustrates the induction of male students (female students 

are invisible in this economy) into wage-labor and capitalist systems through the payment 

of government allowances in wages rather than clothes: 

A natural, and therefore valuable, stimulation to their energies, and doing 

much to make men of them, has been the payment of wages. Part of the 

government appropriation is given to them in this form instead of in 

clothing. They are expected to buy their own clothing out of it, except 

their school uniform. There is some waste, but more profit, in the lessons 

thus taught of the relation of labor to capital. (Ludlow 666) 

Yet, in many of the Western films from the early teens, capitalism does not work this way 

(although it often does in later Westerns, such as Shane). White men do not make their 
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make "easy money" to export back east. They make money from gold (its location often 

disclosed due to brief romances with Indian women), through inheritances from their 

eastern families, or through the discovery of oil. The west in silent cinema is a third-

world country where first-world men can wait out periods of poverty in comfort, or 

where they can live temporarily while they exploit native people and natural resources for 

quick profit. Occasionally they make money in the cattle business, but in The Squaw 

Man, KerhilFs cattle ranch is bankrupt. In what must be one of the great ironic lines in 

the Western genre, a minor character in The Squaw Man tells Jim that in the west "folks 

keep their hands in their own pockets." 

In this sense, silent Westerns reworked colonial narratives that had long been 

present in nineteenth-century novels such as Jane Eyre and The Last of the Mohicans, in 

which past events and marriages in the colonies—Rochester's first wife Bertha and 

Colonel Munro's unnamed first wife (both from the Caribbean)—cause marital and racial 

complications as one family gives way to another, even though the novels are wholly set 

in the context of England or America. The story of the first wife becomes a ghost in the 

machine of the nineteenth-century gothic romance, a part of the story of empire-building 

that remains untold, the "dark" secret of middle-aged men whose sexual pasts are beyond 

the comprehension of young white women, and from which men derive the fortunes and 

power that make them central narrative figures. Such narratives, then, both reflect and 

mystify the domestic as it is enmeshed in capitalism and imperialism. Again, the 
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domestic becomes market-driven even as it proposes to offer sanctuary from the world 

market. 

Other films during this early period parody the economy of cross-racial romance. 

In Buck's Romance (Selig Polyscope 1912), Buck inadvertently wins a Chiefs daughter 

in a horse race along with the money he needs to buy a house for his white wife. The 

unnamed Indian woman follows him around, encouraged by Buck's cowboy friends who 

think the escapade is a terrific joke, until Buck finally explains the situation to both 

women. The film ends with parallel scenes of Indian and white family life (the Chiefs 

daughter has married a man from her tribe and had a child, and Buck is living 

comfortably with his wife and child ). In a final scene. Buck dreams that he is still being 

chased by the Chief s daughter, and wakes in horror to run from her but finds instead, to 

his relief, that his white baby is by his side. Again, the substitution of the Chief s 

daughter in the dream for the white baby at the end underscores narratively and visually 

the way Buck's comfortable family life has been both enabled and threatened by the 

presence of the Chiefs daughter as part of Ms "winnings" from the horse race. 

In other films, Indian men and women ultimately choose to return to their tribes, 

depicting a latent, racially-based "call of the wild" that could reclaim eastern-educated 

Indian and mixed-blood children from their new lives. Another tum-of-the-century 

catch-phrase for this idea—that the assimilated or educated Indian would simply return to 

the reservation and abandon white teachings—was "back to the blanket," again 

emphasizing clothing as an indicator of racial and cultural allegiance. In The White Man 

Takes an Indian Wife (Kalem 1910), Moore, a white Hudson Bay trapper, marries an 



Indian woman and has a daughter, but two years later is called away and forgets his 

Indian family. Fourteen years later, when the mother dies, the daughter, Rising Moon, 

inherits the bracelet Moore gave her mother. On a return to the area, Moore recognizes 

the bracelet and takes his daughter back east with him, away from Rising Moon's Indian 

lover. An intertitle reads, "Four years later, the call": In a parlor, Rising Moon wears a 

white dress, with her hair in a bun and a gold watch hanging ixom her neck. As she 

serves tea to her father and a gentleman friend, the visitor drops an Indian-made necklace 

that fascinates Rising Moon. She returns to her room cradling the object, writes a note to 

her father, and begins to change back into her buckskin dress (which she has kept). 

Though Moore pursues Rising Moon, who has gone "back to her mother's people," she 

stays with her Indian lover and refuses to rejoin her father, who rides away. Moore's 

return to his people passes largely without comment in the film, which focuses on Rising 

Moon's return to her Indian community. 

In The Call of the Wild (AM&B Co.. 1910), after an eastcrn-cducated Indian 

man's proposal to a white woman is angrily rejected by both the woman and her father, 

he returns to his room and in an extended scene begins to undress wildly, his many layers 

of white clothing contrasting with his dark skin and the dark doorv/ay framing him; he 

dons a warbomiet hanging from the wall, and still in a fit of uncontrolled rage and grief, 

he drinks wine from a bottle, tears up a photo of his beloved, and tears feathers from the 

warbonnet. In an apparent attempt to reclaim the Indian identity that caused his beloved 

to reject him, he emerges from the house dressed in an unbuttoned buckskin shirt and 

headdress, with a blanlcet around his waist. Thus transformed, he rejoins his tribe in a 
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bout of drinking and dancing, and leads them in pursuit of the woman as she goes for a 

ride one afternoon. Pulled from her horse, she pleads with her fonner lover to release 

her, until finally he repents and protects her from his fellow Indians. In the final scene, 

he holds a torn piece of her dress or handkerchief to his face, then waves it as he rides 

dejectedly out of the frame. 

As with lola s Promise and Maya, Just an Indian, The White Man Takes an 

Indian Wife and The Call of the Wild emphasize the transformation of Indian characters 

through costume, as Rising Moon calmly retrieves her buckskin dress and the man in 

Call of the Wild furiously tears off his "white" clothes and puts on his blanket and 

warbonnet. Whether the films depict the alleged ignoble sexual impulses of Indian men 

or the alleged noble racial loyalty of Indian women, ultimately their changes of clothing 

cannot withstand the presumption of fixed racial difference. This concept is developed in 

The Chief's Daughter (Biograph 1911) and The Call of the Wild, where the presence of 

Chinese servants in east coast homes and western pioneer settings reiterates—as a kind of 

visual footnote—the connection between race and class, highlighting the impossibility of 

the Anglo-Native American cross-racial romances. 

Several films reverse the race and gender configuration of The Sqitaw Man. In 

Strongheart (Griffith 1914), an Indian football star at Columbia returns to lead his tribe, 

leaving his athletic career and Anglo sweetheart behind. The Half Breed (Dwan 1916) 

opens with a brief allusion to the Squaw Man narrative—an Indian woman, abandoned by 

her white lover, commits suicide, leaving her mixed-race baby (Leaping Brook) to be 

raised by a local naturalist and "self-made scholar." Leaping Brook's experiences with 
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the Anglos in town, especially his confrontation with his father the Sheriff, reveal the 

hypocrisy of America's rhetoric of equality. Leaping Brook eventually turns his 

romantic attention away from Nellie, the Anglo parson's daughter, to woo Teresa, a 

Mexican woman. Relationships between Mexican and Native American characters, as in 

Ramona (Griffith 1910; Crisp 1916), often provide the allure of mixed-race relationships 

without depicting the more socially unacceptable Anglo/Native American union. In The 

Half-Breed this dynamic is accentuated when Teresa borrows Nellie's dress, and Nellie's 

suitors mistakenly believe that Leaping Brook has kidnapped and raped Nellie when they 

see a woman wearing her dress in his camp. 

A number of Western films use captivity plots to explore family disTuptions and 

separations on the frontier. In The Indian Massacre (Ince 1912) an Indian woman whose 

baby has died has a chance to adopt a while baby taken in an attack. The Indian mother 

eventually returns the baby, however, and reunites the white family; in the final scene, 

she prays in silhouette under her baby's high grave. This film reiterates the notion that 

the disintegration of the Indian family makes way for or enables the intact white family to 

take its place on western land, and again frames the Indian Wars in terms of the pathos 

and melodrama of domestic loss. In Tangled Lives (1911), two Anglo siblings, separated 

at birth by Indian captivity, meet and initially begin a romance until their true relationship 

is revealed. Both are horrified by their incestuous desire, and are not able to reunite as a 

family. The Indian (Klaus and Erlanger 1914) tells the story of Indian twin boys who are 

separated when one is taken captive in a white raid and raised by an Anglo family. The 

cavalry captain brings Blue Feather, the Indian infant, home with him^ to be a playmate 



for his daughter, Gladys, who sees the baby as a repiacement for the doll she has 

outgrown. Red Feather, the other twin, becomes a tribal leader, and when the brothers 

are re-united as adults they work together to fight government corruption on the 

reservation until Red Feather is killed in a confrontation. Blue Feather, raised by whites, 

remains to represent nonviolent political advocacy. 

When children in silent Westerns are not mixed-blood but are associated with 

mixed-race couples in some way, their conditions of confiised identity are similar to the 

narrative dilemmas of mixed-race children. Like The White Man Takes an Indian Wife, 

two later films—The Test of Donald Norton (Eason 1926) and Just Squaw (Middieton 

1919)—depict the dilemma of the non-mixed-blood white child whose Indian "mother" 

has been abandoned by her white husband. In both these films, the Indian woman, 

rejected by her white lover, has kidnapped his child by his white wife and raised it as her 

own "mixed-blood" child out of a desire for revenge against the father (a narrative 

extension of Maya's impulse to take Bill Kenyon's baby in Maya, Just an Indian). These 

narratives end in the discovery that the mixed-blood child is really white and can marry 

Ms/her white lover. Both Donald Norton and White Fawn (the white protagonist of Just 

Squaw) have been counter-adopted: Norton was taken from Ms adoptive, abusive Indian 

mother and raised by a Hudson Bay Company trader, and White Fawn's adoptive Indian 

mother died when she was a child, leaving her to be raised by the local parson. In both 

films, the white children have been raised with whites, have "false" Indian heritage 

suggested by a previous adoption, and long to be white so that they can marry their white 

lovers (White Fawn is explicit, saying "Oh, if I were only White" to her half-brother). 



171 

Finally, both protagonists enact the assimilationist policy of the early twentieth century to 

the point of literally vanishing as Indians when they learn of their "pure" white blood at 

the end of the film, transforming their Indian identities into the promise of an American 

future of white domesticity. What had begun as a mixed-race relationship involving a 

"squaw man" and Indian woman ends with a white child who can safely be absorbed into 

the American mainstream. Audiences are reassured that whiteness is an innate, 

unchangeable characteristic: nature will win out over nurture, and costume can only 

temporarily obscure racial identity. 

Diverging Constructs 

One film differs significantly irom the patterns of suicide, family breakup, and 

removal from the land in the Western, manifesting an emergent native voice embedded 

within the system of representation already established by the Western genre. The 1910 

Pathe Frercs film White Fawn's Devotion is one of the few surviving silent Indian dramas 

directed by James Young Deer, a Winnebago actor and director who was for a time the 

general manager for the Pathe Freres West Coast Studio (Brownlow). In the film, a 

South Dakota settler (Combs), receiving news of "An unexpected legacy" is unable to 

convince Ms wife (White Fawn) to accompany him to England to claim his legacy, but 

determines to take Ms child. White Fawn refuses to let their child go and literally pulls 

the child from Combs in Iront of their cabin before the father sends the child away to 

fetch water. 
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FIGURE 3.6, Still from White Fawn's Devotion. White Fawn refuses to let her husband 
Combs take their child away. 

While Combs is inside. White Fawn stabs herself, staggering and falling as her 

husband emerges from the cabin and catches her. When their daughter returns, she is 

•'deceived by appearances," an important intertitle given the way Westerns, like 

melodrama, usually rely on visual appearances to signify heroism and villainy. Believing 

her father has murdered White Fawn, she runs to tell the tribe. After an extended chase. 

Combs is caught and about to be killed by his unwilling and traumatized daughter when 

White Fawn arrives, explaining that she had tried to take her own life but the knife did 

not pierce deeply enough. The couple embrace, and gather the child between them. 



The plot of White Fawn's Devotion follows The Squaw Man almost exactly 

except for the sudden happy ending, a rare fate for an interracial couple in any Western, 

literary or cinematic. Though the conclusion of the film is missing, Pathe Freres playbills 

note that Combs renounces Ms fortune, feeling he will be "happier with his family on the 

plains than if he goes east and claims his legacy" (qtd. in Simmon 70). In a further 

difference from The Squaw Man, the daughter is loyal to White Fawn and runs to the 

tribe for help, rather than being surrounded by her father's relatives as is the son in The 

Squaw Man and The Kentuckian. This action suggests the child's understanding of the 

importance of tribal as well as family ties. Combs and White Fawn endure parallel near-

death experiences, and both emerge with renewed commitment to each other, their child, 

and their home on the plains of the Pine Ridge reservation. The story is one of 

strengthened—rather than broken—interracial family bonds. 

The depiction of Indians in White Fawn's Devotion does not escape many of the 

problems of representation common to other silent Westerns (inaccurate and stereotyped 

costumes and behaviors, for example). As the film's director and probably its scenario 

writer as well, James Young Deer was accustomed to Western genre conventions and 

audience expectations from his stage career in Wild West troupes and circuses. 

However, several factors set this film apart from the others discussed in this essay. First, 

there is no "redface" as was common in many Westerns. In fact, the subtitle "A Play 

Acted by a Tribe of Red Indians in America" tenders a specific claim to authenticity by 

the French film company Pathe Freres, which had hired Young Deer and had begun 

filming in America to counter trade-journal accusations of inauthenticity in costume, set 
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and behavior. The film is also unusual in that it privileges a female perspective on cross-

racial marriage. White Fawn, the focal character, dominates the action, even when 

Combs is the object of angry pursuit by the men of her tribe, and the mixed-blood child at 

issue is a daughter, not a son. Rather than becoming personally enriched through 

abandonment of his wife and child, Combs resists the promise of wealth in order to keep 

his cross-racial family intact. And rather than shielding their daughter from the sight of 

her fallen mother, as happens in The Squaw Man, the child's misapprehension of her 

mother's failed suicide both brings tribal justice systems into play and delivers a generic 

critique to an audience already taught by the Western genre to expect Indian death. 

White Fawn's Devotion offers an iconography of mixed-race survival—and even 

revival—as an alternative "family on the land" to the white settler model in most 

Westerns. From within an emerging Western film genre tradition, this film also 

challenges the focus on Indian suicide by emphasizing native and mixed-race family ties, 

cultural connections to the land, and issues of tribal sovereignty. In doing so, it paves the 

way for the Indian "reform dramas" (depicting government corruption on reservations) 

that come in the 1920s, especially the two epic Westerns starring Richard Dix, The 

Vanishing American (Seitz 1925) md Redskin (Shertzinger 1929)." 

The film marks a divergence in the history of cinematic representations of Native 

Americans. As a Western it is sympathetic to Native American concerns but re-inscribes 

stereotypes, a criticism of the genre from within the genre that presages the "pro-Indian" 

and "revisionist" Westerns of the second half of the twentieth century. But White 

Fawn's Devotion is also one of the few films directed by a Native American, and as such 



anticipates films by later directors such as Victor Masayesva {Imagining Indians, 1991) 

and Chris Eyre {Smoke Signals, 1998), who criticize the Western from outside its 

conventions. Further, the fihii looks toward the emergence of major Native American 

literary figures such as Mourning Dove, John Joseph Mathews and D'Arcy McNickle, 

whose 1920s and 1930s novels recount stories of cross-racial romance and of mixed-race 

children returning to their reservations after experiences in boarding schools and in white 

society. The legacies of these cultural conflicts are still with us, in the form of 

controversies over minority quotas and affirmative action, complex legal battles over the 

special sovereignty status of native tribes, and the very act of detennining Native 

American identity. The development of twentieth-century film allows us to view through 

a lens of popular culture the shifting scenes of public opinion and public policy. 
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Filmography 

Buck's Romance (Duncan 1912) 

The Call of the Wild (Griffith 1908) 

The Chiefs Daughter (Griffith 1911) 

Comata, The Sioux (Griffith 1909) 

For the Papoose (1912) 

The Gambler of the West (Klaus and Erl anger 1914) 

The Girl and the Outlaw (Griffith 1908) 

The Half Breed (Dvvan 1916) 

The Heart of Wetona (Franklin 1919) 

Her Indian Mother/The White Man Takes a Red Wife (1910) 

The Indian (Klaus and Erlanger 1914) 

The Indian Massacre (Ince 1912) 

The Indian Runner's Romance (Griffith 1909) 

lola 's Promise (Griffith 1912) 

Just Squaw (Middleton 1919) 

Kentiickian (McCutcheon 1908) 

The Leatherstocking (Griffith 1909) 

Little Dove's Romance (Ince 1911) 

The Massacre (Griffith 1912) 
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Maya, Just an Indian (1913) 

Ramona (Griffith 1910) 

Ramona (Crisp 1916) 

The Redman's View (Griffith 1909) 

A Romance of the Western Hills (Griffith 1910) 

The Squaw Man (Apfel and DeMille, 1914) 

Strongheart {Grif&sh 1914) 

Tangled Lives (1911) 

The Test of Donald Norton (Eason 1926) 

Unidentified Pac/House No. 5: The Friendly Indian (Mclies/Lubin 1909) 

An Up to Date Squaw (1911) 

White Dove's Sacrifice (Sawyer 1914) 

White Fawn's Devotion (Young Deer 1910) 
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Notes 

^ This chapter focuses on selections from the Library of Congress collection, "American 

Indians in Silent Film," which contains at least 40 films (out of 132) that touch on issues 

surrounding cross-raciai romance and mixed-blood children. 

In "The Family on the Land," Virginia Wright Wexman explores the way silent 

Westerns naturalize the Anglo couple as rightful inheritors of the North American 

continent through images of the body, the landscape and the law. Wexman asserts that in 

silent Westerns the romantic couple generates the "family on the land," a trope that sets 

in motion the Western's primary conflict: its attempt to reconcile democratic parity and 

Anglo supremacy (162). In contrast to Wexman's examination of the white settler 

family, my discussion focuses on cross-racial relationships, which I suggest both precede 

and enable the white "family on the land" in Western film genre narratives. 

Gregory S. Jay has discussed Griffith's early Indian films for Biograph as a 

prelude to The Birth of a Nation through its focus on "the white family made whole after 

its sundering by war"—whether that war is the Indian Wars or the Civil War, and 

whether the ethnic threat is Native American or African American. Griffith's films, Jay 

argues, focus on a lost object (a white woman's body, for example), which must be found 

to reconstitute the patriarchal family (19-20). 

^ Following Berkhofer, I use the term "Indian" when referring to Anglo-European 

representations, and "native" or "Native American" when referring to indigenous 

peoples. Marsden and Nachbar also employ the usefiil terms "Noble Anachronism" and 
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"Savage Reactionary" to indicate longstanding stereotypes of Indians in popular culture 

and the cinema. 

^ All film quotations are from intertitles. 

See Bergland for a discussion of the figure of the spectral Indian in nineteenth and 

twentieth century literature. 

^ For an account of Indian stage dramas and their adaptations on film, including The 

Squaw Man, see Friar and Friar. 

^ See Aleiss for a summary of early films sympathetic to Native Americans. See Batailie 

and Silet for a useful collection of early writings on representations of Indians in film, pp. 

55-70. Stanfield describes Indian and Mexican villains in early Westerns, arguing that 

sexual transgression, cross-racial romance, and cultural assimilation all lead to the 

destruction of Indian characters. 

^ The moccasins as a trope for the potential to shed Indianness as easily as clothing 

resonates with an 1881 pro-boarding-school article on the Carlisle and Hampton schools 

in which the author quotes a letter from a father, Brave Bull, to his daughter at the school, 

'"Why do you ask for moccasins? I sent you there to be like a white girl, and wear 

shoes'" (Ludlow 675). 

^ Discussing Zane Grey's depiction of Mormonism in Riders of the Purple Sage, William 

Handley writes of Westerns that, "the designs of Empire are to a large degree predicated 

upon the idea that the conquered are both Other (sexually, religiously, racially) and yet 

culturally 'familiarized,' or made ideologically serviceable and assimilable, for the 

conquerors" (2). 
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' For a thorough discussion of the Pocahontas narrative, see Tilton. Marsden and 

Nachbar trace the development sentimental Pocahontas figure in The Squaw Man and 

later Westerns. 

Kolodny has called this feminine figuration of the land the "American pastoral 

impulse." Drawing on Freudian and linguistic models, Kolodny describes a "yearning" 

expressed in American literature for the "land-as-woman," which is also "a movement 

back into the realm of the Mother.. .to begin again.. .in order to experience the self as 

independent, assertive, and sexually active" (153-4). Stoler documents a similar 

association between the colonized landscape and changing gender relations in the Dutch 

East Indies, from the actual concubinage encouraged by the Dutch East Indies Company 

(enabling a higher standard of living at lower wages) to the strict social segregation after 

the arrival of large numbers of white women to the East Indies. Particularly relevant to 

my study is her examination of state control over "abandoned" mixed-race children in 

orphanages, championed by white women whose own fertility was the subject of intense 

interest at a time when white motherhood was seen as central to the project of empire. 

" See Dippie's discussion of the "heirship problem" implicit in the Dawes Act (178-9). 

Because Indians were assumed to be vanishing, no provision was made under the 

allotment system for ftiture generations; once the land was parceled out to individuals 

Native Americans, the remaining land was not held in trust for tribal children and 

grandchildren but instead distributed to non-native settlers. 

However, Leupp also "endorsed the use of force in bringing children to school when 

families would not cooperate with voluntary measures" (Child 13). In this sense the 
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government boarding-school policy reflected its military origins in the incarceration of 

native people who resisted U.S. westward expansion. 

For a discussion of the impact of forced Indian school education on a specific 

community (Hopi), see Jenkins, especially pages 150-151. Gerald Vizenor reflects on the 

continuing policy of removing children from native homes in "Stealing Tribal Children." 

For an excellent account of boarding-school education in the upper midwest and its 

relation to Indian families, see Child. For a firsthand narrative of mission school 

education, see LaFlesche. 

"Blood quantum" here refers to the nineteenth-century legal concept that a person's 

"race" or racial mixture can be measured in percentages of "blood" passed down from 

various ancestors. Though it has no basis in either the scientific study of the body or 

tribal theories of knowledge, this idea of "blood quantum" continues to cany great weight 

in the legal determination of Indian identity. The most significant example is the recently 

established system of government-issued Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB) 

cards, often called "white cards." These have become necessary in demonstrating Indian 

identity to qualify for some tribal memberships, minority scholarships, permission to sell 

crafts at Native American art markets, and other services. The terms "Ml blood" and 

"mixed-blood" (or the derogatory "half-breed") indicate how deeply this discourse has 

permeated the way Americans imagine Indians and the assimilation process. See 

Lomayesva for further discussion of contemporary and historical controversies over 

racial identity and the idea of blood quantum. 

See Bhabha, Doane, and Fanon. 
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See Schatz, especially page 55. 

See Gallagher's discussion of the "hyperconsciousness" of the Western genre in its 

earliest stages, its division into subgenres, and its "cyclicism" rather than "evolution" as a 

genre (249, 252). 

Christine Edward Allred, writing about representations of Indians in Harper's Monthly 

Magazine from 1893-1922, argues that "these domestic fictions depend upon an Indian 

presence as cultural catalyst for American homes and hearths" (4) and that "the Indian 

'touch' resulted in...[an].. .American identity among incoming settlers" (3). Harper's 

itself, according to Allred, created "coveted cultural spaces" in "its readers' own homes" 

(10). 

Early cinematic documentaries, combining the ethnographic and the exotic, sought to 

capture a native "purity" while using Euro-American narrative frameworks. See Edward 

Curtis' In the Land of the Headhunters (1914), the films of Robert Flaherty, and Cooper 

and Schoedsack's Grass (1925). 

Thus, Grant argued that "[t]he cross between a white man and an Indian is an Indian; 

the cross between a white man and a Hindu is a Hindu; and the cross between any of the 

three European races and a Jew is a Jew" (16). Grant was also an advocate of eugenics 

programs that fostered the "elimination of defective infants and the sterilization of such 

adults as are themselves of no value to the community" (44-45). 

The association between gold and the missionary project in the New World is very old. 

Christopher Columbus wrote in the journal of his fourth voyage, July 1503: "Gold is 

most excellent. With gold treasure is made, and he who possesses it may do as he wishes 
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in the world. It can even drive souls into paradise" (Sale). For a discussion of La 

Malinche, Sacagawea, and other historical figures, see Karttunen. See Stoler for an 

account and analysis of institutionalized female concubinage in the nineteenth-century 

colonized world. 

For analyses of Seitz's The Vanishing American, see Aleiss. Brownlow, Hilger, Riley, 

and Kilpatrick. Critical considerations of Shertzinger's Redskin are surprisingly few, 

especially given the film's use of color (used for reservation scenes, while black and 

white footage indicates boarding-school and other off-reservation scenes). See 

Brownlow (pp. 327-350) on Richard Dix's Indian films and for a discussion of the career 

and films of James Young Deer. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE "ACHE FOR HOME" IN ANTHONY 
MANN'S DEVIL'SDOORWAY(1950) 

"It's what all men dream of when they ache for home " 
—Veme Coolan in Devil's Doorway, 1950 

In the year 1950, a post-war revival of the Western genre marked a major shift in 

the way Hollywood represented Native Americans, with the release of Delmer Daves' 

color production of Broken Arrow in July and Anthony Mann's first Western, Devil's 

Doorway, a few months later. Both films examine and then negate the possibility of 

cross-racial romance, set that romance in the immediate post-Civil War period, and 

feature a male hero who is a returning Civil War veteran. Although Devil's Doorway has 

received considerably less critical attention than Broken Arrow, it is by far the more 

radical film in its depiction of frontier politics. 

Devil's Doorway functions as a drama of re-integration and disintegration, in 

which the returning war veteran disrupts the already-uneasy balance of power in his 

home community. Indeed, the very idea of "home" becomes destabilized by the violence 

of what Rene Girard has called the "Warrior's Return." The film has been discussed 

primarily as an allegory for early civil rights, but Devil's Doorway resonates with the 

problems facing returning Native American veterans after World War II, including poor 

reservation conditions, chronic local prejudice, racist and outmoded government 

supervision, land use crises, and, most importantly, a federal assault on tribal lands, 

sovereignty and treaty rights. Tapping the post-war assimilationist sentiment that drove 

the new federal Indian policy of Termination, Devil's Doorway combines Western,/z7m 



noir and "social problem" genres to convey the contradictions inherent in the 1950s 

treatment of minorities, particularly forced assimilation and forced segregation, and the 

use of images of Indians as both legitimizing signs of military potency and figures of 

generative sacrifice to the national destiny. In particular, the film presents Indian land as 

contested space, and articulates contradictory post-WWII views of reservation land as the 

locus of national post-war desires for an imagined "home" and simultaneously a 

"concentration camp" fi^om which Indians must be liberated. 

