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:BEAUTIFUL WOMEN, NORTH AFRICA 
Sltde No. N~f No. M39 

Throughout Moslem ds 'von1en are sold into V ' 
slavery-and a man may keep 'vith his wives as many 
slaves as he can buy. 

One writer on 1\iosleins in Africa says: 

"A fine upstanding K~hYle maiden of fifteen, 'vith 
the lines of a thoroughbred, the profile of a cameo, 
and a skin the color of a bronze statue, will fetch her 
parents fron1 eighty to three hundred dollars." 

Imagine these two girls put up for sale! 

And in Mecca itself, the sacred city of the Moslem 
faith, girls are sold to the highest bidders as the deal- v· 
ers cry, "Oome and bu~he first-fruits of the season, 
delicate and fresJS)' come and buy; strong and useful, 
faithful and honest; come and buy." And the most 
beautiful girls becon1e the personal property of the 
wealthiest and craftiest &R:ft .leoe tlellt man. 
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Franz Boas and Photography 
Ira Jacknis 

Preface 
Since its invention, photography has seemed the 
most realistic of media. Unlike its sister, painting, it 
seems to give us "things as they are, " unmediated by 
human intervention. The first thing we ask of a photo
graph is, "what is it of?" and even at its mo~t abstract 
a photograph is always an image of something (see 
Sontag 1977:93). While we have come to accept .that 
artists working in the medium manipulate these p1~
tures for expressive ends, we have yet to fully real1ze 
the extent to which such "objective" photographers 
as social scientists may determine what we see in a 
photograph. The scientists themselves, in th.eir .search 
for a transparent medium, encourage our fa1th 1n pho
tographic veracity. 

We do not find photographs as some part of the 
preexisting natural world , as much as they may ap
pear that way. We all know that they are made, and 
behind that making lies what Margaret Blackman calls 
"the culture of imaging," which she defines as "the 
patterns of behavior and beliefs brought to the . m~k
ing , viewing, and understanding of photographic Im
ages" (1981 :45). She reminds us that this is 
"something quite apart from the study of cultural con
tent of the image itself." 

This essay is devoted to investigating the culture of 
imaging surrounding the photographic work of 
Franz Boas (1858- 1942), one of the founders of mod
ern anthropology and , some have argued , of visual 
anthropology. Unlike most studies in visual anthropol 
ogy, such as Blackman's previous study of Boas's 
photographs (1976) , we look not at the potlatches 
that lay before Boas's camera, but instead at the pho
tographer behind the lens. We will come to see that 
many of Boas's photographs are not what they ap
pear to be on their silvered surface. This does not 
mean that Boas was dishonest. Rather, he was led to 
take certain pictures in certain ways for certain rea
sons, and it is our task to make these comprehensi 
ble, if for no other reason than to properly use his 
photographs as ethnographic sources, as he in
tended . Boas is a good choice for a study of the cul
ture of imaging , for not only are his own activities and 
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Ira Jacknis is completing a doctoral thesis for the 
University of Chicago, "The Storage Box of Tradition : 
Museums, Anthropologists , and Kwakiutl Art, 
1881- 1981 ." His interests include Northwest Coast In
dian art, the history of anthropology, museums, and 
visual anthropology. Pursuing his concern with anthro
pological representations, he is working on papers 
that deal with the photographs of James Mooney, the 
exhibits of Franz Boas, and the Balinese photographs 
and films of Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson. 
Copyright © 1984 by Ira Jacknis. 

thoughts well documented , but so is the principal cu l
ture he studied: the Kwakiutl Indians of northern 
Vancouver Island and the adjacent mainland of Brit ish 
Columbia.1 Although Boas's central position in the 
history of anthropology has generated a growing li~ 
brary of studies, the present effort represents the f1rst 
in-depth treatment of his photographic work.2 

The Semiotic Perspective 
Although their use may differentiate anthropology 
from other social sciences, as Jay Ruby claims 
(1973), photographs have been and remain a minor 
adjunct to the preferred medium of written ethnogra
phies , typically used as "window-dressing ." Boas 
made a marked effort to change this , though he d id 
not wholly succeed . But in order to evaluate his 
achievement, we must first establ ish an analytic 
framework. The topic to be considered in this essay is 
the role of photographs (specif ically, Boas's, and 
even more specifically, those taken with 
0 . C. Hastings in 1894) in ethnography (specifically, 
Boas's ethnography of the Kwakiutl) . What is pro
posed here is the application of the perspective of 
semiotics (the comparative study of systems of sym
bols and meaning) to the task of ethnographic repre
sentation . As such, this essay is rooted in the culture 
theory of Clifford Geertz (1973) . 

Although it is by no means restricted to the disc i
pline, ethnography has come to be almost the .defin
ing characteristic of anthropology. Let us cons1der 
some of its key traits . An ethnography is the descrip
tion of a single culture, usually foreign to the descri
ber, and is thus distinguished from ethnology (an old
fashioned word , now replaced by "cultural anthropol
ogy"), the cross-cultural and analytic study of culture 
as a human generic. But while fundamentally a de
scription, no ethnography is only that . One cannot 
write a description of a culture that is total and "trans
parent. " The description is always shaped in terms of 
some theoretical stance, which determines the order 
and structure of the work as well as provid ing analytic 
commentary for the social facts it contains. Almost by 
definition , the materials for an ethnography are gath
ered firsthand , by personal fieldwork in the culture, 
most typically nowadays by the mode of "participant 
observation ." Although many ethnographies bear 
general titles like "The Nuer" or "The Navajo," they 
are usually based on the intensive study of a much 
smaller population than an entire people-often only 
one villag e, with a survey of surrounding 
communities. 

The term "ethnography" is appl ied to both process 
and product; one "does" ethnography as we ll as 
writes and reads one. This essay will deal with the 
writing , or, more generally, ~ith the sem!otic activity of 
describing, not with the mynad pragmatics that un-
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derpin it-entering the field, setting up a household, 
finding informants, etc . 

If ethnography is not descriptive, it is nothing. This 
description can be more precisely expressed as " rep
resentation " or, more learnedly, as mimesis (Greek for 
"imitation" or "copy"). 3 The word "represent" stresses 
the re-presenting of a reality, in this case an exotic 
culture, so that it can live again in the minds of its 
readers , either for the sake of mere curiosity and en
tertainment or as material for the higher-order analy
ses of anthropology. 

In order for this movement from field to study to 
take place, there must be some sort of split, rupture, 
or estrangement and a transferral or connection over 
that split. In fact, there are several such splits and 
connections involved. The basic act of creating a text 
(in this case a textual description) involves a phenom
enal change from a continually flowing stream of oral 
speech to a fixed , limited, written format, even if the 
exact wording is maintained. The hope of all con
cerned is that the written text will be isomorphic with 
what was said , with minimal distortion.4 

Yet, clearly, the creation of a text engenders many 
more "breaks." Paralinguistic elements like gesture 
and tone quality must be encoded or lost, and even 
more important is the entire social and behavioral 
context in which the utterance is embedded , all of 
which must be put into words . And if we are dealing 
with an exotic culture, as we typically are in anthro
pology, there is the crucial change from language to 
language, culture to culture . 

Ethnographers are thus more than passive tape re
corders. Not only are they busily working to convert 
all this cultural richness into a string of words but, in 
order for these words to be at all comprehensible to 
their audiences, they must add a continual running 
commentary, based on general knowledge of anthro
pology and specific knowledge of the culture at hand . 
The ethnographer is a kind of "culture broker" or 
"marginal man"-shuttling between two cultures, by 
tradition making them comprehensible to us, and, 
more recently, recycling his or her efforts back into 
the native culture. 

"An ethnography" refers to a more or less finished, 
comprehensive account, not to raw field notes or to 
articles on special topics. But ethnographies have to 
come from somewhere, and in this essay we will con
centrate on the continuous process of transformation, 
from the messy lived experience of social life to the 
bound volume on the shelf. 

At the heart of ethnography, the initial act making 
a!l the rest possible, is the act of inscription, the fixing 
in permanent form of selected aspects of the field of 
sociocultural meaning. The process moves in stages 
of revision and analysis, resulting in the final presen
tation, usually in the form of written ethnography. The 
process is not as simple as these two steps imply. On 
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the one end, there is the choice of recording a state
ment verbatim, or simply paraphrasing it, or taking no 
notes and writing it down later. At the other end, one 
can present the same inscription in the form of an ar
ticle or book, popular or scientific . Although the proto
cols of natural science call for no revisions to the 
"raw" data once recorded, and anthropology tends to 
follow this model, the validity of these precepts is 
much more ambiguous when dealing with the flux 
and complexities of human culture . The problem is 
compounded, too, in that anticipations of the final 
form can often determine the nature of the initial 
recording. 

Of the host of variables in the ethnographic 
process, the one examined in this essay is the issue 
of media. Media of communication are systems of 
signs or symbols that carry meaning from speaker to 
hearer, writer to reader, etc. The medium under con
sideration here, photography, will be related to the 
fundamental sensory modes of the tangible, the vis
ual, and the aural and the kinds of technology ap
plied to the tasks. A fourth category-the oral/ 
verbal-is also listed . Though actually a subset of the 
aural , its importance in ethnography demands a sep
arate entry. These basic media, all (except video) 
used by Boas, follow: 

tangible : 

visual : 

aural: 

oral/verbal: 

artifacts (contemporary and archeo
logical), material for physical anthro
pology (skeietons, plaster casts of 
body parts) 

drawings, paintings, maps, still pho
tography, cinema, video 

sound recording of speech and music 

texts in the native language, para
phrased native speech, observational 
description (in a range of formats
notes, diaries, logs, letters, etc .) 

Some formats, such as musical notation, encode the 
signs of one sensory mode in those of another, writ
ing being the most significant example (aural into 
visual). 

Just as each sensory mode is predisposed to cap
ture certain kinds of information, letting others slip be
yond its grasp, so the application of each 
technological format has its strengths and weak
nesses. Photography is thus a visual medium, as op
posed to aural speech, but is also a mechanical one 
when compared to the manual (in general) medium of 
paints. 

With the exception of the native artifacts and skele
tons, all media, by and large, are created by the ac
tivity of the ethnographer. With the spread of literacy, 
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the present-day ethnographer also collects nat.ive 
writings such as newspapers, books, and manifestos. 
Much of contemporary ethnography has begun to ap
proach ethnohistory, and thus material such as 
church records or gravestones is transcribed and 
recorded. Also, for an anthropologist with Boas's nat
ural science background , a range of metric data 
based on houses, villages, bodies , or statistical 
countings of events is of~en recorde?. . 

Within the general sett1ng of Boas s wor~ 1n photog
raphy, we will apply this semiotic persp~ct1ve to an 
analysis of his photographic representat ion of 
Kwakiutl culture . The great bulk of this effort was the 
collection of 189 photographs taken by Oregon 
Columbus Hastings, a professional photographer from 
Victoria, British Columbia, in the Kwakiutl village of 
Fort Rupert in November of 1894. After a general re
view of all of Boas's photo work, we will turn to a 
close analysis of the 189 pictures (or, more precis.ely, 
168, given the twenty-one that were lo~t), ~h1ch w1ll 
herein be called "the corpus." We begm w1th the 
provenance of the collection: its size and present lo
cation, its authorship, and its production (where , 
when, how, and why these photographs were taken). 
This second section then explores what can be called 
"the ontology of photography, " analyzing the basi~ 
"nature of being " of the corpus photographs. In th1s 
section, devoted to the problem of inscription in the 
field, we will begin to apply the semiotic persp~ctive, 
considering in what way the surface and mean1ng o~ 
Kwakiutl life was recorded in the visual and mechani
cal medium of the still camera. In spite of its seeming 
triteness, it is still useful to invoke the old form/mean
ing distinction, particularly in this case . For while . 
Hastings was the photographer and thus respon~1ble 
for composing the subject in his camera, the cho1ce 
of subjects from the whole of Kwakiutl culture was 
Boas's. Throughout these sections we will relate the 
images to the intentions of the photographer and eth
nographer, as well as to related work by predeces
sors, contemporaries , and descendants. Cutting 
across form and meaning is the patterning of the 
series of photographs in the space and time sampled 
by the team. 

The implications of the corpus pictures will be ex
plored in the final two sections. Almost everyone 
since 1894 has come to these pictures not by viewing 
the original prints but in the form of their use in 
Boas's publications, matched with an accompanying 
text. We will critically examine the transformations that 
have occurred in this movement from negative to re
produced plate. The presentation of the photographs 
grew out of and influenced Boas's general attitude to
ward photography as a medium for anthropology, 
considered in the final section. We conclude with a 
discussion of Boas's legacy and his role as a founder 
of the specialty called "visual anthropology." 

Overview of Boas's Photographic Work 

Ballinland Eskimo, 1883-1884 
Boas used a camera on his first field trip , to 
Baffinland-a year-long journey dedicated more to 
purposes of cultural geography than to ethnological 
ones (Stocking 1968:133-160, Boas 1983). Bo,as was 
trying to determine to what extent the Esk1n:os per
ceptions of their surroundings matche? the1r actual 
physical environment . To document th1s , Boas col-
lected a range of both natural and human data. . 
Undoubtedly, he felt his photographs would ~llow h1m 
to establish the "objective" nature of the environment, 
to which he would contrast the Eskimos' perceptions . 

On the eve of his departure, Boas listed his "arma
mentarium": "three watches , 'Prismenkreis and 
Horizont,' a geodetic theodolite, apparatus to 
measure distance and smaller ones to measure an
gles, a large compass , barometer, t~ermometer , ~t 
grometer, aneroid and a photographic ~PP.~ratus . 
To Boas, a camera was just another sc1ent1f1c record 
ing instrument. This attitude toward instruments and 
recording devices-still cameras , movie cameras, . 
phonographs-rooted in his early training ~s a physi
cist , was to remain with Boas throughout h1s career. 

Boas's thorough preparation for the expedition in
cluded lessons in both drawing and photography, 
even the development of his own negatives. He 
started his photography lessons in March of 1883 and 
by mid-April was spending two hours an afternoon at 
it. As he wrote to his parents : "Photographing is so 
important, that I want to profit as much as possible 
from it. " In addition to his practical lessons, during his 
time in Berlin (October 1882- May 1883) Boas studied 
photography with Hermann W. Vogel , a pioneer in the 
theory and scientific basis of photography.6 

On the way to Baffinland , Boas used the camera for 
sentimental purposes-taking pictu res of his cabin for 
his wife and having his servant Wilhelm take a picture 
of him (Boas 1969: pl . ff. 34). From the Eskimo them
selves Boas collected artifacts , transcribed some 
songs, took down folktales in the ir language, and 
recorded customs, concentrating on accounts of per
sonal and tribal migrations . He also had them draw 
maps for him. On the physical side , he collected 
plants and animals , drew his own maps, took meteor
ological readings, and sketched and photographed 
the villages and landscape. 

At this time Boas would have been using glass 
plates coated with a dry emulsion , but cond itions for 
photography in the Arctic wou ld still have been ar
duous : "I do not know how many times I froze my fin 
gers taking three photographs! "7 It is difficu lt to form 
an accurate estimate of his Eskimo photographs, as 
the bulk of them were lost in transit during harsh win
ter conditions. The surviving collection consists mostly 
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of landscapes of glaciers, icebergs, mountains, some 
distant Eskimo villages , and the ship in the harbor.8 

V!sually, the photographs are barely "adequate," but 
g1ven the small sample size one hesitates to comment 
furthe~ . However, one is struck by the lack of any seri
ous pictures of people , either portraits or village 
scenes. But this is understandable , given the manifest 
geographical nature of Boas 's first field trip. 

Early Northwest Coast Field Trips, 1886 and 1889 
Photography played an even greater role in Boas's 
first trip to the Northwest Coast in the fall of 1886. On 
a self-sponsored general survey, Boas studied lan
guages by means of vocabularies and tales in the na
tive tongue, collected craniums and artifacts , and 
sketched and photographed. 

Boas's interest in the Northwest Coast had been 
sparked by the collections brought back to Berlin by 
Johann Adrian Jacobsen and by the exhibition of a 
troupe of Bella Coola brought to Germany by Johann 
and his brother Fillip (Cole 1982). A major concern on 
Boas's trip was to better document these Jacobsen 
collections . The method Boas devised , now called 
"photo-elicitation, " though relatively radical at the 
time, has since become one of the standard tech
niques of material culture research .9 Boas had photo
graphs and drawings made of specimens in Berlin , 
New York, and Ottawa, which he showed to natives 
he encountered , hoping for identifications of iconog
raphy, ownership and use, etc. However, this method 
proved of little use, as Boas found that the knowledge 
of masks was localized to the tribe and family that 
had created them, and it was only luck that allowed 
the investigator to discover the " right" person (Boas 
1890:7). 

On his very first day on the Coast, September 18, 
1886, Boas had a photographic encounter. Walking 
around Victoria, " I discovered pictures of my 
Bel la Cool a everywhere," wrote Boas to his parents, 
"and soon found their source-an Indian trader who 
had them rephotographed " (1969:20). These pictures, 
taken the year before in Germany by Carl Gunther, 
had by now made their way back to the homeland of 
their subjects ; through them and the German trader,· 
Boas was able to meet with some of his old friends . 
Even at this relatively early date, photographs of na
tives were a lucrative commodity. 

Although from the beginning texts in the native 
tongue were Boas's primary ethnographic device, he 
exploited photography for its ability to record the de
tails of otherwise noncollectable architecture and 
monumental sculpture. However, on this trip he had 
neglected to pack a camera, so he was forced to 
borrow one. By a curious train of coincidences, Boas 
was led to 0. C. Hastings. 

Even before his trip, Boas had known about 
?tephen. Allen Spencer, one of the first photographers 
1n V1ctona. By the late 1880s, Spencer had sold out 
his interest in the studio to assume full-time control of 
a salmon cannery he had founded at Alert Bay, 
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British Columbia. Here he married a Kwakiutl 
Annie Hunt, whose brother George later bec~me 
Boas 's field assistant. While in Alert Bay in 1886, 
Boas stayed with the Spencers, and he accompanied 
Spencer down to Victoria when they both came south 
from Kwakiutl territory. As Boas recounts in his diary 
(1969:49), he went with Spencer to his old studio 
where, from an unnamed photographer, Boas bor
rowed a camera to use on his Comox and Cowichan 
trip , hoping that this time "the pictures will be better 
than the ones I took when I was among the Eskimo. " 
As Oregon Columbus Hastings, Spencer's former 
partner, was at this time the owner of the studio, there 
can be little doubt that this encounter was the first 
meeting between the two men who would work to
gether in November of 1894 in Fort Rupert. 
. The whereabouts of these Cowichan photographs 
1s unknown (perhaps they are in Berlin), but Boas 
recorded in his diary the native responses to his cam
era work (1969:53- 54 ). Here Boas found the natives 
"suspicious and unapproachable. " Twice he had to 
assert himself to get the pictures he wanted . While he 
was photographing a totem pole, the owner appeared 
demanding payment, "which naturally I refused to do 
so that I should not deprive myself of the possibility of 
photographing whatever I might wish. " Boas simply 
ignored him and proceeded to another house, where
upon the Indian followed and offered to interpret for 
Boas, an offer he accepted . That afternoon, when 
Boas tried to photograph a painted house front, this 
owner refused, and again Boas feigned disinterest, 
engaging the owner in distracting conversation . When 
a young man with a stag came by and asked to have 
his picture taken, Boas craftily posed him in front of 
the house and so got his picture. Boas's photo
graphic work on this trip was cut short. On leaving for 
Comox, he discovered that he had left his plates in 
Nanaimo and would not be able to retrieve them for 
two weeks, by which time, being rushed, he spent 
what time remained in gathering texts . 

Boas's next trip to the Northwest Coast in the sum
mer of 1888 was sponsored by the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) . This time his 
photographic work was done by hired professionals 
and it combined skull collecting and picture taking . 
Twice Boas took along a photographer when he went 
out searching for skulls surreptitiously. In Victoria it 
was 0. C. Hastings who showed him the location, 10 

but Hastings seems to have left his camera behind 
(1969:88, 90). 
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A few weeks later, in Port Essington on the Skeena 
River, Boas used a photographer for both purposes. 
Finding by chance a Mr. Brooks who had come from 
Victoria to photograph the sawmills and canneries, 
Boas got him to take "physical type" portraits (front 
and side) of "five beautifully tattooed Haidas," just as 
he had earlier commissioned a Victoria photographer 
to shoot another Haida with "handsome tattooing" 
(1969:89). Boas was able to get permission to "drag" 
some Indians from prison to a photographer (proba
bly Hastings again) in Victoria (1969:90). As he would 
do on later trips, Boas took anthropometric measure
ments along with the photographs, making them 
"more valuable," in his estimation. Boas went out with 
Brooks to a small island near Port Essington. While 
Brooks distracted onlookers ' attention with his photog
raphy, Boas ransacked some graves (1969:95). On 
both his 1886 and 1888 trips, where he used bluff 
and subterfuge in order to get what he wanted, Boas 
was motivated by a strong desire to gather as much 
"objective" information as he could in a short time. 
Moreover, these methods bespeak the rather shallow 
relationship with potentially hostile natives that Boas 
had on such surveys. This would change on his later 
Kwakiutl trips. 

World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893 
In 1891, Boas took on a new role, as assistant to 
Frederick W. Putnam, director of anthropology ex
hibits at the Chicago fair honoring Columbus's dis
covery of America. Putnam, a curator and professor 
at Harvard's Peabody Museum who had decided 
upon a vast display of native artifacts from all parts of 
the American continents along with representative 
groups of their creators, camped on the fairgrounds 
over the summer of 1893. Boas was given special 
charge of a Northwest Coast section and, in turn, in
structed George Hunt to collect Kwakiutl material and 
bring a troupe of fourteen Kwakiutl to demonstrate 
crafts and dances in an actual Kwakiutl house 
brought from Fort Rupert. 

Photography had a strong presence in the anthro
pological displays at the fair. Just as the Indian pho
tographs of John K. Hillers and William H. Jackson 
had illustrated the exhibits at the Centennial 
Exposition of 1876, an even larger and more diverse 
display was set up in Chicago. The Bureau of Indian 
Affairs had large transparencies in the windows of the 
U.S. Government Building, with scenes of Indian life 
on the reservation. But it was the Anthropology 
Building that used the widest range of visual aids. 
There was a large display of plaster casts and photo
graphs of Central American archeology, and in the 
physical anthropology labs Boas had set up a wall of 
physical type photographs (Johnson 1898:327, 349). 

In addition there were several photo albums, such as 
Midway Types (1894), depicting the many ethnic 
groups displayed on the midway, usually with rather 
racist commentary. 

One of the many individual exhibitors in the 
Anthropology Building was a Chicago photographer, 
John H. Grabill, who is listed with a presentation of 
Indian portraits and views of villages . Grabill, a little
known photographer of the American frontier, 11 is sig
nificant to our story because he was chosen by 
Putnam and Boas to photograph the Kwakiutl village 
at the fair . In selling the idea to the fair's administra
tion, Putnam stressed that photographs of the Indians 
should be a very popular item, one with "consider
able revenue." 12 Grabill made a series of images de
picting Kwakiutl dancers and singers .13 Boas 
promised them copies of their portraits, a promise he 
kept when he visited them the following year. And , as 
we will discuss in a later section, Boas was able to 
use several of these Kwakiutl portraits in his 1897 
report . 

Fort Rupert, 1894 

At the close of the fair, Boas was appointed curator at 
the new Field Columbian Museum in Chicago, but by 
the spring of the following year he had been forced 
out by professional politics (Hinsley and Holm 1976). 
For the next eighteen months, Boas was forced to ar
range a number of temporary positions to support his 
family. One such enterprise was another expedition to 
the Northwest Coast, pieced together from funds sup
plied by the U.S. National Museum, the American 
Museum of Natural History, and the BAAS. The BAAS 
work was devoted to a number of miscellaneous top
ics not yet covered in his work for the Association: 
mostly anthropometric measurements of Interior Salish 
and the language and customs of the Tsetsaut and 
Nishga of the Nass River area. 

Boas suggested gathering for the two museums the 
necessary artifacts and related documentation 
needed to construct a diorama on some aspects of 
Kwakiutl culture. He proposed to do an exhibit on the 
winter ceremonial for the National Museum and one 
on domestic crafts for the American Museum 
[Jacknis:ms. (a)]. Along with his exhibit for the 
Washington museum, Boas was to submit a detailed 
report on these ceremonies. Nowhere in his corre
spondence with his patrons is there any explicit direc
tion to take photographs. It seems to have been 
assumed that this would be a necessary guide in the 
construction of a diorama. 14 

When Boas arrived in Victoria in late September, he 
went again with a photographer to a prison to take 
pictures of Indians and plaster casts of their faces. 
Boas does not say whether the photographer was 
Hastings, but we do know that the two dined together 
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on September 30.· No doubt they were planning their 
strategy. Boas went north and would be joined by 

· Hastings at Fort Rupert in November. As late as a 
week before his arrival in Fort Rupert, Boas was com

: plaining to his wife that he really did not want to go 
: but was only doing it because he needed the money 
(1969:172). 

Oddly enough, this was Boas's first visit to Fort 
: Rupert, though he had spent weeks in the nearby 
· Kwakiutl communities of Nuwitti and Alert Bay in 1886 
and 1889. When Boas finally arrived in Fort Rupert on 
November 14, the winter ceremonials had already 
started, and after he left on December 5 they contin
ued on through the winter. Boas's understanding of 
these portions, as well as much of what he himself 
witnessed, was dependent on the assistance of 
George Hunt. Hunt was paid for unspecified services 
during September by the National Museum and dur
ing October by the American Museum. In addition to 
making small artifact collections for each, he was 
probably engaged in some superficial . ethnography. 

The day after his arrival, Boas met with Hunt to dis
cuss their research, and that afternoon Boas invited 
the tribe to a feast. It was at this feast that Boas pre
sented their pictures to the Chicago alumni. The 
same day, setting immediately to his work, Boas be
gan to take measurements for his BAAS survey. 
During his stay his usual routine was to observe the 
winter dances during the evenings, taking shorthand 
notes and going over them with Hunt the following 
morning. Hunt repeated and translated some of the 
speeches and songs. Other occupations were some 
modest collecting and the correction of song tran
scriptions taken from wax cylinders Boas had 
recorded at the fair. 

Boas had been busy for over a week before 
Hastings arrived from Victoria. Even so, it was another 
day and a half before the team began photographic 
work, on the morning of November 25. No doubt 
Boas was using this time to explain to Hastings what 
was going on and what kinds of pictures he de
sired .15 Evidently, photographs were taken every day 
from the morning of November 25 until the morning of 
December 3, when they exhausted all the 180 plates 
Hastings had brought. Leaving Fort Rupert on 
December 5, Boas went on to Victoria with Hastings, 
where he packed up his material, made out bills, and 
arranged for shipping. 

Since his trip was funded jointly by two museums, 
with each to get an exhibit, Boas divided the total col
lection of photographs, with seventy-one going to the 
Smithsonian and ninety-seven going to the American 
Museum. Hastings was paid by each institution at the 
rate of sixty-eight cents per negative. Although the 
BAAS paid for the physical anthropology research, 
the American Museum paid for and received the pho
tographs. Why they did not go to the Canadian 
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Geological Survey, with its museum and photograph 
collection , is unknown. Perhaps it was because metric 
data on the Kwakiutl were not explicitly commissioned 
by the BAAS survey, or more likely simply because 
the Association did not have the extra funds. 

Although the exposed negatives were split between 
the two museums, Boas arranged for each museum 
to print two sets of prints, with the duplicates ex
changed with the other museum, thus giving each a 
complete set. In both, the photographs were initially 
accessioned as part of the small artifact collection 
sent for the exhibit. Later, the photographs were sep
arated and filed with other photographs. 

Upon arriving on the East Coast, Boas went almost 
directly to the Smithsonian , where he reviewed their 
collections and supervised the construction of an ex
hibit representing the return of the hamatsa initiate. It 
was during this time (January-March 1895) that the 
series of twelve photographs was made of Boas in 
the poses of a Kwakiutl "cannibal" dahcer, intended 
to serve as a model to the museum craftsmen (repro
duced in Hinsley and Holm 1976). 

The Jesup Expedition, 1897-1902 
After setting up his exhibits at the American Museum 
in the fall of 1895, Boas was able to stay on as a cu
rator until the fall of 1905. It was by now accepted 
practice in anthropology museums to include the 
camera among necessary fieid instruments, and in 
planning his massive expedition to the Northwest 
Coast and Eastern Siberia, funded by the Museum's 
president M. K. Jesup, Boas was sure to order a 
camera and plates. The expedition involved a team of 
up to thirteen people working simultaneously in sev
eral areas over six years; yet Boas was in the field 
only twice, in 1897 and 1900, and on neither occa
sion did he take pictures. 

As was his custom, Boas used a whole arsenal of 
media and techniques during the initial trip, this time 
adding the relatively new phonograph to artifact and 
text collection, measurements, photographs, and 
plaster casts. The primary user of the camera this 
time was a research team gathering data on the 
physical features of the Indians. Wherever they went 
up and down the coast, the young Harlan I. Smith 
took the pictures-profile, frontal, and three-quar
ters-while Boas took plaster casts and measure
ments, assisted from time to time by 
Livingston Farrand. Smith also used the camera to 
record his archeological sites (Thomas 1982:85). 

Boas again tried his method of photo-elicitation, this 
time with better results. The great Haida artist 
Charles Edenshaw was able to explain many of the 
artifacts Boas showed him. The two worked on design 
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principles as well as iconography, though Boas felt 
he should have more than one informant to be sure of 
his data (1969:228) . 

The following year Smith made great use of the 
camera for archeological , ethnographic, and physical 
purposes. Always good with his hands, Harlan Smith 
was a pioneering photographer in his long career, 
especially during his stint at the Canadian National 
Museum. 0. C. Hastings was with Smith on this trip to 
the Fraser River area and back again to Fort Rupert 
and seems to have helped with the digging as well as 
the photography. At Fort Rupert , they took about one 
hundred shots. Over half were of faces, four views 
per person, to accompany their plaster casts ; the re
mainder were a series of valuable ethnographic shots 
of potlatching and gambling and the usual records of 
shell heaps, graves, and rock carvings. 

Oddly enough, when Boas returned to Fort Rupert 
in 1900 he took no photographs, even though he was 
collecting everyday artifacts and studying food and 
medicine, subjects that he later had George Hunt 
photograph. Boas's time was rather short and he 
spent much of it revising his linguistic material , so evi
dently photographs were a lesser priority. In review
ing the Jesup photographs, one is struck by the 
relative lack of ethnograph ic shots and preponder
ance of physical type shots . Apparently this was a re
sult of Boas's explici t policy. 

George Hunt, 1901-1911 

It was Boas's custom to engage field assistants to 
send him ethnographic descriptions, which he would 
edit for publication. Boas especially prized natives 
like Hunt, a Kwakiutl , Henry Tate, a Tsimshian , and 
Ella Deloria, a Dakota Sioux. Like the others, Hunt 
contributed textual material. Yet, unlike them, he also 
sent in his own photographs. 

Around mid-1901, Hunt got a camera, evidently on 
his own initiative. Hunt's instructor was either 
S. A. Spencer, his brother-in-law, or one of Spencer's 
sons. In his first several years of picture taking he 
seems to have chosen subjects to photograph
largely of costumes or ritual action-that he felt could 
not be captured in words: "for lots of this things is 
Done and I cant Explain it." 16 

From the summer of 1901, when he took his first 
pictures, to the summer of 1905, when Boas left the 
American Museum, Hunt sent in at least fifty photo
graphs. The subjects were quite diverse. While gener
ally corresponding to his work for Boas, they often 
depict other aspects of Kwakiutl life . Among the top
ics were masked dancers, a potlatch series, women 
drying seaweed or cutting up halibut, canoe making , 
totem poles, artifacts, and a long series taken in 1904 
of a Nootkan whalers' shrine, which Hunt collected for 
the museum with some difficulty [Jacknis:ms. (b)]. 

Other than the Nootka set, most seem to have been 
taken in Fort Rupert and Alert Bay. 

From 1906 until about 1911 , Boas directed Hunt's 
camera work a bit more closely. During these years 
Boas was finishing up his account of Kwakiutl mate
rial culture (1909) and its continuation , much of it de
voted to cooking (1921 ). In November of 1907, Boas 
was able to get authorization from the Bureau of 
American Ethnology for Hunt to be paid two dollars 
per photograph, up to a total of fifty to illustrate his 
study of Kwakiutl food preparation . From time to time 
Boas requested specific illustrations, but he often had 
to be patient. Most subsistence activities took place 
only at certain times of the year, and if they were 
missed for any reason, one would have to wait an
other year. Sometimes Hunt was sick. It took Boas 
three years to receive his first request-a cedar tree 
from which boards had been split oft. 

As Boas 's interests shifted to social organization in 
the 191 Os and 1920s, Hunt's photographic work 
abated , though he continued to send Boas pictures 
when he felt they would clarify matters. Over the 
years Hunt also annotated a good number of photo
graphs, mostly of artifacts. From 191 0 to 1914, Hunt 
cooperated closely with Edward S. Curtis 's Kwakiutl 
project, even taking with his own camera study shots 
for Curtis . 

Fort Rupert, 1930 

Naturally, Boas's photo work was confined to the pe
riods of his fieldwork. After 1900, he made only three 
substantial field trips to the Northwest Coast (in 1923, 
1927, and 1930) and took a camera only on his last . 
However, he did spend summers from 1919 to 1921 
among the Pueblos and could have taken pictures 
then ; but, as was his custom on almost all these trips , 
he concentrated on a text -based methodology. 
During these decades, however, he continued his ef
forts at a Kwakiutl ethnography through correspond
ence with George Hunt, and at various times they 
communicated through pictures. 

Photography was integral to Boas's plans for his fi
nal trip. During his later years he was increasingly 
drawn to the study of gesture and motor habits . They 
represented a coming together of his interests in as
certaining the relative influences of race and culture 
on bodily movements and of his theory of art as the 
virtuosic elaboration of rhythmic bodily motion . Boas 
~ound rhythm to be at the heart of all the arts-paint
Ing and sculpture, dance, music and poetry. But even 
after the pu blication of his Primitive Art in 1927 feel
ing the need for more "adequate material for ~aking 
a real study" (1969:291 ), he decided to employ the 
recording devices of the motion picture camera and 
phonograph on his trip to Fort Rupert . 
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Figure 1 Street scene, with Julia Averkieva taking a 
photograph, at the side. Fort Rupert, B.C. October 
1930-January 1931. Franz Boas, photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, Photography Accession no. 157. 

Unlike his major photograph ic project in 1894, on 
this trip Boas was his own cameraman-even though 
he was using the motion picture camera for the first 
time and was now seventy-one. Jul ia Averkieva, a stu
dent at Barnard College, assisted with the recording 
of 156 cylinders, as well as conducting her own re
search. Boas exposed about an hour's worth of film , 
the primary subjects being technology, games, ritual , 
and dance. Instead of a narrative structure , the foot
age as Boas left it (and there is no indication that he 
ever intended to edit it further) consists of a string of 
discrete action-sequences-a particu lar dance or 
game- each a few minutes long . 

While these films comprise the scientific visual 
documentation of his expedition , they were not the 
only pictures Boas took. Although he mentioned them 
in passing in his family letters (1969:299, 300) , until 
now, the fact that Boas took still photographs on th is 
trip has been overlooked. I found a col lection of 142 
"snapshots" at the American Museum of Natural 
History .17 They are best called snapshots and differ
entiated from the " research " films for several reasons. 
Small in size (l 1f2 x 11/s inches, image only) , they de
pict people , landscapes, petroglyphs, house posts , 
grave totems and figures , and street scenes (Figures 
I and 2). Five are of scenery in the Canadian Rockies 
taken on the way west , and the rest were taken in 
Fort Rupert and Alert Bay. Although almost all contain 

· some valuable ethnographic information , nowhere 
1 does Boas make any theoretically motivated refer

ence to them. Nor did he ever publish or use them in 
his research . Perhaps this can be attributed to Boas's 
many preoccupations in his last decade. Their sub-

Figure 2 Ruins of interior house posts. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
October 1930-January 1931. Franz Boas, photographer. 
American Museum of Natural History, Photography 
Accession no. 157. 

9 

jects are virtually exclus ive of the topics of his film ic 
research . Yet the photographs were not haphazard . 
They can be ordered to show Boas's walks along the 
street in Alert Bay or into its graveyard , with a shot 
every few feet , allowing one to reconstruct the ap
pearance of the whole space in a much more system
atic fashion than in the 1894 corpus. Similarly, he 
carefully photographed the front and rear house posts 
of the few remaining tradi tional house frames at Fort 
Rupert. The nineteen photographs of people are es
sentially souvenirs : except for the three of Averkieva, 
all are of George Hunt and his family . 
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Inscription: The 1894 Boas/Hastings 
Collaboration 

The Corpus 

Let us turn first to the specific circumstances of pro
duction before considering the relation of the corpus 
to Kwakiutl culture. How big is the corpus and of what 
does it consist? On the first day of photography (No
vember 25) twenty-six photographs were taken-a 
mixture of ceremonial activity (the return of the ha
matsa initiate, a copper purchase) and physical type 
portraits. The following two days were devoted to a 
total of forty-six images, again mostly of physical 
types, done simultaneously with measurements and 
plaster castings. On November 28, Boas and 
Hastings took a series of twelve shots at a feast , with 
twenty-four others, mostly portraits and physical 
types. On November 29, Boas got up at 8 A.M. to 
capture the return of more hamatsa initiates, but he 
had to wait until early afternoon, when he got five in 
this ritual sequence and another eight of rock carv
ings and village scenes. On the last day of the month , 
Boas had a woman pose for the American Museum 
diorama (nine shots) . With this done, Boas had 
largely completed his mission and spent the rest of 
the day through December 3 mostly with further phys
ical types and portraits and with some miscellaneous 
shots, for a total of sixty-eight from November 30 to 
December 3 (it is impossible to determine with 
greater precision the dating of these last 
photographs) . 

