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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE A N D  RESEARCH JOURNAL 20:3 (1996) 15-32 

Alfred Kroeber and the Photographic 
Representation of California Indians 

IRA JACKNIS 

Although Alfred Kroeber is universally regarded as the founder 
of California Indian studies,’ his important use of the camera as an 
ethnographic tool is virtually unknown. In fact, Kroeber was one 
of the first anthropologists to photograph California native peoples. 

California has never attracted as many photographers as other 
regions of Native America, such as the Southwest: most likely 
because of the rapid depopulation and massive acculturation of 
California Indians. By the time of Kroeber’s fieldwork at the turn 
of the century, there were comparatively few native people left in 
the state, and from a naive, Anglo perspective, they did not look 
particularly native. 

Most of the earliest surviving photographs of California Indi- 
ans are by a handful of professional  photographer^.^ In the fall of 
1892, Henry W. Henshaw photographed the Pomo living near 
Ukiah for the Smithsonian’s Bureau of American EthnologyP 
With these pictures, Henshaw became probably the first photog- 
rapher of California Indians who made his living as an anthro- 
pologist-although his training had been in biology. Several 
years later, in 1899, Roland Dixon, a Harvard graduate student 
working for the American Museum of Natural History, began to 
photograph the Maidu. About the same time, Pliny Goddard, a 
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Quaker missionary among the Hupa, was also taking pictures, 
which he published later, when he was an anthropologist at the 
University of Calif~rnia.~ Finally, in 1901, just before Kroeber 
joined the University of California, Dr. Philip M. Jones took a 
series of California Indian pictures for Phoebe Hearst, the founder 
of the university’s Museum of Anthropology. 

When Alfred Kroeber first arrived in California in the summer 
of 1900, he was still in the middle of research for the American 
Museum of Natural History in New York. Born in 1876, Kroeber 
had grown up in Manhattan and had attended Columbia Univer- 
sity. While a graduate student in the late 1890s, he came under the 
influence of Franz Boas, who initiated him into anthropology. 
During the summers of 1899,1900, and 1901, Kroeber made three 
collecting trips to the Arapaho and other Plains tribes, sponsored 
by the American Museum. We know that he used a camera on 
these expeditions, but the photos do not seem to have survived.6 

In August 1900, Kroeber was appointed curator of anthropol- 
ogy at the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco. After 
six weeks spent reviewing the collections, Kroeber set out on a 
collecting trip, first to the north and the Yurok, Hupa, and Karuk 
around the Klamath River and then south to the Mohave. Since the 
academy could not afford to pay for collections, which were 
usually donated, he ended his collecting trip by Christmas. 

In late spring of the following year, Kroeber was offered a 
position in the new museum, then being formed under the patron- 
age of Phoebe Apperson Hearst: and in the Department of 
Anthropology at the University of California. At its inception, the 
program’s mission was collecting and research; teaching was to 
be postponed. At the museum, Kroeber began with an unspeci- 
fied curatorial position and was officially appointed curator in 
1908; he became the museum’s director in 1925.8 His initial aca- 
demic position was that of instructor (1901-1906), although he did 
not start teaching until spring 1902.9 Gradually, teaching occu- 
pied more and more time of his time. 

Alfred Kroeber was overwhelmingly a literary person.1° He 
had been an English major in college, taking a master’s degree in 
the subject in 1897. Accordingly, as an ethnographer his pre- 
ferred subjects were language and myth, his preferred medium 
pencil and notebook. Working in an embracive, Boasian frame- 
work,ll however, Kroeber made use of mechanical recording 
devices-cameras and especially phonographs-to document 
native life. 
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PHoro 1. Alfred Kroeber photographing Ishi, a Yahi, as he binds points on a salmon 
harpoon, Deer Creek, Tehama County, California. Photograph by Dr. Saxton T.  Pope, 
14 May-2 June 1914. (Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, UC Berkeley, neg. no. 
15-5835) 

ETHNOGRAPHIC AIMS 

Like that of all ethnographers, Alfred Kroeber’s fieldwork prac- 
tice stemmed from his fundamental conception of the ethnologi- 
cal project. Three aspects deserve attention here: the creation of an 
objective record, the need for survey and comparison, and the 
construction of an “ethnographic present.” 