The Drifter 

Devil's Doorway tells the story of Broken Lance, or Lance Poole (Robert Taylor), 

a Shoshone Indian and decorated Civil War veteran who returns to his Wyoming 

homeland, Sweet Meadows, only to find that unchecked prejudice and greed have come 

with territorial incorporation and the railroad. Because of the new Homestead Act, Lance 

is unable to claim ownership of Sweet Meadows, although he has worked the land 

successfully for years as a profitable cattle ranch. The town's lawyer, Verne Coo Ian, is a 

racist who works to destroy Lance and the other Shoshones in order to open their land for 

white settlement. Lance hires Orrie Masters, the only other lawyer in town, to petition on 

his behalf; as a woman lawyer, Orrie understands something about social prejudice. But 

Coolan precipitates a fight by inviting desperate sheepherders to settle Sweet Meadows. 

There is a suggestion of romance between Orrie and Lance, but their relationship is also 

combative as they argue over whether Lance should compromise with the sheepherders. 

In the climactic shootout, Lance and a group of reservation Shoshones hiding at Ms ranch 

are surrounded by vigilantes and, later, the U.S. cavalry; the women and children are 
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allowed to go back to the reservation, but the Shoshone men are killed in the fight. In the 

final scene, Lance puts on Ms cavalry unifomi and marches out to salute the cavalry 

leader as he falls forward in death. Masters utters the closing line, "It would be too bad if 

we ever forgot.. 

Guy Trosper's script for Devil's Doorway—which Mann called "the best I have 

ever read"—went through radical alterations between 1946 and 1949 from a Western that 

pits a drifter against a big cattleman to a re-activation of the silent era's sympathetic and 

reformist Indian Western subgcnre (Simmon). ' Trosper's initial short story, entitled "The 

Drifter," emphasized conflict between big cattlemen and small ranchers, as well as the 

role of assertive women in the west. Medicine Bow's wealthiest rancher throws "a 

fabulous party at Deimonico's" in New York to find a wife, where he takes up with 

Letha, afemme fatale figure who enjoys inciting men to duel (Dudley). Back in 

Medicine Bow, civic activist and small ranch owner Charlotte "Charley" Carmody 

challenges Barney's rule and is elected as Sheriff. Complicating this scenario is the 

Drifter of the story's title, a white ranch hand named Lance Poole, whom Letha 

encourages to duel with Barney. Barney turns out to be the famous outlaw Ira Coffee, 

but Lance is the faster draw and kills Coffee. Letha is killed in a landslide Barney caused 

with dynamite meant to kill Charlotte's small cattlemen, and Lance Poole and Charlotte 

remain as the romantic couple. As in Devil's Doorway, there is a battle involving 

dynamite (at "Hell's Gap"), but Lance Poole, far from defending his ancestral home, 

"comes and goes. He has no home, doesn't want one" (Trosper, "Drifter"). All the 



primary characters are white, and the story only touches oc issues of prejudice through 

Charlotte's unusual role as Sheriff. 

In May, 1948, the script re-appeared with an Indian theme. Lance Poole is white 

but is an adopted member of a mixed-race (white/native) family. He and Ms adopted 

mixed-blood brother Ira Coffee, the badman, work together to defend Sweet Meadows 

against the invading sheepmen. The script attempts comedy at the expense of the 

Shoshone characters through Indian stereotypes and at the expense of lawyer Orrie, 

whose legalistic language (arguing the sheephorders' land claims against the Shoshone) 

makes her an object of ridicule. Lance must break with Ira and his adopted Indian family 

to unite with Orrie, and in the end Lance himself shoots Ira rather than let him be 

executed by the cavalry. Thus Ira's Indianness—a "darkness" that combines the 

characteristics of outlaw and victim—is purged from the narrative and from Lance and 

Orric's future. 

In the final version. Lance is a full-blood Shoshone Civil War veteran, and his 

Indian and cavalry identities divide him against himself, leading to a more complex 

ending in which Lance is not able simply to separate himself from his "dark" half. 

Devil's Doorway involves a Native American man and a white v/oman, and though their 

relationship is left unconsummated the film offers a bolder depiction of cross-racial 

romance than does Broken Airow. A near-final outline of the script (December 1948) 

includes a scene in which Lance threatens Orrie sexually, throwing her onto the bed in his 

cabin before changing his mind and letting her go (Trosper, "Outline"). The wavering 

between Lance as sexual threat and romantic object is intended to be titillating, but the 
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filmed version steers clear of potential negative audience or Hays Office reactions to the 

liaison. In the film the two never kiss, despite the visual preparation of soft-focus close-

ups as Orrie gazes op at Lance."^ Lance accuses Orrie of staying "on the safe side of the 

fence," but later merely says "Don't cry Orrie, a hundred years from now it might have 

worked." Their relationship—always physically and emotionally tense—ends with 

Lance's death before it can begin. 

In The Hollywood Indian, John O'Connor argues that these plot changes, which 

complicate the story through moral ambiguity and the theme of racial intolerance, "fit the 

producers' ideas of what the public would buy.. .to enhance its appeal to post-war 

moviegoers," (47). The release of Devil's Doorway was actually delayed, however, 

because producers at MGM feared the "pro-Indian" theme was too risky and would put 

off audiences. The ambiguous relationship between Lance and Orrie further testifies to 

MGM's uneasiness about delving into this new kind of Western. Only after the release 

and strong financial success of Broken Arrow (which came in in the year's top 

grossing movies) did MGM release Mann's film. While it became clear to producers that 

the public and the Production Code would tolerate "pro-Indian" Westerns and images of 

cross-racial romance, the delay led to the public and critical assumption that Mann's film 

was a just B grade copy of Broken Arrow (Basinger). The story's tragic ending, black-

and-white noir visual style, and downplayed romance made it both more complex and 

less commercially successful than Broken Arrow, which mediated its own tragic ending 

by asserting that the character Sonseeahray's death "put a seal on the peace." 
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Reviews of Mann's first Western were mixed. Reviewers criticized the film's 

lack of authenticity: a Cue review read "dyeing Robert Taylor's face and hair, paintiag 

him up and sticking a feather in his hair doesn't make him a good, bad or even a 

convincing Indian.. .despite the earnestness of his portrayal." Variety reviewers found 

Taylor to be "too polished and educated for the role" and accused the studio of "a 

colossal piece of miscasting." A Fortnight reviewer wrote that "Taylor is probably no 

more Indian in spirit than Hepburn was Chinese in Dragon Seed" Other reviewers 

appreciated the film's "sincerity," John Alton's strong black-and-white cinematography, 

and the way the story "subtly draws parallels with intolerance in our own post-war 

period." This critical preoccupation with artifice and sincerity in representations of 

Indians points to the continuing problem of authenticity in the "Indian drama" and "pro-

Indian" Western: audiences desire fantasy in the narrative but realism in the surface 

details—artifacts, costumes and bodies.^ In this context, social critique and reform 

agendas attest to the paradoxical desire for integrity in a genre based on "playing 

Indian."'' Both the critical and more positive reviews suggest that despite studio 

skittishness, audiences were responsive to the critique of westward expansion that "pro-

Indian" Westerns offered, and that public demands for ethnically "authentic" actors and 

revised representations of Indians on-screen were already much greater than Hollywood's 

largely white star system could satisfy. 

Bis-Integrating Indian Nations 

If Broken Arrow uses its Apache characters to sanction the negotiation and 'ixeaty 

process, and to legitimate both assimilation and the reservation system. Devil's Doorway 
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aggressively negates these possibilities. Unlike Broken Arrow's, optimism about peaceful 

resolutions, Devil's Doorway presents a gritty confrontation with the failure of settlers 

and the government to make fair laws and treaties for native peoples, and a commentary 

on the way the government has bankrupted both assimilationist plans and the reservation 

system. Devil's Doorway reveals white-initiated violence and racism to be systemic 

rather than individual, and to stem from the land greed of a new nation that "ache[s] for 

home." 

In Devil's Doorway, the successfully assimilated Indian is rejected by white 

society, and those Indians who have gone to the reservation are driven in desperation to 

leave it, saying "we will die, but we will never go back to the reservation." This is the 

double-bind that Devil's Doorway presents: native peoples cannot assimilate, and cannot 

be contained. They are forced into a hopeless and violent conflict with the settler 

community that has so entrapped them. In the film, prejudicial laws, and attitudes bar 

Lance from participating in the American Dream and the frontier economy of masculinity 

that are so central to the traditional hero of the Western film genre. Indians are 

prohibited from buying alcohol, owning or homesteading land, and living away from the 

reservation; even legal recourse is nearly beyond their means. Territorial Wyoming is no 

longer the egalitarian meritocracy in which the assimilated Lance can build his cattle 

business unimpeded. The film's focus on the period between the Civil War and the 

Indian Wars provides a historical code for the time when the film was made, and the 

issues facing the cinematic Shoshones parallel in striking ways the struggles over civic 
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identities of native peoples—especially WWII veterans—in the post-WWII and 

Termination eras7 

1950 marked a time of poiitical upheaval for native peoples specifically linked to 

the social changes the United States had undergone in a time of war. Historian Alison 

Bernstein writes that WWII "represented the first large-scale exodus of Indian men from 

the reservations since the defeat of their ancestors" (40). Approximately 25,000 Native 

Americans served in World War II, and another 40,000 native men and women left their 

homelands and reservations for war-related wage work in cities and towns (40. 68). After 

the war, however, native people faced contradictory public reactions to their presence 

outside of reservations. A nation invested in ideas of modernity and progress turned to 

nineteenth-century laws to control native private and collective action. The military and 

Congress advocated integrating Native Americans into white communities while 

segregating African Americans, though Native American and African American 

populations were often deeply entwined, especially in the south.^ The Termination 

policy sought the breakup of reservations and the movement of native peoples to urban 

areas, but unfair wages, restrictive voting laws, and restrictions on the representations of 

cross-racial romance suggested that "mainstream" American culture would not welcome 

Ml participation of native peoples as citizens. ^ 

Dillon Myer, who had been head of the War Relocation Authority in charge of 

interning the Japanese-American population on the west coast, took over the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs in May of 1950 and actively encouraged a view of reservations as 

temporary centers for detainment rather than permanent land bases for tribal 
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conimuraties. The Termination policy begun under his leadership mandated the 

disintegration of the reservation system, with forced and voluntary integration—or 

Relocation—of native peoples to urban areas. The individualist and capitalist emphasis in 

the post-war period, along with the truly desperate situation on the Navajo and other 

reservations, led both liberal and conservative politicians and citizens to view 

reservations not as tribal lands but as "concentration camps" for temporary detainees, 

rhctoric that the government—and the media—refused to apply to the Japanese 

Americans in internment camps but used treely in advocating the termination of treaty 

obligations and reservations.'" In addition to seeing native cultures as deficient or 

somehow "un-American" in comparison to the non-native mainstream, many non-native 

people viewed the reservation system as emblematic of Communism.' ̂  Thus liberals 

already involved in the fight for de-segregation and civil rights, and conservatives 

interested in eliminating special services to native peoples and in accessing tribal lands, 

moved for different reasons toward the same goals during Termination; dissolving the 

special sovereignty status of native tribes as "domestic dependent nations,"'^ dismantling 

treaty agreements, and relocating native people away from reservation communities to 

"integrated" urban centers. Indian reservations in the late 1940s and early 1950s became 

materially and discursively contested spaces, claimed by multiple interests (tribal, 

governmental and private) yet represented in libera! and conservative popular rhetoric as 

prisons from which Indians must be "set free."^^ 

Native veterans of World War II returned to find local prejudices still strong in 

towns bordering reservations, and old laws such as the 1802 regulations concerning the 



sale of alcohol to Indians still in force. Dillon Myer and the BIA consistently blocked 

tribes' attempts to choose their own lawyers, invoking, for example, an 1872 law 

prohibiting any payment or barter for legal counsel for Indian land claims without BIA 

approval (Bernstein; Philip). Returning home to the enforcement of these nineteenth-

century laws in 1950 symbolized, for many native veterans, a return to the paternalism 

and prejudicial attitudes of the frontier during the Indian Wars, the setting for Devil's 

Doorway. 

Westerns of the 1950s represented both conservative cultural values and a liberal, 

counterculture backlash against those values. Richard Slotkin divides 1950s Cold War 

Westerns into two categories, the "Cult of the Cavalry," which offers masculine, military 

and heroic responses to nonwhite threats to American values, and the "Cult of the 

Indian," which uses the Western as a site for liberal critiques of racial and social 

prejudice and of right-wing politics. Several critics have written about the way 1950s 

Westerns (The Searchers [1956] for example) use white/native relations as a metaphor 

for tension between whites and blacks and for the civil rights movement, and most 

discussions of Devil's Doorvmy argue that the film functions in this way.'"* There is no 

doubt that "pro-Indian" Westerns during this period can be read as allegories for civil 

rights (and similarly, in the 1960s and 1970s, for the Vietnam War) that avoided 

offending conservative audiences or drawing the attention of the Hays office and the 

House Un-American Activities Subcommittee. But while the new "pro-Indian" Westerns 

reflected broad contemporary concerns about anti-semitism and racism in general, such 

films registered changes in American perceptions of native peoples specifically, and the 
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films had an enomious impact on Westerns in the following decades. As Steve Neale has 

pointed out, criticism that reads cinematic representations of Indians solely as "empty 

signifiers" or "ethnic stand-ins" for other minorities re-enacts tropes of the "vanishing 

Indian" by "disappearing" native people from post-War America and its artistic products. 

That is, Native Americans are "made to function as signifiers of a preoccupation with 

racism, race and ethnicity in such a way as to exclude them from this same 

preoccupation.. .and any analysis of their position within if (9). I suggest that the 

obsession with home and land at the center of Devil's Doorway registers a very public 

conflict over the status of native people, especially native veterans, as separate and 

sovereign peoples within the United States. 

In his analysis of Lone Ranger narratives, Chad Allen theorizes "treaty discourse" 

as the "founding discourse on which all future U.S.-Indian relations can be legally 

organized" (611). Treaties acknowledge the "essential—albeit supervised—sovereignty 

of Indian nations" (612), and in doing so construct idealized versions of Indianness and 

whiteness that exist in a moment of accord that is both reciprocal and hierarchical, both 

authentic and contained. Allen invokes the definition of treaties and the reservations 

system articulated by legal scholar Charles F. Wilkinson: treaties, Wilkinson writes, were 

"intended to establish homelands for the tribes, islands of tribalism largely free from 

interference by non-Indians or future state governments. This separatism is measured, 

rather than absolute, because it contemplates supervision and support by the United 

States" (Wilkinson 14). It is this "measured separatism" that the Termination policy 

sought to negate. The film Devil's Doorway, I argue, narrates a failure of "treaty 
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discourse" and the reservation system, echoing the Termination policy's implicit critique 

of treaty-based tribal separatism and sovereignty. Further, the film registers public 

anxieties over issues of containment and circulation at a time when native people were 

being "relocated" to urban centers. The "contained authenticity" of Indian "sidekick" 

figures such as Tonto breaks down when the Indian is also the cavalry, and this negation 

of purity not only disrupts the binary stability of "treaty discourse" but also re-presents 

images of native men in uniform who were very visible indeed during and immediately 

after World War II. Devil's Door-way manifests the contradictory public views of native 

people that brought both liberals and conservatives to endorse Termination. It supports 

the idea (but not the practice) of an Indian "homeland" while rejecting the treaty and 

reservation system, and presents in Broken Lance/Lance Poole an unstable Indian civic 

identity as Lance fluctuates between integrationist and separatist impulses. 

The Warrior's Return 

Garry Watson, using Girard's Violence and the Sacred, defines the role of 

violence in the Western as a foundational ritual that "is part of a larger crisis in 

legitimization that is best understood as being essentially sacrificial in nature" (3). 

Following Girard, Watson posits this sacrifice as the purgation of "a crisis of 

distinctions" (3), so that the violence at the heart of the Western "founds or restores a 

community on the basis of the various differences it simultaneously reconstitutes" (4). In 

particular, the "Warrior's Return" at the beginning of many Westerns introduces 

dangerously impure and contagious violence into the community, and this figure mast be 

sacrificed in order to found or re-found the community/nation. Girard describes the 
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figure of the returning war veteran as "the conquering hero who threatens to destroy the 

liberty of Ms homeland" through "the contagious nature of the violence encountered by 

the warrior in battle" (42). 

Girard's theory of sacrificial violence is especially appropriate for Westerns 

dealing with race, since the Western so often tells, the story of founding the nation 

through the restoration of "a social system based on multiple and sharply pronounced 

differences" between whites and Native Americans (Girard 188). The image of the 

"savage" Indian attacking white settlers represents an impure violence that contrasts with 

the cavalry's ability to purity through violence. In Devil's Doorway, Lance's 

Indian/cavalry double identity threatens the boundaries on which the (white) civilization 

of the Western is based, and as a returned veteran of the Civil War—a war of a nation 

against itsel f—he also represents the threat of the nation's own violence brought back 

upon its communities."' The notion of war within the nation is meaningful, too, with 

regard to race relations in the 1950s: while African Americans were vigorously 

segregated, Native Americans were being forced to assimilate; yet both groups were 

subject to discrimination by a government at war with its own internal populations. The 

metaphor of the Civil War fiirther amplifies the struggle Lance experiences as an 

assimilated Indian who is also loyal to his Shoshone people and heritage; in a near-final 

script, Orrie begs Lance to "stop that war that's going on inside you" (Trosper, "Scripf). 

Post-colonial theorist Etienne Balibar argues that colonizing states appear to view 

native populations as "exterior," but the process within the colonizing nation of 

producing and reproducing this exteriority acts to interiorize nativeness. There is, thus. 



"a dual movement of assimilation and exclusion of the 'natives'.. .the heritage of 

colonialism is, in reality, a fluctuating combination of continued exteriorization and 

'internal exclusion'... .Racism is constantly emerging out of nationalism, not only 

towards the exterior but towards the interior" (42-43, 53). In the United States' post-war 

growth economy, interior colonization as expansionist policy continued with new 

military and industrial activity (such as uranium mining and other extractive industries) 

on native lands, the closure of reservations, and the relocation of native people to urban 

centers (Corkin; Limerick). As in the frontier period, the country expanded into Indian 

territory, and a new racism against native difference, emerging from 1950s nationalism, 

sought to expel the "Indianness" from the country's interior. 

Terms of Circulation 

In contrast to Broken Arrow's self-consciously talky style, Devil's Doorway tells 

its story primarily through visual composition, noir stylistics, and costume. In Anthony 

Mann, Jeanine Basinger calls Devil's Doorway and The Furies (1950) Mann's 

"transitional" films as he moved from his noir period {T-Men [1947], Raw Deal [1948]) 

of the late 1940s to his Western genre decade of the 50s. Richard Slotkin outlines the 

elements of the Western as a "field for ideological play": "Through ... transgression of 

the borders, through combat with the dark elements on the other side, the heroes reveal 

the meaning of the frontier line ... In the process they evoke the elements in themselves 

(or in their society) that correspond to the "dark"; and by destroying the dark elements 

and colonizing the border, they purge darkness from themselves and from the world" 

(351-2). Each of Anthony Mann's transitional films deals with what Richard Slotkin 
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calls the Western's "transgression of the borders" specifically in terms of racial borders 

between whites and Mexicans or Native Americans. In T-Men and Border Incident 

(1949), undercover agents marked as "ethnic" are forced to watch their white partners 

killed, sacrifices that allow each sting to succeed. Unlike the classic Western in which 

nonwhite characters represent the "dark" forces on the frontier and in the psyche, Devil's 

Doorway also resembles film noir in its exploration of the corruption inherent in settler 

society, especially white men, in the identity crisis of the protagonist, and in the uneasy 

feeling of a world out of balance. 

Anthony Mann had made his name in Hollywood directing//Vw,v noirs, and he 

used the techniques characteristic of noir's visual style in his first Western. As a noir 

Western, the film helped shape Mann's impact on the Western genre, especially on the 

development of the "psychological" and later "revisionist Western. The film noir 

movement is often attributed to patriarchal fears about the new power of women as they 

entered the workforce, to the sometimes unacknowledged troubles of returned World War 

II veterans, and to the fragmentation of a country that had been unified by the war effort 

(Place; .Krutnik). Perhaps the heightening of racial tensions at the end of the war—^the 

highly publicized participation of Native Americans in the war and their return to second-

class citizenship at home, for example, as well as the civil rights movement—also 

contributed to noir's "dark" cynicism.'^ Atrican Americans and Native Americans 

entered the workforce in great numbers during the war, as did women, and like women 

they were pushed out of many industries when white soldiers returned to claim their jobs. 

The anxious atmosphere of noir films is known to draw its power from racial and gender 
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concerns, but few have considered the specific role Native Americans played in the 

development of noir style. 

Several critics have noted the resemblance between the noir and Western hero in 

their shared outsider status, their precarious positioning between law-enforcer and law

breaker, their potentially tragic fate, and their individual codes of honor. Both figures 

help to maintain a social order from which they do not benefit, according to Edward 

Recchia, yet 

there still remains that essential difference between the films themselves:-

underlying the Western is an indefatigable sense of optimism; underlying the 

detective film is a critical vein of cynicism, if not pessimism. In the Western, the 

frontier is still to be conquered; in the detective film, there is already the smell of 

a civilization in the early stages of decay. (602-3) 

This sense of optimism, so apparent in Westerns like Broken Arrow, becomes muted and 

darkened in "psychological" Westerns such as Zinneman's High Noon (1952) and 

Mann's Winchester 73 (1950), which question the purity and goodness of both the hero 

and the community he protects, and later by "revisionist" Westerns, such as Eastwood's 

High Plains Drifter (1963), Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969), and Perm's Little Big 

Man (1970). Mann's 1950s Westerns played a pivotal role in developing this more 

disturbing side of the genre, and Devil's Doorway, in particular, was ahead of its time in 

offering a social critique of the fi-ontier colonization (or "civilizing") process. Devil's 

Doorway combined the noir critique of "civilization in the early stages of decay" with the 

very process of conquering the frontier so important to the Western. The film becomes a 
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case study of the corruption, prejudice and greed that pushed forward an agrarian 

"American dream" of homestead land and immigrant opportunity. 

Orrie Masters, Lance's romantic interest, Mfills Western and noir female roles, 

taking on the characteristics of both Charlotte Caraiody and Letha in Guy Trosper's "The 

Drifter." Although she is a powerfiil character in the film because she is a lawyer. Lance 

first finds her dusting her books, rather than reading them, and she seems as interested in 

putting iodine on a cut he received in a bar fight as in filing a homestead claim for him. 

FIGURE 4.1, Still from Devil's Doorway. Broken Lance (Robert Taylor) meets Orrie 
Masters {Paula Raymond) 



This scene establishes both Orrie's femininity and her infringement on the masculine 

province of the law. Lance's wound, which comes from Ms fight with Ike in a bar where 

territorial law has outlawed the sale of liquor to Indians, suggests both Lance's ultra-

masculine fighting prowess and Ms ultimately tragic fate. Orrie's status as a woman 

enables her to cross boundaries, which she continually does as a negotiator by going back 

and forth between the town and Sweet Meadows. Like the "good woman" of the 

Western, Orrie is chaste, associated with "civilizing" professions like the law, and in the 

end allied also to the cavalry when she calls them in to stop the fighting between the 

Shoshones and the sheepmen. But this act also links her to the femme fatalc of film noir; 

by summoning the cavalry, she betrays Lance, rains his chances of winning the fight, and 

breaks her promise to tell no one that reservation Shoshones are hiding on Lance's ranch 

at Sweet Meadows. Orrie circulates among men as she attempts to negotiate 

compromises between the men vying for title to the land; her loyalty is made suspect by 

virtue of her sex. Her failure to negotiate a peaceful settlement offers the clearest 

example of a breakdown of "treaty discourse": in one scene, she works to convince the 

men of Medicine Bow to sign a petition to change the law to accommodate Indian 

homesteaders, but her efforts are undennined as news of the first acts of violence in the 

conflict reach the town. The very idea of a treaty or negotiation becomes associated with 

femininity, and Orrie Masters comes to represent both colonizing "master" and feminine 

object, both home and its invasion, both a reasonable voice of compromise and tolerance, 

and an unstable potential for betrayal. 



Anthony Mann produced a series of films in the iate 1940s and early 1950s with 

startlingly similar themes involving illegal or out-of-control circulation (of money, 

laborers, women, and guns), racial boundaries, and masculine bonds. T-Men deals with 

undercover Treasury agents tracking a counterfeit ring. Border Incident with undercover 

Immigration and Naturalization Service agents tracking illegal immigrant papers and 

migrant workers, Winchester 73 with the circulation of a much-desired rifle, The Furies 

with a rancher who pays his workers with his own currency ("T.C.s"), and Devil's 

Doorway. In Devil's Doorway, the term of circulation—^the focus of each character's 

desire—is not a moveable thing like guns, money or paper, but rather a place, Sweet 

Meadows, that each wishes to see as "home." At issue is title to the land, and, as in 

Winchester 73, Indians are excluded from the cconomy of buying and selling the object 

of desire, and a woman circulates as a metaphor for that object. The land is spoken of as 

female in the film; "She's pretty," and "our mother. Sweet Meadows." The "ache for 

home" in Devil's Doorway suggests the "yearning" for the "land-as-Mother" that Annette 

Kolodny terms the "American pastoral impulse" (153-4). Lance's absent mother 

heightens Ms sense of the land-as-mother and of his attachment to the land, just as Orrie's 

absent father justifies her occupation of his place as a lawyer. The interracial romance 

between Orrie and Lance cannot take place because both the diegetic logic of the film— 

the exclusion of the native character from access to woman and land—and the external 

18 logic of the Production Code prohibit it. Sweet Meadows seems to represent both what 

is deeply familiar to and desired by all men, and what must be kept from "outsiders" with 

great violence; it is this "wavering between vocabularies" of nostalgic longing and 
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violent exclusion that in these films produces what Homi Bhabha has called "a sense of 

'natiormess': the heimlich pleasures of the hearth, the unheimiich terror of the space or 

race of the Other" (2). Devil's Doorway voices a post-war longing for an uncontested 

home, but reveals that imagined home/land (both familial and national in scale) to be 

fraught with private and institutional corruptions. 