Of the total of 189 plates exposed , only 168 were 
sent to the museums. Boas said he had exposed 180 
plates and made two estimates of the number of sat
isfactory exposures: first he said there were 25 of the 
180 "for which I do not care," which would make 155, 
and later he said that he had 144 "good pictures" 
(1969:189-190) . In explaining the missing shots , Boas 
said "some [are] of Hunt's family, and some are 
spoiled ." Indeed, most of the twenty-one are of the 
Hunt family. Perhaps Boas gave them their pictures , 
though the whereabouts of the negatives is unknown. 
A print of one, of Boas with the Hunt family , is pre
served in the Boas Collection of the American 
Philosophical Society (and reproduced as the frontis
piece of Boas 1966). We can be less sure about the 
ones that were "spoiled," but one is double-exposed 
and one is labeled as "blank." And apparently some 
of the Hunt family photos were also spoiled. 
Regarding the discrepancy between the slightly 
higher figure Boas sent in and the lower one of pho
tos he considered "good," we can suggest that he 
submitted several that he considered imperfect. 

Attribution 

There has been some uncertainty as to who was be
hind the camera. The confusion stems from Boas's 
statements to his wife and family that " I was just 
about to photograph a woman" or "Yesterday morn
ing I had a few women sit for me while I took several 
pictures for the New York group" (Boas 1969:189, 
188). However, this last statement cannot be strictly 
true, for in one of these shots for the diorama (AMNH 
no. 11604, reproduced in Thomas 1982:80; see also 
Figure 26) . Boas himself appears with George Hunt, 
holding up a blanket behind the model . . At other times 
Boas suggests that he worked with Hastings: "We 
took pictures all day" or "I busied myself the whole 
day with taking pictures. We took several pictures of 
Indians (ibid.: 186, 184). From this last, one might 
suppose that Hastings and Boas each took some, as 
two people cannot both work a camera at the same 
time. 

All the photographs can be safely attributed to 
Hastings. The decisive evidence is the two signed 
vouchers Hastings sent to each museum, demanding 
payment for the listed negatives. After all , it makes 
sense that if Boas went to the trouble of hiring a 
professional photographer, he would make optimum 
use of him rather than letting him sit idle while Boas 
was using the camera. But although Hastings may 
have snapped the shutter, we can be sure that Boas 
was always at his side, directing his work, choosing 
subjects and maybe even camera angles. Thus it was 
a team , with Hastings the cameraman and Boas the 
director. With this understood , we will refer in this es
say, for convenience , to Boas and Hastings inter
changeably as "the photographer." 

0. C. Hastings: His Life and Work 

Even at his birth (April 26, 1846, in Pontoosuc, 
Illinois), the parents of Oregon Columbus Hastings 
(not C. 0. Hastings as given mistakenly by Boas in 
1897a:315 and widely cited since) must have had a 
hankering for the West, for when Hastings was only 
one year old , he was the first white child to cross the 
Oregon trail , and he became one of the early resi
d~~ts of Portland. After an early mining and merchan
dising career in California, in 1852 Oregon 's father 
settled his brood in Port Townsend , Washington , 
where they became one of the leading families. At the 
age of sixteen Hastings left school to work on his 
f~ther: s farm. But in 187 4 he gave this up to settle in 
V1ct~na , wher~ he soon turned his hobby of photogra
phy 1nto a bus1ness, as manager of the studio of 
Stephen A. Sp~ncer . ~Y 1 ~81 , he had become a part
ner _of Spencers, buy1ng h1m out the following year. 
Durm_g these years he was quite a successful com
mercial photographer, occupied with portraits, local 
scenery, and the like. 1B 
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Yet, as he grew older, Hastings turned increasingly 
to a variety of scientific pursuits . In 1879 he was cho
sen by Israel Wood Powell as the official photogra
pher for an inspection tour of the natives of the British 
Columbia coast. (Powell , the Indian Commissioner for 
the province, had similarly employed Richard 
Maynard in 1873 and would hire Edward S. Dossetter 
on his 1881 trip.) Hastings documented mission 
churches, canneries, and towns , in addition to native 
houses, totems, and some of the natives themselves. 
Although they stopped briefly in Fort Rupert and Alert 
Bay, no photographs were taken here. 19 

In early 1889, Hastings sold his studio in Victoria, 
taking a position as U.S. collector of customs in St. 
Michael , Alaska, but leaving his winters free for scien
tific work. He is reputed to have owned the first astro
nomical telescope in British Columbia, was a keen 
microscopist, and was a member of several learned 
societies . During the nineties, possibly as a result of 
his meeting with Boas, Hastings spent much of his 
free time on paleontological , archeological , and eth
nological expeditions, as well as acting as photogra
pher for Boas and members of the Jesup Expedition . 
Evidently Hastings continued these various activities 
until his death on August 4, 1912.20 

Equipment and Technological Limitations 
Recording devices differ in their sensitivity to stimuli, 
and thus some aspects of the phenomenal world will 
be impossible or difficult to record with certain equip
ment. Although the 43/4 x 61!2" glass plates used 
by Hastings were faster and easier to use than the 
earlier wet plates , even then they were being 
superseded by flexible film . Hastings's conservative 
use of the glass plates, after Kodak's introduction of 
film in 1888, was common among most professional 
photographers of the time. From the results , it does 
not appear that Hastings used either a wide-angle or 
telephoto lens. We do know that the camera was a 
view camera in which the image on the ground glass 
at the rear was inverted-upside down and side to 
side. Most ·of the photographs are characterized by a 
relatively shallow depth of field, in which much of the 
background is out of focus, but so many factors can 
affect depth of field that it is impossible to know 
which was primary. 

The most relevant variable is "speed"-the amount 
of light reaching the plate within a given time . Speed 
can be a result of the sensitivity of the chemical emul
sion coating the plates, the construction of the lens, 
and the relation between shutter speed and the aper
ture of the lens. Hastings's equipment was generally 
fast enough to stop most action, such as a blanket in 
the air or people walking . In fact, Boas labeled one 
photo, of a man walking, as a "snap" and others as 
"some quick shots." This means that, while Boas and 
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Hastings may have preferred to stop the action and 
have the people pose for a better shot, they were not 
required to do so. 

Yet glass plate photography had to be somewhat 
slower than roll film , though not for photochemical 
reasons . One can have only one plate in the camera 
at a time, removing it with care so as not to break or 
damage it. This would tend to limit the speed with 
which one could film an ongoing social action. An ex
amination of the corpus confirms that the photos 
seem to have been spaced at least several minutes 
apart. 

However, in the absence of flash equipment, there 
were important constraints on where and when 
Hastings and Boas could photograph. Although flash 
equipment was available at the time, it was still cum
bersome and a little dangerous, with the explosion of 
powdered chemicals in the open , and could not be 
controlled (Blackman 1981 :64 ). All their pictures had 
to be taken outdoors and during daylight. Seven inte
rior shots were attempted, but only two are preserved 
in the collections; the others apparently did not come 
out. Hastings later wrote to Boas that in the future he 
would use flash for interior scenes. 21 Outdoor shots 
were limited by the rainy and overcast weather of the 
Northwest autumns. The major omission was thus the 
vivid and spectacular masked dances and feasts 
held in the large community houses from early eve
ning until dawn . Boas felt this keenly. After watching a 
man unharmed after being pierced by a spear, he 
wrote to his wife , "I wish I could have taken pictures" 
(1969: 185). 

Yet there was still much available to the camera
man. Physical anthropology portraits, of course , were 
not dependent on context, while domestic chores and 
technology often did take place outdoors . And two 
important ceremonial activities were usually per
formed during the day: the return of the hamatsa initi
ate from seclusion in the woods , and copper 
purchases, with their associated displays of blankets 
and trade goods. Boas and Hastings photographed 
both on their first day of shooting. 

Form: Composition and Photographic Style 
Hastings's visual style places him in the documentary 
rather than the art tradition of photography. His work 
closely resembles that of his contemporaries, other 
early British Columbian commercial photographers 
such as Spencer, Maynard, and Dossetter. Their stu
dio experience in mid-Victorian times led them to pro
duce a "good " photograph-well composed, 
focused , and exposed. These were the qualities de
manded by their sitters and governmental sponsors. 
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Figure 3 
The n66'nLEmala ("fool 
dancers"). Kwagut. Left to 
right: Charlie Wilson, 
Mungo Martin, Peter 
Pascaro, unidentified man. 
Fort Rupert, B.C. November 
30-December 3, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 1 06706. Published in 
Boas 1897a:pl. 33. 
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One has to conclude after a review of the corpus 
that Hastings's main aim was the recording of the 
subject matter, not the construction of striking visual 
patterns. Items incidental to the main subject spill out 
of the frame ; the lighting is even and diffuse, with no 
highlights calling attention to any particular point; ver
ticals, horizontals, and diagonals do not repeat or 
echo to build up a rhythm . 

Yet , at times , when Hastings had the opportunity to 
compose his subject, the results could be quite satis
fying. Perhaps his best composition is the group por
trait of the fool dancers in a forest clearing (Boas 
1897a: pl . 33; Figure 3) . What appeals to us here is 
contrast-the five are arranged so that their varying 
heights create a dynamic balance. The face paintings 
are striking and each is different. One fellow holds a 
knife jutting out; another sits with a cedar bark neck 
ring; the one at the end wears a different, lighter-col
ored blanket than the others. The surrounding forest 
and the plank running parallel on the ground all unify 
the picture. 

Yet Hastings's successes follow right after his less 
felicitous exposures. This was particularly true during 
occasions like Boas 's feast when he had little time to 
arrange appearances to his satisfaction . One image 
of a canoe, set off effectively by the inclusion of some 
shore at the bottom edge, was taken just before a 
similar one without the shore, a much weaker compo
sition . His series of the return of the Kwakiutl hamatsa 
is a technical failure- fuzzy and dark, with figures 
wandering off the frame. 

A comparison with Edward S. Curtis is instructive . 
These two photographers of the Kwakiutl came from 
the American midwest (Hastings from Illinois, Curtis 
from Wisconsin) to settle in the Puget Sound area (the 
former in Port Townsend , the latter in Seattle) . Both 
parlayed a youthful hobby of photography into a busi
ness. Yet their styles are so different, and thei r birth
dates help explain this . Hastings was born in 1846. 
Curtis, born a generation later in 1868, was touched 
by the Pictorialist movement, which encouraged the 
photographer to manipulate the image to achieve a 
blurred , dreamy, and poetic effect-the mark of Art. 
Hastings's sc ientific interests would never allow him 
to say, with Curtis , "Try to make your work show 
some individuality, or in other words , make it look 
yourself; let it show that you have put part of your life 
into it" (quoted in Lyman 1982:39) . If he had , Boas 
would never have chosen him. 

Moreover, the body of their work is not comparable. 
Curtis was working under the best of conditions- with 
the summer's stronger and more controllab le light, 
with more advanced equipment, with the freedom to 
pose subjects as he wished . And his work, as we 
know it , is highly edited and selective. Curtis himself 
manipulated his prints to best effect, and unlike the 
case of the corpus under consideration here, we do 
not have the opportun ity to view his mistakes. Yet it is 
undeniable that Hastings and Curtis had different vis
ual styles that matched essentially divergent pur
poses- scientific documentation and aesthetic 
impact. 
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Native Responses 
The photographs that have come down to us, at least 
those of people (the great bulk of the 1894 corpus), 
are the products of a social encounter between a vis
iting anthropologist/photographer and natives. In or
der for these photos to be used as ethnographic 
testimony on the state of Kwakiutl culture in 1894, we 
need to know, if possible, what effect the visitors had 
on the people they observed or, conversely, what the 
natives thought of their visitors . The question of influ
ence will be considered in each of the three remain
ing sections ; suffice it to say that it appears to have 
been present but minimal . Here we will turn to the na
tive response. 22 While the direct evidence on this 
point is meager, the circumstantial evidence is 
suggestive. 

With one exception (to be considered below) , no
where in his usually detailed family letters does Boas 
comment on any adverse reaction . Unlike his earlier 
attempt at photographing the Cowichan in 1886, in 
1894 in Fort Rupert, Boas had excellent rapport with 
the natives. He and Hastings were the only white men 
in the village . Although this was Boas's first visit to the 
community, he already had friends there-many of 
the Kwakiutl who had spent the previous summer in 
Chicago had come from here, and Boas stayed with 
George Hunt. Hunt, widely respected among the 
Kwakiutl , must have greatly helped Boas's position . 
As he had on his first trip in 1886, Boas sponsored a 
feast , which obligated his guests to reciprocate in in
vitations to feasts or other events. 

A possible indication of his rapport with his sub
jects is the fact that, apart from the woman hired to 
demonstrate crafts , Boas did not pay them, at least 
not in money. He was not exploiting them; clearly, he 
did not have to. Many of the faces at his feast relax 
into smiles . 

Finally, let us look at the Kwakiutl reaction to the 
camera and to the act of being photographed. While 
Boas and Hastings were by no means the first pho
tographers to visit Fort Rupert, having been preceded 
by Dossetter in 1881 and Dawson in 1885, the cam
era was still a strange device there. A contemporary 
news account of the fair tells us that, when Grabill 
took their pictures, "the Kwakiutl were afraid of the 
camera, thinking it was a gun."23 At one point, Boas 
recounted an amusing anecdote indicating the 
strangeness of the camera to the Kwakiutl: "The peo
ple are curious to see the pictures from the back of 
the camera. I was just about to photograph a woman 
when somebody noticed that the picture was upside 
down, and he ran away telling everybody that her 
clothing had fallen over her head" (1969: 189).24 From 
the expressions on people's faces, such as the man 
in plate 8 of Boas 1897a (see Figure 13-lower left 
corner) who turns to face the camera, it appears that 
people had to both overcome their fear of the camera 
and retain their curiosity about it. 
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There was only one incident in which the Kwakiutl 
were reluctant to have their pictures taken. Boas wit
nessed (and photographed part of) one of the more 
macabre sections of the winter ceremonials. As part 
of the return of the hamatsa or so-called "cannibal 
dancer," one of his female attendants "danced with 
skulls in her hand. The hamatsa danced ahead of 
her, and after a while he took the skulls out of her 
hand and put them down after he had licked them 
and eaten the [something like maggots?]." Boas 
noted that "the people were afraid to let me see this" 
(1969:188). One clause in the law forbidding pot
latches and certain native dances specifically cited 
cannibalism , and undoubtedly the Kwakiutl were wor
ried that they might be prosecuted for their act. 25 

Boas in fact did not get photographs of this portion of 
the event, perhaps in deference to native wishes . 

Content and Genre 
The division of the corpus into groups of related sub
jects is based on three levels of selection: the initial 
divisions of Kwakiutl culture intrinsic to the culture it
self, the selection and ordering of this by Boas and 
Hastings, and my grouping of their corpus. No great 
claims are made here for the assignment of particular 
images to each of the three categories of material 
culture, people , and ceremonialism; the grouping is 
more or less arbitrary and for convenience of exposi
tion . However, it does tend to conform to groupings 
by Boas himself. First there is his apportionment of 
the corpus, roughly half to each institution . We are 
guided by Boas's specific wording on the negative 
lists. For example, while in each case individuals' 
names are given for the physical types , for the pic
tures of the dancers-fool dancers in the woods dan
cers with cannibal bird masks, woman in dance' 
pose-only these general labels are given , with no 
names, thus indicating that Boas regarded them more 
as general types representing "dancer" than as por
traits, which they are as well. 

In order to understand the content of these im
ages-why one thing was photographed and another 
was not-we have to restore them to their "natural 
contexts." As suggested , limiting conditions for any 
photographer are his equipment and the circum
stances of his shooting situation, many of which are 
beyond his control. But, in the words of Paul Byers 
(1966), "cameras don't take pictures," people do, and 
people have reasons. What were Boas's reasons? 

On the most immediate level, his reasons were cer
tain tasks he assumed when planning the trip , obliga
tions he had to fulfill for himself and those funding the 
expedition . On this level, it is striking, but not surpris
ing, that a tripartite division of subject matter into ma
terial culture, people, and ceremonialism can be 
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correlated with the three sources of funding for the 
expedition (though the division on "who got what" 
was not as neat). Boas's research in physical anthro
pology was sponsored by the BAAS. The American 
Museum got the photographs to make a display of 
cedar technology, and the National Museum received 
the pictures focusing on ceremonialism , including 
here several portraits of men in ritual garb as well as 
related material culture such as totemic figures or 
burials. 

But beyond these manifest promptings, the nature 
of the photographs grew out of Boas's basic ap
proach to ethnology and what he took the tasks of 
ethnography to be. And as Boas and Hastings were 
not the first or only ones to take ethnographic photo
graphs of Northwest Coast natives, a proper under
standing of their accomplishment requires that we 
relate the corpus to similar attempts both before and 
after theirs-in other words , to the appropriate genres 
into which their photographs fall. 

This section will also give a substantive answer to 
the "what" of the corpus: What did Hastings photo
graph and what is the place of these subjects in 
Kwakiutl culture? Of equal importance is the "what 
not": What did Boas and Hastings not photograph 
that from other sources we know to have been there 
during their stay? This kind of negative analysis will 
reveal that their omissions-subsistence activities, 
masked dances, informal behavior, signs of accultur
ation-while in some cases due to technical limita
tions, otherwise point to their theoretical biases. 

Material Culture 

Although his trip was sponsored by two museums, 
Boas's research in 1894 was not particularly devoted 
to material culture . Rather, his focus was the ceremo
nies that formed a context for the use of artifacts . 
Aware that he had to choose different subjects for a 
diorama at each museum, Boas decided on a ritual 
scene for the Smithsonian and cedar bark in domes
tic crafts for the American Museum. For the former 
topic Boas had come at the right time; but, as he no 
doubt knew well , the beginning of the winter season 
was not the time the Kwakiutl devoted themselves to 
subsistence and the chores of spinning and weaving . 
Thus , his desire to obtain adequate material in this 
latter area ran against native cultural contexts , which 
meant he would have to actively arrange matters. 

Boas's stress on the ceremonial over the domestic 
can be seen in his artifact collecting on this trip . First, 
he collected relatively little-twenty-six pieces- only 
enough for his two exhibits and not in any way a 
comprehensive or even representative sampling of 
material culture in the village . Virtually all of this was 
gathered by Hunt before Boas's arrival , and later in 
the year Hunt sent to the Smithsonian an even larger 

collection of masks and cedar bark paraphernalia. 
Although Boas possessed a fairly good knowledge of 
Kwakiutl crafts at the time, his detailed study of tech
nological forms and processes did not come until his 
research during the summer of 1900 (embodied in 
the 1909 monograph) . Hunt was paid for the artifacts 
he had collected that were used in the photographs 
and then sent on to New York for installation in the 
exhibit. As well , he was paid twenty-f ive cents for the 
" loan of implements for photos." Evidently the models 
were also paid for their services.26 

There is thus no doubt that these scenes were 
"staged." A sort of outdoor "studio" was set up in 
front of the Hunt family house. The requisite traditional 
props were arranged before a backdrop blanket, held 
up in one shot by Boas and Hunt. It is difficult to 
judge the degree of reconstruction involved. We know 
from contemporary sources, especially Harlan Smith 's 
photographs only four years later, that cedar bark 
clothing was not the daily garb at the time (in fact , it 
is not even present in any of Smith 's potlatch pic
tures). Yet , though cedar bark clothing is visible in 
neither the ceremonial photographs nor the portraits, 
Boas noted that at the feast he sponsored upon his 
arrival , "each was dressed in his cedar bark cloak" 
(1969: 177). Similarly, although many women could 
still weave mats and baskets , these skills were rapidly 
disappearing in the face of white-manufactured 
goods. But Boas was able to find a woman who had 
these traditional clothes and still practiced the do
mestic arts he wished to photograph . Although Boas 
repeatedly refers to the model in the plural , from an 
examination of the photographs it appears that only 
one was involved. We will examine the implications of 
this reconstruct ion in the final section . 

Boas's staging involved a change in venue that in
troduced some minor inaccuracies. The beginning of 
the winter ceremonial season would have been a 
somewhat unlikely time for basket making , but not an 
impossible one. But Hunt's own reports (Boas 
1921 :126--129, 132- 144) clearly state that shredding 
red cedar bark was done indoors, near the fire 
needed to dry it out (see Figure 22) . Such contextual 
solecisms are common in staged ethnographic pho
tography of the time and for some reason often in
volve cedar bark crafts . When Hastings 
photographed three Haida women at Masset in 1879 
they have the necessary equipment- a basket stand : 
a bucket of water to keep the material pliable, and a 
knif~ for splitting the roots (cf . Blackman 1981 :64). 
Yet 1n 1897, when Edward P. Allen , on an expedition 
for .the Field Columbian Museum, photographed a 
Ha1da woman , also in Masset, weaving a basket, he 
placed her outside without her tools and water basket 
(photograph .reproduced in Dorsey 1898:163). 
E.d~ard Curt1s , two decades later, took a picture very 
s1m1lar to Boas 's- of a woman (Hunt's wife) shredd ing 
cedar bark outdoors (1915:pl . 16). The rest of Boas's 
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Figure 4 Village scene, 
from the East. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 29, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336058. 

Figure 5 Village scene, 
from the West. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 26, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336060. 
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craft pictures are much more accurate . He d~cu
mented two substyles of Kwakiutl basket ma.klng , the 
Koskimo and Kwagut; his shots of mat weav1~g 
clearly show the small water dish, a.nd the sp1nner 
has her dish for loose roving (see F1gure 26). 

Like many photographers before them, ~oas and 
Hastings found that it was easier to take pictures of 
the built environment-houses and monumental 
sculpture-than of either the. const~uction p~ocesses 
of artifacts or their use. Hast1ngs d1d take pictures of 
all these subjects, but their number is relatively ~mall 
when compared both to the entire corpus and w1th . 
the prior work of Northwest Coast photograp~ers. Th1s 
is particularly evident in photographs of architecture. 
There are in all seven images of houses: two, nea.rly 
identical, revealing a row of houses, have as expl1c1t 
subjects the posts between which blankets were 
placed during potlatches.27 Another (rep:oduced ~s 
1897a:pl. 16), though it does include a v1~w. of build
ings, is labeled as a picture of posts. Yet 1t 1s less an 
image of a building than of the space formed by the 
building , the posts, canoes, and logs withinwhich pot
latches are staged. The four village scenes capture 
the general configuration of houses str~tched along 
the beach (Figures 4 and 5) . Thus , unl1ke so many 
photographs of the Haida village of Masset, for exam
ple, or even the many later photographs of Alert Bay, 
there are no photographs in the corpus that concen
trate on the architecture of single structures. These 
four village shots, however, do effectively represent 
the general village plan of Fort Rupert. . 

In addition to buildings, Hastings was able to pho
tog raph a number of large free-standing structures: 
grave houses (two shots) and tree bu.rials (t~o) , a 
carved post on the "street" represe~t1ng a killer v:'hale 
(one) , rock carvings on the beach (f1ve) , canoes 1n 
the bay (two) , and carved interio~ house post.s 
(seven) (Figure 6). We may also Include 1n. th1~ survey 
of spaces the one photograph of t~e cleanng 1n .the 
woods used by the initiates for the1r secret meetings 
(1897a:pl. 43, and photographed right after with a 
group portrait of fool dancers). . 

In reviewing these, one might note a certain ab
sence of what we have come to expect as emblem
atic of Northwest Coast culture-the large, free
standing, multiple-figure "totem pole ." However, this 
omission is not the fault of the photographer, for such 
totem poles were essentially a development of the 
northern region of Northwest Coast culture an? were 
still being taken up and modified by the Kwak1~tl du.r
ing the decades of Boas's fieldwork. The Kwak1utl d1d 
have their own forms of monumental sculpture, a 
range of single figures such as the killer whale carv
ing or the bird figures placed at the top of pole~ (as 
in 1897a:pl . 9) and the interior house posts , wh1ch, 
though important, were difficult to photograph . 

People: Portraits and Physical Types 

Portraits of one sort or another were by far the pre
dominant subject for Hastings's camera. Of the total 
of 168 photographs sent to the museums, ninety-one 
were "physical types"-systematic shots to record ra
cial features of the face-and another eleven were 
formal, posed , full-length portraits , for a total of 102. 
Almost all of the twenty-one photographs exposed but 
not sent are of people, mostly Hunt and his family . 
Even some of the photographs taken as part of other 
series are essentially portraits , the finest being the 
five fool dancers. There is one of three of the ritual 
protagonists at the feast sponsored by Boas, stand
ing next to a pile of blankets , gazing at the came:a 
(see Figure 16). One of the set for the museum dior
ama of the woman standing with her basket and 
padd le, was given an "arty" title by Boas: "Waiting for 
the Canoe" (AMNH no. 11612, reproduced as plate 
29-bottom, 1909). 

At least four visual elements carry meaning in a 
portrait: setting , costume and accessories , posture , 
and facial expression . First, though , we must ask, 
who are these people whom Hastings has chosen to 
photograph? With the exception of a mother and 
ch ild, most hold ceremonial offices-chief, master of 
ceremonies, speaker (an orator who speaks for the 
chief at potlatches) , individuals who participated in 
the ceremonies Boas witnessed and descri bed . Most 
of these portraits are in fact "double portraits," show
ing two people standing side by side facing the cam
era. Their combination expresses two traits-there is 
usually a relation between the two, and one is supe
rior or dominant to the other. There are several sets of 
chief and speaker (Figure 7), and even the one of a 
chief and his son (1897a:pl. 11) is more than a family 
portrait, as the chief holds a copper he is about to 
give to his son in a potlatch . 



~Figure 6 Interior house 
posts. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
November 30- December 3, 
1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336064. 

Figure 7 Double portrait: 
Koskimo chief, Wa' las, and 
his speaker, Se 'xo 'yalis 
(left and right, respectively). 
Fort Rupert, B.C. November 
25, 1894. Oregon C. 
Hastings, photographer. 
American Museum of 
Natural History, no. 106708. 
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All the portraits were taken outdoors, most against 
a side of a house or in front of a nearby fence. In sev
eral of these a white blanket has been tacked up be
hind the subjects . Thus , the setting is relatively or 
completely neutral, emphasizing the subject. In this 
case , there is no metonymic link between person and 
surroundings. The clothing worn in these portraits is 
an accurate reflection of what the Kwakiutl were wear
ing at the time. Cedar bark and skins had given way 
to white-manufactured trousers and skirts, with the 
ever-present trade blanket. On top of this everyday 
garb, most in the portraits also wear ceremonial cloth
ing-button blankets and cedar bark head and neck 
rings. Although indeed these items were more color
ful , more "Indian ," Boas and Hastings were photo
graphing in the midst of the ceremonial season , and 
this was what people were wearing as they went from 
dance to feast to potlatch . Similarly, many hold items 
of ceremonial significance-coppers, staffs , spears
which help establish their native identity to a white au
dience and their high rank to a native one. 

Figure 8 Portrait: Nakwoktak mother and child. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 26-27, 1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American Museum of Natural History, no. 
336099. 
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Figure 9 Profile view of physical type set. Nakwoktak man, 
Ya'qeloagyilis, holding the T-armature of a copper. Fort 
Rupert, B.C. November 26-27, 1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American Museum of Natural History, no. 
11580. 

Setting , costume, and accessory reinforce the 
meaning established by posture and expression , one 
of dignity and rank. Except for the mother and child , 
seated on the grass, all are photographed standing , 
arms at their side or holding a prop , gazing calmly 
and frontally at the camera . There are neither smiles 
nor signs of hostility . Trusting in Boas and Hastings, 
the Kwakiutl pose as they would at a potlatch . 

The portrait of mother and child (Figure 8) is un
usual on several grounds, conveying little ethno
graphic information. The mother, wrapped in a 
blanket, sits with her baby on the grass , smiling at the 
camera. Although this Nakwoktak woman and her 
baby were also photographed in four physical type 
shots , one has to conclude that here the photogra
pher was indulging his artist 's instincts in taking an 
image with purely sentimental and aesthetic interest. 

The frontal, profile, and three-quarters portraits 
known as "physical type" photographs had been 
used as early as 1866, when a series was made of 
the last five Tasmanians at an exposition in 
Melbourne (Poignant 1980:8) . As the United States 
surveys covered the West in the late 1860s and 
1870s, they, too, tried to take systematic views, along 
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Figure 10 Frontal view of physical type set. Nakwoktak man, 
Ya'qeloagyilis. Fort Rupert, B.C. November 26-27, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, photographer. American Museum of 
Natural History, no. 11578. 

with measurements when possible, but encountered 
native resistance (Hallowell 1960:70). So often com
pared to police mugshots, in many cases physical 
type photographs were mug shots, taken of natives 
held in prisons. Boas often commented on the re
sistance of natives to his calipers and found many of 
his subjects in the Victoria jail. 28 Boas's relatively mi
nor use of the genre on his earlier trips grew to sub
stantial proportions in 1894, leading to an even 
greater emphasis on the Jesup Expedition .29 

Like mug shots , these photographs strove for a 
close-up and standardized exposure, fully and even ly 
lit and clearly focused. The goal was maximum infor
mation of surface features , not the expression of the 
sitter's character or the photographer's vision. This 
can best be seen , again , in a contrast between 
Hastings's images and Curtis 's. Curtis 's portrait , "A 
Yuma Type" (illustrated in Lyman 1982:85), makes al
lusions to the genre but subverts it for its own pur
poses. Although it is a frontal shot against a neutral 
background, the sitter is dramatically lit, leaving half 
his face in shadow. As Lyman notes, such an ap
proach would compromise .the photograph's scientific 
utility. In his later work Curt1s made an even more 
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Figure 11 Three-quarters view of physical type set. 
Nakwoktak man, Ya 'qeloagyilis. Fort Rupert, B.C. November 
26-27, 1894. Oregon C. Hastings, photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, no. 11579. 

creative use of the format , posing a Wishram girl 
against a patterned background , dressed in a fancy 
costume, with a bone through her nose 
(ibid:1 08-1 09) . In great contrast to Boas's type por
traits , with their neutral backgrounds and everyday 
clothes , Curtis costumed and "posed" the subject for 
dramatic impact. 

Boas started measuring people on his first day in 
Fort Rupert and took their portraits on the first day of 
photography. On his last day in the village, he was 
still taking physical type portraits. Yet it would be 
wrong to infer from the sheer numbers that Boas was 
particularly obsessed with the typic. Rather, he was 
motivated by his rigorous statistical training to amass 
as many data points as possible. For only then would 
it be possible to determine accurately the distribution 
of features that was necessary to characterize the 
type and its relation to other types (cf. Stocking 
1968:161-194; 1974:189-218). Their greater quantity 
is also a bit misleading until one realizes that, for 
each individual studied, three separate shots were 
usually taken (Figures 9-11 ). 
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Like the formal portraits, all the type portraits ap
pear to have been taken outdoors. Th~ subjects are 
all posed sitting , most in front o~ a wh1te she~t , s~me 
against the wall of a house. Unlike s~me of ~1s pnson 
physical types, all the people from th1s sess1on .are 
clothed, in whatever they happened to be weann~. In 
fact the clothing is virtually identical to that seen 1n 
the formal portraits. In contrast to Curtis's Wishram 
type, Boas's types have no visible con.text (an~ less 
than in his portraits). No cultural mean1ng was Inten
tionally provided . As for the clothing, Boas pr~bably 
would have preferred his subjects nude but did not 
want to antagonize them more than he had to. 

The thirty-eight people photographed in type format 
show a much greater range than the eleven in the for
mal portraits, including several children, as well as 
young, middle-aged, and old adults , men an~ . 
women . Three of the women are elderly Kosk1mo w1th 
deformed "sugar-loaf" heads, a practice of great in
terest to Boas and other anthropologists of the time. 

One of Boas's innovations in the techniques of 
physical anthropology was the applicat.ion of a ~ulti
media approach (in fact , this charactenzed all h1s 
fieldwork). At times forced by circumstances to use 
only one medium, when possible Boas preferred to 
take simultaneously measurements by instruments, 
plaster casts of body parts, and a series of photo
graphs. When he could , he also collected s~eletal . 
material, giving him yet another source for h1s studies. 

Ever on the alert for better sources of data, Boas 
criticized previous collections, which had "consisted 
of measurements and brief descriptive notes of 
types. " Feeling the latter to be "very unsatisfactory" 
because of their vague terms, Boas turned to photo
graphs. They "obviate this difficulty to a certain ex
tent, but not adequately, owing to the effects of 
perspective foreshortening " (1897~ : 537). Becau~e of 
this, Boas experimented in 1897 w1th a systematic 
combination of plaster casts and a set of four photo
graphs per person. Yet, as early as this 1894 trip , 
Boas had used plaster casting. In Victoria he was 
able to take several casts of Kwakiutl , including one 
of a woman who had been with him at Chicago, and 
when Hastings arrived he brought with him a supply 
of plaster. We know this plaster was used to cast rock 
carvings; it may have been used to cast faces as 
well. 

Noting that their use was yet to be evaluated criti 
cally, Boas may or may not have been able to inte
grate the information in the casts and photographs 
with his preferred metric data. The casts did prove 
valuable in constructing museum mannequins . Some 
of the physical type photographs of 1894 were pub
lished in the 1909 monograph on the Kwakiutl , while 
Smith's 1897 series made up most of the only Jesup 
photo album (1900). 

Ceremonialism: Dances and Potlatches 
The documentation of ceremonialism was Boas's 
main objective on his 1894 trip to the Kwakiutl. .. 
Following the patterns of the culture , we may ?1v1de 
Hastings's twenty-six images in this category 1nto two 
subsets: scenes from the winter dances and scenes 
of potlatches/feasts. It would be wrong to vi~w these 
complexes as rigidly separate . In fact , Boas sown 
account (1897a) clearly shows how closely inter
meshed they are, following one another Without paus.e 
throughout the day during the winter season . . Yet the1r 
distinction makes analytic sense in that the winter 
dances, revolving around the "secret" . dancing s~cie
ties seek to relate Kwakiutl to the spirit world , wh1le 
the 'more secular potlatches, usually held to mark 
marriages and other rites of passage, help define and 
maintain the hierarchical social world . 

Boas and Hastings were fortunate to photograph 
occasions of both sorts as they unfolded . As noted , 
twice they were able to record the return of a ha
matsa initiate as he was greeted on the beach. On 
November 25, the first day of photography, Hastings 
took two shots of the Koskimo hamatsa, wh ile four 
days later he took five of the Kwagut hamatsa. With 
Hunt's advice, Boas was alerted to these events and 
was able to position the camera for the action. As 
well , he took five photographs of dancers in pose~ 
positions: two nearly identical , of the fool dancers 1n 
their secret meeting place in the woods, two of dan
cers crouching before a house with cannibal bird 
masks (one of a raven , similar to 1897a:pl. 31, the 
other of a hokhokw, or mythical crane) , and an inter
esting image of a woman in a dance pose (Figure 
12). As we will see shortly, photographs of Northwest 
potlatches are generally rare , and pictures of dances, 
especially before 1900, are practically nonexistent. 

Although Bill Holm (1977:5) suggests that 
C. Gunther's 1885 pictures of the Bella Coola in 
Germany were "the earliest photographs of Northwest 
Coast masked dancers," they were preceded at least 
by a photograph by Edward Dossetter taken in 
Masset in 1881 , showing four Haida chiefs, two wear
ing the masks of the winter ceremonials (see 
Blackman 1982:94, 96). These Gunther images re
main , as Holm notes, "the earliest photog raphs of 
Kwakiutl Winter Dance masks in use, even if posed " 
(1977:5, 7). Although worn by Bella Coola, these 
masks were collected by Jacobsen among the 
Kwakiutl (see Holm 1977:6 and White 1963:20 for this 
and another Gunther shot). These were followed by 
the Grabill series , none showing masks, taken at 
Chicago in 1893. Though the one posed Dossetter 
picture steals the honor from the Hastings/Boas set 
as being the first in situ photograph of Northwest 
Coast ceremonial dancers, the latter appear to be the 
first taken during an actual ceremony and remain the 
first photographs of Kwakiutl masked dancers, 
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Figure 12 Female dancer, posed. Kwakiutl. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 30--December 3, 1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American Museum of Natural History, no. 
336131. 

masked and not. While the masked dancers photo
graphed by Boas and Hastings are posed , the series 
on the return of the hamatsa does show ritualized and 
expressive gestures. 

On the same day that he photographed the 
Koskimo hamatsa, Boas also was able to record in 
two pictures a copper purchase transaction (Figures 
13, 14). Wa'las, a Koskimo, sold a copper (a highly 
valued ceremonial plaque) to his grandson . The pile 
of 400 blankets placed in the center of the assembled 
tribes was a down payment on the full price of 1200 
(Boas 1966:229, 1969:184). 

The majorceremonial performance photographed 
by Boas was one he himself arranged. Just as he had 
given a feast to the village upon his arrival (but before 
the arrival of Hastings) , so again , on November 28, 
Boas sponsored a feast, but this time recorded it in 
twelve photographs. (For five of the set, see Figures 
15-19. Three more are reproduced in Boas 1897a: 
pis . 9, 46 [same as Scherer 1973:142-143] and 
Thomas 1982:83) . The set was supplemented with 
four related shots of people on their way to the feast. 
Boas was pleased with their appearance: "This morn
ing I invited everybody to an apple feast, for which 
they especially decked themselves out" (1969:187). 
Apparently Boas acted more as a producer here than 
as a director, once he had supplied the food (there 
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are two shots of the apples being distributed); the 
feast was conducted by Kwakiutl personnel, accord
ing to Kwakiutl custom . The same three tribal groups 
present for the festivities during his stay-Kwagut, the 
Nakwoktak, and the Koskimo-came to Boas's feast 
with their chiefs, who played ritual roles, including or
atory and the counting and giving away of blankets . 
While all this may have been merely show for the 
camera, more likely what Boas photographed was ac
tually a part of the ongoing ritual transaction of the 
season . 

