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Photography as Social

and Economic Exchange:
Understanding the Challenges Posed
by Photography of Zuni

Religious Ceremonies

NIGEL HOLMAN

INTRODUCTION

In the very near future—if it has not already happened while this
journal was in press—the governor and the tribal council of the
Pueblo of Zuni will formally request that museums and archives
holding photographic images of Zuni religious ceremonies place
restrictions on access to these images by scholars and commercial
users. This position ultimately has its origins in the well-docu-
mented objections that some community members had to the
making of these images in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, and is paralleled by similar requests from other Indian
communities. In this article, I do not intend to speak on behalf of
the present-day Zuni religious leaders from whom this request
originates. Rather, my intention is to discuss the double challenge
of photography of Zuni religious ceremonies. First, [ will discuss
how photography in religious contexts was a challenge to nine-
teenth-century Zuni community standards with no straightfor-
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ward solution. Zuni attitudes represented responses to a new
technology—and form of exchange—that challenged all societies
in the last century. In presenting the history of photography in
Zuni in this context, I will dispute the idea that Indians and other
native peoples have been less rational about photography and
less capable of handling its remarkable capabilities than the
European cultures that invented the process. Second, I will briefly
discuss how the images that ethnographers and others were able
torecord in the half-century between 1875 and 1925 now pose a set
of new challenges to the museums and archives that curate them
and the Indian communities they document.

In the last two decades anthropologists, historians, and the
general public have discovered historic photography as a source
of scholarly insights and popular interest. As a result, historic
images have been used increasingly in exhibitions and books,
and on postcards. In part through the outreach efforts of off-
reservation museums, this increased interest has spread to Indian
communities, many of whom have established museums or cul-
tural preservation and research programs in recent years. Indians
are now seeing photographs taken in their communities for the
first time. These images represent an extraordinarily important
resource for historical research and cultural renewal, and in-
variably evoke considerable interest among individuals of all
ages. It is relatively easy for museums to provide copy prints of
these photographs to Indian communities. Unlike objects, these
prints are easy to curate and constitute ideal collections for tribal
museums and heritage centers in the early stages of their develop-
ment.

TECHNOLOGY OF DOMINATION
OR MEDIUM OF DIPLOMACY AND COMMERCE?

Conventional wisdom suggests that European and non-Euro-
pean cultures had very different reactions to photography—the
former understood and controlled the process, while the latter
were poorly informed (or totally ignorant) about a process that
they rarely controlled until well into this century. From the
middle of the last century until the present, Indians and other
native peoples have repeatedly been portrayed as having a “fear”
of photography. Typical of many commentators, W.H. Bartlett
described how he witnessed this fear overcome by the desire for
candy during a visit to Zuni in 1904:
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Rosy-cheeked babies greeted us on every side; and when it
became known that we carried candy, even the mysteries of
the camera, usually looked upon as a “shadow-stealing
machine,” did not frighten the little ones who clamored for
moochikwa.”?

I reject the notion that Indians and other native peoples gener-
ally believed that photography would cause them physical harm.
Authors who recorded comments to this effect were taking state-
ments literally that were intended to express an idea metaphori-
cally and that, seen in this light, are indistinguishable from
identical—yet now unremarked—comments from nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Europeans who similarly wished, for
whatever reason, not to be photographed.

A new perspective has emerged in recent years that is clearly
more sophisticated than the notion that Indians were afraid of
photography, but this new view also suffers from some of the
same flaws. Drawing from the writing of Susan Sontag and
Michel Foucault, among others, a number of authors have dis-
cussed how photography has been used as a technology of domi-
nation. In Europe, cameras became an important component of
technologies that controlled disadvantaged and institutionalized
groups within Victorian society, including criminals and the
mentally ill, through a combination of knowledge and direct
surveillance.> Other scholars, extending this perspective, view
native peoples as having been controlled by means of photogra-
phy. This notion is clearly compatible with current ideas of
colonialism and has many adherents.* It is also consistent with
current Foucault-inspired interpretations of the history of muse-
ums.’