Orrie's mother, on hearing about Jimmy's (Lance's nephew's) Shoshone rite of 

passage into manhood, declares, "That boy's got a good home." Lance clearly sees 

Sweet Meadows, his ancestral place of origin, as home and as mother; 

It's hard to explain the way an Indian feels about the Earth.. .it's the 

pumping of our blood, it's the love we've got to have. My father said the 

Earth is our Mother. I was raised in this valley; now I'm part of it, like the 

mountains and the hills, the deer, the pine trees and the wind. Deep in my 

heart I know I belong. If we lose it now, we might as well all be dead. 

In this speech, Lance associates relocation away from the land with disappearance. The 

film certainly partakes of the well-used trope of the "vanishing American," but Lance's 

connection between losing the land and vanishing suggests fiirther the negative 

dimensions of the 1950s Termination policy of assimilation or "de-tribalization," the loss 

of identity and land base as reservation communities were forcibly (dis)integrated. 

Whether through death or assimilation of its former tenants, Indian land becomes 

available for national expansion. 

Lance's enemy, the lawyer Verne Coolan, also wishes to see Sweet Meadows as 

home. When trying to provoke Lance to fight in the bar, he tells his hired gun about 
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Sweet Meadows; "It's like the laugh of a beautiful woman," he says, "it's what all men 

dream of when they ache for home." Coolan's lust for land-as-female is sexual rather 

than familial. Later, when convincing the sheepherders to stake a claim to Sweet 

Meadows, Coolan says "Through that pass the range never dries up, the mountains keep 

the wind out. There's a water hole in there big enough to float a clipper ship, and the 

grass is belly high on a steer. Oh, it's a place for home. I'd like to live there myself" 

And when the Shoshones flee the reservation and ask to stay at Sweet Meadows, Lance 

translates their request to Orrie, "They want a place to live, they want a home." Finally, 

as Orrie desperately tries to convince Lance to compromise with the sheepherders, she 

says "They have a right to live. It's just as terrifying for them to be without a home as it 

is for you." 

Orrie isn't the only metaphor for the land. The sheepherders. seeking a home for 

themselves and their livestock, are always on the move in search of permanent grazing 

for their starving flocks. The "reservation Shoshones" who hide at Lance's ranch are also 

linked to the land as "home," and they too circulate—illegally. Their flight from the 

reservation despite a binding agreement to stay, and their assertion that conditions there 

arc so terrible that "we will die, but we will never go back to the reservation," assert a 

failure of "treaty discourse" that aligns the film with 1950s Termination policy and the 

contemporary view that reservations were essentially outmoded prisons, hindrances to 

assimilation. In the film, the parallel groups of displaced people—the sheepherders and 

Shoshones—^have no inherent dislike for one another. In fact, their competing need to 

possess Sweet Meadows as their home suggests that they have much in common, as Orrie 
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argues. But scenes of the herders' sheep and Lance's cattle attempting (and failing) to 

share the same street in town implies that because they are different "stock" they cannot 

share a home, just as Orrie and Lance cannot overcome their racial differences to make a 

home together. To the extent that the Shoshone cattlemen and Scotch/Irish immigrant 

sheepmen represent non-white and white returning WWII soldiers, these scenes point to 

post-war anxieties over dis-unity and competition over resources between groups coded 

as racially different. How can a nation of different "kinds" come together to make a 

home? 

FIGURE 4.2, Still from Devil's Doorway. Sheep and cattle crowd the streets of 
Medicine Bow. Wyoming 
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The use of livestock as racial metaphors is even stronger in earlier versions of the story. 

In a May, 1948 version, the mixed-blood Ira Coffee explains his fear of living on a 

reservation: "Mow'd you like it? You got a red hide, so your law says get into the corral 

with the rest of the animals! .. .We'll turn you from 'a bull into an ox!" (Trosper, 

"Script"). This speech to the lawyer Orrie equates reservations with dehumanization, and 

confinement with castration. In a scene deleted in the final script, Lance's father points 

out a new white Hereford bull and claims that it will "help raise a finer breed of cattle" 

(Kopp).''' The whiteness of the bull clearly represents Lance's assimilated status and the 

possibility of racial mixture. 

And it is the Homestead Act (which arrives in Wyoming with territorial 

incorporation)"" that establishes an economy of white settlement, law, and "civilization." 

and that excludes Lance on the basis of his status as an Indian and a "ward of the 

government." Lance is barred entirely from participation in this settlement order; 

although he is rich, he cannot buy or own his land, and although he has worked the land 

for more than five years, he cannot stake a claim to it under the Homestead Act. Lance's 

encounter v/ith this law suggests that his "fitness" or competence in the wilderness and in 

the capitalist market is irrelevant, because the system by which territories (and people) are 

incorporated into the nation ensures the survival of hierarchy rather than the "survival of 

the fittest."^' Lance is also refused the right of all (white) men in the frontier Western to 

buy a drink in the saloon. Thus, although his masculinity as a fighter has been proven in 

the war, the laws that come with territorial incorporation are perceived in the film as 

emasculating. As Douglas Pye writes of Anthony Mann's male heroes, 
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Like the protagonists of melodramas, Mann's heroes are in a sense 

victims.. .enacting a drama of intractable situations.. ..They also share with 

so many of the women of melodrama.. .an apparent choice of two paths, in 

which each seems equally unsatisfactory but synthesis is impossible. 

Must choose, must lose. Like their contemporaries in melodrama, Mann's 

protagonists are prisoners of a masculinity coded in hopelessly 

contradictory ways. (173) 

At the heart of Devil's Doorway is Lance's divided identity as an assimilated, successful 

returned cavalryman and a traditional Shoshone. He is also positioned betwixt and 

between his elderly, dying father and his young nephew Jimmy. As he returns home for 

the first time, Lance lifts Jimmy in the air just as his father falters and nearly falls on the 

porch step, the first indication of his illness. Lance's choices will be crucial for future 

generations. 
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FIGURE 4.3, Still from Devil's Doorway. Lance comforts his father 

Mann depicts Lance's transformation from "good Indian" to "bad Indian" through 

the classical Holl3Avood technique of repetition and variation. Orrie enters Lance's cabin 

in parallel scenes to ask him to compromise with first the sheepmen, then the cavalry, 

both of which she has brought to his ranch. In each scene they stand facing one another 

in a two-shot framed by the window of Lance's cabin. But in the latter scene, the cabin is 

a shambles; fallen pieces of wood make jagged "X" marks across the window and the air 

is full of smoke, registering visually what Lance's father says at the beginning of the 

film, that Indians are "doomed" because they are surrounded by whites. This scene 
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reverses the iconography of the traditional Western in which the settlers' homesteads lie 

in smoking ruins. 

FIGURE 4.4, Still from Devil's Doorway. The Shoshones defend Lance's ranch 

In a narrative treatment that links women and the land through the image of the home, the 

destruction of white settlements in the Western usually provokes the male hero to violent, 

often vigilante action in revenge (as it does for Ethan Edwards in The Searchers); but in 

Devi! 's Doorway the destruction of the Shoshone settlement puts "a seal on the peace" 

(as Sonseeahray's death does in Broken Arrow) because, as Lance says, "We're all gone." 

In the second scene at Lance's cabin, when Orrie has left and Lance is alone, he circles 



the room, examining embiems of Ms compound identity. First he contemplates Ms 

father's pipe, recalling Ms optimistic conversations and plans for the ranch before Ms 

father's death. As he leaves the room, he stops to touch his cavalry uniform, hanging by 

the door, again recalling his return from the war at the beginning of the film. Both pipe 

and uniform metonyinically invoke the treaty-making process, but as these signs come 

together in Lance they can no longer fimction as markers of a "measured separatism" 

between nations. The post-war nation cannot accommodate a man who assimilates but 

retains his difference, who is both Indian and homesteader, both Indian and cavalry. 

Also parallel are two bar scenes at the Big Horn Saloon in town. The film opens, 

as do many Westerns, with a lone rider in the desert. As Lance rides into town a dog 

barks at him, indicating his threatening outsider status (as does the dog barking at Scar in 

The Searchers, and the dog that slinks away from Wilson in Shane [1953]), and we see 

that he is wearing a cavalry uniform. The stranger turns out to be the prodigal son 

returned home, and the old timers welcome Mm by buying him a drink. His welcome is 

interrupted, though, by racist comments from a shadowy figure in the foreground. The 

insults serve as a warning that the masculine, egalitarian spirit of the old West (and 

metaphorically of WWII) will give way to a hierarchical "law and order" when the 

lawyers and settlers come. The scene is shot from the far. end of the bar; the audience 

sees the three men drinking in deep space, and the bar dominates the screen. The figure 

in the foreground—the lawyer Coolan—drinks alone and watches the men. His position 

as spectator mirrors that of the audience and is an example of the way, as Ann Kaplan has 
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said in another context, "Even within stories about its own nation.. .Hollywood films 

mimicked the 'imperial gaze' of people who traveled to cultures in different lands" (64). 

Later in the film, five years have passed and Lance has become a wealthy and 

successful cattleman, having combined the traditionally opposing roles of cowboy, Indian 

and cavalryman. On the day he deposits $ 18,000 in the bank (demonstrating his success 

as an assimilated capitalist) and tries to buy Zeke, the Sheriff and an old friend, a drink at 

the saloon, he encounters the territorial law forbidding sale of alcoholic beverages to 

Indians. The scenc is shot from the same perspective; Coolan—now with Ike, a hired 

gunslinger—watches the drama from the foreground in the crowded bar. Ike fires trick-

shots at Lance, and during the ensuing fist-fight, Coolan watches with intense interest and 

pleasure. Low-key lighting predominates, heightened by flashes of lightning and thunder 

that underscore important moments. The bar scenes are the most noir in the film, with 

their claustrophobic atmosphere emphasizing Lance's entrapment by Coolan and by the 

townspeople who crowd around to watch the tight. The scene renders an unusually strong 

use of the Expressionist tradition in the Western via John Alton's cinematography, which 

gives the bar's interior an urban, tautly ominous feel. The bar itself overwhelms the 

scene visually as it marks foreground and background, and as it creates oblique lines that 

express Lance's growing realization that the peace he fought for will not be his to enjoy. 



FIGURE 4.5, Still from Devil's Doorway. Lance fights with Ike, the gunslinger 



This scene is the centerpiece of the film; the destruction that is personal and 

intimate in the saloon becomes epic in scale as Lance fights the sheepmen (another front 

for Coolan) over Sweet Meadows. " Coolan's absorption in the spectacle of the fight is 

such that he leans forward and knocks over his liquor bottle. This display of waste 

reveals the hypocrisy of the law denying the sale of liquor to Indians and at the same time 

foreshadows the shot of liquor Lance will throw in the face of the vanquished Ike. The 

act also alludes to the waste of Lance's life at the end of the film: blood, too, will be 

spilled. The spectacle of spectatorship also prefigures the fistfight scene in Shane, as Joey 

Starrett watches his hero Shane fight men from the Ryker gang. That fight is punctuated 

by loud cracks as Joey takes bites of hard candy, consuming show and sweets at once. In 

Devil's Doorway, Coolan's eagerness to observe the fight, and his inability to fight 

himself, mark his immaturity and inadequate masculinity and at the same time link him to 

the greedy patriarchs of films such as Red River (1948) and Shane. His voyeurism 

fetishizes the racialized masculine body in the brutality of the fight, as did his hostile 

•yi 
gaze the first time he saw Lance in the bar at the film's beginning. Like Letha in Guy 

Trosper's original short story, Coolan finds pleasure in inciting men to fight. Like the 

banker in Stagecoach (1939), he represents a self-righteous and corrupt Eastern 

"civilization" invading the rough, democratic purity of the old west; props such as his 

elegant liquor glass (distinct from other men's shot glasses) mark him as a city slicker... 

Coolan's delight in violence-as-performance reveals his own underlying fraudulence, and 

indeed he lies to the sheepmen and others as he goads them to fight. His desire to witness 

violence—and his gratification in the processes of destruction—drives the narrative. In 
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contrast, Laace is here indicated as "authentic": he always tells the truth, stands by Ms 

word, is unwilling to compromise. His authenticity is heightened by his status as an 

Indian, as much a moral barometer and symbol of the uncorrapted as a sign of menace. 

Visually, Lance is coded as a hero by the white hat he wears, while Coolan and 

Ike wear black hats, marks of villainy since the early silent Westerns; but here the 

racialized "colors" of the classical Western are reversed. Lance undergoes a more subtle 

visual transformation from a "good" or assimilated Indian, who insists on speaking 

English with his Shoshone father, to a "bad Indian" who will not compromise about his 

land ownership, and a gradual change of costume marks this shift. He first appears in 

his full cavalry uniform and decorations, but at the burial of his father he wears a beaded 

medallion necklace, headband, and silver belt. For much of the film he wears cowboy 

clothes, and as the film progresses these clothes are augmented by the belt, the headband, 

and jewelr\' that suggest that Lance has become more identified with his Shoshone 

culture and is moving away from his previous assimilation to white culture and military 

subculture. Even his skin color seems to darken over the course of the film. Thus the 

audience is visually reminded of Lance's doubled identity—as is the cavalry leader— 

when he dresses once more in his cavalry uniform as he emerges from his ranch/fortress 

to surrender to the cavalry leader at the end of the film. 

Clothes have historically been important markers of authentic "Indianness" and of 

assimilation for viewers of photographs and film. For example, in the first decades of the 

twentieth century Edward S. Curtis regularly asked native people posing for his famous 

photographs to take off watches and other marks of contact with whites. Instead of 



seeing an assuring future for assimilation, as Broken Arrow promises for the Apache, 

viewers of Devil's Doorway witness the costuming equivalent of the stereotyped 

reversion to savagery in Lance. Lance's costiime changes narrate the failure of 

assimilation visually, linking his re-established Indian identity to a longstanding 

stereotype in literature and silent film that Indians educated at boarding-school or in the 

military will go "back to the blanket" if allowed to return to their families and tribes. 

Such public and governmental suspicions of "false assimilation" in terms of retained 

ethnic difference imply parallel fears of "counterfeit" patriotism. Lance's return to the 

cavalry costume at his surrender is a jarring reminder that he arrived home as a cavalry 

soldier as well as an Indian. He might have lived if he had remained assimilated and kept 

his allegiance to the military, abandoning the reservation Shoshones who sought refuge . 

on his ranch, because the cavalry would not have become involved and Lance might have 

defeated the vigilante posse. But the film's politics do not allow Lance to survive as a 

Shoshone or to maintain his allegiance to the tribal nation as well as the United States; in 

taking in the escaped Shoshones he seals his fate. The film's title, "Devil's Doorway"— 

the pass into Sweet Meadows—indicates Lance's double-bind; his liminal status as an 

assimilated Indian relegates him to a hellish no-man's-land rather than the sweet 

meadows of home. The film engages in an "imperial gaze" by adopting Cooian's point 

of view in several key scenes, including the opening bar scene and his death at Lance's 

hands during the vigilante attack on Sweet Meadows. At the same time, the film 

critiques such an imperial gaze by vilifying Cooian's avid desire for coiomzing and 

genocidal violence against the Shoshone people. The possessive gaze itself becomes a 



tenn of circulation: first Lance gazes on Sweet Meadows when he returns from the war, 

but later Orrie's gaze predominates as she becomes a witness to the male contest over the 

land. Finally, as Lance falls forward in death and in surrender, the young cavalry leader 

looks towards the "Devil's Doorway" pass into Sweet Meadows and the camera (and thus 

the audience) assumes his point of view as both possessor and eyewitness."^ 

The powerful narrative combination of the returning veteran figure and the cross-

racial romance in Devil's Doorway brings together the construction (or de-construction) 

of both nation and family. The Indian veteran returns from a war only to try to begin a 

family in the midst of another war—a race war—at home. Cross-racial romance 

represents a desire for an integrated family, home and nation that transcends racial and 

cultural differences, but the film depicts men and women whose private lives are undone 

by their participation in the public work of frontier land negotiations. The land is only 

made "pure" by a peace achieved through sacrificial, racially marked violence that also 

marks the U.S. government's contemporary negation of the treaty-making process. 

Devil's Doorway allows us to view post-war American culture beginning to examine its 

history of "de-tribalization," land theft and re-location even as it entered a new phase of 

assimilationist policy. In its complex figurations of the post-war United States as "home" 

to native people, to returning war veterans, and to powerful women, Devil's Doorway 

reveals a constellation of public concerns and inaugurated a major shift in Hollywood's 

Westem-genre filmmaking. 
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Notes 

^ Termination is the general term for a series of resolutions and public laws enacted 

between 1953 and 1961 which sought to dismantle federal trust relationships with native 

tribes. The policy involved a complex array of legal strategies and negotiations with 

specific tribal entities. The Indian Claims Commission was established in 1946 to hear 

claims cases, in the hope that monetary compensation for land seized in the past would 

both solve the moral and legal problems of broken treaties and encourage assimilation 

through one-time per-capita payments. The House Concurrent Resolution 108 (passed in 

1953 by the Republican Eighty-Third Congress) was the first of many Congressional 

actions that terminated federal recognition of tribes, services to those tribes, and 

supervision of tribal assets, including land. Public Law 280 (1953) initiated a trend 

toward transferring civil and criminal jurisdiction over Indian lands firom federal to state 

arenas, and throughout the 1950s the Bureau of Indian Affairs ran a "relocation" program 

that encouraged native individuals and families to move to urban areas. Excellent and 

detailed historical information on the Termination and Relocation policies are available 

in publications by Drinnon, Fixico, Philip, and Wilkinson. 

^ I follow Berkhofer in using the term "Indian" to refer to representations in popular 

culture, and use the term "native" or "Native American" when talking about historical 

and contemporary native people. 

^ A plethora of short "Indian dramas" and "pro-Indian" silent Westerns played in 

nickelodeons in the first decades of the twentieth century, including such titles as "The 

Redman's View" (1909, Biograph), "tola's Promise" (1912, Biograph), and "White 
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Fawn's Devotion" (1910, Pathe Freres). Reform films from the 1920s included The Last 

of the Mohicans (1920, Maurice Toumeur Productions, Associated Producers), The 

Vanishing American (1925, Famous Players-Lasky Corp., Paramount), and Redskin 

(1929, Schertzinger). 

^ See Petlewski's discussion of Lance as a sexual threat. 

^ See Gary- Edgerton's discussion of "surface realism" in Michael Mann's The Last of the 

Mohicans (1992). 

^ See Deloria's Playing Indian for historical case studies and a theoretical discussion of 

this phenomenon. 

For further discussion of the post-WWII cycle of "pro-Indian" Westerns and their 

relationship to contemporary Native American issues and to broader issues of ethnicity in 

1950s Hollywood films, see Ncale. 

^ While the BIA under John Collier recommended segregated units for Native American 

soldiers, the War Department determined that integration with white units would help to 

"break down tribal ties" among native soldiers, even as the Department maintained 

segregated units for African American soldiers (Bernstein 41). Many southern states, like 

Virginia, recognized only "two kinds of people—^whites and Negroes; anyone of 'color' 

fell into the latter category," and in Mississippi the draft board "drafted dark-skinned 

Choctaws into segregated units, while lighter-skinned Indians 'passed' into white 

platoons" (42). 

^ In 1950, the median income for native men on a reservation was $950, compared to 

$2,218 for black men and $3,780 for white men, with high unemployment rates, 
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overcrowded schools, and high infant mortality contributing to the alarming conditions 

on many reservations (Bernstein 149-50). Native Americans were prohibited from voting 

in state elections in Arizona and New Mexico until 1948. 

The blurring of distinctions between camps and reservations was intensified by the fact 

that Japanese Americans were interned on reservation lands in several western states; the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs had "volunteered Indian lands as sites for the 'colonization of 

the Japanese'" (Collier, qtd. in Bernstein 82). 

'' See Philip, Embry, Drinnon and Dippie. 

The phrase "domestic dependent nations" originates with Chief Justice Marshall's key 

definition of the status of native tribes in the 1823 Johnson vs. Macintosh Supreme Court 

decision. 

Carlos Embry's 1956 book, America's Concentration Camps: The Facts about Our 

Indian Reservations Today, is the best example of this view of native peoples as prisoners 

of war and of reservations as "concentration camps." 

See discussions of the political subtexts of "pro-Indian" Westerns in Lehman, 

Lenihan, Mortimer, Petlewski, and Slotkin. For example, critics such as Paul Petiewski 

and Richard Slotkin argue that Devil's Doorway uses the Western genre as a "disguise" 

that, although covertly and with compromises, allows it to treat such sensitive material as 

American racism and anti-semitism. Devil's Doorway's comments on social prejudice 

came at a time between the American solidarity of WWII and the violent focus on 

domestic issues of race during the mid-1950s civil rights movement. However, the slow 

gains made in the civil rights movement occurred simultaneously with an erosion of 
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rights for native peoples. The Supreme Court outlawed segregated schools in Brown vs. 

Board of Education in 1954; the Montgomery bus boycott took place in 1955; and 

Congress passed the Civil Rights Act to address inequalities in voting rights in 1957. 

During the same period, legislation undermined or ended services to Indian reservations, 

terminated federal recognition of tribes and treaty obligations to those tribes, and shifted 

more tribal lands to white ownership and control. 

Allen's most recent work. Blood Narrative: Indigenous Identity in American Indian 

and Maori Literary and Activist Texts, asserts that indigenous activist writers "rc-

recognize" treaty discourse, reclaiming its original colonial authority in order to assert 

sovereignty through the nation-to-nation positioning implicit in treaty agreements, 

'indigenous minority redeployments of treaty discourse insist that the dominant powers 

remember the cross-cultural and cross-national agreements it forged with indigenous 

nations during previous eras...they reinstate and reinvigorate this colonial discourse's 

original powers of legal enforcement and moral suasion" (19). 

Community hostility towards returning war veterans, and their potential for violence in 

response, is also manifested in literature and film about native veterans WWII and other 

wars; Zane Grey's The Vanishing American and Seitz's film version starring Richard Dix 

depict returning Navajo veterans of WWl. N. Scott Momaday's The House Made of 

Dawn and Leslie Marmon Silko's Ceremony portray traumatized WWII vets recovering 

through ceremonies of re-integration and renewal in their home communities. Vietnam 

War veterans return home to intemai and external conflict in accounts that narrate 

wartime and post-war experiences from a native perspective, as in Apache author Leroy 
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TeCube's memoir of Ms infantry service, Year in Nam, and in Phillip H. Red Eagle's 

noMcWzs Red Earth: A Vietnam Warrior's Journey. 

See Doane's "Dark Continents" for a discussion of psychoanalytic connections 

between female sexuality and racial difference. 

Nicolas Monti, writing about tum-of-the-century photographs from Africa, notes that 

for white male colonizers "The seduction and conquest of the African woman became a 

metaphor for the seduction and conquest of Africa" (qtd. in Doane 213). The opposite 

constract in the Americas—a liaison between a native man and white woman—^might 

represent the "conquest and seduction" of land as well as woman. The threat of 

"misccgcnation" in Devil's Doorway is one of native integration into white family 

structures, of native claims to property, and of native permanence rather than 

disappearance. 

''' In a similar fashion in her novel Ceremony, Leslie Marmon Silko uses cross-bred 

"spotted cattle" as a metaphor for the protagonist Tayo's mixed-blood ancestry and 

ability to survive in two worlds. 

The Homestead law was passed in 1862. 

See Stanley Corkin's detailed exploration and criticism of the way post-war Westerns 

(specifically My Darling Clementine and Red River) dramatize "how men who exhibit the 

terms of fitness, which are not acquired but appear innate, rightfiilly rule" (89). 

The scene would have been even more violent without the Hays Code. In fact, this is 

the only scene that the MPAA suggested be cut, due to its excessive brutality. In a memo 
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to Breen in the Hays Office dated February 10, 1950, Robert Vogel claims to have cut 

25% of the footage in this scene, including "two objectionable kicks." 

See Willemen's discussion of the "look at the male" in Mann's films as a 

"fxindamentally homosexual voyeurism." Willeman argues that this imaging of the male 

examines "the operation of classic American cinema itself as a form of spectacle" (211-

212) in which images of male ordeal reflect upon themselves as spectacle and identity. 

Devil's Doorway avoids most of the stereotyped "Indian English" of earlier Westerns. 

Although Lance's father speaks in metaphors, he uses pronouns and articles 

grammatically. The film also has characters speak the Shoshone language in many 

scenes late in the film ("Devil's Doorway Indian Dialog"). 

In contrast to Kitses's view that Lance and the Shoshones achieve "victory through 

death" (44), Tuska views Devil's Doorway as "a far more pernicious vari ety of racism" 

for its pro-assimilationist stance. According to Tuska, the film's "strong propaganda in 

favor of one-settlement culture" does not allow Indian characters "cultural integrity—the 

right to have his own culture independent of the white community (47-48). 

I would like to thank Sean Cobb for this insight into the "circulation of the gaze" at the 

end of the film. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RELOCATING CINEMATIC ETHNICITY IN 
HOUSE MADE OF DAWN AND BILLY JACK 

During the sixties, my father vms the perfect hippie since all the hippies 
were trying to be Indians. Because of that, how could anyone tell 

that my father vms trying to make a social statement? 
—Sherman Alexie, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven 24 

N. Scott Momaday's novel House Made of Dawn, which received and continues 

to receive abundant critical attention, remains central to any understanding of the 

emergence of the Native American literary renaissance in the late 20*'' century. Yet 

Richardson Morse's 1972 film version of the novel has dropped from critical view despite 

its significance as the first cinematic adaptation of a native-authored novel.' The film 

maps a Native American modernity by moving between urban Los Angeles and Jemez 

Pueblo, tracing the contours of indigenous urban experience through the effects of 

relocation policy. Western films, police brutality, and legal and military systems. A 

series of questions is begged by the film: How does Momaday's investment in 

performative identity and the power of voice—the belief that "we are all made of words; 

that our most essential being consists in language" ("Man Made of Words" 49)—translate 

to the visual mode of cinema? And what voices—from Momaday's already-polyphonic 

novel, from minority and avant-garde cinemas, from the Holl)Avood "pro-Indian" 

Western, and from Vietnam-era politics—converge to "stage the clash of socially 

generated languages and discourses" in the film?^ How does this film, with its silenced 

protagonist, register another, more collective native voice—^the very public proclamations 



of the American Indian Movement and the activist re-occupations of federally-held land 

in the 1960s and 1970s? 

This chapter explores House Made of Dawn, a film few people have seen, in the 

context of other films from the period dealing with "ethnic vigilantes" such as Billy Jack 

(Frank 1971) and Shaft (Parks 1971) that drew massive audiences. Shaft made $ 12 

million in its first year and according to Donald Bogle "single-handedly saved MGM 

from financial ruin" (238), while Billy Jack was made independently for $800,000 and 

grossed over $65 million, making it one of the highest-grossing films to that date." Why 

didn't House Made of Dawn draw such crowds? 