A useful guide to the nature of this feast, which un
fortunately Boas did not elaborate on, was his initial 
feast , which he described in detail to his wife 
(1969:177- 178). Boas's role was to pay for the food 
and make several little speeches. Yet, given the re
ciprocal nature of Kwakiutl potlatching , the assem
bled native guests were no mere spectators. They 
gave in return welcoming speeches, songs, and an 
honorific name; one chief handed Boas a silver dollar 
(Boas noted that he would have to return two dollars 
before his departure, and perhaps he used his sec
ond feast to accomplish this). Moreover, we can see 
that , to a great extent, the feast was an occasion for 
the continuation of Kwakiutl business having nothing 
directly to do with Boas. One Kwagut got up and 
made a statement about his potlatch obligations, and 
"the Koskimo brought blankets and gave them away 
with appropriate speeches, telling the Kwakiutl that 
they were nice people and open-handed , etc ." 
(1969: 178). Just as this transaction did not involve 
Boas directly as an actor, so, too, the potlatch he 
photographed with its own blanket distribution and 
speeches was probably not an event posed and di
rected by the ethnographer. Although in his lists of 
negatives Boas does identify a number of the partici
pants at his apple feast , their exact roles remain un
clear. Following custom, a master of ceremonies 
directed the affair, but we cannot say whether he 
spoke for Boas. 

Genres are composed of related expressions, each 
in some way trying to accomplish the same task. 
Essentially classificatory conveniences, they may or 
may not be conscious intentions. If only for heuristic 
purposes, they are excellent devices for clarifying the 
subject at hand, in this case the 1894 corpus . For the 
Boas/Hastings potlatch pictures, there are three rele
vant levels-photographs of all Native American ritu
als, especially those in series , photographs of other 
Northwest Coast ceremonials, and photographs of 
other Kwakiutl potlatches . Naturally, the closer we 
come to the specific space and time of the corpus, 
the more we learn about Kwakiutl culture; yet , each 
level has something to tell us about the project of 
Boas and Hastings. 
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Figure 13 Koskimo copper 
purchase ceremony, from 
the East. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
November 25, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336066. Published in 
Boas 1897a:pl. 8. 

Figure 14 Koskimo copper 
purchase ceremony, from 
the West. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
November 25, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 127061. 



Figure 15 Boas's feast: 
counting blankets, 
Nakwoktak seated behind; 
from the North. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 28, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336115. Published in 
Boas 1897a:pl. 7. 
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Although the ceremonial sequences of Boas and 
Hastings were among the earliest serial photographs 
of Native American rituals, they were not the first. This 
honor seems to go to James Mooney, who in 
September of 1889 in North Carolina took over thirty-

! five pictures of the Cherokee ball game. Mooney con
I tinued to exploit sequence photography in later field 
I trips-the Arapaho and Cheyenne Ghost Dance, ca. 

1891-1893, in Oklahoma, and the Sun Dance and 
men 's societies among the same peoples , ca. 1903. 
Plains dances were the subject of several other nota
ble sequence records around the same time, by 
George Dorsey of the Field Museum and by the com
mercial photographer Sumner W. Matteson . But with-

' out a doubt the most intensive multiple-image 
~ documentation of Indian rituals was of the Hopi , par
' ticularly of the ir spectacular Snake Dance. Working 
i independently and for the Field Museum between 
· about 1895 and 1905 were Adam C. Vroman , Sumner 

W. Matteson , Charles H. Carpenter, and George 
Wharton James (Longo 1980) . Later, between about 

· 1890 and 1910, Matilda Coxe Stevenson of the 
I Bureau of American Ethnology eclipsed their efforts in 
1 sheer numbers with her thousands of pictures of the 
; Zuni and Eastern Pueblos . 

Some of these people, like Matteson and 
1 Carpenter, were professional/commercial photogra-
1 phers , working sometimes with an anthropologist and 
: other times alone. Yet all were motivated by a basic 
! spirit of ethnographic honesty and strove to record 
1 the rituals as carefully and completely as they could. 
· Thus, the efforts of Boas and Hastings, while early 

and important, especially on the less intensively pho
tographed Northwest Coast, have to be seen as part 
of a larger contemporary movement to record Indian 
ritual performance in the last decade of the century. 
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A comparison of the corpus within the Northwest 
Coast region is made easier by Blackman's study of 
Haida photographs (1981 ). What strikes us immedi
ately is the fact that , in her sample of 236 photo
graphs of the Northern and Kaigani Haida, taken from 
1878 to about 1908, there is not one photograph of 
ritual activity. (There are, however, six pictures show
ing individuals in traditional ceremonial regalia, in
cluding the 1881 Dossetter; cf . 1981 :65). Blackman 
has suggested four reasons for this lack: first , there is 
the seasonal bias of the photographic trips, made 
during the summer months when the Haida devoted 
their efforts toward subsistence rather than ceremony; 
second , most photographers, even C. F. Newcombe, 
had a minimal involvement with the natives and would 
not have been likely to have been invited to a pot
latch; third , as potlatches were illegal, the Haida 
made efforts to keep their observances secret from 
missionaries, government officials, and other prying 
whites-often holding them in distant, abandoned vil 
lages, and finally , by the turn of the century, when 
most of these photographs were taken , totem pole 
raising and its associated potlatching had virtually 
ceased among the Haida. While mortuary potlatches 
continued, these were without overtly traditional fea
tures; thus , not being photogenic , they would have 
gone unnoticed among visiting photographers 
(1981 :73, also 68) . 
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Figure 16 Boas's feast: 
chief (Nakwoktak?) with 
blankets, Nakwoktak seated 
behind; from the East. Fort 
Rupert, B.C. November 28, 
1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336114. 
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Figure 18 Boas's feast: 
HoLEiid, Kwagut, making a 
speech; Kwagut seated 
behind, from the South. Fort 
Rupert, B.C. November 28, 
1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336118. 



Figure 17 Boas's feast: 
Koskimo seated on 
platform; from the east. Fort 
Rupert, B.C. November 28, 
1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 336120. Cf. Boas 
1897a:pl. 46 (also Scherer 
1973:142-143) for a close
up shot. 
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Figure 19 Boas's feast: 
chief in button blanket, 
Kwagut seated behind; from 
the South. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
November 28, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 335772. 
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With this in mind , we can see how the quite differ
ent work of Boas and Hastings allowed them to get 
such good coverage of a potlatch. First, with the 
avowed intention of getting pictures of feasts and 
dances, Boas scheduled his trip to include the begin
ning of the winter ceremonial season. Second , Boas 
had excellent rapport with the Kwakiutl, as we have 
already seen. Not only was he invited to their 
potlatches, he invited them to his own. Third, although 
the Kwakiutl potlatch was just as illegal as that of the 
Haida, in 1894 no whites lived in Fort Rupert. Indian 
agents and missionaries were off in Alert Bay, sepa
rated by a twenty-five-mile boat trip . Finally, in con
trast to the moribund state of Haida potlatching, at 
the time Kwakiutl potlatching was, if anything, bur
geoning. Throughout the decades when the potlatch 
was outlawed, the Kwakiutl were distinctive on the 
Coast for maintaining a continuous tradition of pot
latching and art production. Even if they had switched 
to blankets and gave away enamel washbasins, in 
1894 the Kwakiutl had kept the potlatch alive, vigor
ous, and photogenic . 

Moving down to the level of the genre of Kwakiutl 
potlatch pictures tells us perhaps less about Boas 
and Hastings and more about changes in Kwakiutl 
culture. In her survey of Northwest Coast ethnohistori
cal photographs, ca. 1870-1910, Blackman 
(1976:53)30 found I 06 photographs of potlatches. 
Although her search was not exhaustive, the relative 
tribal representation she found still holds-the major
ity (sixty-three) were Kwakiutl. Coast Salish and Tlingit 
made up all the rest , with the exception of one of a 
Gitksan potlatch. She found no images of Haida, 
Northern Kwakiutl, Nootka, Bella Coola, Coast 
Tsimshian, or Nishga potlatches. In spite of the abun
dance of Kwakiutl potlatch pictures relative to the 
Haida, there are still many more shots of Kwakiutl 
houses, villages, and totem poles than of people and 
ceremonies. All but two of Blackman's sample of 
sixty-three come from either Alert Bay or Fort Rupert 
and, of these, the great majority were taken in Alert 
Bay. With a few minor exceptions, the only photo
graphs of potlatches taken at Fort Rupert were the 
series taken by Hastings in 1894, Harlan Smith in 
1898, George Hunt between about 1901 and 1905, 
and Samuel Barrett in 1915. Not only were the 
Hastings photographs the first taken of a potlatch at 
Fort Rupert, they were the first taken of any Kwakiutl 
potlatch, and, even more significant, they appear to 
have been the first taken of a potlatch given by any of 
the Coast tribes north of the Coast Salish (potlatches 
of the Salish tribes on Vancouver Island near to the 
many photographers of Victoria were photographed 
as early as the 1860s). 

What is most striking when comparing the corpus 
with the many taken in Alert Bay is that, in the latter, 
there are many large spread-out piles of trade goods 
to be given as gifts. One first thinks that this might in
dicate a difference between the two communities or 
perhaps a difference in time, as most of the Alert Bay 
photographs were taken from 1900 to about 1912. 
While Barrett's 1915 record does show piles of trade 
goods and Hastings's 1894 record does not, Smith's 
pictures, taken only four years later, also show these 
trade goods. Nothing from the literature indicates that 
customs changed over such a short period . It is pos
sible that these goods were present but that Hastings 
did not photograph them. Yet, in all of Boas's detailed 
account, the only trade goods mentioned (with the ex
ception of several piles of blankets, photographed by 
Hastings) are one gun and one bolt of calico given at 
one feast, hardly the vast array of merchandise seen 
at other potlatches. In addition to these, Boas does 
note gifts made from traded materials in native de
sign-button blankets and silver bracelets. Taking the 
text and images together, one must conclude that, for 
some reason, the mounds of trade items were simply 
not present during the relatively short nine-day period 
Boas and Hastings were in Fort Rupert. 

We know that later in the season potlatches involv
ing many more blankets were conducted, so perhaps 
the more extensive use of trade goods followed later 
as well. Although the question has not been investi
gated with textual ethnohistoric materials, the photo
graphic omission prompts us to consider more 
closely the timing of the pictures: With the death in 
1893 of George Hunt's father, Robert, the only mer
chant in the village, with the nearest store off at the 
cannery in Alert Bay, and before the arrival of Harry 
T. Cadwallader in 1897, who would take over the 
Hunt family store, it may have been difficult and cum
bersome for the residents of Fort Rupert to assemble 
large piles of trade goods that year. 

Thus, a close reading of groups of photographs, 
documented genres, can suggest avenues for further 
research, as Blackman notes (1976:57). It also cau
tions us against taking single photographs out of con
text. Looking at one image, or even comparing two, 
invites the viewer to speculate freely on what might 
be going on. A solid analysis must rest on careful 
consideration of what the variable might be, correlat
ing varying patterns of visual evidence with the ethno
graphic literature. 

. A comparison ~f the 1894 Boas/Hastings corpus 
With th~ other ~aJor potlatch series, while naturally 
supplying us With a great deal of information on the 
Kwa~iutl potlatch , also tells us a lot about the particu
lar biases of the respective photographers. The series 
are as follows: 



November 
1894 

June 1898 

April 1901 

ca. 1907 

early 1915 . 

Franz Boas and Photography 

Boas/Hastings 
Fort Rupert, 14 shots 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington , D.C . 

Harlan Smith 
Fort Rupert, 14 shots 
American Museum of Natural History, 
New York 

Charles F. Newcombe 
Alert Bay, 8 shots 
British Columbia Provincial Museum, 
Victoria 

William May Halliday 
Alert Bay, 19 shots 
British Columbia Prqvincial Museum, 
Victoria 

Samuel A. Barrett 
Fort Rupert, 36 shots 
Milwaukee Public Museum, Milwaukee 
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Figure 20 Trade goods at a 
potlatch. Kwakiutl. Fort 
Rupert, B.C. Spring, 1915. 
Samuel A. Barrett, 
photographer. Milwaukee 
Public Museum, no. 3659. 

As the Hastings set includes records of two sepa
rate events, we cannot be sure whether the others 
depict single or multiple potlatches. Smith's and 
Barrett's appear to be of single events, and 
Newcombe's definitely is. All the photographers ex
cept the Indian agent Halliday were ethnographers. 

As just noted, the display of piled-up trade goods 
can be seen in all the sets except the Boas/Hastings 
one. The Barrett set, as it app.ears, surpasses the oth
ers in detailed coverage, but it is much better in cov
ering the spatial array of people and goods than the 
stages over time (Figure 20).31 While Hastings's 
series begins to indicate this, it pales beside Barrett's 
larger number of angles and views. 

But a juxtaposition of the Boas/Hastings corpus and 
the Newcombe set is most interesting. Although he 
took only eight pictures of a potlatch given by his 
field assistant Charles Nowell and his brother Tom, it 
is a more complete coverage of the total process: 
discussing the potlatch (Figure 21 ); the messenger's 
return after inviting the guests, the visitors' (the 
Kalokwis of Turnour Island) arrival; the chiefs awaiting 
the guests; welcoming the guests, with drummers and 
musicians, the chiefs ready to enter the house (Black
man 1976:63, pl. 6); the giver of the feasts, dancing 
with a xwe-xwe mask; the xwe-xwe entering the 
house (a similar view). Boas and Hastings omitted the 
early, preliminary steps and were not able to show 
any of the associated masked dancing (the Nowells' 
took place during the day). On the other hand, in their 
twelve photographs, Boas and Hastings more 
minutely covered a smaller spread of time and space, 
especially the counting of blankets and the gestures 
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Figure 21 Chiefs' 
discussion before potlach, 
potlatch of Tom and 
Charles Nowell. Kwakiutl. 
Alert Bay, B.C. April, 1901. 
Charles F. Newcombe, 
photographer. Ethnology 
Division, B.C. Provincial 
Museum, no. 835. 
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of oratory. In fact , their recording ?f the gestures is 
particularly rare and valuable . Unl1ke most potlatch 
photographers-Halliday, for example-they were 
quite close to the action and went beyond mere!~ 
posing a standing row of people . Un.doubtedly t~1s 
physical closeness expressed a soc1al and emotional 
bond between Boas and the Kwakiutl . 

One reason for the several differences between 
Boas's potlatch series and those of othe~ photogra
phers is probably the scale of the event Itself. 
Evidently the "natural " potlatches observed .by 
Halliday or Smith were much larger transactions than 
whatever went on during Boas's apple feast. The only 
property displayed for Boas and Hastings was ~ 
smallish pile of blankets (smaller than. the 4~0 g1ven 
away by the Koskimo a few days earl1er), w1th no 
trade goods or coppers . While masked dances were 
occurring throughout Boas's stay, they happened not 
to be a part of Boas's feast. And the fact that the var
ious tribal guests were already present meant that 
discussions and invitations, while necessary, would 
be quite diminished in scale compared to those of the 
Nowell potlatch . Many of these features probably oc
curred at other times and places as part of the total 
social action, but they were not present in the frag
ments photographed by Boas and Hastings. 

Temporal Patterning 
As opposed to film or video, still photographs cannot 
by themselves record the passag~ of tim.e. ~ach is 
essentially an instantaneous freez1ng of t1me s f lo~ . 
However, by juxtaposing images of the same subject 
taken at separate times, two minutes or two y~ars 
apart , one can see, with a force greater than 1n a 
continuous film , the changes in the visible world. 

In this section we will examine how the 1894 cor
pus was patterned in what we can call "micro-time," 
cycles of a year or less . In the last section ~e will turn 
to "macro-time," or the larger changes of history over 
decades and centuries. Here we will consider the 
patterning of photographs taken within the seasons of 
the year, the days of the nine-day period of photo 
work, and the hours of the day. 

As Blackman points out (1981 :68- 70) , the season 
of the year in which the photographs were taken can 
greatly affect their content. Most anthropological field
work and most photography on the Northwest Coast 
was done in the summer, when transportation was 
more readily available and the weather was more 
conducive to photography. Yet this was the basic 
subsistence period for Coast natives, during which 
they traditionally fished and preserved their winter 
stores and , later, worked in the canneries for wages. 
During this time they d ispersed from their permanent 
winter villages to local camp sites and cannery towns . 
This explains the small number of people in most 
early Northwest Coast photographs (though this was 
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also the result of depopulation due to d isease) . With 
the people gone, most photographers were "forced " 
to take pictures of houses and totem poles. 

Boas's 1894 corpus , on the other hand , is distinc
tive precisely for its overwhelming devotion to people, 
made possible by Boas's arrival in a permanent vil 
lage during the ceremonial season (although later, in 
the summer of 1897, Boas was able to find a number 
of Haida at the Port Essington canneries for physical 
type photographs) . As he was otherwise unemployed 
and not bound to the academic calendar, Boas was 
able to schedule his trip for the most propitious mo
ment . While Boas was present during the month of 
October in his first Kwakiutl trip and did witness some 
feasting and dancing , the full winter ceremonials had 
not yet started , nor did he have a camera with him. 
His other trips in 1888 and 1889 were in the summer. 
Boas saw his first winter dances at the Chicago 
World 's Fair, performed out of season (and out of 
context) during the summer of 1893. Thus, he was 
especially eager this time to schedule his trip to allow 
him to see the dances in their native habitat. 

As noted, photographs were evidently taken every 
day from the morning of November 25 until the morn
ing of December 3, and we have reviewed which 
seem to have been taken when . In spite of the fact 
that not all the photographs can be attributed to a 
specific day, it appears that over this nine-day period 
no day was singled out for photography, with the ex
ception perhaps of some let-up on the last three 
days, as Boas made preparations to pack and leave. 

In considering their distribution over the nine days, 
one is struck by the frequency of the physical types, 
just as one was struck by their greater number. Boas 
took physical type portraits throughout the period , 
and toward the end he seems to have done little else. 
This kind of work was especially suited for the times 
when he was otherwise unoccupied . After all , a ritual 
could take place only at a certain time and place, 
whereas the portraits could be made whenever and 
wherever convenient. The photo session for the mu
seum diorama was arranged for later in the period , 
possibly because it took Boas some time to gather 
the requisite props and arrange for an "actor. " 

When we turn to the patterning of the corpus within 
daily periods, we begin to approach the level of dis
crete action sequences. The nights were spent with
out the camera, observing the dances, and Boas 
often had to spend the morning with Hunt reviewing 
the previous night's action. During the short time . 
Hastings was available, Boas made the most of h1m. 
Of November 25, Boas wrote: "I busied myself the 
whole day with taking pictures." The ' next day, " I slept 
one hour and then went out with the photographer to 
take some more pictures," and on the day after that, 
"We took pictures all day" (1969: 184, 185, 186). So 
within the daylight hours Boas and Hastings were 
fairly active. 
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There are only vague clues as to what constituted a 
photo session- when pictures were taken during a 
relatively concentrated period of time-and, of these , 
how many were devoted to a continuous action se
quence. The negative lists and diary do allow us to 
single out the following multiple photographic sub
jects: two of the Koskimo hamatsa return and two of 
the Koskimo copper purchase on November 25, eight 
of the village and burials on November 26, sixteen of 
a feast on November 28, nine of the diorama on 
November 30, and seven of interior posts during the 
last three days. Of these, the one that stands out is 
the feast sequence, a feast sponsored by Boas. In his 
negative lists and field notebook, Boas drew a line 
around these, specif ically noting that "these are views 
of one feast," although he also noted that the order 
as given "may not be quite correct" (Boas, APS ms. 
no. 1946). 

Spatial Patterning 
"The photograph is a thin slice of space as well as 
time" (Sontag 1977:22) , and , as such , the space 
trapped within the photograph 's frame will be the re
sult of the intersection of the film plane at the cam
era's back with the three-dimensional world before 
the lens . Thus, the patterning of a group of photo
graphs taken in the same general area will be a geo
metric problem. As in all things ethnographic , the 
resulting order will be more than merely physical; it 
will be the outcome of two other orders-the ethnog
rapher's spatial sampling and the spatial ordering of 
the natives, both what they do with space as well as 
what they think about it. 

To get an idea of how the photographic team of 
Boas and Hastings moved around the Fort Rupert 
area, let us consider the locales of each day's shoot
ing . On the first day, November 25, their first pictures , 
of the return of the Koskimo hamatsa, were taken 
from a rocky hill overlooking the beach. Later they 
moved down to the central space between the beach 
and some houses. A number of portraits and types 
were shot in front of the houses near the old fort and 
store. The following day, the team concentrated on 
the general environment: shots of the graves in the 
woods and five images of the village as a whole. 
More portraits posed against the house wall were 
taken on November 26 and 27. Boas's feast was held 
on November 28, again in the central space where 
the Koskimo had held their copper purchase three 
days earlier. This series included several photographs 
of people walking on the beach, on their way to the 
feast, as well as more portraits in the usual spot. The 
following day, Boas and Hastings were down on the 
beach, photographing the return of the Kwagut ha
matsa, rock carvings, scenes of the village, and can-
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oes out in the harbor. The diorama shots on 
November 30 were taken in front of the Hunt family 
house. During the last period , November 
30-December 3, the team went back into the woods 
for the area used by the fool dancers, more portraits 
and dancers posed in front of the house, the killer 
whale figure outside a house, and the posts inside 
one or two of the houses. 

From this listing, we can see that Boas spent most 
of his time at the eastern end of the village, near the 
fort and the Hunt house. Trips farther afield, such as 
to the woods and the ends of the village, tended to 
be bunched on a single day. It seems logical that 
once Boas and Hastings had found a suitable area 
for their posed portraits they would use it repeatedly, 
but it is interesting that, for whatever reason, when 
Boas sponsored his own feast for the camera, it took 
place in the same open square used by the previous 
potlatch . Presumably there were other places in the 
village suitable for potlatches and feasts (certainly 
Barrett's set from twenty years later are staged farther 
toward the western end, and even Smith 's series of a 
potlatch in 1898 is more toward the middle of the vil
lage). Perhaps the space was near houses of Hunt 
and his family. 

When we juxtapose photographs from the corpus, 
looking for spatial overlap and relationship, we note 
that, instead of pointing their camera randomly, Boas 
and Hastings systematically covered the space, in at 
least three ways: from opposing directions; from far
ther away and nearby, in the same direction ; and 
from multiple directions, as from the perimeter of a 
square directed toward the central area. 

In the photographs taken from opposite directions, 
such as views of the village (see Figures 4 and 5) or 
the Koskimo copper purchase (see Figures 13 and 
14), Hastings did not pivot in place, pointing his cam
era first right, then left, thereby covering the whole 
scene. Rather, he walked from one edge of a central 
space to another and shot inward, thus overlapping in 
the area of interest while also revealing in the back
ground the surrounding context. The near/far relation 
is found in several village shots but is perhaps best 
seen in the two versions of the return of the hamatsa. 
Boas may have felt the first attempt was too distant, 
or it may be just coincidence that two shots were 
taken. Regardless , the two attempts complement 
each other nicely, for each offers quite different infor
mation. The earlier, Koskimo set (Boas 1897a:pl. 45) , 
from afar, shows the overall configuration of the 
dances on the beach , while the later, Kwagut series 
(ibid.:pl. 44) is much better in showing details of cos
tume and expression . 

The most interesting and informative is the set of 
shots of the feast sponsored by Boas (see Figures 
15-19). The three Kwakiutl tribes present at Fort 
Rupert at the 4me sit in rows on the ground , leaning 
against canoes~s , or backrests , facing each other 

along three sides of a square. The five photographs 
from this set reproduced here overlap (note the peo
ple at the edges. There are slight gaps between 
Figures 16 and 17 and between Figures 18 and 19). 
One can, in effect, "pan" around the square, from the 
Nakwoktak along the south , near the fort , to the 
Koskimo seated on a platform, with the camera look
ing west toward the village, and the Kwagut, arrayed 
on the north , near the beach . Each side of the square 
maintains its social identity, defined and affirmed dur
ing the potlatch , and looks into the central area at the 
pile of blankets and the ritual actors-chief and 
speaker. Several pictures focus on the action in the 
middle as it unfolds, but Boas and Hastings also took 
general views of each assembled tribe, thereby clari
fying the disposition of actors in their setting. Thus , 
the different cultural context in each direction is 
matched by a change in camera angle . 

At times a change in camera angle is relatively mi
nor and appears to have been made more for visual 
clarity. During the diorama session , Hastings moved 
his camera three times to better capture the actions 
of the woman as she moved from task to task on her 
fixed "set" of blanket, loom, and cradle. 

But the spatial pattern ing of Hastings's camera was 
not imposed upon a blank, und ifferentiated scene. It 
sliced through a built environment based upon native 
cultural orders. Kwakiutl , like other Northwest Coast 
tribes, were people of the littoral-beaches on islands 
and riverbanks. Houses were stretched out in a lin.:; 
parallel to the water, with the dense fo rest at their 
backs. Most transportation was by way of the water, 
with the forest entered infrequently for hunting , gath
ering , and encounters with spirits. As in many cul
tures , a spatial dualism was set up, in concentri c 
rings. At the heart was the hearth, the fires in the 
lineage houses, the cultural space par excellence, 
where daily life went on surrounded by house posts 
marked with crest figures . As one moved out of the 
individual house, one entered a social space, open 
areas between the house and beach such as the 
space used for Boas's feast, common to all . Befitting 
a place of spirits , not far from the village but within 
the woods, were burials in little grave houses and in 
boxes placed in tree limbs. 

Boas and Hastings sampled all these spaces. Not 
only did they record the burials, but they photo
graphed a clearing in the woods used by initiates to 
plan for dances of the winter ceremonials.32 Several 
pictures were taken of the beach , the liminal area 
where one traveled between nature and culture. 
Significantly, here is where the hamatsa initiate re
turns to the village from his fast in the woods, pos
sessed by the spirits . Every person photog raphed in 
this space is moving , in transition : the returning initi
ates, people on their way to the feast , men in canoes 
in the harbor. Although masked dances took place in 
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the big houses at night, exchanges of property typ i
cally occurred outside during the day, and th is is 
where Boas and Hastings got all their shots of such 
ceremonial activity. Whereas we usually see isolated 
individuals, in passage, on the beach , in this open 
area before the houses we see groups of people, or
dered by their social relations. 

The posed portraits were all taken outside a house, 
in the general area of the old fort and the Hunt resi
dences. Clearly, this was a space Boas had access 
to and could control. The team also made a number 
of views of the material culture in this shared , social 
space: totemic figures , the village views, house fa
c;ades . Finally, as to the house interior, working 
against basic technical difficulties the team did man
age to document some posts and sleeping spaces, 
but no people and thus neither domestic nor ritual 
activity. 

Unlike many other photographers of Coastal vil
lages, Hastings did not take any pictures of the vil
lage from the water, as it would be seen by natives 
arriving in canoes. Yet he did take several from the 
edge of the beach looking back up at the houses, a 
similar view. 

Presentation: The Uses of Photography 
Photographs, like all ethnographic inscriptions, begin 
to live lives of their own once they leave the field . 
That is, they become detached from the initial 
encounter that generated them and , given the 
vicissitudes of their physical survival , they can be 
reinterpreted . Although this reevaluation takes place 
primarily through the juxtaposition of image and word , 
as we will see, the image itself may be manipulated 
as it makes its way from negative to print to reproduc
tion. It is usually the ethnographer who guides this 
transformation , but many others have a hand in it , 
especially after his or her death . 

Collections 
The Boas/Hastings corpus was, in effect, the begin
ning of the American Museum's anthropological pho
tograph collection, coming after only thirty-five 
portraits of various exotics from the Barnum and 
Bailey Circus. Upon their return from the field, the 
photographs were well cared for. The Anthropology 
Department had its own photo lab, and each image 
was given a number and described in a catalog. The 
department also maintained a partial collection of 
specimen photographs, which were especially useful 
in arranging loans and exchanges. In fact, Boas gave 
a set of photographs to a curator who had allowed 
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American Museum staff to photograph specimens in 
his museum. The collection was further swelled by 
specially commissioned photos to serve as guides for 
the model-makers. Specimen photographs were com
monly sent to distant experts for help in identification, 
similar to Boas's practice in the field. Field photo
graphs were used inside exhibit cases as well as in 
publications. 

Original plans called for a series of five albums on 
the Jesup Expedition, for a total of 140 plates, but 
only one was published. Part 1, edited by Boas 
(1900) , was devoted to Harlan Smith's pictures of 
physical types and archeological sites, all taken in 
British Columbia and thus contradicting the series 
title: "Ethnographical Album of the North Pacific 
Coasts of America and Asia." 

Following what had already become custom, Boas 
used photographs to illustrate lectures. At a meeting 
of the New York Academy of Sciences in 1889, Boas 
exhibited several photographs of Northwest Coast na
tives depicting the physical features he was explain
ing (1889a) . Some, of the tattooed Haida, he had 
commissioned himself, while others , of the deformed 
heads of Kwakiutl , he had collected from other 
photographers. 

Even at this early date, Boas was beginning to 
amass a collection of ethnological photographs . The 
bulk of this collection was contributed by colleagues 
and assistants working on the Northwest Coast
Charles F. Newcombe, George T. Emmons, George 
Hunt-and includes many from the 1894 sessions 
with Hastings. From unknown sources, perhaps 
Newcombe, he was able to obtain work of earlier 
commercial photographers such as E. Dossetter and 
R. Maynard. This collection , coming to the American 
Museum of Natural History after Boas's death, also 
included a miscellaneous group of artifact photo
graphs, many with Hunt's annotations on the back, 
and undoubtedly used as a reference in Boas's writ
ings. A good number fall into the sentimental cate
gory, photos of Boas's informants such as Hunt and 
the Chinook Charlie Cultee. Boas's voracious interests 
also led him to include a cache of Kwakiutl photo
graphs by Benjamin Leeson, a rival of Hunt for old ar
tifacts and an ambitious amateur photographer who 
favored composite images, after the fashion of Curtis . 

The collection was more a personal than a scientific 
one. That is, while many of the photographs do con
tain identifications and annotation, most are labeled 
only with the name of the photographer. Belonging to 
Boas personally, they were not cataloged, and Boas 
kept their identification in his head. The fact that he 
amassed such a collection attests to his genuine in
terest in photographs; yet his failure to order and la
bel them adequately points to the limits of his interest. 
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Sentimental and Instrumental 
During his long separation from his dearly beloved 
family, Boas sought solace in photographs. He car
ried with him portraits of his wife and children , and 
when he lost one of the pictures from a medallion he 
carried he was quite distraught (1969: 107, 219, 234 ). 
It was this sentimental feeling toward photographs 
that motivated Boas to give the Kwakiutl pictures of 
themselves. Several times in their long relationship, 
Boas and Hunt exchanged pictures, noting each time 
with some sadness that they were both getting older. 
In 1922, after he had seen one of Boas's illustrated 
books at the Provincial Museum in Victoria, Hunt 
wrote to Boas asking if he could send him a copy, 
"for I like to see the Photographs of my old freinds 
who are all Daid now."33 Just before Hunt himself 
died, Boas sent to him a photograph of one of the 
Kwakiutl who had been with them at the Chicago Fair, 
instructing Hunt to send it on to his widow. Hunt re
ported back that "she was wei Pleased. "34 

Although the natives may have responded to 
copies of their portraits in a sentimental vein, Boas's 
motives were not entirely pure. These pictures were 
part of his gifts presented at the first feast he gave 
to the villagers. 35 As Boas admitted to his wife, "Of 
course, I gained the good will of these people and re
ceived invitations to all the feasts which are taking 
place here" (1969: 178). On several of his earlier trips 
Boas had also used photography as a means to an 
end: using the pretext of the picture of a hunter with 
his catch to record the house front behind him and 
having a photographer distract attention so that Boas 
could rob graves. These transactions, however, were 
not reciprocal. Harlan Smith also gave photographs to 
natives. Resorting to some "photo-elicitation" of his 
own, in Eburne, British Columbia, he showed Indians 
"that the posts are in rain and weather-then pictures 
of museum and ask them to let us house the posts," 
and at Spences Bridge he made friends by giving 
natives copies of their pictures.36 

Popularization 
From its inception, Boas's 1894 trip to Fort Rupert 
was motivated by the possibility of its presentation in 
popular form. The two museum exhibits were explic
itly addressed to a general audience, and, compared 
with the great bulk of the Boas-Hunt texts, Boas's 
1897 monograph is quite accessible. In fact, as Boas 
started his work in Fort Rupert he was seized with the 
dramatic, almost sensational nature of what he was 
seeing. Several times before the arrival of Hastings, 
Boas cried out, "If only the photographer would 
come" (1969: 179). After their first day of shooting, 
Boas wrote to his wife of his plans: 

These pictures have given me the idea of writing a popu
lar, or maybe a semi-popular book on this part of the 
country. As a matter of fact I have developed such a plan 
in my head, and I think it could be quite a good book. 
When I come back I will try to sell the pictures to Scribner 
or to another magazine, and in this way find a publisher 
for the book ... . I am glad that I have the photos. 
[1969: 183-184 ]37 

Repeatedly, during his Fort Rupert work, Boas ex
presses his wish to write a popular article or book 
linked with photography (1969: 179, 183-184, 189, 
190). Why did Boas immediately think of populariza
tion when he considered photography? Perhaps it 
was because he realized that, for the general public, 
striking visual images that appeared to speak for 
themselves were more appealing than a lengthy text 
full of complexities and qualifications.38 In his com
ments on museum display (1907:922-924), Boas sug
gested that the less educated in society, including 
children, would respond more readily to a visual 
medium. 

Although he later came to distrust popularization, 
much of Boas's early work was devoted to this end. 
In fact, his first field trip to Baffinland was partly 
funded by his contribution of articles to a Berlin news
paper. Upon his return, Boas mined this material for 
four general articles. During his year or so as an edi
tor for the journal Science in 1887, Boas contributed a 
number of ephemeral pieces on such weighty topics 
as "Calls for Domestic Animals" and "The Earth's 
Rotation as Affecting Railway Trains" (1888a, b). Yet it 
is clear that Boas was motivated chiefly out of pecuni
ary concerns. When he was searching for a job in 
mid-i 888, Boas wrote to Scribner's with the intention 
of starting a journal of popular geography and 
exploration, one perhaps much like the National 
Geographic, which began publishing in October of 
that year. Between 1885 and 1903, Boas published a 
t~tal of six articles in Appleton's Popular Science, a 
highly re~arded periodical that published original 
contnbut1ons by T. H. Huxley, William James, 
H. Spencer, E. B. Tylor, and John Wesley Powell. 

Yet Boas never wrote his popular article on the 
Kwakiutl, at least not one illustrated by photographs. 
Boas described his 1894 experiences in an essen
tially popular article in the Bulletin of the American 
Geographical Society (1896). From the Northwest 
G_oast in 1897 on the Jesup Expedition, Boas wrote to 
h1s parents explaining his feelings on popularization: 
"I am too clumsy to write popular articles, and 1 do 
not have enough time for it." Boas recognized that 
such ~fforts would bring in money. The last such op
portunity, .he said , "was an offer by Appleton, a New 
York publ1~~er, to write a popular book about this part 
of the Pac1f1c Coast. I should like to do this very much 
~ut cannot afford to do it," unless he got paid six 
t1mes what they were offering (Boas 1969:241 ). Boas 
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felt that he might be able to take it up only on the 
condition that he could make a series of well-paying 
lectures out of it.39 

But Boas continued to popularize science, and in a 
visual mode, in his work at the American Museum. 
While he acknowledged the validity of popularist 
aims, for Boas original scientific research had to 
come first. He grew to distrust the Smithsonian 's pol
icy of halls full of large " life groups," seeing little ad
vantage of the diorama over the field photograph on 
which it was often based : "A group does not convey 
any more information than a picture in an ordinary 
picture-book might be made to convey. It differs from 
the picture-book in being more impressive by its size 
and surroundings" (1907:925). After Boas's resigna
tion in 1905 from the American Museum over such 
disputes, he largely abandoned his efforts at popular
ization, shifting his interest to political and racial is
sues (see Stocking 1979). 

Boas's distrust of what he felt were inaccuracies 
led him to attack two of the most prominent photo
graphic popularizers of the time-George Wharton 
James and Edward S. Curtis. While in 1899 Boas had 
sent James photographs of museum specimens hop
ing for help in identification, by 1901 he was dissuad
ing his students from cooperating with James and 
trying to prevent him from lecturing at Columbia 
University. In 1907, Boas complained about Curtis's 
work to President Roosevelt, but the team appointed 
by the president could find nothing wrong with it (this 
incident is reported only in Boesen and Graybill 
1976:28, who offer no supporting documentation). 
Although this was many years before Curtis worked 
with Boas's "people"-the Kwakiuti-Boas was quite 
familiar with his work and was no doubt annoyed by 
the lavish support Curtis was receiving for some 
clearly questionable accounts. 

Museum Displays 
Museum exhibits were a prime impetus for Boas's 
1894 trip, and photographs were a necessary ingredi
ent in their construction. The sort of display Boas had 
in mind was a rather recent innovation in American 
museums. Although clothed mannequins had been 
used as early as the 1876 Centennial Exposition, ex
hibits in which a group of these mannequins was set 
up to depict a dramatic scene from native life were 
basically introduced at the Chicago Fair in 1893 
(Ewers 1959). As developed by the Smithsonian's 
William H. Holmes, a typical group would depict a 
family engaged in some domestic task, though some 
did deal with ceremonial life. 

