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Once we abandoned ourselves for television, the box
that separates the dreamer from the dreaming. It was as
if we were stolen, put into a bag carried on the back of
a whiteman who pretends to own the earth and the sky.
In the sack were all the people of the world. We fought

until there was a hole in the bag.

Joy HaRrjo, “A Postcolonial Tale”

In the end it is all a question of human relationships.

ROBERT FLAHERTY
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PREFACE

I got off a plane in Montreal a few years ago, hopped into a taxi with
too many notebooks and not enough luggage under my arm, and
asked the driver to take me to the offices of the National Film Board
(nFB). With a pensive frown and an old-world twist of his mustache,
he put the car into gear and adjusted the mirror to give me a glance.
Not a few seconds passed before he was compelled to ask why I was
going there? The Film Board? On a sunny day? It didn’t seem like very
much fun for an American tourist to visit a sprawling bureaucratic
maze so far from the cafés and sights of Vieux-Montréal.

I laughed and explained that I was meeting a filmmaker named
Alanis Obomsawin. Because documentary filmmakers tend to labor
under a shroud of semiobscurity, I was prepared to add that she was
an important Abenaki filmmaker who had been at the NFB since the
1960s and had made more than twenty films, some of them classics. I
assumed I would have to throw out a few film titles like Kanehsatake
and Rocks at Whisky Trench to evoke a glimmer of recognition, at least
after an awkward pause in which I would begin to wonder about the
relevance of what I do for a living. But I had no such need.

“Mademoiselle Alanis!” he exclaimed with delight, his voice thick
with a French Canadian accent as he wove through the light mid-
morning traffic. “Oui . . . I watched one of her documentaries on
television last night.”
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“Really?” It seemed so improbable—Obomsawin’s films had al-
most never appeared on television in the United States.

“Oh yes,” he said, grinning in appreciation. “Ah . . . Mademoiselle
Alanis . . . Elle est magnifique!”

At that moment my suspicion was confirmed: Alanis Obomsawin
was not the usual documentary filmmaker. In the few years since
this exchange with the taxi driver, it has come to seem emblematic
of how she is regarded by those who know her work. Other sto-
ries come to mind: The student photographer who saw Obomsawin
shooting footage behind the razor wire at Oka and was inspired to
become a documentary filmmaker. The soft-spoken Métis woman,
hardly out of college, who glowed whenever her cinematic mentor
walked into the room. The prominent Native artist who gushed about
how Obomsawin had cleared a path for subsequent generations of
indigenous mediamakers. The list goes on for quite some time before
a dissenting word is heard, and even then it is muted in nature.

Indeed, by virtue of her myriad accomplishments and lofty reputa-
tion, Obomsawin could be considered the grande dame of Canadian
documentary filmmaking, if not the Canadian film industry in gen-
eral. Still one of Canada’s most distinguished filmmakers at the age
of seventy-two, she has made almost two dozen documentaries about
the lives and struggles of Native people in North America. All these
films have their roots in her childhood experiences on the Abenaki
reserve called Odanak and in French Canadian towns such as Three
Rivers, where she spent her difficult adolescence. Then as now, cre-
ativity was her salvation. After a stint as a fashion model, she found
widespread acclaim as a traditional Abenaki singer and storyteller on
the folk circuits of the early 1960s. With friends such as the novelist
and songwriter Leonard Cohen, she became a fixture in bohemian
Montreal until her Native activism prompted the NEB to hire her as a
consultant in 1967.

Within a few years of joining the N¥B, she seized an opportunity to
direct her first film, Christmas at Moose Factory (1971), a study of life
in a small northern settlement based solely on children’s drawings.
From that point forward, her career at the NFB blossomed, and she
added one of the first Native voices to the complacent Canadian
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media landscape. Over the following decades, she has produced ti-
tles such as Mother of Many Children (1977), Incident at Restigouche
(1984), Richard Cardinal: Cry from a Diary of a Métis Child (1986),
No Address (1988), and Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance (1993),
one of four films she made about her seventy-eight days behind the
barricades in the armed standoff known as the Oka crisis. Although
she has not received the audience she deserves in the United States, her
films have won numerous awards at film festivals in Canada, Europe,
and Asia, and Kanehsatake was shown on Japanese television to an
estimated audience of eighteen million. All her films have appeared
on Canadian television and in hundreds of schools and universities.

Few would dispute her stature as one of the leading figures in
indigenous filmmaking in the world—save, perhaps, Merata Mita
in New Zealand, no one has been as successful and influential over
the past decades. Obomsawin was one of the first Native filmmakers
inside the gated community of cinema, however it is defined, as well
as the first Native staff filmmaker at the prestigious N¥B, perhaps
the greatest center of documentary production in the history of the
medium. Since breaking the barrier that kept Native people from the
power of the mass media, she has become one of the most prolific
and interesting documentary filmmakers of any age or background in
North America. With a reputation that extends well beyond Canada’s
borders, she has been the subject of interviews and film retrospec-
tives from Auckland to Barcelona. Somewhat to my surprise, then,
is the fact that this book is the first one about this extraordinary
filmmaker—even more perplexing that it is the first book about any
indigenous filmmaker. How can this be true in the era of blossoming
indigenous media? In the era of Smoke Signals and Atanarjuat: The
Fast Runner?

I can understand this lacuna in the United States. Despite honored
appearances at Sundance and various American universities, Obom-
sawin remains little known within a self-satisfied nation for whom
its northern neighbor seems to exist primarily for stand-up comedy
punch lines and rustic beer advertisements. Add to that the enduring
metaphysics of Indian hating, and the result is a terminal neglect of
all things Native in the United States, unless routed through dusty

XITI
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Costnerian operas or Michael Eisner’s animated minions. If colorful,
soft-focus Indians are always welcome in the European American
imagination, real Native people, especially those with inconvenient
desires and sharp-edged politics like Obomsawin, are not.

The absence of a book on Obomsawin, or any other First Nations’
filmmaker, is more difficult to understand in the Canadian context.
In recent decades, Canada has gained a reputation—perhaps not
fully deserved, as Obomsawin’s films make clear—for casting a more
sympathetic eye on its indigenous inhabitants. On a personal level, I
know that driving north and crossing the border from Washington
State into British Columbia has brought this home to me. Moving
north through the Northwestern United States, one finds that the Na-
tive presence is muted in general and utterly silent on state and federal
property along the main highway. Then, when passing into Canada
on the way to Vancouver, the first thing one sees is a totem pole
and other symbols of a strong First Nations presence, even on federal
land. Because such symbolic moments are not uncommon, American
tourists such as myself are often surprised by how enlightened Canada
appears in regard to its indigenous peoples, almost seeming to have
an appreciation for Native cultures that is rarely found in its southern
neighbor, not even in havens for Native fetishism like Sedona or Santa
Fe. In view of this general state of affairs above the Forty-ninth Par-
allel as well as Obomsawin’s prominence in the Canadian media, it is
harder to understand her relative absence in Canadian film studies,
unless one remembers the nature of that particular subfield. “Given
the fragmented, and underdeveloped, state of Canadian film studies,”
Zuzana Pick has observed, “the contributions of Native filmmakers
have yet to be documented.”! Yet the literature on Canadian cinema,
like that on indigenous media, has been growing the last few years,
enough so that it was, I suspect, just a matter of time before a disser-
tation or book like this one came along. After all, Canadian writers
jump-started the serious interest in Obomsawin’s work in the 1980s
and 1990s, producing a few articles that illuminated the path I would
take in this longer study.

Indeed, years before I began to contemplate this book, Canadian
scholars working in film studies had made a strong case for Obom-
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sawin’s significance. Jerry White praised her as “a true social film-
maker” whose work is “among the most vibrant and organically po-
litical in Canadian cinema.”” In another outstanding article, Zuzana
Pick claimed that Obomsawin’s films “constitute a compelling and
politically important contribution to a family album where the sto-
ries of First Nations people in Canada are told, where their setbacks
and victories are recorded with anger, compassion, and respect.” Not-
ing the impact of Obomsawin’s efforts, Pick added that the filmmaker
“has been successful in altering common perceptions. . . . [H]er films
have fundamentally altered the way in which the cause of First Peoples
has been communicated to non-Native Canadians.”® In a similar vein,
when Obomsawin was awarded the Governor General’s Visual and
Media Arts Award in 2001, a Native writer celebrated, in a brief but
thoughtful article, how much her “sensitive, intimate, and poignant”
documentaries have “changed perceptions of Native peoples.”

Observers in the United States have not been entirely blind to
Obomsawin’s accomplishment. One of the few exceptions has been
Bird Runningwater, who, as the programmer for the Native Amer-
ican Initiatives at the Sundance Film Institute, has gone on record
about the importance of her cinematic project. “If you look at the
history of the Native image in film, the vast majority of it has been
created without the consent and most often without the control of
the Native person whose image is being taken and utilized in media,”
Runningwater has said. “I really believe Alanis is using a medium to
provide a voice and a story for a lot of people who historically have
not had that opportunity.”

Despite these moments of acclaim, Obomsawin has not yet re-
ceived the attention that she deserves in the United States or even in
Canada, and this may be a symptom of her commitment to docu-
mentary film, not exactly the most glamorous of métiers. The success
of Smoke Signals, Atanarjuat, and a handful of other fiction films
notwithstanding, nonfiction has been the medium of choice for Na-
tive filmmakers in general and Native women filmmakers in particu-
lar. Since the late 1960s Native filmmakers have produced dozens of
documentaries, creating a significant body of nonfiction work that
has never received the critical attention paid to Native literature, bas-
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ketry, painting, and sculpture—all of which might seem in synch with
the cultural traditionalism to which non-Native scholars have often
been attracted, even to the detriment of understanding new facets of
indigenous artistry and culture. I hope that this book will be useful to
scholars and Native communities because it offers the first in-depth
look at a key figure in the development of indigenous media across
the United States and Canada. I want to show that Native cinema
is more than Smoke Signals—that it possesses an unacknowledged
history going back to the 1960s, one with Alanis Obomsawin at its
center. Yet, even within the small world of “indigenous mediamakers,”
Native women have been slighted. For instance, the respected Hopi
director Victor Masayesva bills himself as the first Native filmmaker,
despite the fact that he was many years behind Obomsawin.

At the most personal level, I hope that my research will give Obom-
sawin the credit that is her due. In an old-fashioned sense, then, this
book is an exercise in feminist canon busting that should prompt
readers to wonder why this woman has been ignored while new books
on Ford and Hitchcock crowd onto library shelves with every pass-
ing week. I want to celebrate the new points of view that her work
brings to the cinema, and I hope to capture in prose something of
Obomsawin’s unique cinematic vision. Studies like this one can, I
think, reveal how Native cinema has become as vital and interesting
as traditional art forms that have received far more attention and
resources. I don’t mean to have the last word. There is always more
to be said about an artist of Obomsawin’s caliber, and I hope that
this book will continue the conversation about her work until the
next scholar takes an interest. The same is true for other indigenous
mediamakers across North America: so many of them deserve the
careful appreciation that has been afforded visual artists with Euro-
pean roots.

Let me say a few words about the shape of the book so that the reader
knows what to expect. Although I have used the wildly disparate
writings of Patricia Zimmermann, John Grierson, Richard White, Eva
Garroutte, Mario Vargas Llosa, and Leonard Cohen to make sense
of one of the great unheralded careers in nonfiction cinema, the
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book follows a rather traditional chronological sequence. Here in the
preface, I describe the goals of the book and the motivations behind
it. I also introduce the notion of Other Visions, which alludes, not
just to other accounts of the past, but also to the pernicious process
of cultural “Othering” that Obomsawin has fought against. Much of
this is yet to come.

Then, in chapter 1, “Abenaki Beginnings,” I examine the formative
influences that brought Obomsawin to the screen, providing the first
careful look at her difficult experiences on the Abenaki reserve at
Odanak, before she found success as a model, singer, and traditional
storyteller in the early 1960s. I make creative use of her friend Leonard
Cohen’s fiction in order to glimpse something of her adolescence.

Chapter 2, “Early Films,” explores Amisk (1977), Mother of Many
Children (1977), and Obomsawin’s other half-forgotten films from
the 1970s and 1980s, using them to explore the emerging thematic
preoccupations of the filmmaker: the vulnerability of Native chil-
dren; the importance of pan-tribal solidarity; and the continuing
toll of Native-white conflict on First Nations. In addition, I attempt
to demonstrate that her filmmaking practice has deep roots in the
Abenaki oral tradition in which Obomsawin was raised.

Chapter 3, “A Gendered Gaze?” considers what Obomsawin was
bringing to the screen in addition to a Native storytelling aesthetic
during her first two decades of filmmaking. So much attention has
focused on her groundbreaking role as a Native filmmaker that it is
tempting to overlook the specific nature of her accomplishment, as
if being “first” and “most prolific” were prizes enough. This chapter
attempts to tease out the nuances of her vision in one crucial area: the
gendered position of her filmmaking and how it relates to aboriginal
women filmmakers, not just in North America, but also in other
settler-states such as Australia and New Zealand.

Chapter 4, “Documentary on the Middle Ground,” gives an account
of Obomsawin’s seventy-eight days behind the razor wire at Oka, one
of the great unacknowledged acts of courage in the documentary
tradition. After showing the importance of Native filmmakers as wit-
nesses in moments of political crisis, I examine the four films about
the Oka crisis that occupied Obomsawin’s creative energies in the

XVII
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1990s, using them to make some larger points about her media prac-
tice. Transposing ideas that have been influential in history and an-
thropology, I show how Obomsawin has functioned as a cultural bro-
ker between Native and white on the “middle ground” of the Cana-
dian mass media and discuss the reasons why documentary might
provide an ideal meeting place between contemporary cultures—
something I explore at greater length in the following chapter.

Chapter 5, “Why Documentary?” asks a deceptively simple ques-
tion. In these pages,  hope to show why Obomsawin has relied exclu-
sively on nonfiction to share what she calls the voice of the people and
explore why Native filmmakers in general have turned to documen-
tary. Moving beyond issues related to indigenous media, I then engage
Mario Vargas Llosa’s recent “Why Literature?” to show how common
assumptions about literature’s role in transmitting ennobling human
values might also apply to documentary cinema as practiced by film-
makers such as Obomsawin.

Chapter 6, “Cinema of Sovereignty,” provides the first examination
of Obomsawin’s most recent work, exploring two documentaries, Is
the Crown at War with Us? (2002) and Our Nationhood (2003), that
deal with bitter disputes over the natural resources of First Nations. In
this final chapter I set out the notion of a cinema of sovereignty to de-
scribe the representational strategies that Obomsawin has developed
for Native people.

In the conclusion I provide some thoughts on the state of indige-
nous media in 2006, before considering Obomsawin’s future projects
(such as a film on Abenaki history), her place in the current Abenaki
renaissance, her influence on various Native filmmakers who have
benefited from her pathbreaking career, and the wider significance
of projects such as hers in the current media environment. The book
ends with a bibliography, two filmographies, and information about
how to obtain the films under discussion.

More than hubris would suggest that the timing is right for this
project: indigenous media is a topic of increasing interest, not just
to First Nations hoping to convey their concerns to the world, but
also to the film studies, American studies, Native American studies,
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and visual anthropology communities. Several books have appeared
in the past five years on Native American film specifically, but they
tend to focus on fiction film rather than the much larger arena of
Native American documentary expression—and certainly none have
highlighted questions of gender, documentary per se, and the larger
mediascape as [ intend to do. One very partial exception was Beverley
Singer’s Wiping the War Paint off the Lens. For those who do not know
it, let me say that Singer’s brief book, along with Jacquelyn Kilpatrick’s
Celluloid Indians, is a good starting place for anyone interested in
Native film.

I would like to think that I am well positioned to pick up where
Singer and Kilpatrick left off because, in addition to having written
about Native artists such as Leon Polk Smith, I see my research on
indigenous media as a natural extension of my Emile de Antonio.
An outsider artist working to create an alternative, cinematic history
of the United States, Emile de Antonio (1919—89) was often on a
track parallel to those of Obomsawin and other Native filmmakers
struggling to bring tribal points of view to the larger public. Both de
Antonio and Obomsawin’s films represent acts of resistance against
the homogenizing effects of the global media, which have little left
very little space for unauthorized points of view. Both provided in-
dependent thinking in their cinema—an increasingly rare quality as
independent film has become a sloppy moniker that covers some art
and a lot of junk. Nowadays, low-grade emulations of Hollywood
product have appropriated the term as an honorific for no reason
other than taking cash from somewhat smaller corporate entities
or in somewhat smaller quantities. Sadly, true independent visions
have become a rare commodity even in nonfiction cinema, where the
“documentary conscience” once thrived in opposition to the abuses
of the state and private enterprise. Perhaps the unprecedented suc-
cess of Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) will help reinvigorate
this part of the documentary tradition, although I fear that that film
will remain the exception that proves the rule (of Fox, ABc, cNBC,
etc.)—after all, mounting pressure has been brought to bear against
the public articulation of dissent in the past two decades. The media
theorist Patricia Zimmerman cites “arts defunding, public television
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retrenchments, attacks against cultural difference, and conservative
assaults against interventionist public discourses” as the factors that
have gnawed away at the public space where documentary thrives.®
Thankfully, working well beneath the radar of those who had never
paid much attention to documentary before the media frenzy at-
tached to Fahrenheit 9/11, Native filmmakers like Obomsawin have
been giving life to this endangered species called independent docu-
mentary, restoring public space for something more than sound bites
and slogans, and offering thoughtful counterpoints to the meretri-
cious wares of the global media. Unlike the craven producers who
abuse the term in order to sell their film into an attractive niche
market or even the programmers at the not so Independent Film
Channel, Obomsawin is a real independent in spirit and practice, an
ironic fact given her position inside a government institution. Some-
how, from within the bureaucratic confines of the NrB (and in many
ways because of her place there), Obomsawin has shot back at the ho-
mogenizing narratives of nation and carved oppositional practices
into Western mediascapes. Somehow she has found independence
where others might have found dependence and despair.

Geoff Pevere has claimed that writing about Canadian cinema in-
volves “stepping into the very heart of the country’s conflicted soul.””
I have not dared to probe into the essence of nationhood above the
Forty-ninth Parallel, preferring to leave such inquiries to writers with
the depth of knowledge that comes only from long experience. As a
U.S. citizen who has never lived north of Brooklyn (and even then
as a baby no less!), I can look into such matters only as a spectator
and, perhaps, only when accompanied by the likes of Obomsawin,
a thoughtful person who has stared into the grim paradoxes of the
Canadian soul, sometimes against her will, for seventy-something
years. I see as much as she is willing to share in conversations and on-
screen, although I try to look around the edges as much as possible,
hoping to glimpse the fundamental processes at work.

Up front, I promised modest aspirations for this book. Now I
have to backtrack somewhat to give this project one more frame,
one that will, I hope, not seem absurdly gilded and ostentatious: I
want the book to make a contribution to the emerging scholarship



FIGURE 1. Obomsawin in 1971. Courtesy of the filmmaker.
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on documentary expression now growing within American studies,
media studies, and elsewhere. In exploring the politics and poetics
of Obomsawin’s documentary practice, I touch on larger questions
about media and society such as: What can indigenous documen-
tarians teach us about carving out a democratic space for difference,
for dissent, in the postmodern mediascape? And what can we learn
about how to tell complex, critical nonfiction stories, about repre-
senting other North American “realities” that enable us to create a
democracy based on justice, equality, and inclusivity?

Answering these kinds of questions is more than intellectual cu-
riosity. Despite the best efforts of Obomsawin and others like her
and even the anomalous success of Michael Moore, we have lost sight
of what it means to have a vibrant and independent documentary
culture in the United States and, to some extent, in Canada as well,
even though the wrong kind of documentary is everywhere we look
today. With the ascendancy of television “reality programming” such
as Joe Millionaire, Survivor, or Big Brother, we are living through an
era that thrusts the pseudoreal in our face at every turn, and in the
years to come documentary expression will become even more im-
portant in shaping our vision of North American “reality” as well as
other realities—personal, local, tribal, national. And understanding
this documentary expression, critiquing it, re-creating it, as scholars,
students, and citizens, will be essential to making our way through the
wilderness of dissent. In the spirit of great Abenaki outdoorsmen like
her father, Alanis Obomsawin provides an ideal guide for examining
this bitterly contested ground.

Skeptical observers might ask what importance a single filmmaker
could have to the grim panoply of big media corporatism and of-
ficial distortion. I would like to think that Obomsawin embodies
alternative media practices that could have a broader significance for
sustaining democratic values across cultural boundaries. I have high
hopes for what I call a cinema of sovereignty, a forum where cross-
cultural communication can occur without one of the parties being
ignored, silenced, distorted, Othered. As the media theorist John Fiske
has suggested, cross-cultural communication is becoming ever more
important for a peaceful planet, and we must ensure that the less
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powerful culture in the equation is able to represent itself, rather
than being the mere object of representation.® Whenever possible,
we must learn to listen to difference without exoticization, to witness
it without objectification. Obomsawin has done this exceedingly well.

This ability to listen in peace, to contemplate what is being said,
is more than a luxury in the new century. More than most of us
realize, the electronic media have become the essential mechanism
for a global process of measuring our common ground with people
far from home, literally and metaphorically, and making judgments
about who they are to us, however those fields might be defined. In-
digenous filmmakers working to reinscribe the image of the Native in
the Western imagination (as well as in various tribal imaginations) are
just one example of this process. So often stereotyped and exploited
by mainstream media, Native peoples have shown how cultural and
political self-determination is intertwined with representational self-
determination—representational sovereignty, as I call it in the final
chapter. The Hopi documentarian Victor Masayesva has said that
indigenous media offer a journey for “tribal people to consider and
reflect on the White man’s most seductive and reductive invention
for conception and representation which we have today: film and
television.” I would suggest that it goes well beyond what Masayesva
describes, that it may offer a path toward a degree of cultural and
political autonomy that few indigenous people have known in the
past century.

Several decades ago, Tillie Olson opened her classic Silences with a
dedication to “our silenced people, century after century their beings
consumed in the hard, everyday essential work of maintaining human
life. Their art, which still they made—as their other contributions—
anonymous, refused respect, recognition; lost.”'° I loathe the idea of
creative lives lost or neglected, and, in the case of someone as gifted
as Obomsawin, the shame is twofold: we have as much to gain as she
from the act of recognition. Without question, Obomsawin is one
of the relatively few figures that can be discerned in the long fog of
cultural invisibility that has engulfed First Nations people and their

artistry, like indigenous people almost everywhere. She is a portal
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to something more than mere stereotype, as I hope this book will

demonstrate.

I turn first to the acknowledgments when I pick up a new academic
book—it is often the one place where a personal voice intrudes on
the official tone of the overeducated, the tone that conveys a great
distance covered, reams of pages scanned, infinite angles pondered,
but not, usually, a beating pulse. So it is with some relief that I spill
out some acknowledgments of my own, both of the conventional and
of the unconventional sort.

In the first category go the notes of appreciation. To scholars across
the United States who have informed and encouraged my thinking
through their words or writing—RBill Stott, Bill Nichols, Doug Kellner,
Ari Kelman, Norman Stolzoff, Jason Jackson, Patricia Zimmermann,
Thomas Waugh, Alice Nash, and many more. To my colleagues in
the Honors College of the University of Oklahoma as well as the
Film and Video Studies Program, where the ebullient Andy Horton
and other faculty members have offered continuing support of my
work. To the scholars, staff, and friends of the School of American
Research, most especially Kehaulani Kauanui, Gerald Vizenor, James
Brooks, Cam Cox, Nancy Owen Lewis, James Faris, Lawrence Co-
hen, Jessica Cattelino, and others who challenged my thinking on
this topic during my nine months as a research associate there. To
Veronique de Silva and the other wonderful people at the National
Film Board in Montreal. To Jerry White and Jacquelyn Kilpatrick,
who reviewed the manuscript for the University of Nebraska Press
and helped me strengthen my arguments. And, finally, to the loves
of my life, Circe Sturm and our daughter, young Miranda Sophia,
who give me reasons to hope for a brighter future. What little I know
about Native American studies comes from talking with Circe and
people to whom she has introduced me over the years, whether in
Tahlequah, Oklahoma, Davis, California, or Santa Fe, New Mexico.
Yet it goes without saying that none of this project’s foibles were due
to her—I am quite able to cook up such things on my own.

In the second category go the less obvious sort of acknowledg-
ments, the ones that reveal where I'm coming from and how I got
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there, where I fulfill the inevitable curiosity of the reader, where
Abenaki speakers may wonder: Awani gi ya? Who are you? Is he Indian?
The short answer is no. I am pure interloper on Native ground—
there’s no getting around that, even if the long answer has its hems
and haws. Basically, I share with Carol Kalafatic the feeling that “my
family hasn’t told all the stories that would make my autobiography
possible” and have no clue what has been half erased from our ge-
nealogical charts in fits of Southern shame (although I have some
suspicions).!' I can only go off lived experience and family narratives
to stake this claim: I am most likely the result of rank strangers on
the continent, some now happily ensconced in various postcolonial
contexts between New Jersey, Texas, and California, others still blun-
dering in circles as if the proverbial boat were rocking over their
shoulder (put me in the latter camp out of solidarity with the un-
consciously deracinated). For my father’s parents, the longshoreman
and the maid who immigrated illegally from Liverpool and Glasgow
in the 1930s, the boat was quite literal. For my mother’s parents, the
illiterate logger and the kindly mother of twelve living deep behind
the pine curtain of East Texas, the boat had long since receded from
view—nine generations of Southern living tends to do that to white
folks, who are generally eager to forget their relatively recent arrival
and sometimes invisible dispossession of Native people in the name
of something (often quite risible) called civilization.

Fortunately, blood and history do not an ideology make, at least
not in every solitary case. As much as a maneuver of disavowal is
possible, I would like to imagine that I'm not from here, save birth
and culture and public school indoctrination and what now passes
for community bonds under the present military-industrial regime.
In this regard I am eager to fabricate a space for post-American and
post-Canadian musings, in the sense that these terms have stood
for exclusivist projects of subjugation and manipulation. I hope to
explore this emerging space for cultural critique through the lens of
Obomsawin, who has been expanding it into the cinema for thirty
years, and to do so without glossing over the white/male privilege
that follows me into cafés, parking lots, classrooms. I cop to that.

So why are we here? Well, in lieu of a clichéd statement of posi-
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tionality, whose tropes I have already exploited to decent effect, I can
at least explain something about the motivation behind this project
(which, in some cases, is more important than roots). In writing as
an interloper on Native ground, the best compensation I can offer
is a hopeful spirit, a blend of critique and cautious optimism, that
infuses the project at hand. If it is not presumptuous, I want to share
Marianette Jaimes-Guerrero’s belief that “a more inclusive Indige-
nous movement is opening to the human spirit,” especially in the
classrooms of our high schools, colleges, and universities.'? If this
book helps educators bring Obomsawin’s decolonizing perspective
into the classroom as a companion to her films and helps students
appreciate what she is doing, I will have accomplished something.
I claim no reward in terms of bank account for this book, perhaps
no great sacrifice in the semisolvent world of academic publishing,
but something nonetheless. For this reason, I have assigned all author
royalties to the small Film and Video Studies Library at the University
of Oklahoma, where the large and diverse Native student population
has produced too few filmmakers thus far. I have asked that the money
be used to purchase the work of Native filmmakers such as Obom-
sawin, which can inspire the next generation of indigenous artists
and activists.

For me the real compensation is personal—getting to know Ala-
nis, getting to learn new cinema tricks, hanging out with the sleek
cinemarobothéque at the Montreal N¢B, home to a well-oiled research
assistant who never complains about fetching another film for pro-
fessorial amusement. Writing this book has been pleasure enough. It
has given me time to explore work I consider fascinating and under-
appreciated and to do so with the modest desire of sharing it with new
audiences, fully aware that, after pointing folks in the right direction,
I can recede from view and let Obomsawin’s other visions startle and
illuminate in ways to which my prose can only allude.
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Canada became a royal colony of France in 1663. Here
come the troops led by le marquis de Tracy, lieutenant-
general of the armies of the king, here they come march-
ing through the snow, twelve hundred tall men, the fa-
mous regiment de Carignan. The news travels down the
icy banks of the Mohawk: the King of France has touched
the map with his white finger.

LEoNARD COHEN, Beautiful Losers

The last thing they wanted was an Indian to document

anything. ALANTIS OBOMSAWIN

Early Years

Alanis Obomsawin does not know the exact place of her birth, only
that she was born somewhere near Lebanon, New Hampshire, on
August 31, 1932, and that, when she was an infant, she slipped into
a deep coma that neither her parents nor the local doctor could
explain. As the illness drained the life out of her, the doctor threw up
his hands in frustration and warned the family not to touch the sick
child. Death would not have been a surprising outcome to parents
who had lost two boys and two girls, none of whom had survived
their first year.'
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Yet the story is far from over: in a scene that seems ripped from the
pages of mythology, an old Abenaki woman flings open the door and
dashes inside, grabbing the ailing child in a thick woolen blanket,
and then evaporating into the night. Frightened and worried, the
parents huddle together and discuss what is happening, deciding at
last that they must respect the mysterious actions of a tribal elder,
who, as they later learn, has taken their daughter north to a small
shack on the Abenaki reserve not far from Montreal. “She kept me
for six months,” Obomsawin marvels. “Nobody knows what she did
to me, but I survived.” It would not be the last time Obomsawin
defied expectations.

