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Introduction

Brian Adams and Sarah Stacke

In the 1940s, on the Blackfeet Nation in Montana, Ella Mad Plume Yellow Wolf candidly photographed her rich community life and work as a rancher, intentionally creating a visual legacy for the next generations. At the same time in western Canada, James Patrick Brady used his camera as a tool to advocate for the rights of his fellow Métis. The images he made of people connected to the land encapsulate the self-determination he championed. And in Perú’s Sacred Valley, Aymara and Quechua members of the Cusco School of Photography welcomed families and compatriots into their studios, generating diverse portraits that challenged simple narratives about their country. During the century preceding these photographers’ work, and into the present, Indigenous people have embraced photography, authoring a multitude of experiences.

In Light and Shadow: A Photographic History from Indigenous America offers an extensive collection of images that emphasizes the depth of Indigenous photography originating in the Americas and Hawai‘i from the 19th century forward. Along the way, we highlight that learning photography is often a family affair within Native communities, passed from one generation to the next. The artists and images show how the camera is employed as a means of Indigenous power and visual sovereignty.1

Photographs made by Indigenous people do not only serve as counterhistories to settler-colonial narratives. They generate a photographic record that enriches Indigenous lives, societies, and collective well-being. Indigenous photographers are expressing their subjectivity—reconstructing and driving the portrayals of themselves as individuals, their identities in a wide sociopolitical landscape, their communities, and their relationships to the environment. These artists and images are reclaiming cultural spaces and histories while developing fresh visual languages that arise from the storytelling and imagery of their forebears.

Though long known within Native circles, the number of Indigenous American photographers receiving recognition in the wider art, documentary, editorial, and commercial realms has increased with each decade since the 1980s. This is thanks to the hard work of Indigenous artists, curators, writers, and scholars. This book is a part of that larger conversation and follows vital publications and exhibitions, including Silver Drum: Five Native Photographers (1986), A Circle of Nations: Voices and Visions of American Indians (1993), Our People, Our Land, Our Images: International Indigenous Photographers (2006),2 Yuyayninchis: fotografías inéditas de César Meza y Horacio Ochoa (2020), Through a Native Lens: American Indian Photography (2020), Speaking with Light: Contemporary Indigenous Photography (2022), and In Our Hands: Native Photography, 1890 to Now (2023).

In 1993, exposure, a popular photography journal, released an issue entirely dedicated to Native American photography. In 1995, Aperture magazine did the same, and in 2020, they reflected upon Native North America. The library of monographs illuminating the work of Indigenous photographers is expanding. Examples include Martín Chambi: Photographs, 1920–1950 (1993), Menadelook: An Inupiat Teacher’s Photographs of Alaska Village Life, 1907–1932 (2016), Dana Claxton (2021), Wendy Red Star: Delegation (2022), as well as the many other titles included in this book’s notes and bibliography.

In early 2020, with the 400th anniversary of the Mayflower’s arrival to North America looming, we began developing a photography project that looked at the evolution of Indigenous American identity and representation. It was named “The 400 Years Project,” and we commissioned original photo essays, licensed existing ones, and created a digital library of Indigenous photographers from the 19th century to the present. Commitment to the craft was the library’s criterion, and this resulted in a collection of images by enthusiasts to professionals.

The main goal of this project was to contribute to a comprehensive understanding that Indigenous people across North and South America and Hawai‘i have been making photographs for their own purposes since at least the 1860s. Over time, we believe the archives will reveal Indigenous photographers who were creating imagery in the first two decades following the daguerreotype’s 1839 introduction in Paris, after which it spread across oceans and barriers with astonishing speed.
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Alia Kipp-Heavyrunner rides her horse, Martini, at her family ranch, Blackfeet Nation, Montana, 2020. 
PHOTOGRAPH BY WHITNEY SNOW (B. 1991), BLACKFEET NATION.



