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The image of the American Indian has undergone
inevitable transformations over the years, in keeping with the
changes in the historical background against which it is set.
Originally associated inexorably with the Frontier myth in
American culture, its evolution appears to have produced
throughout the different media (figurative arts, literature,
cinema, comic strips, photography) a generalizing and all-
inclusive stereotype and yet a multifaceted one in tune with the
diverse perspectives.

In 1991 the National Museum of American Art in New
York recalled public attention to the American Frontier myth
through an exhibition with a somewhat provocatory title, "West
as America". The theme of the epic adventure of the West was
presented through a repertory of images (mostly paintings) of
frontier life proposed not as mere representations but as
examples of "ideological narrative". Apart from its considerable
emotional impact, the exhibition aroused particular interest,
reawakening the debate on the Frontier theme in American
history, highlighting the persistence of an interpretative gap
between the orientations of academia and the meaning given to
it in popular culture (see White & Limerick 1994: 4) and
dividing the public into two lobbies - in favor and against the
implicit project of demythicization of the Frontier evident in the
layout and explanatory texts of the exhibition itself. And the
detractors of the show protested, accusing the Smithsonian
Institution of complicity in redimensioning or even demolishing
the Frontier myth, in spite of the preeminently theoretical-
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scientific goals of the Institution expressed in recent publications
(Hinsley 1981).

The new trend manifested in the exhibition was consistent
with the line the press and, more generally, the American media
followed in the early ’90s, in tune with the New Western
Historians who had inaugurated a critical re-interpretation of
the American West and contested the versions of both Frederick
Jackson Turner and William Cody (in art Buffalo Bill).

These two different theories - as White and Nelson
Limerick remind us (1994) - were set one against the other
immediately after the official "end" of the Frontier period, at the
Chicago World Fair in honor of the 1893 World Columbus
Celebrations which both Turner and Cody attended.

Apparently wide divergences, due in part to the two men’s
different formation (the former was a professor at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison, the latter a scout in the army
and an entertainer) separated Turner’s definition of the
Frontier, and consequently his image of the Native American,
from Buffalo Bill’s.

According to Turner the Indians filled a peripherical and
inessential role and were, in a sense, reabsorbed into their
habitat which was characterized by its wilderness - they were
"wild men" since they belonged to a "wild" environment, and
therefore must be dominated - and it was not accidental that
they were depicted in prints of the period on the edge of the
spaces across which the pioneers advanced in a faithful and
explicit visual transfer. Buffalo Bill opposed this version of the
Frontier (as conquest first of the territory and then of the
"savages") with a very different one in which the Indians were
active protagonists and not passive spectators, dominion over
men coming before dominion over territory. But Buffalo Bill’s
. vision of the matter substantially inverted the terms of history:
it was filtered through a cultural lens which attributed the
function of assailants to the natives, White’s «Indian killers»
(White & Limerick 1994: 27), and that of victims or, at least, of
«badly abused conquerors» to the Euroamericans (ibidem), in a
paradoxical inversion of roles. In fact, though they follow very
different itineraries, the two definitions end by belonging to the
same mythical weft, «separate but connected strands of a single
mythic cloth» (idem: 45), and both stem from the same system of
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symbolic representations formed by familiar stereotypes which,
for this very reason, can easily be mobilized.

The nature of the area in which Buffalo Bill expressed the
epic adventures of the West - the show business - allowed him to
"set off" the images of the Frontier and, within them, those of
the American Indians, besides recalling them in a significant
symbiosis of constantly crossing and overlapping planes of
reality and fiction which produced a surprising and sensational
hybridization. In fact he himself and his Indian actors constantly
alternated performances on stage and active participation in
skirmishes and battles: Cody, who as a scout in the 5th Cavalry
regiment had often fought by the side of Custer, habitually
repeated his exploits in his show, and many of his Sioux actors
took part both in the battles in defence of the Ghost Dance and
their subsequent representations on stage, thus acting out the
popular version of themselves and staging a sophisticated form
of mimesis in which «Indians were imitating the imitation of
themselves. They reenacted white versions of events in which
some of them had actually participated» (idem: 35).

At all events the power of the Western epic in the history
of American culture is significantly manifested both in its
survival after the end of the Frontier period and in its capacity
to expand and take over areas which did not belong to it
originally, thus living a kind of Kroeberian life of its own. The
myth lives on - as White reminds us (idem: 54) - in institutionally
structured ludic spaces (like the Disneyworld or Disneyland
Indian villages) as well as in more informal spheres (such as
children’s games) in which the old roles of cowboys and Indians
still persist.

