Imagining Indians

INDIGENOUS NORTH AMERICANS IN FILM

Exploring
Native
American
Art, Images
and Issues

Movie posters, films,
conference and
symposium

By Lois Wadsworth

Eugene Weekly is proud to present
a film festival Feb. 10-12, “Imagining
Indians: Indigenous North Americans in
Film,” in conjunction with the UO Wayne
Morse Center for Law and Politics and
the Bijou Art Cinemas. The films selected
address the changing nature of Native
American representation in film, from the
earliest days of silent documentary films
to the present.

The Morse Center is in the first year
of a two-year examination of Native
American art, images and issues. In addi-
tion to the film festival, the center is
sponsoring three other projects of inter-
est this year. Through March 4, “Marquee
Massacres,” the current art exhibit curat-
ed by Rennard Strickland at the Jacobs
Gallery explores the falsification of Indian
identity through mainstream film images.

On Feb. 17, a conference in the Knight
Law Center explores intersections of
Native American culture, politics and law.
And on April 14, the center celebrates the
40-year career of Resident Scholar
Rennard Strickland with a symposium by
invited speakers on the Future of Indian
Law and Policy. Chief Wilma Mankiller
plans to return to campus for this event.
(See back cover.)

Previews of the eight films scheduled
for the festival are on the inner pages of
this pull-out program. Tickets to individ-
ual movies or to the double feature cost
$5 each. A punch pass costs $20 and
can be used to see five movies or for five
individuals to see one movie or any other
combination. If you wish to reserve seats
on your punch pass, the Bijou box office
can accommodate that at no extra
charge. Pass-holders without reserved
seats should arrive no later than 15 min-
utes before show time. Thank you.

Marguee Massacres

rom the time of early films until today, movie posters

have been designed to engage the eye and to promise
vivid action scenes from the movie. But for law professor
Rennard Strickland, who is of Osage and Cherokee her-
itage, the posters and lobby cards he
has collected for 25 years represent
Hollywood’s misrepresentation of
Native Americans as savages, sav-
iors, tragic figures or noble individu-
als. Some 60 items from
Strickland’s massive personal col-
lection are on exhibit through
March 4 at the Jacobs Gallery, Hult
Center, Eugene, in “Marquee
Massacres,” an exhibition of
Native American life as seen in
the art of the movie poster. They
represent the art of advertising
from more than a century and
from all across the world.

The exhibit includes the very
first surviving Indian movie
poster for Doctor Denton’s
Indians from the late 19th cen-
tury to a poster panel from the
recent Cherokee International
Native American Film
Festival held in the fall of
2005. A section of the exhibit reflects recent
Native American “artistic response” to decades of cellu-
loid stereotyping, including sculpture, pottery, photo-

graphs, lithography, books and film posters.

“What would we believe the Native American was like
if we had only the celluloid Indian from which to recon-
struct history or understand contemporary tribes and their
citizens?” Strickland asks viewers of “Marquee
Massacres.” The exhibit’s goal, he writes, is “to help
erase Indian ethnography based on Hollywood images of
‘savage sinners, red-skinned redeemers, virile barbarians,
comic sidekicks, confused half-breeds, ruthless

pillagers, faithful companions, loyal

Indian guides, erotic seductresses,

lusty femme fatales” and ‘people on

the road to disappearance.’”

Some of the most colorful art
posters are those for black-and-white
“flicks” made before the late 1930s,
when color cinematography became

possible. One of the most beautiful in
the exhibit is the hand-tinted 1922
image from Nanook of the North pic-
tured above. Strickland’s original is the
only known copy in existence. So
strongly embedded are the stereotypes of
Native Americans that in the poster for
John Ford’s 1939 Stagecoach the Indian
warriors in pursuit are not even shown in
the image. Along with American film
posters, the exhibit also includes foreign
posters, such as John Ford’s Le Massacre
de Fort-Apache and i Diavoli Rossi (Red
Devil) starring John Carradine.

Jacobs Gallery hours are noon-5 pm
Tues.-Fri., 11 am-3 pm Saturday, and an hour
before and during Hult Center performances.
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KINO FILMS

Imagining Indians

Storytelling Through Image & Rhythm

Nanook of the North (1922): birector,
writer, producer, cinematographer and editor, Robert J.
Flaherty. Co-editor, Charles Gelb. Musical score, Stanley
Silverman. Film restoration, David H. Shepard. Starring
Allakariallak (Nanook), his smiling wife (Nyla as herself),
his other wife (Cunayou as herself), his sons (Allee and
Allegoo as themselves). Narrator for 1939 re-release
(Berry Kroeger). Film restoration, David H. Shepard. Kino
Films DVD. NR. 69 minutes.

hen I lived in New Mexico in the

1970s, the Taos Art Association

brought a 16-mm film, Nanook
of the North to town. My grade-school
aged children went with me to see the film.

They remember it well 33 years later.
Robert J. Flaherty’s respectful, silent narra-
tive of the hunting life of an Inuit Eskimo
family touched us with its humanity. With a
few tools, Nanook the hunter takes care of
his family in a place where nature is harsh
and survival uncertain.

Moments in the film may make us un-
comfortable today, as when Nanook bites
into a record when first shown a gramo-
phone. Flaherty removed part of an over-
sized igloo’s ceiling to have light and space
to shoot. He staged hunting trips, which

may not fit current notions of hands-off
documentary filmmaking. But no one who
watches the film with an open mind and
heart can fail to feel its emotional reso-
nance. Like all other films, Nanook didn’t
just happen. It is a deliberate construct.