We compiled a list of historical photographers who had, through research prior to ours, been noted. Seeking to add names and Indigenous-led photo publications (such as yearbooks) to the catalog, we consulted Native communities and networks, historical societies, museums, and government and university archives. Much of history is written from encounters with the archives, which are themselves political and cultural constructions. The gradual uncovering and awareness of early Indigenous photographers are confirming the breadth and bedrock of the canon and, at the same time, interrogating the logic and limits of national and dominant institutional archives, where Indigenous photographers are often not credited, if they are included at all.

With a focus on the relationships between the photographs and their makers, In Light and Shadow is an expansion of the work we began with the 400 Years Project in 2020.

Selecting the photographers for this book, we considered Indigenous society or nation, geography, and generation. While it is evident that Indigenous people have commissioned photographs of themselves from non-Indigenous practitioners since the 1840s, the earliest photographer mentioned in this book is John Kanipo‘okalani Meek Jr. II, a Native Hawaiian who opened a studio in Honolulu in 1867. Meek auctioned his negatives in 1869 and they have yet to be recovered. The oldest images presented here were made by Jennie Fields Ross Cobb (Cherokee Nation), George Hunt (Tlingit), and B. A. Haldane (Tsimshian) in the 1890s. From this time forward, each decade is represented, as well as numerous technologies (glass plate negatives, celluloid films, digital) and genres. We include family pictures, ethnography, documentary, portraiture, landscape, multimedia, and fine art. Many of the artists work across multiple platforms.

Each entry is accompanied by a text with a biographical sketch and information about the photographer’s practice or, in the case of group projects, the scope of the final outcome. For several of the earlier photographers, this is their first publication outside hyperlocal media. Details in images are read for the insight they provide into historical context and place. Visual metaphors drawn by photographic compositions are studied. Most of the contemporary texts are informed by interviews the authors conducted with the photographers. As much as possible, the historical texts were shared with and shaped by a descendant, an associated person, or the related archive.
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Two young women inside B. A. Haldane’s photography studio, Metlakatla, Alaska, c. 1910. 
PHOTOGRAPH BY B. A. HALDANE. COURTESY OF KETCHIKAN MUSEUMS. KM 2018.2.30.90



Outside of quotations, capitalization and punctuation do not always heed a conventional style guide. They reflect artist and descendant wishes, feedback from trusted sources, Indigenous style guides, and the authors’ best judgment at the time of publication. With the exception of quotes, we do not use extractive or violent language common to photography: take, shoot, capture, subject. These terms have been questioned since the nascent days of the medium, yet until relatively recently, the movement to shift away from this language has not gained acknowledgment outside of small circles. In 1847, the Sandwich Islands News admitted the “ominous sound” of asking “whether you have ‘been taken yet’ or ‘when are you going to be taken,’” when inquiring if you had visited the local daguerreotypist.3 Moving away from this oppressive photographic vernacular is one way to acknowledge how Indigenous people across the Americas and the world have been affected by the camera’s use as a weapon of colonialism. Photographs have played a role in government surveys, scientific and missionary activities, expansionism, and tourist spectacles. The camera has invaded sacred and private spaces. In the early 20th century, it was used as an instrument to erroneously proclaim Indigenous people a “vanishing race,” and it has abetted the enduring conceptual erasure of Indigenous people from their lands and cultures.4

This book is not an exhaustive list of Indigenous American photographers. Many more exceptional contemporary photographers are working across the Americas and Hawai‘i than we were able to include in these pages. In addition to the early practitioners acknowledged here and elsewhere, there are unlimited collections from the 19th and 20th centuries lying in wait in institutional, community, and family archives. With the establishment of Indigenous newspapers, a demand for Indigenous photojournalists was created and prodigious archives, still mostly unexamined, were generated.

The artists and images of In Light and Shadow demonstrate that the canon of Indigenous American photography has been developing on its own terms since the 19th century. The work here centers Indigenous communities and stories and rewrites history. It is influenced by ancestral memory, transformation, healing, astute observation, imagination, kinship, and continuity. As photographer Nīa MacKnight says with prescience, “We turn to our ancestors’ photographs to remind us of where we came from and why we’re here today.”
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