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his work; they did not like being presented as primitives. 

In 1975, the Smithsonian interviewed Ewers about his museum 

work. He said that he was disappointed about his trip to 

the Assiniboin community in 1953. He went there to look 

for new exhibit ideas and instead of primitive "Indians," 

Ewers saw contemporary Assiniboin people wearing 

contemporary clothing and living in contemporary homes. 

The Assiniboin were of a new generation, witnesses to 

mistreatment of their elders. 

tribal information with him. 

They were reluctant to share 

Ewers said all the men he 

talked to "had never been to war or hunted a buffalo" 

(Ewers 99) He said he missed the "Bow and Arrow Indians" 

and was not interested in the new generation. Ironically, 

he assumed that they were not sharing information because 

they forgot their own traditions. He did not even consider 

that the Assiniboin were tired of being subjects for 

"American Indian" specialists. They were tired of being 

studied, analyzed and compared to the white, dominant 

society (Braun 106) In the interview he said: 

The Indians used to have a term for it 

themselves ... they called these old fellows who had 

taken part in the culture of buffalo days-the Bow 

and Arrow Indians. And I can recall writing in 

my field notebook about the time I was working n 
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the Assiniboin Reservation, that when these old 

Bow and Arrow Indians disappeared, we really lost 

something and we did. They were fascinating old 

people. Now [these] days, you know, there' s a 

great deal of talk on the part of certain Indian 

that they shouldn't tell anything to 

anthropologists ... that they should keep it all to 

themselves. There was no feeling of that kind in 

those days; in fact, the older people that I'd 

talked to seemed to feel that it was wonderful 

that here was an opportunity for us to tell out 

stories and to see it preserved. The idea that 

Indians shouldn't talk to anthropologists is 

something that's developed in recent years; and I 

hate to say it, but I think in a way, it 

represents that fact that a good many people who 

are 1 i ving now don' t know too much about their 

culture and maybe they don't want to reveal how 

little they know (Ewers 100). 

ideas are disturbing, but important because 

individuals with the same misconceptions exist in American 

society and are in "superior" roles. There are a few 

respectful and educated individuals in the museum field, 

such as former Secretary of the Smithsonian Dillion Ripley. 
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Ripley said the museum's representations of Native 

Americans and other minority groups were problematic. He 

said they failed to present these people as a "vital part" 

of American history and not as part of the museum's 

"preservation trap." He said that "technological 

achievement" is only associated with Euro-America and make 

people of color appear unimportant and not contributors to 

contemporary society. "We have failed to give a true 

historical picture to describe the whole panorama of our 

cultures. Young people representing Native Americans are 

not given the evidence that they are part of the stream of 

history of the United States with a noble past, a vital 

present and an unlimited future. We should be prepared to 

correct what is in effect a series of oversights in history 

the history of our country and of the multiplicity of our 

peoples" (Ripley 3-4). Ripley said history was a social 

science that interpreted and represented people, places and 

ideas and so museums needed to present people in a 

respectful manner, if not the museum would continue to fail 

( 1) . 

Fortunately, in the museum field these changes are 

occurring at the local level, but mostly in tribally 

operated museums. Nationally, more time and energy needs 

to be dedicated in helping us get recognition. The first 
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major step has been taken by the Smithsonian's National 

Museum of the American Indian. This museum, which is to be 

scheduled to open in 2004, will provide its visitors with 

information from Native American contributions in society 

to a Native American film f 'estival (Birdrattler) . 

In film production the task is even more challenging, 

first for Hollywood's influence has spread like smallpox 

throughout the world and secondly, finding funding is 

difficult. The way to tackle this Hollywood Indian image is 

for Native Americans to go behind the camera as producers, 

directors and writers. We need to make our own film 

representations about our lives and tribes. This is not to 

say that the representation problem will be automatically 

fixed, but instead of non-Native American representations, 

we will have Native American representations. We need to 

move towards an independent media and reestablish ourselves 

by filming our own stories. They cannot rely on others to 

confront these images, for it our responsibility to make 

the first move (Skyhawk). The confrontation is difficult, 

for the cowboy and Indian imagery is very popular to 

American audiences. These images have succeeded in 

Americanizing us by keeping us in the past. These images 

are so popular that it may be defined as accurate (King 

18) . For example, instead of learning about female chiefs 
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and warriors, people are only presented with male chiefs 

and warriors that fight with cowboys and Cavalry soldiers. 