We can begin to answer this question by observing that Billy Jack and Shaft are 

titles that advertise visual pleasure specifically in terms of identification with and 

objectification of the physical mastery and suppressed rage of charismatic vigilante 

heroes. They re-work Western and detective genres for new audiences and locate their 

resistances to dominant social policies and Hollywood representations in aesthetically, 

generically and genetically coded violence. Billy Jack and House Made of Dawn, 

independent productions whose Indian protagonists negotiate Western-genre narrative 

structures, represent diverging constructs in cinematic representations of Indians. Billy 

Jack's mixed-blood hero, played by a white actor, embodies—or performs—a 

multiethnic gestural language that reverberated in the action-adventure, kung iii, and 

Western genres, while House Made of Dawn's Indian protagonist turns away from cross-

racial violence toward a tribally distinct, perhaps even separatist practice. In associating 

vigilante violence with illness, the film dissents from the assumptions of minority-
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controlled productions that energized the action film genre, such as Enter the Dragon 

(Clouse 1973) and Sweet Sweetback's Baadassss Song (Van Peebles 1972), in which 

fighting prowess indexes the hero's spiritual health and connection to his community. I 

would like to restore House Made of Dawn to critical view as a yet more radical 

intervention in popular and legal representations, one that marshals its lyrical power in 

service of an individual subjectivity that also inscribes a communal indigenous minority 

identity. 

House Made of Dawn was produced as two artistic movements gained 

momentum: the "New Hollywood Renaissance" and the Native American literary 

renaissance. Both movements drew university recognition as well as audiences of young 

people influenced by the counter-culture, anti-war activism, and minority rights. Taking 

from David James the theory that all films—-especially alternative films—internalize and 

"speak" their modes of production, I explore the social tensions behind House Made of 

Dawn through an "allegorical reading in which a given filmic trope—a camera style or an 

editing pattern—is understood as the trace of a social practice" and plots have 

"metaphorical relation to their own manufacture" {Allegories 14). James recognizes 

cinema as social practice in terms of cultural landscapes or a "geography of production," 

in which a "geo-cinematic hermeneutic" explores "the relation between a given film's 

representation of the city and the actual urban resources that supply and govern its 

manufacture" ("Toward" 3). House Made of Dawn interweaves reservation and urban 

spaces, and popular and avant-garde modes of representation in its independent, 

integrated production. The location shooting (in Los Angeles and Sandia and Isleta 
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Pueblos) and use of native actors enable the finished product to engage in social criticism 

without imagining Indians as "ethnic stand-ins" for other minorities, emblems of 

primitivism, or figures that vanish into narratives of imperialist nostalgia/ 

Analyses of literary adaptations and representations of ethnicity have often 

emphasized issues of character stereotype, sociological accuracy, and "fidelity" to the 

literary source. Many of the films I discuss here do seem to call out for consideration in 

terms of sociological accuracy by incorporating a visual language (from photographs and 

news media, for example) to indicate specific moments in the history of American race 

relations. The films targeted a broader, more ethnically diverse and aware audience than 

the established Hollywood studios, bound by a decades-old white star system, could 

envision. Robert Stam argues for the relevance of Bahktin's theories of dialogism, 

hetcroglossia and polyphony to communicate the complex issues of discourse, 

representation and historical context in film studies. By seeing film art as "socially 

situated.. .a mediated version of an already textualized and discursivized socio-

ideologica! world," we can avoid "naive verism without ever falling into a 'hermeneutic 

nihilism'" (252). Attending to the socially constituted discourses that converge in the 

making and consuming of cinematic art frees the critic from reductive and essentiaiist 

comparison to the real, yet allows for an activist criticism, one which deepens our 

understanding of cinematic representations of ethnicity and leaves room for aesthetic, 

political, and experiential readings. Peter Wollen writes that 

The problem (or structuring trait) of the avant-garde has been the rigid 

distinctions between the avant-garde and popular culture—an opposition 
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which has shown itself throughout the 20^'' century in a number of 

different ways: in the antitheses between formalism and realism, 

modernism and kitsch, ivory tower and mass audience, and in another 

way, the antithesis between authenticity and alienation. (103) 

Wollen argues for a recognition of the heterogeneous nature of popular culture, especially 

in terms of relationships between "institutions of great power which dominate from 

above" and "subcultures of resistance." This definition enables us to see Biiiy Jack, 

House Made of Dawn, and early blaxploitation films as framed by both industry and 

social contexts. Ultimately, Wollen argues, there is a "crossover" or "hybridization," a 

"movement of avant-garde and independent film sideways into other areas" (104). Stuart 

Hail's nuanced perception of popular culture as contested ground, a shifting "arena of 

consent and resistance" (239), emphasizes the meaning given to signs by "the .state of 

play in cultural relations" (235). Unfixed and historically contingent, popular symbols 

are the sites of cultural transformation and of a "double movement" or contradictory play 

of recognition and refusal, containment and mobility. What is at stake, Hall argues, is 

"the active destruction of particular ways of life, and their transformation into something 

new" (227). Groundbreaking minority films such as Shaft, Sweet Sweetback's Baadassss 

Song and House Made of Dawn, and popular independent productions such as Billy Jack, 

used avant-garde techniques for political ends, negotiating the particular visions of their 

directors, cross-racial collaborations in production, and broader activist politics.^ These 

films questioned the ability of individuals, and of collective action, to affect social 

change and enforce social justice, and reflected on the power of performance to critique. 
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escape, and intervene in systems of social power. Even independent films controlled 

largely by the vision of a single person, such as van Peebles' Sweetback or Tom 

Laughlin's Billy Jack, lead to a tension between community and individual experiences, 

unified and fragmented subjectivities. 

House Made of Dawn imagines Indianness in the context of and yet apart from the 

Indian Western, "ethnic vigilante" films, and the counter-culture peace movement, while 

challenging the "authentic art/mass culture binary" (James 3). At the same time, the film 

offers an alternative "tribal reality" that appropriates modernist, avant-garde filmmaking 

techniques, countering primitivist readings of Pueblo culture with technologically and 

aesthetically dynamic methods and an urban setting.*" 

Activist Contexts 

Fine accounts of the waves of Native American activism in the 1960s and 1970s 

are available from Ward Churchill and Jim Vander Wall, Joane Nagcl, Peter Mathiessen, 

Vine Deloria and others. I offer the following condensed overview to highlight the 

connections between policy and representation that continue to imbue cinematic images 

of Indians with significant power. Federal policy and popular images during the 1950s 

and i960s conceived of Native Americans through the terms and discourses of other 

minorities—especially AMcan Americans—in ways that were sometimes wholly 

inappropriate to the special relationship between the U.S. and native tribes set forth in 

treaties and in Indian law (see discussion in Chapter Four). Civil Rights integrationist 

impulses often worked against native people in the 1950s as the Termination policy 

eroded tribal cultural cohesion and reservation land bases in the name of integrating 
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Indians into the American "mainstream" through Relocation to urban areas. But in the 

sixties and seventies, Civil Rights also modeled positive ethnic renewal, activist 

strategies, and programs to combat poverty. Vine Deloria writes that the innovative 

indigenous re-use of African American Civil Rights desegregation tactics came about 

because native people were "forced to adopt the vocabulary and the techniques of blacks 

in order to get their grievances serious consideration by the media," an essential step to 

obtaining power through legal action (qtd. in Nagel 161). 

The resurgence in Native American activist and literary voices sprang in part from 

a sharp increase in native birth rates and self-identification. Demographic figures 

documented startling native ethnic renewal: between 1960 and 1970 there was a 51 

percent increase in the number of people claiming Native American ethnicity in the U.S. 

Census, and between 1970 and 1980 the increase was 72 percent.^ Joane Nagel describes 

contemporary Native American activism as beginning in 1964 with the Washington and 

Oregon fish-ins, when native fishermen, claiming treaty rights and guarantees, 

deliberately violated state laws restricting fishing. In Strong Hearts, Wounded Souls, 

Tom Holm argues that the participation of over 40,000 native soldiers (1.4 percent of the 

native population of the U.S.) in Vietnam led to a renewal of Native American tribal 

"warrior traditions" in the context of a national crisis, and that many veterans brought 

their experiences in Vietnam to bear on the conflicts between tribes and the U.S. 

government.^ The fish-ins established a partial pattern for the protests that followed, 

including occupation of spaces guaranteed by treaty but no longer under native control, 

and dramatic and s}Tiibolic actions designed to gain national and international media 
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attention. Some historians date the Red Power movement from the occupation of 

Alcatraz Island (November 1969-June 1971) by the group Indians of All Tribes. The 

group's written demands invoked the "right of discovery" logic to re-claim the island and 

offered a treaty to buy the land for $24.00, reversing the economic terms of native-

government relations by referring to U.S. laws and treaties. This weli-publicized action 

led to other activist occupations, including the "Trail of Broken Treaties," a march on 

Washington that inadvertently led to an American Indian Movement (AIM) occupation of 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs offices in 1972, and eventually in 1973 to the occupation of 

Wounded Knee. The confrontations between native activists, many of them Vietnam 

veterans, and federal officials became increasingly violent as AIM members armed 

themselves and key activists met violent deaths which went uninvestigated or were 

covered up by the FBI.'' The dramatic clashes with government authorities highlighted 

longstanding problems of police brutality and judicial inequity against native people, and 

while the government tried to portray AIM as a group of isolated vigilantes, the activists 

themselves consistently demonstrated grassroots and public support. 

Like Chadwick Allen, I see "events of indigenous protest as both instances of 

ethnopolitical conflict and performances of ethno-drama" with "an immediately 

discemable dramatic structure" (11). The fish-ins were particularly successfiil due to 

their strong legal basis in treaty provisions, widespread media coverage, and the support 

of entertainers such as Marlon Brando. The Alcatraz occupation drew enormous 

attention and galvanized native activism as a pan-Indian, largely urban-based movement 

though it didn't result in concrete gains.Such events define and consolidate ethnic 
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identity for political purposes, and like other kinds of dramatic events there are actors, 

audiences, and stages. Key AIM leader Russell Means, according to Lakota leader 

Robert Bumette, 

revealed his bizarre knack for staging demonstrations that attracted the 

sort of press coverage Indians had been looking for: the capture of the 

Mayflower II on Thanksgiving of 1970, a brief occupation of Mount 

Rushmore in June 1971, and an abortive attempt to seize the BIA centra! 

office on 22 September of the same year. His genius for public relations 

[made him increasingly] the group's spokesperson. (Qtd. in Churchill and 

VanderWail 121-122) 

Re-occupied waters, lands, buildings, roads, battlefields, and blockades became stages for 

highly symbolic protests, which the U.S. government, already embattled in Vietnam, 

interpreted as a "theater of war." 

The surge in public interest in all things Indian, which helped keep AIM activists 

in the media, also provided a growing native and non-native audience for the literary 

voices of the Native American renaissance, beginning with the literary establishment's 

recognition of House Made of Dawn with a Pulitzer Prize in 1969. Vine Deloria's 1969 

Custer Died for Your Sins, An Indian Manifesto added a politically sawy and strident 

voice to Momaday's consonant lyricism. John Niehardt's collaboration with Black Elk in 

1932 became a best-seller when it was re-published forty years later in 1972. Collections 

such as Jerome Rothenberg's popular and controversial Shaking the Pumpkin (1972) used 

experimental styles and loose translations to render indigenous oral literatures available 
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to a wider, .non-native public, though the techniques also effaced tribally specific 

meanings in that process. Vine Deloria has described historical waves of public interest in 

Indians as facilitating the publication of only a few native writers, such as D'Arcy 

McNickle in the 1930s, but the publications in 1969 seem to have opened the floodgates. 

Native writers coming into print in the 1970s—including James Welch, Leslie Silko, 

Paula Gunn Allen, Roberta Hill Whiteman, Simon Ortiz, Wendy Rose, Gerald Vizenor, 

Joy Harjo, Linda Hogan, Louise Erdrich, and Diane Glancy and others—led to greater 

public interest and increased opportunities and mentorship for younger native writers." 

Authors such as Sherman Alexie, Adrian Louis, Greg Sarris and Thomas KLing have 

become deeply involved in the adaptation of their work to for film and television. It 

seems, as elder Ross Macaya says of the Hopi storytelling tradition, that "this will not 

end anywhere" (Masayesva 1986). 

Momaday's critical longevity is due in part to his ability to incorporate seemingly 

incompatible modes, juxtaposing—or superimposing, or perhaps oscillating between— 

categorical oppositions. In his speech "The Man Made of Words" given at the First 

Convocation of American Indian Scholars in 1970, Momaday suggests that literature is 

"the end-product of an evolutionary process, and the so-called 'oral tradition' is primarily 

a stage within that process, a stage that is indispensable and perhaps original as well" 

(58). While validating oral literature as foundational, Momaday seems to employ an 

evolutionary continuum that locates oral storytelling in the past and identifies literature as 

a modem and "mature condition of expression" (58). Yet House Made of Dawn situates 

a generation of WWII veterans, with their knowledge of oral storytelling, firmly in the 
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modem world of military service and urban ghettos. Momaday's own concept of native 

identity incorporates both an imagined, constructed, individual dimension ("an Indian is 

an idea which a given man has of himself [49]) and a communal narrative written on the 

body (the "racial memory" [50]). Louis Owens claims that Momaday's success rests 

partly in his ability to use high modernist forms to dramatize tribal realities, making "the 

discourse of the privileged center.. .'bear the burden' of an 'other' world-view" (92). 

Another critic, Jason Stevens, re-articulates that privileged center in terms of pulp 

Westerns and the figure of Billy the Kid, arguing that Momaday appropriates the • 

American outlaw-hero's capacity for self-crcation by "envisioning the Kiowa as both his 

elders and quintessential American heroes" (624).'' Momaday's capacity for multiple 

address and re-alignment of literary styles and genres allows him to merge pulp Western 

and high literary modernism with native oral literatures. In House Made of Dawn he 

represents oral literature not as static relic of past cultural purity—a stage in the evolution 

of literature—but rather as (among other things) a contemporary key to the post-World 

War II generation's confrontation with Indian policy. These potent aggregate modes 

become the montages, nested flashbacks and multiple superimpositions of the film's 

lyrical visuals. 

Violence, Hollywood Westerns, and Tribal .Narratives 

House Made of Dawn engages Western genre codes, but the film's director, 

Richardson Morse, "unreads" the Western's formulaic depictions of Indians, cowboys, 

and Western settlement by calling attention narratively and stylistically to the failure of 

heroic violence to effect change, to redeem the protagonist, enact justice or restore the 
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social order. Further, House Made of Dawn questions the currency and efficacy of 

vioience through stylistic and narrative deflation; it engages in a very different mode of 

criticism and revisionism from the aesthetic or "loving" critiques of violence in films 

such as Perm's Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969). 

The late 1960s and early 1970s saw an accelerated transformation in the grammar 

of film violence, and many films gained—and sustained^—critical attention for the 

efficacy and extremity of their images. The film industry was on the cusp of radical 

change, with many productions characterized by evocative editing and cinematography 

techniques and formerly suppressed content. Floundering HollywcKxl studios, desperate 

for new audiences, opened their doors to young directors who drew from both avant-

garde and popular culture sources to make violent, stylistically innovative films." The 

emergence of independent and minority cinemas—blaxploitation films by Gordon Parks 

and Melvin Van Peebles, for example, and Chicano documentaries and performance art 

(Luis Valdez's / Am Joaquin and Harry Gamboa's "No Movies")—further challenged the 

racial exclusivity of Holl3Avood stardom and the studio system.''^ 

The value placed on non-violence in House Made of Dawn is particularly 

important in the context of emergent minority cinemas and their relationship to 

mainstream representations, including blaxploitation and kung fii films as well as "Indian 

Westerns" clustered in the 1969-1971 period, such as Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here 

(Polonsky 1969), A Man Called Horse (Silverstein 1969), The Stalking Moon (Mulligan 

1969), Soldier Blue (Nelson 1970), Little Big Man (Perm 1970), and Chato's Land 

(Winner 1971). Many critics read the depictions of violence in this period through the 
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lens of television and print media coverage of race riots, the Kennedy assassination, and 

the Vietnam War.^^ Westerns such as Little Big Man and Soldier Blue use satirical and 

graphic massacre scenes to critique United States actions in Vietnam by revisiting and 

revising the racial landscape and bloody history of the American fi-ontier. Richard 

Slotkin's analysis of these Westerns emphasizes their allusions to the Vietnam War and 

especially the Mylai massacre (and its exposure in Life magazine), suggesting that the 

"Mylai counter-myth" lead to the "re-emergence of a new 'Cult of the Indian'" that took 

the forms of counter-culture, neorealist depictions of American Western history. 

Armando Prats theorizes further that Indian Westerns of the Vietnam era—such as 

Ulzana's Raid (Aldrich 1972) and Chato 's Land—represent instances of "racio-cultural 

ambivalence" in which dominant categories of Other and Same become confused; 

"perspective becomes that which it beholds, and exterior and interior collapse each upon 

the other" (231; 274). 

Though for many years the MPAA Production Code closely regulated 

representations of violence on screen, the need during W WII to depict realistic violence 

related to the war effort led to loosened strictures, and the preoccupation with violence in 

film noir, the Western, and other stylistic and generic categories continued post-war. The 

Production Code was further weakened by the "Paramount decrees" in 1948 mandating 

studios to relinquish their control over exhibition through theater chains, which triggered 

a slow rise in independent filmmaking, a weakening in the power of the PCA seal, and by 

the i960s a disintegration of the studio system itself.^^ The Code was revised in 1956 

and again in 1966 with continued emphasis on guidelines to be applied contextually, 
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Administration (CA.RA) system replaced the Code altogether. Violence allowed on 

screen for the purposes of state propaganda in WWII war films became, in the late 1960s, 

a violence in the name of pacifism, activism, and dissent. Films made abroad—Sergio 

Leone's Westerns and Akira Kurosawa's samurai films, for example—dramatically 

increased representations of violence, though their depictions employed conventions from 

the stage rather than the technical innovations of the late 1960s. Inventions such as 

gelatin capsules and squibs filled vs/ith fake blood, along with new slow-motion and fast-

cutting techniques first used on television (to replay the Kennedy assassination in 

newscasts ), enabled directors Perm and Peckinpah to choreograph their "ballets of death" 

at the end of Bonnie and Clyde and The Wild Bunch, respectively. The seemingly 

realistic depiction of the impact of bullets on the human body—the result of 

technologically advanced fake bullets and highly artificial manipulations of the filmstrip 

in montage editing—^recognized distortions of space and time as part of the subjective 

experience of trauma. 

Peckinpah and other directors employed these tightly controlled cinematic effects 

to convey scenes of unchecked mobility and violence in their films. Like Anthony 

Mann's post-war psychological Westerns, especially Winchester 73, Fecldnpah's Wild 

Bunch returns obsessively to images of guns, gold and women in a frenzy of corrupt, 

runaway capitalist circulation. The Wild Bunches depiction of a transportation company 

essential to U.S. expansionist policy (the railroad); the gang's crossing over the U.S. 

border into Mexico; the exchange of guns for gold; the traffic in women in the form of 
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prostitution; and the various betrayals that signal movement of allegiance from one group 

to another all suggest that the film's violence is that of exchange and consumption; it is 

"capitalist violence" (Bliss 124). The literal "machine in the garden" in The Wild Bunch 

is the machine gun, stolen from the U.S. Army and given to Mapache by Pike Bishop. In 

a scene that foreshadows the final massacre, Mapache tests the gun from the center of the 

town plaza without anchoring it to its tripod, sending a random frenzy of bullets into his 

own troops and the townsfolk. The loss of control over the gun makes the bullets 

themselves, like the ants deployed by children against a scorpion in the opening scene, 

emblems of war whose horror lies in their unthinking, unchecked multiplicity. The 

random and destructive "circulation" of ants and bullets represents the gang's gunrunning 

in microcosm while mystifying it as part of the natural order. 

Thus stylistic innovation itself—drawn from both popular television broadcasting 

and more marginalized and avant-garde film traditions—was inextricable from screen 

violence in the late 1960s. David Cook has identified the "multiple-speed montage style" 

in these films as "ballistic balletics," asserting that "however socially responsible or 

irresponsible it may be in context, the slow-motion depiction of death by Mgh-powered 

weapons fire is aesthetically pleasing" (142). Critics coined phrases such as "poem in 

blood" and "balletic violence" to describe Bonnie and Clyde and The Wild Bunch] similar 

language in reviews of the high-tech virtual battles of The Matrix (Waschowski brothers, 

1999) testifies to the lasting impact of the revolution in the aesthetics of screen violence 

(Gopnik 73). 
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Conciiirent with Hollywood's paradoxical use of the language of violence to 

critique violence, i960s/1970s Westerns re-discovered Indians as emblems of cultural 

dissent. The prominence of Indian Westerns, with their sympathetic but distorted 

portraits of Indian cultures, is one example of the way broad cultural interest in native 

cultures could both derail and enable indigenous expression. Most Indian Westerns from 

this period appropriated images of Indians for counterculture messages, and in doing so 

obscured the specificity and voice of individual tribes and a thriving pan-Indian culture. 

According to Armando Prats, even revisionist Westerns engage the master narrative of 

westward expansion—what he calls the Myth of Conquest—to the extent that the 

representation of "the Indian depends utterly not on tribal memory but on the white 

man's remembrance" (129). Both A Man Called Horse and Tell Them Willie Boy Is 

Here, for example, elide and blur distinct tribal beliefs and narratives and instead adopt 

the sexualized captivity narrative as a defining plot structure and central metaphor for 

Indian-white relationships. 

A Man Called Horse invokes the American Museum of Natural History, the 

Library of Congress, and the Smithsonian Institute as authenticating institutions even 

before the opening credits, yet the film suppresses the specificity of tribal beliefs visually 

by using a Maadan Okipa ceremony, as recorded by George Catlin, for its representation 

of the Lakota Sundance.*^ The statement explicitly links the film's "Western" drama to 

ethnographic discourses through an emphasis on the observation and documentation of 

ritual. The filmmakers' legitimating strategies involve the use (and in the case of the 

Mandan Okipa ceremony, .clear misuse) of "surface realism" in service of a narrative that 
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combines the well-worn formulae of the captivity narrative with the figure of the 

Englishman exiled to the American west so familiar from the "squaw man" films of the 

early century. During the "sun vow" ceremony—the film's climactic moment—a 

montage scene represents John Morgan/Horse's (Richard Harris) vision, one that 

emphasizes masculinity and Ms romance with the Chiefs daughter, rather than 

community values or religious worship, redefining the ceremony in terms of individual 

gain and ritual violence. Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here, based on historical events in the 

early twentieth century, re-frames the historical Willie Boy as a rebel who "kidnaps" his 

beloved. Unlike A Man Called Horse, Willie Boy portrays museum collections and 

anthropological endeavors as systems of containment through characters who confine and 

claim ownership of Indian peoples. The film locates its implicit critique of the 

museumification of Indians in the character of Liz Arnold (Katharine Ross), the 

schoolteacher and Indian agent, educated at east coast schools, who acts to confine and 

claim ownership of the people on the reservation. Just as a white woman owns the ranch 

where Willie Boy has been working before the film's action begins, Liz claims that the 

Paiute are "my Indians." Yet this apparent power is undermined by the fact that these 

white women are in thrall to their sexual attractions to Undersheriff Coop (Robert 

Red ford) and Willie Boy (Robert Blake). 

In Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here Polonsky re-writes history to ovemde the 

historical Willie Boy. Far from having a tradition of "bride capture" as depicted in the 

film, the Chemehuevi tribe forbade marriage between cousins, and the historical Willie 

Boy's distant blood relation to Ms lover Carlota caused their families to prevent their 
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marriage. Polonsky erases Willie Boy and Carlota's violation of their own Cheniehuevi 

social laws in order to emphasize their encounter with white repression. The story 

becomes one about interethnic race relations rather than intertribal tribal and clan 

relations within the Chemehuevi community. With the loss of a Chemehuevi point of 

view, Willy Boy's story becomes available to Polonsky and to viewers as a symbolic tale 

relevant to the Hollywood blacklist of the 1950s, to Civil Rights, to the Vietnam war, to 

the counter-culture and peace movements—almost any social concern can be mapped 

onto Willie Boy's confrontation with white law. Willie Boy becomes a racialized, 

primitive outlaw in the film as a representative of his community, not as a fugitive from 

it. Furthermore, the non-native stars—Robert Blake as Willie Boy, Robert Redford as 

Coop, and especially Katharine Ross as Lola—link the characters to the popular counter

culture films such as The Graduate {Ross played Elaine), making their performances part 

of a self-referential Hollywood circuit. These stars bring the residue of previous films to 

the construction of new characters. Blake, an Italian American, had already played 

Indian when he starred as Perry Smith, the notorious criminal and mixed-blood Indian in 

In Cold Blood (Brooks 1966), and as Little Beaver in the Red Ryder television series.'® 

Polonsky's use of the Willie Boy story illustrates how Indians become ciphers for other 

political agendas in Indian Westerns, and why it matters who tells native stories and how 

those stories become detached from native communities for presentation to non-native 

audiences. 
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Acting Indian in Billy Jack 

Billy Jack (1971) invokes the Western in its opening credits with spectacular 

aerial footage of a mustang roundup, and through its structural focus on an ethnically 

marked outsider-hero whose violent, ultra-masculine competence shields a pacifist, 

politically besieged community. The film's writer, producer, director and star, Tom 

Laughlin, combines this Western narrative structure and iconography with the 

performative and kinetic violence of an emerging genre, the kung fu film. It was one of 

the earliest films—^perhaps the first with a non-Asian star—to incorporate extensive 

martial arts fight scenes, a year before Brace Lee came to American stardom in Enter the 

Dragon (Clouse 1973). Following Laughlin's phenomenal success, David Carradine's 

television series Kung Fu (1972-1975) similarly featured a mixed-race protagonist and 

united Western with martial arts genres, and karate sequences with pacifist rhetoric, 

though without the elements of contemporary hippie counter-culture that divide families 

and towns in Billy Jack}'^ 

The film is illustrative, too, of the ethnic vigilante figure common to the incipient 

action genre. After leaving isolated, hermetic refiiges from which they bring their special 

abilities (Sweet Sweetback's brothel, for example, or Lee's Shaolin Temple, or Billy 

Jack's cliff-dwelling hideaway), male protagonists engage in violent conflict with the 

wider world. Sweetback, Lee and Billy Jack become so enraged by a scene of ruthless 

racial injustice that they are driven to demonstrate almost super-human powers. Sweet 

Sweetback witnesses two police officers beating a young black activist, to whom he is 

handcuffed. Once unlocked from his "partner" he proceeds to beat the police officers 
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with the handcuffs, sjTObols of his own uneasy connection to the larger black community. 