Reunited with her parents for at least part of her tender years,
Obomsawin grew up an only child on the tribal reserve at Odanak,
speaking Western Abenaki as her first language.® A small tribe with
only a handful of fluent speakers today, the Abenakis have never been
the object of the obsessive attention that social scientists have directed
toward certain tribes located on the plains or in the desert South-
west. Even within New England, their powerful Iroquois neighbors
tended to overshadow the Abenaki, leaving these so-called people
of the sunrise to live without much fanfare on lands in present-day
Vermont and New Hampshire as well as north across the Canadian
border toward Montreal. For centuries they had resided in the great
interior of New England, fishing and hunting in the Champlain Val-
ley, the Green Mountains, the Connecticut River valley, the White
Mountains, and the Merrimack River valley. Much of their lands
were thickly treed with white pine, red spruce, northern hardwoods,
and hemlock, and wild animals were abundant—moose, deer, wolves,
black bear, muskrat, mink, raccoon, foxes, and skunk. Hunting these
animals would remain central to their lives well into the twentieth
century, owing in no small measure to the cold climate. Most of
their land was covered with snow for four or five months each year,
leaving a short growing season of 140 days, which did not encourage
the sort of farming practiced by their tribal neighbors to the south.*
The traditional homeland would remain important to Obomsawin
throughout her life, even as it seemed to disappear under her feet:
“Long ago when our people, the Woban-aki, lived on our land in
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what is now called Vermont, a woman was washing clothes in the
river. There came a beaver, who sat on a rock. He began to sing, ‘I see
you Woban-aki losing your land . . .” The woman ran to the village
and told the others. They did not believe her. But it really happened.
When the English came, they took all of our land and called it New
England.”

For Abenakis, these moments of loss would continue long after the
initial contact with French and English colonists. As a small child in
the 1930s, Obomsawin grew up during a period in which the tradi-
tional Abenaki ways of life were being transformed, challenged, and
regulated. Even though she spoke the language, lived in an Abenaki
village and, later on, an official reserve, and bore a distinguished
Abenaki name, she lacked federal recognition. Like many Abenaki
people, she fell between the cracks in the Canadian bureaucracy for
Indian affairs, which disenfranchised many tribal citizens who went
south into the United States for a period of time without making
extraordinary efforts to preserve their “band status” north of the
border. It was one of many arbitrary rulings about who could claim
official Abenaki status in the eyes of the Canadian government, whose
policies also included such strange notions as an insistence on patri-
lineal descent—for much of the twentieth century, only those whose
fathers had Abenaki blood were eligible for band status.® If such
official discourses of indigeneity were painful reminders of colonial
power in their midst, Abenaki families like the Obomsawins went
ahead with their lives, often in very traditional Abenaki terms, in full
awareness of who they were regardless of government edicts. “I never
had any rights,” Obomsawin complained later. “I never knew that
story—registered or not registered—all [ knew was that I was Indian,
and that was that.””

Like many Abenaki men before him, Obomsawin’s father was a
hunting and fishing guide, in his case laboring for wealthy whites who
owned a private lake and hunting lodge in the province of Quebec.
Seventy investors from the United States and Canada purchased the
lake and brought in men like her father to guide, cook, and maintain
the elaborate lodge, which was like “a small hotel with big fireplaces,”
as she recalled.® When her father was working, the family did not



FIGURE 2. Obomsawin at a celebration in Odanak in 1969.

Courtesy of the filmmaker.
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have much opportunity to see him, getting to spend only a few days
visiting with him at the lake before having to return to the reserve.
This was not an unusual situation for an Abenaki family at this time.
During the 1920s and 1930s, men in the tribe turned their backwoods
prowess into modest commercial enterprises, earning a reputation as
the best outdoor guides that wealthy white sportsmen could hire. Yet
preserving their traditional ways was a challenge in this tumultuous
period in the life of the tribe. In the years between the world wars,
even more than in previous decades, cultural continuity mixed with
sudden transformation for the Abenakis. “If the tarpaper shack and
Winchester rifle replaced the wigwam and bow, the time and place
of deer camp and the respect for the game remained unchanged,”
the Abenaki scholar Frederick Matthew Wiseman has written, and
“stories from the Indian past and lessons about how to navigate on the
river and lake were repeated over flickering campfires.”” Obomsawin
seems to support this observation: even today, she can recall the sights,
sounds, and smells of traditional Abenaki life from her childhood in
the 1930s. “In those days everybody made baskets and canoes,” she
recalls. “They worked with the wood from many trees—especially
the ash, spruce, birch, and pine—and sweet grass was an important
part of everyone’s daily life.” As she remembers, every house on the
reserve had the fragrance of sweetgrass and ash splints curling and
drying from the ceiling. !

Despite such picturesque scenes, the years between the wars were
a dangerous time for Abenakis in New Hampshire and Vermont,
far more so than for their brethren across the border in Canada.
Although affluent American whites had long enjoyed the rich hunt-
ing on Abenaki lands and the healing properties of their medicine
springs, they were now looking at their guides and healers through a
disturbing new lens of white ethnonationalism and eugenics.!! Many
had decided that northern New England offered the last pure spot of
genuine Americana, even if this belief conflicted with the presence
of thousands of dark-skinned residents in the forests and valleys of
New Hampshire and Vermont. The latter state, in particular, became
the “great white hope” of New England, a mythical preserve of white
Yankee virtue, which encouraged some observers to wish away the
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Native presence. For example, the popular writer Dorothy Canfield
Fisher depicted Vermont as a “no-man’s land without permanent
Indian residents.”?

Even worse than this burgeoning racist discourse were new govern-
ment policies that affected the Abenaki. In an atmosphere in which
the Ku Klux Klan was active across New England, the state of Vermont
began its “Eugenics Survey” under the guidance of Professor Henry
Perkins of the University of Vermont. State officials screened rural
families for “bad” genetic traits, with the result that many Abenaki
children were taken from their parents. As late as 2001, Wiseman
could note that the theft of children and “the hatred emanating from
the burning cross and Ku Klux Klan rallies” were still alive in the
memories of Abenaki elders. "

Despite this general atmosphere of racism, some whites continued
the old relationships with the Native inhabitants of New England.
Obomsawin recalls that her parents could make traditional medicine
to cure sicknesses and that this knowledge was prized in the informal
economy extending well beyond the Abenaki community. “It was
against the law,” she recalls, “so it was an underground kind of thing.”
In some ways, working in traditional healing was akin to running
a speakeasy, especially after her mother became known for helping
people pass kidney stones. Strange white customers would show up
at the door, frightened about a surgical procedure that Western med-
icine demanded, and nervously ask her mother if “you savages have
medicine?” Her mother would give them a bottle of something, tell
them to come back in several days, and often “their last trip would
be with the bag of stones,” the filmmaker remembers with a chuckle.
Her mother stored them in old tomato soup cans, which Obomsawin
played with as a young girl.!*

If the Abenaki people were useful sources of medicinal information
for local whites, this did little to protect them from the ill will of state
and federal legislators across New England. The nadir for the tribe,
at least in the modern period, came in 1931, when “An Act for Hu-
man Betterment by Voluntary Sterilization” was passed in Congress,'®
resulting in the not-so-voluntary sterilization of over two hundred
Abenaki women, a significant portion of the small tribe. In a climate
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of terror and shame, some Abenaki families chose to forsake their her-
itage and pass into the most plausible white ethnic group they could
manage. “The safest ethnic refuge during the 1930s,” Wiseman has
written, “was the French Canadian community, since they shared our
religion, economic status, and other social and geographical traits.”!°
Rather than attempting to pass into some form of whiteness (which
their appearance probably made impossible), Obomsawin’s mother
and father decided to pack up and leave Lebanon, New Hampshire,
for Odanak, the Abenaki reserve in Canada, following a pattern of
border-crossing that had long characterized Abenaki life. Obomsawin
was just six months old, having spent most of that time in the hands
of the Abenaki elder who saved her life, and now her family was
joining her north of the Forty-ninth Parallel.

Founded on the St. Francois River not far from Sorel, Quebec,
in the early eighteenth century, Odanak quickly became the largest
Abenaki settlement in what was then New France, and by the 1930s it
was a well-established tribal reserve. Although Obomsawin’s parents
were reunited with their infant daughter in Odanak, the family did
not live under one roof: Obomsawin lived with her mother’s sister
Jesse Benedict and her husband, Levi, who had six other children with
whom she spent long pleasant hours playing outside, even in the dead
of winter. She has never said why she was not living with her parents
for much of her childhood, but, because her father was struggling
with tuberculosis, he may not have been able to care for her. We do
know something about her time in her aunt’s house. Aunt Jesse kept
a garden and fruit trees, which meant there was no shortage of food,
one sign of the resourcefulness that sustained Jesse on the reserve
when the Indian Act of 1876 required her to forfeit Native status for
marrying a white man.!”

Other kin in Odanak also left their mark on the young Obom-
sawin. “In my early years,” she reports, “I was very fortunate to have
two good friends, my aunt Alanis and an old man, Théo, my mother’s
cousin.”'® Her aunt showed her how to make baskets, while Théophile
Panadis taught her the old ways of the Western Abenaki, including the
songs and stories that would become a central part of her later work.
A fluent speaker of his language, the retired woodsman was one of
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the most conservative traditionalists in the tribe. Panadis was such a
treasure-house of cultural knowledge that scholars began seeking him
out in the 1920s, regarding him, along with two other family mem-
bers, Ambriose Obomsawin and Siegfroid Robert Obomsawin, as the
best source for information about the Western Abenaki.!” Between
Panadis and her Aunt Alanis, the young Obomsawin had a wealth of
traditional knowledge at her fingertips, something she appreciates to
this day. “Those two people gave me something special and strong,”
she remembers. “It was the best time.”?

The good times did not last for long. In 1941, when Obomsawin was
nine, her family left the reserve and moved to Three Rivers, a French-
speaking town just up the river. “That’s when the trouble began,” she
remembers. No other Native people lived in the town, and she was
forced to learn French as quickly as she could. “I attended a French
school in the town’s slums,” she says. “That’s when they told me that
was poor, that [ was dirty, that we were savages.”* The French Catholic
children seemed unable to see the merits of a real Abenaki girl in
their midst, even though, at the very same time, another Native girl
from a neighboring tribe, the saintly Mohawk Kateri Tekakwitha, was
becoming the object of intense fascination, even adoration, among
North American Catholics. In 1940, Tekakwitha’s devotees prepared
an elaborate dossier that summarized the reasons in favor of her
ultimate canonization, writing in terms that reveal the gender and
racial biases that Obomsawin had to confront as an Abenaki girl.
In describing Tekakwitha’s devotion to Christ, the dossier paints the
Iroquois as a “warlike” people, whose “savage girls” are “foolish and
very fond of beads” even at the age of eight. After noting the rarity
of Tekakwitha’s “unsullied purity” and “love of virginity” among her
peers, the dossier praises this “Servant of God” as a “genuine redskin,
the first of that great and sorely tried human family to be presented
to the Sacred Congregation of Rites as a candidate for the honors of
the altar.”?

If the white schoolchildren in Three Rivers could believe that
Tekakwitha had been a “small wild olive-tree . . . growing so well
that it would bear beautiful fruit,” most were unable to extend their
sympathetic vision to the world around them, where present-day
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Native girls like Obomsawin sat in their churches and classrooms.
Indeed, the early 1940s were a difficult time to be Native in general and
Abenaki in particular. As a small, fragile population on the Canadian
border that most European Americans had forgotten or would have
preferred to forget, the Abenakis were never the first choice of dime
novelists or Hollywood producers looking for “Injuns” to populate
their reactionary fables. In some ways this neglect throughout the first
half of the twentieth century had been a blessing. Given the treatment
of Native peoples in popular culture even until quite recent decades,
the Abenakis were better off without the attention of the screenwrit-
ers and directors responsible for films such as The Massacre (D. W.
Griffith, 1913), The Vanishing American (George B. Seitz,1925), Drums
along the Mohawk (John Ford, 1939), and Allegheny Uprising (William
A. Seiter, 1939).% Their good fortune, such as it was, was shattered in
1940, when Obomsawin was an impressionable eight-year-old.

Hollywood Abenakis

As Hitler’s tanks raced across Europe and Japanese pilots trained for
their raid on Pearl Harbor, MGMm studios set its sights on an older foe,
one whose on-screen defeat would remind European Americans of
their ability to crush even the most bloodthirsty enemies of progress
and civilization. Only months before the Nazi and Japanese armies
were confirmed as the new “savage” Other on which European Amer-
icans must set their sights, Hollywood turned its Technicolor gaze
on the original Other, focusing in particular on a small tribe that
had escaped its notice in the past. In the popular Northwest Passage
(1940), the Abenaki people became the sudden target of one of the
most racist films ever released. If less notorious than nasty screeds
like Birth of a Nation (D. W. Griffith, 1915) or The Searchers (John
Ford, 1956), Northwest Passage deserves recognition as their ideologi-
cal equivalent as well as a black mark on the career of its director, the
erstwhile progressive King Vidor.

Northwest Passage starred Spencer Tracy as the colonial military
leader Robert Rogers (1731—95), whose “Rangers” had burned Obom-
sawin’s childhood home, the Abenaki settlement of Odanak, in 1759.
During the Seven Years’ War (1756—63), Rogers’s men were supposed
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to serve as faux Indians after most of the real ones sided with the
French, but, instead of mastering the art of woodlands warfare and
passing stealthily into symbolic redness, most of them were no match
for the highly skilled French marines or Native warriors who engaged
them in the forests of New England. That Rogers ever became an
Anglo-American hero is a tribute to the power of cultural mytholo-
gies to displace and dominate the historical record. As one historian
has tartly observed: “What Rogers lacked as an irregular, he made
up as self-publicist.”* In London in the mid- 1760s, his boastful and
inaccurate Journals became a literary sensation, obscuring the real
facts of his “adventures” with self-aggrandizing half-truths that did
not quite conceal the grim realities on which they were based. Here
is how Rogers described the fateful morning of October 4, 1759, one
of the seminal dates in the historical imagination of Obomsawin and
many other Abenakis: “At half hour before sunrise I surprised the
town when they were all fast asleep, on the right, left, and center,
which was done with so much alacrity by both the officers and men
that the enemy had not time to recover themselves, or take arms for
their own defense, till they were chiefly destroyed except some few of
them who took to the water. About forty of my people pursued them,
who destroyed such as attempted to make their escape that way, and
sunk both them and their boats. A little after sunrise I set fire to all
their houses except three in which there was corn that I reserved for
the use of the party. The fire consumed many of the Indians who had
concealed themselves in the cellars and lofts of their houses.”?
Somehow, this massacre of semi- and noncombatants became a
defining event for Anglo-American culture in both the United States
and Canada, and, over the centuries, as Rogers was wrapped in layer
after layer of hagiographic gauze, he became an ideal subject for
a Technicolor epic. Yet, because Hollywood producers do not read
obscure primary documents, Rogers’s leap to cinematic prominence
required the intermediate step of Kenneth Roberts’s best-selling 1936
novel Northwest Passage. In crafting his “historical” narrative of the
raid, Roberts expended little effort in disentangling Roger’s mélange
of factand fancy, but this did not keep the book from being treated asa
factual account. As the novel sat atop the best-seller list for almost two
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years, the Atlantic Monthly exclaimed that it was “a great historical
document, which historians will acclaim,” while the New Republic
endorsed its vision of the past for “anyone interested in the making
of the nation,” including, rather sadistically, “present-day Indians.”* I
could not find a single contemporary reviewer who expressed concern
about the treatment of Abenaki people in the book.?

Despite the unsavory nature of Roberts’s narrative, MGM was quick
to capitalize on the success of his novel, lining up a respected direc-
tor (Vidor) and an A-list star (Tracy) to begin production in 1939.
Ignoring the quest for a “northwest passage” that consumed much of
the novel, the film version focused on the raid on Odanak and the
glorification of Major Rogers. In a green-fringed Robin Hood getup
that would supposedly let him pass as “Indian” in the cold forests of
New England, Spencer Tracy’s Rogers is one in a long line of white
protagonists who is even more Native than the Natives. One of his
men brags: “The smartest Indian alive can’t think half as much like an
Indian like Major Rogers can.” However, the filmmakers’ judgment
about “Indian thinking” seems clouded when Abenakis are depicted
with an absurd trampoline-sized drum on which the major struts
while giving a triumphal speech. The movie is filled with such freakish
inaccuracies, yet one aspect of the original event does filter through
even the lens of Hollywood: the brutality of the raid, even in a film
with a celebratory point of view, still seems far from heroic.

Northwest Passage is one of those rare texts in which everything
is laid bare unintentionally, thereby allowing the secret history of
colonialism to seep through the celluloid and compete for recognition
with the “official version” that the filmmakers intended to honor. In
other words, the text is easily inverted from its normative mode. For
example, the film is drenched with extreme expressions of bloodlust
on the part of the colonists that seem like warrior machismo in one
light and mental illness in another. Explaining to new recruits that
his men eat like kings when prowling the north woods in their green
stockings, Major Rogers declares: “Of course, now or then they have
to stop eating to kill an Indian or two.” Perversely, one of his men
even manages to combine the two activities, wrapping the head of a
slaughtered Abenaki warrior in a leather bag and then gnawing on

11
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pieces of it to curb his hunger. He even shares bits of the head with
fellow Rangers (who, to be fair, do not realize what he is feeding them
until later).

Perhaps because of the cannibalism and several scenes of or-
giastic killing inflicted on Abenaki people, Northwest Passage takes
great pains to legitimize their slaughter through didactic speeches
and asides that must have been especially hurtful to Native young-
sters of Obomsawin’s generation. In explaining the need for attack-
ing Odanak to his military superiors, Major Rogers reminds them
how the Abenakis had “hacked and murdered us, burned homes,
stolen women, brained babies, scalped strangers, and roasted offi-
cers over slow fires.” Throughout the film, Native people in general
are described alternately as “dirty,” “red hellions,” “red skunks,” and
“weasels” fit for being “burned alive” or “skinned” if “their pelts were
worth it,” but the Abenakis are singled out for special opprobrium,
suggesting to audiences that somehow the Abenakis are the ultimate
enemy. In several melodramatic speeches, the audience is told that
the Abenakis had flayed and dismembered captured officers, even
pulling out their ribs one by one while the tortured men’s hearts
still beat and then “playing ball” with their heads. The unpleasant
dismemberment fetish runs throughout Northwest Passage, as the
director returned over and over to the vast quantities of white scalps
that the Abenakis had supposedly taken, including one scene of over
“seven hundred scalps” blowing in the wind near their wigwams just
before the raid on their village.

For audiences in the early 1940s, I suspect that this alleged bar-
barism would provide a symbolic link between “historical” Abenaki
violence and contemporary fascist aggression overseas, one that is
more than a product of my overheated imagination or presentist
orientation to the past. As the film scholar Jacquelyn Kilpatrick has
pointed out, when Northwest Passage was released in the United States,
the Department of Secondary Teachers of the National Education
Association recommended it for classroom use because “the success
of this hardy band of early pioneers symbolizes our own struggles
against bitter enemies in the modern world.” Another teacher’s guide
endorsed the film for illuminating everything from geography to
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art (one of the Rangers painted and killed Abenakis), claiming that,
through the “fine assortment of types” among the minor charac-
ters, “we glimpse early American characteristics of which we are
rightly proud.”® Presumably, this “fine assortment” did not include
the Ranger who descends into cannibalism, as the guide made no
mention of him.

In a recent book, the Abenaki writer Joseph Bruchac writes that
he saw Northwest Passage as a young boy in upstate New York and
still remembers the trauma of hearing some of the final words of the
film. “Sir, I have the honor to report that the Abenakis are destroyed,”
Major Rogers tells his delighted superiors. While the rest of the au-
dience cheered these words, young Bruchac sat silent in the theater,
suddenly fearful. “That movie had made me afraid,” he said. The con-
nection between Bruchac and Obomsawin is more than tribal. The
filmmaker grew up a few hours north across the Canadian border
from the best-selling writer, whose Abenaki family name, Bowman,
is an Anglicized version of Obomsawin, making them distant rela-
tives.*® For both of them, the popularity of Northwest Passage suggests
a great deal about the general culture of Indian hating in which they
grew up as well as the specific degradation of Abenaki culture that
they were forced to witness around them in the 1940s. It is no won-
der that both would devote their lives to getting Native perspectives
into wider consideration, whether through writing, as in Bruchac’s
case, or through cinema, story, and song, as in Obomsawin’s. “In
hindsight, we can easily say that the native people of North America
were oppressed by three major forces,” Chief Leonard George, a First
Nations leader, recently said. “These were the government, religion,
and Hollywood.”*! For Alanis Obomsawin in particular, her creative
work would be a constant rebuke to the first and last of these forces,
government oppression and Hollywood distortion, undercutting the
Abenaki people.

Beautiful Losers

Obomsawin had other challenges in her preteen years aside from the
Abenaki bashing that Northwest Passage promoted. Because of her
family’s cultural isolation and meager income, her life was already

13
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filled with uncertainties when in 1944, after several agonizing years in
and out of the sanatorium, working odd jobs when he could manage,
her father succumbed to tuberculosis. On her 1988 album Bush Lady,
she sings an Abenaki song called “Nzi Waldam” that seems to reflect
her situation at this upsetting time in her youth. The song is about a
young girl who hides in a ravine during Rogers’s raid on Odanak, an
event taught to generations of Canadian schoolchildren as a moment
of military heroism much like what was presented in Northwest Pas-
sage. Although popular culture had for centuries romanticized the
raid, the young Obomsawin also knew the tale from another source,
Théophile Panadis, a living link to the historical event. Abenakis who
were alive at the time of the raid has passed their stories to Panadis’s
grandmother (bornin 1830), who then passed them to Panadis and he,
eventually, to young Obomsawin. Nonnative historians used to doubt
the accuracy of such oral transmission, but an ethnohistorian writing
in the 1960s noted that among the Abenaki such stories “seemed to
have been passed on by an aged person carefully and deliberately
training young children until some of them knew the old stories ver-
batim, as an American child of my generation might know The Night
Before Christmas.” In this sense, only three long generations—in
fact, just three human voices—separated Obomsawin from a searing
event in the mid-eighteenth century, which may explain why it seems
so alive in her music.

Returning to the decimated village after the raid, the girl in Obom-
sawin’s song looks around and then cries out:

I am lonesome
Where are my friends?
Where are the trees?

Odanak is gone.

Odanak was not gone forever, not in 1759, and not for young Obom-
sawin, although the world of her childhood was shaken by violence
and loss. Soon after her father’s death, she endured another traumatic
experience that would affect her as much as the absence of her par-
ent. “I remember the exact change,” she says, thinking back almost six
decades to the beginning of her dark times at Three Rivers. Having
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started school late, she was the tallest in her class but was beaten up
almost every day. After her father’s death she vowed that it would
stop. One night she sat alone at home, thinking about the teacher,
Mlle Réault, a stern woman who grabbed her arm and dug long red
fingernails into her flesh, who talked to the white children about
“savages” committing “massacres” throughout Canadian history, and
who glorified events like Rogers’s raid on Odanak. “I was the lone tall
savage at the back of the classroom,” Obomsawin wrote sardonically.
“When I grew older, the same people who had beaten me up for years
and years started flirting with me. It was strange. It took me a long
time to lose the hate.”?

Fighting back was the key to her transformation, a lesson that
would echo throughout her later work as a filmmaker and storyteller.
She remembers how she responded to racial slurs: “I never believed
what I was told I was. I knew that there was a lot of wrong there. Every
time I tried to do something they would tell me, ‘Oh you can’t do this,
you're an Indian!” The more they said that to me, the more I said, ‘Well
I am going to do that anyway.’ I was just a fighter. I just wanted to
make changes.”** She was tired of hiding her face behind her textbook
when the children glared at her during history lessons; she was tired
of children ganging up on her when she came onto the playground
for recess; she was tired of planning secret routes to get home without
being followed, taunted, and struck. Suddenly one night, she fixed on
a plan: she would watch the entire classroom of thirty-two children
and pounce on the first one who turned around in hate, planning to
make an example that the others would not forget.

“It seems to me I had eyes all around my head when I went back
that day,” she remembers. When her classmates launched into their
inevitable harassment, she leaped on the first girl who locked eyes
with her, grabbing and punching while the nun watched in mute as-
tonishment. “I had her on the floor and she got so nervous she peed,”
Obomsawin recalls, “and the nun was so shocked she didn’t react.”
Nobody reacted even though the white girl was screaming. With the
child at her feet and the nun frozen at the chalkboard, Obomsawin
stood up, glared at the class, and demanded: “Who’s next?” All of
them turned back to their studies, seeming intimidated by the tall
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Abenaki girl in the back row. “I made my stand there,” Obomsawin
remembers, telling the story like she had told it many times, “but then
there were many places that I had to make my stand.”*

Another place was the schoolyard, where she tried out her new
strategy of resistance. Over and over she had heard the taunt of
sauvagesse while standing on the edge of the games that the white
children played. Emboldened by her outburst in the classroom, she
positioned herself with her back flat against the brick wall so that
no one could sneak behind her and waited for someone to call her
“dirty savage.” She counted the insults . . . one . . . two . . . three. . .
four . . . She knew that five was an arbitrary number, but she had de-
cided that “when they say it five times I'm really going to get mad.” As
soon as a white girl uttered the fifth insult, Obomsawin said: “Come
closer, I can’t hear you. Can you repeat that?” When the girl foolishly
obliged, Obomsawin struck her with her fist. “It was like plugging
an iron in the wall,” she remembers. “I would get so mad, 'm telling
you, so mad. Five times, and then the fight would start.” Even after
this second eruption against the intolerance of her peers, she faced
the same old taunts on the way home, although the beatings started
to taper off. “I was very skinny,” she says. “I wasn’t a big girl, but that
is how I got them to stop beating me.”3¢

Today, when asked about her childhood and the suppression of
her most basic rights, Obomsawin tells her interviewers a few rep-
resentative stories. When pressed for more than what she normally
provides, she pulls back, saying: “I don’t like to talk about that time
because it was very bad.” Perhaps we can glimpse something of her
adolescent experience through creative refraction, through the wild
lens of her friend Leonard Cohen’s imagination. Like Obomsawin,
Cohen, a Jewish bohemian, was a cultural outsider in white Christian
Canada. After he switched from writing celebrated novels and poetry
in 1966, just before Obomsawin began her turn from singing to film-
making, he morphed into a counterculture icon the likes of which
Canada had never seen. Emerging as something along the lines of
the Bob Dylan/Jack Kerouac of the Great White North, he received
international attention for his morose, half-spoken love songs such
as “Suzanne” and “So Long, Marianne.” Although his songs have a
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lyrical richness that seems out of place in contemporary popular
music, it is in his creative writing, not his songs, that we can find
traces of Obomsawin.

In more ways than one, Obomsawin’s childhood memories were
at the root of Cohen’s most important novel, Beautiful Losers (1966).
Born in 1934, just two years after Obomsawin, into a traditional Jewish
family in Montreal, Cohen had gone to prestigious McGill Univer-
sity, formed a county-western band called the Buckskin Boys, and
then won major awards for his poetry and prose with works carry-
ing titles such as Let Us Compare Mythologies (1956) and Flowers for
Hitler (1964). A glamorously brooding figure often seen in a cape and
beret, Cohen was intertwined with half of Montreal’s sizable milieu
of artists and intellectuals, earning a reputation as a “lover of women
and eternal hipster . . . the Rock and Roll Lord Byron.””” He knew
Obomsawin quite well during this period, well enough to spend a
fair amount of time at her apartment. On one occasion he noticed
an old book about Kateri Tekakwitha, that seventeenth-century “lily
of the Mohawk” who, as noted earlier, was the first Native woman se-
lected for beatification en route to sainthood in the Catholic Church.
Taking Obomsawin’s copy of the rare book with him on a trip to
Greece, Cohen used it as an important source for Beautiful Losers,
along with a farmer’s almanac, Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha,
and, I believe, conversations with Obomsawin.

The last is an angle on Beautiful Losers that has not been explored,
in part, I suspect, because it does not reflect Obomsawin without the
distortion that novelists find necessary to execute their own idiosyn-
cratic visions. The alterations were so great that, when Obomsawin
is asked in interviews if she served as Cohen’s inspiration for fleshing
out the dead saint, the subject of the narrator’s agonized musings
over redemption, Obomsawin’s cryptic response is to laugh and say,
“You’ll have to ask Leonard,’* which might obscure the fact that her
connections to the Tekakwitha character are slight. Granted, Cohen
seems to have used her stories about the town of Three Rivers, where
Tekakwitha’s mother had been baptized and educated: “a lousy town

for an Indian girl,” Cohen writes, explaining in an aside that he had
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just been told this by “a young Abénaqui who went to school there.”*

But this is small piece of the puzzle.

The novel is stocked with telling references to Abenaki life that
seem to have come from Obomsawin, although Cohen has never said
as much, even in the guise of his narrator, an unnamed anthropolo-
s, a tribe I have no intention

gist who is an “authority on the A
of disgracing by my interest” (BL, 4). Much is kept confidential in
Beautiful Losers, yet much is revealed if one looks in the right di-
rection. Rather than the saintly Mohawk with whom Obomsawin is
sometimes linked, it is the narrator’s twenty-something wife, Edith,
who was, the narrator “confesses,” an “A——" (BL, 20), with whom
she has far more in common. Confusion between the two female
characters that Cohen has imagined is understandable: he spins be-
tween them with jump-cut velocity, describing historical facts about
the seventeenth-century saint in one sentence, then imploring Edith
to kiss him in the next (Br, 96). Yet much more of Obomsawin’s
influence is apparent in Edith than in the dead saint on whom the
narrator is fixated. While interviewers never fail to mention the film-
maker’s striking looks, Tekakwitha is described as “not pretty.” Edith,
on the other hand, was a “lovely” modern women with hair “black,
long and smooth” and eyes with a “solid depthless of black that gave
nothing away (except once or twice), like those sunglasses made of
mirrors” (BL, 23). Cohen paints Edith as young, stylish, and living in
Montreal—just as Obomsawin was when Cohen met her and began
taking mental notes for Beautiful Losers, his obsessive rumination
over the twisted threads of Indian and white histories.