The stereotype of the Turner version of Indians as "part of
nature" converges with the definition of natives expressed in the
first early XVII century New Continent texts in English.
Though the tones, in assonance with the attitudes, differ, moving
from Alexander Whitaker’s sharp and vehement judgement to
Thomas Morton’s paternalistic compassion, the resulting image
is substantially identical: subhuman and godless creatures which
must be evangelized and saved from eternal damnation and
then taught how to read and write and become civilized. In
other words, the definition of a native did not move away -
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except for the fact that it was qualified as the result of a living
encounter - from the prototype already established in English
literature, which consequently authoritatively confirmed it.

The first XVII century early American literary texts in
English in which natives were the central theme created a
suitable terrain for the appearance of the stereotype of the
American Indian in Euroamerican fiction. Right from the
beginning (1) this fiction was characterized by its capacity to
combine fact and fiction, history and imagination, and to take on
historical veracity simply because it drew on documented facts
and incontrovertible evidence, thus inaugurating a trend which
has persisted over the years and led to the present hybrid
journalistic-fictional genre consecrated by the works of Norman
Mailer or Tom Wolfe.

The most successful and widely read novels on the Indian
theme all belong to the early XIX century and include famous
and evocative titles - The pioneers (1823), The last of the
Mohicans (1826), The pathfinder (1840) or The deerslayer (1841)
- by J. Fenimore Cooper which appeared in "The Leather
Stockings" series, but also Chateaubriand’s Atala and Henry W.
Longfellow’s The song of Hiawatha (1855). All, with different
accents, unquestionably referred back to the already widespread
stereotype of non-fiction literature. Besides, in novels, in spite of
declared historical accuracy, the call of creative freedom and
aesthetic goals has often led writers to a more agile handling of
facts and characters. And these, being forced into the plot,
sometimes lose all contact with reality. At all events we should
grant all these authors the merit of having contributed to
acquainting the general public with a differentiated and complex -
- even if not always faithful - Indian reality.

A trend of radical criticism (2) has tended to read
ideological support of expansionist policy first and, later, of
imperialistic consolidation, into the XIX century novels. It is
certainly true that literature can reflect the ideological
orientations of the dominating ethnic groups and even be
actively used for political propaganda; it is also true that the
redefinition of the history of the American Indians to fit into a
"suitable" image through literature, with its power of impact on
such a vast audience, could represent a strong temptation for the
young American Nation.
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However a certain critical caution is necessary. The
potential of ideological conformism contained in novels on the
Indian theme and their capacity to influence popular conscience
in given directions is one thing, and attributing to the authors
themselves the planned intention of instilling specific messages
of a political nature into their works in support of colonization
(as some people have asserted) is another. While it seems likely
that, once produced, a work of literature can be ably and
unscrupulously used for certain ideological designs which it did
not have originally, it is harder to admit that a writer will
consent to his creative genius and passion being constrained and
subjected to goals which are not literary or aesthetic.

Besides, a careful analysis shows that XIX century America
produced more than one image of the natives, in answer to
different political-ideological solicitations. By the side of the
negative notion of the savage and bloodthirsty native, which was
functional to the legitimization of the process of colonization
and expropriation perpetrated at the expense of the Indians
themselves - a physical and ideological obstacle to the
occupation of American territory - we find another one,
plausibly constructed for exportation. Conceived to be
popularized in Europe, this portrait proposed a primitively
innocent native who, as such, guaranteed the positive and
uncontaminated nature of the New Continent: he was therefore
invested with a key role in the foundation of the American
Nation and was useful for the construction of a specific
historical tradition as well as a bulwark against the importation
of the negative characteristics of the old European civilization
thought of as currupted and unhealthy by the Puritan founding
fathers (3).

Whatever anthropological point of view the image of the
native is seen from, it is however undeniable that the perception
generally offered by fictional literature is that of an Indian
reality suspended in a historical-cultural void, given over in a
way to myth and thus deprived of its present reality which is
substituted with the metaphorical surrogate of a literary
present, therefore a mythical figment.

Thanks to a clever literary sleight of hand the Indians thus
cease constituting «a threat to the established order either
figuratively (as a matter of guilt and conscience) or literally (in
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terms of concrete opposition). That which is mythic in nature
cannot be or has been murdered, expropriated and colonized in
the "real world"» (Churchill 1992: 38) in such a way as to allow
the colonizer to construct his own national identity on virgin
territory at the expense of the people who have been colonized
(see Fanon 1965). If this is true - and Churchill appears to be
convinced that it is - the final result is no longer art but
absolution.