Sweetback denies and then finally accepts a fraternity with those oppressed, 

understanding that what he sees happening to his cuff-mate is in some way also 

happening to him. Lee (Bruce Lee) in Enter the Dragon is motivated to fight by his 

enemy Han's crimes against the Shaolin Temple and his own sister. Lee's ally Roper 

(John Saxon) witnesses his black friend Williams hung from chains in a scene that 

alludes to southern lynchings. Both Lee's spiritual and familial communities have been 

violated, and Lee's "trigger"—tasting his own blood during his fight with Han—connects 

his one-on-one confrontation with the evil Han to his role as a member of these 

communities (signaled by the replication of his image in the mirrored chamber of the 

film's climactic fight). 

Tom Laughlin's Billy Jack invests in the power of performance, of acting, to 

create social change. The alternative "Freedom School" on the reservation that is the 

focus of the plot is a Utopia of redemptive tolerance maintained through acting out 

"psychodramas" and improvisationa! street theater. In an important early scene, Indian 

students have been humiliated at the town ice cream shop by bullies who "whiten" them 

with flour, and who beat one boy. Billy Jack is unable to contain his rage at the injustice, 

and removes his cowboy boots to better avenge the children in the fight that ensues. Just 

before he demonstrates his Hapkido Karate skills (the film cites Bon Soo Han of Korea as 

his coach) Billy Jack moves firom calm containment to fi-enzied action with a speech: 

. .when Jean and the kids at the school tell me that I'm supposed to control my violent 

temper and be passive and nonviolent like they are, I try, I really try. But when I see this 
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girl of such a beautifiil spirit so degraded.. ..I just go berserkr Fast cuttiag, slow motion 

and low-angle shots accentuate the gjmmastic, choreographed quality of the action, which 

emphasizes slow dance-like movements and fleeting glimpses of graceful kicks and 

leaps. This mutable, thespian model of identity is one Laughlin also enacts by "playing 

Indian"—certainly an instance of the film's articulation of its modes of production. 

Though hampered by poor dubbing, stiff acting, and wildly improbable plot 

twists, the film succeeded beyond all expectations, perhaps because it incorporates into 

its performative language the multiplicity of modes and gestures of a society remaking 

itself. Ella Shohat has called for "ethnographic cultural critique" in film analysis that 

attends to interethnic influences or "ethnicities-in-relation" rather than "ghettoizing 

discourse which considers ethnic and racial groups in isolation" (216, 218). "Cinematic 

space," writes Shohat, "far from being ethnically neutral, is the subliminal site of 

competing ethnic and racial discourses having specific resonances for spectators, 

themselves constituted by and who constitute these discourses" (218). The plot follows 

Barbara, daughter of a small town Deputy Sheriff, who returns from a life of debauchery 

in San Francisco's Haight-Ashbery district pregnant with a potentially mixed-race baby. 

She finds shelter at the Freedom School, protected (along with wild horses) by the "half-

breed" Vietnam veteran Billy Jack, played by Laughlin in unconvincing redface. In fact, 

the entire film" is profoundly invested in the transformation of the self through 

performance. For a century Native American children had been sent away from 

reservations to boarding schools to learn the strict performance of white culture, but in 

Billy Jack the Freedom School reverses the flow, relocating white youth to Indian land 
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and taking Indian cultures as teaching models. The space and idea of the reservation is 

given over in service of white education. And rather than viewing reservations as 

"prisons" or "concentration camps" as had 1950s policymakers, here the reservation is a 

retreat, a haven for freedom and creative expression. 

For example, after undergoing a rigorous ceremonial rite, Billy Jack articulates an 

Indianness that is in service to white youth. Revealing his vision of the Ghost Dance 

prophet Wovoka, he says "The time is now when the Indian will triumph.. .the whole 

spiritual wisdom of the great holy men, of the Indian tradition, is now what the young 

people of the world are looking for." Billy Jack's outstretched arms echo Christ on the 

cross through gesture; allusions to sacrificial martvrdom and political assassination are 

strengthened by cross-cut shots of Billy Jack through the sights of a rifle as Bernard 

Posner, son of the town boss, takes aim from above. The speech continues: "And lastly 

you must learn the dance.. .of friendship and welcome in which all whites who come to 

you with open hearts must be taught the dance in the Indian way. Rise up now and 1 will 

teach you the dance exactly as Wovoka has seen it should be done.""" "Indian triumph" 

consists of white youth taking up "the Indian tradition." 

Although many creative activities—weaving, painting, barrel-racing—are initially 

included in the description of the Freedom School's offerings, the primary focus of every 

scene involving the students is performance, especially protest songs and improv theater 

(what the school's director calls "psychodrama and role playing"). As a drama teacher 

tells the sullen Barbara, "all you have to do is come into the scene and discover who you 

are as the scene progresses." This helpful advice directs Barbara to find her essential self 
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and personal growth. In the improv that follows, Barbara becomes the mother of a black 

Jesus, who teaches the students to give the Black Power sign, a raised fist, as the "sign of 

the new religion so that people will know each other." The play incorporates Barbara 

into the school while rehearsing the film's conclusion, in which Billy Jack malces his last 

stand in an abandoned church. In the final moments of the film, the camera tilts down 

from the cross above the church door to Billy submitting to handcuffing, and the students 

lining the road stand and raise their fists with the Black Power gesture as he is taken 

away."' Laughlin "role-plays" Native American activist occupations and AIM use of the 

media to affect policy and judicial review, and the film borrowed viewers from the 

audicnce already following such events as the Alcatraz occupation in the media. 

Laughlin's Westem-genre-derived violence in the shootout turns out to be, after all, itself 

a performance on stage when the closing scenes include news cameras recording both the 

standoff and surrender, with the implication that the trial will be well publicized. 

Earlier in the film, conservative townspeople are won over as they themselves are 

incorporated into comic improvisational scenes in which they play wajward teens, and 

Sheriff Cole becomes unwittingly involved in a street-theater faux robbery. These and 

other lengthy sequences of amateur drama, representing the school's nonviolent methods 

of social change, suspend the tense narrative that frames Billy Jack's theatrical violence 

in the context of the Western. Marsha Kinder, drawing together theoretical work by 

Linda Williams, Tom Gunning, and Mary Ann Doane, describes a pattern of "narrative 

orchestration of violence in which action sequences function like performative 
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'numbers,' interrupting the linear drive of the plot with their sensational audio and visual 

spectacle yet simultaneously serving as dramatic climaxes that advance the story toward 

closure" (68). Williams asserts that in both hard-core pornography and musicals, 

"narrative informs number, and number.. .informs narrative" by posing and then solving 

narrative problems in song, dance or sex scenes. Williams suggests that violence acts as 

the "number" in the Western, where "disequilibrium is figured as physical violence" and 

"through violence, equilibrium is reestablished" (130-131). Billy Jack's performances— 

both the student talent shows and the carefully choreographed fight sequences—function 

as different kinds of numbers, a "cinema of attractions" that disrupts the film's narrative 

progression and at the same time "solves" the problem of race hatred by suggesting that 

white youth can take on "something of the other" through the self-discovery of 

performance and the cathartic physical mastery of violence. As Billy Jack says. "Being 

Indian isn't in the blood. It's a way of life." 

Yet while Laughlin's film returns obsessively to performance as a way of 

discovering the self, it simultaneously imagines a biological racial identity so elemental 

and legible as to be manifest on the skin of the unborn. When Barbara miscarries after a 

fall from a horse, the town doctor assures the Deputy that the baby "was not an Indian. I 

told you I handled it and it was a white fetus." At the center of Billy Jack is white 

women's reproductivity: Barbara's "real" baby is a "white fetus," her "psychodrama" 

baby is a black Jesus, her cinematic savior is the "half-breed" Billy Jack. The 

construction of race as immutably biological is dramatized in the ice cream parlor scene 

when Indian students (having come to town in a bus trip reminiscent of the Freedom 
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Rides) spontaneously enact a Civil Rights style lunch-counter sit in. Race-mutability or 

performance is mimicked and mocked: in another form of improvisational "street 

theater," Bernard's "solution" is to "simply make [our] non-white friends white" with 

scoops of flour. 

Barbara's relationship with the Indian student Martin is the mixed-race 

relationship that crosses the lines of propriety in the town. Barbara's father the Deputy 

Sheriff is unable to accept his daughter's choice or the possibility that her baby is 

mixedblood—in fact, the film's entire plot hinges on his interpretation of Barbara's stay 

at the School as a kidnapping or "captivity." By the end of the film, in a deeply familiar 

narrative pattern. Barbara's baby, mixed blood or not, is lost, and Martin has been killed 

for his transgression. But Barbara and Martin, though central characters, are youthful 

shadows of a more mature couple—the school's director, Jean, and Billy Jack. Married 

in real life, in the film Jean (Delores Taylor) and Billy Jack (Tom Laughlin) never act on 

their feelings beyond mutual declarations of love when their separation has already 

become inevitable. 

The couples echo each other, creating equivalencies between the white women, 

Jean and Barbara, and the Indian men, Martin and Billy Jack. In an early scene Martin 

asks to be Billy Jack's apprentice during the upcoming Snake Ceremony: though Billy 

Jack appears to be authenticating Martin's interest in learning ceremonial ways by taking 

him on as an apprentice, Martin's (Stan Rice) dark skin and black hair authenticate the 

light-skinned Laughlin's Indian role-playing. Similarly, the white women arc linked 

visually when a close-up of Barbara on the ground after her fall from the horse ( which 



leads to her miscarriage) is matched graphically by a shot of Jean sunbathing just before 

she is raped by Bernard. Their parallel trajectories as women raped by white men but in 

love with Indian men highlight their contested bodies and vulnerability to sexual 

exploitation. Barbara has gone back and forth between Haight-Ashbery and the town, and 

between the Freedom School and Billy Jack's cliff-dwelling retreat; Jean, as a negotiator, 

goes back and forth between the School and the town, and between Billy Jack and the 

lawmen who seek his surrender at the end of the film. The women's positioning as 

geographical go-between mirrors that of other white women in Indian narratives—Cora 

in The Last of the Mohicans, for example, and Orrie Masters in Devil's Doorway. White 

women in Indian Westerns of the 1970s consistently stand in between white and Indian 

men, equivocally positioned as eyewitnesses who see and bodies that obstruct violence 

between men. For example, Audra Favor (Barbara Rush) causes John Riissell's (Paul 

Newman) death in Homhre not only in needing rescue but by inadvertently blocking the 

line of fire that Russell relies on for cover.'" In Soldier Blue, Cresta (Candice Bergen) 

physically blocks a soldier's clear shot at Cheyenne women and children in the massacre 

scene. Women's bodies, with their transgressivc potential for choice, interfere with (yet 

also motivate) masculine violence by getting in the way of the exchange of bullets while 

establishing an alternative "line of sight" from the center of the fray. 

Billy Jack's racial politics merge with performative models of identity throagh the 

new grammar of violence in 1970s visual culture. The violent defense of the pacifist 

Freedom School echoes the paradoxical mystique/critique of violence so pervasive in 

films like The Wild Bunch, but this film's racial inflections are much more complex. 
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choreography appropriate ethnically coded gestures that allude to the African American 

Civil Rights movement, Asian American martial arts, and Native American spiritual and 

activist practices, performances of "ethnicities-in-relation" that were profoundly 

attractive to the American public. 

Indian Actors and House Made of Dawn 

In a seminar discussion in 1992, Scott Momaday described the "Wild West" of 

the nineteenth century as a place where "freedom was confused with the ability to take 

the law into your own hands." This view of American irontier vigilantism seems a subset 

of a broader concept of violence in the West that Momaday describes as the "paradox" or 

"indispensable equation" of the American frontier."' Describing The Ancient Child, a 

novel that explores the allure of frontier violence through the folk hero/outlaw figure 

Billy the Kid, Momaday has said that "the equation of the frontier in American history" is 

not "a pastoral" but "a murder mystery" (Poetics and Politics 15). The comment seems 

relevant to Abel's violent acts in House Made of Dawn, his murder of the albino and 

attempt to kill the L.A. cop Martinez. In both the novel and film, "cowboys and Indians" 

become "cops and Indians" as the murder mystery of the Western occupies the city. 

Momaday himself traces this trajectory in an essay written in the early 1960s, "The 

Morality of Indian Hating," in which he attributes federal Indian policies such as 

Termination and Relocation—^policies which "impose" an "identity of defeaf—-to the 

dynamics and attitudes of the early frontier and events such as the Puritan massacre of the 

Pequods at Fort Mystic in 1637 (59). In a parallel history of the Kiowa in the same essay. 
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Momaday links the ominous portent of the falling stars in the winter of 1833 with the first 

treaty between the Kiowa and the United States; the treaty begins a list that includes 

epidemic disease and the death of horses and buffalo that destroyed the Kiowa 

subsistence economy. Thus the "imposed identity of defeat" that shapes Indian policy is 

also, in a sense, activated by the original diplomatic relations with the U.S. govemment.^"^ 

What Momaday and Morse do in the film version of House Made of Dawn 

involves aligning themes of race relations and tribally specific images. Not only does the 

film offer an early example of native/non-native collaboration in the filmmaking process 

at the basic level of the screenplay (co-authored by Morse and Momaday) and actors 

(Larry Littlebird, Mesa Bird, Jay Varela and George Burdeau), but it also breaks with 

mainstream Hollywood representations of Indians in using formal stylistic 

experimentation to depict interior states of a character from a tribal—specifically 

Pueblo—worldview. Abel is a contested figure whose identity is claimed and 

constructed by diverging cultural influences. The film, like the novel, dramatizes the 

effects of the federal Indian policies of Termination and Relocation by moving between 

urban and rural (reservation) spaces, and through narrative interruptions of space and 

voice that indicate Abel's fractured subjectivity as he succumbs to and recovers from 

fraumatic experiences. 

Jacqueline Kilpatrick, in Celluloid Indians, acknowledges House Made of Dawn 

as a "serious attempt" but compares it unfavorably to the novel: . .much of the novel's 

greatness is lost" in the film, she writes, which is "disappointing to those who know the 

book" (181). The film's primary failing, according to Kilpatrick, is its inaccurate 
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representation of Pueblo and Navajo philosophies regarding evil and "the power of 

words" to create reality. The film suffers, she suggests, from a failure in "translating this 

novel into film," which leads to misunderstandings on the part of non-native audiences 

(181). Students in my Indigenous Media class gave the film mixed reviews for different 

reasons. They felt that Abel, played by Larry Littlebird, was weak, a "wimp" compared 

to the novel's protagonist. They specifically criticized the fight scenes; one student 

called them "lame," while another wrote "the fight scene is boring, has no real action or 

Hollywood punch."^^ 

Indeed, House Made of Dawn calls the Hollyw(xxl model of violence-as-

competence into question. Abel consistently fails in his use of force. Unable to heal 

himself or solve social conflicts through violence, he returns to Pueblo strategies for 

addressing evil by becoming a "Dawn Runner." The film uses complex visual transitions 

and nested flashbacks to suggest Abel's associative thinking and altered states as he 

reconstructs his past during the ritual dawn race. Complex editing and special effects 

such as nested flashbacks, freeze fi-ames, slow motion, multiple superimpositions, and 

negative and posterized images translate Momaday's literary experimentation with 

modernist forms. These visual techniques emphasize Abel's subjectivity as he alternates 

between memories of urban and reservation experiences, and parallel scenes link 

institutionalized violence with witchcrafl:. The character of the albino (Skeeter Vaughn) is 

a pivotal figure for this purpose, because Ms trajectory is the same as that of Martinez 

(Philip Kenneally), the corrupt L.A. policeman. 
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Santo Domingo language (a dialect of Keres) as he lies in bed. His lines are not 

translated; no gestures or reactions from Abel cue the non-Pueblo viewer. The lack of 

translation through dubbing, subtitles or other means prevents non-Pueblo viewers from 

fiilly knowing or accessing the character, and is the first indication of the film's doubled 

audience, its strategy of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion of the white viewer. 

Abel's grandfather's death seems to invoke the image of the "vanishing Indian" so 

common to narratives of the American west, but the shift in focus to Abel revises that 

trope to consider the effects of assimilationist Indian policy on the child, a primary, 

contested figure in narratives of vanishing populations. As living proof of continued 

indigenous presence in the United States, the native child interrupts these narratives and 

embodies the crux of the "Indian Problem" that both Indian policy and popular 

representations of Indians attempt to raise and solve. The film's movement between 

urban and reservation landscapes establishes both the disorientation of uprooted 

individuals and the interconnected relationship between apparently separate geographies. 

Abel and his friend Benally continually seek out and create an Indian geography of Los 

Angeles, finding spaces for themselves in the Indian Welcome House, Tosamah's 

basement church, Indian bars, and powwows and 49s located on the outskirts of the 

city.^^ Benally redefines the factory where he and Abel work as an Indian space by 

singing powwow songs that overlay the rhythm of the box-cutting machines with pan-

Indian song cadence, and the two men talk and sing together in marginal areas of the 

city—alleyways, fire-exits and traintracks. The editing collapses and connects urban and 



rural places through parallel scenes in which white people—factory bosses, policemen, 

and even Abel's girifriend Milly—continually occupy, interrupt and claim Indian spaces. 

Morse eliminates the characters of Father Olguin and Angela St. John, whites who 

live temporarily on the reservation, instead focusing on Los Angeles and keeping Abel in 

every scene. Instead of the polyphony of the novel's many voices, Abel's subjectivity 

drives the narrative structure of the film through an editing pattern that begins with a 

freeze frame on Abel's face, followed by tighter shots, superimposed images and 

flashback sequences. The freeze-frame effectively visualizes Abel's inability to act or 

speak on his own behalf, and also depicts his altered states as the result of trauma, the 

effects of alcohol and peyote, and the effort of his ceremonial running. As Abel begins 

his dawn ran, increasing slow-motion represents his body in transition, and his image 

gradually becomes its own negative. The negative image is posterized so that the light 

images become fuscia. and the film cuts to Abel in a suit and tie leaving a Trail ways bus 

station in urban Los Angeles.'^ He emerges, then, out of his own negative image into a 

memoiy of relocation. This sequence draws from Abel's realization in the novel that 

"they [those in power in the courts] were disposing of him in language, their language" 

(Momaday House 90). In an urban montage scene, Abel remembers his trial for the 

murder of the albino on the reservation. In voiceover a priest, judge, lawyer and other 

officials construct Abel's institational history for the viewer and de-constract his sense of 

self as he wanders the streets of Los Angeles looking for the "Indian Welcome House." 

The dominant discourse in voiceover fuses with views of buildings and signs, giving the 

cityscape an intimidating quality that persists throughout the film. High-angle shots 
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diminish Abel's figure amidst the enormity of the city and suggest that he is lost, while a 

low-angle shot overwhelms him with views of the Rossiyn hotel towers. The street and 

store signs, shot from Abel's point of view, would be landmarks to city-dwellers, but for 

Abel they become meaningless visual noise multiplied by the mirroring effect of plate-

glass windows. Money stores, diners, and men's clothes stores bombard Mm with signs 

and sales pitches. 

At last Abel arrives at the Indian Welcome House, located behind (or perhaps 

under) a street-level insurance and tax office which is itself for sale. An empty school 

desk and baby carriage sit outside the storefront entrance, props that silently point to the 

history of institutional intervention in native families through adoption and boarding 

school education programs that focus on shaping and re-shaping native youth. In the 

office, the poster of Sitting Bull in the background juxtaposes the white social worker 

Milly's bureaucratic language with commercial photographic (and cinematic) 

constructions of Indianness. The photograph—^taken by D.F. Barry in 1885, after Sitting 

Bull's imprisonment, and during the time when he himself was on tour and on display— 

is another emblem that brings together discourses of law and of image as strategies of 

containment. 

Brightly-Ht, Milly and the poster of Sitting Bull face the viewer stacked on the left 

of the screen, while Abel sits with his back to the camera, his black suit jacket darkening 

the right screen. The carefully composed shot offers interlocking bureaucratic and 

commercial "faces" of white-implemented Indian policy and white-produced Indian 



images, but withholds Abel's face and voice; his visual presence in the discourses that 

frame him is an absence. 
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FIGURE 5.1, Photograph of Sitting Bui! by D.F. Barry, circa 1885 
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Other iilms reached contemporary audiences through representations of 

cityscapes, most notably the powerful early incarnations of blaxploitation films such as 

Sweet Sweetback's Baadasssss Song and Shaft. Paula Massood asserts a broad 

movement of mythic folk heroes from the Western (such as those played by John Wayne 

and Clint Eastwood) from rural to urban settings in films of the early 1970s, writing that 

"it is no accident that Eastwood would move out of the rural West and into the urban 

frontier in Dirty Harry (Don Siegel 1971) at roughly the same time as the rise of 

blaxploitation's heroes" (96). Like House Made of Dawn, Shaft is a breakthrough film in 

terms of its integrated production and articulation of minority cultural and political 

identity. It opens with a scene of urban confusion that is strikingly similar to the Los 

Angeles montage in House Made of Dawn, but the high- and low-angle shots, with Isaac 

Hayes' upbeat soundtrack, convey Shaft's masculine competency and mastery of his 

urban environment. 

Shaft's emergence from the Broadway and 42'"^ Street subway station aligns him 

spatially with a cinematic "underground railroad" that draws its power from both the 

New York City streets and the marquees that dominate from above. According to 

director Gordon Parks, the scene's authenticity comes from the fact that Shaft (Richard 

Roundtree) negotiates real New York city traffic. Jeff Siegel writes that "Parks shot the 

scene from the roof of a nearby building, but didn't close the street. When a cab almost 

bumps Roundtree, it really almost bumps Roundtree, and the actor's gesture at the cabbie 

is really a gesture at the cabbie" (25). For Parks, as for Morse and Momaday, the 

location or environment has the power to authenticate the central character. Shaft and 
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Other early blaxploitation films, Massood asserts, imagine the black inner city on screen 

as a black ghetto chronotope that "materializes history" and unites "complementary or 

contradictory spaces and times in a single text" (4-5). She situates blaxploitation films in 

the media context of the televised urban black rebellions of the mid- and late 1960s, a 

"momentary 'warp' in the surface of the nation's racial repressed" (83). Just as the 

Harlem landmarks in Shaft lend documentary and familiar impressions to Shaft's 

investigative tour of New York, so Sweet Sweetback's Baadasssss Song's scenes of 

mayhem in Los Angeles call up the Watts riots and reflect on those media images by 

replicating "a visible, televised actuality" (98). Some element of "sociological accuracy," 

then, was key to attracting the blaxploitation genre's mixed audiences. Massood writes 

that "the films' veri te explorations of the city offered their audiences undeniable 

voyeuristic (fetishistic and narcissistic) pleasure, either acting as anthropological 

documents for audiences unfamiliar with the ghetto or as sources of identification for 

those who were familiar with it" (85). This emphasis on the contemporary city as context 

and community base for the hero provides a counterpoint and potential alternative to his 

positioning as a renegade individual. 

In the opening scene the film reflects quite deliberately on its own status as Shaft 

makes his way past multiple downtown theater screens advertising Westerns, biker films, 

romantic comedies, and sexploitation films (The Scalphunters, Rough Night in Jericho, 

Barbarella, He and She, The Animals, School for Sex, and The Wild Females) and the 

title Shaft appears on the screen as if adding itself to the marquee advertisements. These 

first few minutes create a spatial hierarchy in which Parks' camera calls up cinematic 
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discourses that dominate from above the street and declares this film and its protagonist, 

conflated in the title Shaft, to be a cinema of minority resistance erupting from below the 

street.^^ Of course Shaft is not a direct conduit to black urban experience and although the 

opening scene seems to assert a counter-discourse to the studio system, Shaffs success 

also helped studios survive economically as downtown theaters such as those in the 

opening scene (and those in which the film actually played) closed down and gave way to 

suburban multiplexes. 

As in Shaft, sound and image work together in the L.A. montage scene in House 

Made of Dawn, but here the effect leaves Abel and the viewer disoriented, rather than 

aligning the viewer with an orienting hero. Abel's relocation to L.A.—die site of 

moviemaking itself—modernizes him by placing him in a contemporary urban setting, 

and simuUaneously re-articulates his experiences in terms of Holly wocxl and its 

discourses about Indian identity, most specifically the Western genre. The film thus 

unites geographical tropes of Indian policy and of popular visual representations, and in 

doing so implies that the law and the cinema "see" and define Indianness in similarly 

destructive ways. In turning to Los Angeles as both an urban Indian community and the 

site for "an address to and interaction with Hollywood" (James, Extras, 5), the film also 

comments on spatial integration by blurring the boundaries between city and reservation, 

and between the Hollywood industry and nonindustrial filmmaking. As David James has 

observed of ethnic self-representations, "the double voicings of minority cinemas.... 

reflect the combination of their invisibility or misrepresentation by HoIl5wood and their 

exclusion from its apparatuses" (Extras, 11). 



In parallel scenes at the center of the film, the motif of the saloon entrance from 

the Western destabilizes interior spaces—spaces marked as "Indian"—first in an Indian 

bar in L.A. and then at Paco's Bar on the reservation. In the first scene, Benally (Jay 

Varela), Tosamah (John Saxon), and Abel sit at a table drinking beer and telling stories. 

Benally is finishing a story about a friend from L.A. visiting his reservation. As Tosamah 

goes to the bar for another beer, the sadistic police officer Martinez enters. In a medium 

shot, his uniformed figure blocks a hand painted "Indian Power" sign on the wall behind 

him, surely reminding viewers of the recent occupation of Alcatraz Island and the 

growing tension between the U.S. government and AIM. Silence and tension fill the bar, 

and as Tosamah turns to see who has entered, several Indian men hurriedly leave the bar 

to take their seats. Martinez begins to bully Benally and Abel, but as Tosamah returns 

with a pitcher of beer he locks eyes with Martinez, who then leaves the bar. Though 

Benally offers Abel a model of survival in the city through pan-Indian culture of 

powwows and 49s, Abel rejects Benally's subservience to white authority figures such as 

the factory boss and Martinez, a system of hierarchy that Benally accepts as an inevitable 

part of participation in the "good life" of Los Angeles. 

Social power is negotiated in this scene through a web of gazes or "looking 

relations" in which Benally casts his eyes down when confronted by Martinez, Abel 

holds Ms gaze steady, and Tosamah meets and bests Martinez's stare. Tosamah is the 

only Indian character able to circulate in both white and Indian spaces with equal 

competence, and his portrayal by white actor John Saxon complicates this scene by 

confi"onting Martinez with a white antagonist in redface. Although Saxon plays an Indian 
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character, the racial configuration of the actors places Saxon and Keiineally in the upper 

frame and Varela and Littlebird in the lower frame, and as this staging intersects with the 

diegetic gazes, the audience sees white actors playing Cop and Indian, locked in conflict, 

literally over the heads of the native actors seated below them. 