The model-makers at the museum needed guid
ance in their construction. Even if the ethnographer 
could be present, it was obvious that photographs 
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taken in the field would be invaluable. Yet they were 
not always available. Thus, we find that photographs 
used as guides for museum workers fall into three 
categories: natives in the field, natives in the mu
seum, and anthropologists in the museum. The first 
was, of course, the optimum, and Boas's series of a 
woman weaving, etc., fall into this category. Another 
significant example of this type was the 1893 work of 
James Mooney, who was sent out by the Bureau of 
American Ethnology (BAE) to the Hopi and Navajo 
to collect and photograph. For the Chicago Fair, 
Mooney developed an especially detailed display 
around some Hopi bread-makers (Colby 
1977:282-283). At times, natives were invited back to 
the museums to review the collections and often 
posed in demonstration of particular techniques. An 
example here was an informant of the BAE's Matilda 
Coxe Stevenson, the Zuni transvestite Whewa, who 
constructed a loom in the Smithsonian and wove on it 
(for a pictures of this, see Ortiz 1979: 19). However, 
often no natives were available, either in the field or at 
the museum. In that case, the anthropologist who had 
witnessed the activities in question posed for the 
model-makers, often in native costume. Frank 
Hamilton Cushing of the BAE posed in his underwear 
for a series of Zuni and Dakota displays, and his col
league Walter J. Hoffman demonstrated the proper 
poses of the Crow painter (Watkins 1979:74-75; 
Hinsley 1981 :90). 

The nine images in the 1894 series were used by 
the American Museum to construct several figures in
tended to depict the "importance of cedar in the life 
of the Northwest Coast natives" (Figures 22 and 23). 
In this central case, one woman was making a cedar 
bark mat while she rocked her infant, bedded in ce
dar bark, by means of a cedar bark rope that was 
tied to her toe and left her hands free to work the 
mat. Another woman is shown shredding cedar bark 
[see Jacknis ms.(a)]. 

But, while he was able to record these domestic 
activities in the field, for some reason Boas was not 
able to photograph the ceremonials for his 
Smithsonian exhibit. One obvious reason was that 
they took place almost entirely at night, inside the 
community houses where Boas could not use his 
camera. There are seven photographs depicting the 
return of the hamatsa initiate, taken along the beach, 
but not of the more dramatic entrance through a 
painted screen in the dance house, the scene finally 
used in Washington. Perhaps at this point Boas had 
not decided what aspect of the ceremonies he 
wanted to show; or, more likely, the decision was 
made by the curator Otis T. Mason after Boas had re
turned. In any event, Boas agreed to demonstrate the 
various poses needed for the display and in January 
or February of 1895 doffed his proper attire for the 
camera (Hinsley and Holm 1976). A photograph of 
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Figure 22 Woman shredding cedar bark; field photograph 
used as a model for museum exhibit. Kwakiutl. Fort Rupert, 
B.C. November 30, 1894. Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American Museum of Natural History, no. 
11611. Published in Boas 1909:pl. 27-top. 
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23 Life-group exhibit: "the uses of cedar. " Northwest 
Indian Hall , American Museum of Natural History, 

York. Ca . . 1 904. Photographer unknown. American 
useum of Natural History, no. 384. 

35 
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this exhibit , "the hamatsa initiate coming out of his se
cret chamber," became plate 29 of the 1897 vol
ume.40 Later, when he was on the staff of the 
American Museum, Boas again agreed to "show what 
it was like," this time as an Eskimo in a parka with 
spear in hand (AMNH no. 3220; for a reproduction 
see Silverman 1981 :xviii) . 

Publications 
Boas used photographs from the 1894 corpus in two 
scientific publications: The Social Organization and 
Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl (1897a) and The 
Kwakiutl of Vancouver Island (1909). Yet the role of 
photographs in each volume is different. One of 
Boas's major motives for taking photographs on his 
1894 trip was to furnish illustrations for his projected 
monograph on Kwakiutl ceremonialism. While the 
1897 monograph is not restricted to photographs 
from the corpus, they form the bulk and are an impor
tant supplement to the text. The photographs used in 
the later volume also come from diverse sources, but 
those used were selected after the field work and not 
built into it as with the 1897 volume. 

The 1897 volume As early as 1887, Boas had 
been thinking of writing a monograph on Kwakiutl rit
ual for the National Museum. Although the Museum 
would have preferred a study more closely tied to 
their artifacts, the resulting volume came closer to 
Boas's intentions. The work is unusual in Boas's 
oeuvre in that it is a lengthy description and explana
tion of a coherent cultural complex, with so much cul
tural context that it approaches a full ethnography. In 
addition to the general account of the winter ceremo
nials, Boas included a long, detailed record of the 
ceremonials he witnessed . Such a narrative, based 
on his own experience, is likewise unusual for Boas. 

Social Organization is also one of the few illustrated 
monographs by Boas and, with the exception of his 
Primitive Art, is the most highly illustrated of his 
works . The graphic material consists of 215 text fig
ures, line drawings (nearly all depicting artifacts) , and 
fifty-one plates. Of the plates, some twenty-one are of 
museum specimens, one is of the hamatsa diorama 
(plate 29), and another, of a dancer wearing a raven 
mask (plate 31 ), was taken in the National Museum. 
This leaves a total of twenty-eight that appear to be 
either photographs taken in the field or paintings 
based directly on field photographs. 

All the plates were photographically reproduced by 
the relatively new "half-tone" method, perfected 
around 1890. The technique used by the National 
Museum was still a little crude, and many of the pho
tographs lost much of their contrast and detail and 
hence much of their ethnographic information . We do 
not know why paintings were used instead of the orig
inal photographs. Museum curator Otis Mason , who 

directed the publishing, wrote to Boas that when the 
photographs were too dark to bring out detail , paint
ings could be used.41 

The field photographs reproduced in the book are 
not what they appear to be . A comparison of the im
ages as published and the original negatives taken 
by Hastings reveals numerous discrepancies. At 
times the paintings by W. Kuhnert are quite close to 
the original ; at other times they are entirely made-up . 
Plate 46, of the Koskimo hamatsa at a feast , differs 
little from the original (reproduced in Scherer 
1973: 142-143): there is more grass in the foreground , 
and cut-off figures have been eliminated at both 
ends . 

Other changes are more " intrusive. " In plate 27, a 
tree burial, the grave box has been retouched so that 
its shape is not obscured by the dark branches, as in 
Hastings's original. In many of the plates people 
stand before a white background. The chieftainess 
with her copper, plate 12, was standing in front of a 
white blanket; yet in the published version the bound
ary and even the identity of the blanket are lost and 
all we see is a white space. As there is no indication 
to the contrary, we may surmise that the other similar 
images (that is , others with figures against a white 
background) were also taken at Fort Rupert in 1894. 
But a comparison with John Grabill 's photographs 
shows that this was not the case. At least three 
(plates 15, 28, 35) and probably another two (plates 
38, 47), all of costumed dancers, were taken at the 
Chicago Fair in 1893, and their backgrounds were 
obliterated by retouching . As an example , in plate 28 
of a hamatsa dancer (in this case George Hunt's son, 
David) , the blanket behind him has been removed , as 
well as the distant Leather and Shoe Trades Building , 
a clear indication of the setting (Figures 24 and 25) . A 
case might be made for the removal of these noneth
nographic incidentals; yet someone has also removed 
the line of singer-musicians behind the dancer. And , 
accordingly, the central figure of David Hunt has 
been enlarged , though this is d ifficult to perceive with 
nothing but the grass in the picture. 

Sometimes the plates are captioned "from a photo
graph" ; other times they are not. Yet this label is not 
used consistently to indicate a painting or a retouch
ing. It appears with the unretouched halftones from 
Fort Rupert, such as plate 44 (return of the Kwagu+ 
hamatsa) , as well as retouched photographs from 
Chicago, such as plate 35 (a na'naqaualil dancer) or 
David Hunt as hamatsa, plate 28. It is missing from 
similar photographs from the same sources that were 
treated in the same ways-for example, plate 15 (the 
dance of a chief) has no indication, while plate 35 is 
labeled "from a photograph ." Both are retouched 
photographs from Chicago. 
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The identity of the retoucher and his motives are a 
complete mystery. There is no mention of it in the 
Boas-Mason correspondence. We do know that , wh ile 
Boas seems to have had control over the selection of 
what was illustrated, it was Mason who was responsi
ble for all studio and editorial work leading to the final 
reproduction and printing. Perhaps Mason felt that 
these changes were justified as "improvements," in 
one instance bringing out something that was already 
there (the burial) , in another removing distractions 
(the hamatsa dancer), and in general trying to accent 
the subject of ethnological interest.42 

Having looked at the appearance of the repro
duced photographs, let us turn to their relation to the 
text, for words are another method of radically shap
ing what we see in a photograph. For the most part , 
this relation is rather simple and straightforward . The 
captions beneath the images are identical to their ti
tles given in the list of illustrations, both plates and 
text figures . They consist merely of brief phrases or 
sentences, e.g. , "columns in Fort Rupert. " Only one 
comments on the content within the image: plate 5, a 
view of the village, uses the letters a and b to show 
the location of poles between which blankets are 
placed . Within the text, the photographs are refer
enced only by a parenthetical identification of plate 
number. The text is self-contained and could be read 
at no loss without the photographs. 

For example, plate 44, labeled "the return of the 
hamatsa," is discussed on the preceding page 
(1897a:527-528): 

Thus they [the people] approach the village, where the 
hamatsa is seen again. One man strips off his clothing 
and goes in front of the people. He is called the bait of 
the tribe (te'IEm). As soon as the hamatsa sees him he 
rushes up to him, seizes his arm, and bites it. Then the 
people catch him and lead him toward the house, singing 
the new songs (plate 44) . 

And the text continues with no other specific analysis 
or reference to the image. An examination of the con
tent of the photograph confirms that Boas has placed 
the photo reference at the precise point in his narra
tive corresponding to the moment the photograph 
was taken . This is indeed an image of the people 
leading the captured hamatsa back toward the 
house. 

But again , there is more here than meets the eye. 
An essential problem Boas faced in constructing his 
study was correlating the generality made possible by 
words and the inherent specificity of photographs. For 
example, in this volume Boas described the winter 
ceremonials twice, once in a general account and 
once more giving the specific details of the dances 
as he witnessed them in 1894. Three photographs ac
company the general version: a portrait of the master 
of ceremonies and his speaker, the place in the forest 
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where secret meetings of initiates are held, and the 
return of the hamatsa initiate. The specific account 
has two illustrations: the return of the hamatsa initiate, 
and the Koskimo hamatsa at a feast. There are thus 
two photographs of the return of the hamatsa, or, 
more precisely, one photograph, plate 44, in the gen
eral section, and one painting, plate 45, in the spe
cific section. (The painting, however, is essentially 
unchanged from the Hastings photograph.) Although 
the first illustration is not labeled as to tribal 
subgroup , the second is clearly labeled in the text 
(but not in the caption) to identify the Koskimo ha
matsa. As Boas was twice able to photograph the re
turn of the hamatsa, he could use one photograph to 
illustrate a general account and the other for the spe
cific version. Each depicts a specific and different 
Kwakiutl subgroup; yet Boas chose to suppress this 
information in one case while acknowledging it in the 
other. 

The most complex, and interesting, case of this 
kind of combination of text and photograph into a sin
gle account is Boas's treatment of the sale of a cop
per. Within the section devoted to the potlatch , Boas 
gives fimt a short , general description of the purchase 
of a copper, followed by an account of a particular 
copper sale. This sale involved an offer by the 
Mamalilikulla of Village Island to the Kwagut of Fort 
Rupert. The only clue to the date of this event is the 
statement that it "took place in the winter of 1894-5" 
(1897a:346). On the face of it, it appears that Boas is 
here describing another of the events he observed in 
1894. However, a careful reading of his 1897 text , as 
well as his letters, reveals that the Mamalilikulla were 
not present at Fort Rupert during Boas's stay, nor are 
they mentioned in any of the titles in the negative 
lists. 

If Boas did not record this detailed description, who 
did? We immediately think of George Hunt, whose 
contributions were acknowledged on the title page. 
And we find Hunt, in a letter to Boas, writing : "Re
garding the speaches for feasts and copper Buying. I 
got to waight a wail to see it. then I will sit longside of 
it and taking Note of it as it go on" and "I have sent 
you 39 Pages of the stories and speach and Buying 
the Lage Copper. Hoping you will be Pleased with 
it."43 In his letters to his wife, Boas admitted that he 
often missed much of the import of the speeches and 
songs and had to review them with Hunt the following 
morning. Hunt is not given specific credit for this ac
count, but neither does Boas himself claim to have 
seen it. This, taken with the attribution of the pub
lished photographs to the November 1894 field sea
son, indicates that these photographs (plates 7- 1 0) 
do not represent the verbal description of the Village 
lsland/Kwagut copper transaction. 44 
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Figure 24 David Hunt dancing as a hamatsa. Kwakiutl. 
World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, Illinois. Summer, 
1893. John H. Grabill, photographer. Peabody Museum, 
Harvard University, no. N 29641 . 
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Figure 25 David Hunt dancing as a hamatsa, Grabill 
photograph as reproduced in retouched version in Boas 
1897a:pl. 28. Photograph courtesy of American Museum of 
Natural History, no. 2A 12823. 
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Yet Boas's fictive skills are carried one step further, 
for these four illustrations (three photographs and one 
painting) do not even represent one continuous action 
sequence but instead have been pieced together 
from two separate events. As Blackman (1976:54) 
notes, "determining the number of Kwakiut l pot latches 
represented in the photographs is a problem of some 
magnitude and one which clearly cannot be resolved 
solely through study of photographic content." Among 
the factors leading to the confusion, she lists: the 
holding of a single potlatch over several days or of 
several potlatches on the same day, the combination 
of potlatches with other ritual activity, and the spread
ing out of a single potlatch over a large area. Like the 
case of the hamatsa's return, Boas and Hastings pho
tographed the counting and giving away of blankets 
twice- once involving Koskimo protagonists and the 
second time as part of the feast sponsored by Boas. 
As their appearance suggests, plates 7 (see Figure 
15) and 9 are from a single event, Boas's feast , while 
plate 8 (see Figure 13) is from the Koskimo 
transaction. 

The painting (plate 1 0) , while a particularly striking 
composite , can be safely attributed wholly to the art
ist's doings. The central action , clearly related to 
plates 7 and 9 of Boas's feast , is from another 
Hastings photograph (reproduced in Thomas 
1982:83). The row of spectators with their backs to 
the viewer was taken from one of the Koskimo copper 
purchase set and reproduced in fact as plate 8 (no
tice the man in the middle, sitting up on the planks). 
Finally, the general setting was taken from yet a third 
photograph, in this case also reproduced in the vol
ume, as plate 16. 

Such "fabrication" of an integrated account from 
discrete details, taken with different actors on differ
ent days and places, is not unusual in ethnography, 
but we are rarely aware of the process. Yet there is a 
fundamental disjunction between photographs and 
words in this regard . Words can be either specific or 
general , and Boas is careful to make clear which he 
intends at any point. Yet the photographs by their na
ture must always be a record of a unique action
snapping the shutter on a particular space at a par
ticular time. Photographs can only be seen in a gEW~ 
eralized way by means of their verbal accompaniment 
or lack of it . With no words to guide us, we are as 
free as we wish to conjure up identifications or con
texts, creating the meaning from what we bring to the 
image. The verbal labels attached to the picture limit 
the range of possible meanings. With a generalized 
label such as "the return of the hamatsa," we can 
only know that this is a Kwakiutl, but not the subgroup 
or individual involved. Since Boas, in the copper pur
chase series, used only such general tags, we have 
no way of knowing who the participants are. And we 
naturally assume they depict the specific people in 
the account to which they are keyed. We do not even 
know they are from two separate events. 
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We are also confused by Boas's identification of the 
photographer. In the preface he mentions only 
Hastings. By leaving out Grabill's name, he also hid 
the fact that several photographs were taken at the 
Chicago Fair, a fact that we could not learn from in
spection of the retouched pictures. 

Although for his own purposes Boas may have 
wanted the 1894 pictures to go with a general ac
count, when he keyed them into a specific account of 
a ritual transaction he was deliberately misleading us. 
These distinctions convey important ethnographic de
tail, and their blurring lessens the utility of Boas's 
work. But of more importance to us here is what this 
reveals about Boas's attitudes toward visual informa
tion .45 We will take up these concerns in the final 
section. 

The 1909 volume A volume in the series resulting 
from the Jesup Expedition, The Kwakiutl of Vancouver 
Island is more limited than its general title suggests, 
being devoted completely to material culture . It is 
based on Boas's 1900 field season and the notes of 
George Hunt. The use of photographs is on the whole 
similar to that of the 1897 study. In addition to 142 
line drawings of specimens, there are ten plates con
taining twenty-five photographs, placed within the 
text, and at the end another sixteen plates, consisting 
of one plate of two photographs, eleven of line draw
ings of artifacts, and four color-plate drawings of 
masks. 

Figure 26 Woman spinning. 
Kwakiutl. Fort Rupert, B.C. 
November 30, 1894. 
Oregon C. Hastings, 
photographer. American 
Museum of Natural History, 
no. 11608. 

The two photographs at the end (no. 37) are by E. 
Dossetter; of the text photos, one is by Harlan Smith 
(no. 30-bottom, some boys and canoes on the beach 
at Fort Rupert, taken in 1898) and four are by Hunt 
(nos. 29-top, kelp drying on racks ; no. 30-top, a 
Kwakiutl village ; and no. 32-top and bottom, both of 
canoes). With the exception of one specimen picture 
(no. 33), all the rest are from the corpus, but Boas 
does not identify any of the photographers. 

The verbal accompaniment is rather sparse. There 
is no list of either text illustrations or captions. As in 
the 1897 study, there are parenthetical references at 
the points in the text corresponding to the illustra
tions. Some, such as plate 32-top illustrating the 
shredding of cedar bark, depict a stage in the manu
facturing process, while others , such as plate 29-bot
tom, show the finished product, a cedar bark cape. 
Several physical type portraits made their way into 
The Kwakiutl, not as physical anthropology but as 
part of a section on clothing and ornaments. Under 
the heading "ideas of beauty" are pictures of a 
woman and man who have heads deformed accord
ing to an old Kwakiutl custom. Also included are two 
plates of five people "who are considered particularly 
good-looking ," selected from the 1894 corpus 
(1909:458). 



Figure 27 Woman spinning, 
Hastings photograph as 
reproduced in retouched 
version in Boas 1909:pl. 27-
bottom. Notice absence of 
Franz Boas and George 
Hunt holding up blanket. 
Photograph courtesy of 
American Museum of 
Natural History, no. 
337218B. 
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The set of plates following the text is discussed no
where in the text yet is preceded by a list of illustra
tions giving tribal group, length , catalog number, and 
references to the text. The reason for th is is that the 
material Boas had on hand from the Jesup Expedition 
exceeded the space allotted to him by the Museum's 
administration. The plates already having been made, 
Boas decided to publish them as is , with the intention 
of discussing them in a future volume, which unfortu
nately was never published .46 

The use in the volume of the set of photographs 
that Boas explic itly took as guides for the modelers is 
somewhat puzzling , on two accounts . First , the blan
ket used as a backdrop is visible in almost every one. 
It may have served the purpose of covering distract
ing visual detail , focusing our attention on the subject. 
There can be no doubt that the white blanket used 
behind the subjects in the portraits was there for 
technical reasons-to reflect the overcast light and 
bring out detail. These people were standing in front 
of the shingled side of a house, visible around the 
edges of the blanket (though not in the one of these 
published-the chieftainess, in 1897a:pl. 12), and 
there would be no reason to cover up the wall (fully 
visible, with no blanket used , in 1897a:pl . 42) . 

Behind the dark blanket used in the diorama shots, 
however, are visible the picket fence and the distant 
fort . Some commentators suggest that Boas was 
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trying to "hide" these signs of western acculturation 
(Blackman and Ruby in Odyssey 1980:6, 1 0) . Yet 
when Boas published these pictures, all these intru
sive elements were left in . In fact , he published the 
image of the woman in a cedar bark outfit (plate 29-
bottom) as she stands before the thoroughly Victorian 
house of the Hunt family- the one photograph of the 
set without the backing blanket (though the image is 
cropped at the top, losing none of its essential con
tent) . Thus , we can probably conclude that Boas 
used the blanket in the diorama shots for technical 
reasons , in this case to block out distracting detail di
rectly behind the center of interest. These photo
graphs were originally intended to be used strictly on 
an in-house basis ; the decision to publish them was 
an afterthought. 

Yet, the second instance does indicate an intention 
to dissemble. In contrast to the "suppression of con
text" in the portraits or dioramas, a suppression car
ried out in the field , we find here (as in the 1897 
work) a suppression in the studio, visible (or rather, 
not) in the publication . Several photographs were re
touched to remove signs of how they were taken . 
Although perhaps less drastic than the removal of the 
fair setting, in this set two have been retouched so 
that the head and hand of Boas on the one side and 
the figure of George Hunt on the other, holding up the 
blanket, are completely gone (plate 27 -bottom [Fig-
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ures 26 and 27], also plate 28-top). What makes the 
whole issue even more confusing is that, in one of the 
photographs from this set, published as plate 31-bot
tom, Boas does include a man at the side holding up 
the blanket (probably David or another of the Hunt 
sons). Why he included one such picture but not the 
others is unclear. 

While we could suggest that Mason was responsi 
ble for the retouching in 1897, in the 1909 study there 
can be no question that , even if Boas himself did not 
order it, he approved it (we might also note here that 
there is no evidence of Boas objecting to the retouch
ing by the National Museum; if he did object, he did 
so orally). Throughout his tenure at the American 
Museum, Boas insisted on control over publication 
and what he regarded as scientif ic content. This in
sistence led to his resignation in 1905. He was no 
longer on the staff when the manuscript was pre
pared for publication , but he still retained almost 
complete control over editorial matters. 

So, as published in 1909, the diorama pictures 
show the fence, but not Boas and Hunt holding up 
the blankets. We must conclude that Boas felt these 
"intrusions of the back-stage, " showing how it was 
done, were distracting. Those aspects of Boas's cul
ture theory that may have lain behind such decisions 
will be explored in the following section . Strictly 
speaking, a consideration of Boas's theory relating to 
the problem of context does not belong to a section 
on "presentation" or "the uses of photography." Yet 
our discussion of some of the practices revealed in 
his publications calls for an explication of the general 
attitudes behind his actions . 

Cultural Holism and the Problem of Context 
Much more than other media, photography is selec
tive. Space is divided by the frame of the camera, 
time by the freezing of an instant. In both cases, 
things spill out of and away from the piece of space
time privileged by the camera. After we identify the 
subject of a photograph, we must mentally fill in what 
we do not see-what must have surrounded what we 
do see. Even systematically covering the available 
space and changes in the subject over time does not 
result in a completely "objective" record; the inherent 
editing must always be acknowledged. 

All cultures are composed of parts that are never 
totally integrated; yet they are lived as a whole . The 
ethnographer must necessarily fragment this unity, 
whether because of the built-in biases of his or her 
recording media, through theoretical interests and de
cisions, or from the specific circumstances of the eth
nographic fieldwork. 

Boas's thought on the question of cultural wholes, 
as on so many issues, was contradictory (Stocking 
197 4:4-8). His critique of the evolutionary compara
tive method was based on its taking single traits out 
of context . He countered, "All traits of culture can be 
fully understood only in connection with the whole cul
ture of a tribe" (1898, in Stocking 197 4: 155). 

Opposing this holistic emphasis was Boas's firm 
belief that, as an empirical science, anthropology 
must be based on the individual , observable phenom
enon, not on abstractions built on it (1887, in Stocking 
1974:62). Throughout his work Boas rallied against 
what he viewed as "premature classification ." One 
had to start with "natural" units, which could be 
grouped into larger categories only after all had been 
investigated and their interrelations known. This spirit 
thus tempered his fundamental belief in cultural inte
gration. No culture could be reduced, he thought, to 
a single pattern or structure (Boas 1933). Moreover, 
in some cultures a given institution, for example, reli
gious societies, might be related to another, such as 
marriage. In other cultures this might not be the case; 
the societies might be more of an economic issue. 
Given all this, Boas's substantive research as it devel
oped over the decades was essentially nominalist, al
most atomistic. 

Boas had two other reasons for separating behav
ioral traits from their cultural context. One grew out of 
his view of culture change . Although he did believe 
that cultures were integral, his interest focused on a 
whole that had been slowly formed over the centuries 
before contact with white people. Boas felt this unity 
had been shattered by that contact. The Kwakiutl cul
ture he observed in 1894 was "contaminated" by 
fragments of a foreign culture that was slowly eating 
its way into the native fabric . Therefore, he was en
couraged to concentrate on selected aspects of 
Kwakiutl culture. 

Underlying and justifying this attitude was his the
ory of the unconscious patterning of culture . Boas be
lieved that cultural habits of thought and action were 
largely the result of the impress of centuries of tradi
tion on individuals as they grew up in the culture. 
Boas applied this theory to his study of rhythm and 
motor patterns as the foundation for the arts , gesture, 
and expressive behavior. For Boas, a culture was im
printed on the very movements of a person , which 
would be expressed apart from his or her surround
ings. Thus, in spite of his belief in cultural wholes, 
Boas tended to think of culture as embedded in isola
ble actions, so that one could , at least for the pur
poses of documentation, record only this behavior 
fragment, apart from the complex social matrix of 
which it was usually a part. 47 
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This attitude expressed itself in several ways in 
Boas's photographic work. First, we must stress again 
that much of what we see in the 1894 corpus was 
due less to Boas's basic theories than to the limita
tions of his equipment . There can be no question that 
he would have preferred to photograph the masked 
dancers in the big house; in fact, he said as much. 
His acceptance of the separation of behavior from 
context allowed him to use pictures of dancers at an 
exposition in a foreign country as well as contextual 
inversions closer to home (outside instead of in, day 
instead of night). Although his use of backdrop blan
kets may be justified on technical grounds, the same 
cannot be said of the suppression of context that took 
place in the studio-the removal of Boas and Hunt 
holding the blanket or, even worse, the removal of the 
line of singers in the fair pictures. Even in these 
cases, Boas undoubtedly believed that the ethno
graphic integrity of the particular behavioral traits of 
interest was unaffected . 

Most of these shifts of context and fragmentation 
come out in Boas's 1930 film . Again for technical rea
sons, dance is filmed outdoors, without a native audi
ence. In the footage as he left it there is no attempt to 
exploit a narrative structure; each unit is a self-con
tained action sequence. The contrast with Curtis 's 
1914 film , In the Land of the Head-Hunters , shot 
around Fort Rupert, is striking , for Curtis went so far 
as to impose a unifying dramatic narrative on all the 
many separate bits of traditional Kwakiutl behavior 
and custom he wished to document. Boas believed 
that most ethnographic films, Curtis 's included, con
tained only fragments of scientific value. Boas's col
league Pliny Goddard relayed Boas's opinion to 
Curtis : "Recently I ran it for Professor Franz Boas to 
see. He thought several sections of it should most 
certainly be preserved as a record. "48 Goddard par
ticularly wanted the "dances and boat scenes"; the 
remaining parts were considered to be of entertain-
ment value only. · 

Boas and a Visual Anthropology 
Toward the end of a long career using film and pho
tography, Margaret Mead, one of Boas's most illus
trious students, considered the fate of "visual 
anthropology in a discipline of words" (1975). In spite 
of some bold polemics by its partisans, visual anthro
pology must be considered against the overwhelming 
verbal bias of the discipline. This section seeks to 
place the practice of Boas's photographic work into 
the context of his anthropological theory. 
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While Boas was one of the pioneers in the anthro
pological use of the photograph, he ultimately came 
to prefer the text. Thus we might paraphrase Mead to 
refer to this final section as Boas's "visual anthropol
ogy in his discipline of words." 

We will approach these issues by applying the se
miotic perspective to several tensions in Boas's 
thought, tensions implicated in his use of photogra
phy. A consideration of the values of a visual study 
leads directly to the question of appearances. Yet, for 
Boas, appearances, which rested on the experience 
of a specific state of phenomena, were opposed by 
the mental world of cultural meaning and the schol
ar's conceptual knowledge of the entity observed. 
Next we turn to the present of Kwakiutl culture photo
graphed by Boas and Hastings as confronted by the 
basic historicist goals of Boas's anthropology. From a 
general discussion of the role of a visual and presen
tist medium, we weigh the relative merits of the photo
graph versus the text. We conclude with a summary 
of the positive and negative elements in Boas's leg
acy and thus his position as a founder of visual 
anthropology. 

More Than Meets the Eye 

Boas often criticized the ethnographic reports of su
perficial observers and the theorizing of armchair sa
vants, insisting on the intensive study of particular 
cultures. Although by 1894 he knew quite a bit about 
Kwakiutl ceremonialism, he was still able to write to 
his wife: "I get quite a different impression of these 
feasts, witnessing them, from that I had formed only 
hearing of them" (1969: 179). 

Even before turning to the discipline of anthropol
ogy, Boas was predisposed to things visual . His doc
toral research concerning the "perception of the color 
of water" required numerous optical studies of reflec
tion , absorption, intensity, polarization, etc., and Boas 
continued these optical studies with H. W. Vogel, an 
innovator in photographic theory and technology. 

One of Boas's main reasons for using photographs 
was the superiority of the image to the word in de
scribing certain aspects of culture. As he suggested 
to Hunt in 1907: "It would also be well to have photo
graphs for showing the fish as it is being cut, be
cause it is very difficult to understand some of the 
descriptions of the cutting without illustrations." To 
which Hunt agreed, "it will show you every thing 
Plainer then writing it alon. "49 In later years, when his 
interest turned more to problems of gesture and 
rhythm, Boas again sought out a filmic medium. 
Asked for a letter of recommendation by Owen 
Cattell, the cameraman for F. W. Hodge's Zuni films 
of 1923, Boas wrote: 
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In my opinion the recording of Indian life by means of 
moving pictures . .. is a most valuable undertaking. In the 
study of industrial processes, of the dance and similar 
matters of which a detailed knowledge of the movements 
of the body and rhythm is necessary, [it] cannot be ob
tained in any other way 50 

Boas must have personally felt this lack of pictures. 
While recording the songs of the Thompson Indians in 
1897, Boas commented several times on the vivid 
gestures used by the singers to accompany their 
words, gestures which , at the time, he was ill pre
pared to record (1969:202-204). 

Yet , in spite of this value placed on seeing native 
life , Boas distrusted a purely or even primarily visually 
based ethnography. Perhaps some of this distrust 
grew out of personal inclination . Although we can only 
speculate here, it seems that in his own life and work 
Boas related to the world less through the sense of 
sight than by the more "abstract" codes of mathemat
ics, music , and, of course , language. Among the arts 
he had a profound and lifelong love of music ; he not 
only loved to play the piano but returned again and 
again to the subject in his research .51 One can find 
no such evidence for any personal activity in the vis
ual arts, in contrast to such contemporary artist-an
thropologists as William H. Holmes and Frank H. 
Cushing. Moreover, Boas was quite proficient in the 
formal language of mathematics, to the point of being 
an innovator in statistics. Finally, his deep attachment 
to German culture was founded in a love for the writ
ings of Goethe and Schiller. These personal proclivi
ties become more telling when one considers the 
virtual absence of any comparable visual talents .52 

But his relative disinterest in the visual was more 
principled than personal style. Especially as he devel
oped his work in the museum context , he came to 
oppose the emphasis in anthropology on the "ap
pearance" and "surface" of things . His disagreement 
with Otis T. Mason in 1887 over museum classifica
tion was based on the position that the reality of an 
artifact depended not on its outward and physical ap
pearance but on what its makers and users thought 
and felt , as well as its relation to similar products of 
the culture (Stocking 1974:1- 8) . "All of these [arti
facts] are used in the daily life of the people, and al
most all of them receive their significance only 
through the thoughts that cluster around them" 
(1907:928) . For example, a pipe was more than a 
smoking instrument, "but ... has a great number of 
uses and meanings, which can be understood only 
when viewed from the standpoint of the social and re
ligious life of the people" (ibid .). Boas regarded the 
visible world of material culture as playing a severely 
restricted role in anthropology. 

Thus it happens that any array of objects is always on ly 
an exceedingly fragmentary presentation of the true life of 
a people . .. . The psychological as well as the historical 
relations of cultures , which are the only objects of anthro
pological inquiry, can not be expressed by any arrange
ment based on so small a portion of the manifestation of 
ethnic life as is presented by specimens. [ibid .] 

In virtually every general statement, Boas defined 
anthropology as a psychological science. As he be
gan a seminal essay, "The Mind of Primitive Man": 
"One of the chief aims of anthropology is the study of 
the mind of man under the varying conditions of race 
and environment" (1901 :1 ). Two years earlier he had 
defined ethnology "as the discovery of the laws gov
erning the activities of the human mind ... . These 
laws are largely of a psychological nature" (1899, 
cited in 1940:624) . While he acknowledged that "ac
tivities of the mind were manifested in the actions and 
customs of daily life ," these were the means, not the 
ends, of anthropology. 

Given such a position , the mere act of witnessing 
some exotic behavior was insufficient. Nowhere was 
this brought home more sharply than in Boas's 1894 
field season . Night after night, Boas sat entranced by 
the vivid display of Kwakiutl ceremonialism yet had to 
wait until the following morning and a review with 
Hunt before he understood what it was all about. 
Boas was fortunate in getting five photographs of the 
return of the Kwagut hamatsa. He saw dancers cov
ered with blood , carrying skulls that they licked clean . 
Yet Boas was forced to admit, "George was not here, 
and so I did not know what was going on" 
(1969: 188) . In short , the study of the human mind was 
possible only through the med ium of language. 

In matters of history, too, Boas fe lt that mere ap
pearances were not enough to tell us what we want to 
know. The particular state of the world sl iced out and 
frozen by the camera could not be privileged ipso 
facto : 

the character and future development of a biolog ical or 
ethnological phenomenon is not expressed by its appear
ance, by the state in which it is, but by its whole his-
tory .... The outward appearance of two phenomena may 
be identical , yet their immanent qualities may be alto
gether different. [1887a, cited in Stocking 197 4:66; em
phasis in the original]53 

To Boas, this question of the relation of the observer 
to a phenomenal state was an inherent problem of 
graphic representation. "As soon as man is con
fronted with the problem of representing a three-di
mensional object on a two-dimensional surface and 
showing in a single, permanent position an object that 
changes its visual appearance from time to time, he 
must make a choice between these two methods" 
(1927:72)-that is , the method of representing it so 
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that "all the characteristic features be shown ," or 
drawing the object "as it appears at any given mo
ment" (ibid .: 71 ). Oddly enough , Boas denies that the 
usual choice of Western painting is inherently more 
realistic . Boas claims that such essentially fortuitous 
states violate the facts as we know them and cites 
several instances from Western culture where we pre
fer a more rational description- maps, orthogonal ar
chitectural drawings, scientific drawings of a moving 
object, and flat illustrations of a design wrapped 
around a spherical object. As we saw earl ier, Boas 
felt that the foreshortening of physical type photo
graphs, which depicted th ings "as they appear at any 
given moment," lessened their scientific utility.54 

Th is distrust of the phenomenal state of the visual 
world , captured by photographs, was extended by 
Boas to all media. Boas always bel ieved that a scien
tific student could not base an analysis on a descrip
tion or representation taken at a single place and time 
by a single individual , in a sing le med ium. A truthfu l 
record could be built up only by repeated sampling 
from a multiplicity of perspectives . In telling compari
son to his attitude toward the camera was Boas's faith 
in the phonograph , or rather his lack of faith . On his 
earlier field trips, before the phonograph was per
fected , Boas relied on his own ability to transcribe 
native songs in Western musical notation . At the 
Chicago World 's Fair he made a thorough study of 
the usefulness of the phonograph . Assisted by the 
musicologist John C. Fillmore, Boas transcribed melo
dies by ear, while Fillmore worked the machine and 
made his own transcript ions. With these multip le con
trols , Boas hoped to be able to evaluate the accuracy 
of his ethnographic record. But Boas and Fillmore 
were troubled by the machine's verisimilitude. Fillmore 
firmly believed that the recorder often caught "errors" 
in the song-tones that the singer produced but did 
not intend to sing . And the machine was not always 
working properly. Agreeing with this position , Boas re
marked , " Ind ians have a deficient intonation and do 
not sing the intervals which they want" (1894a: 171 , 
emphasis in original) . One solved this problem by 
transcribing the melody by ear and hand and then 
going over it again with the informant. 55 

On the other hand , the objective evidence of the 
phonograph , like the photograph, did have its uses. 
When Boas was in Fort Rupert in 1894, he reviewed 
Fillmore 's own transcriptions , taken largely from the 
cylinders, by reeliciting the songs. Boas found 
Fillmore 's transcriptions off in many places, particu
larly in the rhythm. But Fillmore had admitted his diffi
culty with the syncopated rhythms and had tried to 
overcome this by repeatedly playing the cylinder and 
also by slowing it down. Although Boas did not have 
these rolls with him at the time, he, too, could go 
back to them. Still, from Boas's perspective, one sam
ple, even if mechanically recorded , was not enough . 
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Much of Boas's work with George Hunt, especially 
when they met again in later years , was devoted to 
reeliciting and revising the content and orthography 
of texts. Once one had taken a photograph, that was 
all one had. One could of course rephotograph, but 
the subject, unlike that of a memorized song or tale, 
most likely would have undergone change (as the 
Kwakiutl did in the 1890s, to an extreme degree). For 
some ethnologists this change would be precisely 
what they wanted to record , but Boas wanted to 
reach through the various states of a culture for a 
more or less constant, traditional form. 