Great women, such as Yellowhead Woman (Cheyenne), The Other 

Magpie (Crow) and Running Eagle (Blackfeet) are no where to 

be found and are replaced with stoic "Indian" men (Oshana 

126) . The role of a chief has been re-presented by 

Hollywood. A chief is shown as a savage leader and a chief 

is not. A chief is a leader, not completely dominant, for 

a chief requires community input. He or she knows their 

tribal history and stories. A chief tries to avoid war and 

conflict, for it is not the interest of a Native American 

community. 

However, when it comes to mainstream media 

misrepresentation is expected. The Hollywood Indian image 

is disturbing, but what is more disturbing is the depiction 

of Native American women. We are background figures and do 

not contribute to the story; instead we perform alternative 

tacks, such as child rearing, cleaning hides, grinding corn 

or being a sex object for white men. Hollywood will not 

show a better depiction of Native American women, for it is 

too risky, for it goes against the Hollywood Indian 

formula. We are not given power and serve as a spectacle 

for male audiences. Through this image, spectators do not 
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learn about female roles in our predominantly matriarchal 

tribes. 

The depiction of Native Americans in Hollywood films 

encouraged anthropologist Gregory Bateson to start 

examining feature films, in search for cultural attitudes 

towards Native Americans. He explored film themes and how 

it characterized Native American culture, (Oshana 127). His 

study showed that Hollywood American westerns contributed 

in creating popular images of us, which reinforced an Euro­

American view about how we looked during colonization. 

Ethnographically these images are still used to depict us, 

in order to entertain spectators, feed them 

misrepresentations to the point where even Native American 

children began to root for the US Cavalry; films do this to 

make money (127). The Hollywood Indian is an Euro-American 

figure that the film industry has not allowed us to forget 

(Jojola 12). For example, the fixed representation of 

Geronimo remains the same today. 

In the film Geronimo: An American Legend, the 

filmmaker attempts to present a more kinder and peaceful 

Geronimo, but Geronimo has been so typecast as a savage 

that his attempt did not work; Geronimo stayed Geronimo. 

He is not given a respectful or serious portrayal, which is 

common in Hollywood films. The individuality of Native 
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American people does not exist because the role of Native 

American characters will always be typecast. We are not 

allowed to portray our own cultures and our own tribal 

histories, for these are replaced with Hollywood 

interpretations and so there are no Native Americans on the 

silver screen (Nolley 77). In "Indian" theme films, the 

audience usually identifies with the white protagonist, who 

leads Native Americans or saves a town from Native 

Americans. The characters are used to please American 

audiences and so "we may respond to the Hollywood formula 

and feel a tender sympathy for these honorable Native 

Americans and whites as they face a sad and threatening 

future at the ends of the films" (Hilger 253). 

Hollywood cinema, also known as "entertainment 

cinema," is usually "vague" because of the demands that it 

has to meet. For example, entertainment cinema is based on 

money, and to get fifteen million people to the movies, 

Hollywood presents savage Indian images to its audience. 

The image will "therefore confine itself to known and safe 

ideological trends in society" (Ellis 78-79). An audience 

is not made to add to the film, instead the audience is 

present so he or she see and hear. The audience is only to 

understand the events that unfold before their eyes and 

cannot change them. They are fascinated with Hollywood's 
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noble and savage Indian. At this point an audience is not 

distant, but part of the film (Ellis 81). They become part 

of the film as viewers and watch images that were chosen 

for them and because of this they are not distant, they are 

involve with the pcitures. 

These films relieve "the conscience of the American 

public" by presenting Native Americans in an "unfavorable 

light" (i.e. as savages, obstacles to progress, and most 

importantly as cultural inferiors) . Hollywood westerns are 

influential in creating the Native American. It is so much 

that most people do not recognize Native Americans, unless 

they fall into the Hollywood Indian formula. The image is 

glorified, presenting men as warriors, while women are not 

given any high status and are only cast as "buck skin 

princesses" or degrading "squaws" (Oshana 131). This is no 

surprise, since film images generally depict ideal 

traditional "structural divisions of power" in American 

society, which are based on sex, race and gender. Also, 

these depictions are consistent with the "conservative 

interests of the owners of the media outlets that produce 

and distribute popular films in the United States and the 

world" (Eschholz 326). 