This perspective is noteworthy because, unlike the prevailing
conventional wisdom, it makes noa priori distinction between the
capabilities of different cultures to understand technology gener-
ally, and photography in particular. Its validity seems supported
by the self-evident fact that Indians invariably have been in front
of the lens and Anglos invariably behind it. This perspective is
intellectually appealing for at least two reasons. First, it illustrates
a correlation between overarching ideas of museum institutional
history and the specific context for the creation of one category of
museum collections. Second, the usual relationship between Anglo
photographer and Indian subject is perpetuated in the display of
the resulting images in museum galleries, contributing to the
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view held in some quarters that museums are immortalizing the
politics of colonialism. Real-world consequences arise from this
theorizing. In particular, it has been used to question the ethical
practices of archives of ethnographic photography.® Conceivably,
it could also be used to articulate moral reasons for restricting
access to photographs based on the wishes of Indian communi-
ties.

I find the idea of the camera as a tool of domination generally
unconvincing. It ascribes an unrealistically passive role to Indians
and other native peoples who only rarely found themselves in the
predicament of the inmates and other institutionalized groups
that Foucault wrote about. It would be inappropriate to apply this
perspective to the debate about restricting access to images of
Indianreligious ceremonies and would, in any case, be unlikely to
persuade many senior curators and administrators of the merits
of limiting access to photographic collections in museums and
archives at the request of Indian community leaders. In its place,
I wish to explore an alternative interpretative framework that
views photographers and their subjects as engaging in a transac-
tion or exchange.” The language of photography reflects this
notion: Photographers “take” photographs, the subject “gives
permission,” and a photograph taken clandestinely can be thought
of as having been “stolen.” Like the Foucault-inspired ideas
outlined above, this notion of photography-as-exchange appears
useful because it makes no a priori judgments about cultures and
their abilities or motivations. However, it seems significantly
more credible than the Foucault-inspired ideas, because it views
Indians and other native peoples as active rather than passive
participants in the creation of photographic images. The idea of
photography-as-exchange provides important clues to under-
standing the bewildering range of responses of Indians and other
indigenous peoples to photography, and allows photography to
be incorporated into broader analyses of the activities of the two
principal producers of historic images in Indian Country: ethnog-
raphers and tourists.

Although professional ethnographers, especially those in the
nineteenth century, seldom explained their field methodsin print,
authors writing for popular audiences provide us with accounts
of Anglo visitors to Indian Country engaging in a seemingly
continuous series of exchanges.? In return for poses, objects, infor-
mation, or food, individual Indiansreceived money, tobacco, matches,
and all manner of articles of American manufacture. Ethnogra-



Photography as Social and Economic Exchange 97

phers were invariably following in the footsteps of Anglo traders
and, as the last century drew to a close, ethnographers were
followed in turn by tourists. Most representatives of these three
groups primarily interacted with Indians through exchange rela-
tionships, and it is likely that although their immediate intention
to trade was readily understood, their occupation, professional
affiliations, or ultimate motives were often difficult for the Indi-
ans with whom they traded to ascertain. From a present-day
perspective, the exchanges discussed here often appear extraordi-
narily one-sided and manipulative. While it is certainly true that
individuals from Indian communities suffering economic hard-
ships did exchange valued items for food and other necessities,
the one-sided appearance of the kinds of exchanges in question
here is also perhaps symptomatic of the inflated notions of the
value of material culture that are embodied, in particular, in the
institutional mindset of modern museums.