In spite of the vast changes in the visible world of 
the Kwakiutl , on his last trip in 1930 Boas felt that 
many of the old ways remained , though they were not 
apparent. Remarked Boas, "It is marvelous how the 
old life continues under the surface of the life of a 
poor fishing people" (1969:291 ). One example viewed 
by Boas was the traditional wedding feast. Although 
the Kwakiutl used virtually none of their traditional arti
facts , their actual behavior was reminiscent of the 
nineteenth century. When objects were gone, words 
remained : when the chief arose to give a speech he 
still referred to his house bowls and dishes, now in 
distant museums. Boas noted , "Only the speech is 
still the same . . . . It is strange how these people cling 
to the form though the content is almost gone. But 
this makes them happy" (1969:297) .56 Real Kwakiutl 
culture , for Boas, lay not in visual surfaces but in 
meaning and belief that could endure the decades. 
Thus we are led from appearances to changes in 
those appearances- history. 

History: The Present Becomes the Past 
Although Boas's anthropology was based on an op
position to the social evolutionism of the last century, 
he accepted its basic assumption that human culture 
was the product of a long period of change and de
velopment and that the primitive could tell us much 
about our own culture. In essay after essay, Boas 
proclaimed two fundamental principles for ethnology: 
"the discovery of the laws governing the activities of 
the human mind , and also the reconstruction of the 
history of human culture and civilization" (1899, cited 
in 1940:624 ). For Boas, psychology and history were 
ultimately one. The thoughts and emotions of an indi
vidual in any given culture were primarily a product of 
traditional beliefs and customs that he or she had 
been taught. "The data of ethnology prove that not 
only knowledge, but also our emotions are the result 
of the form of our social life and of the history of 
the people to whom we belong" (1889b, cited in 
1940:636). In a series of articles (1894b, 1901 , 1904), 
Boas worked out a theory of culture based on a 
model of the human mind and perception. Our per-
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ceptions were assimilated into conceptual categories 
that were largely derived from our cultural traditions. 
For example, in his seminal essay, "On Alternating 
Sounds" (1889c), Boas showed how the sounds we 
hear in a foreign language tend to approximate those 
of our own. 

Just as, on the individual level, the past was rele
vant as the source of much of our thought, so, on the 
collective level, history was seen on a larger scale as 
a determining factor for much of the present content 
of a culture: "the life of a people in all its aspects is a 
result of its history, in which are reflected the tribal 
tradition as well as the features learned by contact 
with neighbors" (1889b, cited in 1940:632). Boas 
stated this influence even more emphatically: "no 
event in the life of a people passes without leaving its 
effect upon later generations" (ibid.:633). 

Over his long life Boas came to change his atti
tudes on a number of points, not so much denying 
his earlier positions as adding new interests. After 
1920, he encouraged his students to attend to signs 
of acculturation in primitive cultures, especially in their 
folktales (Boas 1920). As early as 1905, he called at
tention to a Tlingit tale dealing with the Russian ex
plorer Baranoff. Yet Boas's point here was precisely 
that there was little original content in the tale. 
Characters and incidents from recent history were ac
commodated to traditional mythic conventions (Boas 
1905). This retrospective approach underlay much of 
his later writings on acculturation: "For the study of 
the development of folk-tales the modern material is 
of particular value , because it may enable us to un
derstand better the processes of assimilation and of 
adaptation, which undoubtedly have been of impor
tance in the history of folk tradition" (1914, cited in 
1940:453). (One cannot help but note that Boas's only 
work on acculturation dealt with textual materials, his 
preferred ethnographic mode.) Thus, one studied the 
introduction of novel culture traits not to learn about 
the present or future state of a culture but about its 
past and the processes that operated in the past. 

Beyond these principled, a priori motivations for fo
cusing on the past, there was a more immediate stim
ulus: the actual state of primitive cultures confronted 
by forced, rapid transformation. Gruber (1970) has in
cisively discussed the role of "ethnographic salvage 
and the shaping of anthropology," and nowhere is 
there a better exemplar than Boas. According to Boas 
(1889d, cited in 1969:13), the "ethnographic charac
teristics" of the Indians that made their culture distinc
tive "will in a very short time fall victim to the influence 
of the Europeans." And he went even further: "one 
can already now predict that the Kwakiutl, who 
have so completely shut themselves off from the 
Europeans, are heading for their extinction"-an ex
tinction that Boas believed would come within twenty
five years. Working from this initial assumption, Boas 

felt it was his duty to rescue as much of the vanishing 
culture as possible, for only with a complete record of 
humankind 's achievement could a true science be 
possible. Like most of his contemporaries , Boas be
lieved that what made the Indians Indians was their 
distinctive culture , formulated over centuries, apart 
from Western civilization. Once they gave up their 
"traditional " culture for this civilization, they would no 
longer be Indians (and there was even a danger that 
their race would become extinct) . 

Yet the Kwakiutl culture Boas observed in the late 
nineteenth century was hardly untouched. The flannel 
blanket, introduced by the Hudson's Bay Company, 
had by Boas's time become the habitual garb. In fact, 
the blankets formed the primary currency of the pot
latch system, a system that itself had undergone fun
damental changes upon the introduction of a cash 
economy. If Kwakiutl culture had changed greatly by 
the time of his early work in the nineties, by 1930 it 
was undergoing what Boas elsewhere called a "picto
rial breakdown" of the culture .57 Of the wedding feast 
he witnessed , Boas wrote to his sister: 

all this makes a very shabby impression because the 
house is only a shell. All trunks and chests, seats, bed
room furniture , and supplies which used to fill the house 
are gone. The people are dressed like poor workmen, 
[the men] with caps on their heads, the women in skirts 
and sweaters . [1969:295] 

But he went on to note that "fortunately they wore 
blankets because it was cold ." Just as the cloth blan
kets had replaced the earlier skins and shredded 
bark, by the thirties even they were virtually gone. 

Boas could have recorded the state of Kwakiutl cul
ture as he found it; yet he felt there was little value in 
documenting the presence of elements of his own 
culture. History was being made under his very eyes, 
so to speak, but with limited time and resources Boas 
practiced a kind of triage: His first priority had to be 
the recording of every available scrap of "traditional " 
culture, allowing a description of Kwakiutl culture as it 
had existed prior to the coming of white people. 

What methods were available to reconstruct a cul
tural state no longer directly observable? One that be
came the foundation of his work was inferences 
drawn from the study of the geographic distribution of 
culture traits among neighboring tribes. 58 An obvious 
source was the material objects that had survived 
from earlier times. Although few ancient artifacts 
could be preserved in the Northwest climate Boas 
did make strenuous efforts to collect the old~st arti
facts he could find . Of the old ways that still remained 
in ceremonialism and domestic customs, Boas saw to 
it that his assistant Hunt recorded completely what
ever was available. But ultimately the truth was that 
in a culture without writter'l records, undergoing pro~ 
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found culture change, most of the old, "traditional" 
culture was no longer extant, except in the memories 
of the elderly.59 

Thus, photography was caught in the inherent con
tradiction that defined Boas's fieldwork. His primary 
objective was to record traditional Kwakiutl culture, 
yet he himself could not observe this culture . It is 
readily apparent that a medium which freezes a par
ticular moment in the onrush of time could have his
torical value only after the fact. It was powerless to 
recapture the past. For this , if for no other reason, 
Boas was led to a verbal medium. 

Yet, given the popular insistence for a "picturesque 
savage," Boas and other photographers (Curtis even 
more so) were encouraged to arrange the "reality" 
before the lens to depict as much of the traditional 
culture as possible. The photography critic A. D. 
Coleman has called this approach the "directorial 
mode" in photography: 

Here the photographer consciously and intentionally cre
ates events for the express purpose of making images 
thereof. This may be achieved by intervening in on-going 
"real " events or by stag ing tableaux-in either case, by 
causing something to take place which would not have 
occurred had the photographer not made it happen. 
[1976; cited in Goldberg 1981:484] 

What Coleman calls " intervention" we can call "pos
ing ," and his "staging" can be glossed , for our pur
poses, as "reconstruction ." The outright staging of 
historical reconstructions can be seen as a special 
and more extreme case of the posing of actors in or
der to create a desired scene for the camera. A com
parison of the Boas/Hastings corpus with the Kwakiutl 
photographs of Curtis , who was much more extreme 
in his use of both posing and staging, will help clarify 
Boas's attitudes and activity. 

Posing and reconstruction are points in a contin
uum of manipulation or influence. Unless the observer 
is hidden, all behavioral observation involves some in
fluence of the investigator on the action; some more, 
some less. In photography, we have on the one hand 
the candid snapshot-the exposure taken so quickly 
and/or casually that the actor has no time to arrange 
behavior-and on the other hand the fiction film, in 
which the "reality" is completely made up, with a 
script, costumes, scenery, etc. Curtis was firmly in the 
fiction camp, while Boas leaned toward the snapshot 
one, which, following usage in visual anthropology, 
we can call the "observational mode" (Young 1975; 
MacDougall 1975). 

Curtis and Boas were united in the firm belief that 
the Indian was a "vanishing race, " in Curtis's words . 
ln. fact, this was the title of the first portfolio of Curtis's 
first volume, depicting a line of Navajo riders moving 
away from the viewer into a murky distance. Wrote 
Curtis: 

47 

The thought which this picture is meant to convey is that 
the Indians as a race, already shorn of their strength and 
stripped of their primitive dress, are passing into the 
darkness of an unknown future. Feeling that the picture 
expresses so much of the thought that inspired the entire 
work, the author has chosen it as the first of the series. 
[quoted in Lyman 1982: 79] 

And, like Boas, Curtis felt that the Indian was only 
truly himself prior to white contact. "My effort would 
be to go back as close to the primal life as possi-
ble .... Pictures should be made to illustrate the pe
riod before the white man came," explained Curtis 
about his projected Kwakiutl film (quoted in Holm and 
Quimby 1980:32). Yet, if for an ethnographer like 
Boas a photograph's glorification of the present mo
ment created some problems, it was nearly the undo
ing of a visual artist like Curtis, coming two decades 
later. It caused him to go to severe lengths to manip
ulate " reality," both before the exposure and after, in 
order to present the picture of ancient times. For 
Curtis, to describe at second hand what native cul
ture had been was not enough; he had to make his 
audience experience it , see it. 

Curtis claimed that, "being directly from Nature, the 
accompanying pictures show what actually exists or 
has recently existed (for many of the subjects have 
already passed forever), not what the artist in his stu
dio may presume the Indian and his surroundings to 
be" (quoted in Lyman 1982:62). But, in fact, Curtis 
presumed quite a bit. To his credit, we must note 
that , by seeking out such native experts as George 
Hunt, his Kwakiutl pictures, at least, are generally ac
curate. In order to create his "unquestioned docu
ment" of precontact Kwakiutl culture, Curtis removed 
signs of acculturation (Western-style clothes and mus
taches, which he considered a result of race mixture) 
and reconstructed what he took to be traditional cul
ture (cedar bark clothes and long-haired wigs).60 

Boas, like Curtis, used both commission and omis
sion to portray the Kwakiutl visual past-by arranging 
those aspects of the culture that he did want and by 
avoiding those aspects before his camera that he did 
not want. It is clear that Boas preferred the latter, if 
possible. In the former mode, Boas first had to ac
tively seek out what was there to be seen . This he did 
with the diorama shots but even more so in his 1930 
snapshots. By this time Fort Rupert and Alert Bay had 
changed greatly in appearance. A general knowledge 
of the ethnohistorical sources reveals that, for Fort 
Rupert, at least (where he spent almost all his time), 
Boas visually documented virtually all the remaining 
traditional architecture and monumental sculpture, 
thus forming an invaluable record. 

Boas's posing was largely restricted to portraits, of 
both the physical type variety and the formal images 
of chiefs and dancers. Apparently the series of the 
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copper purchase was as close to candi? as his 
equipment allowed. Boas did interven~ 1n the flow of 
Kwakiutl life by sponsoring a feast, wh1ch he then ex
tensively photographed. But, once having arranged 
the occasion, Boas evidently allowed it to develop 
without direction, according to native customs. 

The series for the museum diorama are the only 
photographs approaching reconstruction. Though 
they were not worn daily, the cedar bark c~pes were 
still seen at feasts , so none had to be specially made. 
Similarly, the manufacturing processes of weaving~ 
shredding, etc., were still practiced. Whereas Curtis 
had to re-create artifacts and behaviors no longer ex
tant, Boas was more of a sponsor, a producer, ar
ranging for something to happen that c?uld have . 
happened during his stay. The only senous (and mi
nor) inaccuracy was the moving of the location from 
inside the house near the fire to the outdoor space. 
Although Boas made an effort to record traditional 
items and behaviors that were perhaps not common 
at the time, they were still current, so that we cannot 
say that Boas engaged in reconstruction (contra 
Thomas 1982:79). Boas was not opposed to recon
struction on principle, as long as it was done cor
rectly, by natives, and was so labeled. He instructed 
Hunt to fabricate some important artifacts himself if he 
could not find them, in order that his collection of 
Kwakiutl material culture be comprehensive [Jacknis 
ms . (b)]. 

The obverse of recording traditional culture was the 
avoidance of introduced material. Nowhere in Boas's 
photographic work can one find acculturated artifacts 
as an explicit subject. Yet , in spite of his bias, signs 
of the Western world are occasionally present. In a 
photograph never published (NAA 3947) from the set 
of Boas's apple feast , several Kwagut chiefs stand 
next to a wooden barrel that is presumably full of the 
apples Boas distributed. One of his plates in the 1897 
monograph (no. 23) includes a Western-style wooden 
pail, set next to a rock carving (allowed , no doubt, for 
scale). A glimpse of the trading post house and fence 
forms the background for the diorama shots, and the 
people in the 1930 film were photographed in the 
usual clothing of the white culture , as they had been 
in the 1894 types . What is notable about these "ex
ceptions" is that they are all in the background or 
otherwise incidental to images that were intended not 
for public consumption but for in-house technicians or 
researchers. When there was a chance to include 
some signs of modern life , in the out-of-context photo
graphs of the fair, they were blanked out. The one 
real exception is the several shots of the blankets 
used in the potlatch. Boas photographed the blankets 
because he could hardly ignore them and because 
they had become fully integrated into Kwakiutl life . 
Although the reasons for their absence is moot, it is 
interesting that Boas and Hastings did not photo-

graph the vast piles of Western trade goods present 
in virtually all other photographs of the Kwak1utl 
potlatch. 

Photographs versus Texts 
Photographs were not the primary mode of ethnogra
phy for Boas; texts in the native language we~e. A 
contrast of the two will clarify the extent to wh1ch 
Boas valued photographs. 

Boas was not the first to record native texts , having 
been preceded by the Dane H. Rink in the 1.860s 
(Eskimo), nor the first to use them for record1ng eth
nographic data, where he was anticipated by J. 0 . 
Dorsey in the 1870s (Ponka and Omaha). In fact, . 
Dorsey hired the Teton Dakota George Bushotter 1n 
1887 to send him texts , clearly a model for Boas's 
employment of George Hunt. Yet no one us.ed texts 
as extensively as Boas. Boas recorded Esk1mo texts 
on his first field trip , and by his first trip to the 
Northwest Coast they had become his preferred me
dium . Although he himself transcribed texts on all his 
field trips , it was only after his training of Hunt in 1893 
that the scope and scale of his activity achieved mas
sive proportions . Among Hunt's first texts for Boas 
was the account of the copper purchase used in the 
1897 monograph, and from then until Hunt's death in 
1933, a continual stream of questions and answers 
moved back and forth between Fort Rupert and New 
York. Most of Boas's ethnographic publications, on 
the Kwakiutl and other tribes, were little more than 
editions of texts , in the native language with interli
near English translation. 

What were some of the many advantages Boas saw 
in texts? Myths and their motifs were discrete, 
bounded , and , as Boas discovered , readily transmit
ted from culture to culture, even across linguistic bar
riers. Thus, they were an ideal tool for tracing the 
geographical distribution of traits that Boas believed 
would allow him to reconstruct a culture's history. 
That they came in variants was also helpful. Versions 
could be matched to different individuals and cul
tures , allowing one to better determine their charac
ter, and the fact that their memorization gave them 
some stability meant that they could be reelic ited to 
check for accuracy and/or change. Their verbal sub
stance formed the necessary body from wh ich Boas 
derived a grammar of the language, another major 
goal of his anthropology. After they were fixed in writ
ing , they became a permanent intersubjective collec
tive of objects, allowing later scholars to return 
repeatedly to the given empirical base to be reana
lyzed , allowing the ethnologist 's conclusions to be 
criticized and refined. 6 1 Because words could be car
ried in the memory after their referents in the physical 
world were long gone, texts were the only viable me-
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dium for a historically oriented ethnography. The bulk 
of Kwakiutl oral lore was still intact at the time of 
Boas's fieldwork, unl:ke much of its material culture. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, texts were 
the best evidence for Boas's goal of understanding 
the mind of primitive people. In justifying his work, 
Boas cited two aims: "the historical relations of 
the tribes to their neighbors" and "a presentation 
of the culture as it appears to the Indian him-
self" (1909:309) . As early as his 1889 essay "On 
Alternating Sounds" and even in his earlier doctoral 
research , Boas was acutely aware of the distorting in
fluence of the observer,62 a bias that he found all too 
common in most ethnographies purporting to speak 
for the native: 

For this reason I have spared no trouble to collect de
scriptions of customs and beliefs in the language of the 
Indian, because in these the points that seem important 
to him are emphasized , and the almost unavoidable dis
tortion contained in the descriptions given by the casual 
visitor and student is eliminated. [1909:309] 

Having considered some of Boas's underlying atti 
tudes toward anthropological data, let us evaluate the 
opposed traits of the verbal text and the photograph. 
Some features were shared by both media. Both were 
discrete, collectible objects that could form the induc
tive base so necessary in Boas's mind for any sci
ence. Like texts , photographs could be juxtaposed , 
allowing comparison of cultural traits expressed in 
widely differing spaces and times. Unlike artifacts, 
both could be reproduced with relative ease. Al
though the original negative was subject to some de
terioration over time, like a text it could be recopied to 
insure a virtually eternal existence (though it is true 
that the photograph would probably lose more infor
mation from version to version than the text) . Both 
could thus be examined repeatedly and as long as 
desired. In all these ways, texts and photographs 
shared an essentially "objective" nature, making them 
suitable as ethnographic media. 

Other asp.ects of photography were more intrinsic 
to the medium. Photographs could freeze the flow 
of time in a way words were incapable of doing. 
Similarly, once inscribed, a photograph could be 
maQnified. and examined for content not perceived by 
the 1nvest1gator at the moment of inscription . This ca
pability to yield more than originally intended cannot 
really be duplicated by an ethnographer's notes, or 
only to a limited extent. 

Photographs were mechanically produced, and all 
his life Boas was receptive to such "scientific" record
ing devices, which no doubt encouraged him to use 
the camera in the first place. Photographic equipment 
was of course more cumbersome and expensive than 
pen and paper. To carry a bulky piece of equipment, 

along with fragile glass plates from field site to field 
site woul~ not have been easy during Boas's flying 
survey tnps. 
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As a native production, the status of the photo
graph i.s less clear-cut. When Boas as ethnographer 
transcnbed a native text, the distortions of the ob
server were on the whole negligible, and after Hunt 
started sending in material they disappeared. How
ever, there was no reason that Hunt could not have 
photographed extensively. Boas did give Hunt a cam
era relatively early in their relationship, in fact after 
Hunt had asked for one. Yet, apart from some illustra
tions of technology, Boas did not encourage his as
sistant in this vein. We can only guess at his reasons. 
Perhaps he felt that the mechanical recording of the 
camera was too "objective" and would not satisfacto
rily express the native Kwakiutl world view as it had 
been slowly built up over the centuries. 

But, most likely, what ultimately pushed Boas to the 
text was the essential muteness and spatia-temporal 
specificity of photography. Boas distrusted "mere ap
pearance"; appearances could only weakly record 
the impress of past events (or so he thought). Mere 
appearances, produced by native or observer, could 
not inform about the complex thought and feelings of 
native culture. They were merely phenomenal, trap
ping a particular instance of space and time. As Boas 
wrote, sometimes what we know to be true is not what 
we see, captured on a two-dimensional shard. 

While photographs may surpass words in communi
cating the "feel" of things, they are clumsy at trans
mitting the socially built-up tissue of cultural meaning . 
Even on a simple level the photographic image is 
mute: it cannot tell us the name of the person in the 
picture or the time and place of the event. While we 
m.ay be able to guess at these, we can be sure only 
Wl.th a verbal label. Boas's own photographs bring 
th1s home to us when we consider the confusion in 
the identification of the individuals involved in the il
lustrated copper purchase. Naturally, it should not be 
a case of either photographs or words; each should 
be exploited for what they do best and used in con
junction to correct for each other's omissions. 

Boas's preference for text taking as the basic mode 
of fieldwork is the obverse side of his relative disuse 
of what has become the dominant mode of modern 
ethnography-participant observation. Boas was con
tinually noting the interruptions of native life into what 
he defined as his proper work: "There is a small or 
large potlatch almost every day which of course inter
rupts my work," or "I had a miserable day today. The 
natives held a big potlatch again . I was unable to get 
hold of anyone and had to snatch at whatever I could 
get" (1969:38). Boas had ample opportunity to record 
and analyze these celebrations, a vital, central cul
tural expression rich in cultural patterning, yet they 
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held little interest for him, with the major exception of 
his 1894 trip . (Yet even here, a comparison of his 
published account and the letters to his family readily 
reveals what he left out.) 

His student Alfred Kroeber noted that Boas dis
trusted intuitions, even his own, observing that Boas's 
thesis research involved little experimental work 
(1943:6, 7) . Undoubtedly such personal inclinations 
would not favor a participant-observation mode of 
fieldwork. Boas's upbringing made him uncomfortable 
with what he regarded as overly intimate relations 
with strangers (though he became close to Hunt and 
his family). The formal interviewing session was much 
more to his temperament than carousing with the na
tives. Texts were also suited to his brief survey visits . 
While people were often reluctant to have their bodies 
measured or their pictures taken, let alone to invite a 
stranger into their homes and feasts , they were more 
often amenable to reciting a myth from their patri
mony. The context was irrelevant; Boas took a num
ber of texts on his boat trips to field sites. 63 

While photographs could be taken at a distance, it 
was difficult to take an adequate picture of a person 
witnout his or her cooperation and even more difficult 
to record social action, as we have seen with potlatch 
pictures. Yet Boas could have overcome these prob
lems if the fundamental questions he brought to his 
work had been different. For while observation of be
havior in the present had an undeniable value in con
structing a complete ethnography, ultimately it could 
not supply the answers Boas was looking for in his 
historical ethnology, at least in the earlier years of his 
work. After 1920, he turned increasingly to topics that 
demanded observation of behavior within a limited 
space and time and so encouraged his students
Benedict, Bunzel, Herskovits, Mead-who imple
mented this style of fieldwork (Stocking 1976:15-16). 
"Observation" is, of course, a relative value. Boas 
may have been an observer when compared to 
Curtis, but compared to his students he was less so. 
In and of itself, photography is not prejudiced either 
for or against an observational mode, though for 
someone of Boas's assumptions it would be less at
tractive, and conversely for someone such as Mead, 
interested in documenting the flow of life "on the 
ground," it was correspondingly more appealing . 

Boas's Legacy 
Much of this essay has been historicist, trying to re
construct some of the context surrounding Boas's 
thoughts and actions, viewing his work as a response 
to these prior challenges and possibilities . But 
throughout we have also formed our questions with a 
knowledge of contemporary problems in visual an
thropology. To throw into relief Boas's achievement, 

we turn now to an explicit consideration of some of 
his positive contributions as well as his failings and 
omissions. 

Seen from the present, what strikes us repeatedly 
about Boas and photography is his priority. While in 
most cases he was , not surprisingly, unable to fully 
carry his work to current standard , in many cases he 
was the first to exploit a particular technique or 
record a particular subject. Boas was one of the first 
anthropologists to use photography, both still and mo
tion, in the field, and his work was characterized by a 
sophisticated use of interrelated media such as 
sound recording, native texts, artifact collection , and 
so on. With his physical science training , Boas was 
always eager to apply the latest technology to ethnol
ogical problems.64 

One of Boas's innovations in 1894 was the use of 
an ethnographic team-one member to take the pho
tographs (in this case Hastings) , one to record texts 
and observations (Boas) , and a native to translate 
and assist in orientation (Hunt). Although the U.S. ex
ploratory surveys of the sixties employed a team ap
proach , it was much more diffuse and general. Even 
John Wesley Powell 's use of the photographer John 
K. Hillers on his Colorado River Expedition of 
1871-1873 cannot compare with the Boas-Hastings
Hunt collaboration . Beyond the fact of the inaccura
cies of the former team (Scherer 1975), the latter 
were able to record a great deal of detailed informa
tion in a relatively short time. Not only were these 
data more or less coordinated, but Hunt's assistance 
provided an unparalleled access to native perspec
tives . Boas vastly expanded the team approach, of 
which photography was a part, on the Jesup 
Expedition . 65 

Boas was an innovator in subject matter, taking the 
first photographs of a Kwakiutl potlatch, among the 
earliest photographs of any Northwest Coast ceremo
nial. He and Mooney were about the first to record by 
photographic sequence a Native American ritual. 
Alt.hough his 1930 film supplied the best material for 
the still little studied area of dance and movement, 
even the 1894 corpus is marked for its fine depictions 
of Kwakiutl gestures used in oratory and ceremony. 
As he had hoped, Boas's salvage ethnography ap
plied to photography, especially the snapshots and 
films of his 1930 trip, resulted in valuable documenta
tion of aspects of Kwakiutl culture that had survived 
to his time. Pictures such as the physical types, which 
accurately describe contemporary clothing , have 
come to possess great ethnohistorical value for their 
record of transformations in "traditional" culture. 
Although he was not the first to take physical types, in 
his time Boas was the largest and most systematic 
user of them. Many of Boas's contributions to the 
study of art came through his innovative use of the 
photo-elicitation technique . Finally, he must be cred-
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ited for his efforts to ensure accurate museum dis
plays through the use of field photographs or poses 
by the anthropologist who had field experience. And 
his use of posing and reconstruction was minimal. 

Boas was a pioneer in the use of photographs in 
anthropology. His 1897 study was one of the first eth
nographies to be illustrated by original field photo
graphs, and, although the Bureau of American 
Ethnology must be given precedence, Boas created a 
systematic photograph collection in the American 
Museum's anthropology department. As he was in 
general a tireless teacher and editor, so he encour
aged students and colleagues like Pliny Goddard and 
Margaret Mead to use the camera in the field. As part 
of his support for native ethnographers, he encour
aged George Hunt to become one of the first native 
photographers. 

Yet , as George Stocking has noted (1974:12), 
Boas's anthropology was profoundly ambivalent, and 
we are thus not surprised to see that often his innova
tive use of photography was checked by opposing 
currents of his thought. As we saw above, while Boas 
felt the visual record to have some advantages over 
words , he believed that native texts were ultimately to 
be preferred as the dominant ethnographic mode. 

In his defense, we must observe that many of 
Boas's "failings" were attributable to technical limita
tions of the equipment available to him at the time. 
The camera's general "slowness" forbade photo
graphs of house interiors and the important ceremo
nial activity that took place within , as well as much of 
the informal aspects of Kwakiutl behavior. It was also 
responsible for moving outdoors the recording of 
such activities as the cedar bark shredding. As his 
use of the glass-plate camera no doubt slowed Boas 
down, it meant that his series pictures are not as 
comprehensive as they could have been , not even as 
comprehensive as Mooney's Cherokee ball game set 
had been five years before. 

Many of Boas's positive achievements have a 
negative side. His important visual record of ceremo
nies is not matched by a comparable record of basic 
subsistence and manufacturing processes. The lack 
of informal, nonritualized behavior characterizes not 
only his photographs but also his written ethnogra
phy, so it is more than a technical problem. Although 
he did give Hunt a camera, he did very little directing 
of Hunt's work; it was several years before he asked 
for a Hunt photograph. Similarly, from what we can 
tell, his encouragement of students and colleagues to 
use the camera appears to have been through his 
usual teaching method of example rather than instruc
tion. Although there was no reason that he could not 
have captured both, Boas's attention to salvage eth
nography led to his neglect of aspects of accultura
tion . Apparently Boas was never able to analyze 
successfully his many physical type portraits or to in-
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tegrate the visual data into his metric evidence. 
In spite of his early training and his own Eskimo 

work, Boas generally left the camera work to a profes
sional photographer. This may have resulted in a bet
ter technical product (though several of Hastings's 
images leave something to be desired), but it meant 
that the ethnographer, with his accumulated knowl
edge of the culture, had to communicate his inten
tions to someone else, undoubtedly losing some 
culturally significant data. Boas's film, never analyzed, 
was meant for research purposes only and was not 
conceived or edited as a coherent narrative structure. 
Similarly, his 1897 monograph was the closest Boas 
got in his written work to a coherent narrative. Such 
unified ethnographies were not what interested Boas. 
While the film possesses tremendous documentary 
value, almost all the behavior is out of any natural 
context. Although it must be admitted that this was a 
time when Kwakiutl ceremonialism was at its lowest 
point since white contact had begun, this fragmenta
tion of context affects other pieces of Boas's photo
graphic work. 

This underlying bias must explain his lack of analy
sis of much of the visual material he did amass. His 
texts are always self-contained, using photographs as 
supplement only. In contrast , on several occasions he 
did analyze his sound recordings . Perhaps this visual 
insensitivity was responsible for the generally poor 
documentation of his field photographs. While we 
may justifiably blame museum technicians for failing 
to record all the data Boas sent in, Boas himself 
failed to note places and dates for his images.66 

Again, though we do not know if Boas is the one to 
be blamed , "enlightened" standards of contemporary 
ethnography would not condone the extensive use of 
retouching in Boas's publications, especially in the 
absence of any acknowledgment of the deed . Why he 
did not credit the source for Grabill's fair pictures can 
only be guessed at. Usually careful to give Hunt 
credit for his textual contributions, Boas did not list 
his or any other photographer's name in the 1909 
monograph. Certainly his use of Hunt's account of the 
copper purchase with Hastings's 1894 photographs 
cannot be called dishonest. Yet it was misleading 
enough for scholars to make serious mistakes about 
the identity and correlation of text and image. 

According to Jay Ruby, "it is not an overstatement 
to suggest that Franz Boas should be regarded as a 
father figure in visual anthropology. He is at least par
tially responsible for making picture-taking a norma
tive part of the anthropologist's field experience" 
(1980:7). Searching for the "historical origins of a vis
ual anthropology" (ibid.:11 ), Ruby speculates on the 
links between Boas and some of his students at 
Columbia-David Efron in his study of gesture and, 
most notably, Margaret Mead in her films and photo
graphs of Bali. Photography had become important 
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enough that Mead took a camera along on her first 
field trip, to Samoa in 1925, and there can be no 
question that her work with Bateson in Bali 
(1936-1938) vastly eclipses all previous uses of the 
camera in anthropology, at least in the American tra
dition. Yet Ruby is forced to admit that the direct con
nection between Boas and Mead is weak. There 
seems to be little evidence that Boas and Mead dis
cussed the uses of photography in anthropology. 
Mead certainly knew of Boas's early Kwakiutl work, as 
well as his 1930 films, but, lacking a more explicit 
link, we must consider Boas more of a precursor of 
Mead, on this question, than a direct cause. 

But the fuzziness of this connection is more than a 
historiographical quibble; it points to the ambiguities 
and contradictions in Boas's own use of the medium. 
Just as recent scholarship (e.g., Mark 1980, Hinsley 
1981) is reassessing the mythic role of Boas as the 
founder of an American anthropology, by examining 
the work of earlier researchers at the Bureau of 
American Ethnology or Harvard, so, too, can we find 
earlier, non-Boasian roots of a visual anthropology, 
most notably James Mooney. This is not to say that 
Mooney was any more analytical or self-critical in his 
use of the camera; in fact, he was perhaps less so. 
But he took pictures earlier than Boas, always by him
self, and in much greater quantities and contexts . 
Thus, on the one hand, Boas was not alone in his 
early exploitation of ethnographic photography; on the 
other hand, his use of it , as we have seen , was not as 
thorough or rigorous as might have been expected . 
As a father figure of visual anthropology, Boas was 
less an Abraham than a Moses, destined to lead his 
followers to the Promised Land but not to cross over 
into it himself. 

This essay has tried to demystify Boas's approach 
to the almost quintessentially modern medium that 
~as c~me to bulk so large in our contemporary life , 
1nclud1ng our anthropological life. Boas does indeed 
have claims to being a father figure of visual anthro
pology, but we must be wary of seeing him as the 
"bringer of light" whose efforts have led inexorably to 
our current state of professional illumination. Rather, 
Boas must be seen in his own time, on his own 
grounds, both for the things he did as well as for the 
things he left undone. 

Appendix: A Note on Sources 
My substantive discussion of the Boas-Hastings pho
tographs was made possible by combining many 
separate but overlapping sources. The prime source, 
the photographs themselves, are deposited in two in
stitutions. Ninety-seven original negatives were sent to 
the American Museum of Natural History in New York, 
where they are now kept in the Photography 
Collection , a division of the Library. Another seventy
one original negatives were sent to the United States 
National Museum, now the National Museum of 
Natural History, part of the Smithsonian Institution , in 
Washington, D.C., where they are now preserved in 
the National Anthropological Archives. These nega
tives have generated a number of sets of prints and 
copies. According to Boas's orig inal plan , each insti
tution exchanged a set of copy-prints with the other. 

Each institution has some of the corpus in a r~ady
print file as well as in some form of reserve copies . At 
the American Museum, all photographs in the early 
years were printed and pasted into bound photo al
bums. Prints from its collection of the Boas-Hastings 
corpus , consisting of physical type portraits and 
guides for the museum model-makers, were placed in 
book 30, pages 1 to 21 , original numbers 36-131 , 
~nd catalog numbers 11549- 11645. With the excep
tion of the diorama guides, virtually none of these por
traits has been printed and filed in the file drawers . 
The copies that the American Museum rece ived from 
the National Museum, mostly depicting ceremonial 
~ctivity, were rephotographed and copy-prints placed 
1n photo album no. 26. At some point this volume was 
broken up and destroyed , but prints were placed in 
the ready file . The American Museum has sixty-four of 
the original set of seventy-one. Finally, in the photo
graphs from the "Boas Collection " g iven to the 
Museu.m after Boas's death and stored (as of early 
1983) 1n the Anthropology Department, one can find a 
n~m~er of original prints from the 1894 corpus, most 
With little or no documentation . 

The Smithsonian has a set of twenty-eight prints 
from the corpus in its cataloged ready file . In an un
c~taloged set of cyanotypes or "blueprints" kept in 
binders , stored in archival boxes, in this case no. 34, 
are another forty-four prints with catalog numbers and 
no other identification . 

One additional photograph from the corpus was lo
cated , not in either of the two major collections . The 
American Philosophical Society (APS) in Philadelphia 
has a print of a picture of Boas with George Hunt and 
family, ~ il ed with the photog raphs of the Boas Papers , 
accession 1962, item BIB 61 , folder no. 10. This im
age was reproduced in Boas 1966 as the 
frontispiece . 
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The ultimate identification and analysis of this mate
rial, still not complete or perfect, was arrived at by in
spection of all prints, matched with a range of written 
documentation. Most important was the discovery of 
the original negative lists, in Boas's hand , sent to 
each institution along with the negatives. On each , 
Boas lists the original field numbers, in order of expo
sure, along with a brief identification of the subject. 
Each institution has preserved its respective list with 
its documentation on artifact accessions. The 
Smithsonian copy is on microfilm at the Registrar's 
Office (in the Museum of Natural History) under 
accession no. 29,057 (originals held in Smithsonian 
Institution Archives) . The original list at the American 
Museum is filed in the Department of Anthropology, 
under accession no. 1895-4. 

Written documentation was also found on the backs 
of file prints and in photo albums, but the accuracy of 
these data varied widely and were not trusted as orig
inal sources. As an example, most of the American 
Museum's file prints, copies of the National Museum 
set, were listed under photographer as "Dr. Frang ," 
with titles that bore little relation to Boas's own. 

In general , documentation and preservation of 
prints tended to be superior at the American 
Museum, possibly because the photographs were 
processed there under Boas's general supervision. 
An invaluable source was the original photo catalog , 
begun in the 1890s and now kept in the Department 
of Anthropology. Here were listed Boas's original 
field numbers as well as the new negative numbers 
given to the photographs, thus allowing positive cor
relation of Boas's own identification with the images 
in the collection . No such record was kept at the 
Smithsonian , as far as I can tell . This photo catalog 
also lists the copies taken from the National Museum 
set, but without, unfortunately, reference to Boas's 
original field numbers, so that all matching identifica
tion of image to title had to be guessed at, through a 
knowledge of the subject, compari?on with the origi
nal list, and a process of elimination. Only a handful 
of the images could not be matched confidently with 
the labels, and these could be narrowed down to a 
small number of possibilities. The set of twelve shots 
of Boas's apple feast was in this set from the U.S. 
National Museum, and the data in Boas's field catalog 
and negative lists always seem to match the surviving 
prints. While the identification of the central protago
nists is uncertain, it was fairly clear which tribal group 
sat where and what the basic action was. 