Every medium, functions to an ideal audience and 

position. The audience unconsciously accepts the roles. 
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Film creates a reality for an audience, who sit and look 

for answers "to resolve an enigma who is concerned to gain 

the answer to particular questions the resolutions to 

specific problems" (Ellis 77) The projection of a film is 

a "public event" that offers its audience fictions. They 

are offered to the spectator through a mechanism a 

narrative image and statement. Cinematic narration looks 

for form and structure that is recycled (Ellis 89) 

Until this image improves, further research will 

indicate how false images contribute to audience 

perceptions and how visual media continue to define roles 

and expectations "for less powerful groups in society" 

(Eschholz 326). Filmmaking must operate on the level of 

form as well as content, for although Native Americans can 

go behind the camera, it is essential to realize that these 

films cannot be separated from outside conditions. Studies 

indicate that such representations or "media messages" 

influence a individual's perceptions of reality. "This 

evidence suggests that media representations are 

incorporated into the knowledge base of audience members," 

(Eschholz 301). These images are set upon common "social 

gender or class stereotypes" that reinforce "common 

stereotypes about race, class and sex roles in our society" 

(Eschholz 301). These are further influenced by capitalism 
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and patriarchy and are "reproduced through characters both 

fictional and non-fictional" (Eschholz 301) . 

Presenting groups of people is not an easy task, but 

it does not mean that one cannot strive to be fair and 

respectful. Furthermore, representations are even more 

challenging since museum visitors already have established 

their own realities of certain groups of people. Even more 

problematic is a museum's goal to attract visitors, and so 

presenting an educational and informative exhibit about us 

may become a less priority. Instead, the museum is more 

interested in gaining more visitors (Nason 33). In dealing 

with misrepresentations of Native American people, there is 

no easy solution in fixing the problem (Nason 41). 

Although efforts are made to modify exhibits, the NMNH has 

been using early exhibit displays ("Polar Eskimo," "Kiowa 

Man," "Sioux Warrior," "Sioux Scalp Dance," et al.) . and 

ideas, in which Native Americans are primitive and their 

history is vaguely presented. Funding is another issue that 

contributes as to why exhibits are not periodically 

updated. Most exhibitions are permanent and renovating the 

entire exhibit would be costly (Nason 4). For example, the 

new Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian 

takes funding away from the NMNH and so modifying an 

exhibit is problematic. There is a priority to raise 
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money--federal and private--for the new museum (Rodgers 

2002). However, is changing a few ·words and phrases really 

costly, or just another excuse to avoid the entire subject 

of misrepresenting Native American people? Nevertheless, 

modifying exhibits should be a priority, since they are 

going to be used continuously. Change will confront the 

ideology that contemporary Native Americans are not real 

Indians (Nason 11, Crawford 222 and West 11). In the NMNH 

"American Indian" Hall 11 is being closed and later Hall 9 

will be closed (Rodgers 2002). In this sense, it seems that 

NMN'H's way to deal with the "Indian" problem is to 

completely get rid of the exhibit, an easy way out. 

When Columbus landed he thought he was off the coast 

of Asia. He said that he liked our "horse hair" and "board 

foreheads" ( Crosby 3) . He brought us his beliefs and the 

destruction began. As news of the "Indians" spread to 

Europe people decided our future. For example, in 1537 the 

Pope said, "Indians should be treated as dumb brutes 

created for out service," and this became the popular 

attitude towards Native Americans. He continued that "the 

Indians are truly men, and that they are not only capable 

of understanding the Catholic faith but, according to our 

information, they desire exceedingly to receive it" (Crosby 

11) . "Thus it was decided by Rome that the aborigines of 
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America were worthy of conquest and too worthy to be 

treated as domesticated animals. Again and again during the 

centuries of European imperialism, the Christian view that 

all men are brothers was to lead to the persecution of non­

Europeans--he who is my brother sins to the extent that he 

is unlike me--and to the tempering imperialism with the 

mercy-he who is my brother deserves brotherly love" (Crosby 

12). 

In cases of representations, visual imagery is greater 

than the written word; non-Native Americans learn and 

learned about us from visual images. Before the film camera 

artists painted and sketched Native Americans. In most 

cases, these images were given Caucasians features, in 

physical structure and in regalia. These images created 

fantasies for the "red man" for people who would never meet 

a Native American person (Ellis 33). The reality that 

museums and films have to realize is that when one chooses 

to present people that it is a sensitive issue. People want 

to see themselves in museum exhibits and films. In other 

words, they want to see their accomplishments and 

contributions (Rodgers 2 002) . We are not just bodies to 

study, examine and present; we are people, with a past and 

existing history. We are going to confront the treatment 

of our people, so far we have with repatriation, but it is 
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only a small solution to the larger issue in the treatment 

of Native American people (Rodgers 2002). 



28 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Bataille, Gretchen and Silet, Charles. The Pretend Indians: 
Images of Native American in the Movies. Ames: Iowa State 
University Press, 1980. 

Bieder, Robert. The Representation of Indian Bodies in 
Nineteenth-Century American Ant h r opology . Lincoln: 
University Of Nebraska, 2002. 