After the cop departs, Tosamah contrasts Abel's immersions in white institutional 

culture through boarding school, military, and prison, with the Pueblo worldview that 

allows Abel to identity the albino as a culebra, or snake. The recollection of this crime 

triggers a nested flashback in which the albino enters Paco's Bar on the reservation, 

another interruption of interior, "Indian" space that emphasizes—as do their black police 

and cowboy uniforms—the parallel trajectories of Martinez and the albino. At Paco's, 

Abel sits alone at the bar, but the mise-en-scene doubles everything around him; there are 

two couples sitting in the background, two Budweiser clocks above them, and in the 

foreground to the lower right of the screen sit two large candy jars. The albino 

approaches the door and his figure, with cowboy hat, casts a shadow on the metal screen 

door that resembles scales. He takes a seat next to Abel and orders "una cerveza—no, 

dos cervezas," and smiles at Abel as the bartender places a can of beer in front of each of 

them. The visual and narrative correlation of these characters links the institutionalized 

violence that Abel has experienced in the military, in prison, and in the city with Pueblo 

conceptions of witchcraft. The doubled "saloon" scenes, interrupted by the entrance of 

Martinez and then the albino, imply that the narrative patterns of representation in the 

Western, like the violence of policy and of witchery, are inescapable regardless of locale. 

The intense visual doubling of mise-en-scene in the bar also points to Abel's doubled 



consciousness and couples villain and hero in a way that complicates their otherwise 

clear-cut narrative positioning as apparent opposites. 

"I've known for a long time now—who you are," Abel says as the albino smiles. 

Abel's assertion, Ms certainty in his knowledge of the demonic, otherworldly figure of 

the albino/witch, raises issues of identification that have surrounded Abel himself 

throughout the film. During his relocation in Los Angeles, Abel is "profiled" by the 

corrupt cop Martinez, by his boss at the factory, and less aggressively by the social 

worker Milly and the Priest of the Sun John Tosamah. His ethnic makeup and cultural 

destiny are contested by the disembodied voices of the priest, judge and other officials as 

he wanders the city. The Relocation program which sends him to Los Angeles both 

apprehends Indian difference as a deficit and works to efface and/or camouflage that 

difference in the multi-ethnic milieu of the city. The disembodied gaze or Foucauldian 

eye of the law implied by Termination policies, with their bases in systems of racial 

classification, becomes instantiated in specific situations through specific characters, such 

as when Milly, in her capacity as social worker, compiles Abel's statistics: "I'll need your 

name, date of birth, place of birth, and military service." Under Milly's questioning he is, 

in Foucauit's words, "seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information, never a 

subject of communication" (200). Milly is both a vehicle for a kind of panoptic gaze and 

an individual who cares for Abel and establishes an intimate and private space with him 

outside of their administrative relationship. But Abel is continually caught up in the 

fixtures of institutions: government school, the military, the courts, prison, the BIA 

relocation office, and the factory where he works. In this sense, Abel's experience with 
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the institutional gazes and disciplinary mechanisms of bureaucracy immobilize Mm and 

remove his own powers of speech, Ms ability to act in the world through language. The 

institutional—and ethnographic—gaze also structures and supports the racially evaluative 

gazes of the people around Abel who have an interest in his performance of ethnicity, but 

Abel himself, in gazing at the albino, identifies him not through a system of racial 

classification but rather to ascertain his status within a Pueblo schema of the supernatural. 

That is, Abel is not interested in the albino's whiteness or Indianness but in his witchery. 

It is Abel's way of seeing, not of being seen—his identification of the witch and vision of 

the hawk and the snake—that "marks" him as Pueblo and ultimately establishes both his 

identity and his resistance to the gazes of others that would determine his identity for 

him. 

But if Abel's belief in witchcraft and his certainty about the albino's identity as a 

witch determine Pueblo identity, his actions toward the albino signify the extent of his 

alienation from that cultural bedrock. As Larry Evers has discussed in relation to short 

stories by Leslie Silko and Simon Ortiz that draw on historical incidents of "witch 

perception," problems with witches are compounded when what should be brought to the 

community and dealt with as a "public matter" is instead confronted in the context of "a 

private grievance" (256; 253). Abel's confrontation with the L.A. cop occurs in the 

isolation of a dark alley, but Ben has already revealed the potential absurdity of public 

action against the cop. When Abel asks "Why'd that cop rough us up like that?" Benally 

replies, "I dunno, maybe 'cause he's a cop and we're Indians, you know? Like cowboys 

and Indians—^Bang! Bang! We could complain to the police, that would make him really 



mad. I know what we could do, we could scalp Mm, but somehow I think they'd know 

who did it." The institutional framework for violence, manifested by the L.A. cop in 

uniform, prevents Abel from making a "public matter" of his victimization. Abel's 

attempt to act against injustice, to "do something about that," takes the form of vigilante 

action which instead of solving the problem of Martinez only contributes to Abel's own 

illness. 

In the scene in which Abel kills the albino, shaky camera movement, low-key 

lighting and canted frames convcy the off-balance, atmospheric anxiety offilm noir, not 

the decisive certainty of action films or the aesthetic, lyrical violence of multi-speed 

montage. It doesn't matter whether Abel wins or loses his dark-alley fights—evil 

continues to exist and his attempts at vigilante justice only isolate him from his 

community. Sophisticated editing unites these moments of isolation with images of Abel 

as he begins to heal. The close up of his face, horizontal on the ground after Martinez' 

assault, reappears in a precise graphic match when he falls during the dawn run in the 

film's closing scene, a moment when he gathers the strength to finish the run and seems 

to connect most strongly to his grandfather's voice. Another shot of Abel's face frozen 

in open-mouthed agony, unable to pray during the peyote ceremony, is echoed in the next 

scene's three-way superimposition that layers the lights of a Los Angeles freeway, 

Francisco's drill spinning into turquoise stone, and Abel fluently singing a song that 

Benally could not remember. 

During a telephone interview, I asked Larry Littlebird how he prepared for the 

role of Abel. He responded, "I was bom into the Pueblo world! ... I know things exist 



that are outside of other people's experiences completely. .. .I'm steeped enough in my 

culture, and our dramatic idioms, to act it out. I'm not an actor playing this role, I'm a 

Pueblo man portraying many, many people I've seen in my culture to put together a 

composite."^^ In House Made of Dawn, Abel must decide how to confront the evil that 

manifests itself through witchcraft and state oppression; he sees clearly what is wrong 

and he must decide how to behave in response. Although Abel seems alone in Ms 

struggle, he turns in the end to ritual action that is communally sanctioned. His was a 

generation of post-war native men and women deeply affected by their contact with white 

culture in cities, in the army, and in boarding school, ready in the 1960s and 1970s for a 

broad-based emergence of indigenous legal action and activist protest. In staging 

protests, writing novels, making films, and renewing old religious practices, men and 

women of this generation reimagined and rejuvenated Native American ethnicity. 

Indian Actors/Acting Indian 

In his 1986 The American Indian in Film, Michael Hilger suggests that in House 

Made of Dawn the "real emotional center is the acting" of Littlebird and Varela as Abel 

and Benally; the contrast between the characters "reveals the dilemma of the modem 

Indian" (142). Prior to Ms lead role as Abel, Larry Littlebird worked in Hollywood for 

Warner Brothers on the film Flap, Or Nobody Loves a Dnmken Indian (Reed 1970). 

Littlebird recalled that 

seeing how Holl3Avood makes movies turned my stomach, so when' Rick 

[Morse] came along I really wasn't too interested. I was given the book 

{House Made of Dawn} on the set of Flap., .that book was life-changing 



for me. It had the ring of truth. I felt that if they made a movie of that I 

wanted to be around so it didn't get screwed up. I never thought of myself 

as the lead—I just wanted to be there. 

James Naremore, in Acting in the Cinema, focuses primarily on white stars of 

Hollywood's studio system, but in a more racialized context Naremore's articulation of 

diverging Stravinskian and Brechtian approaches to acting parallel the d3niamic 

opposition between essential and performative models of identity in representations of 

American ethnicity. Naremore contrasts Stanislavskian expressive realism, which treats 

"performance as an outgrowth of an essential self with the Brechtian, modernist view 

that "the self is an outgrowth of performance" (19). Though "all acting has a biological 

dimension" (20), acting also "exaggerates the role playing that goes on in everyday life, 

turning it into theater" and ultimately "reflects upon the pervasive theatricality of society 

itself (14; 6). 

Activists, too, are on stage. The activist occupations of Alcatraz Island, BIA 

offices, and Wounded Knee depended on media coverage to draw public attention to their 

cause before they could affect public policy through legislation and legal cases. The 

performative quality of activism is clear in the etymology: activism comes from active 

and ultimately the Latin agere, to act or do, and is also related to agent, a person or thing 

"which produces an effect," "acts for another in business, politics," or "exerts power." 

The Oxford English Dictionary assigns ten contemporary meanings to the verb to act, 

including to "decide judicially" or enact, decree or record legally; "to perform a play or 

part; be an actor or actress"; and finally to "perform actions; behave." To speak of 
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acting, then, is to speak of action as performance that "exerts power" or "produces an 

effect" in the world. Acting is representation; one is an agent who "acts for another."^® 

Certainly the career of Russell Means exemplifies the performative connections between 

activism and acting."'' Means turned his experience with the media and his public image 

gained through AIM activism into a career in HollywotKi, playing Chingachgook in The 

Last of the Mohicans (Mann 1992) and the voice of Chief Powhatan in Disney's animated 

Pocahontas (Gabriel and Goldberg 1995). The parallel between actors and activists 

extends to the government's use in the sixties and seventies of non-native agent-

provocateurs to infiltrate the AIM movement by posing as native activists. Performances 

in redfacc by figures such as Hollywood actor Virginia "Blue Dove" DeLusc and, most 

prominently, Douglass Durham, who "passed" as Indian while working for the FBI, 

wreaked havoc with due process during the trial of AIM leaders after the Wounded Knee 

32 occupation. 

The difficult questions surrounding native identity are only compounded in the 

case of native actors. How Indian does one have to be to play Indian roles, and how is 

Indian identity to be determined for casting purposes? Should the actor be a registered 

tribal member, or have a CDIB card, or a certain quantity of "Indian blood"? How might 

House Made of Dawn have spoken with a different voice if Scott Momaday, who read for 

the. part of Tosam,ah, had been cast instead of John Saxon? At the very least, the L.A. bar 

scene in which Tosamah stares down the evil Martinez would have taken on an intricately 

reflexive significance. Littlebird notes that his uncle Mesa Bird, who played Francisco, 

did not read English and learned his part orally rather than from the script. "He's an 



example of something that's really real, just being himself on screen" Littlebird says, 

"but he's acting a character he knows from living where he does. He's not portraying 

himself. It's second nature." Littlebird's term "second nature" begins to account for 

Mesa Bird's acting, which depends on his "being himself yet not "portraying himself in 

dramatizing a character from his cultural community. As James Naremore writes, "our 

manner of expression is so deeply embedded in the process of socialization that it 

becomes spontaneous, instinctive, a part of thinking itself (69). 

From the beginning, Hollywood employed native actors as authenticating 

elements of Western feature films. Recent Hollywood productions have carefully 

navigated the politics of authenticity by casting native actors in Indian roles, but the 

structuring story remains one told by whites about Indians. What sets House Made o f 

Dawn apart from other Indian films is that both the story and the circumstances of its 

production—such as the location shooting and use of native actors—come from a 

collaborative native and non-native perspective. Littlebird remembers that "I was 

scared. I saw what films about Indians do, and how they were manipulated," and was 

amazed that Morse worked jointly with Mm; "Rick allowed those of us who participated 

in the film to be part of the stoiytelling process." It is this influence of native actors on 

"the storjrtelling process" that distinguishes House Made of Dawn from films such as 

Billy Jack, Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here, A Man Called Horse, and other films produced 

for Holl5AVOod and independently. 

Just as there is a deep connection between legislation and representation, there is 

also, as David James asserts, a connection between equity in film production and the 
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images on screen. Native actors, screenwriters, and directors who contribute to "the 

storytelling process" are activists, taking aim at the master narratives of policy, genre and 

image. In House Made of Dawn, native actors and writers, working collaboratively with 

non-native filmmakers, stage an activist occupation that reclaims and reinvents urban, 

reservation and cinematic landscapes. 
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Notes 

' The film has been hard to find even for film scholars, and has only recently become 

inexpensive and widely available with its re-release on VHS by New Line Cinema. 

- Stam 255. 

^ According to Parish and Hill, Shaft was made for $1,543,000 and grossed 7,080,000 in 

"domestic film rentals" (254). Isaac Hayes' soundtrack not only helped to sell the film 

but won Grammy and Oscar awards and sold millions of copies. Merritt writes that Billy 

Jack was made for only $650,000 and moved through various companies during 

production, including A IP, Avco-Embassy, Twentieth-Century Fox and Warner Brothers. 

The film was released in 1971, then re-released in 1973 with equal success, especially in 

rural, "smaller-market communities" (it grossed over $30 million with each release) (224-

225). 

See Steve Neale's assessment of the tendency in Western genre criticism to sec native 

characters as "ethnic stand-ins" for other minorities. 

^ Merritt writes that Van Peebles made Swcetback independently for $500,000 and 

eventually distributed it thoragh Cinemation and later New World. It made $15 million. 

(218). 

^ Modernism and primitivism have been closely linked. Many recent studies on race, 

primitivism and modernism focus on intersections between white and Afiican-American 

or Afro-Caribbean arts: filmmaker Maya Deren's ethnographic work on dance and 

possession in Haiti; cross-racial collaborations in avant-garde filmmaking (such as the 
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1930 film Borderline, with Paul Robeson and H.D.); and the "racial ventriloquism" of 

modernist writers such as T.S. Eliot and Gertrude Stein, who appropriated and reinvented 

black dialect for the purposes of stylistic innovation (Russell, Debo, North). American 

modernists such as Mary Austin took particular interest in Pueblo cultures. W. Jackson 

Rushing's study, Native American Art and the New York Avant-Garde, demonstrates the 

influence of Pueblo and Navajo arts on the development of a nationalist modernism and 

the forms of abstract painting (especially the work of Jackson Pollock). These studies 

look beyond modernism's anti-modem longing for and appropriation of an authentic 

Other to analyze the formative technical and stylistic influences of appropriated arts and 

the struggle of black and indigenous artists to speak through and against the "mixture of 

violence and aestheticism" inherent in modernist constructions of the primitive (Bark an 

and Rush 1). 

^ These numbers, of course, represent complex constructions of race on the part of the 

census bureau and the individuals claiming ancestry. For a nuanced analysis of native 

population growth in the 20"' century, see Nagel 83-112. 

^ Chad Allen situates Holm's work in the context of the Native American literary and 

activist renaissance in Blood Narratives, 117-118. 

^ For an account of Native American experiences in Vietnam, see Holm, especially pages 

171-183 on native Vietnam veterans in activist roles and at the Wounded Knee 1973 

occupation. 

See Deloria's first-hand account of the problems in the Alcatraz occupation in 

"Alcatraz, Activism and Accomodation," where he suggests that the protest suffered from 
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organizers' focus on "awakening the American public to the plight of Indians" without 

concrete policy recommendations, thus divorcing the "symbols of oppression" from 

"possible courses of action" (247). 

Words and Place series, "A Conversation with Vine Deloria, Jr." Again, an extensive 

body of criticism includes Kenneth Lincoln's Native American Renaissance and work by 

Andrew Wiget, Arnold Krupat, Louis Owens, A. LaVonne Brown RuofY, and many 

others. 

"White Americans." writes Stevens, "have denied Native Americans the same privilege 

of self-definition, even as the Indian has continued to symbolically serve their nostalgia 

for the drama of attaining their volitional American identities" (624). 

The transformation of Hollywood in the late 1960s and early 1970s has been well 

documented, beginning with Diane Jacobs' 1977 Hollywood Renaissance, and including 

book-length studies by David Cook, Peter Biskind, and Geoff King. 

Chon Noriega outlines the emergence of Chicano documentary cinema and television 

in Shot in America; David James provides a detailed analysis of "No Movies" 

performances in "Hollywood Extras." 

See, for example, Massood 98-99, Cook 140, and Slotkin. 

See David Cook, "Ballistic Balletics." 

" The statement, accompanied by a dramatic, slow drumbeat reads: "The makers of this 

film express their gratitude to the American Museum of Natural History, the Library of 

Congress, and the Smithsonian Institute. The rituals dramatized have been documented 

from the letters and paintings of George Catlin, Carl Bodmer and other eye witnesses of 
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the period. The actual practice of the Vow to the Sun was forbidden by the United States 

Government in the latter part of the iSOOs." 

See Sandos and Burgess' reconstruction of 1909 Willie Boy events from oral and 

historical sources. 

Bruce Lee bitterly recalls that he auditioned for the part of Caine in Kiing Fu but was 

passed over for the white actor David Carradine. See Jun Xing, Asian America Through 

the Lens, 75. 

The Paiute visionary Wovoka, or Jack Wilson (1856-1932), drew from both Christian 

and Indian religious traditions (including the Northern Paiute prophet Tavibo, who in the 

1870s prophesied that the earth would swallow whites and resurrect dead Indians) in his 

pan-Indian, millenarian Ghost Dance religion. Wovoka claimed that, in a series of 

visions in the late 1880s, God taught him a ceremonial dance that would allow the dancers 

to see dead relatives and hasten the coming of the afterlife, gave him power over the 

weather, and instructed him to preach moral behavior. According to ethnographer James 

Mooney, who interviewed Wovoka, the prophet preached that people "must be good and 

love one another, have no quarreling, and live in peace with the whites; that they must 

work, and not lie or steal; that they must put away all the old practices that savored of 

war; that if they faithfully obeyed his instructions they would at last be reunited with their 

friends in this other world, where there would be no more death or sickness or old age" 

(qtd. in Hittman 17). Although some associate the Ghost Dance movement with Indian 

militancy and resistance, Wovoka preached that Indians "not refuse to work for the 

whites and do not make any trouble with them until you leave them" (Mooney BAE 14, 
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part 2, 1896). The panicked govemmeiit and military reaction to the Ghost Dance among 

the Lakota led to the massacre of Big Foot's band at Wounded Knee in 1890. 

See Merritt 224-225. 

See Prats' careflil analysis of this scene in the context of "competing ideas and 

perceptions of Christian action" in the Indian Western (214). 

Momaday, Poetics and Politics Seminar transcript, pages 13-15, 18, 21. 

Momaday further develops this concept in another essay, "On Indian-White Relations: 

A Point of View," reprinted in The Man Made of Words. 

'' Michael Caccamise, final exam for English 400, University of Arizona August 2002. 

49s are a name for the social gatherings, and for the informal songs and dances, that 

occur after or during a powwow, often on its margins (outside of the city, for example, or 

in the parking lot). 

Posterization is a special effect in which the picture is reduced to a small number of 

colors, removing any fine gradations of color and brightness. Hopi photographer and 

videographer Victor Masayesva frequently employs this technique in his images to lend 

an enigmatic quality of ordinary scenes, and Melvin van Peebles used it in Sweet 

Sweetback's Baadassss Song to render Sweetback's nightmarish flight from the police. 

The political context registered visually in the opening scene, connecting Shaft's 

vigilantism with the black power movement and the history of black resistance, is not 

present in John Singleton's 2001 remake (see Matthew). 

Larry Littlebird, telephone interview 31 March 2003. Littlebird has described his 

childhood introduction to Paebio beliefs, especially regarding hunting, in Ms recent 
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autobiographical work Hunting Sacred, Everything Listens, A Pueblo Indian Man's Oral 

Tradition Legacy. 

The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 21 -22; 40. 

The "performative" quality of literal and activist "theaters" resonates with the speech-

act theory of John Austin and John Scarle, who analyze the relationship between 

language and the world in terms of the social consequences of "performative" utterances. 

Scott Momaday has emphasized the power of the spoken word to create reality and 

convey sacred relationships in essays such as "The Man Made of Words" and "Sacred 

Places." In the novel House Made of Dawn Momaday manifests some of his ideas in the 

character of the Priest of the Sun John Tosamah, whose sermons combine pan-Indian 

urban activist street wisdom with both Kiowa oral stories and the biblical story of 

genesis, in which the world is set motion by language; "Mn the beginning was the 

Word...'" (86). 

See Churchill and Vander Wall 219-227 for a thorough account of Durham's 

involvement in government campaign against the AIM movement. 
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CHAPTER SIX: TELLING AND RETELLING IN THE "INK OF 
LIGHT": DOCUMENTARY CINEMA, ORAL NARRATIVES. AND 

NATIVE IDENTITIES 

Images tell stories, but just as importantly, stories frame and translate images for 

the viewer, infusing them with specifically narrative meaning. The first part of this 

concluding chapter traces the intertextua! origins of documentary film in the converging 

discourses of cultural anthropology, popular melodrama, and race theory at the beginning 

of the twentieth century. Early cinematic documentaries combined the ethnographic and 

the exotic, seeking to capture a supposed native "purity" while using Euro-American 

narrative frameworks. In the Land of the War Canoes, Edward Curtis's 1914 

ethnographic film about Kwakiutl life before European contact, offers a particularly 

powerful focal text, standing at the crossroads between the impulses of nincteenth-

century photography and the rising medium of cinema. I then briefly compare Curtis' 

authenticating strategics to those of newly developing Native American and First Nations 

representations of traditional oral narratives on screen between 1980 and 2002, with 

special attention to Zacharias Kunuk's production The Fast Runner (Atanarjuat). 

I compare Edward Curtis' film to those by Leslie Silko, Victor Masayesva, and 

Zacharias Kunuk to suggest the way "situations" and stories influence the perceptions of 

the visible, locating them in narratives of artifice and authenticity, vanishing and survival. 

In examining how issues of cultural repatriation figure in re-aligning photographic and 

cinematic meaning, I am interested in the circumstances of the native actors and 

interpreters who participated in early films, and how contemporary films reflect on and 

offer alternative narrative, performance and production situations. What exactly is 
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gained—or re-gained—^when indigenous narratives structure and situate cinematic 

images? How does the act of recording and re-telling oral narratives on film relate 

mutually to the project of cultural revitalization through the work of the stories and 

storytelling? How can a film history and film criticism centered in Western notions of 

family romance address films such as The Fast Runner (Atanarjuat), in which 

reincarnation and alternative kinship networks determine both film production and 

content? 

My contextual approach to these films draws further theoretical grounding from 

the fields of visual anthropology, indigenous media, and Native American studies. 

Filmmaker David MacDougall characterizes recent shifts in ethnographic filmmaking 

toward "multiple voiccs" as "intertextual cinema." Questions of authorship, historicity, 

experimental techniques and "contending versions of reality" now dominate productions, 

he writes; "we shall see more ethnographic productions that re-deploy existing texts and 

incorporate parallel interpretations," (148-49). Surveying Australian ethnographic films 

by non-natives. MacDougall suggests that the films become "compound works" when 

interpreted according to Aboriginal cultural structures. Films that depict rituals and 

regalia become "emblems" subject to the same rules as other ritual objects, and landscape 

views denote instances of "showing and seeing"—an education in geography for 

Aboriginal youth—that constitute a "charter" or assertion of land rights (159).' 

Taking up MacDougall's focus on films as objects with "multiple identities" 

(150), Faye Ginsburg proposes the term "parallax effect" to describe the way indigenous 

media can productively challenge ethnographic filmmaking.^ She writes: "one might 
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understand indigenous media as arising from a historically new positioning of the 

observer behind the camera so that the object—^the cinematic representation of culture— 

appears to look different than it does from the observational perspective of ethnographic 

film" (158). Ginsberg's re-situating of documentary genres through a recognition of 

multiple angles of view leads to "a more dialogical understanding" (159) of both 

ethnographic film and indigenous media "as representations of culture and as objects that 

are themselves implicated in cultural processes" (157). Ginsburg's attention to film 

production, circulation and viewership as sites of social practice linked to broader 

political action incorporates a focus on subgenres such as "reverse ethnography" and 

children's television programming aimed at the "mediation of ruptures of cultural 

knowledge, historical memory, and social relations between generations" (169). ' 

In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes writes that the self is constituted in 

photography "in the process of'posing,"' and the converse, that "what founds the nature 

of Photography is the pose" (10, 78). For Barthes, the long poses required by early 

photography are a metaphor for the "body in its passage to immobility" as "photography 

transformed subject into object, and even.. .into a museum objecf (13). With multiple 

claims on the image by photographer, viewer and subject/object, we can ask with Barthes 

about the "disturbance" of ownership: "to whom does the photograph belong?" (13)—a 

parallel question to MacDougall's "whose story is it?" (ISS)."^ Gerald Vizenor engages 

Barthes' concept of the pose in the politicized context of Native American image studies, 

coining the phrase "fugitive poses" to indicate changeable sfrategies of dominance and 

"survivance." "Fugitive poses" describes both "ethnographic surveillance" that freeze its 
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subjects into simulations of absence, and the fleeting native presence that asserts 

survivance through the "solace and mythic chance of traditions and memories in 

narratives, not cameras" (155). 

Barthes' description of photography as documentary evidence of a past presence 

that is "without future" (90) lays the groundwork for Vizenor's assertion that photographs 

are "possessory" spectacles "that separated natives from their communities and ancestral 

lands," and, further, that "capturable native motion is aesthetic servitude" (158; 154-5).^ 

Calling up constructions of indigenous identity but avoiding the essentializing discourse 

of Indian blood, Vizenor writes, "The fugitive poses of the postindian. the poses that 

come after the discoveries and interimages of the indian and the portraiture of 

dominance, are, paradoxically, the simulations of survivance that undennine 

ethnographic evidence and manifest manners" (152 ). Vizenor analyzes photographs as 

evidence of the relations of power during their production, circulation and reception 

rather than as inherently oppressive documents. As the above passage suggests, 

photography and other "simulations" are available for other purposes, both within native 

communities and in the context of the history of the "portraiture of dominance." 

"Art Science": Melodrama and the Documentary Image 

Edward Curtis' photographic and cinematic images have already been critiqued 

for the stories they tell. His images did much to further the "Vanishing Indian" trope and 

the idea of the authentic or pure Indian, irozen in time and untouched by Euro-American 

culture. Close scrutiny of Curtis' photographs reveals his strategies of careful costuming 

of his subjects to conform to an idea of the pre-contact "primitive." Curtis regularly 
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cropped and retouched photographic images to obscure the posed nature of the shots 

(Lyman). He supplied wigs and costumes, and removed wristwatches, umbrellas, 

suspenders, and signs of written language in order to eliminate evidence of acculturation, 

hybridity and modernity.^ His works were at best mediated images of native people. At 

worst they undermined native survival by presenting a vanished Indian. But what is the 

story of Curtis' story, and how does it intersect on screen with the story of the people and 

objects he filmed? 