Another vital source was Boas's original field note
book from his 1894 season in Fort Rupert. Although it 
is only a partial record of his field data, it does con
tain a list, in .order of exposure and with some identifi
cation of date of each shot, with a brief notation of 
subject. Boas used this list in making up his two 
negative lists. It is especially useful for dating the im-
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ages, though it also supplements the identification of 
subject. This notebook is now held at the APS as part 
of the collection of the Boas Papers, manuscript no. 
1946, also listed as item no. 30(W1 a.1 0). 

In spite of Boas's lack of citation, the Kwakiutl pho
tographs taken by John Grabill at the Chicago 
World's Fair in 1893 must be considered as original 
sources. The identity of Grabill as photographer was 
found in Boas's correspondence with F. W. Putnam 
(in the Putnam Papers, Harvard University Archives, 
as well as in the Boas Papers in the APS; e.g., 
Putnam to Boas, February 14, 1894, APS). The identi
fication of these pictures, held in the Photography 
Collection of the Peabody Museum, Harvard 
University, with the reproductions in the 1897 mono
graph was arrived at by visual inspection. 

The final original sources were the two volumes in 
which the photographs were published, with text and 
captions commenting on the image: Boas 1897a (a 
revised version of part of the text was posthumously 
edited by Helen Codere in 1966 as Kwakiutl 
Ethnography), and Boas 1909. Important information 
on all topics was found in the Boas correspondence, 
most of which is deposited in the Boas Papers , APS; 
but a great number of original letters surviving no
where else are filed at the American Museum, some 
in Department of Anthropology correspondence files, 
some with accession notes. Along with these should 
be included the volume of Boas's letters to his wife 
and parents, edited by Ronald Rohner in 1969. Many 
secondary sources, both publications and photo
graphs, were also consulted. 

Sources for the Illustrations 
All photographs from the 1894 Boas/Hastings collabo
ration have been reproduced from the Photography 
Collection of the American Museum of Natural History. 
Of the nineteen shots chosen from the corpus, the 
American Museum has original negatives for five: 
Figures 9-11 (the physical types) and Figures 22 and 
26 (the crafts demonstrations). The remaining four
teen were taken from copies made from the prints ex
changed from the U.S. National Museum. This was 
done partly for convenience but mainly because, of 
these fourteen images, the Smithsonian only had orig
inal negatives for three: the fool dancers (Figure 3), 
the speech of HoLEiid (Figure 18), and the Koskimo 
at the feast (Figure 17). Of the remaining eleven im
ages, the Smithsonian had its own copy-prints (but no 
original negatives) for three and no negatives or 
prints (other than unreproducible cyanotypes) for 
eight. 

All other photographs have been reproduced from 
original negatives or from publications where the 
point was to show retouching . All illustrations in this 
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essay are referred to by "figure"; the word "pl~te" re
fers to the photographs as published by Boas 1n 1897 
and 1909. 

The data in the captions are given in the following 
order: subject, tribe, name of individual (when 
known), place, date, photographer, repository (source 
of illustration), catalog number, publication refere~ce. 

Abbreviations used in the text , notes, and capt1ons 
are as follows: 
AMNH American Museum of Natural History 
APS American Philosophical Society 
BCPM British Columbia Provincial Museum 
MPM Milwaukee Public Museum 
NAA National Anthropological Archives, 

Smithsonian Institution 
PM Peabody Museum, Harvard University 
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Notes 
This essay is the first to be published of a projected series on 
Franz Boas and the problem of ethnographic representation. The 
basic theoretical approach was first explored in a paper completed 
in December 1976, "Fragments of Reality: Margaret Mead and the 
Photographic Representation of Bali," prepared originally for a 
University of Chicago seminar in the history of anthropology taught 
by George Stocking. An initial consideration of Northwest Coast 
ethnohistorical photography was contained in a manuscript cowrit
ten with David Blanchard on the Field Columbian Museum's 1897 
expedition to the area, led by George A. Dorsey. A draft was pre
pared during the fall of 1977 and spring of 1978, and a revised 
version, concentrating on the Boas-Dorsey relationship, ca. 
1893-1903, is in preparation. Soon to appear is a companion pa
per to this essay on Boas's museum exhibits, seen as a medium of 
visual communication [Jacknis ms. (a)] . 

There has been some debate over the correct name and spelling of 
the cultural group studied by Boas. The practice followed herein 
uses "Kwakiutl" to refer to the entire population of Kwakwala-speak
ers (also referred to in the literature as the Southern Kwakiutl and in 
the native tongue as the "Kwakwaka'wakw"). The word "Kwagut" 
will be used to denote one of the local subgroups of the Kwakiutl , 
the one residing in Fort Rupert. In his writings, Boas often referred 
to the group at Fort Rupert by the same name of Kwakiutl , so they 
have been distinguished here to prevent confusion. 

These subgroups have been variously referred to as "trib.es" or 
"bands." Other subgroups present in the village over the w1nter of 
1894- 1895, during Boas's fieldwork, were the Nakwoktak of 
Blunden Harbour and the Koskimo from a nearby village in north
western Vancouver Island. All other native terms follow Boas's origi
nal orthography. 

2 The best study to date, Blackman 1976, while including much on 
Boas's Kwakiutl photographs, is, as noted , more about potlatches 
in pictures than about the photographers. Moreover, it contains sev
eral major errors of attribution (see note 30) and does not consider 
the entire scope of Boas's photographic work. Nevertheless, 1t re
mains a valuable, informative, and suggestive study. In many ways 
my essay is a continuation of the kind of analysis she first laid out. 
Blackman' also comments briefly on Boas's pictures in a popular ar
ticle on Afnerican Indians and photography (1980:70) and in the 
Odyssey film on Boas (Odyssey 1980:5- 6). Jay Ruby (1980) has 
discussed Boas 's research on film , a subject not explicitly dealt 
with here, and in the Odyssey film he gave stimulating comments 
on the contrastive photographic styles of Boas and Curtis (Odyssey 
1980: 9, 10, 12, 13). Bill Holm (1973) has annotated the Boas 1930 
film of Fort Rupert in exhaustive detail but focuses almost com
pletely on the content of the film. Alan Thomas (1982) has included 
Boas in a discussion of photographs of British Columbian Indians, 
but his essay is not based on any thorough study of the sources, at 
least not those concerning Boas. 

3 See Auerbach 's 1953 classic of the same name, subtitled "The 
Representation of Reality in Western Literature," and an inspiration 
for the current discussion. 

4 This view of a "text" as the correlation of distinct orders-of corre
spondences-is derived from Boon's use of the term (1972: 10- 11 ). 
The general model of a social text is based on Geertz (1973), fol
lowing Ricoeur (1971 ). 

5 Franz Boas to his uncle, Abraham Jacobi , May 9, 1883. APS. 
8 Information on Boas's lessons contained in letters to his parents, 

March 8, 1883, and April 15, 1883, both in the Boas Family Papers, 
APS. The quotation is from the latter letter. Information in Boas's 
curriculum vitae at the University of Berlin , mentioning his work with 
Vogel, was kindly shared with me by Douglas Cole, who also 
brought the above two letters to my attention. Hermann W. Vogel 
was also the instructor of the American photographer Alfred 
Stieglitz, who began courses at the University in late 1882 and 
started taking pictures in 1883. Stieglitz may have encountered 
Boas in his courses. 

7 Boas to his fiancee Marie Krackowizer, January 3, 1884, Baffinland 
letter-diary. APS. See Boas 1983:35. 

8 The APS has a collection of sixteen of Boas's Arctic photographs, 
in B/B 61 , envelope no. 31. Envelope no. 30 contains twenty-five 
sketches, and ten pictures taken on the ship are in envelope no. 7. 
See White 1963:19, (Fig. 4b), for a reproduction of one of Boas 's 
pencil sketches of an Eskimo village, and Fig . 4a for a photograph 
of Boas and some Eskimos. One of these photographs is also re
produced in Boas 1983:20. 

9 The technique was used by Samuel Barrett in his early work on 
Pomo basketry, conducted in 1904 and published in 1908, as well 
as by Herman Haeberlin and James Teit in a Boas-directed study 
of Salish coiled basketry in 1916, published in 1928. For recent dis
cussions of the techn iques, see Collier 1967:46-66 and Krebs 
1975. 
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10 As a local naturalist, Hastings would have been privy to such infor
mation. In fact, in June 1895, Hastings was delegated by Boas to 
collect some skeletons from a cave on a nearby island. American 
Museum of Natural History (AMNH) , accession no. 1895-40 in 
Dept. of Anthropology: artifacts and skeletons from Gabriela Island , 
B.C. 

11 A commercial photographer, John Grabill had a studio in Sturgis, 
Dakota Territory, by October of 1886 and was active throughout the 
Territory in the late eighties and early nineties: 

The one hundred and sixty-one photographs sent by John C. H. Grabill to 
the Library of Congress for copyright protection (1888-91) are thought to 
be the largest surviving collection of this early Western photographer's 
work. The photographs document frontier life in Colorado, South Dakota, 
and Wyoming and include views of hunters, prospectors, cowboys, Chinese 
immigrants, and U.S. Army personnel as well as cattle and sheep ranches, 
mining operations, towns, natural landmarks, forts , railroads, mills, 
stagecoaches, and wagons. A number of the images pertain to Indians and 
their contact with the white man." [Melville 1980:147) 

Grabill took a special series of photographs at the Pine Ridge 
Agency in January 1891 , shortly after the Wounded Knee massa
cre. For a brief text and reproductions of several photographs, see 
Current 1978:212-221 . Annette Melville, of the Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division , is preparing a text-fiche on the 
Library's Grabill collection. 
F. W. Putnam to Director General of the World 's Columbian 
Exposition , George R. Davis, March 27, 1893. Putnam Papers, 
Harvard University Archives. 
Five of Grabill's pictures of Kwakiutl dancers are deposited in the 
Photography Collection of the Harvard Peabody Museum. There are 
several more, at the American Museum, of the fair that may also be 
by Grabill (Bound Photo Album no. 32 :1 98, 200, in the Photography 
Collection) . 
As F. W. Putnam, then at the American Museum, reported to the 
Museum's president, Morris K. Jesup, "Dr. Boas' main object was 
to secure moulds, measurements and photographs of the natives in 
order that life size models could be reproduced; and also such ob
jects of dress, ornament and utility as would be required to repre
sent the home life and occupations of the people." Report for 1895, 
Putnam Papers, Harvard University. 
Boas had used the tactics of delay on his first Northwest Coast trip 
in 1886. Even though collecting was one of the major goals of his 
visit to the Kwakiutl at Nuwitti , he waited a week before making any 
purchases, using the time to gather contextual information as well 
as becoming better accepted . 

8 George Hunt to Boas, February 5, 1900. APS, ms. no. 1927, part 3. 
7 They are stored as part of the "Boas Collection," which had been 

transferred to the Department of Anthropology in 1943, after Boas's 
death. The original negatives are in the Photography Collection. 

8 The Provincial Archives of British Columbia hold a small collection 
of Hastings's commercial work in their Photograph Collection. 
Dan Savard and Elizabeth Virolainen of the Ethnology Division , 
British Columbia Provincial Museum, Victoria, have compiled infor
mation on Hastings's photographs on the 1879 Powell expedition. 
For brief comments on Hastings's Haida pictures, see Blackman 
1981:56, 61 and 1982:92. 
This account is based on the obituary in the Victoria Colonist of 
August 5, 1912, and a biographical sketch in Kerr 1890:179-180, 
which should be consulted for further details. The career just out
lined is not an atypical one. A number of the early photographers of 
British Columbia's natives were commercial photographers hired for 
the purpose, and Hastings's combination of photography with a 
range of scientific pursuits was paralleled in the work of the collec
tcr Charles F. Newcombe, a fellow member of the Natural History 
Society of British Columbia. 

t1 0 . C. Hastings to Franz Boas, February 4, 1895. AMNH, Dept. of 
Anthropology, accession 1895-4. 
For a stimulating and pioneering overview of the responses of 
Northwest Coast natives, especially Haida, to photography, see 
Blackman 1982. 

23 Chicago Times, May 7, 1893. Copy in the World's Columbian 
Exposition scrapbook, volume 2, Putnam Papers, Harvard. 
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24 This reaction to the inverted image on the ground glass was not 
restricted to the Kwakiutl. Adam C. Vroman, among the Hopi in 
1895, describes his attempts to ingratiate himself. After showing 
them the camera, letting them see through it, he would "go out and 
let them see me standing on my head. It was amusing to see their 
surprise when [they] would put the focusing cloth back and see I 
was not on my head. They would look again and then come out 
and smile and call others to look and then they would smi le too" 
(Webb and Weinstein 1973:32). 

25 This is precisely what it was, an act. If the Kwakiutl had ever prac
ticed ritual cannibalism, they had certainly substituted stagecraft for 
it by then. 

28 On an invoice sent to the American Museum there is a listing for $2 
for "Indians for sitting." This figure was also given as "photographs 
of Indians," which may apply to this session. 

27 Similarly, a photograph of a large rock on the beach with a row of 
houses behind was labeled by Boas as a photograph of a rock 
carving but as a village scene by the American Museum (AMNH 
no. 3360661 ). The connection between Boas's list of titles and the 
image is my own, largely through process of elimination from more 
firmly identified images, and is thus only tentative. 

28 Frederick V. Hayden, the Western Survey leader, wrote in 1877: 
"Usually it is only when an Indian is subjected to confinement that 
those measurements of his person which are su itable for anthropo
logical purposes can be secured" (quoted in Jeffrey 1981:56, 58). 

29 In comparison , a contemporary expedition to the same region , led 
by George A. Dorsey of the Field Columbian Museum in 1897, re
turned with five physical type photographs from the Masset Haida 
and eight (of five people) from the Tsimshian at Hazelton, British 
Columbia. The collection of physical type portraits created by Boas 
at the American Museum is rivaled in the United States only by that 
of the Bureau of American Ethnology in Washington . 

3D Blackman's article, "Blankets, Bracelets, and Boas" (1976), is 
flawed by her misattribution of several key photographs. Working 
mostly with file prints, she missed the full body of work. Instead of 
the fourteen photographs of potlatches that I have attributed to 
Boas and Hastings, she found eleven, but of her eleven, I have at
tributed three to other photographers: her plate 3, of blankets piled 
up inside a house (AMNH no. 411813) , was taken by Harlan Smith 
in June 1898; her plate 4, of trade goods at a women 's potlatch 
(AMNH no. 42992), was also taken by Smith in 1898, as was her 
plate 5, of the same subject (AMNH no. 411791 ). Finally, her plate 
11 , of a potlatch at Alert Bay, which she suggests may have been 
taken by Boas, ca. 1900 (AMNH no. 104, 473), following documen
tation at the American Museum and the National Museum of Man, 
Ottawa, was taken by George Hunt, probably in Fort Rupert be
tween 1901 and 1905. In her defense, it should be noted that she 
repeatedly labels many of her attributions and points as sugges
tions only, where the documentation she had was uncertain. 

My attributions were made chiefly on the basis of systematic re
view of all early American Museum Northwest Coast photographs, 
by matching evidence in Smith's and Hunt's accession records , the 
Anthropology Department's early photo catalog, and the bound 
photo albums in the Photography Collection, in which the photo
graphs were pasted in, in sequence, as they were cataloged, ac
companied with original catalog numbers (see Appendix). 

In addition to these misattributions of photographer and date, I 
have determined, as outlined in my section on the uses of photog
raphy, that Blackman's plate 1 (reproduced in Boas 1897a:pl. 6), 
which she identifies as a Village Island chief, is in fact Wa'kas, a 
Koskimo speaker. As I have suggested, her entire discussion of the 
potlatch photographs as if they were of one unified event and as 
involving the Mamallilikulla of Village Island instead of the Kwagut, 
Koskimo and Nakwoktak is in error. I wish to stress here that my 
reattributions should not be taken as criticism of her fine, pioneer
ing analysis of the subject, which still remains a sound treatment of 
the subject. 
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31 Several, overlapping shots are particularly fine in showing the two 
simultaneous operations of a men's and women 's portions of the 
potlatch , with two contiguous circles of spectators, each facing in
ward to their respective centers of action . 

32 When people do venture into the woods, they do so as individuals. 
They are not buried in family plots or graves. The groups who go to 
clearings for ritual meetings leave thei r social identities behind in 
the vil lages: "While learning the songs the people sit promis
cuously, not arranged according to the societies to which they be
long" (1897a:520), and when they leave, they go home singly, to 
avoid attracting attention. 

33 George Hunt to Franz Boas, October 12, 1922. APS. 
34 George Hunt to Franz Boas, April 6, 1933. APS. 
35 The Kwaki utl had their own uses for photographs. Reproductions 

from magazines and newspapers were a popular form of interior 
decoration in late-nineteenth-century Coast houses (for a photo
graph of such an interior and discussion , see Blackman 
1982:98-99). In the new Northwest Coast Hall at the Field Museum, 
Chicago, the Kwakiutl House exhibit has a photograph of the 
Kwakiutl at the Chicago Fair, perhaps representing Boas's gift, 
tacked up on a wall. 

38 Harlan Smith to Franz Boas, May 19, 1898. AMNH , Dept. of 
Anthropology, accession no. 1898-41 . 

~ It is interesting that Boas th inks he can sell the photographs , evi
dently after paying Hastings for them with money from the U.S. 
National Museum and the American Museum. Or was Boas doing 
the sell ing on behalf of Hastings or the museums who had the orig
inal negatives? 

38 Th is attitude was so insistent that Reo Fortune had to return to 
Dobu with a camera because he realized that an ethnography with
out photographs would never sell (Mead 1972, cited in 1975 ed .: 
192- 193). 

39 In 1898, Putnam recommended to his friend Augustus Lowell that 
Boas give general lectures on the Northwest Coast, to be illustrated 
with lantern slides, but nothing ever came of it . Putnam to Lowell , 
April 8, 1898; copy filed with Boas-Putnam correspondence , Boas 
Papers, APS. 

40 Also in that volume is a photograph taken at the Museum of a mask 
Boas had collected (plate 31 ). Worn by a model , possib ly Boas 
himself as suggested by Hinsley and Holm (1976:315, n. 1 ), this 
mask was originally photographed by Hastings, in a nearly identical 
pose. The mask became part of an exhibit, mounted in the same 
pose, and Hinsley and Holm speculate that the photograph repro
duced as plate 31 may have been intended as another guide for 
the diorama-makers . 

41 Otis T. Mason to Franz Boas, January 17, 1896. APS. 
42 Jay Ruby (1980: 11, and in Odyssey 1980:1 0) has discussed a simi

lar retouching incident, involving frames from the 1930 film that 
were copied with the background removed. Although Ruby claims 
this was for a museum exhibit, the context and purpose of this 
action remain moot. 

43 Letters from George Hunt to Franz Boas, January 15, 1895, and 
March 20, 1895, respectively. AMNH, Dept. of Anthropology, 
accession no. 1895-4. 

44 Note the dates of Hunt's letters, early 1895: this was just after Boas 
had left Fort Rupert but still within the ceremonial season he wit
nessed and wel l before the publication of the book. There can be 
no doubt that the copper purchase that Hunt speaks of here is the 
one published by Boas 1897a:346-353 (reprinted in 1966:85- 92). 

45 We should stress that Boas was by no means alone in such ac
tions. The problem of "the specific vs. the general" is a common 
one in visual anthropology and in fact cropped up again for Boas 
in 1907. George A. Dorsey (1907) criticized the exhibits of the 
American Museum on this point, and Boas responded with a gen
eral essay on the principles of museum administration (noticeably, 
purposely avoiding Dorsey's point) . See Jacknis ms. (a) . 

48 Franz Boas to Edward Sapir, March 8, 1913. APS. 

47 Although most contemporary anthropolog ists wou ld agree with 
Boas's general theory of the cultural patterning of behavior, they 
would emphasize much more than he did the situational factors of 
meaning and context (for a good discussion on this tendency in 
Boas's photographic work, see Ruby 1980:8) . 

48 Pliny Goddard to Edward Curtis, January 17, 1924, in AMNH, Dept. 
of Anthropology , quoted in Gidley 1982:75. Gidley rightly points out 
that "what Boas and Goddard wanted was the film 's set pieces; 
they were not interested in that aspect of it wh ich, from the view
point of film history, makes it unique in its own time, however ab
surd the story is in some respects ." 

49 George Hunt to Franz Boas, December 3, 1907. APS. Although 
Boas planned to use Hunt's series in his study published by the 
Bureau of American Ethnology (1921 ), these volumes were illus
trated only with line drawings. Several photographs were used, as 
we have noted , in Boas 1909. 

50 Franz Boas to Owen Cattell , October 27 , 1932. APS. 
51 Boas was perhaps even more of a pioneer in sound recording than 

he was in photography. His extensive recordings of Kwakiutl songs 
at the 1893 fair in Chicago came only three years after Jesse W. 
Fewkes became the first to record American Indian music in the 
field , and Boas brought his sound machine into the fie ld on the 
1897 Jesup Expedition , where he recorded some Thompson Indian 
songs. Until his death, Boas cooperated with other students of mu
sic and language to organize archives and better ways of record
ing. After his last field trip in 1930, on which he recorded another 
156 cylinders, he brought the Kwakiutl Dan Cranmer to New York 
and recorded him on aluminum discs in 1941 . No doubt Boas's 
special stress on the phonograph came from his life long and deep 
love of music. 

52 It might be argued that his research on the subject of technology 
and visual art, from at least his first encounter with the Jacobsen 
collection in 1885 to his publication of the summary Primitive Art in 
1927, would argue for a strong visual interest. While it is undeniable 
that Boas was one of the major students of the visual arts of primi
tive people at the turn of the century , a closer look reveals that al
most all of his creative research on the topic came within the 
decade of his association with the American Museum, 1895-1905. 
The one exception was his article on the Eskimo needlecases 
(1908, reprinted in 1940:564- 592). While this research was impor
tant to Boas, it virtually ceased after his retirement from the mu
seum world in 1905. And the larger point raised here is stil l valid, 
i.e. , Boas himself spent little time drawing, painting, sculpting , pho
tographing , etc. Almost al l that he did do is restricted to brief, early 
field trips , and references to a personal enjoyment or appreciation 
of visual art are very rare . 

53 Yet, as so often was the case with Boas, there is a tension in his 
thought that he never fully resolved , in this case between the par
ticular phenomenal state of the world and general conceptual cate
gories, abstracted from experience. While we are making the 
argument here that Boas favored the latter, an equally good case 
could be made for the former. In his early credo "The Study of 
Geography" (1887b), he suggested that both approaches were of 
equal value, though he exposed a bias toward the phenomenal , a 
bias more marked by "The Aims of Ethnology" (1889b) . 
Increasingly, throughout his career, Boas favored the particular 
over the general. Yet, as the quotations offered here show, this was 
tempered on the level of scientific observation . Particular phenom
ena in the natural world were accepted far more readily than partic
ular observations by the investigator, and , of course, the 
photograph was just such a particular observation . 

54 Some of Boas's thought along these lines was probably derived 
from the theories of visual perception in Hermann von Helmholtz's 
Physiological Optics (1867). Helmholtz's theories, which as a psy
chophysicist Boas was quite familiar with , became the basis of the 
aesthetic theory of the influential Victorian photographer Peter 
Henry Emerson, whose 1889 book, Naturalistic Photography, at 
times sounds like Boas. 
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55 In these early days, before tape recording, the phonographic cylin
der was the record of a single performance. A transcription by 
musical notation is a description of this single performance, based 
on repeated hearings. As Benjamin I. Gilman astutely pointed out 
(1908:26-27), neither the cylinder nor the transcription was neces
sarily the same thing as the "piece of music" or a composer's 
score. 

58 Boas would have been more accurate had he remarked that, 
though the form was almost gone, the content remained. What he 
means here is that the form of referring to bowls remains, a verbal 
form, though the content or meaning, its ostensive referent, is gone. 
But one can look at the situation from the opposite direction and 
remark, as Boas himself did , how much of the old culture remained . 

57 Franz Boas to Will H. Hays, March 24 , 1933. APS. 
58 Here, while Boas used the text to trace the geographical distribu

tion of traits, he could have used a comparison of photographs
subjects of material culture or of behavior. Mead and Bateson used 
a comparative photographic approach in Bal i and New Guinea, 
though not for historical reconstruction . 

59 In her essay cited at the beginning of this section , Mead fastened 
on this point of culture change as "a partial explanation of this 
clinging to verbal descriptions" in spite of the availabil ity of film and 
other media: 

Much of the fieldwork that laid the basis of anthropology as a science 
was conducted under conditions of very rapid change, where the field
worker had to rely on the memory of the informants rather than upon 
observation of contemporary events. The informant had only words in 
which to describe the war dance that was no longer danced, the buf
falo hunt after the buffalo had disappeared, the discontinued cannibal 
feast or the abandoned methods of scarification and mutilation . Thus 
ethn~graph ic enquiries came to depend upon words, and words and 
words, during the period that anthropology was maturing as a science. 
[1975:5] 

80 Holm and Quimby (1980:31) discuss the state of Kwakiutl material 
acculturation at the time of Curtis's photography. Feeling the archi
tecture of Fort Rupert was too modern , Curtis had a model village 
(consisting largely of fagades) set up on an island in the harbor, 
complete with newly commissioned totem poles. As he had 
avoided the new houses, so Curtis kept away from the modern sail 
and gas boats. Instead, he took one of the few remaining large war 
canoes and had it repainted and refitted several times to represent 
several canoes Most of Curtis's reconstructions fall into the cate
gory of props and costumes. Mrs. George Hunt and friends busily 
turned out a large wardrobe of cedar bark robes and tunics. New 
cedar bark ceremonial head and neck rings were produced , along 
with new whale-rib clubs. After going to such trouble to re-create 
appearances, Curtis's posing was understandably meticulous. 
Using Hunt to direct the natives, following traditional gestures and 
poses, Curtis positioned his camera for maximum visual impact. 

81 According to Boas, there are few anthropologists who can speak 
the native language, so that they can "understand directly what the 
people whom they study speak about, what they think and what 
they do. There are fewer still who have deemed it worth while to 
record the customs and beliefs and the traditions of the people in 
their own words, thus giving us the objective material which wi ll 
stand the scrutiny of painstaking investigation" (Boas 1906, cited in 
Stocking 1974:185). · 

82 If Boas's doctoral research had predisposed him toward visual in
formation, it also brought home to h.im the limitations of a purely 
materialist science. Even in physics, the observer's abilities and 
perceptions played a role. 

88 As the reader may have realized by now, many of the positive val
ues attributed to texts in this discussion are not all they seem to be. 
Clearly, there are problems in memorizing and transmitting a myth. 
A family history may be skewed for situational reasons. The rec1tal 
of a tale to an ethnographer on a boat, line by line, will not be the 
same thing as a full performance in a natural setting to an appre
ciative audience. 
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Boas was aware of many of these drawbacks. Others have only 
been perceived by latter-day anthropologists. These positive values 
of the text are thus presented here not as absolutes, but always as 
traits relative to the photograph and seen within the limitations and 
parameters of Boas's anthropology. 

84 In ethnography, the primary medium is the body of the ethnogra
pher. His or her perceptions can be amplified and made more per
manent by a range of technical devices, the traditional one being 
pen and paper (see Rowe 1953 for a review of the history of tech
nical aids in anthropology) . Systematic ethnography came to matu
rity at the same time as the camera, and Boas was one of the first 
to use the camera in the field in association with ethnography, 
which was made practical only with the development of dry plates 
in about 1880. 

85 Another possible precursor to the 1894 team was the team of 
James and Matilda Stevenson, Frank H. Cushing, and the photog
rapher John Hillers, sent by the Bureau of American Ethnology to 
Zuni in 1879. But each participant was much more independent, 
and apparently they were not able to establish serious contact with 
informants until the team had left Cushing alone in the village. 

Boas 's use of a field team was part of his long-standing practice 
of seeking assistants or correspondents in the field . On his first 
Northwest Coast trip in 1886, Boas felt he had to enlist photogra
phers and school teachers to gather as much material as possible 
(1969:22) . George Hunt was only the most important of a long list 
of native experts hired by Boas (e.g ., the Tsimshian Henry Tate , the 
Nez Perce Archie Phinney, the Tsimshian Mrs. E. 0 . Morison, the 
Dakota Ella Deloria), along with well-informed whites such as 
James Teit. 

Decades later, Margaret Mead , Gregory Bateson, and the 
Balinese I Made Kaler, as well as several others who joined from 
time to time, all collaborated to document Balinese culture in multi
ple media. 

88 In fact , this seems to have been a general trait of Boas's collec
tions. The artifacts he sent to museums are accompanied by sur
prisingly meager proveniences and are surpassed by Hunt's 
annotations to his collections. 
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Enlightened Women in Darkened Lands
A Lantern Slide Lecture1 

Daile Kaplan 

The Education and Cultivation Division , an administra
tive body of the United Methodist Church , occupies a 
rare place in the history of photography. It has been 
custodian of over 250,000 secular and re ligious, na
tional and international photographs since its incep
tion in the early 1970s. The Historical Photo Collection 
contains material created and collected from 1860 
through 1925 by a United Methodist predecessor de
nomination , the Methodist-Episcopal Church .2 The 
collection was developed as a scientific library for 
use in lantern slide presentations made during the 
1920s and 1930s. "Enlightened Women in Darkened 
Lands" was one of many existing scripts presented in 
local churches to raise revenues and further mission
ary recruitment. 

The repository is comprised of two parts . The 203 
large-format photo albums, which contain 300 pages 
apiece, bear international titles such as "Near East," 
"South America," "North Africa," and "China" in add i
tion to national titles like "Frontier," "Southern 
Mountains," and "Cities." The twenty-five loose-leaf 
notebooks, measuring 6 by 83f4 inches contain sixty
page scripts of lantern sl ide presentations. These 
scripts pertain only to international material. The curi
ous titles of these shows-"East of the Andes," 
"Christ in Pagodaland ," "New Day in Mexico," and 
"Enlightened Women in Darkened Lands"-signify 
the ir educational and rel igious uses. 

The small notebooks are the remain ing artifacts of 
what was once an extensive collection of hand-col
ored glass lantern sl ides. The Stereopticon 
Department of the Methodist-Episcopal Church, the 
precursor of today's Aud io-Visual Department of the 
United Methodist Church , produced black-and-white 
hand-tinted glass slides, measuring 3% by 4 inches, 
from selected photog raphs in the collection . The "i l
lustrated lectures," as they were called , contained ap
proximately sixty slides. The shows were made 
between about 1920 and 1937. Ea.ch was distributed 
upon request to churches throughout the country. The 
churches may have been affil iated with particu lar mis
sions (a former member may have enlisted) or inter
ested in how the social gospel and evangel ism 
transformed a particu lar country. Unfortunately, nearly 
all the lantern slides were lost in the 1960s. 

~ft:ttn~ : · .):t:===t:::::::::::tt=tt::::~~~~~m 

Daile Kaplan is a photographer who also writes about 
photography. From 1980 to 1982 she was director of 
The Historical Photo Collection's research and preser
vation program. She is currently working on a screen
play about a nineteenth-century photographer. 

Prior to World War I, the Board of Foreign Missions 
of the Methodist-Episcopal Church waged a cam
paign to increase the number of missionaries and 
overseas missions. Initially, church publications pro
vided material about missionary programs. Later on, 
lantern slide presentations were also used toward this 
end . They informed the congregation of the work of 
predecessor missions in spreading the social gospel 
and building hospitals, homes, and schools . The lec
tures were a call for like-minded men and women to 
enlist . 

The slide shows were produced to promote an in
creased awareness of the need to further missions 
and recruitment. A memo from the Stereopticon 
Department states: '~An illustrated lecture is but a 
means to a great end- increased interest in mis
sions .... For some of the young people present this 
may mean the giving of seff to the work. "3 

Illustrated lectures provided information about how 
people abroad dressed , worked , and played . 
According to the Stereopticon Department, each lec
ture sought to convey "information , humor and inspi
ration ." Funds raised in the United States supported 
the soc1al gospel in addition to missionary efforts at 
conversion. 

The growing demand for illustrated lectures by 
churches created a need for international photo
graphs. Commercial picture collections such as those 
of Underwood & Underwood, Culver, and Keystone 
were expensive and could not supply relevant human 
interest material. The Stereopticon Department 
created and employed its own Historical Photo 
Collection . Generally, the photos were supposed to 
encourage members of the congregation to learn 
about missionary programs and support them. 

The church 's establishment of initial missions was 
not meant to create a dependence on church reve
nues for their continuation . Once missions were 
founded , missionaries sought to support their work 
independently as well. Upon returning to the States, 
they were able to raise revenues to ensure continued 
mission development. They sold their photos to the 
Stereopticon Department and made personal appear
ances with the illustrated lectures. In a way, the suc
cess of future missions depended on the ability of the 
photos to convey a sense of mission to the viewer, 
who responded with increased prayer, increased 
giving. 

For the sensation-seeking viewer the lectures of
fered little titillation . No bare-chested females adorn 
the screen . The slide sets were not produced as ex
otic travelogues. They were serious efforts at arousing 
missionary interest. 

The Board of Foreign Missions worked with the 
Stereopticon Department to create a library of photo
graphic and textual material to be used in publica
tions and slide shows. This repository was viewed as 
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a scientific, not artistic, enterprise. A photo admitted 
to the collection was given an index number and 
mounted onto an album page. Under each photo a 
handwritten caption appears. The textual material was 
usually supplied by the missionary and explained who 
or what was depicted. The captions often provided 
the basis for the lantern slide scripts. 

Many photos have an aesthetic quality, yet the ar
tistic nature of the photograph was rarely, if ever, a 
deciding factor in determining whether or not the 
photo would be purchased by the Stereopticon 
Department. If a photographer's work reflected the 
idea of the oneness of humanity, as most missionar
ies' intentions did, his or her photos would be in
cluded in the collection . 

Different kinds of hand-held cameras , including 
Kodaks , Graflexes, Wirgins , Tourist Multiples, 
Simplexes, and an assortment of detective cameras, 
were used to make the original photographs. The 
photos taken by missionaries are candid and .out of 
doors. As images they impart a feeling of empathy. 
The subject appears "other" but not threatening , ex
otic yet accessible. 

While many of the missionaries who ventured over
seas may have been photo hobbyists, the conditions 
under which they processed their photos are worth 
mentioning . Rev. Roy Smyres, a missionary who spent 
several years in Central Africa on successive mis
sions, was also a photographer. Approximately one 
hundred of his photos are in the collection. Smyres 
printed many of the photos he took while in the jun
gle. His only source of illumination was candlelight. 
Negatives that would have taken seconds to print with 
electrical light took hours to print by candlelight. 
Photo supplies were another problem because heat 
and humidity often destroyed film that lay in storage.4 

In a recent letter Rev. Smyres told me how lantern 
slides were presented. He wrote: " In the early days of 
lantern slide presentations many churches or homes 
had no electricity. A contraption was used which con
sisted of a small circular frame with a chemical [prob
ably limelight] set in it. When it was heated and fed 
with gas [acetylene?] it gave a brilliant, very hot 
light. "5 

The shows often took place on Sundays. The con
gregation assembled before a screen-usually a 
twenty-foot-square white sheet. The service opened 
with a reading of selected scriptures, the Lord's 
Prayer, and singing . What then followed was a series 
of hand-tinted (not washed) color slides of enchanting 
people and places. The only black-and-wh ite slides to 
appear on the screen were hymns or word slides. A 
commentary was read aloud by the presiding minis
ter, bishop, or missionary. By registering slides and 
then slipping or dissolving one into another, an illu
sion of movement was created. The intense spotlight 
of the projectors' beams riveted the audience's atten
tion onto the screen. 

The lantern slide was projected onto a screen far 
enough away to increase its size but close enough to 
give it a human scale. The effect of seeing ,. for exam
ple, life-size versions of child prostitutes juxtaposed to 
rotund male priests did not result in the kind of pas
sive viewing with which we are familiar. The viewer 
was not displaced from the action on the screen be
cause of its size. The intimacy of the setting and pic
ture encouraged a close relationship with the 
material; the odor of gaseous vapors permeating the 
air, the heat from both light sources, and the splendid 
array of color created a charged ambience. Church 
members responded with increased giving and mis
sionary activities grew. 

The deep blacks and opaque whites of the prints 
used here as illustrations do not rep licate the exquis
ite crispness and luminosity of the slides. Nor, of 
course , can selected photographs replicate the ex
citement of watching the show with friends and fam
ily-many of whom had never ventured beyond their 
own county line. 

The warm black-and-white tonalities of early twen
tieth-century amateur prints were elevated to an art 
form as lantern slides. Slide chemistry utilized the 
same process found in wet-p late photography of the 
mid-nineteenth century, the result being a fine clarity 
in tone and detail. The slides were highlighted with 
the application of color. In addition , nearly all of the 
images were masked , unlike the rectilinear photos re
produced here. The picture did not bleed to the edge 
of the frame; the edges appear rounded . The overall 
effect was a diffused, softened picture. 

The Stereopticon Department was proud of its 
work. The memo continues: "Our work we believe to 
be the best that can be produced at the present time 
. . . at least we have seen nothing to equal it. .. . To 
get this grade of coloring the slides are hand painted 
as a miniature is hand painted ." Since most of the 
slides were taken out of doors in hot sunlight, many 
have a slightly overexposed qual ity. In lantern presen
tations the hand painting would give an even greater 
intensity to the color and quality of the picture. 