Photography, especially in the nineteenth century, represented
a problematic exchange for all of humanity experiencing an
unprecedented new technology with remarkable and unique
properties. In Europe and among European cultures in the United
States, the introduction and rapid evolution of photography
created a variety of perceptual challenges related especially to
issues of ownership of the image, the rights of the photographer
to take photographs, and the rights of the subject, which became
the now often-invoked “right to privacy.” Legislation and both
written and unwritten ethical codes of behavior ultimately re-
solved most—but not all—of society’s problems caused by the
camera, although novel circumstances continue to arise that ques-
tion established principles and require them to be revised.’ Essen-
tially, these challenges stemmed from the difficulty of incorporat-
ing the capabilities and requirements of photographic technol-
ogy, and the documentary properties of the photograph itself,
into existing social exchange relationships. By social exchange, 1
simply mean the idea that individuals who are engaged in all
manner of relationships expect to benefit from such participation.
This occurs, of course, in economic spheres, but social exchange
stresses the notion that this expectation is ubiquitous and is
unrelated to the idea of profiting at the expense of one’s exchange
partner. Considerations stemming from social exchange prin-
ciples affect the behavior of groups as well as individuals, with
group dynamics invariably complicating the process of decision-
making.'
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The history of photography in Indian County provides ex-
amples of photography both in the context of politically moti-
vated exchangesbetween tribal leaders and representatives (some-
times self-appointed) of the United States government, and in the
context of more directly profit-driven exchanges between pho-
tographer and subject. The former invariably exposes the internal
structure of a community’s decision-making process and has
some of the characteristics of “gift exchange” as a diplomatic
strategy. The latter often demonstrates the bargaining prowess of
individual Indians and represents a distinctive form of “barter.”"!

PHOTOGRAPHY AT ZUNI PUEBLO

The photography-as-domination model outlined above produces
a poorreason to restrict access to images of Zuni religious ceremo-
nies in museums and archives, since I can find no evidence that
Zuni people were coerced into allowing photography in religious
contexts. On the other hand, exploring the history of photography
at Zuni using the photography-as-exchange model offers valu-
able clues to why the taking of these photographs was a source of
disagreement and controversy in the community. The period in
question, between 1875 and 1925, represents a period of time
when the Zuni, along with members of other Indian communities,
were coming to terms with photography. More significantly, they
were also dealing with the enormous political and structural
economic changes taking place as aresult of the increased integra-
tion of the pueblo into the United States.'?

Beginning with the successful American campaign to wrest
control of the Southwest from Mexico in 1848, Zuni leaders, most
notably Lai-iu-ah-tsai-ah (also known as Pedro Pino), sought diplo-
matic relations with the United States. The Zuni expected the
United States to provide both military assistance against Navajo
and Apache raiding and new commercial opportunities for indi-
vidual Zuni people. Through the nineteenth century and into the
twentieth, the Zuni leadership structure evolved to meet the chal-
lenges that were encountered as a result of new political and econo-
mic relationships. In particular, Americans found themselves
dealing with officials who assumed new secular responsibilities
while relinquishing traditional sacred roles. In order to further
Zuni political goals, Zuni leaders greeted visiting representatives
of the government in Washington warmly. On numerous occa-
sions, as circumstances required, the two nations exchanged basic
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commodities and prestige items, as well as intangible goods and
services, in ways that parallel many historical colonial encounters
around the world. As part of these exchanges, Zuni leaders told
traditional stories that served to underscore Zuni claims to their
lands—but that significantly avoided revealing much sacred in-
formation—and posed for artist Baldwin Mollhausen.'

Photographer Alexander Gardner passed by Zuni in 1867, but
probably did not enter the pueblo. He was followed by Timothy
O’Sullivan who, as a member of a U.S. Army survey team, came
to Zuni in July 1873 and took plates and stereo images. Rick
Dingus wrote that O’Sullivan “took casual snapshot like stereos of
various inhabitants in the village from the eldest officials, war-
riors, and women, to the children....” I think this characteriza-
tion is misleading; I believe, instead, that the community leaders
who posed for O’Sullivan were attempting to present a very
formal impression as befitting statesmen on a diplomatic occa-
sion. Although it is impossible to know the extent of the photo-
graphic knowledge of those pictured, some clues exist. William
Curtis wrote in the early 1880s,

Old Pedro Pino had seen photographs and other pictures
among the soldiers, and one day, in remonstrating to one of
the tribe whose face had been sketched to his disgust, he said:
“Though your body perish, nevertheless you shall continue
to live upon the earth. Your face will not be forgotten now;
though your hair will turn gray, it will never turn gray here.
I know this to be so, for I have seen, in the quarters of the
officers at the fort [Fort Wingate, thirty-five miles north of
Zuni], the faces of their fathers, who have long since passed
from earth, but still were looking down upon their children
from the wall.”®

Clearly, being photographed was not the only way to learn
about the process, and Zuni political leaders such as Lai-iu-ah-
tsai-ah had ideas about photography that appear similar to those
of nineteenth-century Americans.'

