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FIG. 1. JUANITA,

1868

HER NAVAJO NAME WAS ASDZAA TL'OCI
I

(LADY WEAVER).

(Photograph courtesy National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., neg. no. 55770)

"One of the Queenliest Women in Dignity, Grace,
and Character I Have Ever Met"
PHOTOGRAPHY AND NAVN0 WOMEN-PORTRAITS OF JUANITA,

1868-1902
Jennifer Nez Denetdale

I

n the early twentieth century, George Wharton James, a popular writer
and lecturer on southwestern indigenous cultures, met Juanita (Asdzaa
Tragi), a Navajo woman who is best known in the historical record as the
wife of Navajo leader and war chief Manuelito. The encounter resulted in
a series of photographs of Juanita and her family, images that James used to
illustrate a number of his books on the Southwest and Indian cultures. Reflecting on Juanita's portrait to convey his thoughts on the ills of White
civilization, James grandly proclaimed Juanita" one of the queenliest women
in dignity, grace, and character I have ever met."1 Like many other White
Americans of his generation, James imposed his own meanings onto Juanita's
life and onto Navajos in general. Thousands of photographs of Navajos,
including those by James, are housed in archival repositories all over the
United States. Many of the Navajo subjects in these photographs remain
unidentified; in fact, Juanita is only one of two Navajo women consistently
named in photographs.
Although photographs of Native peoples were taken throughout the
late nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, little has changed in their
photographic portrayals. To this day, representations of Navajo women and
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men retain the visual language of those early photographs. White photographers have depicted Navajos in a setting associated with the beginning of
, the reservation period. Navajo men wear cotton shirts and trousers with
moccasins and are sometimes depicted holding bows and arrows. Navajo
women wear either the biil (a woven dress of their own manufacture) or
blouses and tiered skirts modeled after those of White or Hispanic women's
fashions of the late nineteenth century. Typically, both men and women
wear their hair in a bun tied with white yarn. What do these predictable
portrayals signify about Navajos? What do they tell scholars and others, if
anything, about the reality of Navajo culture or Navajos' historical experiences? In particular, what do photographs communicate about Navajo
women? Studies of Indians in photographs demonstrate that dominant
American society responds to photographs of American Indians based on
popular stereotypes. These images reinforce reductionist representations
while masking the unimaginable historical traumas Navajos have survived.
To examine questions about the photographic representation of Navajos, this article focuses on photographs of Juanita. The aim is to understand
how photography has ingrained popular perceptions of Navajos, and particularly of Navajo women, into the American imagination. Ripped from
historical and cultural context, the images frozen in these photographs have
been placed in American frameworks for understanding American Indians
and Navajo women. Women like Juanita have been cast by cultural producers into the predictable roles reserved for indigenous women, roles that nonIndian observers admitted were difficult to apply to Navajo women. 2 The
photographs do not tell Navajo women's stories; they reflect the ways in which
Navajo women have been stereotyped by mainstream American society. The
limitations of these representations for comprehending Navajo women's lives
are revealed further when scholars use gender as a category of analysis.
Historical records make few references to Juanita, who lived from approximately 1845 to 1910, a period of tumultuous changes for Navajos.3 Although their assessments of Navajos were initially positive, Americans quickly
discovered that Dine hardly considered these "new men" their allies or saviors. Instead, under American presence, cycles of slave raiding, which had
intensified with Spanish and then Mexican rule, escalated and resulted in
renewed conflict between Navajos, New Mexicans, and Americans. To a
great extent, slave raiding, of which Navajo women and children were primary targets, was the impetus for the "Navajo wars" of the 1860s. 4 In 1863,
under Kit Carson's scorched-earth campaign against them, thousands of
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Navajos turned themselves in at American forts. For the first two years of the
war, Manuelito and his band managed to elude the u.s. military. Juanita
remained alongside her husband Manuelito, whom the U.S. Army considered one of the most resistant of the Navajo leaders. 5 The warrior Bighorse,
who rode with Manuelito, remembered: "Manuelito takes some warriors to
Fort Sumner. I don't know how many days they ride. They take extra horses.
Manuelito takes his wife, Juanita. She is a very tough lady. She is brave and
uses guns and bows and.arrows. She is always by Manuelito, her husband."6
After investigating the conditions under which Navajo prisoners were living
at Bosque Redondo, Manuelito preferred to keep his freedom for as long as
possible. During the course of the war on her people, Juanita, like many
other Navajo women, lost children both to the New Mexican slave traders
and to disease.
In 1866 Manuelito, ill and starving, finally surrendered to the U.S. Army.
Along with Juanita, their immediate family, and clan members, Manuelito
journeyed to the Bosque Redondo prison, where they were incarcerated
with other Navajos until 1868, when Navajo leaders signed a treaty with the
U.S. government. Some major treaty provisions included Navajo promises
to send their children to American schools, to allow instruction in Christianity, and to take up farming. In return, the United States created reservation from a portion of the Navajo homelands and guaranteed annuities
for ten years. Like many other Navajo families, Manuelito and Juanita returned to their original home outside present-day Tohatchi, New Mexico;
where the couple continued to be recognized as leaders of the Navajo people.?
Juanita has been referred to by historians as a Mexican slave, a captive
who married Manuelito and subsequently became his favorite wife. In 1880
Navajo agent John Bowman ordered Manuelito to release his slaves. The
Navajo leader replied that he held no slaves, for they were free to go where
they wished. Although historians have referred to Bowman's report as an
indication that Juanita had been a slave at one time, Bowman, in fact, does
not name her explicitly.8
In 1894, Juanita was widowed and, with her daughters and their families,
moved closer to the present-day Tohatchi cOJ;nmunity. Juanita told her grandchildren stories of her life, including her trip to Washington, D.C., in 1874
as part of a delegation of Navajos who met with Pres. Ulysses S. Grant.
Juanita's great-grandchildren still tell the story of her death (ca. 1910).9 She
is remembered and honored as the grandmother and mother who left a
land base for her descendants.