Present-day literature moves, rather obviously, along other
planes, becoming successively literary products with reciprocally
distant connotations. In some of them the falsification of the
Indian reality, after decades of rectifications, seems all the more
unjustifiable and can be understood only in the light of improper
goals - such as the pursuit of profit or sensationalism - or of a
superficial and clumsy use of information which in the end
produces a grossly distorted account of the native reality. Other
works which on the one hand have substituted the old icon with
a new "ransomed" image of the American Native, on the other
find it equally difficult to get away from the more usual model of
reductive typification of the Indian which persists under the new
apparently inverted version. Emblematic of the first type we
have Ruth Beebe Hill’s Hanta Yo: an American Saga (1979), an
alleged in-depth study of the life of the Lakota Sioux which in
fact provided a singularly inverted representation in which a
very distorted range of values was attributed to the Lakotas
themselves. The book - from which the Mystic Warrior TV mini-
series was drawn - provided the product of the author’s
imagination with just enough truth for it to appear plausible and
was advertised as the result of serious research and reliable
testimonies (4). It soon became a best seller with considerable
incisive power over the broad target it succeeded in reaching.
Tony Hillerman’s thrillers are of a different nature. His works,
starting in 1970 with The blessing way, not only inaugurated a
new literary genre - a hybrid between detective fiction and
western novels - but, in tune with changed times (5), finally
proposed a new Native on an ideologically modified horizon in
which the "smart guys" are the Indians and the Euroamericans
appear corrupt and unjust.

Set in the Arizona Navajo reserves, Hillerman’s thrillers
move around two key characters, the detectives Joe Leaphorn
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and Jim Chee, both members of the Navajo police force but,
because of this, also agents of the United States Department of
War and the Interior. Here the image has truly changed.
Integrity, investigating ability, rationality are attributes of the
natives: the criminals, on the contrary, are white. But according
to the most radical critics - Fanon, Churchill and Mc Cloud, for
example - a more attentive observer will see that nothing has
really changed: the white criminals are always "individuals" and
consequently expressions of deviance from an establishment
which remains basically positive, and Leaphorn and Chee’s
unmistakable gifts seem to stem more from their ethnic option,
and therefore from their adherence to Euroamerican models,
than from racial/cultural characteristics or attributes. Actually,
though readers who are free of illusions will undoubtedly find
the change in the definition of natives more apparent than
substantial, here too it is quite possible that a more general
audience will see a reversed image: and we must not forget that
the target of detective fiction is extremely vast. And so we
cannot unquestionably read into Hillerman the mystifying
intention sometimes attributed to him  of deliberately
supporting the régime. This would make of his work a masterly
expression of imperialistic literature - all the more deceptive,
according to Churchill, because of its subtle use of the media.
Churchill maintains that Hillerman’s novels represent «the very
quintessence of the modern colonistic fiction» (idem: 279) and
that, with remarkable literary cleverness, the author removed
the colonizers from active participation in the process of
colonization, replacing the key character of the Euroamerican
detective with a native policeman who is accomplice and
responsible. An ineffable example of how the dynamics of
colonization can be improved on, though too sophisticated to be
altogether trustworthy.

The guideline which marked the itinerary of the image of
the Native from Indian killer to Indian victim - which was to
reach its maximun emphasis through Hollywood movies - was
confirmed in painting and later in photography: both
contributing to visually crystallize the icon which was
progressively becoming dominant in western fantasy. And both
tended originally to visually reproduce what fully corresponded



144

to the "noble savage" at the beginning of the XIX century, in the
version of violent defender of his own land and in the more
edulcorated one of the Native who, in an acculturative phase,
manifested the signs of his weakening (crosses, presidential
medals or even peace calumets); however the image of the
massacring Indian, the "Red Devil', which remained
predominant in this ambit too, seemed inclined to legitimize the
expansionist policy of Manifest Destiny, cleverly attributing the
responsibility for their genocide to the Indians themselves.

At all events figurative art expressed itself formally in two
different genres: portraits and "in the field" paintings. The
former (of which the major exponent was Charles Bird King,
resident painter of the Indian Office in Washington between
1822 and 1842 (Dippie 1992: 132) were an evident answer to the
anxiety to immortalize first the chiefs of a race in the process of
extinction and then a culture on the way to extinction. The
latter, of whom George Catlin and Karl Bodmer were among
the first and foremost representatives (6), expressed the need to
cull, before it was too late, the Indian reality in its dynamism
rather than in vitro.

