





largely disappeared; those that were still locally pro-
duced closely resembled the regional stock-view cards.
The Ojibway were photographed predominantly at
tourist attractions, where Indian culture was re-cre-
ated as a spectacle for the traveler. The Indian Trading
Post at Mille Lacs, Fort Mille Lacs at Onamia, and
Lake Itasca were the locations where the vast majority
of post card pictures were taken in the years after 1950.

Aspects of Ojibway culture promoted at these tour-
ist attractions were based largely on the public’s under-
standing of what “Indian™ culture represented. Some
of the attractions. especially the Mille Lacs Trading
Post, presented accurate and responsible exhibits that
were linked to the Ojibway’s own cultural traditions.
Others, such as Fort Miile Lacs and Lake Itasca, drew
heavily from the Plains Indian image, popularized in
western movies and television series of the time.?® The
growing fame of this image is seen most strikingly in
the style of costuming, the backgrounds, and modes of
posing that prevail.

The vast majority of modern post cards coptain pic-
tures of adult men, in marked contrast to earlier peri-
ods when men and women of all ages appeared on this
medium. Also, fewer individuals® pictures are repro-
duced; certain men, such as Ben Little Creek, who
participated in spectacles for tourists and posed at Lake
Itasca, appear repeatedly. War bonnets and other
costume features fashioned after the styles of Plains
Indians largely replaced the more authentic Wood-
lands apparel of any earlier era. Characteristically,
Ojibway subjects are posed in caricatured ways: smok-
ing peace pipes, brandishing weapons, or scanning the
horizon. Stereotypical material objects are conspicu-
ously present in the photographs as well, with Plains-
style tepees frequently appearing, and even totem
poles, which are indigenous to the Indians of the
Northwest Coast. Scenic places, where the setting is
itself a tourist attraction, become the prevalent loca-
tions for photography.?'

Tt is interesting to note that archival collections that
keep post cards of the Minnesota Ojibway rarely con-
tain examples from the modern period. This absence is
significant, for it reinforces popular visual impressions
of the Ojibway as a people locked into a time frame
from the distant past. Notwithstanding their stereo-
typic character, modern post cards are still part of the
contemporary Ojibway experience: they represent
aspects of the lives of those Ojibway who performed
and posed for tourists and the tourist media. [t is cer-
tainly true and regrettable that contemporary post
card images are deceptive. Yet, this deception is itself
significant: it underscores the media’s powerful posi-
tion in creating the cultural myths of modern times. 2

By 1960. the visual objectification of the Ojibway
and their culture was virtually complete in the popular
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medium of the post card. The written caption found on
a stock card from the 1950s, published by the L. L.
Cook Company of Mitwaukee, exemplifies this trend:

Indian Scout. Scanning the horizon, as his ancestors
before him, the Indian of today has become a favorite
subject for cammera enthusiasts.™

Local cards, too, began to contain highly caricatured
captions, as in the following one found on the back of
a 1960s card picturing Fort Mille Lacs:

This Indian Village of Chief NE-GA-NE-GESHEG,
located on the west shore of historic Lake Mille Lacs,
is visited daily by travelers who visit with the Chief
and his people and see them tend to their day to day
living as well as work at their crafts.”

Fantasy has become reality. Travelers are led to believe
that what appears at tourist attractions faithfully repli-
cates Qjibway life in modern times.

In the tast decade, the caricaturing of Indian people
has reached new heights on the post card. Not only are
there fewer images of American Indians but photo-
graphs of Minnesota’s Ojibway have disappeared al-
most entirely. One of the few Minnesota Ojibway post
cards available today reproduces a picture of Chief
Bemidji from the turn of the century. What remain are
stock views from national post card firms. Today, a
tourist traveling the western Great Lakes area will find
cards of Indjans from distant locations, like New Mex-
jco, Oklahoma, and North Carolina, identified only by
captions such as “Real Indian Chief,” “Indian Prin-
cess.” or “Brave Indian Warrior.”