Kroeber took from his mentor Franz Boas a multimedia ap- 
proach to recording native cultures-including texts (primarily in 
native languages), ethnographic observations, sound recordings, 
artifacts, and photographs. All were discrete objects in some way, 
and all ultimately could be preserved in a museum or archive.I2 
Commenting on Kroeber’s fieldwork methodology, historian 
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Timothy Thoresen has noted, ”A trip that began with a search for 
baskets among the Yurok, for example, might well result also in 
notebooks full of lists of names for Yurok habitation sites with 
estimated population, information on house types, statements of 
both reported and observed practices, and several myths with 
comments on the  informant^."'^ For Kroeber, however, the visual 
world of photographs and artifacts was secondary to the verbal 
realm of linguistic notes and texts (folklore), and an examination 
of his fieldwork activity reveals that he spent relatively little time 
in artifact collecting and even less in photography. 

Kroeber spent much of the first decade of his career in intensive 
fieldwork among the Indians of California. Though broad, this 
research was essentially shallow, at least during those early years. 
Confronted by the enormous cultural, social, and linguistic diver- 
sity of native California, Kroeber’s response was survey and 
mapping.14 As he noted to Boas in 1903, ”[Vlirtually all of my field 
work has been essentially comparati~e.”~~ In that year, this ongo- 
ing work was formally institutionalized as the Archaeological and 
Ethnological Survey of California, with the financial support of 
Phoebe Hearst.I6 Kroeber’s dedication to survey explains the great 
diversity of native groups that he recorded in just a few short years, 
and it may have discouraged him from focusing on the minute 
and concrete aspects of culture best captured by the camera. 

Ultimately, in fact, photography could not answer the ethno- 
logical questions that Kroeber asked. His research was dedicated 
to the reconstruction of a native past that no longer existed.” As 
he explained in the preface to his summarizing Handbook of the 
Indians of California, his mission was to “reconstruct and present 
the scheme within which these people in ancient and more recent 
times lived their lives. It is concerned with their civilization-at all 
events the appearance they presented on discovery, and when- 
ever possible an unraveling, from such indications as analysis and 
comparison now and then afford, of the changes and growth of 
their culture.”18 Kroeber went on to explain that he was omitting 
”accounts of the relations of the natives with the whites and of the 
events befalling them after such contact was e~tablished.”’~ He 
would, he added, consider postcontact culture only when neces- 
sary to “form an estimate of an ancient vanished culture.” The 
lives of native Californians had changed immensely since contact, 
especially in such crucial aspects of material culture as clothing 
and houses. Even their bodies had changed, with significant 
degrees of intermarriage. The camera could be of little use in 
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documenting ”the appearance they presented on discovery.” It 
could not record a vanished culture. 

OVERVIEW 

Since most of Kroeber’s fieldwork, especially of Californian 
peoples, was sponsored by the University of California, it is not 
surprising that all of his surviving original photographs are in the 
collections of the Hearst Museum of Anthropology (formerly, the 
Lowie Museum) at the Berkeley campus. Although museum 
records make it difficult to determine precisely which photo- 
graphs are Kroeber’s, 548 images appear to have been taken by 
him. Especially in his early years, Kroeber employed a smaller, 
more portable camera (with 3-1 /2-by-3-1/2-inch film), instead of 
the larger glass-plate devices used by many professionals.20 

Kroeber’s photography naturally corresponds to the people, 
places, and dates of his more general ethnographic fieldwork. 
Some of his pictures were taken in 1901, but most of his early 
photography came in 1902, when he spent several months in the 
field. For the following few years, academic duties kept him close 
to home. The next substantial body of photographs-in fact, the 
bulk of his work in this medium-was produced in 1907, when he 
took many portraits as part of a survey of the physical anthropol- 
ogy of California natives. Undoubtedly, he was also impelled by 
the knowledge that the department’s founder and benefactor, 
Phoebe Hearst, would be drastically reducing her funding in 
1 9Ofk2* Kroeber’s last ethnographic photographs were twenty 
images of the Seri of Baja California, taken in March 1930. 