Birdrattler, Loren. Video Interview. College Park: Melissa 
Ann Henry, April 2003. 

Butler, Judith. uGender Trouble". Ed. Vincent B. Leitch. 
The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. Norton & 

Company: London, 20011 

Crawford, Suzanne. (Re)Constructing Bodies Semiotic 
Sovereignty and the Debate Over Kennewick Man. Lincoln: U 
of Nebraska Press, 2002. 

Crosby, Alfred. The Columbian Exchange Biological and 
Cultural Consequences of 1492. Westport: Greenwood Press, 
Inc. 1972 . 

Ellis, John. Visible Fictions Cinema: Television: Video. 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982. 

Eschholz, S. Symbolic Reality Bites: Women and Racial / 
Ethnic Minorities in Modern Film. Sociological Spectrum 22, 
no. 3 (JUL-Sep 2002): 399-334. 

Ewers, John C. Third and Forth Oral History Interview with 
John C. Ewers Senior Ethnologist Museum of Natural History 
Record Unit 9505. Smithsonian Institution. Washington. Jan­
-Feb., 1975. 

Fitzhugh, William. Ambassadors in Sealskins: Exhibiting 
Eskimos at the Smithsonian. Ed. Henderson and Adrienne 
Kaeppler. London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997. 

Fixico, Donald. The Urban Indian Experience. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico, 2000. 

Friar, Ralph and Natasha. The Only Good Indian: The 
Hollywood Gospel. New York: Drama Specialists, 1972. 



29 

Hinsley, Curtis. "Hopi Snakes, Zuni Corn: Early 
Ethnography in the American Southwest". Colonial Subjects 
Essay on the Practical History of Anthropology. Ann Arbor: 
U of Michigan Press, 1999 . 

Hilger, Michael. The American Indian in Film. Scarecrow 
Press, Inc. Metuchen, N.J. & London, 1986. 

Huntinghorse, D. Marisa. "Getting Into the Act." Native 
Peoples, 7, no. 1 (Fall 1991): 10-18. 

Jaimes, M. Annette. "Hollywood's Native American Women." 
Turtle Quarterly, 5, no.2 (Spring 1993): 40-45. 

Iverson, Peter. "We Are Still Here" American Indian in the 
Twentieth Century. Wheeling: Harlan Davidson, 1998. 

Jojola, Ted. "Absurd Reality II Hollywood Goes to the 
Indians". Hollywood's Indian The Portrayal of the Native 
American in Film. Ed. Peter Rollins and John E. O'Connor. 
Lexington: University of Kentucky, 1998. 

King, Richard. Colonial Discourses, Collective Memories, 
and the Exhibition of Native American Cultures and 
Histories in the Contemporary United States. New York: 
Garland Publishing Inc, 1998. 

Maurer, Evan. "Presenting the American Indian: From Europe 
to America". Ed. The Changing Presentation of the American 
Indian Museums and Native Cultures. Washington: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000. 

Nason, James. '"Our' Indians: The Unidimensional Indian in 
the Disembodied Local Past". Ed. The Changing Presentation 
of the American Indian Museums and Native Cultures. 
Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000. 

Nolley, Ken. The Representation of Conquest John Ford and 
the Hollywood Indian 1939-1964. Hollywood's Indian The 
Portrayal of the Native American in Film. Ed. Peter Rollins 
and John E. O'Connor. Lexington: University of Kentucky, 
1998. 

M. Oshana. "Native American Women in Westerns-Reality and 
Myth". Film Reader no 5, (1982): 125-131. 



30 

Pels, Peters and Oscar Salemink. "Introduction: Locating 
the Colonial Subjects of Anthropology". Colonial Subjects 
Essay on the Practical History of Anthropology. Ann Arbor: 
U of Michigan Press, 1999. 

Ripley, Dillion. Smithsonian Year 1968 Annual Report of the 
Smithsonian Institution for the Year Ended 30 June 1968. 
Washington: GPO, 1968. 

Rodgers, Dan. Interview. Washington DC: Melissa Ann Henry, 
2002. 

Smithsonian Year 1955 Annual Report of the Smithsonian 
Institution for the Year 1955. Washington: GPO, 1955. 

Smithsonian Year 1956 Annual Report of the Smithsonian 
Institution for the Year 1956. Washington: GPO, 1956. 

West, Richard. "A 
Presentation of the 
Presentation of the 
Cultures. Washington: 

New Idea Ourselves: The Change 
American Indian". The Changing 

American Indian Museums and Native 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000. 

Yochelson, Elllis. The National Museum of Natural History 
75 Years in the Natural History Building. Washington: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1985. 