When John Hillers arrived in Zuni in 1879 with other members
of the Bureau of Ethnology’s first expedition—Colonel James
Stevenson, Matilda Coxe Stevenson, and Frank Cushing—his
camera seems to have been welcomed by many Zuni people,
including community leaders who were willing to pose repeat-
edly. But when he tried to photograph religious activities, Hillers
encountered difficulties described by Matilda Coxe Stevenson:
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While the priests and other high officials favored photo-
graphing the ceremonials—in fact, seemed eager to serve the
expedition in every way—the populace were so opposed to
having their masks and rituals “carried away on paper,” that
it was deemed prudent to make but few ceremonial pictures
with the camera, and the altars and masks were sketched in
color by the writer without the knowledge of the people.”

In writing this, Stevenson was intent on establishing in the
minds of readers that she and her husband had been on friendly
terms with Zuni community leaders, but she significantly under-
stated the devolved structure of authority over religious matters
in Zuni. For Governor Ba:lawahdiwa (Lai-iu-ah-tsai-ah’s son) and
afew others, the decision not to prevent photography from taking
place represented a further concession to representatives of the
United States government.’® They hoped that this, along with
their other accommodations, would accrue some future benefit
for the community. For Zuni religious leaders, who were respon-
sible for internal affairs rather than external relations, this conces-
sion was unacceptable. For them, I believe, allowing photography
in such contexts represented not only an overextension of the
governor’s authority, but also an inappropriate attempt to use
religious activities for secular purposes.

Over the next forty years, a steady increase in the frequency of
visits by photographers to the pueblo presented both opportuni-
ties and challenges for the Zuni community. Improvements in
camera technology and the development of scholarly and popular
interest in Zuni resulted in thousands of images being taken."” It
was a period when, without obvious exception, all cultures—
including those of Europe and the United States—faced similar
predicaments and were victimized by so-called camera-fiends. In
the absence of clear guidance on the matter of photography from
traditional Zuni beliefs, community members reached individual
and group conclusions about its appropriateness in various con-
texts.” In doing so, they took into consideration what they knew
about individual photographers, their motives, and the types of
transactions that they engaged in while in the pueblo. Anthro-
pologists with cameras, including Stevenson, Stewart Culin, Jesse
W. Fewkes, and Fred Hodge, initially relied on the cooperation
that the Zuni had extended to individuals who claimed either a
connection to the United States government or to Frank Cushing.”!
As the Zunibegan to recognize that cooperation with anthropolo-
gists was not contributing to the community’s foreign policy
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objectives, these strategies by the anthropologists became increas-
ingly unsuccessful and were replaced by more directly economic
transactions with certain community members in which objects,
information, and assistance with photography all acquired value
in cash or commodities.

One significant reason why Zuni people began to see photog-
raphy as a form of economic exchange was the example set by Ben
Wittick, the first commercial photographer to visit Zuni. For two
decades beginning in 1882, he regularly visited the pueblo, and
Zuni people visited him at his studios in Fort Wingate and nearby
Gallup. Itis impossible that community members would not have
recognized that photographic images had monetary value to the
photographer, both through his likely willingness to pay for them
and his ability to sell them. This was a new concept in Zuni, one
that had been learned in Europe and on the East Coast some three
or four decades earlier.

It is clear from surviving images that some Zuni individuals—
most prominently Dick Tsinnahe and Nick Dumaka (known by
outsiders as “Zuni Dick” and “Zuni Nick,” respectively)—felt
more comfortable than others with the notion of photography as
an economic transaction and were willing to pose for anthropolo-
gists and tourists. It is no coincidence that both of these individu-
als not only were comfortable with other principles characteristic
of American economics but also served terms as governor of the
pueblo—a political role whose principal qualifications around
the turn of the century included the ability to speak English and
a willingness (not shared by all Zuni people despite the well-
justified reputation of the Zuni as “the friendly people”) to deal
with the varied and often tedious demands of visitors, including
an increasing number toting cameras.*

Members of the community with none of these responsibilities
were also approached by visitors with cameras. One such encoun-
ter in the 1920s was recorded as follows:

When we were visiting the Zuiii Indian village, an Indian
woman marched over and took Mrs. Reeves” hand and said:
“Now, make our picture.” When I had made it, she said:
“Now, give me quarter.” She held Mrs. Reeves’ hand until
she got the money.?