The disappearance of Ojibway pictures from the
post card has significant consequences. On one hand,
this lack can be interpreted as a positive trend. Re-
moved from public display in tourist-oriented media.
contemporary photographs are no longer susceptible to

* The dominance and popularity of Plains Indian imag-
ery at tourist attractions was widespread in the years be-
tween 1940 and 1965. not only in the western Great Lakes
but in other areas of the United States as well. See Albers and
James. in Fifth Annual Plains Indian Seminar, 73-97, and in
Annals of Tourism Research. 10:134-142,

** Albers and James. in Annals of Tourism Research,
10:130. On the popular image of the American Indian as a
Plains male, see Patricia Albers, “Introduction.” in Patricia
Albers and Beatrice Medicine, eds., The Hidden Half: Stu-
dies of Plains Indian Women, 1-8 (Washington, D.C..
1983).

2 [t is possible that the lack of modern post cards in ar-
chives is due to “a natural collecting time lag in donations of
about 50 years.” according to Bonnie Wilson, head of special
libraries. MHS.

¥ Post card 60265, copyright 1952, in authors’ collection.

* Post card J-111. distributed by Northern Minnesota
Novelties of Cross Lake. copy in authors’ collection: emphasis
added by authors.



OJIBWAY outfitted in a mixture of ethnic dress in
this picture (above) taken in the early 1960s at
Fort Mille Lacs Indian Village
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TWO views of Ben Little
Creek taken at Itasca State
Park and published by the
L.L. Cook Company.
Milwaukee
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manipulations beyond the Ojibway’s own control.
There are modern and public photographs of the Ojib-
way. Whether these appear in sensitive photographic
essays like Charles Brill’s Indian and Free: A Contem-
porary Portrait of Life on a Chippewa Reservation
{1871) or in local newspapers and magazines, their
content and use are being monitored more carefully by
the Ojibway themselves.

On the other hand. the disappearance of contem-
porary Ojibway pictures in popular media, like post
cards, contributes to the public’s misguided interpreta-
tions. In the absence of photographs that portray the
Ojibway as they live today, their culture is viewed as
a historic relic, a dead chapter in Minnesota history.
All that remains of “real” Indian life are memories pre-
served in photographs from a past era. As a result,
public attention is deflected from the modern struggles
and experiences of the Qjibway, and the way is opened
for uninformed white people to rationalize the disap-
pearance of Indian culture and treaty rights as well. If
the public feels that “‘real” Indian life, as judged by the
false imagery promoted on post cards and other visual
media, has vanished, it is easy to argue that the special
federal status of Indian tribes is no longer justified.
This attitude can be changed if the Ojibway, like the
Seminole of Florida, the Stoney of Alberta, and the
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Cherokee of North Carolina, make and distribute their
own post cards. By such an endeavor they could co-opt
and exert control over one of the main visual media
which in modern times, at least, often misrepresented
their lives to the public.

A noted Minnesota Ojibway author, Gerald Vize-
nor, tellingly reminds us of the gulf that exists between
imagery and reality: “John Ka Ka Geesick was known
to tourists because he had posed for a photograph from
which postcards were printed and sold. He was in-
vented and colonized in the photograph, pictured in a
blanket and a turkey feather headdress. On the streets
of the town he wore common clothes. .

“Ka Ka Geesick was a man of visions and dreams:
his music and world view connected him to a tribal
place on the earth. He was secure at the center of his
imagination and memories; in a sense, he was in a
spiritual balance, blessed to live so long. The world
around him, however, invented his culture and adver-
tised his images on picture postcards.”?*

% Vizenor, The People Named the Chippewa: Narrative
Histories, 143 (Minneapolis, 1984).

THE CARDS on p. 230, 232, 234 (bottorn), 235, 237 (top),
and 239 (top and bottom) are in the authors’ collection; all
others are in the MHS audio-visual library.
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