Prior to the lantern slide phenomena, photos could 
be held in one's hand, looked at on a wall , or, occa
sionally, discovered as illustrations in periodicals and 
books. The projected lantern slide confronts the 
viewer with an accessible, life-size image, brilliant in 
luminosity and magical in nature. Held at a certain 
angle the lantern slide resembles a daguerreotype. 
With delicate movements of hand and light, the palm
sized picture shifts from positive to negative. 
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"Enlightened Women" 
"Enlightened Women in Darkened Lands" is a sixty
minute presentation. It was made about 1921. As one 
of the more sophisticated lectures in the collection , it 
incorporated material from five countries representing 
five diverse religious orientations. While the typical 
lecture was restricted to a particular country, "Enlight
ened Women" is not only multicultural but cross-cul
tural as well. 

It is organized around five regions or countries:. 
North Africa, India, China, Japan , and Central Afnca. 
The slides contain , along with images, text that intro
duces the customs and religion of a country. Charts 
and maps, for example, illustrate the rise of Moslem 
conversions throughout Africa. Word slides declare 
the gender inequalities existing in non-Christian 
cultures . 

The Committee on Conservation and Advance of 
the Board of Foreign Missions issued "Enlightened 
Women in Darkened Lands." It was produced by 
w. Watkins Reid, who wrote many other lectures as 
well . The theme of the show centers around three 
points : that Christ first enunciated the spiritual equal
ity of men and women ; that the Bible has contrib~ted 
the most to women 's emancipation ; and that the liber
ation of women abroad was dependent upon Western 
Christians bringing the gospel to non-Christians. 

The presentation opens with three drawings illus
trating scripture: Christ resting at the home ~f Mary 
and Martha; Christ and the women of Samana; and 
the fidelity of Ruth and Naomi (Figure 1 ). A wor~ slide 
flashes onto the screen affirming that only the Bible 
declares equal rights for women (Figure 2) . The pho
tographic material that follows shows girls and women 
from predominantly non-Christian parts of the world: 
Morocco and Algeria (the two countries ' laws are pre
sented interchangeably) as examples of the influence 
of Islam; India as an example of both Hinduism and 
Islam· China as an example of Confucianism; Japan 
as an' example of Shintoism; and Central Africa as an 
example of idol worship and fetishism. 

How a woman 's role, in the home and society, was 
dictated by religion tells an awesome story of the vari
ety of women 's oppression around the world . The 
Arab man who chanted in an open market: 

Come and buy, 
The first fruits of the season , 
Delicate and fresh ; 

Come and buy, 
Strong and useful; 
Faithful and honest; 
Come and buy. 

was not an anomaly. As the presentation shows, he 
could very well have been a priest in India, a father in 
China, or a husband in Japan. The implication of "En
lightened Women" is that gender inequalities, 
whereby men have perpetrated female subjugation, 
exist, but the state (patriarchal) religion-not indiv!d
ual men-should be held responsible. Slavery, ch1ld 
marriage, and prostitution were non-Christian pr~c-. 
tices . If men and women would convert to Chnst1an1ty, 
their culture would have an opportunity to liberate it-
self and prosper. . . 

The photo of "Beautiful Women, North Afnca (Fig
ure 3) would cause any viewer to sigh in apprecia~ 
tion. Both women are unveiled. The woman 1n profile 
looks beyond the camera; the older woman, .her 
hands demurely clasped in front of her, cautiously 
looks at the camera(man) . Their elegant display of 
costume and jewelry, though, betrays their vulnerabil
ity to the "wealthiest and craftiest and lewdest men ." 
The equivalence of marriage and slavery that t~e text 
suggests was a fate awaiting even the most ref1ned .. 

Figure 1 exemplifies the illustrated lecture's organi
zation . From the relationship of picture and text, the 
viewer learned that the picture was not meant to be 
interpreted independently of the script, that is, a 
pretty picture does not always tell a P.retty story. The 
scripts were an essential part of the VIewing process. 
Typeset and bound iri loose-leaf notebooks for the 
lecturer to read aloud , they came with a set of in
structions advising the reader how to present the 
show. 

Of course, many American women in the audie~ce 
were personally familiar with the institution of mamage 
and the loss of freedom it often represented. Some 
had been married by mid-adolescence. Indeed, these 
same women may have wondered at the difference 
between their lives and those of their sisters on the 
so-called "dark continent." The situation became less 
identifiable, however, with the slides of India that 
followed. 

The existence of arranged marriages of children 
was not unfamiliar to the congregation. British aristo
crats and photographers had ventured into colonial 
India to chronicle such practices in the mid-nine
teenth century. The image of the "Child Bride and 
Groom" (Figure 4), picturing a young girl of about 
four years casually sucking a finger, would shock the 
most sophisticated viewer. Her husband, a mature lad 
of about seven stands erectly beside her, his head 
tilted quizzically to one side. The children are holding 
hands. 

The three men flanking the children are a dizzying 
set of portraits and subportraits of the india.n patriar
chy. The man in a Western suit jacket weanng a skull
cap holds an open book. Presumably, he was .the 
priest who performed the ceremony. The man 1n the 
middle wears a turban. His suit reflects the shadows 
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of each child. The man to the left has his arms out
stretched. His body reflects the shadow of the 
photographer. 

For the Western viewer a wedding portrait is a 
loaded image. In all likelihood, men and women in the 
audience could not help but mentally compare this 
portrait with their own or visualize their children in the 
positions of those upon the screen. The effect, and in
tention, was sufficiently disarming . The story took an 
even more disturbing twist with the slide "A Widow in 
India" (Figure 5). The-preceding slide prepared the 
viewer for a photograph of a woman who, though 
married as a child, has aged with her husband. 
Instead, the slide showed a three-year-old girl cra
dled by an older woman (her mother?), having her 
head shaved by a squatting man as punishment for 
"becoming a widow." The viewer sees a portion of a 
tiny bald head. The child's screams are reflected in 
the pained expression of the woman holding her. In 
the context of the slide presentation, this picture suc
cessfully renders the horrors of child marriage. Today 
it evokes the continuum of female misery represented 
by women 's lack of power over their bodies-from 
childhood to womanhood . 

Thus far the illustrated lecture has given an emo
tional and dramatic reading of immoralities like slav
ery and child marriage. "Litt le Temple Girls" (Figure 
6) illuminates the screen with a slide of girls who are 
"consecrated prostitutes." Their function is to bring 
funds into the temple treasury. Again, the children 
pictured cannot be more than five years old . The 
slide that followed, of mature temple priests, is an ef
fective montage device aimed, no doubt, at incensing 
fathers and mothers in particular. 

The melodrama of the preceding slides was miti
gated with the photo of a "Woman Out for an Airing" 
(Figure 7). This is the only humorous slide in the pro
gram. For the first time, the audience can take a deep 
breath. As with most of the pictures in the collection, 
the photo is candid and outdoors . The inclusion of a 
young girl (in the right portion of the picture) who liter
ally walked into the frame confirms the unposed qual
ity of the photograph. The closed, curtained doors of 
the carriage, the immobility of the cows, the invisibility 
of the woman, serve as a visual metaphor for the role 
of women in Indian culture. 

For the typical viewer, the separation of church and 
state represented an American ideal. It assured an 
essential freedom: that the government would not in
terfere in religious practices. In the Orient, however, 
the experience of female oppression was directly at
tributed to the centrality and interdependence of 
"church" and state. Female submission was both to 
the state and to the family. 

In the Oriental material the text often eclipses the 
picture: the photos are less expressive, the text sum
marily dramatic. A word slide opens the section on 
China. It declares the existence of the "3 obedi
ences": a woman 's devotion to her husband, father, 
and son. The picture that follows of a "Chinese Girl 
Bride" (Figure 8) presents an image quite unlike the 
ones of Indian girls. A young child sits in the fore
ground of the picture. Her attention is drawn to some
one or something out of the frame; her expression 
registers fascination and expectation. What awaits 
this child? The text notes that most girls are murdered 
or sold into slavery. As adults, Oriental women had 
one of the highest suicide rates in the world . The 
drama and severity of female oppression are visually 
absent from the picture. 

The section on Japan raises an issue that has been 
implied throughout the entire program-the inter
relationship of industrialization, Christianity, and 
progress. An audience was shown a Japanese street 
scene in which the modern world was juxtaposed to 
the old (Figure 9). It served as an illustration of how 
progress alone cannot assure the elimination of social 
problems. The implication here is that only under the 
guise of Christianity can immorality be truly 
eliminated . 

The Oriental sections of "Enlightened Women" con
tain the least amount of material. In effect, this is a 
commentary on the missionary enterprise. 
Missionaries endured some of their greatest hard
ships in China and Japan. Frightening stories of re
sistance to missionary educational programs and 
conversion efforts are related in various history texts. 
And , while there is no less material in the Chinese al
bums, many of the photos document "current 
events"-the Boxer Rebellion , the great flood, and 
famines . 

In returning to Africa, a region known as the "white 
man's grave," the viewer is introduced to Central 
African people. In the photo "Toiling Women" (Figure 
1 0) two smiling women are grinding corn while a man 
(a husband?) sits in the doorway of a hut. Unlike the 
women pictured in North Africa, India, and the Orient, 
these women do not look oppressed. While the text 
offers stereotypes like "buoyant and cheerful " to de
scribe Africans, a formal issue is raised by this photo
graph, namely, the presence of the camera. Are 
these women content with their work or pleased with 
the attention of the photographer? 

In the previous countries pictured , the camera and 
missionary were familiar figures . For the most part 
missionary activities predominated in "urban" areas 
or around their periphery. Central African missions, 
however, were far more remote . White men and 
women, automobiles, Bibles, cameras, all had to be 
~ransported into the interior. Sometimes these walking 
JOurneys took three days; in inclement weather they 
took weeks . 
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Pictures of female missionaries and newly educated 
Christianized women conclude the program on an up
beat note. The formal portraits of American missionar
ies like Dr. Clara Swain (Figure 11) and Isabelle 
Thoburn (Figure 12) juxtaposed to those of Mrs. Feng 
(Figure 13) in her Chinese silk dress, Mrs. Singh (Fig
ure 14) in her sari , a Bible woman in Africa (Figure 
15), Japanese women in kimonos (Figure 16), and 
African women in dashikis (Figure 17) show the diver
sity and oneness of women around the world . The 
"enlightened women" referred to in the title seem to 
be those who were personally motivated to seek out 
God and an education and socially conscious enough 
to devote themselves to Christian work. 

Notes 
1 Th is article has been excerpted from a work in progress exploring 

the lantern slide phenomenon and historical impl ications of the 
United Methodist Church 's photo collection. 

2 The United Methodist Church became united in 1968 when the fol 
lowing six denominations merged: the Methodist-Episcopal Church , 
the Methodist-Episcopal Church (South) , the Methodist Church , the 
United Brethren Church , the Evangel ical Church, and the 
Evangelical United Brethren. 

3 Memo from the Stereopticon Department, p. 8. The memo appears 
as an "epilogue" in two of the existing lantern slide notebooks. The 
eight pages offer typewritten suggestions and instructions on pre
senting the material and background information on how they were 
produced. 

4 In 1981 I began an oral history project in my capacity as director of 
the Historical Photo Collection . During that time I interviewed two for
mer missionaries, Rev. Roy Smyres and Howard Brinton. Each was 
involved in Central African mission settlements. 

5 Letter from Roy Smyres to Daile Kaplan , July 6, 1983, p. 2. 
8 Memo from the Stereopticon Department, p. 3. 

Note: The penciled notations and/or revisions in the text ac
companying art were made for an audio-visual presentation 
in 1981 . 

Figure 1 

RUTH AND NAOl\lfl 
Slide No. 3 Nee . No. 338G3 

L1 the Old T estament, too, woman is honored- I.-

honored as nowhere else in a religious literature. The 
beautiful story of Ruth and Naomi will ever stand as 
a noble ideal of woman's fidelity and faithfulness. 
Other women are prominent as loving and faithful 
wives, wise prophets, just queens, poets and even 
warriors urging on the less courageous men. 

Every beautiful quality ascribed to woman is to be 
found in the Bible. 

No wonder a non-Christian woman once said wist-t 
fully to a missionary, "Surely your Bible was written 
by a woman!" 
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Figure 2 
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\VORD SLIDE: WOMAN AND THE BIBLE 
Slide ~o. f ) 

/ 

THE BIBLE AND POSITION OF· WOMEN 

There IS no respect in wh1ch the Bible 1s 1n 
sharper contrast w1th all its contemporary 
religious literature than in regard to the posi· 
tlon of women. 

No study ought to waken greater loyalty 1n 
the hearts of Christian women than to see how 
all the reforms of Christendom which affect 

'!'!omen a~a~9~q~_a..!:~lx_up~_n the pnncLple? 
of the Bible. 

HELEN BARRETT MONTGOMERY 

A noted woman writer says: 

"There is_ no ~·espect in which the Bible is in sharper 
contrast With Its contemporary religious literature 
than in regard to the position of women. 

"No study ought to waken greater loyalty in the v 
hearts of Christian women than to see how all the 
reforms of Christendom which affect women are 
based squarely upon the principles of the Bible." 

On the other hand, all the evils from which women 
suffer in non-Christian lands may be traced directly 
to the founders a.nd leaders of these reliaions. Let 
us briefly review some of these condition~. 

Figure 3 

BEAUTIFUL ·wo::\IEN, NORTH AFRICA 

Throughout :\Ioslem lands women are sold into 
slavery- and a man may keep with his wiYes as manv 
slaves as he can buy. · 

One writer on :Moslems in Africa says: 

"A fine upstanding J\l:lbyle maiden of fifteen, with 
the lines of a thoroughbred, the profile of a cameo, 
and a skin the color of a bron~e statue, will fetch her 
parents from eighty to three hundred dollars." 

Imagine these two girls put up for sale! 

And in Mecca itself, the sacred citv of the l\Ioslem 
faith, girls are sold to the highest bidders as the deal
ers cry, "Oome and bu~"')the first-fruits of the season, 
delicate and fres€) come and buy; strong and useful, 
faithful and honest; come and buy." And the most 
beautiful girls become the personal property of the 
wealthiest aud craftiest ~ man. 
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Figure 4 

OHILD BRIDE AND GR00~1 
Slide Xo. 19 Neg. No. 31599 

At even earlier ages 1narriage is often contracted. ,/ 
This bride of three and groorn of seven are typical of 
child n1arriage throughout India. A step that we con- . 
sider the n1ost sacred in life is entered into by chil
dren without any idea of its significance, entirely ar
ranged by parents _and priests. 

Marriages such as this are bad enough-but what 
n1ust we say as we read in the Hindu sacred la·w: "A 
n1an of thirty years shall n1arry a n1aiden of twelve / 
years who pleases hin1, or a 1nan of twenty-four a 
girl of eight years." 

In ttetual practice a girl of eight is often n1arried 
to a feeble gTay-haired n1an of sixty or Inore. Of 
course n1any ·wives are left wido,:vs at an early age. 
Child n1arriage n1eans child ·widows. 
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Figure 5 
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' A WIDO\V IN INDIA 
Slide No. 20 Neg. No. 26325 

\Vidowhood is said by the Ilindu religion to be .,"" 
punishrnent for son1e horrible cri1ne con11nitted by 
the wo1nan during an earlier existence upon earth. 
As a result of this belief, the .widow-even if but a 
mere child- is stripped of her ornan1ents, her head 
shaved, as is that of the infant-wiclo\v found by the 
photographer, and her food restricted to one scant 
n1eal a day. She is barred fro1n all fan1ily feasts, 
shunned, hated and n1ade a drudge. 

And the widow, no 111atter how young, 1nay never 
be n1arried; life-long slavery and drudgery are before 
her . 

.. A.. recent census shows n1ore than 25,000,000 "'" 
---./ 'vidows in India; 14,000 of then1 'vere under four 

years of age! Their sufferings can never be told~ 
~~nor showed in J>ictures! 
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Figure G 

LIT1'LE TE~fPLE GIRLS 
Slide No. 21 Neg, No. 55627 

A still greater affront to India's ·wotnanhood- if 
that be possible- is found in what has been called 
"consecrated prostitution." I_jttle girls, scarcely out 
of the cradle, are dedicated to the ''services of the 
gods." 1"hey are said to be "n1arried to the gods." -
As a n1atter of fact they are but slaves of the HindJ 

' priests, and ·when gaudily dressed and trained to at
t;.act tnen, they hring great revenues into the te1nple 
treasury. 

Conunerce with these girls and 'vo111en is considered ./ 
devotion to the gods. Perhaps novvhere else in the 
'vorld has morality sunk to so low a level in the nmne 
of religion and with its sanction. 

"\Vhat \vould it tnean to you as a father or tnother 
to have a little girl of yours given over body and 
soul-
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Figure 7 

studies in Visual Communication 

W0~1ili~ ''OUT FOR AN AIRING'' 
Slide No. 23 Neg. No. 68i>44 

If the bride is 1narricd into the ho1ne of a \Vealthy 
Ina~~' she spends her life in jail-like seclusion in the 
zeneil~, or WOinen's section of the house. This bul
lock-cart \vith its canopy concealing a \VOinan, is the 
Hindu's idea of giving a "joy-ride" to his \vife. 

The sacred code of Hinduisin says: "A ·woinan is 
not allo\ved to go out of the house without the con
sent of her husband; she 1nay not laugh ·without a veil 
over her face;or look out of a door or a windo\v." 

And of course wo1uen are kept in almost complete 
ignorance. 
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_) 

Figure 8 

OI-IIXESl~ GIRL-BRIDE 
Slid€> X o. 28 Nf'g. No. 68-lSn 

..._-\.s in other non-Christian lands, the girl of China is 
betrothed at a -very early age. Think of this little 
n1iss, pro1nisecl in1narriage the day she ·was born, and 
actually Inarried when not yet in her teens. 'rhe pho
tographer found her on her wedding day . 

..c\..fter betrothal the girl is taken to the benne of her 
n1other-in-la-w, and there she is little better than a 
slaYe- either n1other-in-law or husballd 1nay beat her 

at 'viii./ 

'l'he China1nan's great desire is for a son to ·worship 
his n1en1orY. If his 'vife bear not a son, that is suffi-. "'' eient cause for divorce,"' f'or taking In ore than one 'vife, 
and even for concubinage 

This subjection, seclusion and cruelty- all prac
ticed in the na~ne of religion- constitute the only ex
planation for the prevalence of suicide atnong China's 
w·o1nen. Suicide a1nong the girls and wotnen is fron1 
four to five tin1es greater than an1ong men. 

lVhat a terrible silent testi1nony to the suffering 
of China's won1anhood! 
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S'I'REE'I' CAR IN JAPAN 
Slide "So. 31 Neg. No. 53551 

// 

Japan has 1nade great progress industrially and 
conuuercially. The trolley car is a co1nn1on sight in a 
city of any in1portance. Great centres are connected 
by railroads, and factories are springing up every
where. 

And yet \Vith all her nlaterial progress, Japan still r 

is deep in the 1nire of unspeakable in11norality and 
vice. "f~ prevalence of public in1n1orality, with 
state-sanctiohed and protected houses of ill-fa1ne, the 
concubinage co~itl1.op an1ong govern1nent officials 
and the 'vealthy, the le,vd11ess of conversation an1ong 
both 1nen and vvon1en- all atte~; ~ ). terial pro
gress will fail a nation, unless it is acco1npanied by 
the principles and teachings of Christianity. 



Enlightened Women in Darkened Lands-A Lantern Slide Lecture 

Figure 10 

Sllao :-;o, 33 :\og. No. 6'7991 

..... :A:_' 
.. ......... .r,-

'"Olllell grinding com by the slow aud laborious 
method of pounding with a stick, while their hus
band ~its cmrl.cntedly resti11g in the doorway of his 
hut, is but a miniature picture of the eternal grind of 
life endured bv the women in African kraals. \Vomen 
are chattel, jt;st so umch property to be sold or used 
or destroyed at will. . \!though frowned upon·by 
European goYernmenh, domestic slavery is still well
nigh uniYCrsal; in the anragc kraal it is said that not 
less than one-third of the women are slaves. 

Editors' Note: The following original text continues on back 
of notebook page in typewritten form. 

"And this slavery surrounds domestic life and motherhood 
with unspeakable cruelty. 

Native medical practice, witchcraft, tabu, incantations, 
superstitions all add to the mental and bodily torture 
surrounding the home life of these African mothers. 

One missionary has well said, 'The heart of heathenism is 
unspeakable cruel ' and for the women of heathenism it is life 
long cruelty! " 
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Figure 11 Dr. Clara Swain, the first woman to be sent as a 
fully trained mission physician to a non-Christian land 
(India). 

Figure 13 Mrs. Feng, a graduate of mission schools in 
Chengtu, was the leading woman authority in all West China 
on primary education. 

Figure 12 Isabella Thoburn, one of the earliest pioneers in 
women's education work in foreign fields (India). 

Figure 14 Lilavati Singh, a graduate of the 
Isabella Thoburn College (India), succeeded to 
the presidency of that institution on the death 
of Miss Thoburn. 
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Flgure15 

BIBLE lVOl\IAN, AFRICA 
Slide No. 62 · N.:g. No. 27182 

'::!>...~ 

'The Bible wo1nan travels muong her sisters telling 1/ 
the old, old story of Christ and his wonderful love. 
She can reach the secluded won1en, the slave women 
and the outcaste 'von1en, as the 1nen, either mission
ary or native, can never hope to do. And into the 
1uost hopeless soul and the darkest ho1ne, she brings 
the joy and the brightness of the Gospel. 

'~r e could tell of hundreds of \VOinen fro1n An1erica 
and hundreds in their native lands \vho have served 
their sisters as physicians, teachers, nurses and evan
gelists in every non-Christian land-but in this brief 
lecture \Ve have been able to n1ention only a fe,v 
typical cases, set in typical environ1nents. 

1 

'Vhat \vonlankind owes to these noble, unselfish 
'von1en, no one can ever esti1nate; but theirs is there
\vard of a new 'von1an en1erging fro1n the old dark
ness into the light of Christian civilization. 
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Figure 16 Teachers and workers, Japan. 
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Figure 17 Teachers and workers, Africa. 



Documentary without Ontology 
Joel Snyder 

Of all the categories of classification and analysis 
used by critics and historians of photography, none 
seems as useful and intrinsically sensible as the class 
known as "documentary." And yet, for all the appeal 
of the "documentary" category, for all of its apparent 
legitimacy, there is probably no other classificatory la
bel commonly used in the study of photography that 
is as difficult to define and understand. A document 
is etymologically and in the law an item of proof or 
evidence in support of a putative fact , and many pho
tographs (some critics say all photo~raphs) certainly 
seem to be concerned with facts-e1ther putative or 
proved . At times, most particularly when ~eaching 
graduate seminars, I have wanted to ban1sh the term 
from my vocabulary, for more than any other single 
term, "documentary" is responsible for the introduc- . 
tion of hopelessly confused philosophic and ontologie 
disputes that properly belong in introductory course~ . 
in metaphysics and not in classes devoted to the cntl
cal analysis of pictures in cultural , social , or esthetic 
contexts . While I have nothing against metaphysics in 
general or the study of ontology in particular, I have 
had sufficient exposure to these disciplines to know 
that they are areas of extreme complexity and sub
tlety best left to competent philosophers . If documen
tary photographs are documentary by virtue of their 
special relation to "the facts " they depict, then an un
derstanding of these photographs is no longer a criti 
cal-pictorial enterprise; instead it becomes a scientific 
project. If documentary pictures are documentary 
solely because they "record the facts," then anyone 
who wishes to understand them ought properly to 
study the events, states, and processes they portray, 
not the pictures themselves. In more sober moods, I 
have wondered if, in preference to eliminating the 
term, it would be possible to reform it by removing a 
commitment to "the facts" from our notion of docu
mentary in an effort to dentologize-to remove the 
mystery surrounding it while conserving its utility. An 
operational definition of documentary, one that em
phasizes the use of certain photographs and re
duces, or best of all , totally eliminates any ontological 
commitment on the part of the user of the term, would 
be a valuable addition to the vocabulary of photo
graphic criticism and might also prove useful to an
thropologists as well as art and cultural historians. 

Joel Snyder is Associate Professor of Humanities , 
University of Chicago . He is also co-editor of the 
scholarly journal Critical Inquiry. 

Two Proposed Definitions of "Documentary" 
Documentary in photography has been dealt with , on 
the whole, in one of two ways: (1) the documentary 
character of a photograph has been explained i.n 
terms of the nature of the medium-an explanation 
that has the inevitable consequence of making al l 
photographs into documents ; and (2) the docu:nen-. 
tary character of a photograph has been explained 1n 

terms of the intention of the photographer who made 
the picture in question . Each of these modes of ex
planation makes quite different claims, though at 
times it has been assumed that (1) and (2) somehow 
amount to the same thing . 

The Documentary Natul'e of Photography 

In the view of some critics, 1 photographs are different 
from handmade pictures of all kinds . When defined in 
terms of this opposition , handmade pictures come to 
be thought of as products of the imagination , while 
photographs are characterized as records or traces 
of "the world " or of "the facts of the moment" or of 
"the way things are. " It is worth noting that this oppo
sition fails to provide a clear classification for hand
made illustrations that have a scientific use-e.g. , 
topographical illustrations, anatomical drawings, pre
cise sketches of the moon or of one-celled organisms 
seen under a microscope, and so on. Th is kind of sci
entific illustration might be accounted for as a bastard 
production , a work made with scientific intent but suf
fering from the inevitable effects of human fallibility 
and the unwanted presence of the human imagina
tion . Understood in these terms, handmade scientific 
illustrations inevitably fail as entirely accurate pictures 
and are, therefore, not as credible as photographs. 
Obviously, in this view, handmade pictures fail to 
achieve complete fidelity because of the nature of hu
man judgment and imagination , while photographs 
escape these flaws by being in some important sense 
mechanically produced. Handmade pictures use con
ventionally sanctioned "schemata" of illustration (as 
Ernst Gombrich calls them) , while photographs some
how cannot avoid , are somehow "automatically" com
mitted to, depicting the facts (and only the facts) . 

Posing the question about the differences between 
photographs and all other kinds of pictures in this 
way sets up the inevitable distinction between docu
mentary and other categories of classificat ion. 
Broadly speaking , in this kind of analysis, the charac
ter of a photograph is determined by insisting on the 
documentary character of the medium as a whole . In 
other words , photographs are held to be unavoidably 
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documentary because of the way in which they come 
into being. Other kinds of pictures-sketches, paint
ings, whatever-achieve their documentary character 
through the use of conventional devices that provide 
both the rules of depiction as well as the rules for the 
interpretation of what is to be depicted. Photographs 
in this analysis are essentially natural objects and are 
conventional only insofar as they have beE?n made in 
keeping with some rule of "selection," that is, a rule 
or convention that determines the appropriate kinds 
of objects to photograph. Photographs thus achieve a 
special informative value by eliminating, insofar as 
possible, the kind of human agency that distorts or 
falsifies "the facts" depicted. A photograph gets 
closer to the world in inverse proportion to the quan
tity of human manipulation involved in its production . 

Documentary Intention 
Another view of documentary in photography finds 
the defining character of a photographic document in 
the motive, purpose, or intention of the photogra
pher.2 Here a critic need not maintain that all photo
graphs are essentially documentary and is free, for 
example, to suggest that while some photographs 
may be made for specifically commercial or artistic 
reasons, others are documentary because they were 
made with documentary intention . The photographer's 
intention to make a document, to make a "record" of 
some particular fact or facts, is the informing principle 
for the photograph. A photograph made for reportorial 
or scientific purposes fails to secure artistic legitimacy 
because its production did not involve an artistic in
tention.3 Photographs secure their documentary char
acter by being the product of a specific kind of 
intention. 

Some recent critics of traditional histories and histo
rians of photography have centered their attention on 
the issue of documentary and documentary intention . 
They maintain that attempts to produce a coherent 
history of photography on the model of the history of 
painting provided by German art history are thor
oughly misguided. These photographic-art histories 
generally include, among the "touchstones" of "high" 
photographi-c art, works by photographers who were 
engaged in various utilitarian pursuits-including, but 
not limited to, architectural, travel, war, commercial-in
dustrial, scientific, and exploration photography-as 
well as photographs made with artistic intent. The ob
jections to the inclusion of utilitarian works like these 
in an art-history of photography appear to center on 
issues of intentionality. While it mav be that these crit
ics would oppose any photographic-art history, the 
major objection against such histories appears to 
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concern the purported illegitimacy of nominating utili
tarian photographs for candidacy as works of art. 4 

The issue reduces to a reasonably straightforward 
question: What warrant do historians have to treat util
itarian photographs as works of art when these photo
graphs were not engendered by an art motive? Not 
only does no such warrant exist, but the practice of 
treating, say, the Western American exploration pho
tographs ofT. H. O'Sullivan as if they were works of 
art falsifies both the history and the photographs. It 
makes the photographs into something they were not 
and could not have been. And there is a deeper, less 
polemical question present here as well: To what ex
tent does a historian distort the history of photography 
by imposing current categorical schemes on photo
graphs whose maker's intentions are open to question 
and whose original audience's reactions are often un
known? Thus, questions regarding the pictorial char
acter of documentary pictures are in themselves 
problematic, or if not that, at least suspicious. And the 
issue concerns the kinds of reasons we may advance 
on behalf of classifying a photograph in the docu
mentary category. Beyond this, there is, of course, a 
much broader question: to what extent, if any, are the 
sorts of analyses to which a photograph may legiti
mately be subjected determined by the nature of the 
intention that produced it? The questions of classifica
tion and that of the legitimacy of different kinds of 
analysis are quite different and need to be kept 
separate. 
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Concerning Photographic Essence and 
Documentary Intention 

1. Photographic Essence 
Neither of the suggestions regarding the source of 
documentary character-that the photographic 
process automatically and necessarily produces 
documents or that the roots of documentary must be 
sought solely or primarily in the specific intentions of 
photographers-provides much insight into a variety 
of perplexing questions about photographic docu
ments. At the level of analyt ic precision, each of these 
views is flawed. The supposition that photographs are 
inherently different from other kinds of graphics is true 
when considered from one limited vantage point, and 
then only trivially true. When taken in a way that 
makes an interesting claim, the assertion that photo
graphs are different in kind from all other kinds of pic
tures is simply false .5 While it is doubtless certain that 
photographs are different at the material level from 
say, paintings, arguments asserting that photograp,hs 
enjoy a special claim to accuracy, objectivity, or 
"world relatedness" have been unconvincing. It is far 
from clear to me that all photographs provide evi
dence or support allegations of facts . Unquestionably, 
some, perhaps many, do, but it stretches any useful 
?efinition of "documentary" to make all photographs 
1nto documents. The examples that best illustrate this 
point are, unfortunately, photographs that we tend to 
think of as flawed or somehow "tricky." Such exam
ples are clearly at a rhetorical disadvantage, but it will 
be useful to look at one of them before looking at a 
more standard example. 

A photograph of a tennis player completing a 
st~oke in whi~h the limbs are shown as grey smears 
falls, at least 1n certain ways, to be objective, accu
r.ate, or- in specifically documentary ways-informa
tive. A c_ommo.n r~joi.nder would be that the example 
under d1scuss1on 1s 1n fact accurate, since the picture 
is the result of a series of cause and effect events 
that are recorded in the negative.6 But this sort of ma
neuver is futile because it drains the meaning from 
"documentary." Even granting the supposition that 
~he picture is, in some sense, accurate , this accuracy 
1s purchased at the cost of scrutability. For it now 
turn~ out .that any piece of film , even one exposed to 
amb1ent l1ght and developed and printed , is an accu
rate picture because it "records" the play of light on a 
light-sensitive emulsion . 
T~e initi.al claim .a??ut the accuracy of photographs 

ach1eved 1ts plaus1b1l1ty by attempting to explain a 
view that appeals to common sense. This view was 
that the "object or world relatedness" of photographs 
made them inherently documentary. But the new ex
planation attempts to find the " recording " character of 

photographs in the ability of film to respond not to ob
jects but to light. Thus , if we adopt this view of the 
light-recording character of photography, we are left 
with the singularly unenlightening explanation that no 
matter what a photograph may look like, it is a docu
ment of something: of the optical and chemical inter
action of light and film. Thus, a photographic print 
that is little more than a uniform grey patch , even 
though uninformative in precisely the way documen
tary pictures are supposed to be informative, counts 
as a document because it is essentially a " record ." 
The point of the "essentialist" position was to explain 
why it is that typical photographs-the kind in which 
we can secure the identification of all sorts of objects 
in the world-are inherently accurate and therefore 
credible. It fails because in the end it assures us that 
no matter what a photograph may look ·like, it is both 
accurate and credible. It fails primarily, however, be
cause one of its basic premises is flawed: All photo
graphs are not accurate in either the usual or even in 
a restricted "scientific " sense. 

There is a far more important point to make about 
documentary in this connection , but it is difficult to 
make in a convincing way, largely because of a host 
of presuppositions most of us bring into play when 
dealing with photographs. What I wish to suggest is 
that many rather ordinary photographs and some ex
traordinary ones as well , while informative in a per
fectly straightforward way, are nonetheless not 
documentary in character. And I want to insist, 
though I shall not insist for very long , that these pic
tures are no more and no less documentary than their 
exact counterparts in other graphic media. 

Consider a photographic still life, say, "Heavy 
Roses ," by Edward Steichen (Figure I). Is this photo
graph a document? It is clear to me that it is not 
given the arguments discussed above. To get th'e 
proper depth of the question , we need to consider 
another picture-a painting- of the same objects in 
the same array. Is the painting a document or is it a 
stil.l li~e? ~Y strong inclination here is to argue that the 
pa1nt1ng 1s not a document for the same reasons that 
the ph?t~grap~ is not. It is not that the photograph or 
th~ pa1nt1ng failed to achieve something that each 
m1ght have, but that the type of picture it is nearly 
preclud.es the possibility of documentary. What rea
sons m1ght be advanced in support of classifying the 
photograph as a document? I can think of only one: 
~he ro.ses depicted in the photograph once truly ex
Isted 1n the specific concatenation depicted. This is 
a~ enormously loaded way of putting the matter, but 1 

w1ll not object to it. What we need to know however 
is why it is that the reality of the objects d~picted is ' 
supposed to account for the documentary character 
of the ~h~tograph . Is the still-life painting a documen
t~ry pa1~t1ng? My guess is that most people would re
Sist callmg it documentary in any sense even if they 
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Figure 1 Edward Steichen. Heavy Roses, Voulangis , 
France, 1914. Palladium print. (Plate 62 from A Ute in 
Photography: Edward Steichen. Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1963.) 
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Figure 2 Timothy H. O'Sullivan. Shoshone Falls, Idaho 
Territory, 1869. 
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were assured that the roses had really existed in front 
of the painter and in the exact array shown on the 
canvas. After all, many painters have produced still
life paintings and have made them with all the usual 
objects of still life directly in front of them. And his
torians of painting have resisted classifying these 
paintings as documentary. They have resisted not be
cause they were uncertain whether the painter kept 
the depicted objects in view during the activity of 
painting and not because they had reason to believe 
the painter was less than accurate, but because the 
documentary category somehow failed to apply. The 
photograph by Steichen should fail for similar rea
sons. The point I wish to emphasize is that both pic
tures do indeed provide information, but the 
information is somehow not of the "right" type. It will 
be necessary to return later to the notion of the right 
kind of information. 7 

2. Documentary Intention 
The subject of intentions is a notorious philosophic 
thicket into which some philosophers have entered 
and from which few have returned. The issue of docu
mentary intention is doubly perplexing because it 
joins two terms that individually stand in need of anal
ysis and clarification. The purpose of these remarks is 
to set out a number of objections to the notion of doc
umentary intention and not to provide a positive ac
count of intentionality or of documentary intention. I 
hope to show that questions of intention are not cen
tral to the analysis of most documentary pictures and 
that in the context of such analysis, no reference 
need be made to a specifically documentary 
intention. 

It sometimes seems that there is a crude 
Kantianism that stands in back of claims about the 
centrality of intention in the definition of documentary. 
It is useful to recall that claims about the definability 
of documentary through recourse to the intention of 
the photographer ordinarily come lJP in a reasonably 
charged context. The issue under examination is usu
ally the legitimacy of dealing with certain kinds of 
photographs as if they were works of art and as if 
they were a·menable to certain kinds of art-historical 
classification and analysis. Critics who object to this 
practice initiate their objections with a question about 
the intention with which the photograph or photo
graphs were made. This question is meant to demon
strate that such pictures do not qualify as "esthetic" 
items, because unlike "genuine" works of art whose 
genetic pedigree includes the motivation to make a 
work of art, these pictures have no such art motive in 
their causal history. 
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It seems reasonable to ask if indisputable works of 
art achieve their art status by virtue of having been 
engendered by the appropriate intention. Is the differ
ence between a picture art historians pronounce to 
be a work of art and one they feel fails to achieve 
such status a difference locatable in an intention? If 
Leonardo da Vinci decides to produce a painting for 
"purely" utilitarian reasons, is the painting therefore 
not a work of art, all issues of style and execution 
being equal? The opposite case is equally upsetting 
to an intentionalist account of art. If a painter who is 
demonstrably without talent intends to make a work of 
art, it is hard to see on the intentional account how he 
or she could fail. In response, an intentionalist might 
argue that in order to produce a work of art, an artist 
must have the right intention and produce a good 
picture. But now the role assigned to the intention is 
gratuitous. Why not eliminate it altogether and simply 
demand that the painter produce a good painting? It 
does seem clear that howsoever we may want to con
stitute a definition of art, the presence of a specific 
kind of intention will never amount to a necessary or 
even sufficient condition for the classification of a 
painting as a work of art. 

The formal case against documentary intention is 
very much the same as the case against the artistic 
variety. Having the appropriate documentary intention 
does not always guarantee the production of a photo
graph that will be documentary in character, nor does 
a total lack of such intention always result in a failure 
to produce a documentary picture. To deny this 
amounts to denying that we ever fail in our purposes 
or that we never produce unexpected or unwanted 
results while engaged in some purposeful activity. 