Photography came into its own around 1850 - with the
revolutionary discoveries of the Kodak company and the
production of new and manageable portable cameras - and from
then on professional photographers like J. A. Anderson, E. S.
Curtis, F. A. Rinehart, R. Reed and the Gerhard sisters
produced entire collections of artistic photographs on the Indian
theme and portraits of Natives which were shown in World
Exhibitions and Fairs (see Richardson Fleming & Luskey 1994).

Photography replaced painting more in its formal technical
aspects than in its contents and for some time it followed the
latter’s mode of expression producing both studio portraits and
"in the field" photographs: however the former, in particular,
significantly certified the inevitable change in perspective,
culling the features of the cultural shift which from then on, for a
long time to come, was to keep Indian cultures suspended half
way between two worlds (7).

W. H. Jackson’s photos of the Carlisle Indian School in
Pennsylvania are an emblematic example of this: they
immortalized groups of students at various phases of their
process of occidentalization and reached their artistic climax in
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the image depicting the students in front of the school, some in
western dress with short hair, others no, some wearing
moccasins, others holding a book - the epitome of
alphabetization. Jackson’s aesthetic genius is expressed above all
in the details: the windows open on two worlds which inexorably
confront one another, children sitting on the window sills and
therefore in a liminal position not only figuratively but literally
too, cut in two, half out of the margins of the photo, and
therefore marginalized not only figuratively but literally too.
This image more than any other certifies the photographer’s
surprising capacity to cull solicitations from an Euroamerican
repertory and pour them into his art in symbolic effects of great
emotional impact, taking on himself and generally imbuing his
photographs with the role of chronicler of a present of transition
and hope which replaced that of memorialist of a noble but
irrecoverable past.

The most familiar and widespread stereotype of American
Indians (prefigured with genial intuition in Buffalo Bill’s
performances) is undoubtedly the image transmitted by the
Hollywood filmography which led Westerns to become the
cinematographic genre par excellence, the genre «whose origins
almost blend with those of the cinema and... which arouses
wonder for its geographical universality» (Rieupeyrout & Bazin
1957: 13-14).

The film icon of the American Indian developed against the
setting of western scenarios and in the repertory of its reiterated
clichés: the cowboy, the entraineuse, the outlaw. At first it was
indissolubly linked with attacks against stage-coaches or
carovans of pioneers and inexorable final defeat but later it was
gradually transformed, in keeping with the transformations of
western films themselves. Born of the integration between a
mythology and a means of expression, Western films became the
means of reception and diffusion of the variations of mood,
ideologies and perspective (8).

The portrait of Indians evoked by Hollywood filmography is
therefore also marked by an evolution of its own - from Turner’s
creature, who was part of the wilderness, up to the noble
champion of the most recent versions - punctuated by changes
in both formal perspective and contents, even if the alternation
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of negative and positive typifications does not follow such a clear
chronological scansion.

Already the production of the "silent years" placed movies
in which the easy characterization of the "Indian villain"
dominated side by side with more equanimous representations
in which directors manifested understanding or compassion,
however slight, for the Indians - sometimes even culling, with a
multiethnic spirit well ahead of their times, the drama of Indian
society (as Thomas Ince did in The heart of an Indian which
appeared in 1913 [9]).

An eloquent measure of the insuppressible "otherness" of
the Natives was also the silence which continued to surround all
their apparitions even after the advent of the sound-track in the
’30s. Speech seemed to be granted only to Indian protagonists,
by then significantly interpreted by professional Euroamerican
actors, thus suggesting the non-existence of cross-cultural
communicability.

However right through the ’50s and the first half of the *60s
the predominant stereotype remained that of the slaughtering
Indian, in an inexorable escalation. There were few exceptions,
for example D. Daves’ Broken Arrow (1949) - which offers a
picture of the Cochise Apaches in a kind of reverse perspective
even if it is coloured with patronizing shades - and John Ford’s
more famous Cheyenne Autumn (1964) - which, instead,
represents a definite inversion of tendency in Fordian
production and was meant, in the director’s intentions, to «set
the record straight» and admit the massacres which had been
perpetrated. «Let’s face it, we've treated them very badly...
We’ve cheated and robbed, killed and murdered, massacred and
everything else» Ford himself in fact admitted in the course of a
meeting with P. Bogdanovich (Sennet 1992: 188) (10).

At the end of the ’60s and in the early *70s a new line,
characterized by a reversal of the film description of Indians and
their transformation from Killers to victims, was inaugurated.
These years were marked by the birth of counter-culture, the
civil rights’ movements and the youth protests in the American
Universities: evident echos of the Vietnam war overflowed into
the production of Hollywood Westerns, which welcomed and
translated the solicitations and ferments in public opinion. On a
terrain rendered fertile by the possibility of linking the horrors













