Flaherty paid his Inuit assistants and
performers. His aides helped him dismantle
two hand-cranked Akeley cameras at the
end of every day of shooting. They wiped
down condensation, then put the cameras
together again. Nanook was a collaborative
project, and Flaherty set the standard for
future nonfiction narrative films. He’s
called the father of motion picture docu-
mentaries.

MILESTONE FILMS

Kwakiutl Legend

In the Land of the War Canoes
(1914): Directed, written and edited by Edward S.
Curtis. Uncredited cinematographer, Edmund
August Schwinke. Milestone Films. NR. 47 minutes.

dward S. Curtis’s originally silent
E film (the six-reel was titled In the

Land of the Head Hunters) is a
dramatic performance by the Kwakiutl
people of Vancouver Island, written and
directed by Curtis. The oldest and most
fragmented of the films to be shown at
the film festival, the film is of interest

today because it captures aspects of a
still-vital culture’s old ways.

The film was lost for many years.
When the only surviving print turned up
in 1972, a dedicated restoration crew of
three pieced together what remains, but
they were unable to undo damage to the
nitrate film stock. They added a sound
track with dialogue and a musical score
that includes chanting by contemporary
Kwakiutl in their language. These en-
hancements and the involvement of the
native peoples in the film’s restoration

give cohesion to the somewhat frac-
tured narrative.

The film details features of the old
way: beautiful costumes, totem carv-
ings, dancing and astonishing scenes in-
cluding the hero on a vision quest,
Motana, who goes to the Island of
Death. Another unforgettable image is
the evil shaman crawling from his hid-
ing place, where he has watched the
lovers. In 1999, this film was selected
by the Library of Congress for its
National Film Registration program.

L. MURESAN. FALLS APART PRODUCTIONS, 2002

Gene Tagaban, Michelle St. John, Evan Adams and
Sherman Alexie on the set.

Between Cultures

The Business of Fancydancing:
Written and directed by Sherman Alexie. Produced by
Larry Estes, Scott M. Rosenfelt. Executive producers John
Benear, Bradford Bond. Cinematographer, Holly Taylor.
Editor, Holly Taylor. Art direction Jonathon Saturen. Starring
Evan Adams, Michelle St. John, Gene Tagaban, Swil
Kanim, with Rebecca Carroll and Kevin Phillip. Falls Apart
Production, Outrider Pictures, 2002. NR. 87 minutes.

The Business of Fancydancing. In

person, Alexie uses clever, spicy an-
ecdotes to charm his audience while
speaking his mind about life on the rez,

I really like Sherman Alexie’s art film,

living in white society, and fitting in or
not as an Indian artist. Unpretentious to
the core, Alexie’s not only smart, tal-
ented and droll but also serious about re-
fusing to pigeonhole his work as an
artist. He writes poems, novels, screen-
plays and short stories; now he directs
films.

Gay poet Seymour’s (Evan Adams)
outsider views on art and ethnicity re-
mind me of Alexie’s. Seymour’s poems
concern growing up on the rez with his
best friend and cousin, Aristotle (Gene
Tagaban), and their crazed buddy, Mouse
(Swil Kanim). Aristotle left to go to col-
lege with Seymour but went home to the

rez. Mouse plays violin beautifully but is
into self-destructing in sordid ways for
years now. Aristotle now refers to
Seymour as “that little public relations
warrior,” which isn’t meant kindly.

A middle-of-the-night call informs
Seymour that Mouse has Killed himself.
After 16 years, Seymour goes back for
the funeral, but his childhood friends
don’t think he belongs. A one-time girl-
friend stands up for Seymour, saying his
popular success as a writer sets him
apart. But Seymour (and Alexie) know
that what he wants to explore as an artist
makes the gulf unbridgeable. Don’t miss
this first-rate film.
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Ray Clouds on Fire (Tim Vahle) and
Christina Little Hawk (Mariana Tosca).

Natve American Romantic Comedy

Christmas in the Clouds: written, pro-
duced and directed by Kate Montgomery. Producer, Sarah
Wasserman. Cinematography, Steven Bernstein.
Production design, Mark Worthington. Editors, Maysie
Roy, Mary Ann Skweres. Composer, Stephen McKeon.
Starring Tim Vahle, Mariana Tosca, Sam Vlahos, M.
Emmet Walsh, Graham Greene, Sheila Tousey, Rosalind
Ayres, Jonathan Joss, Shirley Cheechoo, Rita Coolidge,
Lois Red Elk, Wes Studi. Majestic Films, 2001. PG. 97
minutes.

ries a stealthy comic blast of Native
American humor. The story takes
place in a beautiful lodge that showcases

T his funny, family-friendly film car-

exquisite art by native fine artists nestled
high in mountains that were the summer
home of the Ute Indians long ago. The
lodge is part of a struggling ski resort
owned and run by tribal members looking
for publicity for their remote facility. With
a critic from an important travel guide
coming, everyone from the kitchen to the
front desk buckles down to work.

Well, nearly everyone. The vegetarian
chef doesn’t want to cook meat. The
maids bring their kids to work because
school’s out for the holidays. The handy-
man looks for a new crop of snow bun-

nies. General manager Ray Clouds on
Fire (Tim Vahle) cannot control his own
father, retired chief Joe Clouds on Fire
(Sam Vlahos). Joe’s determined to win a
new Jeep at “high-stakes bingo” to im-
press a woman pen pal. Christina Little
Hawk (Mariana Tosca) arrives to learn
more about the man who writes her such
romantic letters. Tina and critic (M.
Emmet Walsh) travel incognito, setting up
mistaken identity confusions. Don’t miss
this contemporary feature film starring
Native American actors in non-stereotypi-
cal roles.
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