The evidence is equivocal whether the Zuni woman was un-
clear about the concept of photography-as-exchange (you cannot
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ask to be photographed and then expect to be paid), or was
attempting to outwit a vulnerable tourist. Nevertheless, I believe
it stands for hundreds of similar interactions in Zuni this century
when community members actively controlled rather than pas-
sively endured an encounter with a photographer; also, it illus-
trates how many Zuni people saw photography as an opportunity
to profit financially.*

Continuing the controversy that first arose with Hillers’s work
in 1879, issues surrounding photography were more complex in
communal contexts in the last decades of the nineteenth century
and the first decades of the twentieth. They became still more
complex when these contexts were religious in nature. The situa-
tion is similar to that of another religious event—the Passion Play
performed since the late seventeenth century in Oberammergau,
Germany—whose participants, around the turn of the century,
repeatedly turned down offers of large sums of money if they
would consent to being filmed.” Zuni religious ceremonies are
part of a complex socioreligious structure that four generations of
anthropologists have sought to understand, but that Kroeber
usefully summarized as consisting of overlapping systems of
priesthoods, kivas, fraternities (primarily curing societies), gam-
ing parties, and clans superimposed upon kinship ties.?

Two aspects of the use of cameras in the context of religious
activities should be discussed. First, as with most cultures, the
traditional socioreligious structure in Zuni is sustained by pat-
terns of reciprocal and redistributive exchange. As photography
became increasingly recognized by community members as a
form of economic exchange between outsiders and Zuni indi-
viduals, it seems likely that it would have been thought to be
incompatible with the very different principles that governed
traditional exchanges in sacred contexts. In the first decades of
this century, this reasoning may have become morerelevant to the
question of whether photography in religious contexts was ap-
propriate than to the earlier concern over the incompatibility of
political and religious goals.

Second, each of the numerous types of photogenic activities
that comprise the annual religious cycle is sponsored, organized,
and managed by different groups of individuals, with roles and
responsibilities often revolving in ways consistent with the prin-
ciples of reciprocity and redistribution noted earlier. All of the
available evidence suggests that decisions about whether photog-
raphy would be permitted during a religious activity generally
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devolved to those responsible for that particular activity rather
than to those holding positions of communitywide responsibility.
At the same time, it is equally clear that managing the activities of
photographers never had the same level of importance as ensur-
ing the correct performance of ritual activities, and I believe that
photographers were sometimes tolerated when stopping them
would have caused greater disruption than allowing them to
continue. One result of this organizational structure is that indi-
viduals such as Tsinnahe and Dumaka, who were comfortable
with photography and actively served as subjects in exchange
relationships with visiting scholars and tourists, facilitated pho-
tography by Stevenson and Culin of religious activities over
which they had some influence—principally those associated
with curing societies in which they were members.” While there
were undoubtedly bonds of friendship between scholars and
individuals such as Tsinnahe and Dumaka, these relationships
were also economic in nature. Although it is unclear whether
Tsinnahe and Dumaka expected direct compensation for facilitat-
ing photography of curing society activities, scholars probably
found direct or indirect ways to show their appreciation, and
there was likely some suspicion and possibly resentment among
fellow society members that some Zuni people were benefitting
financially from the activities of curing societies.

Today the best known images of Zuni religious activities are
those of the Rain Dance and the Shalako ceremony, in particular
those taken by A.C. Vroman and Wittick. Vroman may have been
able to photograph Rain Dances in the 1890s because he was a
friend of Hodge, a member by marriage of Cushing’s family. It is
difficult to avoid the conclusion that the difficulty that Wittick
faced in photographing Shalako around the same time arose
because he was recognized as someone who sought to profit
directly from selling his images.?