I think that the connections between Edith and Obomsawin are
more than appearance. Just as Obomsawin lost her father at the age of
twelve and was educated in an abusive setting, Edith was described as
a “beautiful thirteen-year-old Indian orphan living with foster Indian
parents. . . . She had been abused by schoolmates who didn’t think
she was Christian” (BL, 58). Just as Obomsawin and other Native girls
in the 1940s were brutalized with taunts of sauvagesse, so was Edith
in the novel. Just as Obomsawin would work as a swimsuit model
when barely out of her teens, Edith possessed a sexuality that did
not go unnoticed by the local French Canadian men. In his novel,
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Cohen imagines the Native female body as a symbol of cultural and
political conquest in his surreal allegory of intercultural violence.
In describing the kind of violence that Edith was forced to endure,
Cohen seems to have drawn on stories that Obomsawin told him
about a painful period of her youth, the one she refuses to discuss in
interviews except to say “I don’t like to talk about that time.” Cohen
fills in the blank with archetypical moments of violent exploitation,
horrific events that unfold while French Canadian men “laughed and
called her sauvagesse, ha ha!” (BL, 60).

Such abuse may not be the literal story of Obomsawin, which,
given her silence about this unhappy period in her youth, I have
neither the ability nor the right to record here. I can find the “truth”
of her tale in the pages of her old newspaper interviews no more than
Cohen’s narrator can find the truth of his so-called Mohawk saint of
the seventeenth century. “I have been writing these true happenings
for some time now,” he complains to the reader of the novel, with the
narrative careening between gruesome details of imperial conquest
and sordid adventures in 1960s Montreal bohemia. “Am I any closer to
Kateri Tekakwitha?” he asks in despair, before answering his question
with metaphor: “The sky is very foreign. I do not think I will ever
tarry with the stars” (BL, 95).

Likewise, I am modest in my aims, all too aware of the elusive
nature of biographical reckoning. Still, I can look for the telling re-
fraction, the place where something of Obomsawin appears in the
fun-house mirror of Cohen’s imagination. I suggest that he pulled
something from his conversations and intimacies with Obomsawin
that runs parallel with, and perhaps even intersects, the biographical
truth of her early life—and, if not her, then certainly more than a few
Native women of her generation. I turn to the symbolic truth of Beau-
tiful Losers when I cannot (and should not) access the literal truth
of Obomsawin’s life in a difficult period, about which the practiced
storyteller falls strangely silent. My intention is this: that the tenor of
the story, as well as certain details, provide a rough sense of her past,
something formative in her worldview, something that sheds light
on her later work as a filmmaker. So I return to her novelist friend
and share his bitter musings. “Who can track the subtle mechanics of
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the Collective Will to which we all contribute?” he asks in assessing
the ways in which local whites had discriminated against Native girls
like Edith (BL, 60). At one point, Cohen’s narrator speculates on the
origins of this “Collective Will” to oppress the racialized Other in
the form of innocent Native girls like Edith and puts the blame on
something larger than individual hatred: “French Canadian school-
books do not encourage respect for the Indians. Some part of the
Canadian Catholic mind is not certain of the Church’s victory over
the Medicine Man. No wonder the forests of Quebec are mutilated
and sold to America. Magic trees sawed with a crucifix. Murder the
saplings” (BL, 58).

All of white Canada is responsible for the mistreatment of this
Abenaki girl, Cohen suggests, just as it bears responsibility for the
long-term violence against Native people. “O Tongue of the Nation!
Why don’t you speak for yourself?” the narrator asks, holding up
the white male racists as representative figures from the dominant
culture, as case studies in understanding the mechanics of a more
sustained onslaught.*! In one episode that Edith must endure, her
abusers are bent on fulfilling the destructive “Collective Law” of white
Canadians rather than obeying the “Natural Law they felt” in the
presence of Indian innocence, and Edith can do nothing more than
cry out to Saint Kateri Tekakwitha for a salvation that does not come.
As if in response to her psychic wounds and those of other Native
girls, Cohen infuses the book with a desire “to hammer a beautiful
colored bruise on the whole American monolith. . . . I want History
to jump on Canada’s spine with sharp skates. . . .  want two hundred
million to know that everything can be different, any old different”
(BL,187).

Although Obomsawin’s influence on this classic novel, and the
ways in which it embodies aspects of her sentiments and experiences,
has never been delineated, I have to reiterate a fundamental point:
Cohen’s creative process was too messy to allow for simple links to the
lives of his friends. With an ample supply of pep pills and hashish,
he wrote twenty hours a day to create a novel that his publisher
described as “a love story, a Black Mass, a monument, a satire, a
prayer, a shriek, a road map through the wilderness, a joke, a tasteless
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affront, an irrelevant display of diseased virtuosity, a Jesuitical tract,
an Orange sneer, a scatological Lutheran extravagance—in short a
disagreeable religious epic of incomparable beauty.” All this appeared
on the original dust jacket and might have seemed an odd way to sell
anovel were it not such an accurate appraisal of its contents. Cohen’s
book unfolds in as many directions as Joyce’s Ulysses, yet at its center
is always a question of repression, both political and personal, and
the subjugation of historical memory, both of which would become
great themes in Obomsawin’s films.

On the question of history, Cohen asks how French Canadians
could feel loyalty to the English, who had “conquered and humiliated
them” (BL, 7). At a heated political rally in mid-1960s Montreal, a
Quebecois filmmaker from the National Film Board (NEB), wearing
his “violent leather jacket,” gives a speech to a crowd chanting “Give
us back our History! The English have stolen our history” (BL, 118).
The imaginary filmmaker exhorts the crowd into a nationalist frenzy.
“History decrees that there are Losers and Winners,” he tells them.
“History cares nothing for cases, History only cares whose Turn it is”
(BL, 119). In her own work at the NFB just a few years later, Obom-
sawin would take a less aggressive posture toward the power of the
Canadian state, but it would be no less firm in the resistance it of-
fered. Ultimately, her stance would prove far more intelligible to the
thousands of white Canadians living outside the bohemian quarters
of Montreal, the thousands who would ignore scabrous novels like
Beautiful Losers yet watch her films for their first Native impression of
their collective history and culture. Her desire to teach, even reform,
the white Other from a position of compassion, just like the tenacity
of her resistance, was the product of her youthful experiences. “I
have a drive,” she says, “from every bit of memory I have from my
childhood.”*

As Obomsawin grew older into adolescence, the grim scenes of
her youth were repeated in new forms that would shape her mature
thinking as an artist. “You watch the drinking, the people sleeping
on the sidewalks, being abused, and you hear the language,” she said,
remembering a ragged sidewalk where Native faces were twisted with
alcoholism. “It’s a snake pit.” She had long been aware of the oppres-
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sion shadowing her people and wondered how she could escape the
stereotypical fate that Canadian society seemed to reserve for Native
women. “How much can you take and how long do you go on until
you finally believe what they’re telling you: that you’re no good, that
your parents are no good, that your language is no good, that you
don’t have a culture, that you don’t belong?” She had seen her parents
drinking themselves into a terrible state, and she had experienced her
own moments of looking into a mirror with despair. She understood
the pain that drives the drinking and the alley fights, the turmoil
and the self-doubt that ruined the lives she would later encounter in
making films about Native homelessness and substance abuse. “There
was a time in my life when I was told that’s where I should be,” she
recalls, before emphasizing her struggle not to succumb to this fate,
not to fall into the easy traps for poor Native women growing up
in 1940s Canada. Success, however, could not mean separation: she
never wanted to isolate herself from the problems besetting Native
peoples at the time or to sever her ties to vulnerable communities.
Instead, she developed the sympathetic eye of a social worker and
a deeply held view that “they’re not separate from me” that would
propel her throughout her later film career.®

Performance

This sensitive view of the world was taking root in her teens, but
Obomsawin was not immune to the effects of living in the midst of a
hostile dominant society: “As I grew older I was always made to feel
that I should be selling myself, or that I should be someone’s maid,
but I always found a way to fight back.”** On Bush Lady, she mocks
the white male voice that tried to achieve her objectification: “Hey
bush lady / Look at her! / Isn’t she beautiful? / Yeah. / She’s my lady.
/ She’s all mine.” She dedicated the song to “all my sisters who live in
despair in the skid rows of North America,” the sort of women she
would document in her 1988 film No Address.

Obomsawin knew something about objectification on a personal
level: as young as age fifteen, she began finding work as a model in
Quebec and Montreal. At first it was occasional work, requiring her
to take other jobs such as one in a Three Rivers dry cleaners where she



FIGURE 3. Portrait of the filmmaker, ca. 1970. Courtesy of the filmmaker.

befriended local children: “There were a lot of poor children of the
quartier who would come around because I would sit on the steps and
tell them stories.”® A few years later, modeling took her to Florida,
where a two-week trip turned into two years working for a company
called Catalina Bathing Suits, whose salesmen needed “mannequins,”
as Obomsawin puts it, to present their lines of swimwear to depart-
ment store representatives.*® Because the money was not enough to
live on, she took a second job as a nanny in the home of a local family.
Working with these children had a side benefit that made the Florida
experience worthwhile: by her early twenties, she had learned English
from reading to the children in her care. It was her third language
after Abenaki and French, and it was the one that she would use for
most of her film career.

After her experience in swimwear, Obomsawin returned to Canada
and took up residence in cosmopolitan Montreal for the first time.
If Odanak was not more than an hour’s drive to the east, it was a far
different world than the one she was entering. By the late 1950s, Mon-
treal was nurturing a small renaissance of oddball creativity that was
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pushingalarger cultural transformation soon to sweep Canadian cul-
ture, a so-called Quiet Revolution against the conservative strictures
of Catholic teachings in education, women’s rights, and other issues
that had made the late 1940s and the 1950s into a grand noirceur (great
darkness) of repressed conformity.*” Kicking back against this dark-
ness with youthful optimism, Obomsawin found herself immersed
in a talented milieu with the likes of Leonard Cohen, the sculptor
Mort Rosengarten, the graphic artist Vitorio, the filmmaker Derek
May, the photographer John Max, and an assortment of other black
turtlenecked characters with something provocative to say. “They
were very cultured people,” she remembers, “and I learned a lot from
them, their way of being.”*® Her friends were at the core of Mon-
treal’s bohemian scene, whittling away hours in hipster hangouts
like the Bistro and the Swiss Hut, arguing about how to reinvent
the world, or at least the slice they could glimpse out the window,
where the pressing blandness of mainstream Canadian life swirled
like never-ending winter. To her friends, Obomsawin was a welcome
relief from this cultural snow-blind. “With her glistening eyes and
jet-black braids,” one journalist wrote, “Obomsawin cut a striking
figure around town, singing and telling stories at parties and coffee
houses.”

Singing was the key to the next stage in her life. With stage fright
limiting her performances to parties and other small occasions where
there were sympathetic ears in the audience, she had never planned to
sing for anyone aside from friends. Yet, by the end of the fifties, she was
becoming known around Montreal as a singer of beautiful songs in
Abenaki, French, and English. Then, in 1960, she received a call from
a promoter associated with Folkways Records in New York City, who
asked her to perform traditional Abenaki songs in a major production
entitled Canadiana for Manhattan’s Town Hall. The invitation came
as a shock, and she responded with a firm no, but the promoter kept
calling until she relented. For someone who had sung only for friends
at parties, the big night was a terror. “It was hard getting up on that
stage,” she said, remembering that she was so nervous she thought
she might faint. Her mother was in the audience watching as she
walked to the center of the stage, opened her mouth, and made not



FIGURE 4. Obomsawin in 1971. Courtesy of the filmmaker.
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even a whisper for a painfully long moment. “You know on stage a
minute is like an hour?” she has asked, seeming amazed that she was
able to find her voice and finish her performance.>® Afterward there
was a riot of applause, but it was not enough to spark her interest
in facing down stomach-churning stage fright on future occasions.
However, as the praise kept pouring in, she soon changed her mind.
Her performance had caused such a sensation that she began getting
calls from all over North America and Europe, asking her to sing at
colleges, schools, and folk festivals, and she eventually relented. !

Obomsawin was now a professional singer, touring across Canada
with a growing set of traditional songs and stories. It was a good life,
although it did not free her from the demeaning attitudes that she
had endured as a child—no doubt, her performances were tinged
with exoticism in the minds of many white Canadians. When she
sang at the Guelph Spring Festival in the early 1960s, the local paper
covered her appearance in a way that revealed the kind of attitudes
that she was confronting in mainstream Canada. In a patronizing
article, the male staff writer describes a “very attractive woman with
a rich, melodious voice filled with feeling.” After gushing about her
singing and storytelling ability as well as her “charming” stage pres-
ence, he shares some comforting news with white Canadian readers:
her “folk-lore stories illustrated the legends and history of her peo-
ple, while pointing out regardless how materially poor the Indian
people may be, they are never unhappy.” Echoing what is heard in
white descriptions of African American performers of the nineteenth
century (and beyond), the writer searches for reassuring signs of this
happiness in the face of the oppressed, noting in addition to her
stereotypical Native beauty and “timidness” that “each of her songs
was punctuated with a warm, enveloping smile.”>

The journalist would have fallen out of his chair had he learned the
truth: beneath this smile was a cultural critique (if one too subtle for
him to detect). Obomsawin designed her performances to subvert
the stereotypical views of Native people, and she alternated songs
with stories to make sure that her points were clear. Feeling like
a “walking museum,” she told stories about her tribal history and
about the animal world, the latter being of special importance to the



FIGURE 5. Obomsawin singing onstage in Montreal in 1976. Still from Armisk
(1977). © 1976 National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photo-
graph used with the permission of the National Film Board of Canada.
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lifelong vegetarian. Performing in schools for both white and Native
children, she began to find her voice as a teacher, often using her
animal stories to explain Native ethics. “Animals have sorrow just
like human beings,” she said in many performances before teeming
crowds of eight-year-olds, before explaining that hunting could be
done with respect, as she had seen her father and other Abenakis
approach creatures in the woods and rivers. “I explain[ed] to them
about the skin and hair and how everything from an animal must be
used,” she recalled, “so [they] will develop an understanding that our
people’s lives are very different from what they hear.”>

Even as she was touring Canadian schools, universities, and con-
cert halls, Obomsawin was considering other means to convey her
message of cross-cultural understanding, but she would never give
up her self-identification as a singer. “No matter what I do, I will
always sing,” she said much later. “It’s what I do in film, but in a
different form.”>* As tiring as it was, touring across Canada had a
long-term benefit for her: in learning how to tell stories about Native
life to a diverse audience, she was getting a foundation that would
serve her well as a documentary filmmaker. Her performances also
brought her to the attention of the N¥B, one of the most prestigious
institutions of its kind in the world and the place that would be her
creative home for decades to come.

Joining the NFB

Obomsawin almost backed into her job at the N¥B, which in the
1960s was not the sort of place that a Native woman would expect
to join, especially not in the prestigious role of staff filmmaker. A
documentary would change all that, although it was not one that she
made. Several years before she was putting together her own films, she
appeared on the other side of the camera, as the star of a documentary
called Alanis! a half-hour black-and-white film that aired on the cBc
in a prime-time slot in 1966. This profile of a young Abenaki singer
with an evident passion for Native rights caught the eye of several
producers working for the NEB, one of whom was Robert Verrall. “We
were about to make a film on a remote Indian reserve and felt clueless
abouthow to proceed,” recalls Verrall, a key player in the development
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FIGURE 6. Obomsawin interviewed on Canadian television about the pro-
posed canonization of Kateri Tekakwitha, ca. 1966. Courtesy of the film-

maker.

of the N¥B. Along with another colleague, Joe Koenig, he sensed that
Obomsawin was someone who might be able to help. Setting up a
meeting, the producers solicited her advice on making documentaries
about Native people. Obomsawin replied with characteristic candor:
“Well, I've seen Film Board films dealing with Aboriginal people, and
we never hear the [Native] people speak.” Impressed, Verrall asked
her to join the ranks of the NrB. “She could have been a jet setter,”
he later said. “There’s no doubt, if she had wanted to go in that
direction, she would have found the support for it [based on her
talents and charm]. But her commitment to her people was so real
and so genuine.”™ In 1967 she accepted his offer and came to work
at the N¥B, an ideal place for someone who wanted to shape public
discourse in Canada, even if it was far from a welcoming home for a
Native woman with strong political views. The Canadian government
had created the board in 1939 under the guidance of an influential
Scotsman named John Grierson, whose charge was to “make and
distribute films designed to help Canadians in all parts of Canada
to understand the ways of living and the problems of Canadians in

29



30

ABENAKI BEGINNINGS

other parts.” The reality of the institution had never matched its
high-minded rhetoric, especially when it came to Native issues.

Almost from the moment of its founding in 1939, the N¥B aimed its
collective lens at the Native people of Canada, producing in the 1940s
and 1950s such films as NorthWest Frontier (1942), Totems (1944),
Caribou Hunters (1951), and Land of the Long Day (1952). Until the
launching of Native-dominated Studio D in 1991, as Marie de Rosa has
pointed out, NB films on Native issues were the exclusive province
of non-Native filmmakers, who had racked up more than a hundred
titles on the subject. Obomsawin would become the great exception,
the lone staff filmmaker with a First Nations background until Gil
Cardinal joined the ranks in the 1980s.%

Things were difficult at first for Obomsawin, as they would have
been for almost any Native person in the same situation. In 1967, the
year that she joined the board, the NrB produced a handful of films for
the Department of Indian Affairs, which one might expect to have
been aimed at Native audiences and interests. The films included
such fascinating titles as Duck Identification Loops (“a series of 8mm
loops to assist hunters in carrying out improved duck-species identi-
fication”), La Grand Hermine (“a record of the restoration of Jacques
Cartier’s ship”),and Northern Affairs Programme: Resources, Transport
and Communications (“a series of films to encourage more investment
in the development and exploitation of the non-renewable resources
of northern areas”). Not surprisingly, Native people had not partic-
ipated in the making of these films, nor would many Native people
benefit from their existence. The politely entrenched racism and sex-
ism of the NFB would not change until Obomsawin fought her way
into film production, becoming the first indigenous artist on staff at
the most important documentary film production unit in the world. >

Although she was the first Native filmmaker on staff and may even
have been the first Native person making her own film at the NFB,
Obomsawin did not finish her first project for several years after her
arrival in 1967, during which time Willie Dunn (Mi’kmaq) became
the first Native director of an N¥B project with his short film The Bal-
lad of Crowfoot (1968; 10 minutes, 18 seconds), “an impressionistic,
haunting, often bitter account of the opening of the Canadian West,
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presented through still photography and the words and music of [the
filmmaker].”> A year later, in 1969, the NFB could celebrate what it
called the first film “made by an Indian film crew,” These Are My People
(Willie Dunn and Roy Daniels, 1969), “a short examination of long-
house traditions that George Stoney produced as part of the Chal-
lenge for Change program on the St. Regis Reserve (Akwesasne).”*
Along with a slew of other titles such as You Are on Indian Land
(Mort Ransen, 1969), Challenge for Change marked a new day at the
NEB in terms of what was possible for Native media producers. “The
astonishing characteristic of these films, produced with government
funds,” writes the film scholar Richard Barsam, “is that they present
the subject’s, not the government’s point of view and are critical of
government policies and practices.”®! It was a model that Obomsawin
would take to heart in the late 1960s, although it was not the only one
a minority filmmaker would find worth learning at the NEs.
Obomsawin has rightly been honored as the first Native filmmaker
on staff at the NeB, but it is important to note that she was not the
first nonwhite filmmaker to work there. One of her predecessors
was the great director William Greaves, an African American who
headed up to Canada when his acting career hit the wall of Hol-
lywood racism. From 1952 to 1960, Greaves stopped acting to learn
filmmaking at the N¥B, working on dozens of nonfiction projects, in
which he was schooled in the intricacies of film production, and even
participating in the beginning of cinema verité in North America.
When he returned to the United States in 1960, he had become a
skilled filmmaker who quickly made his presence felt in the world of
nonfiction, with creative profiles of Booker T. Washington, Frederick
Douglass, Muhammad Alj, and other figures that he produced for
public television and government agencies. Although Greaves broke
a number of barriers in his long and influential career, one that con-
tinues to unfold after five decades of work, and has been hailed as “the
leading Black documentary filmmaker in the United States today,” his
accomplishment has not received the attention it deserves.® In this
regard, Greaves and Obomsawin have shared a common fate, one
that plagues even the best filmmakers working in nonfiction cinema
(especially when their work has a political edge or comes from a
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minority position in terms of race), and their similarities extend
beyond the lack of appropriate recognition. Obomsawin’s career has
followed a path that Greaves first laid out at the NrB: the cultural
outsider who joins the state-sponsored media institution almost as
a token presence, learns the cinematic trade from some of the best
craftspeople in the business, then reappropriates the ideological tools
of the state for Other purposes in time to support the various liber-
ation movements of the 1960s and 1970s.% It is a brilliant maneuver
to undertake, although not one for the faint of heart.

Obomsawin may have envisioned this path from her first mo-
ments at the NEB (she is too modest to say as much), but she must
have glanced at her lily-white surroundings and sometimes won-
dered if she were in the right place. Of course, the glass ceiling had
been installed above her head with the utmost politeness, as befitted
the reigning liberal culture of the N¥B, but even polite barriers were
not easily moved. The patronizing, even fawning attention that she
received could itself become an obstacle to advancement. For exam-
ple, when John Grierson returned to the NEB in a consulting role
after a long tenure overseas, he became fixated with the attractive
Abenaki newcomer. With more than a hint of Orientalist fascination,
he praised the wondrous “dream magic” that she spun into the drab
world of the NeB. “Listen to this woman and pay attention,” he lec-
tured his younger colleagues, who gathered in awe of their founding
father. “You will hear wisdom! Not the wisdom of Plato, Dante, Shake-
speare, Tolstoy—but wisdom from another realm. Dream-magic!”®

Despite such encomiums from above, Obomsawin was not given
the chance to make her own films during these first years at the
board. Instead, she served as a consultant on various projects dealing
with Native people. For example, when the veteran producer George
Pearson screened a test print of Cold Journey, a feature about the
challenges confronting a young Native man in mainstream Canadian
society circa 1970, the audience was resoundingly unimpressed. Some
of Pearson’s colleagues at the N¥B considered dropping the film from
theatrical release, but Robert Verrall, now director of production at
the NFB, thought that Obomsawin might have some ideas and ar-
ranged a private screening for her. As Verrall must have anticipated,
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FIGURE 7. Obomsawin at the National Film Board, ca. 1975. © National Film
Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photograph used with the permission
of the National Film Board of Canada.

her response was very different from the largely white test audience’s.
“This film is too important to kill,” she told him. “There’s just too
much in it that has to be shown and discussed.” With her encour-
agement, the film was recut and then released into theaters across
Canada in 1972. Although the final product did not set the box office
afire, it accomplished what Obomsawin had hoped: it was successful
in “bringing whites and Indians looking at the same film together,”
as Verrall said, and, perhaps with this cross-cultural value in mind,
he later asked her to edit down a half-hour version for children’s
educational television.%

Just as important as Obomsawin’s consulting work on films such
as Cold Journey was her work with a different sort of media—educa-
tional kits about Native people designed for Canadian teachers. For
someone who had been mistreated in the education system, it was
a tremendous opportunity to challenge the curricular shortcomings
that she had experienced throughout her youth. In preparing inno-
vative kits for national distribution, she was crafting stories as part of
the overall lesson plan and creating filmstrips with Native languages
and music, both of which took her another step in the direction of



FIGURE 8. Obomsawin during the making of L'llawat educational kit for the

National Film Board, ca. 1975. © 1975 National Film Board of Canada. All
rights reserved. Photograph by: Robert Van Der Hilst. Photograph used with

the permission of the National Film Board of Canada.

nonfiction film. What was most exciting to her about the kits was
getting Native people involved in the development of such classroom
resources, often for the first time in Canadian history. “Just to think
that now a teacher would actually use our material and our voices for
teaching,” Obomsawin later said with astonishment. “It was such a
victory.”*® Although the kits were intended for use in primary schools,
they were soon popping up in universities and other unexpected set-
tings, in part because they were well made, and in part because of the
paucity of “Native voices” then available in instructional media.
While Obomsawin was working at headquarters in Montreal in the
late 1960s, busy with the kits, her consulting work, and other projects,
she remained eager to preserve her tribal connections. When not pre-
occupied with N¥B business, she raised money for the Odanak Reserve
with singing performances and even modeling jobs, which must have
been one of the few instances of high-fashion paychecks ending up
in Native hands. And she finally got an opportunity to move behind
the camera, finishing her first film, Christmas at Moose Factory, in
1971. It was a pioneering work of Native cinema that, like much of



FIGURE 9. Obomsawin in Yellowknife at a conference on education, ca. 1971.

Courtesy of the filmmaker.

her work, has not received the attention it deserves, even though it
was one of the early films that set the pattern for her more celebrated
projects. Like all her artistic work, her first documentary had its roots
in the painful lessons of her early life: a profound sensitivity to cross-
cultural affliction and how it shapes the lives of Native people as well
as the possibility of transcendence through creativity, communica-
tion, and compassion. In stepping into the realm of documentary
film production at the tail end of the 1960s, Obomsawin had found
the ideal place to test these lessons.
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Christmas at Moose Factory

The coloring is inside the lines, more or less, and the picture is a
bright splash of red, blue, and green on construction paper. The lens
is close enough to reveal an unsteady line, the product of a small hand
still learning to manage the pencil. As the seconds slip past, we see
nothing but drawings, seemingly the work of many different hands.
On the sound track a dog barks through howling wind, two lonesome
sounds that emerge again and again in the fourteen-minute film. Like
Robert Coles’s work with the drawings of African American children
bruised by racial discrimination, this creative documentary is built
from crude drawings that carry more power than any professional
illustration, simple drawings that capture an unjaded vision of life
in the winter of 1967-68 at Moose Factory, a residential school for
Northern Cree children. When we eventually hear Obomsawin on
the sound track, she is subtle in her narration, explaining how “these
children speak with their drawings about life around them and how
they feel when Christmastime comes.” The camera swoops across the
drawings, accentuating particular details as they flip past like a slide
show, accompanied by a rich collage of sound: dishes clattering; a
Skidoo revving; a child talking about seeing a black bear; a mother’s
shopping expedition; and Santa placing gifts underneath the holiday
tree.
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FIGURE 10. Publicity photograph from the making of Christmas at Moose
Factory (1971). © [1967-1968] National Film Board of Canada. All rights
reserved. Photograph by: Ben Low. Photograph used with the permission of
the National Film Board of Canada.

In rapid succession, Obomsawin shows us several drawings of a
conventional Christmas star, before she mixes in cultural difference,
suddenly but unthreateningly, through peals of laughter and two-
dimensional images familiar to every parent, uncle, or aunt. As a
drawing of an angel appears on-screen, several young voices are quick
to tell us that it is no ordinary angel—it is an “Indian angel,” we learn.
In a similar maneuver, Obomsawin gives us a standard Christian
hymn breaking through the howling wind, before cutting to a Cree-
language sermon and a mournful Cree voice singing over acoustic
guitar. Conventional expectations for a white Christmas have been
gently complicated, allowing Obomsawin’s universalist message to
ring through: How different are these children from your own? The
message is too subtle to dip into the sentimental treacle that is of-
ten slathered across Other children on television, such as those who
appear before bloated American celebrities encouraging us to pledge
our support for a Cambodian orphan for “the price of a cup of coffee
per day.”! Instead, Obomsawin provides a more artful evocation of
empathy, collective decency, compassion, one that does not cast the
children in the role of ill-fated victims.
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The drawings continue to flip past, and the voices continue to
murmur happily, lulling the viewer into a state of relaxed bemuse-
ment before Obomsawin gives us a surprise ending: real photographs
of the child artists from Moose Factory, many smiling, mostly girls,
real children, real Native children, not kids reading from a script, not
disembodied voices that we can let drift off into abstraction. Then a
final poignant image: a thirty-something Cree man in flannel shirt
and jeans, his arm around his son and his dog, all their eyes closed
in contentment, a male version of Madonna and child, a far cry
from the 1970s stereotype of the Native male as social threat, angry
activist, broken addict—or, alternately, noble shaman of the natural
world. Instead, he appears ordinary, decent, loving, a good father.
Deserving. Obomsawin leaves us with this powerful symbol of shared
humanity, an image to which almost all viewers can relate, and then
cuts to the credits, which announce: “Written and directed by Alanis
Obomsawin.” In 1971, almost four years after she captured the audio,
the National Film Board (NEB) released her first film. Her humane
universalism had leapt from song to screen without a stumble, and
at the age of thirty-nine she had become the first Native woman to
make a film for the NeB. It was a good beginning.