Although Kroeber collected artifacts from at least eighteen 
different groups before 1918-when he finished work on the 
Handbook-his photography was much more restricted. He docu- 
mented only three groups substantially: the Yurok (1881, the Yahi 
(1221, and the Hupa (102). Four more were modestly recorded: the 
Karuk (371, the Cahuilla (32), the Mohave (29), and the Seri (20); 
and four were subjects of essentially miscellaneous photography: 
the Yokuts (7), the Luiseiio (5), the Wintun (31, and the Southeast- 
ern Pomo (3). 

The Yurok were virtually the first California group that Kroeber 
encountered, and they were, by far, the principal subject of his 
ethnography during his long career.22 In contrast to other native 
groups, which Kroeber usually photographed only once, the 
Yurok were visually documented repeatedly-in 1901,1902,1906, 



20 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 

and 1907. Of these pictures, eighty-nine depicted people and 
seventy-two were of scenery and sites. 

The second most popular subject of Kroeber’s photography 
was Ishi, the last Yahi Indian, who lived at the Anthropology 
Museum of the University of California from September 1911 
until his death in March 1916. In May 1914, Kroeber took Ishi and 
a research team back to Ishi’s homeland in the Deer Creek area of 
Tehama County, in northeastern California. For a month, Ishi 
demonstrated the now-vanished customs of his people, which 
Kroeber and his friends documented in about 150 images (about 
one-half of the Ishi photo collection at the museum). 

Another relatively large body of Kroeber photographs were of 
the Hupa of the Trinity River area, also in northwestern Califor- 
nia. All of his Hupa photographs were taken in 1907, nominally 
for the physical anthropology survey. Generally, Kroeber had left 
Hupa ethnography and photography to his university colleague 
Pliny Goddard, just as he had left recording of the Pomo to his 
student Samuel Barrett, and the Maidu to Roland Dixon’s expedi- 
tions, sponsored by the American Museum of Natural History. 

Without doubt, the major subject of Kroeber’s photography was 
people, with most photos taken on his 1907 survey of physical anthro- 
pology. The second most common subject is scenery, with mate- 
rial culture (houses and artifact production/use) a distant third. 

THINGS 

Although not remembered today as a museum anthropologist, 
Kroeber actually did a fair amount of artifact ~ollecting.~~ How- 
ever, unlike other ethnographic photographers-men like James 
Mooney or even Franz Boas-Kroeber took very few pictures of 
portable objects (baskets, drums, bows, etc.). In several photos, he 
did record in a field setting artifacts that he subsequently collected 
for the museum-for example, a Yurok door and some baskets.24 

Architecture-family and sweat houses-was the principal 
subject of his material culture images. In keeping with his salvage 
motives, Kroeber recorded only the old-style plank houses that 
were rapidly becoming obsolete, instead of the Western-style 
milled frame houses in which most Yurok were living at the time. 
However, in the several important shots of house interiors, one 
can discern tin cans and other items of modern life. 

Kroeber took very few shots of technological process, of objects 
being made and used. Most in this category depict fishing along 
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PHOTO 2.  Interior of an old Mohave home, near Needles, California. Photograph by 
Alfred Kroeber, 1908. (Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, U C  Berkeley, neg. no. 
15-4340) 

the Klamath River. Furthermore, Kroeber took few sequence 
shots of related stages in a given activity (e.g., pottery-making or 
dancing).2s The principal exception occurred during the 1914 trip 
with Ishi to Deer Creek (see below). 

PLACES 

Kroeber took many pictures of scenery in native territory, espe- 
cially in the Klamath River area. At first glance these images, with 
no sign of human occupation, appear to be devoid of ethnological 
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interest, but closer investigation (documented in the writing of 
Kroeber and his colleagues) reveals that they illustrate sites 
important to native mythology or ritual. Following, perhaps, the 
cultural emphases of a riverine people, Kroeber also linked some 
of his photos spatially, constructing a panorama along a river or 
mountain valley by taking two or three contiguous and overlap- 
ping shots.26 