In writing the film's scenario, Curtis made up a story to justify the display of 

costumes, artifacts and dances and to show as many ceremonial activities as possible, a 

narrative "glue" or "pastiche" (Holm and Quimby 36). Given his extremely careful 

control of images to eliminate evidence of European intluence. why didn't Curtis use 

Kwakiutl stories as the basis for his scenario for In the Land of the War Canoes! They 

were certainly available in Franz Boas' publications and from the Kwakiutl communities 

where Curtis filmed. Boas had recently published Kwakiutl Texts with George Hunt in 

1905 and Kwakiutl Tales in 1910, and Curtis was in regular correspondence with Boas. 

Further, Curtis and Boas both worked extensively with George Hunt, a native speaker of 

the Kwakiutl language. Curtis himself, with Hunt's help, had collected Kwakiutl 

narratives from the communities where he filmed War Canoes. 

Curtis couM easily have used a Kwakiutl narrative—one told to him or gleaned 

from Boas' collections—as the basis for his film. In an interview with Curtis in 1915, the 

Strand magazine writes that he "regarded the [film] from a purely educational standpoint, 

but in order to add to the interest he felt compelled to mix it with a little romance.. .The 
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story, of course, is a minor detail, the real object of the film being to show the customs, 

amusements, fights, domestic life, and sports of the North American Indians" (qtd. in 

Quimby and Holm 121, 125). By treating the narrative scenario as "a minor detail," and 

by ignoring the rich potential of the Kwakiutl verbal art that was all around Mm, Curtis 

missed the opportunity to give the silent images a Kwakiutl "voice." By highlighting the 

de-contextualized objects and ceremonies only, without a corresponding depiction of 

either ordinary activities or the body of lore that surrounded them, the film isolates these 

aspects of Kwakiutl culture from their resonance in everyday life. 

Curtis was attuned, though, to the values and expectations of his intended 

audience. Still photography had long relied on narrative frameworks to guide viewers' 

interpretations of the images on display. Martha Sandweiss, tracing the relationship 

between narrative modes and early photography, observes that the "literal accuracy" of 

nineteenth-century daguerrotypes "could not satisfy a public that....valued the symbolic 

and theatrical" and that responded best to the mingling of "art with theater" and 

"entertainment with information" (106, 102). To become a marketable image the 

photograph had to become iconic, "an important scene in a longer story" (106), and this 

was done through sequential presentation, narrative lectures accompanying slide shows, 

and short titles and texts appended to the photographs themselves. Attached narratives 

gave early photographs a fixed meaning and interpretation. Even in silent film, the heir 

to the "theatrical" and narrative impulses in photography, intertitles help the viewer 

interpret the visual sequences. Curtis' own cinematography follows the stylized 

techniques of his photographs, and attests to the influence of Alfred Steiglitz and the 



other pictorialists who used silhouettes and blurred, misty effects to create expressive 

photographs that adopted the dramatic quahties of etchings and lithographs^ Curtis' 

complex narrative, however, is carried largely by the intertitle cards, without which the 

film's plot would be almost impossible to follow. 

I would like to consider here, then, the narrative that frames Curtis' images for the 

viewers and guides their interpretation. In a gesture typical of Euro-American narratives 

about tribal peoples during this time, the film depicts a heroic warrior figure and a 

"Sorcerer" who practices ineffective magic. This negative view of the shaman or healer 

figure reflects tum-of-the-century race theory, based in biological determinism, which 

combined ideas about progressive developmental stages of humanity with an assertion of 

Anglo-Saxon racial supremacy.^ The Sorcerer figure was perceived in this context as a 

relic of pre-Christian, pre-agrarian, and pre-scientific thought. As such, he represented 

spiritual elements of indigenous cultures that Westerners most rejected yet 

simultaneously sought to recreate through display. As Fatimah Tobing Rony has noted, 

the "politics of authenticity" in salvage ethnography visualized a "vanishing native" who 

was "simultaneously pathological and genuine" (92). Curtis' recording of the ritual life 

of the Kwakiutl both attests to its value and acts to devalue that very ritual life, not only 

in the filming but in the narrative that frames the objects and images Curtis worked so 

hard to collect, document, preserve and display.^ 

It is important to note, also, that Kwakiutl shamanism was itself highly theatrical, 

involving public displays of magical "tricks" and, according to Michael Taussig, a deep 

interdependence between skepticism and faith, between "skilled revelation and skilled 
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concealment" (241). In the Kwakiutl "cultural script" of "belief as tradition" (229), 

aspiring healers reinforced the shamanic system by combining a suspicion of elder 

shamans' fraudulence with a paradoxical desire to acquire their technique. The "nervous 

system" of shamanism involves "learning shamanism" and "doubting it at the same time" 

(235; 232). Taussig's case study, four versions of George Hunt's autobiography (finally 

published in 1930 as I Desired to Learn the Ways of the Shaman), demonstrates the 

deeply intercultural nature of any conclusion regarding Kwakiutl shamanism and its 

representations in ethnographic texts.'" Both Hunt's narrative and the writings of Boas 

and Levi-Strauss are equally tricky and "shot through and empowered by the magic that 

they ostensibly transcend," trading on a power that "flows not from masking but from an 

unmasking which masks more than masking docs" (Taussig 222). The impulse to 

unmask or debunk, I suggest, is one of the animating features of Edward Curtis' 1914 

film. 

The narrative mode that Curtis chose to reach his audience was melodrama. The 

stock characters of melodrama are apparent: Motana is the victim-hero, the Sorcerer the 

villain, and Naida the maiden in distress. Melodrama, which offers what has been called 

"moral legibility in an era of moral uncertainty" (Brooks 15), narrates sympathy with the 

suffering of the noble and virtuous in Motana and rejection of villainy coded as 

"savagery" in the Sorcerer. Yet the very elements that Curtis' audiences found most 

fascinating in the film—the spectacle of ceremonial dances, religious objects, "vision 

quests"—are those they most associated with a "backward," "superstitious," and above 

^11, false belief system. The work of the film is to bring these two sites of visual pleasure 
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into a staged—^melodramatic—conflict. Curtis' assertion of the film's authenticity and 

realism (its "documentary mode") present in the details of artifact, figure and image, is 

contradicted by the narrative's "melodramatic mode," which places the characters in a 

distinctly Euro-American story about heroism, villainy, and moral excess. 

In the film, the warrior Motana and the "Sorcerer" compete for the hand of Naida. 

The Sorcerer's magic fails, but war breaks out between the families of the two men, 

culminating in a canoe chase in which Motana's men are triumphant. Early on, Curtis 

depicts a secret tryst between Motana and Naida. The Sorcerer's evil nature becomes 

visible as he crawls on all fours through the underbrush—^though he is cast as the 

viewer's opposite, he also doubles the viewer's investigative gaze. His actions also 

replicate what Trinh T. Minh-ha calls the "legal voyeurism" of anthropology, in which 

observations "give the reader the feeling of being the accomplice of a voyeur hidden 

behind some wall or bush, taking delight in seeing and appropriating two lovers' utmost 

intimate acts" (69). As the lovers part, Motana is in silhouette as Naida paddles her 

canoe away from him along a path of sunlight reflected by the waters. Reviewers admired 

Curtis' experimental technique of pointing the camera into the sun to achieve the 

spectacular lighting effects of the sunset on water, and the beauty of this image invests 

the couple with an aura of natural legitimacy and moral good. Their separation echoes 

Curtis' photographs of Indians departing on horseback toward an unknown future at the 

vanishing point of the horizon. Curtis' narrative sustains the couple in the end, but this 

image depicts a nostalgic sense of ioss that would have been immediately resonant for an 

audience familiar with narratives of vanishing Indians and doomed Indian romance. 



The Sorcerer's voyeuristic intnision on the pair signals his devious character, and 

the choice of actor, an older man, suggests to the Western audience the character's 

unsuitability for the young Naida. His use of stealth, intermediaries, and what audiences 

would think of as "black magic" all point to his negative moral value. Mo tana, the young 

warrior and son of village leader Kenada, is introduced through a series of scenes in 

which he seeks spiritual power alone on a peak. In deliberate contrast to the Sorcerer, 

Motana's attempt to gain spiritual and social power—staged on a mountaintop—is 

depicted as morally and geographically on the up-and-up. Motana's vigils are interrupted 

twice by romantic entanglements. First, Naida appears to him in a dream, and he leaves 

his quest to woo her, and later the Sorcerer's daughter tries and fails to seduce him. In an 

attempt to make Motana sick, the Sorcerer uses a neck ring and lock of hair stolen by the 

spumed lover. Describing the witchery, the intertitle reads: "The Plotters, anticipating 

Motana's death, 'mourn' him as his hair, stuffed into the bodies of toads, smokes over 

their fire." The Sorcerer and his helpers sit beneath a tree, surrounded by skulls. In 

Curtis' film, Kwakiutl identity and the land itself are associated with headhunting in the 

original title "In the Land of the Head-Hunters," and scene after scene contains men 

waving the heads of their enemies.'' In fact, while heads were sometimes taken in the 

past as war trophies, "headhunting" was never an important aspect of Kwakiutl 

ceremonial life. Curtis' emphasis on vision-quests and on headhunting distracts viewers 

from such central aspects of Kwakiutl life as the potlatch, which was in 1914 already 

banned by the Canadian government (Rony 97). 
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The Sorcerer's status rests in human machinations, his selfish desire to claim 

Naida and destroy Motana, not in spiritual power. He is a flimsy obstacle to Motana and 

Naida's romance, and is dispatched early in the film; it is his brother Yaklus, another 

warrior, who is the more formidable foe. The melodramatic action offers audiences 

images of Kwakiutl spiritual beliefs that are both exotic in surface detail and deeply 

familiar in narrative structure. According to Regina Bendix, "the notion of authenticity 

implies the existence of its opposite, the fake" (9). Curtis' narrative imagines a take 

Sorcerer and an authentic, transcendent Warrior; his story attempts to contain, 

aestheticize, and market both figures through a cinematic "museumification." 

Curtis' search for authenticity articulates an ambivalence towards modernity, and 

a longing for escape from or transcendence of tensions between agrarian and industrial 

conditions and Christian and scientific models of thought. The rhctoric of democracy so 

at odds with the moral problem of conquest, racial hierarchy, and land theft in U.S. 

history created a "moral illegibility" that drove a desire to mystify the past through 

melodramatic frontier narratives and the "imperialist nostalgia" so prevalent in 

representations of native people and the American frontier. This collaboration—and 

tension—^between realism and moral "excess" in melodrama correlates with the 

collaboration and tension between the "realism" of the documentary image and scientific 

anthropological authenticity on the one hand, and the theatricality or artifice of the love 

triangle story Curtis invented, on the other. His story was meant to display the sacred 

objects, songs and dances of the Kwakiutl, but his narrative undermines that very belief 

system by envisioning the Sorcerer as a fraud v/hose magic fails to affect his intended 
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victim. Curtis' images, in their obsessive concern with constructed authenticity, reveal 

moral anxieties about both the elided history of Indian/white relations and the threatening 

incursion of Euro-American modernity. 

Curtis' film is only one example of the tension during the second decade of the 

twentieth century between the pressure for increased realism or authenticity in the 

depiction of native peoples, and the melodramatic mode through which popular audiences 

accessed information and images. Audiences were steeped in melodrama and brought 

expectations for this narrative mode with them into the theaters, and were deeply invested 

in "'going native' as an expression of ambivalence toward modernity" (Huhndorf). In the 

same time period, for example, the "Indian drama" subgenre of the silent Western was 

enjoying its heyday, and the French film companies that dominated the genre came under 

increasing industry criticism for their inauthentic images of the American west. James 

Young Deer (Winnebago), the first Native American film director, had been in the 

business for several years, and another native director, Edwin Carewe (Chicasaw), was in 

the mid-tcens hopping freight cars westward with Jack London, headed for Hollywood. 

Mary Austin, who contributed so significantly to the literary, modernist interest in and 

incorporation of the idea of the "primitive," was writing "Indian dramas" for the stage. 

This rich interchange between writers and directors led to a cross-pollination between 

documentary and melodramatic impulses. Westerns picked up an aura of historical and 

ethnographic authenticity, and the nascent documentary genre was influenced by a 

popular culture deeply invested in both constructions of Indianness and the drive for 

"moral legibility" inherent in the didacticism of melodrama. 
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Curtis' technologically enhanced "popular ethnography" involved documenting 

cultural practices, collecting artifacts from native informants, and keeping in good 

standing with ethnographers, but producing material for an elite—^wealthy and 

educated—^non-native public. He benefited, for example, from his connections with 

influential men from a variety of social arenas, including industrial capitalist J. Pierpont 

Morgan, President Theodore Roosevelt (for whom he took family portraits), 

environmentalist John Muir, filmmaker Cecil B. DeMille, and ethnographer Franz Boas. 

He de-contextualized the masks, dances, and other emblems of Kwakiutl culture, and 

then embedded them in a story of vanishing already implicit in the minds of the film's 

contemporary audience. In fact, one might say that the story of this film is also a history 

of the transfer and redefinition of objects. 

Costuming goes to the very heart of Curtis' contradictory representation of the 

Kwakiutl and their crafts. The objects—masks, costumes, totem poles, traditional 

houses, and other ceremonial and everyday materials—have been the subject of scrutiny 

and critical debate. Here the scholarly sources are conflicting. Fatimah Tobing Rony 

asserts that objects for the film were taken from museums for the filming and returned to 

the tribe: "they literally take the large, beautifiil, striking masks.. .off the museum wall 

and put them in their natural settings" (95). According to Bill Holm and George Quimby, 

however, many of the items were purchased from Kwakiutl community members by 

Hunt for Curtis' collection and for use in the film, and many of these objects later turned 

up in museum collections in British Columbia, Vancouver, Seattle, and Milwaukee 

(Holm and Quimby). 
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Thus, in one scholarly story about Curtis, the film's objects circulate from 

museum back into the community, and in another they move from the community into 

private collections and museums. Curtis was praised in his own time for displaying 

ethnographic materials using actual native figures, rather than the clothed wax models 

and "life groups" in museums. One reviewer termed Curtis' cinematic figures "bronze in 

action," a phrase that has both racial and sculptural overtones. Both patterns support 

scientific models of racial classification—what Fatimah Rony would call "taxidermic 

display" ("Flaherty" 301)— that also enabled the government's discourse of "blood 

quantum" as a physical index of eligibility for authentic Indian identity. Further, the 

objects collected and displayed in museums were not meant to be worn, used, or given 

away, and this form of appropriation for "non-use" parallels Franz Boas' ethnographic 

texts. David Murray writes of Boas' Kwakiutl Texts that: "Whites did not know the 

[Kwakwala] language, and native speakers could not read it...So we have a text in which 

half the page is there not to be read. One of the functions is to act as the 'other' of the 

English, and in addition, it acts as repository of evidence, a [...] silent corroboration" 

(107). The text's silence is further politicized when we remember that Kwakiutl youth 

were losing their language at boarding schools. Almost a hundred years later another 

audience has emerged for Boas' bilingual texts—Kwakiutl who are literate in Kwakwala 

and English and can access the entire text both to revive older traditions and stories and 

to research the history of ethnographic encounters with their relatives. 

Perhaps the most dramatic and far-reaching instance of the link between 

anthropological display and cultural suppression is the Canadian government's trial of 
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12 Dan Cranmer for hosting a potlatch in 1921. The potlatch was raided by the Canadian 

Royal Mounted Police led by the Indian agent William Halliday, and the participants 

were given the choice of serving jail time or giving up the gifts and regalia to museums in 

Ottawa, Hull and New York City (Clifford, Routes). The system of traditional potlatch 

ceremonies, central to Kwakiutl life, was greatly diminished as a result of these events. 

The case serves as an example of the way the enshrinement of objects in museums 

worked in tandem with governmental regulation of Indian identity and prevented 

Kwaldutl communities from asserting the living indigeneity "imagined" and "spoken" by 

the potlatch.' 

While the filming of people, objects and dances in War Canoes did freeze their 

images in time, enacting the strategies of containment and "museumillcation" ongoing in 

salvage ethnography, the film's production also generated objects. The filmmaking 

provided the opportunity and economic incentive—though for a limited time—for 

Kwakiutl to re-visit and re-leam skills in making ceremonial objects and clothes, an 

example of film production as a site of cultural revival and renewal rather than an 

instance of vanishing. And Curtis' early attempt to "do it right"—^to depict correctly pre-

contact cultural details—was successful in many respects. For example, the witchcraft 

practiced by the Sorcerer was immediately recognizable as such by Kwakiutl viewers in 

the late 1960s, though it was coded as ineffectual in the film's narrative. For all the 

problems of representation characteristic of Curtis' images, the Kwakiutl actors in War 

Canoes apparently enjoyed the filming immensely and were able for a brief space of time 

to make and use items that were normally prohibited (Makepeace). 



Curtis' pattern influenced the evolution of the documentary genre towards a 

narrative or theatrical presentation of ethnographic material. Although the film itself 

quickly fell into obscurity, Curtis had a strong influence on Robert Flaherty, who in the 

process of making Nanook of the North visited Curtis' New York studio for a special 

screening of In the Land of the Headhimters, and afterwards maintained a 

correspondence with Curtis (Holms and Quimby). Later documentaries and docu-dramas 

also present ethnographic material via a melodramatic plot, such as Carver and Burden's 

The Silent Enemy (1930) in which the medicine man plots to marry the Chiefs daughter, 

and she must be rescued by the warrior figure. The melodramatic characteristics of 

television nature specials derived, in part, from exploration films such as 90 Degrees 

South (Ponting, released in 1933 but relating Captain Scott's 1911 South Pole 

Expedition), that sentimentalize animals while narrating their subjugation to Darwinian 

"laws of nature" in which predators and prey play out the drama of the threatened family. 

Other trends in ethnographic filmmaking moved away from the "connected story" 

technique aimed at popular as well as scholarly audiences, and focused instead on 

scientific discourses in representing cultural patterns. Franz Boas corresponded 

extensively with the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of American or "Hays 

Office," but in the end did not produce the ethnographic films planned; however, Boas 

clearly manifested a belief that "surfaces and visual fragments" could carry "the imprint 

of cultural patterning" (Jacknis 63). In the 1930s Boas wanted to preserve only the parts 

of Curtis' film that depicted ceremonies and dances (such as the wedding party in the 

giant war canoes), separating and discarding Curtis' "connected story," abstracting 
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artifact from narrative and transforming narratives into artifacts. This impulse to 

preserve the fragments or icons perceived to be scientifically valuable was in keeping 

with his own fieldwork and ethnographic technique, which involved publication of 

"representative" texts without contextual information, thus "turning a temporal process, a 

flux, into a form that can be fixed and then returned to at leisure and studied" (Murray 

101) .  

Nanook of the North (Flaherty 1922) is much more frequently cited as the first 

ethnographic documentary, and offers a contrast to Curtis' earlier film while 

demonstrating the filmmakers' shared ideologies in imagining indigenous peoples as 

"primitive man." In a famous scene, Nanook, the actor Allakariallak, encounters the 

white trader's gramophone, explained to him (and to the viewer) in the intertitle as "the 

way the white man 'cans' his voice." Nanook's amazement and childish behavior 

towards this recording technology implies an "authenticity" that is coded as anti-modem 

and non-technological. Further, as Rony has suggested, it "engrains the notion that the 

people are not really acting" when in fact the Inuit community "served as Flaherty's film 

crew" ("Flaherty" 305). The film seems oblivious to its own metanarrative of the 

"canned white voice," but recent filmmakers have reflected more consciously on the 

relationship between recording voices on film and imagining native identities.''^ 

Documentaries by Anne Makepeace and Clause Massot have traced the impact 

and use of silent film images by Edward Curtis and Robert Flaherty in indigenous 

communities. Catharine Russell writes that "The apparent persistence of Nanook in Inuit 

culture as a site of re-viewing, remaking, and rereading suggests that while the salvage 
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paradigm is an ethnographic allegory of colonialism, it may also preserve a Utopian form 

of memory of some historic value to native communities" (113).'^ Kwaidutl, Inuit and 

other tribes have used Curtis' images to re-connect with a pre-contact past, appropriating 

and re-framing mediated images to assert a distinct cultural identity and coliective 

sovereignty. These narratives counter governmental assimilationist policies and "blood 

quantum" race politics aimed at dismantling treaty commitments and federal services. 

Chad Allen, using Gayatri Spivak's notion of strategic essentialism, calls attention to 

tropes of "blood memory" in Native American activist and literary texts. Re-constructing 

connective ties with tribal ancestors imagines an identity that resists governmental 

definitions of Indianness by quota of blood, transforming "that taxonomy of 

delegitimization through genetic mixing into an authenticating genealogy of stories and 

storytelling" (178). Through these rc-tellings native filmmakers construct a modem 

identity by deploying a reconstructed past, a strategy that calls to mind recent theoretical 

debates about "invented" traditions and "imagined" national communities. 

Curtis' film itself was repatriated when in 1967 Bill Holm and George Quimby 

showed the footage to Kwakiutl audiences, many of whom had been participants in the 

filmmaking. Some of these participants contributed to a new soundtrack for the film in 

1972, adding another layer of verbal re-interpretation to the images that had previously 

been defined only by intertitles. Thus the film functions as a mediated product whose 

return to the native community has significance in itself: just as objects cannot create 

authenticity, melodrama cannot fulty contain and control native presence. In 2000 Anne 

Makepeace's documentary on Curtis, Coming to Light, highlighted another repatriation as 
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the ancestors of the native people Curtis photographed have "re-recognized" the 

photographs as family portraits by identifying those pictured by name. Photos 

encountered on calendars and postcards are de-coded and re-coded by comments such as 

"That's my mother, making piki,"'^ or "I always see her picture.. .Every time I iook at the 

books, she's there. But they never use her name, just 'Hesquiat woman.' But I know her 

name. It's Virginia Tom."^^ 

Such specific identifications re-situate the portraits as private and tribal rather 

than anonymous and commercial. Other native viewers have used the photos to revive 

cultural traditions rather than to document their loss, as happened when Piegan men 

revived the sundance on their reserve after 40 years, partly inspired by Curtis 

photographs of the ceremony. Makepeace's documentary offers a native counter-voice 

that is far less damning of Curtis than are most scholarly assessments of his work. For 

example, George Horse Capture (A'aninin Gros Ventre) values the photographs as 

concrete triggers for memories, and asserts that "when people start criticizing stereotypes, 

I look at my great-grandfather—he's not a stereotype. He can't stage that...the eyes, the 

determination." Theoria Howatu (Hopi) is not bothered by criticisms of Curtis' artifice: 

"We have these pictures to show us how they really were back then."'^ Howatu's and 

Horse Capture's comments suggest a strategic engagement of Curtis' images as a direct 

conduit to the past, a discourse of tradition close to Curtis' own vision of authenticity and 

one that re-writes scholarly criticism of Curtis' artificiality for the purposes of 

constituting and consolidating native identity and family history. 
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Viewing and Telling: Cinematic Dramatization and Indigenous Oral Performance 

Several contemporary native/non-native collaborators have enacted another kind 

of re-recognition of native identity by filming dramatizations or re-enactments of 

indigenous myths, folktales and legends about historical events. This emerging "cinema 

of oral traditions" includes Leslie Marnion Silko's film adaptation of a stoiy from the 

Yellow Woman cycle, "Estoy-eh-muut and the Kunideeyahs," or Arrowboy and the 

Witches, callcd Stolen Rain (1980); Victor Masayesva's Itarn Hakim, Hopiit ("We, 

Someone, the Hopi") (1984); and Zacharias Kunuk's 2002 film The Fast Runner 

(Atanarjuat). These films include key elements that are missing in early docu-dramas; 

most importantly, they 1) introduce a contextual frame or indication of the storytelling 

performance and 2) situate "old" stories in a post-contact, identifiably contemporary 

setting that both brings the story itself forward and indicates the metanarrative process of 

producing the story, the mechanics of telling. Further, by privileging multigenerational 

contexts and images of native children as the listening audience, the filmmakers 

challenge the "vanishing Indian" trope that has structured assimilationist policies, "blood 

quantum" racial criteria, dismantling of treaty commitments, and institutional 

intervention in native families. Their strategic attention to production situations, oral 

traditions, performative artistry and historical investment in "the power of actuality" 

imaginatively recover the cultural values encoded in the narratives; the stories "show us 

the way we really were back then" in the context of "how we are now." 

The Fast Runner draws on Inuit legend, and the script was based on versions told 

to writer and filmmaker Paul Apak by eight Inuit elders. Like War Canoes, the film 



295 

depicts a love triangle that feeds the commumty disruption caused by a shaman's curse. 

Both Curtis' and Kunuk's films tell stories infused with melodrama about love triangles 

that focus on witchcraft, comnaiinity division, and young male heroes. But while Curtis' 

film undermines the validity of a native belief system, Kunuk's demonstrates its power 

through the depiction of shamanic communication and reincarnation. Kunuk, who grew 

up on a traditional sod house until he was sent to boarding school at age 9, writes that "I 

first heard the story of Atanaijuat fi-om my mother.. ..[she] would put us to sleep at night 

with these stories about our ancestors, how they lived, and what would happen to us if we 

were like this one or that one when we grew up" (17). Kunuk's film, like War Canoes, 

naturalizes social systems or "converts culture into nature," in part through its focus on 

the pre-contact past (Eagleton). But in the context of tight governmental regulation of 

native identities based on racialized discourses of blood quantum, a system which ensures 

a decreasing native population through intermarriage, Kunuk's film re-imagines and 

"appropriates the experience of his own ancestors" (Strong and Van Winkle 562) to forge 

a collective identity based in narrative as well as in image. 

In a striking scene in the center of the film, Atanarjuat, returning from a hunting 

trip in Ms kayak, follows a path of sunlight on the water as he sings a love song that 

employs images of bedrock, rivers and mountains." He arrives at the shore and is 

greeted by his pregnant wife Atuat; as he puts his ear to her belly the sun's reflection on 

the water rests on the point of contact between their bodies and seems to bless the 

couple's future child Kumaglaq, who will be the focus of the final scene. Atuat and 

Atanarjuat's unborn son becomes heir to the land in an image that brings the couple 
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together both emotionally and narratively for the viewer. Despite the similarities 

between Kunuk's image and the canoe scene in War Canoes, there are subtle differences 

in the iconography: the family comes together rather than separates, and the images of 

fertility and abundance (Atuat's pregnant belly, the large seal on Atanaijuat's canoe that 

will feed the family) envision an intact Inuit home materially, emotionally and narratively 

(the "bedrock" in Atanaijuat's song is literally the bedrock where his family is camped). 