In this chapter I want to write with some care about Christmas
at Moose Factory and Obomsawin’s other early films because they
are almost unknown, largely unstudied, and certainly underrated—
reason enough to give them some consideration here. I believe that
these films are important in establishing the ground on which Obom-
sawin was working as well as the goals that she was attempting to
accomplish. Through her pathbreaking early work, we can see her
thematic preoccupations, her strategies for dealing with power inside
and outside the N¥B, and her personality as a visual artist as it takes
shape. In a flurry of activity between 1977 and 1988, she released six
hour-long documentaries on the heels of the aforementioned Christ-
mas at Moose Factory: Mother of Many Children (1977); Amisk (1977);
Incident at Restigouche (1984); Richard Cardinal: Cry from a Diary
of a Métis Child (1986); Poundmaker’s Lodge: A Healing Place (1987);
and No Address (1988). With each of these, she seemed to be devel-
oping a greater sense of what was possible with documentary cinema



FIGURE 11. Obomsawin in 1967 during the production of Christmas at Moose
Factory (1971). © [1967-1968] National Film Board of Canada. All rights

reserved. Photograph by: Ben Low. Photograph used with the permission of
the National Film Board of Canada.

and, in the process, demonstrating the nascent power of indigenous
media to Canadian viewers. Because of her early experiences with
racism, she had always been ideologically opposed to the reigning
systems of thought governing the lives of Native people in North
America, but, in the late 1970s and 1980s, she was finding an extraor-
dinary means for combating them. As the political theorist James
Scott once wrote: “The main function of a system of domination is
to accomplish precisely this: to define what is realistic and what is
not realistic and to drive certain goals and aspirations into the realm
of the impossible, the realm of idle dreams, of wishful thinking.”?
During the productive decade beginning in 1977, Obomsawin would
show that her documentary agenda for Native people was more than
an idle dream, that her traditional Abenaki storytelling voice could
be transformed into the realm of cinema, and that indigenous re-
sistance to the orthodoxies of the mass media was both feasible and
necessary. The process would begin with her first substantial project,
a wide-ranging look at Native women in Canada called Mother of
Many Children.
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Mother of Many Children
Obomsawin has never used the term feminist to describe herself, fear-
ing somehow that to do so would limit her to women’s issues. When
asked about the term, she tries to transcend it without rejecting it, ex-
plaining that she opposes all injustice facing “men, women, children”:
“Idon’t care who it is; 'm going to go there and stand with whomever,
even if I have to stand on my own.”? Perhaps because of her childhood
experiences with racial taunts and abuse, she is hesitant about labels
of any sort, even ones with positive connotations for many of us.
Nevertheless, her films are the undeniable product of an interest
in revaluing the work and lives of women (something I'll address
in more detail in the next chapter). After making Moose Factory,
Obomsawin turned her attention to Native women in her second
film, Mother of Many Children (1977). Now the mother of her own
young daughter, Kisos, whom she adopted at the age of one week,
Obomsawin wanted to “pay homage to women at home, who sur-
vive, who take care of children—people that you don’t really know.”
Her goal was to represent the broad spectrum of Native women liv-
ing across Canada in 1977—a fine subject for a film, she thought,
although she was hard-pressed to find support for it. “I have letters
saying ‘Forget it, ” she recalls. Initially less than enthusiastic, the N¥B
expected her to find external funding for the project, and one of the
most likely outside sources, the Department of Indian Affairs, ex-
pressed no interest in funding a documentary about Native women.
Almost ready to give up, she thought: “That’s crazy: I've spent my
energy on this, and I'm going to do it.” The next morning she started
drumming up support the hard way, by what she calls “standing up
in a canoe.” She took the train from Montreal to Ottawa and made
personal appeals in various offices, finally getting a small amount
from the secretary of state, just enough to film one sequence. Each
time she finished a sequence, she returned to Ottawa to plead her case
once again, eventually getting enough to finish an almost hour-long
film. When the final results were screened in Ottawa, she got a letter
from the secretary of state saying it was the best investment in a film
his office had ever made, and she remembers that, ironically, “the

man in charge of Indian Affairs also wrote me a fantastic letter.”



EARL FILMS

The film that received this praise, Mother of Many Children, is a
subtle document of female empowerment. It begins with an epigraph
claiming that there is no he or she in Native languages, gently estab-
lishing a feminist theme that is inherent rather than overt. No one
in Obomsawin’s films talks about rights, gender oppression, political
activism, or glass ceilings. No one utters a catchphrase of 1970s ac-
tivism like the personal is political or a bumper-sticker slogan like a
WOMAN NEEDS A MAN LIKE A FISH NEEDS A BICYCLE. Yet Obomsawin’s
message—that women are an essential force within Native cultures
in Canada—comes through with indelible clarity.

Mother of Many Children works on a horizontal plane: rather than
diving deep into one or two subjects, it moves around the Cana-
dian landscape every few minutes, pausing to focus on a woman of
interest, to take in her story, before moving to another interviewee,
often someone quite different.’> The result of this lateral movement
is a feeling that all these women are connected, despite differences in
language, tribal affiliation, educational background, and geography.
A young Ojibway® woman at Harvard and a traditional Inuit throat
singer are presented as relatives of a sort, as much as the nineteen-
year-old Cree woman giving birth in the Fort George James Bay hos-
pitalis literally in the same family as the Cree elder shown in a wigwam
six hundred miles away, singing in anticipation of his grandchild.
Benefiting from the skilled editors with whom she worked at the N¥B,
Obomsawin maintains this elegant horizontal structure throughout
the fifty-two-minute film, moving seamlessly between old ways and
new challenges, traditional ways and contemporary issues.

At the beginning of the film, soon after the childbirth scene, a Cree
elder tells the camera that women were “more powerful than men”
in their traditional society: women were the ones who taught art
and ideas to the young, the ones responsible for transmitting tribal
knowledge between the generations. As if to underscore the strength
and autonomy of Native women, Obomsawin cuts to a long shot
of several Inuit women walking on lichen-covered rocks near the
Arctic Circle, picking year-old berries that have been preserved in the
snow, before she moves to a closer shot of women fishing through
the ice. Next the scene shifts south toward the Forty-ninth Parallel,
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to an Ojibway grandmother making a doll from leaves that will turn
colors with the seasons and a young woman remembering how she
was included in the backwoods hunting and trapping of her father’s
world.”

Always rocking back and forth between her emphases on auton-
omy and oppression, Obomsawin then cuts to Marie Williamson,
an elderly Ojibway who provides a history lesson about the abuses
of Canadian residential schools. She remembers back to 1914, as she
and her siblings were taken from their family when Williamson was
nine, bound for the supervision of the priests at a school called St.
Anthony’s (later St. Mary’s). Williamson’s grandmother was afraid
she would never see them again, as Williamson tells the camera be-
fore adding: “And we never did see her again.” She then describes
the rigors of residential school life, with Obomsawin explaining in
voice-over that the last such school was in operation until 1969 at
Moose Factory, the site of her previous film.

Mother of Many Children does not dwell for long on the tragic
before moving to a new scene in which Mohawk teachers have taken
over a former residential school and Native children explain how
grateful they are to have one another in the classroom, rather than
finding themselves lost in a sea of non-Native faces. One young girl
talks about the abuse she suffered from white children in the past, but
now an easy smile seems to reflect a feeling of comfort that she has
discovered in the tribal school. Once again, Obomsawin’s message
is subtle but clear: Vulnerability can be overcome through solidarity
and resistance. Start your own schools; launch your own lawsuits; tell
your own stories.

The filmmaker then takes us to the far north, to a young I'ilawat
woman named Marie Leo who describes her coming-of-age in her
rural village. Just as the filmmaker did in Moose Factory, here again
she uses the rough drawings of a child, this time to illustrate Leo’s
time in the traditional menstrual hut at the age of eleven. Here, as in
the rest of the film, the voices are paramount, especially Native voices.
Throughout the film Obomsawin mixes the English translation at a
lower level than the original Native speakers. While English speakers
might have to work to hear the translation, Native language speakers
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would have no trouble deciphering the original voice on the sound
track.

Next the film moves to Harvard University, where we see an Ojib-
way woman named Wilma Salmon in a seminar. An African American
professor is talking about the burden placed on oppressed peoples:
they must endure the oppression and also take the lead in overcoming
it. It seems unfair, he suggests, but inevitable because no one else can
do it for them. After talking about the difficulty of going back to
her village from a place like Harvard, Salmon displays some of her
artwork to the camera, which is a perfect segue to the next scene, in
which Inuit women are sitting behind the microphones of a radio
station, talking about their work, local events, and cold weather. “Ev-
erything happens through the radio station,” Obomsawin explains to
the viewer as we see Inuit women making prints from carved stones
to be sold at a tribal co-op in Montreal. The Inuit sequence ends with
a beautiful shot of female throat singers, who will also appear in her
next film, Amisk.

Mother of Many Children takes a more political twist in the next two
sequences, where a speaker at the National Native Women’s Confer-
ence tells the audience that they have to take a more aggressive posture
and give “static” to those who impede their progress. “It takes women
to get things going,” the speaker says into the microphone. Obom-
sawin then cuts to a young woman—Jeannette Corbiere Lavell—
contesting section 12.1.b. of the Indian Act, which caused Native
women to lose their legal status as tribal members on marrying white
men. This articulate young Ojibway woman describes her lawsuit
against this injustice, which brought her into contact with a low-level
judge who said, “You should be grateful that a white man married
you,” before ruling against her. Although his ruling was overturned
at a higher level, the Supreme Court of Canada finally voted five to
four to uphold the discriminatory act, which had disenfranchised
this women and thousands like her. Still, Lavell does not express
bitterness, instead choosing to emphasize the value of the failed legal
effort in bringing attention to the cause. She seems to have been right:
in 1979, an Aboriginal Women’s Walk from Oka to Ottawa expanded
international awareness of this provision of the Indian Act, lead-
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ing in 1981 to an official condemnation from the un Human Rights
Committee. Finally, in 1985, an embarrassed Canadian government
remedied the situation with the repeal of section 12.1.b and the passage
of an accompanying bill (c-31) ending federal authority over tribal
membership.® One historian described the repeal as sounding “the
death knell of the official policy of assimilation.”

After giving an overview of this contemporary legal and political
controversy, Obomsawin goes back to the old ways, showing an older
Ojibway woman threshing rice into a canoe with two long sticks,
seeding the river at the same time she collects rice. A man steers the
canoe as the woman sits in the back harvesting the rice, while in a
voice-over an Ojibway woman speaks about the power of women
in tribal councils. Obomsawin then interviews Lillian Potts, the first
woman to serve as Cree chief, who talks about her daughters needing
to be independent and educated “even if they are girls.”

The filmmaker continues to interweave her celebration of the en-
durance of traditional ways with her analysis of social and political
problems besetting contemporary Native people. In an isolated Métis
town called Vogar, she meets with a woman who complains that the
young people are drinking too much. Three caskets appear on-screen,
and Obomsawin tells us that these young Métis people met a violent
death, although the exact cause is not specified. (Out of respect, she
uses still photographs taken during the short funeral sequence rather
than disturbing the proceedings with a camera crew). The penul-
timate scene takes place inside the Portage Correctional Centre in
Manitoba, which incarcerates Native women whose lives have taken
troublesome turns. Some of the women interviewed have as many
difficulties after prison as they did before. “You feel kind of sad leav-
ing this place,” says one woman in silhouette, before describing how
Native women are released from jail in a manner that seems designed
to encourage a return trip.

Again Obomsawin balances her presentation of the hurdles facing
Native women with an evocation of their collective, creative power,
cutting to a rehabilitation center where Native people are helping
one another with substance abuse, the same subject of her later film
Poundmaker’s Lodge. In doing so, Obomsawin is not glossing over a
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grim reality: one woman tells the camera, “We don’t have a chance
being Indian,” another talks about being mocked as a “pagan,” while
a third, in an echo of the filmmaker’s own experiences, describes the
pain of seeing her girls taunted and beat up on the way home from
school.

To end her film, Obomsawin returns to her emphasis on the power
of tradition even in the face of the new. The emblematic figure here is
108-year-old Agatha Marie Goodine, a Cree woman who walks down
arural path with various female descendants in tow, all of them linked
arm in arm. She does not seem like a person from another century,
but in a sense she is: Goodine is old enough to have been listed on an
important treaty from 1876.'° A warm, humorous presence, Goodine
tells the camera: “Life was so beautiful then. . . . We thought it would
go on forever.” She is also the source of the film’s title, explaining:
“The Great Spirit created a woman and made her the mother of
many children.” With that, the film ends, having taken us from the
birth of a child to the last years of old age.

Amisk

Far north: a river winds through land frozen in a way that suggests the
proximity of the Arctic Circle. The camera sways with the movement
of the oars, gazing down at the icy river, the tip of the traditional canoe
in center frame. Then a long shot—again, beautifully composed—
of a man in snowy woods, dwarfed by snow-covered pines, talking
through translation about hunting and trapping being his way of life,
one that has kept him out of the white man’s schools. In the opening
moments, Obomsawin is creating a portrait of her father’s world, the
snowshoe world of an Abenaki guide in the 1920s, which remains
very much alive in another Native context, much further north, fifty
years later in James Bay, Canada. Very much alive, and very much at
risk, we soon learn, as Obomsawin describes the vast hydroelectric
project threatening the traditional Northern Cree way of life. As she
establishes these stakes, she does so without forcing the connection
between the controversial project and the slender canoe in the water,
instead letting the viewer make the link. Although a welcome relief
from the doctrinaire tone of some political documentaries of the
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1970s, her gentle handling of the material may obscure the signifi-
cance of the proceedings, in terms of both the cultural threat of the
engineering project and the Native response to the project. The Cree
and Inuit resistance was “unprecedented,” according to one historian,
who described the Canadian government’s tendency to ignore Native
concerns when making use of Native land, even for what, in the case
of James Bay, was the largest project of its kind in North America to
that time."

After the opening sequence, the filmmaker appears on-screen, wel-
coming Native performers to Montreal for a benefit concert that will
“raise money in support of the cause of our people in the North,”
as she says. Several clerks, all of them older white women, check the
paperwork of the arriving performers, who are coming from as far
off as Alaska, and they seem surprised to be able to communicate
with the dark-skinned men and women. “Oh, they do speak English,”
one woman says with relief. Obomsawin forefronts this exchange as
if to make her overarching point. “They know nothing,” she has often
complained about white Canadians with regard to Native cultures. '

Then Obomsawin cuts without comment to outside the grand
concert hall, before sharing one of the performances inside, a Dogrib
drum circle from the Northwest Territories performing with intense
passion. Unlike other films that document benefit concerts in the
1970s, such as the Concert for the People of Kampuchea (Keith McMil-
lan, 1979), which starred Pete Townsend and other white celebrities
charged with entertaining white teenagers for the benefit of far-off
brown people, Amisk has a Native filmmaker capturing Native perfor-
mances before a mixed audience, performances that she intersperses
with Crees talking plaintively about the loss of their land. In a mo-
ment of particular poignancy, a Cree elder complains to the camera
about white geologists and surveyors who will not even answer ques-
tions about what they are doing at James Bay. In such stories the old
patterns of colonization seem very much alive, and no one in power
seems to respect what the essayist Wendell Berry has called the first
political principle: “that landscape should not be used by people who
do not live in it and do not share their fate.”"

Despite such quiet, reflective moments, Amisk still revolves around
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concert footage, and among the many fine performances in the film
is one by the filmmaker herself. About halfway through the fifty-two-
minute film, Obomsawin appears onstage in a red dress to sing a
lullaby in English but with a traditional Abenaki inflection, making
it obvious why she was such an acclaimed performer. Hers is one
of several stellar moments in the film, which provides an excellent
forum for Native creativity. The production values here, as in most
of Obomsawin’s work with the NFB, are high: smart, professional
camera work and crisply recorded sound, during the performances
as well as the interviews. At one point, the camera slowly zooms
in on Inuit women standing nose to nose in an astonishing display
of traditional Inuit throat singing (the same women who appear in
Mother of Many Children). The energy of the moment is in stark
contrast to the political desperation expressed in the interviews with
various Cree people—yet, if their position is desperate as the Que-
bec authorities move forward with preparations for the dam, their
demeanor is not. These calm-spoken, almost wistful accounts of the
grim political situation contrast nicely with vivid demonstrations of
Native cultural vitality onstage, including in the heart of the film
a number of nontraditional performances by Native folksingers. In
sharing only those individuals with whom she expresses solidarity,
Obomsawin steers clear of the conflictual situations that enliven her
later films, making the voice and face of officialdom noticeably absent
from Amisk. Yet this suits the goal of the film, as stated just before
the closing credits, when Obomsawin describes the success of the
performances to packed houses over the course of a week. “For the
first time ever in Montreal, people became aware of the strength and
richness of our culture,” she says, “and we became aware of the unity
of our people.” During her final words, she cuts from the concert hall
back to the traditional canoe moving through the icy waters that we
saw in the opening moments. Now it seems to be moving faster—
an inspirational image that seems to signify a new assertiveness for
Native peoples launching into the cold waters of modern Canadian
politics. Amisk is more than a concert film, a somewhat pejorative
designation in nonfiction cinema. Rather, it is a testimony to cultural
survival and creativity. Indeed, Obomsawin captured what was in
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many ways a turning point for Native resistance against government
arrogance and white Canadian ethnocentrism, using the concert as
a microcosm of the larger perspective in which unique Native voices
would talk back to white Canada and, for the first time, be heard.

Incident at Restigouche
In 1981 the Quebec provincial police conducted a monumental raid
on the Mi’kmagq fishing town of Restigouche, seeking to impose new
regulations on local salmon fishermen. When Obomsawin heard
about the crisis on the news, she immediately wanted to head to
Restigouche with a crew, but the NrB was never designed for rapid re-
sponse. “That’s the problem for many documentary filmmakers,” she
complained. “When there’s something important happening, there’s
no way of getting there fast.” Her institutional home, often a great
benefit to her, was now forcing her to wriggle through bureaucratic
channels for several weeks before she could get funding for a small
crew. By then the police had mounted a second raid on the Mi’kmaq
reserve, but Obomsawin was there soon afterward, finally on the
scene with a camera crew to document what she would describe as
“the biggest and most violent action in Canada versus Indians in fifty
years.” !4

Because she could sense the importance of the unfolding events,
Obomsawin was irritated at what she had missed, later claiming that
the film would have been very different if she had been able to start
shooting right away. “I had a very hard time making that film,” she
told one reporter. Having missed much of the action, she had to rely
on footage from the cBc and stills from a freelance photographer
and from L’Aviron, a Campbelton newspaper. After shooting some
interviews soon after the second raid on the town, she went back to
the NFB to get permission to conduct more interviews, including one
with the minister of fisheries, Lucien Lessard, the official who ordered
the raid. The response from the NFB administration was dispiriting.
“Well, I don’t think you should interview the whites,” she was told in
no uncertain terms. “Racism and prejudice exist at there [at the NFB]

like anywhere else,” she complained in 1987, expressing a bitterness



FIGURE 12. Incident at Restigouche (1984). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin.

Produced by Alanis Obomsawin, Andy Thomson. © 1984 National Film
Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photograph courtesy of Journal I’Aviron
de Campbellton.

that she rarely made public. “My history at the board has not been
easy, she added. “It’s been a long walk.”!®

Obomsawin’s response was savvy: she held her tongue, left the NFB
meeting, and proceeded to do exactly what she wanted, conducting
the interviews she needed, including a remarkable exchange with
Lessard. When confronted about her disobedience, she shot back at
her superiors: “Now I'm going to tell you how I feel.” “Nobody is
going to tell me who I’'m going to interview or not interview,” she
said.'® She pointed out how often white filmmakers had interviewed
Native people in N¢B films and how the opposite had never been true.
By the 1980s such representational inequities had become blatantly
indefensible, as her superiors soon realized. Having won her point,
Obomsawin now had the space to make her film in relative peace,
a reflection on her growing power within the NeB. With every pass-
ing year she was acquiring greater authority and autonomy to make
documentaries as she saw fit, eventually reaching the point where she
was willing to defy her superiors to create what she envisioned as
necessary and true.
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The result was a far more aggressive form of political documentary
than anything Obomsawin had attempted before, from the opening
frames: three black-and-white stills of billy-club-wielding cops in riot
gear, accompanied by the ominous thud of jackboots on the pave-
ment. Then, suddenly, we see a kindly looking old man in a brown
felt hat, apparently a Mi’kmagq elder. Bathed in the afternoon light, he
almost seems shot in sepia as he describes the first raid on his town.
Then, with a protest song about Restigouche on the sound track,
Obomsawin cuts back to the black-and-white photographs, her only
visual evidence of the first raid, including an image of a cop with his
boot on the neck of a unarmed young man. To viewers who know
little about the crisis, it is hard to imagine that all the trouble is over
salmon, and Obomsawin seems to anticipate our wonderment. In
what at first seems like a mistake, she lets a mawkish folk song run on
the sound track while cutting to crude drawings of old-time Mi’kmaq
life, with banal images of men on boats, salmon in the water, salmon
fighting their way upstream. To demonstrate the historical impor-
tance of fishing, she even appears to sentimentalize the salmon’s life
cycle, but the whole sequence is redeemed at its close with a clever
cut from salmon eggs to a Mi’kmaq newborn crying. Her point is
plain: the life cycle of this tribe is linked inextricably with this fish.
That is why the Mi’kmaq fishermen are resisting the government’s
encroachment on their fishing ground; that is why fishing rights are
seen as essential to tribal sovereignty.

A title flashes on-screen: “The First Raid, June 11,1981.” Obomsawin
shows photographs of the three hundred provincial police and ninety
game wardens who descended on the town after cutting the local
telephone service to preserve the element of surprise. The onslaught
looks nothing if not military in nature, and we hear from a Mi’kmaq
teenager who headed into the melee with his camera, recalling that
there were “so many cops I couldn’t get them all on film.” Next we
hear from a tribal councillor who tried to keep violence from erupting
when Mi’kmagq fishermen refused to leave the banks but was told to
shut up. “You don’t represent nobody,” the cops told him. “We’re
the bosses, and we’re taking over now.” The cops shout orders in
French, a language that many locals do not understand, and then
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lash out with nightsticks when the fishermen do not respond or, even
more dangerously, try to prevent them from shredding the nets that
constitute their livelihood. Overhead a chopper helps the police track
down a single Mi’kmaq man who has taken off running, until he is
grabbed by the hair, thrown to the ground, and stomped. It is a vile
scene, and Obomsawin does an excellent job of conveying the drama
and chaotic energy of the day, although she is working only with
photographs and reminiscences.

Obomsawin then cuts to an interview with the man who ordered
the raids. “Virtue was not necessarily just on one side,” concedes
Lucien Lessard. Seated in front of a lace curtain, he sports his weekend
clothes, a wide-lapel leisure suit that gives him the appearance of a
1970s game-show host, although he is anything but jaunty as he reels
off justifications in fast-paced French. “One must not think that just
because they are Natives,” he says, “that all is pure.” In her shifting back
and forth between Native and white accounts of an event, juxtaposing
versions of “the truth,” we can see how Obomsawin was beginning to
use what Zuzana Pick describes as a “reflexive strategy that exposes
the tension between one regime of knowledge, which is embodied
and localized, and the other, which is imaginary and deferred (the
discursive and representational archive of colonialism).”"” A turning
point in many ways, Incident at Restigouche marks the beginning of
this powerful aesthetic strategy, one that will characterize most of
Obomsawin’s later work (most notably, her Oka films of the 1990s
and Mi’kmagq films of the new millennium).

In the next sequence of Incident at Restigouche, Obomsawin leaves
Lessard in his chair for the time being and moves on to the second
raid, nine days after the first, showing how the locals were deter-
mined to prevent the humiliation of June 11 from happening again.
With pan-tribal supporters arriving from as far away as Alaska, the
Mi’kmagq people seem prepared for rubber bullets, tear gas, and what-
ever else the police will throw at them. Obomsawin cuts back to her
interview with Lessard, now wheeling defensively, explaining that the
Mi’kmaq would never have accepted the government’s new fishing
regulations without the violent confrontation at Restigouche. “T ask
you, Mademoiselle Alanis, would it have been possible [to solve the
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situation in another way]?” The camera pans with agonizing slowness
across the lace curtains to the figure of Obomsawin, who sits across
from the minister looking profoundly unimpressed with his rational-
izations. A thundering silence. Then, after some intervening footage
of the minister in Restigouche trying to broker an agreement with
the Mi’kmaq tribal leaders, she fires back at him: “I was outraged by
what you said to the [Mi’kmaq] band council. . . . It was dreadful.”
He seems taken aback as she dresses him down about the importance
of Native sovereignty, a topic he appears never to have entertained
seriously. Herein lies one of the themes of the film: the irony of Que-
becois resentment toward the hegemony of Anglo-Canadians, given
their own a history of oppressing the Native people in their midst.

After listening to her impassioned defense of the sovereign rights of
First Nations, Lessard asks in disbelief: “Are you telling me Montreal
belongs to you?” The proposition seems absurd to him but not to the
filmmaker, who shoots back: “Of course, all of Canada belongs to us!”
She leans over and explains: “We always shared, and you took, took,
took. Instead of being proud of us, you talked about ‘your Canada.””
In response he tries to suggest that six million French Canadians in
the province almost necessitate some kind of dominance over smaller
tribal populations, but he seems shaken and eventually half apologetic
about what he has wrought at Restigouche. Yet, if Obomsawin was
furious with him for what he had done, she still appreciated his
willingness to talk with her on camera. “I stuck to my guns and he
stuck to his, but I admire somebody like that,” she later said about
an exchange that a Canadian film magazine described as “one of the
strongest we’ve ever seen in documentary.”!®

In the final segments of the film, Obomsawin describes the af-
termath of the two raids, including arrests and trials of Mi’kmaq
fishermen who were alleged to have resisted capture. When the local
judge chooses to discount photographs taken at the scene because
they came from a Native photographer and then decides to “make
an example” of one man, the local women are not surprised to find
the legal system stacked against them (although the conviction was
overturned on appeal). Obomsawin also talks to elders who say that
the raids were traumatic events in the life of the reserve that will be
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remembered for generations, a sentiment that will be borne out in her
subsequent Mi’kmagq films, Is the Crown at War with Us? (2002) and
Our Nationhood (2003), almost twenty years later. As if to anticipate
her continuing commitment to Mi’kmagq sovereignty as a microcosm
of Native rights in general, Obomsawin expressed her concern about
the long-term impact of the incident, the brutality of which took her
aback: “During the raids Lessard ordered, the cops shouted at the
Mri’kmagq, ‘Maudit sauvage, you fucking Indian, you fucking savage.’
When you hear that, you ask, ‘Who are the real savages?” I'm not say-
ing that the Mi’kmaq were angels. But you know, with 550 policemen
there, I think [the Mi’kmagq] behaved in a way that [was] more than
dignified. And to have the children watch that! It’s not something
that people are going to forget.”"’

After all her difficulties with the NFB over the production, the re-
sponse to her finished film was surprisingly positive. Peter Katadotis,
then the director of English-language production, was “very excited,”
she recalls. “At the end, he really liked the film, and he told me so.”
Her faith in the NFB was restored over time, enough so that in 1987 she
could say: “The Board is the voice of the country—people sometimes
forget this. . . . They make films that could not be made anywhere
else. Who would allow the people to tell their stories?”? Yet Native
people had not been “allowed” to tell their own stories at the NFB until
Obomsawin started making films there in the 1970s. In her rhetorical
question, she almost appears to forget that she was the one who gave
the grain of truth, at least from a Native perspective, to the NEB’s
high-minded rhetoric.

After Incident at Restigouche

In the late 1980s and early 1990s Obomsawin made several other films
that were natural extensions of the positions and practices she had
already expressed in her work. In 1986 she made a small documentary,
one of her most poignant, about a ward of the state who was shuttled
twenty-eight times between foster homes, often in abusive conditions,
until he committed suicide at the age of fourteen. Richard Cardinal:
Cry from a Diary of a Métis Child is told through snippets from
Richard Cardinal’s diary, creative reenactments of boys running in

53



FIGURE 13. Richard Cardinal: Cry from a Diary of a Métis Child (1986).
Directed by Alanis Obomsawin. Produced by Marrin Canell, Alanis Obom-
sawin, Robert Verrall. © 1986 National Film Board of Canada. All rights
reserved. Photograph used with the permission of the National Film Board
of Canada.

fields, and interviews with those who knew Cardinal. We hear Leo
Crothers, Cardinal’s last guardian, describing the boy who hanged
himself from a tree in his backyard only forty-two days after his
arrival. “He was a good worker,” Crothers says. Obomsawin follows
the story beyond the boy’s death, taking on an activist role when
she mails a gruesome suicide photograph to government officials to
condemn their inaction in the case as well as their general inattention
to the needs of Native children. In sharp terms she describes the
astonishing gaps in social services, including a failure to share records
about Cardinal’s suicidal past before it was too late. Psychologists,
social workers, doctors, administrators—all these functionaries of the
state failed this articulate, emblematic Indian child, as Obomsawin
paints it, and the results of a government hearing seem to support
her claims, describing “serious inadequacies” in the boy’s care, and
noting that he “never got what he needed most . . . to go home.” As
the film would have it, the most attention Cardinal ever got from the
state was at his funeral, and Obomsawin wants her documentary to
challenge this status quo. Her desire was that this thirty-minute film
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prompt a change in attitude toward Native children under the care
of the state. She said: “I want people who look at the film to have a
different attitude next time they meet what is called a problem child
and develop some love and some relationship to the child, instead of
alienating him.”?!

Some viewers might have had this response, but more measurable
was the change at the official level: as a result of the film and the
publicity surrounding it, Canadian law was changed to improve the
situation of Native children in the foster-care system. Obomsawin’s
film was a rare example of a social-uplift documentary actually bring-
ing about political change in a demonstrable manner, although it is
important to note that it did not spark policy change in a vacuum.
Instead, it was another example of documentary film building on
the momentum of an existing social movement or organization, in
this case the work of Métis living within the province of Alberta.
Numbering well over 100,000, the Métis live all across Canada but are
concentrated in the prairie provinces such as Alberta, where they have
had their greatest success in acquiring political rights and influence
over issues such as foster care. In no small measure their influence is a
result of having secured their own land base in Alberta, which has not
happened for Métis elsewhere in Canada. In enacting provincial laws
such as the Métis Population Betterment Act (1938) and the Métis
Settlement Act (1990), Alberta became the only province to establish
Métis settlements within its boundaries—and the only one to attempt
to forge a legal definition of Métis identity.?? The Métis seem to have
the most tangled history in terms of identity formation of any Native
group in North America, but as one scholar has noted: “This complex
history does not alter the fact that today the Métis are recognized by
the Canadian constitution as a single, holistic aboriginal group.”?
And their growing power as such in Alberta in the 1980s provided the
ideal conditions for Obomsawin’s film to make a difference in terms
of public perception and policy.