Evidence for opposition to photography in Zuni at various
times is scattered throughout published and unpublished materi-
als, as well as being present in images themselves. The most
explosive incident—and the one that. resulted in the ban on
photography during religious ceremonies that is maintained to
the present—occurred in 1923 when a team of moving-picture
photographers under the auspices of the Hendricks-Hodge expe-
dition of the Museum of the American Indian attempted to film
the Shalako ceremony. Expedition leader Frederick Hodge had
support for this plan from community members whom he had
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employed excavating the ancestral Zuni site of Hawikku since
1917 and who appear to have favored the replacement of tradi-
tional Zuni communal economic principles with American prin-
ciples of individual profit and property ownership. It was no
coincidence that this faction not only rejected notions about
photography that had evolved in Zuni over the previous half-
century, but also supported revolutionary economic change for
the community. Conservative-minded individuals opposed to
the filming and to these significant changes in Zuni life prevailed,
and filming was stopped.?

CONCLUSIONS: NEW CHALLENGES

The challenge that photography presented to the Zuni in the later
nineteenth century is mirrored by the contemporary challenge
that the museum concept has presented the community in recent
years. Since the mid-1960s, tribal members have worked toward
the goal of establishing a museum in Zuni. The belief that a
museum would be a potential resource for both tourists and
community members was gradually replaced by the view that a
museum should be, first and foremost, an institution for commu-
nity members. This was a viable proposition only if the institution
was compatible with Zuni traditions and culture. The organiza-
tional structure, collections, and programs characteristic of con-
ventional museums could not serve as models for a successful
Zuni museum. The “ecomuseum” approach offered guidelines
for how to create a culturally appropriate museum in Zuni, and
such aninstitution was formally constituted as the A:shiwi A:wan
Museum and Heritage Center (AAMHC) in 1992.%

The AAMHC’s primary collection consists of historic photo-
graphs donated by other museums and archives. By far the largest
collection is three thousand prints from the National Anthropo-
logical Archives at the National Museum of Natural History
(NMNH), duplicated in a project initiated and underwritten by
the NMNH’s American Indian Program. More than one thousand
of these photographs depict religious ceremonies, representing a
challenge to the museum’s commitment to reflect the community’s
traditional beliefs. Specifically, this includes the belief that such
photography was inappropriate. More generally, however, it
includes the notion that religious knowledge is held on behalf of
the community by individuals, and that it is inappropriate forit to
be known more widely.
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The AAMHC initiated a project whereby traditional religious
leaders identified images that they believed should be restricted.
The museum agreed that these images should be held by the
religious leaders in the facilities of the Zuni Heritage and Historic
Preservation Office; the museum works with this office regularly
on a variety of projects on behalf of the governor and the tribal
council. We encouraged them to curate and not simply control the
images, and we cooperated on a project whereby the religious
leaders documented each image in the Zuni language. Access to
the images will be promoted for purposes of “personal inquiries
in connection with individual cultural and traditional responsi-
bilities.”*! To this collection will be added copies of images of
religious ceremonies held by other institutions as they are located.
Furthermore, the request of the religious leaders that other insti-
tutions place restrictions on access to these images consistent with
the policy now in place in Zuni will be publicized and explained.*

In order to remain true to Zuni traditions, the A:shiwi A:wan
Museum and Heritage Center has eschewed the notion that
modern museums—in contrast to their eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century antecedents—contribute to democracy by making
information easily available. In charting the future course of the
museum in Zuni, its directors, its staff, and the people of Zuni will
be challenged similarly to adopt those ideas of the wider museum
community that are appropriate for Zuni and to disregard those
that are not.

The next challenge will fall to those museums and archives
holding photographic images of religious ceremonies taken at
Zuni and other Indian communities. Ironically, this comes at a
time when computer-based communications and imaging tech-
nology hold the promise of making the photographicimages held
by museums and archives more accessible than ever. There is a
growing literature on the ethical and legal dilemmas concerning
the use of this technology. As computers and networks increas-
ingly have become capable of distributing visual information,
new concerns have emerged about issues such as pornography,
privacy, and artists’ and owners’ rights.” Questions concerning
the rights that museums and tribes have over images of religious
ceremonies should be resolved in the context of this wider debate,
and in a process that further refines the nature of the relationship
between the two groups on a case-by-case, community-by-com-
munity basis.
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