PHOTO 3. Boulder at the edge of the Klamath River, near the Yurok village of Merip. In 
his YurokGeographyof1920, T.T. Waterman writes, "This boulderwusoncea wo'ge 
or immortal, who tried to prevent death from coming into the world. Havingfailed, he 
took up his abode here, but still has an aversion to corpses. When a dead body is being 
taken up or down the river it has to be landed and carried behind this rock. Women also 
land from canoes and walkaround on shore." Photograph by Alfred Kroeber, ca. 1901, 
(Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, UC Berkeley, neg. no. 15-1348) 
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Although such an approach was not unknown among ethno- 
graphic photographers of his Kroeber’s extensive interest 
in this sphere reveals an acute sensitivity to native worldview. 
Native peoples of northwestern California regarded their sur- 
roundings as the sites of great events during mythic times. In 
adopting this perspective, Kroeber recalls the native interests 
revealed in photographs by George Hunt, the Kwakiutl assistant 
of Franz Boasz8 What is striking, for our argument, is that these 
pictures are devoid of a physical or surface meaning. That is, they 
derive their significance from intangibles, from what is not seen, 
and thus they are yet another sign of Kroeber’s interest in a 
primarily verbal ethnography. 

PEOPLE 

Most of Kroeber’s photographs of people were taken on his 1907 
physical anthropology survey. Although many are indeed the 
kinds of head shots, posed in linked frontal and profile pairs, that 
would be suitable for such a survey, others are of groups of 
children, whole figures shot from a distance, which would be of 
little use for any scientific investigation. by Kroeber’s time, such 
physical type photography had a long tradition in anthropology 
but one that would not last much longer.z9 Kroeber measured 
many of these individuals (keyed to his field notes in the museum’s 
photo catalogue). 

Generally, the people in the photos are dressed in their every- 
day, Western attire; a few wear ceremonial regalia. Unlike Edward 
Curtis or even Franz Boas, Kroeber made no effort to dress them 
in aboriginal clothes,30 probably because he did not intend to use 
the photos for public consumption, and/or because it would have 
taken too much time and effort away from his priority of writing. 

Many of the people Kroeber photographed were related; in 
separate shots he recorded generations of grandparents, parents, 
and children. At least on his 1907 survey, his photography was 
quite comprehensive; he was able to take pictures of 93 Hupa 
people (21 men, 14 women, and 58 children) out of a total popu- 
lation of 420.31 

The photographs of Ishi are the largest body of Kroeber’s 
portraits. He shared the photographic duties on the 1914 expedi- 
tion with Dr. Saxton Pope, Ishi’s friend and physician. Given 
Pope’s keen interest in archery, it comes as no surprise that he took 
most of the pictures of Ishi using bow and arrow. 
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In many respects, this Ishi series is unusual in Kroeber’s oeuvre. 
While living in San Francisco, Ishi wore Western-style clothes: 
typically, trousers, shirt, jacket, and shoes. Although he went up 
to Deer Creek in these clothes, Kroeber had him strip down for 
performances to be documented by the camera (sequences docu- 
menting fire-making, bow and arrow-making, hunting, fishing). 
In these photos, Ishi wears a loincloth that he may never have 
worn before coming into the white world; Yahi men formerly had 
worn a variety of animal skin robes, blankets, and aprons.32 In fact, 
although Ishi and his family had been attempting to flee from 
”civilization,” he lived his entire life in a world formed by whites. 

 PHOTO^. ThreeHupa boys (left to right: Wilson Pratt, HopiSam, Frank Davis). Hoopa 
lndian Reservation, California. Photograph by Alfred Kroeber, 16 May-23 June 1907. 
(Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, UC Berkeley, neg. no. 25-3659) 
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Along with glass-bottle projectile points and metal spoons, the 
Yahi of Ishi's time also used cloth hats and denim bags.33 

The marked differences between the Ishi corpus and the rest of 
Kroeber's photographic portraits is a reflection of the special place 
that Ishi occupied in Kroeber's research. First, Ishi was a major 
public sensation, and Kroeber may have felt more of a compulsion 
to dress him up (or, rather, down). Perhaps significantly, he used 
a larger, 5-x-7-inch camera for the Ishi series, thereby ensuring a 
better, more detailed image. More generally, with an ethnogra- 
phy predicated on salvage and the vanishing Indian, Kroeber 
believed that Ishi was the closest he had come to an untouched 
California aboriginal. These would be the photographs that he 
could never get. 

PUBLICATION OF PHOTOGRAPHS 

Alfred Kroeber used relatively few photos in his publications, and 
when he did, they were minimally captioned. His most exten- 
sively illustrated publication is his summary reference work, the 
Handbook of the Indians of CaliforniaM In the photographs, like the 
text itself, he supplements his own research with the work of his 
students and colleagues. 