Obomsawin followed Richard Cardinal with two more films de-
signed to prick the conscience of viewers who knew little about
the most vulnerable subgroups of the Native population in Canada:
substance abusers and the homeless (two groups with a significant
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FIGURE 14. No Address (1988). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin. Produced by
Marrin Canell, Alanis Obomsawin. © 1988 National Film Board of Canada.
All rights reserved. Photograph by: Audrey Mitchell. Photograph used with

the permission of the National Film Board of Canada.
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overlap). In Poundmaker’s Lodge: A Healing Place (1987), Obomsawin
presents a rehabilitation center where the therapeutic value of re-
turning to tribal customs and community is emphasized. The film
includes a number of moving interviews, always one of the film-
maker’s strengths, as well as quick historical surveys of the damage
done by alcohol to Native lives. Then, in 1988, she released No Ad-
dress, which depicted the horrific conditions facing the estimated
twelve thousand homeless people living in Montreal at the time.
Working in a classic mode of documentary, Obomsawin exposes an
overlooked social problem and reveals how ordinary Native men and
women have become orphans of the city. She profiles young Native
women who leave their reserves and find themselves on cold urban
streets, disconnected from family, tradition, and even social services
that might help them—the title refers to the inability of the welfare
system to even locate many street people. In an image of dark irony
that upends a normally complacent symbol of holiday cheer, we see
homeless men sleeping under Christmas trees.

Trying to figure out what is happening to these Native men and
women, Obomsawin conducts interviews on the streets, in mobile
soup kitchens, in the office of compassionate social workers. She talks
to women who lament their descent into drugs and prostitution. “I
want to go back to my family,” they plead to the camera. As always,
Obomsawin hints at the solution toward the end of the film: cultural
self-help in the form of the Montreal Native Friendship Centre, com-
munity radio, and other institutions that promote Native solidarity.
Wielding the image of the solitary Native person cut off from the
tribal community and abandoned among the glass towers of the city,
the film provides a powerful metaphor of contemporary Native life in
Canada, where Native people can endure both a literal and a figurative
homelessness in a white-controlled economy and political system. No
Addpress is a thoughtful film, softer in spirit than the more aggressively
political work Obomsawin would dive into in the 1990s, and one that
leaves the audience in a hopeful mood. As Zuzana Pick has observed,
the film “constructs a social and psychological framework for hope
through solidarity and empathy,” two qualities that are, I believe,
always at the heart of Obomsawin’s cinematic vision of the world,

57



58

EARLY FILMS

two qualities that she possessed well before she began making movies
for the NeB.?* Their origins lie in the traditional art of storytelling
that she learned as a child in Odanak and later performed on stages
across Canada, one that depends on the creation of empathy and
solidarity among a community of listeners. Perhaps more than any
single quality, her profound knowledge of the Abenaki oral tradition
would set her apart from other filmmakers and give subtle, if often
overlooked, form to the work she was creating at the N¢B. In the
final portion of this chapter, I want to explore how her documentary
aesthetic has its roots in this older art form, whose mastery has long
been associated with members of the Obomsawin family.

Storyteller

In almost all her films, Obomsawin tells stories that are political in
subject and activist in origin, and, as a result, it is not difficult to
situate her work within one of the main frameworks for political
documentary. Almost two decades ago, in an edited collection called
Show Us Life, Thomas Waugh wrote about what he termed commit-
ted documentaries, nonfiction films that were designed to spark social
change rather than being content merely to record it.?* Unlike the
cozier armchair accounts of the world’s troubles that often appear
on network television, “committed documentaries” function as me-
dia interventions in what is happening on the ground. For example,
Obomsawin’s purpose in making Amisk was to take partin the protest
against the James Bay hydroelectric project. “This is why I make films,”
she says. “To go for changes.”*

Another writer, Cameron Bailey, has set out a more recent version
of Waugh’s idea under the eloquent term cinema of duty, a cinema
that he describes as “social-issue oriented in content, documentary
realist in style, [and] firmly responsible in intention.” According to
Bailey, a film of this sort “positions its subjects in direct relation to
social crisis, and attempts to articulate solutions to problems within
a framework of centre and margin, white and non-white communi-
ties.”” No doubt, Obomsawin fits this definition as well. Not only
does she work on social crises that the federal “centre” seems to be
inflicting on the Native “margins” of Canadian society, but she also
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uses the same language as Bailey to describe her motivation. “I love
what I do. It’s like a duty,” she says. “I am really at the service of my
people.”?

Yet, as simple as it is to slot her work into these general definitions,
it is much harder to figure out the particulars of her filmmaking
practice and uncover the unique aesthetic that was emerging over the
first two decades of her career. The difficulty comes in part, I believe,
from her development of a more subtle aesthetic than what we see
in the work of celebrated documentarians like Errol Morris, Michael
Moore, or Marlon Riggs, artists who forefront their own personal-
ity through some combination of ironic juxtaposition, idiosyncratic
editing, musical punctuation, and cinematographic flourishes. Un-
like these filmmakers’ styles, Obomsawin’s can sometimes wash over
viewers without their awareness or appreciation.

D. B. Jones, the main historian of the NFB, is one such viewer. Jones
has dismissed Obomsawin’s formal accomplishment even as he ex-
pressed admiration for what she is doing. For example, he praises her
for avoiding the “oversimplification of issue and technique,” “crude
tendentiousness,” and “over-reliance on words” that tarnished more
than a few well-meaning political films in the 1970s and 1980s. Yet,
even as he hails the strong filmmaking in her “personal and self-
effacing” projects in one sentence, he sniffs about them “lacking in
artistic breakthroughs” in the next.?’ This is an uncharitable reading
of her work, one that glosses over its understated richness.

One of the few scholars to see the depth of Obomsawin’s work has
been Jerry White, a film and media studies professor at the University
of Alberta. White concedes that, on an initial viewing, her films might
seem unremarkable in formal terms and might even be written off as
mere appropriations of an older, pedantic N¥B house style to Native
ends. The filmmaker even contributes to this narrow interpretation
at times, such as when she told White in an interview: “I like to make
it as plain as possible, so that the attention has to be on the work
and what the people are saying. . . . I don’t like to do fancy things
where your attention is on other things.” Rather than accepting her
modest words at face value, however, White studied her films and
found “a significant transformation of documentary aesthetics” in
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her ongoing project. In a brilliant summation of her stylistic accom-
plishment, he writes: “She takes what she finds valuable from the
Canadian tradition of documentary (low-budget production, fusion
of as opposed to choice between interviews, observational techniques,
and voice-over), and adds what she needs for her activist project (em-
phasis that this is her speaking in the voice-over, that these films are
foremost for ‘our people, secure in the knowledge of who that is).
The mixture of forms associated with such contradictory impulses
as nation-building and activism/agitation looks a little strange on
first glance. But when the films are considered together, and in the
context of Obomsawin’s activist priority, the sheer consistency of her
aesthetic mixture makes it clear that these films occupy a complex
social and cultural space.”*®

If at first glance Obomsawin seems to offer a Native gloss on the
orthodox NFB style, the truth is, I think, closer to what Merata Mita
once said about working as an indigenous filmmaker in New Zealand:
some artists manage to “express their peculiarly Maori experience in
the language of the oppressor.”*! No doubt Obomsawin picked up
the “language of the oppressor” to some degree, becoming well versed
in NFB conventions over her first years as a filmmaker, but that did
not mean she lost her unique vision as a Native artist and activist
in the bureaucratic haze. “I've certainly learned much from the Film
Board,” she says, “but I have my own way.”*

What is the Obomsawin way? Unlike the pure realist narrative
found in the most straightforward nonfiction cinema, including the
NEB didacticism that put Canadian schoolchildren to sleep in the
19508, her films have several important qualities that set them apart.
First is a clear sense of subjective authorship—her subtle but strong
presence in voice-over is just one way in which her creative hand is
emphasized in almost all her films. Second is a willingness to make
sudden poetic diversions into song or artful images, such as the sur-
prising cutaways to fish spawning in Incident at Restigouche or the
canoe slicing through the icy river in Amisk. Third is a storytelling
technique that is measured and at times almost meandering, using
what White has characterized as a “non-narrative, elliptical docu-

mentary ethic.”*



FIGURE 15. Obomsawin performing traditional Abenaki stories and songs,

ca. 1970. Courtesy of the filmmaker.

The contemplative pace comes, in part, out of the Abenaki sto-
rytelling tradition that Obomsawin learned from relatives such as
Théophile Panadis, who had such a profound influence on her.
Known as “The Storyteller” throughout the Abenaki woodlands,
Panadis related traditional narratives to audiences that included the
wide-eyed young filmmaker as well as other tribal children and even
folklorists and anthropologists who had made the trek to Odanak.
Surely it is a coincidence that Obomsawin joined the NFB in 1967,
just a year after Panadis’s death, but one can imagine her desire to
continue his work at least in some symbolic fashion. By the time she
started working at the NFB, she had already begun to return the gift
he had given her by touring folk festivals and universities to perform
Abenaki songs and tales. The oral tradition was an essential part of
her childhood as well as the first place she found success as an artist,
and for this reason it may have made its way into her film career at
some level. That is what I want to explore in the coming pages.

So what does an Abenaki story sound like? I can give one example
from the filmmaker’s own family. In January 1959, an elderly great-
aunt, Olivine Obomsawin, spoke in her Native language to the Dart-
mouth College anthropologist Gordon Day, sharing with him a rare
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Abenaki version of Roger’s 1759 raid on Odanak that she had heard as
alittle girl from her own grandmother. I quote it atlength to provide a
sense of the way in which Abenaki narrative would deal with a violent
clash between Native and non-Native cultures, something that would
occupy Alanis Obomsawin for much of her cinematic career, and to
suggest that such stories about Abenaki history were the foundation
for her work as a filmmaker. This is the story that her elderly relative
told the anthropologist, who translated it as follows:

And the Indians at that time in the fall were dancing. Already
the harvest was all gathered. . . . And they danced and some-
times celebrated late, dancing and sometimes going out be-
cause it was a nice cool night. They rested, some went to
smoke and rest. And one, a young girl, a young woman, she
did not immediately go in when the others went in. When
they went into the council house to dance again that one, the
young girl, the young woman, did not go in because it was
cool and she stayed outside. She remained longer outside,
and it was dark, and when she was ready to go in at the start
of the dancing inside the house, when she was ready to go in,
then someone stopped her. He said, “Don’t be afraid.” In In-
dian, you understand, he said, “Friend. I am your friend, and
those enemies, those strange Iroquois, they are there in the
little woods [planning] that when all [the Abenakis] leave
for home they would kill them all, their husbands, and burn
your village, and I come to warn you.” And surely the young
woman went into the council house, the dancing place, and
she warned the other Indians what he told. She warned what
she had been warned. And some did not believe her, because
she was so young, because she was a child. Some of them
stopped and went home to see about their children and
get ready to run away. And some of them did not listen to
that young girl, the young woman. . . . And some Indians at
once hurried home. They stopped dancing and went home,
and they went to see about their people, their children, in
order to run away as soon as possible, so they could hide. . . .
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[F]ather gathered everyone—it was dark, of course—in the
dark[;] no one kindled a light. They gathered their children
in the dark, you can be sure. And they left to hide somewhere
where they could not find them. Of course it was night at
that time and they hid—in a big ravine where they could
not find them. And that man, the old man, they counted
their children to see if they were all there there where it was
deep. And one had been left! My aunt’s grandmother was
the one who was missing! And she did not know that she
was alone in the house, but already she was awake, and she
was sitting at the foot of the bed and she was looking out
of the window leaning on the window sill. She was singing,
she was calmly singing [to herself]. She did not even know
that the others were gone. Suddenly then her father quickly
entered in the dark, entering quickly, and he took her—he
found her singing, this one. Right away he took her and left
as quickly as he possibly could to the ravine—the big ravine
that is where Eli Nolet’s house [now] is, that’s where the
ravine is, At the Pines, that’s what they call it at Odanak, At
the Pines. And there they hid, the Indians, the Abenakis. And
my grandfather, the Great Obomsawin, the Great Simon, he
crossed the river, just as the sun was rising. Just as the sun is
seen first. He didn’t arrive soon enough, and just at that time
he is almost across the river when the sun showed. And his
hat—something shone on his hat, something [bright] that
he wore. And there he was shot down on the other side—
he was the only one [to get across]. All that were with the
houses—well, that was when they burned the village—the
others, surely many were killed of the others, all that were
with the houses.®

Alanis Obomsawin the filmmaker has a great deal in common with
Olivine Obomsawin the storyteller. Like her relative, she zooms in
on moments of extreme crisis between Native and white to provide
a marginalized perspective on a critical historical event. Like her
relative, she uses children as key figures in her narratives, either as
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passing images, as in Incident at Restigouche, or as the main subjects,
as in Richard Cardinal. Like her relative, she highlights the calming
influence of Native song. And, finally, like her relative, she emphasizes
Native people helping one another across tribal lines.

Interestingly, one of the few other Abenaki versions of this pivotal
event comes from Théophile Panadis around the same time (ca. 1960),
and it seems probable that Obomsawin heard one or both versions
in her early years. One piece of evidence supporting this supposition
is that the lone girl in her song about the raid resembles the girl who
gives the warning in the Abenaki version of the attack and that this
noteworthy figure does not appear in the standard English and French
sources. Moreover, the filmmaker made no secret of her reverence
for the Abenaki stories she learned as a girl, even dedicating her song
about the “massacre of our people in Odanak by Major Rogers and
his men” to her Uncle Théophile and her Aunt Alanis.*

Obomsawin’s fondness for the oral tradition was not unusual for
someone who cherished her ties to Abenaki communities and saw
herself as an educator at heart. As Michael Dorris has written, the
oral tradition is “the vehicle through which wisdom is passed from
one generation to the next and by which sense is made of a confusing
world. It is responsible in large part for the education, entertainment,
and inspiration of the community.”” Abenakis seem to have been
unusually scrupulous about their stories—scholars have argued, for
example, that they were “very tenacious” about their oral tradition,
which they regarded as an indispensable tool for the transmission
of cultural values and knowledge.”** Despite the cultural dislocation
that affected many Abenakis of her generation, Obomsawin fit this
older pattern. Telling stories was the centerpiece of the Abenaki edu-
cation that she received from her relatives, and she never abandoned
the storyteller’s art, always relying on the power of the spoken word
in her creative expression as a performer, a creator of educational
kits, and rare filmmaker who listens before she looks. “I am very
fussy about sound,” she says. “I come from a place where hearing and
listening to people is important.”

In the hands of someone like Obomsawin, documentary film be-
comes an extension of traditional storytelling, which often used vocal
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inflection, facial expression, and dramatic gesture in a protocinematic
manner. “Film is a way of seeing very like the oral tradition,” Leslie
Marmon Silko has pointed out. “It operates on a highly refined, simul-
taneous, personal level. . . . Film gives the feeling that we get going
for a walk, experiencing many things at once in a simple elemental
way.”%0 It is important, I think, to see the connections between the
two art forms for someone steeped in both, but to do so without
shading into the reductivist mind-set that brings all Native artistry
back to nature. I do not see Obomsawin’s work as “simple,” and, if it
does have an “elemental” power, that power does not come out of the
natural world.*! Rather, it comes out of an imagination honed by the
art of Abenaki storytelling, a specific cultural practice as constructed
as an Elizabethan sonnet or a trompe I'oeil painting. It is not a birch
tree or a hedgehog stumbling toward the dawn. It is an art form at
the core of her cinematic practice, one that warrants scrutiny as a key
influence on her documentary work.

Obomsawin’s careful attention to the spoken word, its cadences
and nuances, is unusual among documentarians, and it begins in the
first moments of her filmmaking. Long before proposals are written
and cameras are in place, she heads alone into the field with her tape
recorder to do nothing more than talk to people. “It’s not the image,”
she stresses. “It’s the word that is most important. It is what people
are saying. . . . It’s the people themselves who tell me what they are
and what the story is. And . . . if it means listening for 15 hours with
one person, I'll do it.”*?

When she returns with a camera crew to capture the same person
on film, Obomsawin still honors the spoken word, refusing to cut
off the storyteller—as much as the high cost of film will allow. Her
willingness to listen even continues into the editing room. As Jerry
White has suggested, the people in her films are allowed to complete
thoughts, to pause for a moment’s reflection, to stumble in their
wording before finding their way, all of which slows the pace of the
film to a point that is quite unusual for nonfiction cinema. Not only
does she break with “rhetorical norms of documentary, such as focus
or concision,” White observes, but “it’s clear, just as she says, that she
wants your attention to be on what the people are saying: that her
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films feel a little slow and rambling, and formally stripped down, is a
testament to how little conventional documentary really does this.”*?

An older rhythm is at work here, one more leisurely than what
commercial television demands. With her background in the patient
art of storytelling, Obomsawin seems to create a space for contempla-
tion, conversation, and reflection, qualities that have been squeezed
out of the global media marketplace. “No contemplation is possible,”
Jean Baudrillard has complained about contemporary cinema. “The
images fragment perception into successive sequences, into stimuli
toward which there can be only instantaneous response, yes or no—
the limit of an abbreviated reaction. Film no longer allows you to
question.”* With its casual pace and nuanced point of view, Obom-
sawin’s filmmaking harks back to an older mode of narrative, one
that implies respect for the audience and the sense that the listener
is a kindred spirit, not a mere agent of consumption, a demographic
target. Obomsawin is telling the story, of course, but she is not alone
in her self-imagined field of discourse; she is not communicating
monologically, as the mass media tend to prefer.** Rather, she is talk-
ing with us in her films, allowing us time to reflect, consider, and
question.

Obomsawin is not alone in this conversational impulse. If she was
one of the first Native people to bring a storytelling aesthetic into
cinema, she certainly was not the last. In her wake, Native filmmak-
ers have become quite explicit about using cinema for the older art
of telling stories. Carol Geddes, the talented Tlingit filmmaker, has
described the crucial connections between filmmaking and Native
oral traditions. “Visual media such as film and video,” she says, “are
uniquely appropriate to cultures which have traditionally relied on
the spoken word, music, and drawings to communicate.”® Similarly,
Loretta Todd, a Métis filmmaker, has written: “I see myself in the
same way as the storyteller, except my way of telling the story is
different. The storyteller, the artist, has a role to play in the health
of the community. Even though there is no word for ‘art’ and ‘artist’
in most communities, there is a word for people who tell stories.
There’s a word for people who make things and help people with their
dreams.” Dreams are not irrelevant here, although the subject might
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seem more appropriate to fiction filmmakers like Fellini or the Coen
brothers than a nonfiction realist like Obomsawin. Yet Obomsawin
has a deep interest in dream states, which seem to provide her with
imaginative connections to places we need to go, taking us between
here and there. “As a little girl, I used to have very fantastic dreams,”
she remembers. “I think dreams have meanings for sure. They could
be bringing messages.”*® They are, perhaps, the most fundamental
form of storytelling, one that has long informed the indigenous oral
tradition (as it has certain elements of modernist literature in the
Western tradition).

The popular Abenaki writer Joseph Bruchac tells a traditional story
about the significance of dreams in the matrix of conquest. In this
story, an Abenaki man dreamed that he saw a white man, his neigh-
bor, wearing a fine white shirt. When he woke up, he went to his
neighbor’s house and described what he had seen to the white man,
who was attentive and polite. “I understand,” he said, well aware of
the importance of dreams to the Abenakis, and then he went inside
his house to retrieve the white shirt and give it to the Abenaki man.
The Abenaki man took the shirt with appreciation and returned to
his home. The next day, his neighbor appeared at his door with a
loaded rifle in hand. “I had a dream last night,” the white man told
him. “In my dream, you gave me all of this tract of land, this wide
valley where you and your family hunt.” The Abenaki man glanced at
the rifle and at the expression in his neighbor’s face. “I understand,”
he said at last. “The land is yours. But let us no longer tell each other
our dreams.”® Obomsawin has defied this logic, choosing instead
to share her personal visions with the other side, something that
I address in chapter 4, which describes documentary as a “middle
ground” between cultures. For Obomsawin, the camera is the equal-
izer between cultures: it is the mechanism to record stories of Native
dreams (and nightmares) and share them with other people far and
wide.

So that this notion does not seem like an imposition of stereotype, I
want to give one example of how dreams have propelled Obomsawin’s
cinematic life. In 1988, while in Edmonton, Obomsawin turned on the

news in her hotel room and saw an interview with a woman named
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Crothers. The woman was talking about Richard Cardinal, who had
lived for a short time as a foster child in the home she shared with her
husband. As we have seen, Cardinal, barely seventeen, had hanged
himself in their backyard not long after coming to the Crothers’s.
“I felt so bad,” Obomsawin remembers thinking about the plight
of these well-meaning foster parents trapped in an insane system
that shuttled a Native adolescent from home to home with jarring
regularity. “I didn’t want these people to feel sorry that they had
taken him in,” she said. Just as a humane gesture, well before she was
planning to make a film about the incident, Obomsawin got in her
rental car and drove out to the Crothers’s house, thinking she just
wanted to talk to them about what happened.

The Crotherses gave her a warm response, seeming eager to meet
someone who knew firsthand about the challenges facing Native
youths. After a few hours of drinks and conversation that lasted well
past the dinner hour, the filmmaker looked out into the night and
saw a massive snowstorm gathering force, and she wished that she
could stay the night rather than risk the drive back to Edmonton.
When the Crotherses realized the severity of the storm and extended
an invitation to her, Obomsawin replied: “Yes, I'll stay, but I want to
sleep in Richard’s bed.” Rather than being taken aback, the Crotherses
seemed open to this gesture of solidarity between two Native people
and led the filmmaker upstairs to the attic, where behind a trap door
were four beautiful bedrooms, one of which had been Richard’s until
a few days earlier.*

“I'slept in his bed,” Obomsawin recalls, “and that night I was really
concentrating and talking to him, and wondering if there is some-
thing that I should do. And I had this really very weird dream, and I
was asking him how he felt. And I dreamt that I was in a place lying
on some pieces of iron—very, very big pieces. And as I was lying
there a car came down on me. I woke up and I was choking—it was
coming down on me and there was nothing I could do. And that was
my answer, and I thought, ‘T have to do something.” So that’s when I
decided to make the film.”*!

Dreams and stories: these elements from an older world have gone
into Obomsawin’s decolonizing cinema, one that would expose the
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government’s mistreatment of Native youths like Richard Cardinal.
I believe that these Abenaki influences are critical to understanding
what Obomsawin does with cinema, but I do not want to bring
it all back to some stereotypical sense of Nativeness (essentialized
connections to the natural world, an innate talent for vision quests,
an intimate rapport with animals, etc.). These factors are influential
in the lives of some Native artists but completely irrelevant in others.
It is too simple to ghettoize Native creative expression by labeling it
indigenous aesthetics and denying the welter of influences in which
modern artists must work. No doubt, Abenaki traditions made their
mark on Obomsawin’s imagination, shaping her cinema in ways that
are only beginning to be unraveled here. But, as much as her narrative
style comes out of indigenous poetics, it also heeds the properties of
classic rhetoric. In an era in which the documentary filmmaker has
become one of the great engines of public persuasion, Obomsawin
has used her cinema for a classic purpose: to make arguments about
the nature of the social world and how it might be improved. Like
orators from the classical past, she speaks with eloquence about the
urgent concerns of the day, illuminating the follies of the past, and
envisioning solutions for the future. Her success is dependent on her
ability to meet the criteria that Aristotle proposed as characterizing
effective rhetoric: an argument must appear credible, convincing, and
compelling.>* And meet those criteria she does. The credibility of her
work comes from the stature of the speaker, the moral authority that
Obomsawin has earned over the decades. Its convincing nature comes
from the evidence that she is able to muster as a documentarian. Its
compelling quality comes from the passion in her cinematic voice.
All these qualities were as critical to Théophile Panadis as they are
to Alanis Obomsawin, but Obomsawin added something to the stew
that her relative never experienced: a gendered position as a Native

woman.
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In our language there is no word for he or she.

ArLAaNIS OBOMSAWIN

Is it significant that the cardinal figure in Native filmmaking is fe-
male? Yes, I think so, although in ways that are more complex than
I initially expected. I went into this project with some unexamined
assumptions about the way gender identity would play out on-screen
for Obomsawin, and I fear that this could have overdetermined my
reading of her films. Yet, if I have labored under some initial naiveté
in asking how her gender position influences her cinematic produc-
tion, I am not alone: film scholars have debated the meaning of this
question, in various forms, for the past three decades.! In the pages
ahead, I hope to explore the challenges of generalizing about the so-
called female gaze and about what happens when a woman is calling
the shots in documentary production.

We might begin by asking if it is even possible for Obomsawin
to present a female gaze when she works so often with a male-
dominated crew of National Film Board (NeB) professionals, from
sound recordists to cinematographers to editors? Although her col-
laborative process would seem to complicate the picture, it is, I think,

possible that her filmmaking gaze remains gendered. After all, it was



FIGURE 16. Obomsawin during the shooting of Richard Cardinal in 1983.

Courtesy of the filmmaker.

her controlling intelligence that shaped her film projects from start
to finish and made her a nonfiction auteur rather than a mere cog
in the NrB machine—after all, among other duties, she conceives,
researches, writes, narrates, directs, and coproduces almost all her
films. And she brings, I believe, a particular intelligence to all these
roles, one that reflects her experience as a gendered—as much as a
racialized—neocolonial subject. Her choice of subject, her style of
storytelling, and her way of interacting with interviewees all seem to
come out of an implicit sense of sisterhood running throughout her
work as well as, of course, her commitment to her Abenaki past and
her First Nations future.

The feminist impulse is most obvious in a film such as Mother of
Many Children, although it shapes all Obomsawin’s work to some
degree. As the reading of the film in chapter 2 should suggest, Mother
of Many Children is a clear tribute to the underappreciated strength
and diversity of Native women as well as a call to unity for rea-
sons of sisterhood as much as race. As such, its gender politics are
unmistakable. Then why does the filmmaker seem hesitant to talk
about gender with the same passion and effusion that she brings to
discussions of race? I suspect that her reluctance is less a failure of
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political commitment than a product of her generational and class
background. As an Abenaki woman who grew up in an impoverished
small town during the Depression and the Second World War, she did
not come of age when feminist was a common term, nor did she have
a chance to attend a university, where feminist theory or women’s
studies might have been taught. This lack of exposure may explain
why she views a feminist position as a potential limitation, as if it
would restrict rather than open up her field of vision, and why she
has sometimes kept her distance from the most overt forms of gender
solidarity. For example, when in the 1980s the NEB launched its film
unit for women under the name Studio D, Obomsawin claimed to
give it her full support even though she did not want to work there. “I
didn’t want to be closed in a frame like that because I was concerned
about the whole family,” she said. “I could not say that I would only
work with women.”

If she shied away from some aspects of feminist discourse emerging
in the 1970s, Obomsawin was never blind to the gender inequities of
postwar Canada—far from it. If anything, the thematic preoccupa-
tions of her work suggest that she was acutely aware of these cultural
biases. From her earliest projects (such as Mother of Many Children)
to more recent work (such My Name Is Kahentiiosta [1996]), she
has focused her lens on Native women at risk as well as on those
in successful leadership roles as artists and activists. For her own
part, she sees her path as “a long road” toward respect as a Native
woman working in a white male world like the N¥B and has never ro-
manticized the fate of the twice oppressed. Some indigenous female
artists have executed a judo move that turns double marginalization
to their advantage, at least as an act of rhetorical bravado. “Swimming
against the tide becomes an exhilarating experience,” says the Maori
filmmaker Merata Mita, in many ways Obomsawin’s equivalent in
the Anglophone Southern Hemisphere. “It makes you strong,” Mita
claims. “I am completely without fear now. . . . [F]or 9o minutes or
so, we have the capability of indigenising the screen in any part of
the world our films are shown.” Characteristically, Obomsawin has

expressed her own triumph over patriarchal obstacles in more subtle



A GENDERED GAZE?

terms, usually alluding to the challenges that she has faced, before
quickly switching the conversation to other areas.

At best gender was a small, occasional advantage to Obomsawin as
a filmmaker. Like the earliest generations of female anthropologists,
she may have found that interviewees would invite her into their
homes to talk in front of a tape recorder far more readily than they
might a male visitor. Her gender might also have made her seem less
threatening to potential interviewees in power, including the male
politicians and army officers with whom she sometimes does battle.
Even young female filmmakers today are aware of this apparent silver
lining to the old cult of domesticity in which women were consigned
to the home front. “In the field, as a woman, it’s a great advantage,”
said the documentarian Liz Garbus soon after making her first film,
The Farm, in 1998. “I think that people are used to talking to women.
They’ve always talked to their mothers. That was the one person in
their family they went to talk to. In this society, people are more
used to talking to women within [their] families, so I think that’s an
advantage.”™

These are rosy scenarios to contemplate, but the systemic burden of
gender oppression on Native women cannot be minimized so easily.
Indeed, the accomplishment of a Native woman such as Obomsawin
is all the more remarkable when considered in the larger political
context of imagemaking in the West. Over the past century, cinema
has not proved itself a welcome home to Native women, either in
front of the camera or behind it. Of course, most of the damage has
come in front of the camera, where Native women (or white actresses
in redface) have been pilloried, parodied, and perversely fetishized.
With few exceptions, their representational fate has been a twofold
simplification: dichotomization or dismissal.

In the first instance lies the split between maiden and squaw, a
dichotomy that casts Native women either as willing martyrs to Euro-
pean American expansionism or as animalistic sex objects who, when
not meeting the carnal needs of white men, become silent drudges
in the seemingly ceaseless toil of their culture. It goes without saying
that neither side of this dichotomy has resulted in on-screen histor-
ical accuracy. The myth of the Indian maiden has given audiences
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the soft-focus romanticism of Ramona and Pocahontas, while the
squaw has made her appearance, largely mute, in a series of charac-
ters including the cruelly imagined Look in The Searchers (1956), the
libidinous Running Deer in A Man Called Horse (Elliot Silverstein,
1970), and their orgiastic counterparts who flock to Dustin Hoffman’s
side in Little Big Man (Arthur Penn, 1970).

Most of the time, however, even the worst stereotypes have been
absent: when it comes to Native women, the Western gaze has been
dismissive, uninterested, or pointed in the wrong direction altogether.
Even on the dusty trail of the cowboy movie, the one genre in which
a Native face might appear without astonishing the audience into
some kind of seizure, Native women have been rendered insignifi-
cant or invisible (with very few exceptions).® “Silence surrounds the
lives of Native North American women,” writes Laura E Klein and
Lillian A. Ackerman, two historians of the subject. “We never hear
their voices and are never told their tales.”® Whenever something of
Native women’s lived experience makes it on-screen, it is too often a
distorting fragment, one that suits the needs of a producer hungry
for something romanticized, eroticized, objectified—certainly, not
anything resembling a real Native woman.’