Still, the objections just noted are admittedly formal 
in nature and do not get to what I take to be a central 
difficulty with classifying documentary in terms of spe
cific intentions. The problem I have in mind concerns, 
very broadly speaking, what it means to execute a 
pictorial purpose of any kind. One obvious problem 
with the intentionalist view is that it atomizes the no
tions of intention, purpose, motive. It deals with these 
notions and human action in general in much the 
same way that the Supreme Court of the United 
States dealt with the issue of political representation. 
"One man, one vote," freed of its sexist implications, 
is an admirable political policy. However, "one action, 
one intention" as a general rule of human affairs is 
unnecessarily niggardly and is simply false in most 
cases of human action, unless we understand human 
intentions to be highly complex "molecules." Though 
often neatly formulatable, human purposes are rarely 
discrete, uncomplicated matters. When the formation 
of an intention necessarily involves the ability to per
form certain activities with skill, the intention itself will 
turn out, on analysis, to be extraordinarily complex. 
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Figure 3 Timothy H. O'Sullivan. 
Cooley's Park, Sierra Blanca 
Range, Arizona, 1873. 
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In light of these considerations, what might it mean 
for a photographer to possess a documentary inten
tion? What might it mean to suggest that the explora
tion photographer O'Sullivan photographed the 
unexplored American West with a "pure documentary 
intention?" Certainly, at some not very deep level, it 
meant that he took his job to be the production of 
photographs that would depict the West in a perspi
cuous fashion. Since O'Sullivan worked for expedi
tions that were understood to be scientific in 
character, we could be more demanding and require 
of his intention that it include the desire to produce 
"records of fact"-"objective" documents. 

But now the inevitable questions arise: How do we 
define the terms? Where do the definitions for "per
spicuous," "records of fact," and "objective" come 
from? If a documentary photograph is the result of a 
documentary intention , what is the connection be
tween the intention and the way the photograph looks 
(Figures 2 and 3)? Just how is a "pure" documentary 
photograph supposed to look? And what makes a 
photograph an "impure" document-a picture that 
fails as a pure, objective record? Are there conven
tions of documentary depiction (or were there such 
conventions in the late 1860s and early 1870s)? If 
there are such conventions , are they not part and 
parcel of what it means to be a skilled photographer 
of the kind O'Sullivan was? And this already compli
cated set of considerations gets even more complex 
the moment we grant (what I believe we are often 
forced to grant in cases of documentary and what we 
are most definitely required to demand in the case of 
O'Sullivan) that part of what went into making these 
photographs was great concern with issues of picto
rial interest, coherence, clarity, and even landscape 
issues-consideration of the beauty, sublimity, or pic
turesque character of the finished photograph . In 
other words, even if there were such a thing as "the" 
documentary intention standing in back of a docu
mentary photograph , it would have to include, of ne
cessity, a pictorial intention as well. And this pictorial 
intention cannot be derived from the documentary. If 
it were possible to analyze intentions into subinten
tions and skills, it would turn out that the intention to 
make a "record" of, say, a rock formation would not 
be enough of an intention to generate a "record." We 
would have to add the intention to make a picture, a 
"pictorial record ." My difficulty with those writers and 
historians who are opposed to the construction of an 
art history of photography on the grounds that the util
itarian photographs included in these histories were 
made solely with "pure documentary intention" cen
ters on their failure to attend to what is implied in hav
ing a pictorial purpose at all. 

This issue can be made more clear by trying to 
imagine what a "pure documentary photograph" 
might look like. I admit to being unable to imagine 
anything at all that might correspond to this appar
ently undefinable notion. Obviously, what is intended 
by "pure documentary photograph" is a picture that 
escapes or negates every convention of pictorial de
piction . The historical record does not provide such 
examples, however. Most documentary pictures are 
highly conventional, and a careful analysis of the de
pictive conventions used in them will reveal that these 
habits of representation come from a diverse field of 
interests, from a variety of established pictorial enter
prises. Since human activities are not hermetically 
sealed off one from the next, we should. not be sur
prised to find "pure documentary photographs" that 
show some use of conventions drawn from high art. 
The notion of defining documentary in terms of inten
tion, like the program of defining it in terms of the 
built-in necessities of photography, fails to account for 
the varied kinds of photographs we classify as docu
mentary. Ultimately, each of these attempts fails be
cause each substitutes mystification (either through 
"essences" or by way of " intentions") for explication. 

Documentary without Ontology 

Defining Subject Matter 

I remarked at the beginning that debates over the on
tological status of photographs are futile . But they are 
worse than merely a waste of time. As long as the 
study of photographs remains committed to explana
tions of subject matter and style that proceed from 
"the way things were" at the time of the photogra
pher's exposure, we can expect to receive very little 
of use or interest in the analyses of pictures. Consider 
three photographs; a street scene from London of the 
1870s by John Thomson; a view of urban poverty in 
Manhattan from the mid-1880s by Jacob Riis; and a 
photograph made by Walker Evans in 1936 of share
croppers in Alabama (Figures 4, 5, and 6). Each of 
these photographs is generally thought of as docu
mentary, each somehow involved with the facts of the 
situation, and each "about" the poor. 

If these photographs are to be understood as 
something like facsimiles of the worlds they depict, 
they will remain static, inert, and recalcitrant. 8 They 
will refuse to yield to analysis because the ontological 
approach to documentary eliminates the possibility of 
pictorial analysis . It would be wrong-conceptually 
wrong-to think of the photographs by Thomson, Riis, 
and Evans as having the same subject matter: the ur-
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Figure 4 John Thomson. No title. (From John Thomson and 
Adolphe Smith, Street Life in London, London, 1877.) 

Figure 5 Jacob Riis. Necktie Workshop in a Division Street 
Tenement, 1890. (Plate from Peter Pollack, The Picture 
History of Photography: From the Earliest Beginnings to the 
Present Day, rev. ed. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1969, p. 
302.) 
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ban and rural poor. The photographs are different 
from one another because their subject matter is sub
stantially different. 

The subjects of Thomson's photographs of "street 
scenes" in London are stereotypical, without person
ality. Each figure in the photographs stands for a 
type, and it is clear from Street Life in London (Thom
son and Smith 1877), the book in which the photo
graphs appear, that both the photographer and 
author conceive of themselves as producing some
thing like a typological account of London's quaint, al
beit suffering, poor. The photographs are typical 
themselves; the arrangements of the various types, 
the discrete physical distance of nearly all the people 
from the camera, are in keeping with the standard 
conventions of depiction that can be found in numer
ous nineteenth-century books carrying titles like Pic
turesque Types of Old Chicago or Picturesque Types 
of Glasgow and Edinburgh. 

If Thomson was interested in doing a typology of 
the quaint urban poor, Riis was interested in another 
kind of typology: a monistic typology in which the va
riety of national and racial types is reduced to one 
common type by the degradation of the slums-the 
beast of the urban jungle. It is clear from Riis's book 
about the slums of lower Manhattan in the mid-1880s, 
How the Other Half Lives (Riis 1890), that he believed 
the greed of landowners was responsible for the 
growth of a virulent "moral contagion," a disease that 
afflicted all the inhabitants of the slums with the ex
ception of some of the children. It is further clear that 
Riis believed it would be necessary to write off an en
tire generation or two of these unassimilated, un
American types while attempting to correct the situa
tion by raising the children in clean, modern tene
ments and providing them with the necessary 
education to become "proper" Americans. The book 
moves from chapter to chapter, dealing with various 
national and racial types in a most vulgar and "dis
criminating" manner. And yet, for all the vulgarity and 
unhumorous jokes about Italians, Jews, Irish, Chinese, 
Blacks, Germans, Bohemians, and so on, both the 
text and the photographs demonstrate that the condi
tions of the slums cancel out the various and (for Riis) 
real differences between types of people. What re
mains is the jungle animal quality of the people-a 
quality that allows them to kill their young (as part of 
an insurance racket), to drink themselves to death in 
"back alley gin mills," to lose all ability to feel com
passion. And Riis's photographs portray these people 
as if in cages-cramped, barely alive, living in their 
own excrement, stunned with eyes agape. An under
standing of Riis's photographs would have to include 
comment on his remarkably crude technique and the 
way in which this very crudeness becomes part of his 
pictorial rhetoric. The photographs are by and large 
antipicturesque-the compositions so often "dis-com-



88 studies in Visual Communication 

posed," the grain large and pronounced, the con
trasts unacceptably vast-and they advertise 
themselves as being "without artifice": as "sponta
neous," as unconcerned with anything so trivial as 
clarity, prettiness, pictorial acceptability. If Riis had 
planned it, which he obviously did not, he could not 
have contrived a more useful way of characterizing 
his subject in pictorial terms. Photographs that em
phasized the quaintness of the urban poor, their cute 
manners, and rascallike qualities were certainly avail
able to Riis. They would not have been suited to his 
purposes. 

Walker Evans's photograph of the doorway to the 
home of a sharecropping family in Alabama (Figure 6) 
is obviously concerned both with issues of formal 
clarity and with conveying information about the fami
ly's unself-conscious sense of arrangement and or
der. The photograph appears in Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men (Agee and Evans 1941) and is part of 
the first, brief "volume" of the book dedicated solely 
to Evans's photographs that appear without any cap
tions or commentary whatsoever. The second part of 
the book is a long, extraordinarily self-conscious text 
by James Agee that describes the singularity, the 
"unrepeatability" and "divinity" of the sharecroppers 
and their families. Evans's photographs parallel 
Agee's text. The text shifts back and forth between 
first-person descriptions and narratives, filled with 
personal information about Agee and his reactions to 
the members of the families, and "objective" descrip
tions of the sharecroppers, their homes, and posses
sions. Evans's photographs shift between highly 
formal , composed portraits for which the people have 
arranged themselves, as well as pictures of details of 
the homes and the farm (pictures that often look like 
still-life arrangements) , and snapshots, primarily of the 
families, in which they are seen unaware, distracted, 
unself-conscious, and unarranged. 

Evans's photograph is defined by a set of interests 
that are clearly documentary. It conveys both Evans's 
and Agee's romantic sense of the intuitive "esthetic" 
or sense of order that the sharecroppers expressed in 
the arrangement of their lives and their few posses
sions. Whether one is fascinated or horrified by the in
trusion of Evans and Agee into the lives of these 
people, it seems difficult to deny that this photograph 
is a pictorial report of an observation few other pho
tographers would have made at the time.9 My point 
here is not to praise or blame Evans or Thomson or 
Riis but to find an adequate description for the way 
each worked. Unlike Thomson and Riis, Evans was 
not interested in a variegated or monistic typology. 
Quite to the contrary, his concern was in the unre
peatable and singular. His method of depicting this 
uniqueness involved a continual contrast between 
pictures like Figure 6 and snapshotlike photographs 
(Figure 7). The formal clarity of the photograph of the 

Figure 6 Walker Evans. Burroughs Kitchen, Hale County, 
Alabama, 1936. 8 x 10 in. (Plate 77 from Walker Evans: 
First and Last. New York: Harper & Row, 1978.) 

doorway is complicated by the remarkable precision 
of line and the richness of the tonal structure (Evans 
used an 8 by 10 view camera for Figure 6) . 

An explanation of why these photographs by 
Thomson, Riis , and Evans look the way they do is, of 
necessity, going to depend upon a study of conven
tional means of depiction , and these conventions will 
play a central role in determining what the photogra
pher has accomplished at the level of defining the 
subject matter of the photograph . Such definition is 
the central task of any picture maker, and it would be 
futile to look in front of the photographer's camera for 
the subject matter that will appear in the finished pho
tograph . Depending on what the photograph looks 
like, it may or may not be possible to identify some or 
all of the objects depicted in the photograph. 10 There 
is a profound difference between subjects and ob
jects , between subject matter and object matter. 
Perhaps it is a function of the great accessibility of 
photographs, of the relative ease of making them, 
and of our great familiarity with viewing them, that we 
overlook with such apparent ease the simple fact that 
subjects do not reduce to objects, that there is no 
equation across an equal sign between them . If there 
were such an equation , all photographs of the same 
place made at the same time would look alike . They 
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Figure 7 Walker Evans. Floyd Burroughs and Tengle Children, Hale County, Alabama, 1936. 35 mm. (Plate 81 
from Walker Evans: First and Last. New York : Harper & Row, 1978.) 

would look just like the objects represented . That 
photographs made by a number of photographers 
working under the same conditions in the same place 
at the same time need not (and often do not) look 
alike is perhaps not terribly surprising . But while this 
observation does not surprise, it remains for someone 
to explain , in straightforward and nonmetaphysical 
terms, how th is is possible . 

Perhaps we could get a better grasp on what is dif
ficu lt about this kind of question by asking a similarly 
difficult one: How might we explain the production of 
the same or very nearly the same picture by, say, ten 
photographers working in the same place at the same 
time? It will explain nothing to give an account solely 
in materia~ terms, that is , to say that the photogra
phers, using similar cameras, lenses, film, and expo
sures, stood roughly in the same place and aimed in 
roughly the same direction. This merely restates the 
question in new terms: It states what had to happen 
technically for all the pictures to turn out (roughly) the 
same. What we need is an explanation of why they all 
did the same thing. Without belaboring the point, it 
seems clear to me that an explanation will have to in
voke some notion of common purpose: The photo
graphs look alike because, say, the assignment was 
to produce a certain kind of picture. Invoking a pur-

pose may look like but is , in fact, not at all equivalent 
to the invocation of an intention to explain the "na
ture" of a picture. A purpose is a goal to be accom
plished . It is not a psychological state. In picture 
making , certain tasks have become so thoroughly a 
part of our everyday pictorial currency that the formu
lae for achieving the purpose are public property. 
These formulae or conventions of depiction become 
like second nature for us . They are essential parts of 
the picture making and picture " reading " process. 
Some of them have become such thoroughly 
standard fixtures of our conceptual environment, of 
the way we describe or depict or think of parts of the 
world , that it is quite difficult at times to believe they 
are cultural products and not natural features that at
tend our experience of the world . 

The differences, then , among the photographs of 
Thomson, Riis, and Evans cannot be reduced to a dif
ference of nominal object matter. They are different 
because they rely upon different conventions of de
piction, upon different formulae for the constitution of 
subject matter. 

My observations about these photographs are 
meant only to reinforce the suggestion that documen
tary photographers must, of necessity, fall back onto 
or devise methods of portrayal that provide the 
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means for defining subject matter. It is useful to think 
of the problem of subject matter in terms of a coun
terfactual question : If Riis had photographed in 
Alabama in 1936 and Evans had photographed in 
Manhattan in the 1880s, each working with his char
acteristic purpose in mind , would Riis's photographs 
have turned out like those of Evans and Evans's like 
those of Riis? A negative answer to this question 
makes my point, while an affirmative answer pushes 
the question of subject matter back onto the object 
matter of the world. For my own part, it seems to me 
that the counterfactual must be answered in the 
negative. To deny that different photographers char
acteristically work in different ways- produce photo
graphs with very different pictorial qualities-may 
make a point, but it does so at the expense of the 
facts. 

Defining "Documentary" 
Is it possible after all these considerations to provide 
a definition of documentary? If the request is for an 
exhaustive formula , one that provides common and 
peculiar properties for all photographs called docu
mentary, I believe the answer is no. If the request is 
for some rough guidelines, then some answers are 
certainly possible. 

Documentary is a classificatory category that is es
tablished by use and not by essential character. 
Thus, calling photographs documentary is not contin 
gent upon the assignment of some special quality of 
accuracy to them; it is providing them with certain 
uses . Accuracy, understood in terms of a profusion of 
finely resolved detail , is not a defining character of 
documentary, though it may be a quality of some, 
perhaps many, documentary pictures. A photograph , 
say, one of downtown Denver in the 1890s, may have 
been produced with a "purely esthetic" intention- a 
desire to make a pretty, decorative, or beautiful city
scape. It may have hung for years on some wall be
fore anyone thought it useful for establishing 
something about Denver in the nineties. At that mo
ment, a documentary use was projected for the pho
tograph , and if in time someone actually used the 
photograph to establish some point, no matter how 
trivial, about "Old Denver, " the picture became a 
document as well as an object of art (or a failed ob
ject of art or perhaps just a pretty picture) . This new 
use for the picture ought not to be thought of as a 
kind of transubstantiation or metamorphosis. It is 
more adequately described in much simpler terms
the picture took on an informative use. Why many of 
us think of this process as peculiarly photog raphic is 
an interesting question , and I suspect that a full an
swer to it would reveal much about how we have 
come to think about certain features of the world . But 
it should be emphasized that this kind of dual value is 

far from being peculiar to photographs. Egyptian stat
uary, Minoan warehouse receipts , all sorts of items 
never intended to be documents-bits of evidence 
about the way a culture operated-have over time 
taken on the same kind of dual use. So far, I have 
only suggested that some photographs become doc
umentary over time, and this assertion seems quite 
beyond dispute to me. This claim shows that it is true, 
at least in some cases, that a photograph need not 
possess a special photographic quality or have been 
engendered by some special intention to qualify as 
documentary. This is an important claim in itself. If we 
paid sufficient attention to the uses to which many 
paintings and drawings are quite commonly put, we 
might not find this fact odd . Cultural and art historians 
routinely make use of paintings as perfectly reliable 
evidentiary sources of one kind or another, even 
though the paintings might be thought of most prop
erly as "works of art ," and even though the painters 
had no intention of informing their audience about 
their everyday surroundings. Thus, paintings by 
Vermeer can provide architectural historians as well 
as historians of modes of dress with basic materials 
for their studies. 

One of the great pleasures of studying photography 
is the exposure one constantly receives to the great 
abyss that separates our preconceptions about what 
all photographs must be from our knowledge of how 
extraordinarily diverse they are. According to many 
writers on the subject, the single most important virtue 
of photography is its capacity to resolve a profusion 
of extremely fine detail , far in excess, we are told , of 
the accurate detail that a sketcher or painter can pro
vide . Indeed, one of the primary reasons advanced 
by critics for according photography its preeminent 
role as a documentary medium is precisely this ca
pacity "to render momentary facts in sharp del inea
tion ." And again , it is this feature that allows us to 
think of certain kinds of photographs as "natural 
records " of what they depict . 

But now consider these observations in light of the 
Kennedy assassination photographs (I have the 
Zapruder film in mind). This film footage is clearly 
documentary, clearly in some sense a record of the 
assassination. Perhaps more than any others, these 
pictures demonstrate the futility of formulating the no
tion of documentary solely in terms of pecul iarly pho
tographic values. I do not mean to deny any relation 
at all between documentary and information , but I do 
want to call into question the uncomplicated and easy 
identification of what is assumed to be "peculiarly 
photographic " information- a kind of information that 
only photography can give-with the reason for call
ing a photograph documentary. Allowing this equation 
to go unchallenged, concluding that some or all pho
t~grap~s. are documents because they contain spe
Cial, pnv1leged information about the "facts " of the 
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Figure 8 Abraham Zapruder. Kennedy Assassination, 
November 22, 1963. (Frame from 8 mm. color film). 

"objective world ," amounts to misunderstanding the 
variety of uses to which documentary photographs 
are put . 
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When the Kennedy assassination pictures are 
viewed frame by frame (Figure 8) , they fail to provide 
the kind of information that is unambiguously eviden
tiary in nature, that is, the kind of information lawyers, 
police laboratories, perhaps even historians require to 
support allegations or hypotheses. Each of these pho
tographs is blurred, unacceptably fuzzy, totally de
void of sharply rendered details. It has been amply 
demonstrated over the past twenty years that the 
photographs are useless as indices of the direction or 
number of bullets shot at Kennedy. In fact, the photo
graphs provide so littl'e useful information of this kind 
that they can be used to validate contrary opinions 
about the direction of the bullets. It would be hard to 
say, even approximately, just what new or useful (or 
specifically photographic) information is provided by 
the photographs. It is likewise difficult to determine 
just what information about the assassination is avail
able only from these pictures that would not be avail
able from other nonphotographic sources. Still, these 
pictures clearly qualify as documents of the assassi
nation. And they are despite our inability to give an 
account of the unique information that all documen
tary photographs are supposed to provide. The very 
odd point at work here is that it is both too difficult 
and too easy to explain just what our interest is in 
these pictures. We cannot say that the film shows us 
what we would have seen if we had been watching 
Kennedy at the moment he was shot, because we 
would not have seen the event as it is portrayed in 
the film. Nor can we say that this film "reveals" details 
of the assassination that are otherwise unavilable to 
us. What we can say is that the film fails to show us 
what we might have seen and fails to provide us with 
details that we could not have seen but makes us feel 
as if we are somehow in the presence of Kennedy at 
the moment of his assassination . This is not an incon
siderable accomplishment; it accounts for much of 
the power of some memorable documentary photo
graphs. But while we may feel we are in Kennedy's 
presence, we know (perhaps I should say we should 
know) that we are not. We feel in the presence of 
Kennedy at the moment he was shot; we know we are 
not; we know we would not have seen it the way it is 
portrayed in the pictures; we learn nothing from the 
photographs of an independent and peculiarly photo
graphic character. It is therefore odd that we want to 
say of these pictures that they are "credible ." What 
might possibly be the object of our credence? The 
most useful way of approaching this remarkably com
plicated problem would be through an examination of 
the various tropes and commonplaces of documen
tary photography, that is, an examination of the rhe
torical figures of documentary (and not through the 
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Figure 9 Robert Capa. 0-Day Normandy Beachhead, 1944. 
(Plate from Peter Pollack, The Picture History of 
Photography: From the Earliest Beginnings to the Present 
Day, rev. ed. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1969, p. 605.) 
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construction of the rhetoric of photography or the 
documentary photograph) . 

Robert Capa's D-Day photograph of an American 
soldier on the Normandy beachhead magnifies the 
problems just discussed (Figure 9) . In this picture, the 
relation between what is thought to be uniquely pho
tographic information and documentation seems very 
nearly broken. Unlike the assassination photographs, 
this picture was produced by a photographer who 
was well aware of the rhetorical character of his 
work-aware of the need to engage an audience. 
Capa used a compact 35mm camera, grainy film, 
and a slow shutter speed . The photograph is a swirl 
of blur and grain . Again , like the assassination photo
graphs, this picture gives very little in the way of de
tailed information. Would there have been a great 
expansion of the documentary value of this photo
graph if Capa had used a faster shutter speed? It is 
unlikely that sharper definition could have made this 
photograph into a better document of the invasion. In 
fact, it seems quite clear to me that the effect, the 
way the photograph causes us to respond, is totally 
dependent upon our knowledge that the picture was 
made at Normandy together with the obscurity (the 
sublimity-dare I take a term from the rhetorician 
Burke?) brought about by the overall blur. 

Eliminating or reducing our commitment to the privi
leged relation of photograph to world allows us to 
identify the remarkable variety of our pictorial habits, 
to see how effortlessly we move from picture to pic
ture, invoking different and often contradictory beliefs 
in order to make sense of various kinds of documen
tary photographs. It has the further and analytically 
more important value of permitting us to see that our 
notions of document, record, objective picture, and 
the like are not fixed and determinate, but on the con
trary are flexible, open, and changeable. We value 
some documentary photographs because they are 
clear and filled with information we need , while we 
value others as documentary because of (or despite) 
the absence of the kind of information we often think 
of as specifically photographic. The advantage of 
adopting a deontologized notion of documentary is 
further underscored by the complexity and richness it 
restores .to the world. Instead of thinking of these pho
tographs as passive reflectors of preformed facts, it 
forces us to see how the process of finding or depict
ing facts is itself formulaic, guided by habits of obser
vation and skills of representation, and dependent 
ultimately upon our culture and our interests. 
Documentary without ontology allows us to make 
sense of the difference between pictures that take on 
a documentary value over time and photographs that 
are self-consciously documentary. The work of "seri
ous" documentary photographers is intended to en
gage our attention, to inform us, and to move us to 
act. More often than not, it deals with an "exotic" 
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topic-with events, actions, or persons we as mem
bers of the audience could not see on our own. And, 
as I have noted, we fail to come to terms with these 
photographs if we think of them as depicting a preex
isting subject matter. Documentary photographers of 
the self-conscious variety, whether we think of them 
as doing important or merely self-serving work, are 
engaged in the work of defining subject matter. 

It should be clear, finally, that I can see no way of 
divorcing photographic documentation from the gen
eral issues of depiction. A documentary photographer 
is above all a picture maker, and the problems he or 
she faces are pictorial in nature. We may condemn 
the photographer for the production of beautiful pho
tographs of what we take to be an ugly aspect of the 
world (as numerous critics have condemned beautiful 
photographs of war or urban poverty), but such dis
approval, to be moral, rests upon the recognition that 
the photographer could have chosen other available 
means to make different photographs. In a very im
portant sense, the photographer does not "record the 
facts"; he or she makes documents and the audience 
accepts or rejects them, that is, confirms or denies 
that the evidence, the documents, support the case, 
constitute the facts. A photographer engaged in mak
ing documentary pictures will utilize the pictorial for
mulae that are available at the time or will reject them 
and develop new ones . In the latter case, the photog
rapher runs the risk of confusing the audience, unless 
the new formulae are accessible to it. There are no 
pictorial formulae that are specifically documentary, 
though there are some that are often used by photo
graphic documentarians. If what I have said is true, 
then there is nothing to prevent someone like myself 
from being interested in the pictorial qualities of pho
tographs (documentary or not), in their formulae, their 
formal components, irrespective of the judgments of 
value (or, more likely, judgments of the absence of 
value) traditional art historians or modern revisionist 
critics of photography may make about them. If there 
has been a "secret agenda" at work in this article, it 
has been to make this obvious point. 
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Notes 
This is perhaps the most commonly held view about photography, 
although it takes many forms. Some representative works that em
ploy this notion are Bazin 1967:8ff.; Arnheim 1974; Ivins 1973; 
Gombrich 1969:67-73; Sontag 1977; Naef 1974; and Krauss 1981. 

2 Perhaps the most voluble exponent of this view at the present mo
ment is Abigail Solomon-Godeau. See Solomon-Godeau 1981 , 
1983. 

3 I do not believe that this statement is a burlesque as much as it 
might be too compact. A critic who questions the legitimacy of sub
mitting a photograph made for utilitarian purposes to some form of 
art historical or "esthetic" analysis might be suggesting that the 
"genetics" or conditions of a work of art must necessarily include 
the self-conscious intention by an artist to make a work of art. In 
turn, this self-consciousness might itself be required to include a 
consciousness of the tradition of the art in which the artist is en
gaged, the set of artistic problems presently engaged by artists us
ing a particular medium, and so on. Depending upon their views on 
art, there are a variety of ways in which these critics might lay out 
the intentional conditions of art. In any of these cases it will turn out 
that utilitarian works fail to meet the conditions of art and ex hypoth
esi are not legitimately subject to the sorts of analysis reserved for 
works of art. 

4 At least some of these critics cite Walter Benjamin's work on pho
tography with approval- indicating the possibility that any art-his
tory of photography would be viewed as " regressive" to the extent 
that it seeks to address issues of "genius," "mystery," or even of 
"form and content. " While one may object to the tone in which such 
assertions about utilitarian photographs are often made (supposing , 
for the moment, that the label fits the pictures) and may further be 
weary of the inevitable answers such questions are supposed to 
provoke (that , e.g. , photographs of this kind should be analyzed 
solely in terms of the power relations they express or maintain) , dis
missing such questions out of hand fails to address an important 
set of issues raised by these critics. For my part , I see no reason to 
object to such political analyses. I do strongly take issue, however, 
with the claim that photographs may only be analyzed in such 
terms. The latter position is unwarranted. 

5 These remarks are obviously conclusory and are intended as short
hand summations of long arguments. For expansion , see my essay 
"Picturing Vision" (Snyder 1980) and "Photography, Vision , and 
Representation" (Snyder and Allen 1975). Perhaps the most total 
demolition of naive theories of representation and of the claim that 
photographs differ in essential ways from handmade pictures can 
be found in the enormously influential Languages of Art, by Nelson 
Goodman (1968). 

8 There is no such thing as accuracy, unqualified and pure and sim
ple. An accurate photograph need not look like the object depicted. 
X-ray photographs of fractured bones are usually quite accurate 
but do not look like fractured bones. Similarly, color infrared photo
graphs taken from satellites show diseased crops as green and 
healthy crops as red . Accuracy in some particular respect is not an 
inherent feature of photography- it is an achievement. Those who 
want to believe in the special accuracy of photographs usually rea
son that the photographic process proceeds in accordance with 
various "laws of nature" and that these laws provide certain guar
antees of accuracy. This is not a useful way of thinking about the 
process, but even if it were, it would fail to demonstrate anything 
about its supposed inherent accuracy. Conceiving of a uniformly 
grey photographic print, produced by inadvertently turning on the 
darkroom lights wh ile opening a fresh package of photographic pa
per, as an accurate record requires a mind that has no serious or 
useful notion of accuracy at all . The attempt to reason from the "ac
curacy" of the uniformly grey photograph to the purported accuracy 
of an ordinary documentary photograph will not work. The grey 
patch is neither accurate nor inaccurate; the documentary photo
graph may or may not be accurate. 

7 It might be useful to think of corresponding cases in journal ism. A 
firsthand report of a battle, written for a newspaper, is certainly 
classifiable as a documentary report. However, a description of, 
say, an automobile that appears in an advertisement, even if per
fectlv accurate and written in the presence of the car in question , 
would not generally qualify as a documentary report. The intriguing 
question is why this is an easy distinction to make in the case of 
written description and a very difficult one to make with 
photographs. 

8 It is a measure of the extent to which our thought is dominated by 
pictures that we think it possible to make sense of the notion of a 
visual facsimi le of the world . The reader might try to give "visual 
facsimile" some sense by imagining what such a facsimile of every
thing he or she is presently seeing might possibly look like. Will 
everything be in focus or just some things? Will it be in color? 
Chances are the reader will conclude that a "visual facsimile" is a 
picture and a highly conventional one at that. 

9 I have not denied the possibil ity of producing documentary photo
graphs that might correctly be termed "records" or " reports " or , for 
that matter, can properly be thought of as "objective. " Again , the 
proper attribution of these terms depends upon numerous factors , 
of which function and purpose are two of the most important. Still , 
the question of the proper attribution of these terms will depend 
upon the existing conventions of "objective" depiction and not on 
the "inherently objective" qualities of photography. There are rea
sonably well-established formulae for the production of record pho
tographs, and these formulae generally work against the production 
of pictorial characters that signal the presence of the photographer. 
Thus, such formulae ordinarily avoid , e.g. , upward- or downward
looking points of vantage, the sorts of perspectives that are not 
standard in some specifiable way. We are quite content to accept 
these pictures as objective records , because the formulae em
ployed in them are "second nature" to us and because pictures us
ing these forms are often said to be "styleless ," that is, made by no 
identifiable picture maker. One must be very careful about general
izing from this observation . Walker Evans made great use of this 
"neutral" mode of depiction to make pictures that are highly styl
ized. Similarly, Eugene Atget produced photographs that depend 
upon formulae that are very nearly the same as those used by quite 
conventional photographers of his time, though his photographs are 
quite different from theirs . The intriguing point here is that there is 
no reason why these conventions should be opposed to conven
tions that are thought of as peculiarly artistic . If an Evans or Atget 
print achieves some pictorial distinction- is, say, nominated for 
candidacy as a work of art by the Director of Photography at the 
Museum of Modern Art-one may disagree, but the disagreement 
will not be over the misattribution of the term "art" to works that are 
merely documentary, as if the term fails on principle to apply to the 
work in question. The disagreement v..:ll in fact be about something 
a bit more nebulous, perhaps about the definition of "art" itself. And 
that is quite a different matter. 

10 This may seem overly cautious, but it only seems that way. It may 
prove impossible to identify all the objects that, in fact , were ar
rayed in front of a camera and within the angle of acceptance of its 
lens (its "field of view") when viewing perfectly "ordinary" photo
graphs (documentary and other kinds as well) . Out-of-focus areas, 
for example, may remain thoroughly resistant to identification. The 
various infelicities of the photographic process- grain , blurs , high 
contrast, etc.-may also make recognition or identification of objects 
quite impossible. 
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DOCUMENTARY FILM PROGRAM 
AT THE 

ANTHROPOLOGY FILM CENTER 

Carroll Williams' Production Lab offers a nine-month intensive program in documentary and anthropologica 
filmmaking in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

uBy 1985, 50% of our programming will be docu-
mentary." - Bill Leonard, President NBC 

THINK FILM: 
The crisis in Iran marked a turning point in media. 
The public demonstrated an appetite for real life in 
media at least equal to its taste .for "Fantasy Is
land" and ".Charlie's Angels." Documentary is also 
cheaper to produce than theatrical programming, a 
fact not lost on media executives, including those 
in the burgeoning cable indus.try. But most impor
tantly, documentary film offers the possibility of vi
tal communication links within and among cul
tures ironically separated in a world daily made 
smaller, but not closer, by media. 

DOCUMENTARY FILM: PART ONE- PRODUCTION LAB (17 weeks) 

Carroll Williams' Production Lab is a veritable 
"boot camp" of documentary film, a macro-inten
sive training in the technical and theoretical 
bases of 16mm film production. Williams encour
ages students to "think film," to absorb them
selves totally in the medium in order to obtain a 
mastery of the basics of location documentary 
practice. Founded in 1965, The Anthropology Film 
Center has trained large numbers of students now 
working successfully in all areas of the film indus
try, from documentary to feature to anthropologi
cal film as well as in institutional media centers. 
A noted documentarist, Williams specializes in 
social documentary, educational/informational 
and anthropological film, a field in which he was a 
pioneer. He has worked on more than 270 films in 
16 countries and 34 states. 

A first-rate technician, Williams adopts a hands
on philosophy, thrusting equipment into students' 
hands from the very first. Each student plans, exe
cutes and presents a minimum of four shooting 
exercises. Students also write and present a for
mal proposal for a documentary or research film 
project which is extensively criticized until it is 
ready to place on a producer's desk. All aspects of 
film are taught, from technical skills to the tasks 
of the producer, director and writer, including 
fundraising and distribution. In addition, the 
course offers overviews of the structure of the 
commercial film industry, ethnographic film
making and the function of media as a research 
tool. Williams, who also spent part of his career in 
theatrical features, offers valuable insight into 
how the industry really works. Above all, Carroll 
Williams will teach you how to think, how to 
"think film." 

DOCUMENTARY FILM: PART TWO - INDEPENDENT PROJECTS 

This program is for people who are demonstrated 
self-starters capable of independent, unsuper
vised work. The semester's study should .lead to a 

satisfactory professional product: a manuscript, 
film or other item. In addition, students carry out 
an individualized program of study. 

The Documentary Film Programs are open to undergraduate and graduate students, teachers, researchers and 
practitioners with special interests in film, soc1al and humanistic studies. Joint degree programs are available 
through the Department of Anthropology, Temple University in Philadelphia, the Institute of American 
Indian Arts in Santa Fe and the International College in Los Angeles. Enrollment in Santa Fe is limited to 
15 students each semester. 
INQUIRIES AND APPLICATIONS: DFP Admissions, Box 493, Santa Fe, New Mexico 87501. (505) 983-4127. 
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markings (at least one inch on all sides) . Do not 
break words at the ends of lines. Retype any page on 
which complicated corrections have been made. The 
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should keep a copy. 

Footnotes. Footnotes appear as "Notes" at the end 
of articles. Authors are advised to include footnote 
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numbered consecutively throughout the paper and 
are to be typed on a separate sheet (double-spaced). 
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capitalization, use of italics, etc. References cited 
should be typed on a separate page (double
spaced). References not presented in the style 
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etc., according to standard usage. Marginal notation 
on manuscript should indicate approximately where 
tables are to appear. 
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They must be submitted in a form suitable for 
publication without redrawing. Drawings shoul~ be 
carefully done with India ink on either hard, wh1te, 
smooth-surfaced board or good quality tracing paper. 
Photographs should be glossy prints and should be 
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figures are to appear. 

Proofs. Galley proofs or page proofs are sent to 
authors who are expected to check for typographic 
mistakes and errors in fact. No part of an article can 
be rewritten in proofs. Significant new data or an 
absolutely necessary comment may sometimes be 
added as a brief footnote. All changes and addenda 
submitted by the author on his corrected galley 
proofs are suggestions only and may be disregarded 
at the discretion of the Editor. The corrected proofs 
should be returned to the Editor within 48 hours of 
receipt. It will be impossible to make corrections not 
promptly received by the Editor. 

Reprints. They will be supplied to authors who return 
with payment by the specified deadline reprint order 
forms mailed to them along with proofs. 

Editors: 
Larry Gross 
The Annenberg School of 

Communications 
University of Pennsylvania 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 

Jay Ruby 
Department of 

Anthropology 
Temple University 
Philadelphia, PA 19122 



ELIZABETII RYDER, MISSIONARY BABY 
Slide No. 39 Neg. No. 5398-! 

/ 

The world 'vill never kno·w ·what wotnanhood and v 
girlhood O"\Ve to this bright little tnission tot in far 
away Japan, dressed in native costume. I-Ier smile 
spreads wherever she goes-it is truly contagious. f . 

The world ·will never kno'v the "\vhole story of the 
sacrifice of thousands of ·other children like her in 
tnission lands-away from schools and association 
with children of their own race and age. 

But sotne day the world 'viii take pff its hat and 
bow in reverence to the n1issionary .a;1¥e"' and n1ission
ary baby, apostles to suffering wotnanhood. 

Then there is a long list of noble Christian women v / 
who have spent their lives working for their sisters 
in other lands. Their na1nes are many and glorious 
-only a fe,v typical won1en in a few fields can be 
mentioned in the brief compass of this lecture. / ' 

In the field of tnedical missions wornen stand pre
eminent. 
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