According to Peter Brooks, melodrama arises from a "post-sacred" world in 

which the "traditional imperatives of truth and morality have been violently questioned" 

(15 ). Film critic Linda Williams notes that melodramas combine functions of realism, 

sentiment, spectacle, and action to achievc "the common function of revealing moral 

good in a world where virtue has become hard to read" (Williams 19). Certainly the 

melodramatic qualities of The Fast Runner's characters—the innocent Atuat, virtuous 

Atanarjuat and villainous Oki—can be seen, like the characters in War Canoes, as a 

response to a post-contact world that has become "hard to read." Shari Huhndorf sees the 

community disruption in the story as a "colonial allegory" {''Atanarjuat"), while Faye 

Ginsburg calls the story a "screen memorj^," inverting Freud's paradigm to describe 

indigenous uses of media "not to mask but to recuperate their own collective stories and 

histories" ("Screen Memories" 40). Kunuk himself summarizes the change in temis of 

narrative: "People in Igloolik learned through storytelling who we were and where we 

came from for four thousand years without a written language.. ..Four thousand years of 

oral histoiy silenced by fifty years of priests, schools, and cable tv?" (18). The Fast 

Runner is cleariy available for multiple readings—as is Curtis' film—that include a 
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romanticized vision of primitive simplicity. But the activist context of the film's 

production suggests that this is a strategic instance of cinematic "communion with 

ancestors" through an "assertion of an unmediated relationship to indigenous land," and a 

testimony to the power of the "continuation of oral traditions" to define Inuit identity to 

those inside and outside of the film's primary audience of Igloolik residents (Allen 178). 

The film's opening lines are uttered by the shaman called in the narrative "The 

Evil One," who says "I can only sing this song to someone who understands." His words 

initiate the community division and at the same time assert a perfomiative context for the 

telling of the Atanaijuat story on screen that privileges an Inuit audience. Later a 

voiceover of a storyteller reflects that "We never knew what he was or why it 

happened"—the voice suggests a storytelHng frame, and the film's ending visualizes the 

context for storytelling and group singing. The iconography of the native family, with a 

close up of Kumaglaq, the next generation, re-writes governmental narratives of 

vanishing native populations. Kunuk then cuts to the production shots and credits 

(including the dedication to the film's screenwriter, the late Paul Apak), which pointedly 

depict another form of storytelling, and which simultaneously memorialize and 

modernize the Inuit on screen. The actors wear sunglasses, leather jackets and 

headphones, clothing that marks their Ml participation in the contemporary world of 

native and non-native viewers. The outtakes foreground the technological apparatus of 

cinematic storytelling, a revelation of modernity that Curtis worked hard to conceal in his 

film and photographs and which Flaherty narrated as existing in opposition to his 

imagined primitive. 
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Kunuk and Cohn present their film as "going completely around film history" 

{Celluloid Fever) and Kunuk as largely self-taught (he sold carvings to buy Ms first video 

camera in 1981).^' But Kunuk also describes living in Igloolik during his teens, carving 

soapstone to make money to see movies: John Wayne Westerns and Spencer Tracy 

romantic comedies. "What I learned in my education" he writes, was "to think like one 

of the soldiers" in a Cavalry Western. "When I began to see myself as an Aboriginal 

person and a filmmaker I learned that there are different ways to tell the same story" (18). 

Kunuk's activist filmmaking company works both with and against the film industry and 

apparatus that influenced him during his education in Igloolik; perhaps the most 

22 important site of resistance is in the Isuma production style. 

Cinematographer Norman Cohn describes the location camp and filmed set of The 

Fast Runner as looking and feeling virtually the same, so that the process of shooting 

itself was like "play-acting in a hunting camp." He notes that the Igloolik Isuma 

Productions filmmaking style is "non-military," unlike the more hierarchical HolljAvood 

systems, which he compares to the U.S. military as it "swept through the American 

west." The production of the film itself, then, works to sustain the Inuit values that the 

story of Atanaijuat is meant to reinforce, or as Norman Cohn put it, "We implant these 

values—our collective process—in our filmmaking process; community support and 

participation are qualities of production we make visible on the screen" (Cohn 23). 

Faye Ginsburg describes similar production situations in Australia, in which Aboriginal 

filmmakers organize their productions "socially according to the same structures as the 
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performance of religious ritual. These structures still had to be observed in the 

production of a video if it was to be considered 'true'" (170). 

Much of the film's plot hinges on Inuit belief in reincarnation and the alternative 

kinship networks set in motion by naming practices. Among many Inuit groups, babies 

are named after other members of the community, and the namesake is perceived to have 

the attributes of the name-giver. These "name-soul" relationships—called saunik—^have 

been described by ethnographers as "surrounded by a magical aura" while overlaying 

everyday address between generations with an alternative intergenerational conncction 

(Briggs 37; Guemple 328, 330).^"^ Jean Briggs writes that "in a sense, [the named 

person] becomes the previous owner or owners of the name." and sometimes takes on the 

name-giver's family relationships (37-38). In The Fast Runner, naming relationships 

account for the intimacy between the matriarch Panikpak and the young bride Atuat— 

who is named after Panikpak's mother—and between Panikpak and Atuat and 

Atanarjuat's son, Kumaglaq, the youngest child in the camp, who is named after 

Panikpak's husband (the group's leader, killed in the first scenes of the film by a strange 

shaman). Ancestors remain present with living generations through their namesakes in 

the film, and the closing scene derives its resonance when Panikpak looks at Kumaglaq 

and hears the voice of her late husband commanding "wife, sing my song!" The medium 

shot that frames Atanarjuat, Atuat and Kumaglaq together suggests a re-united and re

formed family, sustained in part by the performative context of stor34elling and singing. 

The last frame of the film is a long close-up of Kumagiaq's face as he listens to "his" 

song: he is an emblem of continuity, bringing together the past and future of the tribe. 
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Name-sharing may have played a role in the film's production and casting as well. 

According to cinematographer Norman Cohn, 

when [Paul] Apak was writing the script we think he was sort of casting it 

in his mind, meaning that he was actually designing characters around real 

people. So unbeknownst to them he was casting them into the script, and 

then we would actually go after them, and they would be right because the 

character was.. .written around their personalities. I think [of] the whole 

concept of Inuit naming, where the person is named after ancestors who 

have passed away.. .people have several names, and the concept is that 

you are now carrying that spirit—it's almost a form of multiple 

reincarnation. So Inuit people have a sense that actually the body they're 

in, is made up of more than one personality, or competing personalities, of 

people from the past. ...This Method acting concept of find the person in 

you and be that person, seemed to be a natural process for Inuit to be able 

to do if the script and characters were believable enough that they were 

actually going into their own historical past.. ..I think that's one of the 

ways in which people who had never acted before were able to do this 

essential acting thing, which is to lose yourself in your character, feel like 

are this person, and the Inuit are like that all the time. {Celluloid Fever) 

Cohn's description of the film's casting, with its stake in community relationships, local 

knowledge, and Inuit reincarnation belief and naming practices, offers another context for 

Larry Littlebird's comments in the previous chapter.^^ The Pueblo actors in House Made 
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of Dawn drew on their own tribal "dramatic idioms" for their roles in the film, Littlebird 

asserts; they relied on "second nature" to perfomi "composite" characters based on their 

knowledge of the community. The indigenous acting in The Fast Runner offers a parallel 

to that in House Made of Dawn—despite the radically different culture and location— 

based on the use of indigenous dramatic idioms and filmmaking processes. The 

relationship between Inuit naming practices and acting deconstructs the binary opposition 

between imagined and essential (or blood) identities, bringing us back to Vizenor's 

notion of the pose as constitutive of identity and representation. Reincarnation offers a 

powerful metaphor for both the content of The Fast Runner and its production, 

representing what Gerald Vizenor calls "a new incarnation of native presence" (185) that 

revises the figurative and material "vanishing Indians" of Holljwood filmmaking.^^ 

Vizenor's understanding of the paradoxical nature of indigenous "simulations of 

survivance" is also helpful in thinking through Kunuk and Cohn's use of ethnographic 

materials in The Fast Runner. In order to re-create pre-contact Inuit life in Igloolik, the 

filmmakers turned to the earliest existing records of contact from the British Royal Navy 

expedition to the area in the winter of 1822-23 in search of the Northwest Passage. From 

captain William Pany and co-captain George Lyon's diaries and sketches, Kunuk and 

Cohn took the designs for clothes, tattoos, and implements, even replicating a kayak that 

Parry had sent to the British Museum. The expedition documents were their "blueprint" 

for the material artifacts, Cohn said: 

In fact, a lot of the authenticity of the film is based on re-creating precisely 

the world that the British Navy found in 1822, on the assumption that 
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that's the world that hadn't changed for about a thousand years. And of 

course that's essential for the Inuit audience because.. .we don't really see 

ourselves or the film in the backtrail of the history of cinema. .. .we're not 

[in the] Martin Scorsese and D.W, Griffith tradition, we're in the Inuit 

storytelling tradition. This story's been told hundreds of times through 

generations of the past, and if we do our job it will be told hundreds of 

times in the future, and in every instance, if the details aren't right, we're 

not doing our job. .. .Historically.. .the only way information ever got 

passed forward is in the details. So it's true that foreign filmmakers can 

use styrofoam igloos because they don't really care and they can say well, 

it's not really an important part of the story. But we care, because our film 

is designed to teach future generations, to make sure they know how to 

build igloos, or sealskin tents, or make these costumes. So our 

authenticity.. .comes out of having quite a different mission than just 

making a film. The fact that we do that.. .seems to make the film more 

entertaining—^more convincing to a wider audience—is an interesting 

thing to discover—that universality is also in a way tied to an authenticity 

of detail. {Celluloid Fever) 

Ethnographic filmmaker David MacDougall similarly"attributes investment in detail with 

a film's ability to transcend cultural specificity and access what is universal in human 

experience—a phenomenon he calls transcultural cinema. He em.phasizes, as does 

Arnold Krapat, the basic communicability of culture, the permeability of its boundaries 



rather than the boundaries themselves. My point is that without the Inuit narrative 

structure and control over production, The Fast Runner could have resembled the 

"authentic" and "pro-Indian" Westerns in the tradition of Devil's Doorvmy and The Last 

of the Mohicans. Michael Mann, for instance, invested enormous energy and financial 

resources in the accurate reproduction of the visual and material texture of eighteenth-

century colonial life in his 1992 film version of The Last of the Mohicans. But he 

marshals these credible details in service of James Fenimore Cooper's tale of noble 

savages, who, doomed to die, willingly bequeath the continent to worthy whites. 

Alternatively, one can imagine "authenticity" without authentic detail, and indeed Shelley 

Niro's comic film Honey Moccasin (1998) features a scene in which Mohawk teenagers 

model powwow costumes with traditional designs and novel materials (including bottle 

caps, tire rubber, and other recyclables). 

Leslie Marnion Silko's film Stolen Rain contests the "vanishing Indian" narrative 

of fate and inheritance not by reconstructing the material details of pre-contact life but 

through her consistent focus on the relationship between land use and storytelling. Shot 

on location at Laguna Pueblo in 1984 with a cast made up almost completely of Laguna 

Pueblo tribal members, the film was never released and exists only in rough cut. Silko's 

strategy was very deliberately to reclaim Laguna storytelling from outside ethnographers 

such as Elsie Clews Parsons, and to emphasize, as Parsons had not, the importance of 

place in storytelling. In the proposal for the film, she writes that "This knowledge of 'the 

Place' is. ..an integral part of the Laguna consciousness and identity—^both the 

community identity and that of the individual" (4). Shared knowledge of places allows 
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Laguna listeHers to visualize specific locations during storytelling, and Silko's insistence 

OR filming at Laguna not only "re-locates" Hollywood discourses to the Pueblo but 

mimics the visualization of place that Silko asserts is integral to understanding Laguna 

stories. The Laguna "Places" visualized in Stolen Rain acquire both historical depth and 

contemporary relevance by linking the witchery of the Kunideeyah society to the uranium 

mining of the 1950s, all within the storytelling frame situated in the 1980s. Multiple 

times inhabit single places as stacked realities in which the story of the struggle between 

the Laguna and the destroyers repeats itself. Gardens and uranium mines overlap in 

stories of contested geography and genealogical memory. Silko's story re-situates and 

subsumes colonial domination in a Laguna narrative and belief structure in which ritual 

acts are appropriate and effective means of addressing the social and physical damage of 

witchcraft. 

The image of Leslie Silko reading Parson's ethnographic accounts of Laguna 

culture in the rare book room of the University of New Mexico—including stories that 

Parson collected from Silko's great-aunt Gawiretsa—speaks both to the results of 

governmental programs of coercive assimilation through education and to the way native 

peoples have used textual and media literacy to re-imagine and revitalize their indigeneity 

as a distinct identity that enables renewed claims to sovereignty. Through institutional 

education the "silent" texts of Gawiretsa's stories return to Laguna. The story of Estoy-

eh-Muut and the Kunideeyahs enacted in Stolen Rain ends with an act of ritual 

fransformation as Estoy-eh-Muut uses a basket woven with an image of a snake to kill 

Kochininako (Yellow Woman); the representation becomes real in mid-air and defeats 



the destroyer. This manifestation of spiritual belief, as in The Fast Runner, suggests the 

power of words and images—of representations—to create and re-create reality, and this 

is a view of language and image that runs through such classics of the Native American 

literary renaissance as Ceremony and House Made of Dawn. 

James Clifford asserts that classical ethnography employs "fables of rapport" to 

disguise relationships of unequal power between informant and ethnographer. The 

relationship between Franz Boas and George Hunt is instructive; throughout their 40 

years of work together, correspondence indicates that "Boas is clearly both directing the 

overall shape of Hunt's activities and dependent on his knowledge and his initiatives" 

(Murray 102). In a letter to his wife. Boas states "I tell Hunt what I want and he brings 

the people to me... .He would always find my victims, whom I then pumped dry" (qtd. in 

Murray 102). Boas' and Curtis' field techniques were somewhat similar; they were more 

interested in collecting large quantities of material than in the now-common practice of 

reflecting on fieldwork experiences, relationships with informants, and methodologies. 

While Boas re-situated ethnographic materials in a discourse of scientific objectivity, 

Curtis recorded (and re-coded) them as educational popular entertainment using 

melodrama. Stolen Rain and Atanarjuat were also the result of collaborations—^between 

Leslie Silko, Denny Carr and Don Cirillo, and Zacharias Kunuk and Norman Cohn, 

respectively. The films are not "pure products" of white or indigenous worldviews, but 

rather instances of transcultural negotiations, situations, relationships. Narratives of 

vanishing natives elide the issue of future generations through images of assimilation or 
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the omission of children, white Silko and Kunuk's films place children at the center of 

the story performance as listeners. 

Many current Native American filmmakers concentrate on filming the process of 

storytelling itself, thus returning with visual media to longstanding problems in 

translating oral performance to page, indigenous language to English, context to text. 

Victor Masayesva uses his training in composition as a still photographer to translate the 

artistry of the story in his visual representation of the storytelling event. His 1984 

documentary Itam Hakim. Hopiit ("We, Someone, the Hopi") depicts elder Ross Macaya 

telling stories of personal, clan and tribal history to an audience of four young boys. 

Many of his most beautiful shots are extremely slow-paccd, and he uses techniques such 

as racking focus and posterization to render natural images—com rows, com kernels and 

aspen trees—abstract. Masayesva makes videos in Hopi for a Hopi audience, and asserts 

that indigenous filmmakers have an aesthetic that "begins in the sacred" and that is 

grounded in "accountability as an individual, as a clan, as a tribal, as a family member" 

(qtd. in Leuthold 48). 

Masayesva's belief in accountability and restraint in filmmaking lead him away 

fi-om Hollywood and documentary practices intent on answering questions and revealing 

information. For example, Itam Haldm, Hopiit opens not with an establishing shot of the 

landscape or a head-shot of the storyteller Ross Macaya, but instead with a medium-shot 

of Macaya's feet, clad in worn Converse sneakers, as he walks out to fetch water. 

Masayesva's im^ages of the telling itself and of the Hopi landscape resonate with events in 

the stories, fusing story, teller and listeners through visual echoing. The ancient story of 
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the Hopi emergence through the center of a bamboo reed (the sipapu) corresponds 

visually to the small circular images of the Ml moon, a hole in the wall behind storyteller 

Ross Macaya's face, and a bubble blown by a child chewing gum. The images give 

Macaya a cosmic profile while situating the story in the present lives of Hopi youth. 

These native filmmakres return to and repatriate "old stories," re-locating 

ethnographic practices and Hollywood discourses to native nations through visual 

representation of place. They expose the ""fables of rapport" which have concealed the 

production situations, ethnographer/informant relationships, and recording and 

filmmaking apparatus that characterized early ethnographic and popular 

representations."^ Using generative cultural stories, they have again taken possession of 

objects and images that originated in native communities, but which over decades 

became fused with Euro-American scenarios. At the same time, they narrate an 

alternative "rapport" between children and grandparents, contemporary listeners and 

ancestors, in the storytelling context and content; Panikpak, Atuat and Kumaglaq; Estoy-

eh-muut and Spider Grandmother (and the listeners and tellers of the story); and Ross 

Macaya and his audience of Hopi youth. Their films contest earlier power dynamics by 

locating the native partner in a position of authority (such as director and producer), and 

their productions work to renew and revive "old stories" by locating them in modem 

times and familiar places. Ultimately, the indigenous reconstruction and dramatization of 

tribal stories on screen re-connect native audiences with tellers, translators, and actors 

such as Gawiretsa, George Hunt and Allakariallak, and return to these ancestors not just 

as informants but as stor54ellers in their own right. 
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Notes 

^ MacDougall describes one instance in particular in Kim McKenzie's Waiting for Harry 

(1980). Frank Gurrmanamana, the leader filmed in the ritual, says "This film is 

mine....Now men everywhere will see my sacred emblems, just as, in many places, I 

have seen theirs. So. The emblems 1 hold so dear to me are now on a film, so the film is 

also dear to me" (qtd. in MacDougall 159). 

^ Ginsburg defines parallax as "the phenomenon that occurs when a change in the 

position of the observer creates the illusion that an object has been displaced or moved" 

(158). 

^ Ginsburg pays particular attention to "reverse ethnographies," which parody and 

"defamiliarize the everyday practices of our own society" (168). Zacharias Kunuk has 

proposed a film called "Qallunaat; Oral History as Inuit Anthropology" which would 

"both borrow from and subvert the practices by which inuit people have been 

characterized and studied" by Qallunaat (non-lnuit) (169). 

Barthes distinguishes between photography, which freezes the pose, denying it 

movement and ftiture, and cinema, which "is sustained by the presumption that, as 

Husserl says, 'the experience will constantly continue to flow by in the same constitutive 

style"' (89-90). The photograph captures a static pose, while film glimpses the figure in 

passing, "the pose is swept away and denied by the continuous series of images" (78). I 

move more fluidly between photography and film in this chapter, since my focus is on the 
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narrative qualities of photographs—^how they are made part of a constitutive or 

continuous history, that is, how photographs are made more cinematic. 

^ Barthes writes that "by giving me the absolute past of the pose.. .the photograph tells 

me death in the fiiture... .1 shudder.. .over a catastrophe which has already occurred''' 

(96). This realization—a "prick" orpimctum—involves a sentiment connected with 

helplessness in Philip Fisher's Hard Facts. 

^ See Vizenor. Gidley, and Rony 

^ The phrase "Ink of Light" in my title for this chapter comes from Jean Cocteau's 

interest in "verite" cinematic adaptations of fairy tales such as Beauty and the Beast—his 

precise use of what he calls the ink of light, "encre de lumiere"—as against the bluny, 

soft-focus style that gives pictorial photography a nostalgic atmosphere. In addition to 

these poetic visual stylistics and in a more racialized context, President Wilson also used 

the phrase "writing history with lightning" in praise of D.W. Griffith's The Birth of a 

Nation, suggesting the power of film to determine how history is written and 

remembered. 

^ See my discussion of Scottish stadialist philosophy in Chapter One and bioiogical 

determinism in Chapter Three. 

^ Ironically, Curtis revealed himself in several interviews to resemble the voyeur whom 

he depicts in the figure of the Sorcerer. He claimed to have become initiated into Hopi 

Snake Dance society as a priest, for example, but clearly used this role for the purposes of 

illicit documentation rather than participation. 
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The Kwakiutl shamanic system must have been deeply challenged and altered, too, by 

the enormous impact of European disease, especially smallpox. Taussig cites figures 

ixom Joseph Masco and Robert Boyd placing the losses in the Kwakiutl population at 

"80-90 percent from 1862-1929" (237). 

Kenada brings the Sorcerer's head to Waket as part of the marriage agreement between 

Naida and Motana, and Motana talks, dances and sleeps with skulls on the Island of the 

Dead as part of his quest for spiritual power at the beginning of the film. 

Catharine Russell argues that Curtis' original film. In the Land of the 

Headhunters, is essentially a completely different film than the restored version, re-titled 

In the Land of the War Canoes, which has reduced footage and fewer intertitles. Of the 

two films, only the restored version is available for analysis; this version, Russell writes, 

"is a curious hybrid of a 'photoplay drama' and primitive cinema, in which the 

anthropologists have reproduced an earlier cinematic language in the renmants of Curtis' 

experiments with narrativity" (1 ()()). 

Potlatches are complex, lavish, communal ceremonial events, often celebrating a 

wedding or birth. Prior to 1885, potlatches were a central feature of Pacific northwest 

tribal cultural life. Over several days of feasting, singing and storytelling, the potlatch 

host distributed and sometimes destroyed possessions in a display of abundance that both 

accrued social status to the giver and redistributed wealth throughout the community. 

Potlatches could also establish or transfer land claims, hunting and fishing rights, and 

ownership of specific images, stories and songs. Perceived by outsiders as wasteful and 

heathen, the potlatch was banned by the Canadian government from 1885 until 1951. 
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James Clifford, in Routes, offers a detailed description and analysis of the Umista 

museum, built by the Kwakiutl tribe to house the artifacts taken from Dan Cranmer's 

potlatch and repatriated from Canadian and American museums in the late 1990s. The 

museum displays make extensive use of Curtis' film footage and photographs. 

There is an extensive literature on Nanook of the North, including analyses of the 

film's production and effect on the development of the documentary genre, and of 

contemporary public interest in Eskimo culture and its impact on individuals such as 

Allakarialak (who played Nanook). See Huhndorf, Russell, Rony and Feinup-Riordan. 

Certainly this is true of Jeff Spitz's 2001 film The Return of Navajo Boy, which started 

as a documentary about the "repatriation" of home movie footage of a Navajo family by a 

local trader, and ended with the reunion—through the making of the documentary 

itself—of family members with a lost brother who had been placed in a missionary foster 

home. 

See Chad Allen's definition of "re-recognition" in Blood Narrative. 

Qtd. in Makepeace. 

Qtd. in Clifford, Routes, 129. 

Qtd. in Makepeace. 

The song, in the English subtitles, reads: 

This bedrock 

Cool and smooth 

When it spilt open and I stepped out 

Were you as shocked as I to see? 
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Here at the river 

Here where it narrows 

That strange voice singing in the wind 

Don't you keep on hearing me? 

When I whistled 

That same tune 

Were you the one who 

Whistled back from that mountaintop far away? 

Although Kunuk downplays his experience with film prior to picking up a video 

camera, beginning in the 1930s (with the availability of home movie cameras) many Inuit 

people viewed fictional and documentary films and even helped make them. See An n  

Fienup-Riordan's book Freeze Frame: Alaska Eskimos in the Movies for a history of 

cinematic representations of northern peoples. Heather Norris Nicholson's edited 

collection Screening Culture offers an overview of Canadian First Nations filmmaking, 

including two essays on missionary films in the arctic. Faye Ginsburg has traced the 

production of the film in terms of the "social drama" of local and global circulation and 

miilticultural arts funding, arguing that the "cultural boundary breaking" began long 

before the shooting ("Atanarjuat Off-Screen" 828). Lucas Bessire traces the uses of 

primitivism in both Atanarjuat and reviews of the film by cultural outsiders, drawing on 

Harald Prins' idea of the "primitivist perplex" to describe the contradictory uses of 
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"exotic imagery" for both colonizing activities and indigenous struggles for survival 

(Prins 58). 

Isuma Productions (isuma means "think"), creates "traditional artifacts, digital 

multimedia, and desperately needed jobs in the same activity" (17-18). 

Cohn's description of the set is worth quoting in Ml: "To make an Inuit film, our film, 

it's like play-acting in a hunting camp. You know, you're in a hunting camp and when 

you pass the time in a hunting camp between when you're going out hunting, you know, 

families are living there, you have tents, kids are running around playing, ladies are 

cleaning seal skins, there's meat boiling up in a pot, people are sitting around talking and 

thinking about things, and checking the weather and seeing what the day's going to be 

like—and that's our location camp. And on the other side of the hill, where the set is, 

tents, and kids running around playing, and ladies scraping seal skins, and meat boiling 

up in a pot and the men standing around talking about the weather—and that's our film. 

So we knew that we had to have a style of filmmaking that matched the subject that we 

were trying to show. Or else you end up with one of those contradictions—you know 

kind of a right wing filmmaker trying to make a left-wing film and it doesn't really work" 

(Celluloid Fever). 

D.L. Guemple quotes from an ethnographic account of name-sharing usage: "A little 

girl may be heard, as she toddles up to an old, white, hoary-headed ancient, to say Emg-

ni-ra! My son! A stately, middle-aged wife may be sternly calling to a small ruffian: a-

ta-ta-ku-1 u-ga!—My little father!" (330). 
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The productions of War Canoes and The Fast Runner differed radically. Production 

stills from War Canoes reveal Curtis and his assistant George Hunt with megaphones, 

aggressively directing the Kwakiutl dancers. One participant remembers Curtis directing 

Kwakiutl men to paddle their canoe over an area they knew to be rocky; when the boat 

hit rocks, the men laughed and Curtis angrily threw the film footage in the water. 

As Chad Allen's comparative study of Native American and Maori texts demonstrates, 

parallel themes in indigenous literatures suggest that despite deeply local cultural and 

political differences there are global connections between colonized indigenous peoples 

based in structurally similar patterns of colonization, oppression and resistance. Like the 

North American films 1 analyze in this study, Australian and New Zealand films such as 

Rahhit Proof Fence (Noyce 2002), The Piano (Campion 1992), Once Were Warriors 

(Tamahori 1992), and The Whale Rider (Caro 2002), narrate resistance to boarding 

school, the rights of and rights to mixed-race children, land claims, poverty and 

relocation to urban areas, and re-enactments of traditional stories. 

In the short film Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (1978), directed by Denny Carr 

and produced by Larry Evers, Leslie Silko gives an informal reading and storytelling 

session on the front porch of her home in Laguna. Silko tells stories and then reads the 

poems based on them, and in alternating between "gossip" and "poetiy" she disrupts the 

dichotomy between written and oral, high and low art. She also provides the oral story of 

her written stories, that is, their origins in informal oral narratives. 

Clifford, Predicament, 40. 
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