Obomsawin was no stranger to these stereotypes, as the discussion
in chapter 1 of her schoolyard abuse and later media objectification
should indicate. Especially when her career was first taking off in
the 1960s and 1970s, white audiences must have had a hard time not
viewing her through the warped lens of cultural prejudice to imagine
her as the embodiment of the Pocahontas/Indian princess myth, in
which the attractive Indian maiden provided “an important, non-
threatening symbol of white Americans’ right to be here, because she
was always willing to sacrifice her happiness, cultural identity, and
even her life for the good of the new nation.”® Obomsawin defied such
stereotypes from the moment she began her public life as an artist.
Working in the face of persistent objectification, she confounded
expectations of Native women as silent, sacrificial, or merely sexual.
This was true in three main phases of her career: as a singer and
storyteller in her late twenties; as an education consultant in her
thirties; and, finally, as a filmmaker in her forties and beyond.
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At first Obomsawin was sui generis. I have already suggested that,
for more than seven decades of North American cinema, Native
women had been the object of looking, never the agent. The sudden
appearance of a Native woman calling the shots must have startled
and even disturbed some non-Native viewers. As E. Ann Kaplan has
suggested, the gaze of the Other can destabilize white subjectivities,
especially for those unaccustomed to seeing alternative points of view
on the screen.’ In the 1970s and 1980s, when Obomsawin’s films were
first appearing in theaters, college auditoriums, and classrooms, her
work must have seemed disconcerting to those whites who expected
confirmation of their lived experience, one in which Native women
were either absent or presumed to conform to media mythologies.
Yet here was a Native woman telling powerful nonfiction stories from
her own point of view, serving as the obvious link between the diverse
perspectives in her films, functioning as the controlling presence on-
screen and off. There was nothing subordinate about Obomsawin’s
public persona as a filmmaker—occasionally defiant, usually soft-
spoken, but always in charge, never the mere mouthpiece for someone
else’s agenda. Watching her films, we see only what she wants us to
see, although her very personal vision is neither confrontational nor
off-putting in its idiosyncrasies (given the relative popularity of her
films, I can assume that I am not the only one who feels this way).
Indeed, her personal vision as a Native woman is so compelling and
well crafted that it is hard to throw it aside in favor of opposing points
of view, such as those of the male government officials in Incident at
Restigouche. If multiple perspectives are always provided in her films,
Obomsawin makes clear which one she endorses. She may be subtle,
but she is never silent.

Perhaps it is not surprising that a Native woman would be the first
staff filmmaker at the prestigious NFB or that she would become so
prominent in the world of indigenous media as the decades passed.
Native women have always been essential creative forces in their com-
munities, although the outside world tends to overlook this fact. As
one Native scholar has observed: “The value accorded their women
by Indian cultures has been vastly underrated—historically and to-
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”10 Tf women’s roles in Native cultures have been too diverse to

day.
generalize without caveat, their vast cultural influence is undeniable,
especially in the area that Obomsawin knows best—education. In a
keynote address at the National Symposium on Aboriginal Women of
Canada in 1989, the novelist Jeannette Armstrong (Okanagan) talked
about the continuing power of Native women as teachers even after
the devastations of colonialism. “In traditional Aboriginal society,”
she said, “it was women who shaped the thinking of its members in a
loving, nurturing atmosphere within the base family unit.” According
to Armstrong, the current challenge is to preserve the traditional role
of Native women as “insurers of the next generation.”" So much
did Obomsawin’s work seem to fit this mandate that the symposium
featured a retrospective of her films.

In addition to extending the general role of Native women as
teachers into new forums such as educational kits and documentary
filmmaking, Obomsawin has also brought her specific background
as an Abenaki woman to her creative life. Historians suggest that
the Abenakis had long employed a gender division of labor that re-
sembles European American practices, at least on first glance. While
boys learned to hunt with their fathers and prepared for their solitary
vision quest, girls were pushed into a more communal direction—
planting and harvesting crops, boiling maple syrup, tanning hides,
and cooking meals with other women. Although their lives did not in-
clude opportunities for political and military glory, Abenaki women
were regarded with far greater respect than European American males
ever granted the “guardians” of their own domestic sphere (roman-
tic protestations from the nineteenth century or Phyllis Schaffley
notwithstanding). Among the Abenakis, the words mother and grand-
mother were terms of great honor, and women’s labor was celebrated
for its physical dexterity and visual artistry, whether in decorating
shirts, embroidering winter coats, making jewelry, or weaving bas-
kets.!2 Interestingly, in her filmmaking practice, Obomsawin seems
to have fused traditional Abenaki gender roles. While she continues
the artistic and pedagogical legacies of her grandmothers, she has also
pushed her way into positions of cultural and political leadership as

an activist and even into nonviolent forms of military engagement (as
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will become clear in later discussions of her work at Oka and Burnt
Church). Working as a teacher, a visual artist, and a cultural leader
from the pulpit of cinema, Obomsawin has transformed traditional
gender expectations, both Native and non-Native, in ways that are
fascinating—although not without parallel.

In the broadest outlines, Obomsawin’s path has some resemblance
to that of a number of white Canadian women who entered film-
making in the early 1970s. Moving in the same general circles as
Obomsawin, Anne Claire Porter, Mireille Dansereau, Aimée Danis,
Louise Carré, and Héleéne Girard, among others, constituted the first
wave of Quebecois women behind the lens, laboring for the most
part under the NrB logo. Within a few years, Lea Pool, Micheline
Lanctot, Paule Baillargeon, Brigitte Sauriol, and others began work-
ing with private funding rather than NeB support. The watershed
year for Canadian women in film was 1975, just as Obomsawin was
shooting her first substantial project, Mother of Many Children. In
this “international woman’s year,” a number of Quebecois women
made their first films and, in the process, created a body of work that
tended to reflect the preoccupations of 1970s feminism: a concern
about gender oppression; a valorization of women’s labor; and an ac-
knowledgment of the diversity of women’s experiences. Like Mother
of Many Children, these films were, according to Nicole Giguére, “not
so much protest films as attempts to allow women’s voices to be heard
on topics of importance to them.” Without claiming a “specifically
feminine form of cinematographic writing,” Giguére has noted some
common traits in the first wave of feminist nonfiction in Quebec.
These directors’ films tend to feature women on-screen; their cam-
eras tend to maintain a respectful distance that works against crude
voyeurism or aggressive interrogation; and their approach to political
issues is often through the personal, rather than going straight at the
outbreaks of political violence and nationalist crises that captured the
interest of their male counterparts at the NB. According to Giguére,
“every male filmmaker worthy of respect has at least one film that
is focused upon the political situation [in 1970s Quebec],” whereas
women tended to work on a more intimate scale. "

Obomsawin does not fit neatly within these generalizations. Unlike
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most of her white counterparts in Quebec in the mid-1970s, she made
films with a strong protest component (Amisk, e.g., was, as we have
seen, designed to raise awareness about the ill effects of the James
Bay hydroelectric project). By the early 1980s, she showed little fear
of interrogation when it came to government ministers stepping on
Native rights, even if she otherwise treated her interviewees with
uncommon courtesy. And, as her career progressed, she would show
an increasing desire to confront political crisis in its rawest forms,
taking her camera ever closer to moments of violent strife in places
like Restigouche and Oka. Moreover, in the four films that she would
create in the 1990s after her summer behind the barricades at Oka, she
would work on an epic scale that her white Quebecois counterparts
certainly did not attempt in the 1970s. Simply put, once we move past
the broadest strokes, Obomsawin has relatively little in common with
her white Quebecois peers.

To get a closer analogue to Obomsawin’s filmmaking practice, gen-
der and race must, I suspect, be considered in tandem rather than in
isolation. ' Rather than considering the white Quebecois women who
worked down the hall at the NEB or elsewhere in Montreal, we need
to look further afield, to filmmakers who are indigenous and female.
For example, we might consider Obomsawin’s creative connections
to aboriginal women in Australia like Tracey Moffatt, Rachel Perkins,
Sally Riley, Darlene Johnson, Erica Glynn, or Frances Peters, although,
even when the factors of gender and race are considered together, we
have to be cautious about making blanket generalizations that would
cover these very different filmmakers. One scholar has wisely sug-
gested that these women should be understood as individual artists,
only then pointing cautiously at some common threads, including
“disturbing readings of colonial history,” “stark accounts of familial
trauma and connectedness,” and an “ability to transform Aboriginal
traditions, such as the mythological tropes and orality into cinematic
forms, in their duty as cultural activists and in their exemplary artistic
and aesthetic gifts.”'® These descriptions could also apply nicely to
Obomsawin, even if her films are less self-revelatory than the ones
from down under.'¢

Bringing together race and gender also suggests a comparison be-
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tween Obomsawin and the Maori filmmaker Merata Mita, the first
Maori and the first woman to make a feature-length film in New
Zealand. The two celebrated women followed a strikingly similar
path into filmmaking, even starting in much the same place. “We
were offered no choices, given no alternative; television made us in-
visible,” Mita says about growing up in New Zealand in the 1940s
and 1950s, just a few years after Obomsawin was coming of age in
Three Rivers. Like the Abenaki filmmaker, Mita was raised in her tra-
ditional culture, got her foot in the filmmaking door as a consultant
on someone else’s project, worked her way into the state-sponsored
film production unit, and then shattered the glass ceiling to make her
own hard-hitting political films like Patu! (1983), which the London
Film Festival hailed as a “major documentary of our time.”” Both
have channeled their political passions into their cinema; both have
worked with indigenous children; both have challenged comforting
stereotypes about race relations in their seemingly progressive na-
tions.'® The only interesting divergence is where they ended up: unlike
Obomsawin, Mita has since delved into fiction film and worked as a
screenwriter, following a frequent pattern of documentarians “grad-
uating” from the form, something that Obomsawin has steadfastly
refused to do."

Better still, Obomsawin can be compared with indigenous women
filmmakers closer to home, especially documentarians like Carol
Geddes, Loretta Todd, Lena Carr, Arlene Bowman, Barb Cranmer,
and Sandra Day Osawa, all of whom work in Canada or the United
States. Despite differences based on personal backgrounds, creative
aspirations, available technologies, and institutional settings, these
women share some meaningful common ground with the prolific
Abenaki filmmaker. All of them, I believe, have drawn on their expe-
riences as neocolonial subjects in sexist societies to articulate a set of
five practices (or some combination thereof).

The first thread that runs through the work of Obomsawin and
her closest peers is that it challenges the formation of national public
memory in the United States and Canada from a Native standpoint.
This includes a desire to reinscribe on film what has been erased
from the historical record, namely, the agonies of the colonial past
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and their continuing legacies in the lives of Native people. Almost
all Obomsawin’s mature work—including Incident at Restigouche
(1984), Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance (1993), My Name Is Kahen-
tiiosta (1996), Spudwrench: Kahnawake Man (1997), Rocks at Whisky
Trench (2000), Is the Crown at War with Us? (2002), and Our Na-
tionhood (2003)—challenges the received wisdom about indigenous
people and reveals the tragic interplay of past and present in Native
struggles to defend themselves against the onslaught of state author-
ities and oppressive public ignorance. Other Native women, such as
the Vancouver-based filmmaker Loretta Todd, have followed Obom-
sawin’s lead in challenging public memory. In Forgotten Warriors: The
Story of Canada’s Aboriginal War Veterans (1996), Todd examines the
neglected role of Native soldiers in the Second World War as well as
the little-known story of how the Canadian government seized thou-
sands of acres of land from these same veterans, who had served their
country with distinction. “These men had never been present in the
consciousness and memory of Canada,” she says. “I wanted to actu-
ally infiltrate the Canadian cultural memory, to try and implant us, to
create images that were timeless, to almost create our own archive.”?
Another filmmaker based in Vancouver, Barb Cranmer, has shown
how traditional ways of life remain alive on the northwest coast in
films such as the award-winning Qutuwas: People Gathering Together
(1997). “It was important for me to get the truth out there from our
own perspective, and do it with the respect and integrity that comes
from our community,” Cranmer says. “That’s been a driving force
for me.”! In a similar vein just south of the Forty-ninth Parallel, the
Seattle-based Sandra Day Osawa has produced films such as Usual
and Accustomed Places (1998), highlighting the difficulties that the
Makah nation has faced with regard to fishing and hunting rights
over the past hundred years; likewise, Osawa’s powerful Lighting the
Seventh Fire (1995) explores the same issue for the Anishinabe people
in the Great Lakes region.

The second thread is that the work of these women insists on
the significance of individual Native lives—and often with a gen-
dered twist. Although their filmmaking sometimes focuses on Na-
tive men—as in Todd’s Today Is a Good Day: Remembering Chief
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Dan George (1998), Osawa’s Pepper’s Powwow (1995), or Obomsawin’s
Spudwrench—it more often explores the lives of Native women as a
means to challenge the masculinist assumptions of European Amer-
ican culture. For Obomsawin this impulse is most obvious in Mother
of Many Children and My Name Is Kahentiiosta, although at some
level it runs throughout all her work. For example, she celebrates
Native women by emphasizing their voices in the most literal sense:
all her films demonstrate the transgressive power of female voice-
over in documentary as an accompaniment to visual evidence. As
Christopher E. Gittings has suggested, a female voice-over “evicts
the ‘symbolic father’ from the cinematic space of enunciation . . .
[thereby] troubling the historical male monopoly on this transcen-
dental, authoritative form of cinematic representation.”?
Obomsawin is not alone in her reliance on female voices, whether
in narration or interviews. Barb Cranmer uses female narrators in
most of her documentaries, including Laxwesa Wa: Strength of the
River (1995), Qutuwas, and T’Lina: The Rendering of Wealth (1999).
So does Sandra Osawa, who narrates In the Heart of Big Mountain, her
1988 exploration of the life of the Navajo matriarch Katherine Smith,
who lost her traditional lands in Arizona when valuable natural re-
sources were discovered there. Carol Geddes also fits this pattern, with
films such as Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief (1988), which follows five
Native women who are successful in various professions. In Navajo
Talking Picture (1986) and Song Journey (1994), Arlene Bowman made
two fascinating documentaries that revolve around the experiences
of Navajo women, serving in both films as narrator and on-screen
guide to the unfolding events. In the first film her relationship with
her traditional Navajo grandmother takes center stage, while in the
second it is the filmmaker’s desire to find a place for herself and other
alienated Native women in male-dominated portions of powwow
culture.? The female voice is also central to Loretta Todd’s work. The
Learning Path (1991) begins with an on-camera introduction from the
actor Tantoo Cardinal (Cree), before we hear the filmmaker’s voice
narrating painful stories of Native education in Canada.? Finally, in

Lena Carr’s Kinaalda: Navajo Rite of Passage (2000), the filmmaker
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narrates her thirteen-year-old niece’s experience of a sacred ceremony
marking her passage into womanhood.

The third thread is that these filmmakers often depict the po-
litical resilience and cultural creativity of Native people, thereby
complicating the stereotypical Western view of Native subjectivity
as simple, primitive, or monolithic. On the cultural side, Obom-
sawin’s Amisk presents Native artistry in both contemporary and
traditional terms, while Christmas at Moose Factory shares a charm-
ing glimpse of youthful creativity. Barb Cranmer has produced a
moving tribute to traditional female weavers on the northwest coast
entitled Gwishalaayt: The Spirit Wraps around You (2001), perhaps
inspired by Loretta Todd’s Hands of History (1994), which explores
the work of four Native women artists and shows “the central role that
Aboriginal women have always had in their communities of origin
and in determining the survival of their people.”? Todd is also the
creative force behind Today Is a Good Day, which profiles the actor,
poet, and cultural activist best known for his role in Little Big Man.
Carol Geddes profiled a more obscure artist in her Picturing a People:
George Johnston, Tlingit Photographer (1997), which details the life of
a young man from the Yukon community of Teslin who was one of
the first Native photographers to become “a creator of portraits and
a keeper of his culture,” as the NFB catalog puts it.?° Perhaps the most
prolific filmmaker working on the subject of Native artistry is Sandra
Osawa, who in addition to her more political films has produced the
exploration of Native jazz music Pepper’s Powwow and a hilarious
look at the career of a Native comedian, On and Off the Res with
Charlie Hill (2000). (Osawa is now at work on a film about Maria
Tallchief, the celebrated Osage ballerina.) Finally, Arlene Bowman’s
Song Journey gives a sympathetic look at Native women excluded
from certain public performances at intertribal powwows.

As for political resilience, Obomsawin has never ceased touching
on this theme, whether it is the strong women activists who appear
in Mother of Many Children or the various acts of Native defiance
that form the backbone of Incident at Restigouche, Kanehsatake, Is
the Crown at War with Us? and Our Nationhood. Resilience is also a
great theme in Osawa’s work, most notably in Lighting the Seventh
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Fire, Usual and Accustomed Places, and In the Heart of Big Mountain,
as well as in Barb Cranmer’s Laxwesa Wa. Loretta Todd has also
explored this theme: Forgotten Warriors culminates with the aging
veterans coming together from across Canada to perform a healing
ceremony for the benefit of their fallen brethren.

The fourth thread is a desire to expose the deceptions of federal,
state, and local governments in their dealings with Indian nations
as well as the generalized white racism that supports such conduct.
Almost all Obomsawin’s films fit this description, most evidently in
the conduct of rampaging whites (soldiers as well as civilians) in
Incident at Restigouche, Kanehsatake, Rocks at Whisky Trench, and Is
the Crown at War with Us? Barb Cranmer has also worked in this
vein, showing in Laxwesa Wa how the Canadian government has
“managed” Native fisheries into a disastrous condition that Native
people are struggling to overcome. Loretta Todd has been unflinching
in her depiction of the failings of the Canadian state in Forgotten
Warriors and The Learning Path, while Sandra Osawa has followed
suitin an American context, with hard-hitting exposés of government
failures and generalized Indian hating in Lighting the Seventh Fire,
Usual and Accustomed Places, and In the Heart of Big Mountain.

Finally, the fifth thread is a belief in the importance of cultural
continuity and pan-tribal solidarity. Obomsawin gives great weight
to both themes in Amisk, Mother of Many Children, Poundmaker’s
Lodge, No Address, and Incident at Restigouche as well as in her later
films about the Oka crisis, and her peers have followed suit. Geddes’s
Picturing a People stresses the importance of documenting the Native
past, Todd’s Forgotten Warriors celebrates the links between aging vet-
erans, Carr’s Kinaalda and Cranmer’s T’lina underscore the necessity
of maintaining traditions, and even the title of Osawa’s Lighting the
Seventh Fire honors a traditional Anishinabe prophesy signaling “a
return to traditional ways.”

Even when the connection to the past is bittersweet, these filmmak-
ers present it as worth pursuing. In her controversial Navajo Talking
Picture, Arlene Bowman shares her desire to connect with traditional
Navajo life as well as her frustrations in failing to achieve it, while
her follow-up project, Song Journey, shows her making a more satis-
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fying connection with her roots (broadly defined) and her seemingly
newfound enthusiasm for pan-tribal solidarity. In the narration to
the second film, Bowman describes feeling a need to visit her ances-
tral Navajo land, where she would, she believed, be brought “back
to [her] traditions.” She admits that she does not “normally come
out to the reservation very much,” and that her interest in powwows
had long been “dormant,” but that making Song Journey gave her an
opportunity to rekindle both these interests. At the end of the film,
Bowman enters a crowd of dancers and experiences a moment of
pure pan-tribal solidarity. “I felt a sense of wholeness dancing with
the people of all nations,” she explains.

Like Obomsawin, Cranmer, Carr, Geddes, and Osawa, Bowman
idealizes the notion of solidarity among Native people regardless
of geography and generation. Underneath this insistence on the vi-
tal connections between Native people is a willingness to suspend
judgment of localized problems such as tribal mismanagement, dis-
putes with other tribes, and gender relations within particular Indian
communities (any autocriticisms are muted). All these Native women
filmmakers seem to avert their cameras from divisive issues that might
weaken resolve against the perceived greater enemy: government ne-
glect of Native rights and white ignorance about Native people. Even
when a film acknowledges intertribal strife, as does Osawa’s In the
Heart of Big Mountain regarding Hopi-Navajo land disputes, it does
so gently, reserving its anger for the federal government and private
corporations, which are behind the dispossession of Navajo families.

Although some combination of these five factors is at play in almost
all Obomsawin’s films as well as those of her Native peers, I hope
not to fall into the notion that position explains production, that
is, not to lapse into the simplistic formulation that the combination
of Native and woman results in a predictable textual outcome. As I
have suggested throughout this chapter, generalizing about gender
cannot be done without frequent caveats. Because I have outlined
a few broader propositions about Obomsawin’s work based on her
gender position, I worry, along with Trinh T. Minh-ha, that “what we
‘look for’ is un/fortunately what we shall find” in academic inquiry.
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Trinh has taken some shots at certain scholars such as anthropologists
whom she sees as inventing patterns rather than finding them, as
projecting their own imaginings on the bodies of the Other, all the
while aspiring toward Malinowski’s goal for ethnography: to “grasp
the native point of view . . . to realize his vision of the world.”?’

Can one look for a structure without structuring? It is a question
for a humanist like me as much as for social scientists. Trinh asks
this rhetorical question and answers it in the negative, noting how
difficult it is for the academic mind to admit that “recording, gather-
ing, sorting, deciphering, analyzing and synthesizing, dissecting and
articulating are already ‘imposing our[/a] structure, a structural ac-
tivity, a structuring of the mind, a whole mentality.” Even in looking
for the gendered qualities in Obomsawin’s cinematic gaze, I have, I
realize, my own structures to impose on indigenous media, although I
retain the faint hope that my impositions are more suggestive and less
totalizing than the ones found in the work of the grand taxonomers
to whom Trinh objects most stringently. Rather than essentializing
what female Native filmmakers like Obomsawin are doing, I want
to acknowledge the contradictions and paradoxes embedded within
their work, even as I scramble up the interpretive hill to take in a
wider view of the subject.

In closing here, I want to return to my original question: Is it
significant that the cardinal figure in Native filmmaking is female? I
think that it is, for the reasons stated above as well for one final reason:
Obomsawin’s gendered subjectivity seems to underwrite one of the
fundamental qualities of her work, an ethos of social concern that is
based on an attitude of profound compassion. Obomsawin often ex-
presses sympathy in response to suffering, a heightened appreciation
of human interdependence, and a willingness to sacrifice her own
needs to assist society’s most vulnerable members. Characterizing
Obomsawin in this way might seem disturbingly close to endorsing
the stereotype of the hypernurturing, self-sacrificing Native woman,
but this ethos is something that the filmmaker places front and cen-
ter in her own interviews, activism, and documentaries.?’ Qualities
that might seem like patriarchal legacies are transformed into an
expansive force in her work, a force that takes her far beyond the
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FIGURE 17. Obomsawin during the shooting of Mother of Many Children

(1977). Courtesy of the filmmaker.

essentialist role of nurturing kin to a larger political context in which
compassionate filmmaking becomes a kind of public service. Obom-
sawin is not succumbing to some mythology of domestic entrapment
when, throughout her work, whether as a filmmaker, an education
consultant, or a performer, she talks about the importance of chil-
dren. Rather, she focuses her attention on any child at risk, not just
members of her own family, clan, or tribe. In films such as Christmas
at Moose Factory, Mother of Many Children, and Richard Cardinal,
she reveals a sustained interest in the vulnerabilities of young people
that few male documentarians have ever developed, suggesting that
true compassion goes well beyond one-on-one nurturing. Within
her films, compassion is a larger social practice that can ameliorate
the worst problems in Canadian society, whether an imperfect foster-
care system (Richard Cardinal),homelessness (No Address), substance
abuse (No Address), or the neglect of Native land claims and fishing
rights (Incident at Restigouche, Amisk, etc.).

Although these subjects fit within the progressive documentary
tradition that begins with John Grierson in the 1930s (and whose in-
fluence I will discuss later), Obomsawin’s ethos gives her a different
angle of approach than her male nonfiction forebears. Unlike male
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documentarians who have pointed their cameras at, say, underprivi-
leged children or the ill-housed working class, Obomsawin does not
look through the lens and see abstract symbols of oppression. Rather,
she listens to the subject and allows even the most vulnerable child
to speak and be heard as a distinct individual—even posthumously
(in the case of Richard Cardinal). Can Native children at risk be the
subject of respectful cinematic attention, attention that neither pities
nor sensationalizes? Obomsawin was one of the first Native women
to answer that question with a resounding yes in her caring films
about those who have been silenced and neglected, employing an
ethos of compassion that seems to have come, at least in part, out
of her gendered position as a Native woman in Canadian society,
a position that, like most everything else, is a historical and social
construction but palpable nonetheless in how it has shaped her atti-
tudes. Without romanticizing or essentializing the traditional gender
roles assigned to women, Obomsawin reveals how what was once a
personal/familial ethos can be transposed to a societal stage through
her particular brand of cinema engagé. Whether this ethos originated
in old-fashioned European American gender constraints or perhaps
simply in an older Abenaki emphasis on human interdependence is
immaterial. What matters is how she has turned it into a powerful
form of social critique that animates all her creative work.
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The spark was an unlikely combination of golf and greed. In 1989
an ill-conceived plan for sixty luxury homes surrounding an upscale
golf course set off the most serious confrontation between Native
people and government authorities in contemporary Canadian his-
tory, something that for U.S. observers might have evoked the deadly
1973 standoff at Wounded Knee in South Dakota. Histories of the
Oka standoff have shown what Alanis Obomsawin would reveal in
four films during the 1990s: that, as in all such matters, the underlying
reasons for the violence had been sown in centuries past.

For more than two hundred years, Mohawks in the town Kaneh-
satake had endured the expansion of the adjacent town, Oka, whose
largely white population kept spreading into lands that the Mohawks
considered their rightful property. Beginning in the 1780s, the Mo-
hawks had delivered a number of petitions requesting formal title to
land they believed themselves to have been promised. Although the
tribe had little success in their quest for official land rights over the
next two hundred years, some outsiders, including figures within the
Canadian government, were sympathetic to their demands. When
apprised of the brewing conflict over the golf course in the late 1980s,
John Ciaccia, the minister for Indian affairs in Quebec, wrote to
the mayor of Oka, Jean Ouellette, about the Mohawk predicament:
“These people have seen their lands disappear without having been
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consulted or compensated, and that, in my opinion, is unfair and un-
just, especially over a golf course.” Contemporary local politicians,
however, were no more attuned to tribal concerns than their pre-
decessors had been in the past. When asked at a municipal council
meeting in March 1989 if he had consulted the Mohawks about his
development plan for the golf course, Ouellette scoffed: “You know
you can’t talk to the Indians.”’ To the Mohawks this was the final
insult in a long chain of abuses.

Having witnessed too many incremental steps toward the long-
term erosion of their lands, Mohawk activists took a stand over a small
tract of forest that included a number of Mohawk graves. At first these
activists relied on peaceful protest to secure what they considered a
sacred plot of land, working the legal and political channels with their
scant resources. When the white city council continued to support
plans for the golf course, they turned to more aggressive forms of
dissent, culminating in their decision to arm themselves and take up
defensive positions on the disputed land.

Furious, Ouellette ignored Ciaccia, who had requested that he not
involve the provincial police, and called in the Stireté du Québec (sqQ)
to settle the matter once and for all. Its officers more often spending
their time on country roads in pursuit of speeding motorists, the sqQ
was not trained for military-style exercises against indigenous people
or anyone else. But now dozens of officers showed up in the sleepy
town with assault rifles and bulletproof vests, wielding billy clubs
and tear gas, reminiscent of the situation that Obomsawin recounted
in her 1984 Incident at Restigouche. Rather than inspiring confidence
that the situation would soon be settled, their arrival created dread
and tension among local people on both sides of the issue.? According
to one observer, Mohawk children were asking their parents when,
not if, the police were going to shoot them.?

Instead of giving in to the pressures of the sQ, the Mohawk warriors,
as they became known, began digging into trenches on the disputed
land. “When it became clear that the sQ was preparing to move in with
armed force,” one Canadian journalist wrote, “the Mohawk protestors

decided to call in the Warriors from the larger communities of Kah-
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nawake and Akwesasne.”* In response to Mohawk defiance, the local
authorities decided that it was time for bold action.

The morning of the raid was horrific. Police tried to rush into
the woods along a narrow road, but, facing gunfire from the pines,
they were forced to abandon their vehicles and retreat. Frustrated
warriors pumped bullets into deserted police cars, ransacked them
for weapons, and then piled them into a twisted heap of scrap metal
to block further access to the road. The raid had begun just before
dawn, with no more than thirty warriors stationed in the pines, but
soon after it started supporters began pouring into the woods. Within
hours of the first gunshots, seventy-five warriors had assembled and
were taking stock of their collective arsenal—a few dozen shotguns
and .22-caliber rifles, ten bolt-action .303s, a small number of pistols,
and a disturbingly large number of assault rifles, including auto-
matic CAR-158, M-1 carbines, and even a Russian-designed machine
gun known as an rPK. Although the warriors were still outgunned
and outnumbered, they had some advantages: the sq did not know
the woods, did not know how many warriors it was facing, and did
not know about the dozens of guns and thousands of rounds of
ammunition.>

Surging into the woods in the early morning haze, the sq soon
discovered the seriousness of the opposition as Mohawk weapons
began to fire. As one journalist described the scene: “A short, fierce
gun battle erupted, and a bullet ripped through a seam in Corporal
Marcel Lemay’s flack jacket and pierced his heart.” While it would
later be determined that the bullet that killed Lemay probably had
come from the warriors’ position (even though the gun that had
fired on him would never be found), at the time no one was certain
whether the officer had been the victim of friendly fire or a warrior’s
rifle. The Mohawks denied responsibility, even though some recalled
hearing one of their comrades shouting, “I think we got one,” in the
heat of battle.®

According to journalists’ accounts, the situation got worse from
there. “There’s only one way we’re going to be able to build the golf
course,” Ouellette had warned ominously long before the violence
began. “That’s with the army.”” Yet, even after the sqQ raid and the
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shooting of Corporal Lemay, bringing in the armed forces seemed
unlikely. Federal Indian Affairs Minister Tom Siddon stood in the
pines to reassure journalists and other observers: “This is a place
of tranquility and great historical and spiritual significance to the
people of the Mohawk Nation, and we respect that.” Yet, just a few
days after this public declaration, the Canadian armed forces were
dispatched to replace the exhausted sq on the barricades.® With tanks,
helicopters, and well-armed soldiers lining the razor wire that had
now been strung through the forest, the standoff would last long into
the summer, with the warriors eventually falling back to a building
that housed a Native treatment center for addiction. They remained
under siege in the treatment center until an agreement was reached,
seventy-eight days after the initial raid.