Generally, Kroeber's presentation of his images is very close to 
how he originally photographed them, with little cropping, en- 
largement, or retouching. Through his captions, he constructed 
an "ethnographic present." Although Kroeber often knew the 
names of his subjects, none of the people illustrated in the Hand- 
book are identified by personal name. Even the pictures of Ishi 
shooting a bow and drilling fire are identified as "Yahi" instead of 
with Ishi's Nor did Kroeber date any of his photographs 
in the captions until after 1940, when he began to publish his 
research in collaboration with his students. By then, these images 
had achieved a kind of historical significance. 

In fact, Kroeber seems to have made the most extensive use of 
photographs quite late in his life, when he coauthored two impor- 
tant monographs with younger colleagues. Both were on north- 
western California subjects-on World Renewal ceremonies and 
on fishing. The former volume contains a comparison between an 
1890s photo by Augustus Ericson and a 1902 version by Kroeber 
of the same Yurok sweat house, with a consideration of the 
changes; the latter volume includes a good deal of analysis based 
directly on photographic evidence.36 Given the marked difference 
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PHOTO 5 .  lshi making fire with a fire drill, Deer Creek, Tehama County, California. 
Photograph by  Alfred Kroeber, 14 May-2 June 2914. (Phoebe Hearst Museum of 
Anthropology, UC Berkeley, neg. no. 15-5763) 



Kroeber and the Photographic Representation of California lndians 27 

PHOTO 6. lshi milking fire with afiredrill, outside the University of California Museum 
of Anthropology, San Francisco, c. 2922-25. Photograph by Dr. Saxton T .  Pope. 
(Phoebe Hearst Museum of Anthropology, UC Berkeley, neg. no. 15-6275) 
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between these approaches and those publications authored solely 
by Kroeber, one may conclude that such photographic sophistica- 
tion derives from Kroeber’s student colleag~es.~’ 

LEGACY 

Research on the visual imagery of California Indians has not 
progressed enough to allow us to make an adequate comparison 
of Alfred Kroeber’s work with that of his colleagues: fellow 
ethnographers such as Roland Dixon, Pliny Goddard, C. Hart 
Merriam, and John P. Harrington; students such as Samuel A. 
Barrett and Edward W. Gifford; collectors John W. Hudson and 
Grace Nicholson; and professional photographers such as 
Augustus W. Ericson, who preceded Kroeber, and Edward Curtis, 
who came after.38 

However, a few comparisons are striking. Conspicuously ab- 
sent in Kroeber’s oeuvre are ceremonial images of the Hupa and 
Yurok like those taken by his predecessor, Augustus W. E r i ~ s o n . ~ ~  
Ericson had to overcome a good bit of resistance to take these 
pictures; perhaps Kroeber’s need to establish rapport encouraged 
him to respect native wishes. Another possible reason was that 
Kroeber’s summer trips did not coincide with the usual times of 
these ceremonies. Compared to Edward Curtis, Kroeber seems to 
have recorded Indian people as he found them, not dressing them 
up in archaic clothing (with the notable exception of Ishi) or in 
ceremonial regalia, which they wore only at special occasions. 

Alfred Kroeber’s photographs have come to serve as some of 
our principal sources for the visual image of native Californians. 
They figure prominently in the major photographic album de- 
voted to the subject, Almost Ancestors, as well as the recent maga- 
zine, News from Native California.40 Perhaps the most interesting 
and most extensive use of his pictures was by his widow, Theodora 
Kroeber, in her influential biography of I~h i .~ ’  Relying heavily on 
the 1914 Deer Creek series, Theodora Kroeber followed her 
husband’s lead in situating Ishi as a precontact aborigine, further 
contributing to the creation of a mythical, in fact timeless, ”ethno- 
graphic present.’’ 

In the last decade, however, native Californian cultures have 
been restored to their temporal position. The recent revitalization 
of these cultures has generated an intensive search for any and all 
records of earlier times. Native people are now the most inter- 
ested and dedicated users of these ethnographic collections. Alfred 
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Kroeber’s photographs have been given a relevance and active 
use that would probably have surprised but not displeased him. 
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