No one living in Canada could have missed this dramatic crisis on
the barricades between Native and white. Night after night, the news
coverage had been extensive, if short on knowledge about the back-
ground of Native land claims. One Mohawk observer, Dan David,
claimed that most journalists were unwilling to seek the truth, pre-
ferring to lose themselves in a haze of stereotype and simplification
about “the shoot-out at the Oka Corral,” as one British paper dubbed
it. “To most of them, this was just a cop story,” David complained
about the journalists, adding that the standoff was painted as if “the
police and soldiers were there to ‘restore law and order, to put things
back the way they were.” He believed that few outside journalists
could appreciate the price of going back to the status quo, which he
described as “a certain and steady ride down a one-way street to an
oblivion called assimilation.”

Instead of seeking the truth, the news coverage often relied on gov-
ernment press releases and other one-sided sources. One Quebecois
writer described the surreal scene that he witnessed on Canadian
television during the two and a half months of crisis:

Like a succession of heat hallucinations, army tanks ground
through a dappled Canadian forest at the height of summer;
teenage boys in battle gear slowly encircled the Kanehsatake
Mohawks with bale after bale of razor wire; and the armed
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Warriors with their noms de guerre like Spudwrench, Wiz-
ard, and Lasagna jabbed heavily sedated Tv viewers coming
down from Twin Peaks. Eventually we saw a white mob in
jogging shorts stoning cars filled with Indian old people
and children. We watched as the Prime Minister, in his oddly
platitudinous style, congratulated ‘all members of the armed
forces of Canada for their forbearance.” And we’re still seeing
the official media logo of the crisis: a poster-perfect sol-
dier and a masked Mohawk warrior standing inches apart,
eyeball-to-eyeball.°

This was the depressing media landscape that Obomsawin en-
countered in the summer of 1991, but she was in a rare position to
do something about it. Never before had an indigenous person been
armed with the tools of the electronic mass media when this sort of
crisis was unfolding; never before had it been possible to create a well-
funded portrait of state violence against Native people. The result was
an extraordinary cinematic record of Oka that would challenge the
ignorance and bias governing mainstream press coverage.

On the morning of the raid, in the middle of work on Le Patro, her
short film about a Montreal community center, Obomsawin heard
the news on the radio and knew what she had to do. Driving imme-
diately to Oka, she surveyed the situation, realized the importance
of what was happening, and sped back to Montreal to gather what
she needed. Not wanting to sit through the endless hassles that had
waylaid her efforts with Incident at Restigouche, she was firm in her
resolve to outrun the bureaucracy this time. “I told the Film Board,
‘T'm changing production and I’ve got to get there right now.””!! Ten
years had passed since Restigouche, and now, with seven films and
various awards to her credit, she was someone to be reckoned with at
the National Film Board (N¢B). When she got what she wanted, she
headed out to Oka with a cameraman and an assistant, doing sound
herself until another crew member joined her in the warriors’ camp.

“Alanis Obomsawin did not spare the viewers,” a reviewer would
later write about her film, “just as she and her film crew were not
spared a single sickening moment of the stand-off.”!? Her willing-



DOCUMENTARY ON THE MIDDLE GROUND

ness to remain inside the barricades to record the unfolding events,
not knowing what kind of violence might erupt, represents one of
the great acts of courage in the history of documentary filmmaking.
Even at sixty-one years of age, she was willing to endure near battle
conditions as well as simple discomforts such as sleeping on the cold
ground. For seventy-eight days she remained in place while her var-
ious crew members, mostly younger male technicians, were anxious
to rotate out of harm’s way—“some of them didn’t want to stay there
too long,” she recalls without passing judgment. As someone with an
antipathy to firearms, she had to steel herself to stay where everyone—
warriors, police, soldiers—was heavily armed. Most nights she could
barely sleep a few hours before a new emergency erupted along the
razor wire and she had to run through the darkness to where it was
happening, believing that her presence with the camera would have
a restraining effect on the army. “I was told many times that the fact
that I was there, especially as a Native person, [meant] that the police
and army wouldn’t do certain things there with the camera.”!?

Not that the warriors were getting special treatment from the me-
dia in general—far from it. In the long, slow hours between flare-ups
of violence and tension, Obomsawin and the warriors watched the
television coverage with a skeptical eye, comparing the slant of the
cBc reports to what they could see happening around them. With so
much of the mainstream coverage seeming to regurgitate the official
line provided in army briefings and ministerial press conferences, the
warriors were infuriated by their inability to get their own perspective
to the Canadian public. For a long time, Obomsawin remembers, the
few reporters inside the barricades were not allowed to send footage
over the razor wire or even communicate with their own news or-
ganizations. When telephone contact was finally established across
the barricade, Obomsawin listened to her N¥B superiors pleading for
her to cross to safety. Although supportive of what she was doing
in principle, they were concerned about the considerable expense
of keeping her crew in place, not to mention her well-being. Their
fears were not irrational. “It was like wartime,” she said, remembering
the rumbling tanks on the perimeter, the army grunts sweeping the
woods with search lights, the oppressive drone of helicopters over-
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FIGURE 18. Obomsawin sleeping on the ground behind the barricades while

making Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance (1993). Courtesy of the film-

maker.

head, the moments of uncertainty when the warriors would run out
of their bunkers at 3:00 a.m. to confront soldiers, sometimes with
insults or hurled eggs, while the angry soldiers fixed their bayonets
in response.

The worse it got, the more Obomsawin felt the need to stay. In
the middle of the standoff, the cBc pulled its reporters out, mean-
ing that, as Obomsawin recalls, “there was quite a bit of stuff that
the cBc didn’t have [on film] because they weren’t there to film it.”
She was determined to remain in place, a Native witness to potential
atrocities, no matter what her N8B colleagues told her, no matter what
other observers were doing. Right until the end of the standoff, she
stuck behind the barricades, leaving only the day before the warriors
planned to exit. Waiting for her at the razor wire were the head of
the NrB and her lawyer, both of whom were eager to prevent the
confiscation of her footage (a number of journalists had lost their
film to the soldiers in this manner). On the following day the war-
riors came across the barricades as she anticipated, and Obomsawin
made the most of her frontline position to record what the warriors
called their exit rather than their surrender. According to one review
of her 1993 Kanehsatake: “Shocked and sickened viewers have to re-
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mind themselves that these are our valiant Canadian ‘peacekeepers,
sanctioned by the Mulroney government, who are grinding people’s
faces into the pavement, roughing up women and separating them
from their children.”®® Such painful scenes of Native exodus from
the pines would be at the heart of a later film she would make about
Oka, Rocks at Whisky Trench (2000), which she would release a decade
after the crisis. But now her task was making the film that would be
called Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance, the first of her four searing
documentaries about what happened that summer.

In the fall of 1991, she began working on the footage that she
and her crew had captured at Oka, trying to shape a narrative out
of the chaos that they had witnessed. Working with three different
crews over the seventy-eight-day standoff, she had amassed over 250
hours of sixteen-millimeter film, a vast quantity, and one that did
not even include another fifty hours of stock shots that would be
added for consideration in the editing room. The amount of footage
was overwhelming even to her award-winning editor, Yurij Luhovy,
who said that it was far more than had ever been shot for an NFB
film. “It was a huge project,” he said. “Just to give you an idea of
the magnitude, it took me six months just to view the raw footage
and mark the best elements in the film. Then, two of my assistants
would remove the selected elements from which I then made the first
rough-cut assembly consisting of twelve of the best hours shot.”!®
The results of all this work and struggle are impressive: a brilliant
film of occupation and resistance that echoes with the sounds of cry-
ing children, grim-faced soldiers, high-velocity gunfire, and grinding
tank treads—none of which a viewer would expect to see in the placid
Canada of stereotype.

Reading Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance

Obomsawin’s epic document of state violence and indigenous sover-
eignty under fire begins, appropriately enough, with gravestones.
Each one is carved with a Mohawk name from the 1820s, each one
a testament to the tribe’s deep roots in the woods around Oka. In
voice-over we hear the calming tone of the filmmaker’s voice as she
provides a thumbnail sketch of the crisis. She tells us about the
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golf-course expansion while showing images of affluent whites on
a putting green, then pans across a stand of majestic trees as she
describes the encroachment onto “Mohawk land.” Although in these
opening minutes she has not expressed her explicit judgment of who
is right and who is wrong, her use of this phrase, which elides the
complex legal status of the pines, sets her squarely in the Mohawk
camp on the most fundamental issue in the film.

As if to underscore her place in the Mohawk camp where she lit-
erally lived for those seventy-eight days, Obomsawin begins sharing
sympathetic testimonials from the Native side, beginning with two
Mohawk women, Ellen Gabriel and Kahentiiosta, both of whom were
seasoned activists and veterans of similar conflicts (although the film
does not acknowledge this fact, nor does Obomsawin’s later film on
Kahentiiosta). A well-spoken young woman, Ellen Gabriel tells the
camera about the raid onto Mohawk land: “We were fighting some-
thing without a spirit—they were like robots.” Cut to menacing im-
ages of gun-toting soldiers in gas masks, their faces utterly obscured,
and simulated footage from a war zone: uncontrolled camera move-
ments in the woods; the sound of gunfire; angry voices. Obomsawin
then appears in the woods with “Mad Jap,” as the Mohawk leader
Robert Skidders decided to code-name himself during the standoff.
“I think we tried to conduct ourselves in a very honorable way,” he
tells her, “because we did try to avoid violence.”

In the first moments of the film, Obomsawin has cast her Mohawk
subjects in a warm light while suggesting that the Canadian police
and soldiers are inhuman cogs in a vast war machine. Other scholars,
however, have detected a more ambivalent posture in the film. In
an excellent article about Kanehsatake, Zuzana Pick has described
the “contrast in rhetorical forms” that shapes the opening segment
of Obomsawin’s most important film. According to Pick, the film-
maker shifts between autobiography, interpretation, reminiscence,
and chronicle like a practiced storyteller and, in the process, is able to
“Integrate affective, experiential, and interpretive modes of speech.”
As Pick sees it, the filmmaker’s point of view is strong but not exclu-
sive: rather than sanding off the edges of competing accounts in order
to make them fit into a smoother narrative, she allows the various
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stories to coexist, rubbing against one another, jostling in juxtaposi-
tion for the viewer to sort out. Pick claims that this inclusivist vision
“disrupts the unified position of the narrating subject” and subverts
the possibility of a single “interpretative frame,” but this strikes me as
a mild overstatement. !

As in all her films, Obomsawin has a subtle but strong presence
throughout the narrative, one that never leaves the viewer uncertain
of who is telling the story (or why). Even when she strives for balance,
which she often does in her coverage of Oka, Obomsawin leaves no
doubt where her allegiances lie, as we can see in her fixation on
the use of the word savage. “And they call us savages,” one warrior
tells the camera in disgust, referring to white Canadians and their
military representatives. At several points in the film Obomsawin
uses reference to that loaded word from her childhood in order to
invert the stereotype onto its white perpetrators. Later in the first half
hour of the film, she uses nighttime footage of rioting whites, some
of them shirtless, burning an effigy of a Mohawk warrior and yelling
“Savages!” because the Mohawks had shut down a bridge used by
sixty-five thousand cars each day. The chaos of the French Canadians
appears in stark contrast to the composure of the warriors being
interviewed in Kanehsatake, a fact that seems even more striking if
the viewer stops to contrast the reasons for their grievances: the whites
are rioting in the streets because the Mohawks have closed a major
bridge, resulting in longer drive times to work and shopping, while
the Mohawks are taking up arms to defend their land after being
cheated and deceived for three centuries.

Yet Pick is not the only scholar who sees Obomsawin’s work as an
“open text” with various voices in more or less equal competition.
Another is Laura Marks, who writes about Kanehsatake in her recent
The Skin of the Film. After mistakenly identifying the filmmaker as
“Anishnabek,” Marks then overestimates the democratic nature of
the assembled voices in Obomsawin’s greatest documentary, claim-
ing that the filmmaker “does not put one Mohawk in the position
of spokesperson, for that would merely mimic the authoritarianism
of government officials.” I agree: the film does not privilege the tes-
timony of any one Mohawk; it privileges that of two, Ellen Gabriel
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and Kahentiiosta, whose eloquent voices begin and end the film, and
whose sane and thoughtful commentary provides a touchstone for
the narrative at a number of points. Marks also argues that the film-
maker is interested in Native voices whose claim to the pines “cannot
be expressed in the terms of legalistic, territorial discourse,” but that
too strikes me as wrong. For the past two centuries, the warriors
have developed a “territorial” discourse all their own, talking about
their land claims in a manner that is mythic and even sentimental
but also quite legalistic—the latter quality has been developed out of
necessity in the Canadian courts where Mohawks have pressed their
claims since the eighteenth century. Contrary to what Marks implies,
their discourse is not naturalistic, and their claims are not spoken
into the wind between the trees for the exclusive benefit of songbirds
and beavers: Mohawks have used the courts, political action, civil
disobedience, and occasional violence for 270 years of resistance, as
the title of the film suggests. Obomsawin makes clear that she is part
of this long path of resistance, yet Marks believes that the filmmaker
“maintains a skeptical distance from seemingly authoritative visible
evidence.”'® Obomsawin does avoid the strident tone that reduces
some political filmmaking to the level of rude polemic, but this is the
same filmmaker who often talks about “our people” in her voice-over
narration. If she does not use that particular phrase in Kanehsatake,
she tips her hand in another way, choosing to place herself in shot
next to her Native interview subjects, something she does not do with
whites. "

I suspect that Obomsawin is more of an old-fashioned positivist
than Marks realizes. Rather than letting the evidence pile up in any
direction that suits the audience, she uses her thematic emphases,
camera work, editing, and music to illuminate a single path of plau-
sibility through her material—if other interpretations always remain
possible (as is always the case with cinematic texts), she seems to sug-
gest that the facts on display come with a strongly preferred reading,
which is her own. Even if she is less overtly demonstrative about her
beliefs than some political artists, and if she seems relatively even-
handed as a result, she still does not maintain a “skeptical distance”
toward anything Native in her films—her passionate commitment
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requires intimacy and faith in relation to the Mohawk position. She
depends on us overcoming our skeptical distance toward her images
of circling military helicopters, rumbling tanks, and atrocities such
as blackjack beatings of Mohawk men. She depends on us seeing
them as she does: as unmistakable symbols of brutal neocolonialism,
racism, and disregard for Native rights. She is a partisan, if relatively
subtle in her allegiances, and she expresses neither skepticism nor
distance toward her footage of Native mistreatment.

Yet, much to its credit, Kanehsatake is a partisan film that does not
indulge simplistic pieties of oppression and resistance. In it Obom-
sawin shows how the warriors do not stand in opposition to an un-
broken white monolith. Official documents, meetings, and press con-
ferences appear on-screen, but she highlights the conflicts between
official versions—some ministers are openly sympathetic to the Mo-
hawks, while others express bellicosity. (Local whites get the same
balanced treatment—some are shown responding with contempt
toward Native people, while others share their heartfelt critiques of
the raid.) Obomsawin often relies on the principle of ironic juxtapo-
sition to undercut the official version of events. For example, govern-
ment officials tell the media that “no restrictions” are being placed on
the delivery of food across the barricades, but then several Mohawks
and one Red Cross worker reveal the opposite to be true. Official
rhetoric takes a beating in the next scene as well, which revises one of
the stereotypical tableaux of Native-white relations. Early on, when
white officials meet with Mohawk leaders to formulate a truce in or-
der to avoid sending the army onto Native land, we see Ellen Gabriel
giving an eloquent speech about the problems facing Mohawk people,
then several government officials promising to remedy the situation.
Obomsawin cuts to Federal Indian Affairs Minister Tom Siddon, a
wealthy looking white man, making his pledge about this “place of
tranquility” being respected, although most Canadian viewers would
know that these words would soon be betrayed, adding even greater
poignancy to the next statement. A middle-aged Mohawk man stands
up, looks at the table where the government officials are seated, and
addresses the crowd: “As far back as I can remember, there has always
been a struggle,” he says. “I hope that the creator will give you the
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FIGURE 19. Across the razor wire in Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance

(1993). Photograph by: Shaney Komulainen. Used with the permission of
the photographer.

integrity to fulfill these things.” The camera pans toward Siddon and
the other officials smiling awkwardly. The scene evokes the European
paintings of treaty signings from the eighteenth century, except now
the Natives are talking back, speaking for themselves, putting the
federal officials on the spot rather than posing mute on the canvas.
As this scene might suggest, the filmmaker emphasizes the impor-
tance of Native self-determination, historical awareness, and pan-
tribal solidarity in Kanehsatake as she does throughout her oeuvre. At
alarge rally for aboriginal rights near Oka, her camera pans across the
crowd, while her microphone captures the energetic drum circles and
the various speakers. “It is us who can determine what is best for us,”
says Chief Bill Traverse, drums pulsating in the background. “History
can teach you many things, but you have got to listen,” another speaker
says. Later Obomsawin cuts to a huge banner over the barricade that
asks, “ARE YOU AWARE THAT THIS IS MOHAWK LAND?” in both English
and French, seeming to echo the famous statement in the title of the
1969 NeB Challenge for Change film You Are on Indian Land. And
at several points in the film she shows Native people coming from
South Dakota, British Columbia, and even Mexico in support of the
warriors. “Even if we are not recognized as a nation [because of the
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standoff], it’s brought all Indian nations together,” says Ronnie Cross,
also known as “Lasagna” for his Italian and Mohawk heritage. While
Cross talks, Obomsawin cuts to a sign posted in the woods with the
words “LASAGNA DEAD MEAT” scrawled on it by the soldiers.

Lasagna is not the only one at risk. The tension is palpable in
Kanehsatake from the opening scenes to the closing moments, in part
because we do not know quite how it will turn out for Obomsawin
herself. In watching the filmmaker in danger behind the barricades,
the viewer might be reminded of classic war documentaries like John
Huston’s The Battle of San Pietro (1945), which offer one of the unique
pleasures of documentary, as described by the Hungarian screen-
writer Béla Balazs in his 1945 The Theory of Film. Bélazs suggested
that nonfiction cinema was different from all other art forms because
“the reality being presented is not yet completed,” that we do not even
know whether the filmmaker will survive what she is shooting at, say,
Oka, and that “it is this tangible being-present that gives the docu-
mentary the peculiar tension no other art can produce.”® Even if the
viewer infers Obomsawin’s safety from the fact of the completed film
now running, it is not self-evident that she (or the other principals)
will emerge unscathed.

Violence permeates the air at Kanehsatake, although most of it
seems to blow across the barricades from where the soldiers and their
white supporters are waiting for the Mohawks to make a reckless
move. In this manner the film offers a biting critique of white vio-
lence, with nasty scenes of rioting French Canadians hurling garbage
at heavily shielded police to protest the bridge closure and even nas-
tier images of state violence against Mohawk people. When the army
replaces the sq at the barricades, Obomsawin lets her camera linger
on a vast line of tanks, armored personnel carriers, military heli-
copters, and soldiers with shoulder-mounted bazookas as well as on
individual acts of aggression on the part of members of the Cana-
dian Forces—never has the Canadian state seemed so malevolent in
cinema. Yet Kanehsatake is not a simplistic partisan film: it depicts
violence on all sides. In one scene we see a large Native man punching
and kicking a police officer. In another an ominous-looking Mohawk
teenager calling himself “Freddy Krueger,” after the serial-killer pro-

101



102

DOCUMENTARY ON THE MIDDLE GROUND

tagonist of the Nightmare on Elm Street movies, appears on-screen in
full body camouflage and bandana-covered face, saying: “Hopefully
I'll come out of this alive.” If the film does not offer much explicit
critique of the macho posturing that some male warriors adopted,
Obomsawin’s inclusion of this material does encourage such critical
readings.

“The film is about the struggle,” one Canadian writer has noted,
“not about ‘victims’ or ‘politics.” The people who were characterized
in much of the media and by the military as criminals and extrem-
ists are instead painted as courageous and creative in Obomsawin’s
careful reconstruction of the events.””! Yet, if Obomsawin chooses
not to offer a simple glorification of Native resistance, it is, I be-
lieve, because she does not want to estrange potential viewers who
are not already converted to the cause of Native rights. Accepting
an honorary doctorate from Trent University in 2003, she told the
graduating students “to keep an open circle so that you don’t alien-
ate anyone,” and Kanehsatake seems a clear product of this lifelong
philosophy. Writing in Maclean’s in 1994, the journalist Barry Came
observed that Obomsawin’s version of Oka is constructed without
obvious heroes and villains, at least not those of the cartoonish sort.
Even when the scheming mayor of Oka, Jean Ouellette, seems to
present himself as a “leading contender” for what Came dubs the
role of villain, the filmmaker is quick to shift attention to the larger
context of the golf-course controversy that includes, as the subtitle of
the film has it, “270 years of resistance.”?

Sketching out these 270 years in the next section of the film, Obom-
sawin gives a clear but awkward historical overview of Mohawk dis-
possession beginning in the seventeenth century—generally, she is
more skilled at working with living human beings than at manip-
ulating static images like historic paintings and maps, although the
information is clear and shows the duplicity that the Mohawks have
faced, especially with regard to the Sulpician order of the Catholic
Church, which abused its crown-appointed control over their land.
Always seeking balance even if her scales tip toward the Native side,
Obomsawin follows the ominous footage of the church with a brief
positive image of Christianity in Oka: a Native minister clutching a
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Bible overhead while soldiers prevent him from crossing the barri-
cade. “In the name of Jesus,” he pleads to no avail as the soldiers stand
firm.

After this brief historical overview, the film returns to the present
day. Drums are beating on the sound track, and tanks are rolling
into position on Mohawk hills. Unarmed Mohawk men and women
are stopping soldiers with mM-16s, demanding to know what they are
doing on their land. A warrior talks about police brutality endured
during an arrest, and a shaken father describes a soldier shooting into
the ground near his son, the mud kicking onto their faces from the
ricochet. After a Native man complains about the Catholic Church’s
abuse of Native rights, a traditional Mohawk “false face” mask appears
stuck in the ground as an ominous sign, one that is confirmed when a
young Mohawk woman named Chicky promises: “You’re going to see
a‘death feast.” . . . That’s what they want.” Chicky then talks about the
need to stand up and fight back, as Obomsawin’s protagonists often
do. “No more compassion. I've had it,” Chicky swears. “I'll never bow
down to them because they’ll just step on your hands.”

The next image provides a jarring microcosm of the film overall.
Shot from the ground with a beautiful blue sky in the background, the
camera captures a masked warrior named “Psycho” warning a army
colonel: “From here on in, we’re going to be burying each other.”
The response from the colonel is just as threatening: “No Canadian
military soldier will fire one shot . . . first.” The last word is freighted
with meaning: retaliation will be fierce. In case the viewer suspects
this exchange is mere rhetoric, Obomsawin cuts to a French Canadian
mob attacking a convoy of Mohawk elders, women, and children leav-
ing the reserve in fear of escalating violence between the army and the
warriors—softball-sized rocks shatter windows and land inside their
cars, with one hitting a seventy-seven-year-old man (this exodus will
become the subject of the later Rocks at Whisky Trench). Somewhat
balancing her coverage with a quick nod in the opposite direction
(where lesser sins are found, according to the film), Obomsawin then
describes how two warriors vandalized a nearby house, although she
is quick to mention that “the community”—a phrase that for her
signifies the Mohawks and their supporters—was opposed to such
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criminal acts. Itis clear that she wants the Mohawk warriors to appear
as “soldiers of the Mohawk nation” engaged in legitimate resistance
rather than as thugs and criminals, as Canadian officials, including
Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, would have it. (Mulroney and other
government officials used the word terrorists at the time, if not with
the frequency it might been deployed in the post-9/11 media.)

When the warriors fall back into the treatment center to make
their last stand, the film falls into darkness, with silhouettes moving
in front of military krieg lights and Mohawk campfires. The images
seem straight out of news coverage of a distant conflict, perhaps
Guatemala in the 1980s or Angola in the 1970s. There are even echoes
of 1960s Vietnam with a chopper roaring overhead in the darkness,
an indigenous female voice singing on the sound track, and a square-
jawed army officer, haughty in his black beret for the sake of the
news cameras, looking fierce and mad like the young Kurtz in the
photographs shown to Captain Willard in Francis Ford Coppola’s
Apocalypse Now (1979).

As much as it evokes war images from the nightly news and Holly-
wood, Kanehsatake is also about the phenomenon of media warfare,
about using the camera as a weapon in both defensive and offensive
capacities. We see an unarmed Mohawk defying a line of tanks in a
scene right out of Tiananmen Square, seeming to play to the cameras
in a way that evokes the famous footage from the previous summer.
We also see the warriors watching their own television coverage while
behind the barricades, appearing frustrated by the distortions of the
non-Native media. Through these and many other images, Obom-
sawin emphasizes how the mainstream reporters have a partial view
at best, with soldiers keeping most of them behind a cordon that
literally separates them from the crucial events. At one point she
includes footage of white reporters clamoring for the proper spelling
of an officer’s name in a way that implies an obsequious, spoon-fed
relationship to the military. Then, in a particularly revealing shot, she
shows a soldier taking surveillance photographs of the warriors with a
telephoto lens, prompting the warriors to hang a massive canvas cur-
tain to obstruct the army’s view into the treatment center. While this

action causes enormous frustration in the army ranks, Obomsawin
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is able to continue filming behind the curtain and create a scene that
provides a potent metaphor for the warriors’ actions at Oka as well as
for Obomsawin’s media activism: the curtain is an attempt to control
the angle of vision on their lives and histories as Native peoples, an
attempt to stop the destructive gaze of the Canadian government and
commercial interests on their land, an attempt to privilege the Native
angle of vision in understanding the significance of the pines.

Obomsawin continues to highlight the significance of vision in the
scenes ahead. “We’re your eyes,” a sympathetic white photojournalist
says after crawling under razor wire to join the warriors, much to the
irritation of the army. “They’re trying to blind us by getting us out of
here,” he says. “I'm not going to be blinded. I want you to see; I want
the people to see what’s going to happen.” Obomsawin transitions
to a night scene in which the army is harassing the warriors with
searchlights before deciding to tear down the curtain. “We can’t see,”
an annoyed officer yells in the darkness. “The only reason they are
doing this [tearing down the curtain] is that they cannot see,” Mad Jap
explains to his comrades as the soldiers swirl through the darkness
toward the curtain. “Get that fucking light off me!” Mad Jap yells at
them, before the warriors return the favor with a bright light of their
own. “You should be real proud,” Mad Jap taunts one of the soldiers,
illuminated in the bushes like the proverbial deer in the headlights.
“They’re gonna have your pictures in the papers . . . as cowards,” he
shouts. “Fuck off,” the soldier says in response, looking straight at the
camera with cold disgust.

Mad Jap’s comment has an unintended significance for what
Obomsawin is doing with her media work. The power to place
someone’s picture in the paper (or in a film) is an essential one in her
universe, where political power comes from controlling the process of
witnessing, documenting, and disseminating what is happening on
the ground in moments of political and social turmoil. (Obomsawin
often acts as a witness with her camera crew, which may account
for the great reliance on actuality footage in her films, in which we
seem to see events as they are happening, almost as if seeing through
her eyes, rather than watching a never-ending stream of talking-head

interviews or enduring a pedantic “voice-of-God” narration over a

105



106

DOCUMENTARY ON THE MIDDLE GROUND

slide show of historic photographs.) At one point in Kanehsatake
we catch a glimpse of Obomsawin behind the barricades as soldiers
intercept rolls of film thrown from photojournalists to their editors,
an obvious example of the state protecting the official version from
democratic tampering. The battle to control the flow of visual evi-
dence continues during tense negotiations over the razor wire, even
over absurd issues such as whether the warriors did, in fact, pelt a
tank with eggs. When asked whether he can prove that an egg hit the
giant tank, the soldier replies, “Give me the camera, and I'll tape it
for you,” prompting a scoff from the filmmaker, who knows that she
would never see the camera again.

As much as Obomsawin serves as an indigenous witness to state vi-
olence, she also testifies to the merits of the Mohawk cause. Through-
out Kanehsatake she makes a concerted effort to humanize the tough-
looking, code-named, masked warriors of the Mohawk nation, often
through an emphasis on Native children. Warriors are said to be
“family men,” not desperadoes with long police records, as the au-
thorities would maintain again and again in press conferences and
interviews. When the army cuts the telephone lines to isolate the
Mohawk resistance, the filmmaker shares a poignant scene of one
warrior on a cell phone, talking in a gentle voice to his small children
at home, with army helicopters roaring overhead in the night sky. She
shares the sight of two young warriors making plans to marry, as if
life goes on, even under siege. She shares her long-standing concern
for the welfare of Native mothers, focusing on their efforts to feed
their children with limited supplies in something approaching a war
zone. In one telling instance of official pettiness, the camera reveals
how a military bayonet has pierced each package of flour and corn
allowed across the barricade, supposedly to keep contraband from
making its way across.

In addition to the sympathetic look at warrior families, Kanehsa-
take shows the impact of state violence on individual Native bodies.
In the most graphic footage in the film, Obomsawin brings the vi-
olence to a human level when she introduces Randy “Spudwrench”
Horne, a Mohawk steelworker turned warrior whom the soldiers
beat beyond recognition, apparently using a blackjack, among other
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instruments. Even as Horne lies unconscious, his head ballooning
with blood, we see the reluctance of the army to grant him access
to medical attention, except on their own restrictive terms. It seems
to take hours to negotiate his safe passage across the barricade to a
waiting ambulance, and, in this sequence, without making an overt
editorial comment, Obomsawin has spoken volumes about state vi-
olence. In another example designed to show the absurdity of the
army’s actions, Obomsawin shows soldiers lacing the shallow waters
around the treatment center with razor wire to keep small boats from
landing with food or other supplies. “What other reservations are they
going to surround?” asks a distraught Mohawk woman.

After seventy-eight days, the warriors announced their plan to sur-
render. Having left on the previous day, Obomsawin found herself
in an ideal position to capture what happened next, and she builds a
brutal and chaotic scene on the innovative editing of Yurij Luhovy:
still photographs flash on-screen, punctuating the sixteen-millimeter
footage of soldiers throwing warriors to the ground, children being
separated from their parents, dozens of people being taken into cus-
tody, a scramble of frightened voices echoing on the sound track.
It is a terrifying scene that marks the end of the standoff, but not
the film. To prevent the audience from concluding that, with their
humiliating capture, the warriors had lost their fight, Obomsawin
adds a postscript that flashes forward one year. Now smiling Native
people are marching together through the sunny streets of Oka. In
voice-over, the filmmaker explains that all but three warriors were ac-
quitted of the charges against them and that the total cost of the siege
to the federal government was the astronomical sum of $155 million
dollars. Yet the sense of hope and even triumph is mitigated in her
next breath, when she notes that Mayor Ouellette, the politician who
had proposed the golf-course development in the first place, has been
reelected in Oka and that the status of the pines remains unresolved.
The Mohawks may have won the battle, the film suggests, but the war
goes on.

Kanehsatake maintains this sense of bittersweet triumph through
the credits, with a final scene of the sq taking shackled warriors
into police headquarters while Mohawk women shout encourage-
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ment from the street. As the credits roll to reveal the vast number of
people who worked on the film (ten camera operators, seven sound
recordists, seven sound assistants, etc.), Obomsawin finishes just as
she began, with Ellen Gabriel and Kahentiiosta talking about the
virtues of the Mohawk people. These may be the final images, but
they are not the most indelible. For me the lingering image of the film
will always be an army helicopter droning overhead: it is an emblem
of the Canadian state that stands in stark contrast to the mythologies
of tolerance sustaining official political discourse. If anything, in the
documentary vision of Alanis Obomsawin, Canada looks more like
its brutal southern neighbor than it ever cared to admit.

In capturing the confusion and dismay of ordinary people engaged
in armed resistance, Obomsawin’s film reaches the level of insight that
I admire in Barbara Kopple’s Harlan County U.S.A. (1976), a similar
film now regarded as a modern classic. Yet, because Obomsawin is
a Native woman working in Canada, which seems to represent three
strikes in the United States, audiences in the lower forty-eight have
not seen Kanehsatake (or her other films) outside elite film festivals
and the occasional college classroom. Still, the film was not relegated
to the back shelf in the N¥B warehouse, waiting for remote school dis-
tricts to place their order—far from it. Like all her work, Kanehsatake
made its way into the world through the NFB’s extensive channels of
distribution, meaning that it would be widely available across Canada
and receive far more attention than the average nonfiction release in
the United States. If reaching libraries, high schools, and nonprofit
institutions has never lent cachet to a filmmaker, it has always been
a worthy goal in Obomsawin’s mind because it gives her another
chance to shape the curriculum from a Native perspective, something
her performances and educational kits had done in the 1960s. “All of
my work—whether singing or storytelling or filmmaking—has been
a fight for inclusion of our history in the educational system in our
country,” she has said, no doubt remembering her own childhood ex-
periences with schoolhouse racism. “I wanted schools to be a better
place for our children so that they can be honored for who they are
and feel good about themselves.”?

Kanehsatake also had an extraordinary life outside the NFB’s nor-
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mal distribution network among educational and cultural institu-
tions. The film did well on British and Japanese television, won
eighteen awards around the globe, and held the spotlight at major
festivals such as Sundance. Among the three hundred films at the
1993 Festival of Festivals in Toronto, it was one of the few to gar-
ner cheers and even a standing ovation on its way to winning the
festival’s prize for best Canadian feature film of the year. Even with
such accolades, the film was not aired on U.S. television, not even on
public broadcasting stations with significant Native viewerships, and
even Canadian television tried the same approach at first. When the
film was released in 1993, the cBc continued its long-standing neglect
of Obomsawin’s work, in this case arguing that she needed to slice
thirty minutes from the two-hour film to make room for commer-
cial breaks. In a reflection of the considerable degree of autonomy
that the NFB then possessed within the Canadian mediascape, Colin
Neale, the executive producer who worked with Obomsawin on the
film, rebuffed the network’s demand. “We were not prepared to cut
it down to someone else’s specifications,” he told Maclean’s. Neale
also said that the head of cBc documentaries, Mark Starowicz, “was
not impressed with the film,” although Starowicz claimed that his
reservations about Kanehsatake involved only its length.?*

Obomsawin did have an important ally at the cec—the chairman,
Patrick Watson, who admired Kanehsatake enough to host a party in
the filmmaker’s honor at his home during the Toronto festival. As
an administrator reluctant to weigh in on programming decisions,
Watson must have felt some frustration about the situation, especially
as he listened to Obomsawin make her case for airing the film uncut
and unaltered. “‘Alanis is understandably angry, Watson said about
his network’s stonewalling,” Maclean’s reported.?

Eventually, public interest in Kanehsatake overpowered the cBC’s
bureaucratic reluctance, and the network aired it on January 31, 1994.
According to one Canadian writer, Kanehsatake gave “one dispos-
sessed group a clear voice that echoes across this country.” The same
writer praised Obomsawin for her balance and passion, noting that
the filmmaker “was able to contribute a depth of understanding and
a dedication to the cause of the people behind the barricade so that
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they could tell their story to the world in their own way, clearly, calmly,
without blind anger, but with the determination that the struggle will
continue.”?

Not all commentary on Kanehsatake was entirely positive. The ar-
ticulate Mohawk spokesperson Ellen Gabriel, who later administered
the First Peoples’ house at McGill University, said after her appearance
in the documentary: “I was hoping she would have shown more of
the community members, because the people she interviewed were
more the people from the Treatment Centre, who were not people
from the community [some of the Mohawk warriors were not lo-
cals]. But overall, I think it’s a very powerful film.” Although the
filmmaker was not willing to show the full extent of internecine strife
that existed among Mohawks at the time, Gabriel was appreciative
of what Obomsawin had done. “You would never be able to even
describe—or people wouldn’t believe—that this happened unless a
documentary like Alanis’ had come out. She helps to get the word out
to places that otherwise wouldn’t probably hear of these situations.
I think she’s done a more than excellent job of trying to help her
people show their struggles and their humanity, and show to the
future generations what their ancestors were doing in the late 1900s
and beyond.”¥

Aftershocks

What happened at Oka continued to divide Canadian public opinion
long after the release of Kanehsatake. In 1995, a provincial coroner’s
report blamed the sQ for most of the violence and needless chaos
in the seventy-eight-day standoff but assigned responsibility for the
sole fatality to the warriors. Although the report did not provide
the name of the killer, it indicated, as we have seen, that a single
bullet from the Mohawk position had killed Marcel Lemay.?® The
report did little to settle the frayed nerves of Oka participants and
observers, Obomsawin included, and she continued to work through
her experiences at Oka for the next decade, creating three more films
out of what she had witnessed in the pines. Although they might
seem dwarfed by the magnitude of the drama captured in Kanehsa-
take, these subsequent documentaries—My Name Is Kahentiiosta,
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Spudwrench— Kahnawake Man, and Rocks at Whiskey Trench—are
more than footnotes to the initial film.

Unlike Kanehsatake, My Name Is Kahentiiosta (1995) is a mem-
oir rather than a history of the standoff, with one Mohawk woman
providing a microcosm of the event and its aftermath. In traditional
Mohawk fashion, Kahentiiosta begins the twenty-nine-minute film
with a recounting of her birth and family history, before emphasizing
the impact of the Oka crisis on her children. Hearing her voice-over
rather than the filmmaker’s, we learn about the feeling of “being in-
vaded” and the sense of traditional Mohawk territory slipping away.
“In my lifetime, we just see a big pile of steel going by,” she complains
about the St. Lawrence Seaway, where vast tankers have pushed out
local fishermen. In addition to a thematic emphasis on changes forced
on the land and rivers in the name of progress, the film highlights
the importance of fighting back in self-defense when pushed, always
a subtext in Obomsawin’s work. Bringing together the two themes
in one breath, Kahentiiosta says: “We were all ready to die—might
as well go with the land.” Obomsawin presents her protagonist both
as a tough-talking macha warrior who rides behind the barricades
on an ATv smoking Che cigars and as a more conventional thirty-
something woman in a flower-print dress, seated in a pasture, talking
about her connection to the trees. Kahentiiosta gives Obomsawin an
opportunity to use more of her vast store of Oka footage, this time
with an even greater focus on the contribution of Native women, and
once again to frame the standoff as a Mohawk triumph. “We didn’t
lose,” Kahentiiosta says, pointing out that the golf-course plan was
halted and that the pines are still standing.

Of the four Oka films, Kahentiiosta is the smallest in scale and
not quite as compelling as Spudwrench: Kahnawake Man (1997). This
fifty-nine-minute film explores the life of the Mohawk steelworker
Randy “Spudwrench” Horne before and after his gruesome beating in
the woods around Oka. D. B. Jones, one of the historians of the NFB,
has described Spudwrench as the “most rounded” of Obomsawin’s
follow-up films to Kahensatake. Making the often-expressed obser-
vations that her interviewing voice is “soft and lilting” and that “the
film’s gentle pace is a stylistic analogue to its mood of serenity,” Jones
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FIGURE 20. My Name is Kahentiiosta (1995). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin.

Produced by Alanis Obomsawin. Photograph taken from the production. ©
1995 National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photograph used
with the permission of the National Film Board of Canada.



FIGURE 21. Randy “Spudwrench” Horne in Spudwrench—Kahnawake Man

(1997). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin. Produced by Alanis Obomsawin.
Photograph by: John Kenney. © 1997 National Film Board of Canada. All
rights reserved. Photograph used with the permission of the National Film
Board of Canada.
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also makes some uncommon points about her use of “seemingly oft-
the-point cutaway shots [to] reinforce the mood: the girl on the porch
swing, a man harvesting potatoes from his garden.” He also suggests
that the most remarkable thing about Obomsawin’s version of the
confrontation at Oka is that, in spite of the eruptions of violence and
anger, “neither side really wants to hurt the other.”?

Certainly, Spudwrench comes across as peaceful and hardworking,
which suits the film’s emphasis on the importance of Native labor to
the wider economy of North America. In depicting scenes such as
Spudwrench’s long commute from Canada to New York City to toil
on half-constructed skyscrapers, Obomsawin creates an insightful
portrait of Native men as a neglected part of the working-class cul-
ture of North America, and her film reads almost like a First Nations
companion to the labor-oriented textbook Who Built America? Soon
after the release of the film, Obomsawin told one interviewer that she
“wanted to show the contribution these [Mohawk] people have made
for so many generations in terms of building bridges and buildings
all around the world. It really is an important thing.”*° In addition to
depicting the work ethic of Mohawk men, the film contains further
attempts, as in Kanehsatake, to humanize the warriors with a sympa-
thetic glance at their home lives, with wives and children given ample
time to address the camera.

The final film on Oka (thus far) appeared in 2000 under the ti-
tle Rocks at Whisky Trench. This well-shot 105-minute documentary
recounts the trauma inflicted on Mohawk families, mostly women,
children, and elders, who fled from their homes on August 28, 1990,
when the Canadian Army descended on Oka. Forming a convoy to
drive across the Mercier Bridge toward Montreal, seventy-five Mo-
hawk cars passed through a narrow gap called Whiskey Trench, where
angry whites were waiting for them with rocks, bottles, and racial
taunts. Windows were shattered, faces were bloodied, yet the sQ made
no arrests (although the police did prevent whites from storming at
least one car). In interviews that Obomsawin conducted almost a
decade after the event, the victims make clear the lingering effects of
the experience and decry the white racism that fueled the violence.
Perhaps more than any of her other films, Rocks at Whiskey Trench



FIGURE 22. Mohawk families running a gauntlet of rocks, bottles, and racist

epithets in Rocks at Whiskey Trench (2000). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin.
Produced by Alanis Obomsawin. © 2000 National Film Board of Canada. All
rights reserved. Photograph used with the permission of the National Film
Board of Canada.

provides a scathing indictment of white Canadian racism, including
the racism of the mainstream media. “Many reporters covering the
situation in Montreal had anti-Mohawk views,” Obomsawin has said.
“When they announced that the cars were on the bridge, they told
people to get down there and stop them [the Mohawks] from es-
caping.”! A passionate and compelling film, Rocks at Whisky Trench
represented yet another attempt to depict the crisis from a Native
point of view, although the passage of years had given Obomsawin
an additional sense of urgency. “I felt very bad that a lot of people had
died since the experience,” she said, before explaining her rationale
behind the four documentaries dedicated to showing the world what
had happened at Oka. “It’s for other generations to have an idea of
what happened.”*

If the Oka films are for the future, they are also for the other
side, those who did not support the Mohawk cause—but even when
Obomsawin challenges white attitudes toward Native peoples, she



FIGURE 23. Native activists confront armed soldiers in Rocks at Whiskey

Trench (2000). Directed by Alanis Obomsawin. Produced by Alanis Obom-
sawin. © 2000 National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photo-

graph used with the permission of the National Film Board of Canada.

does so without the rancor of an unskilled polemicist. Instead, she
demonstrates an uncommon ability to combine passionate advocacy
and a gentle, inclusive tone (often conveyed through her calm voice-
over narration) and to come across as fair and committed. As a result,
she has, I suspect, been able to avoid shutting down less sympathetic
viewers, something that is not always true of political films set in
Indian country.

At the same time that Kanehsatake was being trumpeted as a great
accomplishment of the N¢B, another Canadian film on Oka was not
so fortunate in its public reception. Alex MacLeod’s Acts of Defiance,
a 1993 NFB film on Oka, was attacked in some quarters of the press
as one-sided propaganda. One reporter claimed that only the sol-
diers appeared armed and dangerous in MacLeod’s film while the
Mohawks came across as heroic resisters—a phony posture, he ar-
gued, because the warriors were just cloaking their bid for power
in what he called the “myth of the wounded Indian.” Complaining
about the $250,000 in taxpayers’ money used to finance the film, the
writer blasted Acts of Defiance as an example of gross revisionism for
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distorting what really happened. “Though it’s only three years since
Canadians were treated to nightly images of masked, rifle-toting Mo-
hawks patrolling their barricades, almost every minute of Acts of
Defiance includes shots of armed police officers, soldiers, helicopters
or tanks,” he writes in an article with the revealing title “Thugs of
the World Unite.” “Viewers are led to conclude that the backbone of
the native resistance was teenagers, old people and women carrying
babies, all engaged in a righteous revolution against Canada.” When
he notes that the NEB press release appeared to endorse the film’s
position, the reviewer brings in a conservative “expert” to dismiss the
liberal interpretation of Oka in favor of this assessment: “What we
have here is a socialist mindset that wants to read popular revolution
and people all united against oppression into the situation.” Rather
than seeing Oka as a populist uprising, the “expert” suggests that
Canadians need to reject misleading films like Acts of Defiance and
appreciate the real model for the actions of the warriors at Oka: the
Chicago gangster Al Capone and his henchmen.*

How were Obomsawin’s Oka films—indeed, all her films—able
to avoid this sort of knee-jerk condemnation?** The answer lies, I
think, in a rhetorical strategy that her film career seems to embody:
an attempt to use documentary film as a “middle ground” between
Native and white Canadians, something that I explore in the final
section of this chapter.

Documentary Film on the Middle Ground

In the past fifteen years, two interrelated concepts have taken root
and blossomed in the work of historians and anthropologists, in
particular those working on the tangled histories of Native and non-
Native North America. The first concept is that of the middle ground,
made popular by the historian Richard White. For White, writing
about the eighteenth-century pays d’en haut region around the Great
Lakes, the phrase applies to the “place in between: in between cultures,
people, and in between empires and the nonstate world of villages.”
It was a zone of creative communication across borders, a “realm of
constant invention” where cross-cultural sensitivity was an art form
designed to resolve conflicts without violence. Those skilled in this
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art were usually doing their fast-talking with their own people in
mind, but they had to convince the other side that their cause was
reasonable, that “some mutual action was fair and legitimate,” and
that there were “congruencies” of interest between the Native and
white positions.*®

The second concept of interest is that of the cultural broker, the
silver-tongued artist of the middle ground who has “breached lan-
guage barriers, clarified diplomatic understandings, softened poten-
tial conflicts, and awakened the commonality of spirit shared by the
human race.”*® Both these metaphors—those of the middle ground
and the cultural broker—are flexible enough, I believe, to transpose
usefully into film studies, where they could have particular relevance
in describing documentaries intended to transcend cultural barriers.
In this sense I propose that Obomsawin functions as a cultural broker
for the electronic age, working on the middle ground of cultural pro-
duction, and negotiating between parties with the complex language
of nonfiction cinema.

Like the cultural brokers of the past, Obomsawin has moved across
borders with the hope of preventing violence. In the case of Kanehsa-
take, she literally crossed the barricades between the government
forces and the Native resisters, convinced that her presence would
not only bring international attention to the story but also discour-
age even greater outbreaks of violence. “I don’t like to give myself
that kind of power,” she says, but, as noted earlier, she was told many
times that her presence had a restraining effect. She believed that
the authorities were more circumspect in the presence of a camera,
especially one in the hands of a well-known Native woman, and the
warriors went so far as to say that “the best times were when the cam-
eras were there.”” This mitigating effect is possible only in the realm
of nonfiction production. Because it purports to capture “reality” and
“visual evidence” rather than a subjective vision of pure imagination,
documentary provides an ideal middle ground for Native people
hoping to stake their claims in the age of television.

To date, the literature on indigenous media has not focused in
depth on its intercultural function, at least not in the explicit terms
that I am suggesting. Although scholars have noted how visual arts
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“have become one of the main forms of intercultural communication
between Native Americans and the non-native world” and painters
such as Pablita Velarde have been described as “cultural brokers,” this
language has not been drawn into discussions of documentary film
in general or indigenous media in particular.*® Yet Obomsawin is
engaged in the very same sort of effort: trying to get the other side
to consider the plausibility of a Native position on a controversial
subject such as Oka. Even before academics started using terms such
as middle ground and cultural broker, Obomsawin seemed to think
of her work along these lines, calling her films a “bridge” or “place”
where Native people could enter into a dialogue with the mainstream
of Canadian public opinion.*

The role of the cultural broker is a difficult one for an artist, and
the challenge of working in two worlds has taken its toll on more
than one who attempted to fill it. Pablita Velarde, for example, one
of the best-known Native women painters of the twentieth century,
suffered from being “an outsider and insider in two worlds,” accord-
ing to one scholar.® Yet somehow Obomsawin has found a degree
of equilibrium between her two worlds, Native and white, perhaps
because she started her creative life with the constant balancing act
of bringing Abenaki songs and stories to all manner of audiences
across Canada. “It was very hard at the beginning,” she recalls, before
describing her eventual ease on the middle ground. “T have developed
my own way of standing on my two feet no matter where I am and
being part of our culture and carrying it with me. I think I bring it
to other people who meet me—I bring them something.”*! In her
songs, stories, and films, she has brought a great deal to Canadians of
all backgrounds, always hoping to pierce the veil of misunderstanding
that covers many Canadian eyes, cameras, and televisions whenever
Native people are involved. Still, her frustration flares up at times,
as does the anger that once made her lash out at racist classmates
as a child, and she seems sickened that many Canadians have not
shaken their traditional ignorance of Native peoples. “They know
nothing,” she fumed in 2002, after nearly half a century of trying to
educate them. Recent survey data suggest that her frustration is more
than anecdotal. In 2003, almost half of all Canadians reported their
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disbelief in the legitimacy of Native land claims, while 42 percent
supported the notion that Native treaty rights should be abolished
altogether, prompting a spokesperson for the Assembly of First Na-
tions to complain: “It really does point to a need for greater public
education, more dialogue between First Nations and non-aboriginal
people.”*

Even in the face of such discouraging news and her own private mo-
ments of despair, Obomsawin has never stopped walking optimisti-
cally into the middle ground of cinema, hoping to connect Native
and non-Native perspectives through the lives that she documents
on-screen. “You need the relation and the learning places,” she says,
and, for her, documentary is a learning place that can include anyone
willing to listen and watch for an hour or two. With an abiding faith
in the power of nonfiction cinema to make sense across various lines
of demarcation, she has said: “I think this is where documentary film-
making becomes such an important way of preserving and teaching
and making sure people have a place to speak. It changes society. It
brings knowledge about the others that you always call the ‘others.”
And all of a sudden you realize that they feel like you, and they have
stories that are similar, and they need you, and you need them. And
I think the documentary world does that very well.”*

Obomsawin’s attempt to connect people across lines of difference
is not just intellectual, historical, or logical in its appeal, and her
films are more than dry recitations of salient information, in which
visual “facts” are marshaled like evidence in a courtroom of public
opinion. She seems very aware that more visceral forms of persuasion
must occur on the intercultural middle ground, where sentiment is
as important as data. For this reason, she is just as interested in
emotional persuasion, in shaping an audience’s feelings about Native
histories and identities, although doing so without gross manipula-
tion. When documentary reaches the heart of its audience without
descending into base demagoguery, it is said to possess the intangi-
ble quality of passion, something that Obomsawin seems to offer in
abundance to her viewers. Even as her work makes a strong case to
the “rational mind,” the place of facts and analysis that is “the official
mind of science, industry and government,” as Wendell Berry puts it,
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her strongest appeal is to what Berry calls the “sympathetic mind,”
the place where we formulate compassion and understanding when
someone evokes a sense of shared humanity.*

Obomsawin has chosen an ideal medium for her intercultural mes-
sages of compassion, understanding, and toleration, the place where
the sympathetic mind lives most naturally in our postmodern medi-
ascape being, I believe, within the documentary form, with its great
tradition of listening to outsider voices, pulling for the underdog,
and pushing for social change. In the past decade or so a specious
brand of commercial nonfiction, including the crass reality programs
that top the Nielsen ratings, has begun to overshadow this humane
tradition where filmmakers like Obomsawin have toiled. Her other
visions provide a healthy corrective to the fundamental sadism and
voyeurism of Joe Millionaire, Cops, and Survivor, not to mention the
dull pieties of pBs series like The American Experience. Her work cre-
ates a space that, as Zuzana Pick points out, “promotes the circulation
of affect between protagonist and viewer.”* Or, to put it another way,
Obomsawin shows us why we should care about people we might
never meet. In the chapter ahead, I will attempt to show how her
desire to forge this connection makes her reliance on documentary

more than coincidental.
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The restitution of things to their real place and meaning
is an eminently subversive fact.

FERNANDO SOLANAS and
OcTtavio GETINO

Alanis Obomsawin has, as we have seen, known success as a story-
teller, singer, activist, education consultant, and documentarian, yet
it is the last role that has occupied most of her creative life. What is it
about the documentary impulse that she finds so necessary and irre-
sistible? Why documentary? Certainly, she is not alone in her reliance
on nonfiction to achieve her creative and political goals—over the
past three decades, often with her leadership, documentary cinema
has become a preferred mode of expression for Native mediamakers.
“Documentary film is the one place that our people can speak for
themselves,” Obomsawin has said. “I feel that the documentaries that
I’ve been working on have been very valuable for the people, for our
people to look at ourselves . . . and through that being able to make
changes that really count for the future of our children to come.”! In
this chapter I want to explore the deeper nature of her documentary
expression, asking how it came to be the vehicle of choice for her com-
plex artistic visions. As well as looking at the continuing “allure of the
real” for indigenous filmmakers like Obomsawin, I want to explore
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documentary’s function in the larger mediascapes of North America,
using Obomsawin as a jumping-off point to reach some fundamental
issues about “representing reality” in contemporary film and video.
First, however, let me make some attempt to prove the assertion, often
made but never quite demonstrated, that documentary has been the
dominant mode in Native media.

The Dominance of Documentary

In 1991, a Native media producer told a film-festival audience in Min-
neapolis that Native people watch “white Tv” and learn about “white
culture” but never have the chance to turn the tables and share their
own cultures. He argued that Native people needed to find a way to
bring their own realities to the screen, even if the learning process was
tentative and awkward. “We may not be able to do it right,” he said
modestly, “because we lack the funding, we lack the resources, we lack
equipment—but we can put together images. We can put together
stories. . . . We have that ability. We have that power and knowledge
to put things together and explain ourselves to many non-Indian
people.”” In rapidly increasing numbers in the years since (and to
some extent before), Natives have been doing just what this speaker
suggested: making films and videos that bring Native perspectives
to Native and non-Native alike. As a result of this desire to inscribe
Native histories on various national imaginaries as well as of var-
ious personal motivations, the filmography of Native productions
now comprises, according to one estimate, over a thousand titles.?
That number might surprise readers who have not seen more than a
handful of Native films in their university collections or distributor’s
catalogs, and it might even prompt them to wonder, What are all
these projects?

Two things are clear: most of them are documentaries, and most
of them are hard to find. In appendix B is provided a list of sig-
nificant nonfiction titles with Native production, direction, or other
substantial forms of creative control, not just those with a lone Na-
tive actor, writer, or cameraperson. Still, while the list is suggestive,
even representative, it is far from comprehensive. The latter would
be a worthwhile goal—but almost impossible given the dozens of

123



124

WHY DOCUMENTARY?

projects whose existence is unknown outside a tribal complex in
Alaska or Arizona. Sometimes this localism is by design, such as
when a tribe documents an issue of cultural sensitivity that it does
not want broadcast to the world; more often, however, it is by default,
owing to cultural prejudices, funding shortfalls, or inadequate access
to media outlets—any of these factors can keep a good project from
wider circulation or a promising one from reaching its potential.
While Obomsawin has been fortunate to work under the auspices of
the National Film Board (~¢B), which promotes her titles and keeps
them in wide circulation for decades after their initial release, most
Native filmmakers have endured far more frustrating circumstances
in trying to get their films made and disseminated. As a consequence,
even a fair number of the most important Native-produced titles
are difficult to track down.* Yet, in spite of the structural pressures
weighing against their success, Native filmmakers have created an
impressive body of nonfiction work in the past three decades.

The first wave of Native-produced documentaries appeared in the
1970s with Obomsawin’s early films as well as multipart television
series such as George Burdeau’s The Real People (1976) and Phil Lu-
cas’s Images of Indian (1979—81). More Native productions appeared
in the 1980s, including George Horse Capture, Larry Littlebird, and
Larry Cesspooch’s I'd Rather Be Powwowing (1983), Chris Spotted
Eagle’s The Great Spirit within the Hole (1983) and Our Sacred Land
(1984), Rick Tailfeathers’s Powwow Fever (1984), Victor Masayesva’s
Itam Hakim Hopiit (1985) and Ritual Clowns (1988), Arlene Bowman’s
Navajo Talking Picture (1986), Sandra Day Osawa’s In the Heart of Big
Mountain (1988), Mona Smith’s Her Giveaway: A Spiritual Journey
with AIDS (1988), and Zacharias Kunuk’s Qaqqiq/Gathering Place
(1989), the last one of fifty nonfiction videos that Kunuk would pro-
duce about Native life along the Arctic Circle. Many of these direc-
tors continued making films in the 1990s and beyond, when they
were joined by newcomers such as Roy Bigcrane, Dean Bearclaw,
Loretta Todd, Allen Jamieson, Ava Hamilton, Ruby Sooktis, Derron
Twohatchet, Beverly R. Singer, Harriet Sky, Christine Welsh, Barb
Cranmer, Daniel Prouty, Paul Rickard, Lena and Aaron Carr, Carol
Geddes, Puhipau, David H. Kalama Jr., Gary Farmer, G. Peter Jemi-
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son, Annie Frazier-Henry, and James Fortier. As even a very partial
filmography might suggest, the list of Native-produced documen-
taries has become quite impressive.

Yet, when we turn to fiction film, the situation is quite different.
Here we find the first surviving Native film, James Young Deer’s White
Fawn’s Devotion (1910), whose early appearance is somewhat mislead-
ing given that a Native person did not return to the director’s chair
for the next seven decades.® If sympathetic Native portraits started
to seep into the mainstream in the late 1960s with the release of
films like Arthur Penn’s Little Big Man (1969), real Native produc-
tions did not begin stirring again until the 1980s with two satirical
works, Bob Hicks’s Return of the Country (1983) and Gerald Vizenor’s
trickster fable, Harold of Orange (1984). Then, a few years later, Shelly
Niro released It Starts with a Whisper (1993) and Honey Moccasin
(1998), both of which were well regarded but little noticed. In a more
commercial vein, Valerie Red Horse produced the feature Naturally
Native (1997) with investment from the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal
Nation, although it, too, failed to attain anything more than limited
distribution.®

The real breakthrough came in 1998 with Chris Eyre’s Smoke Sig-
nals, a solid, if unremarkable, buddy movie laced with wry Indian
humor that seemed to astonish white audiences into smiling submis-
sion. For those who somehow slept through the Smoke Signals phe-
nomenon, Zacharias Kunuk’s Inuit epic Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner
(2002) underscored the point that Native feature filmmaking had
arrived as a cultural force. Atanarjuat even attracted the attention of
Jacques Chirac, the president of France, 