a
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Very little can be learned about Navajos from photographs. Rather, what
can be learned is how the West privileges photography, how Navajos appear
to the West, and how limited these representations are. 1O These limitations
are directly related to a system of power that authorizes only certain representationsY Likewise, photographs of Juanita, which depict her at different
stages in her life, have been interpreted to reinforce popular American beliefs about American Indian and Navajo women-primarily that they are
either "princesses" who bring recognition to their people based on their
status and relationship to Whites, or that they are "squaw-drudges" who are
subordinate to Navajo men. 12 The failure of scholars to interrogate the existing records on women like Juanita undermines attempts to understand the
past and present of Navajo women's lives.
Photography and Navajos

Numerous studies have tracked how the medium of photography has created and shaped popular understanding of the American West, and specifically, how American Indians can be understood through this medium.
Photographs inserted American Indians into an existing discourse with predetermined meanings. Some images identified individual American Indians as
the official representatives of their "race" and as stewards of the land. Other
portrayals confirmed the popular American belief that Indians would vanish
because of their inability to adjust to modern changesY Perhaps the most
familiar rendering of American Indians is that of bonneted warriors astride
their horses. 14 Scholarly studies have observed that photographs confirmed
anthropologists' ethnographic observations, thereby serving the interests of
imperialist or commercial expansion, particularly the nineteenth-century
concepts of Manifest De~tiny and the "White man's burden."15
In the Southwest, the Pueblo peoples found themselves the focus of writers, artists, photographers, and tourists who promoted the region as a place
for Americans to visit. Images of Pueblos as passive, peaceful, and familyoriented peoples have not changed substantially since the first descriptions
made by Spanish observers. Literary critic Barbara A. Babcock has commented on these images: "Perhaps the only thing more surprising than the
consistency and the popularity of such images is their longevity. The landscapes and peoples and distinctive objects being portrayed in Castaneda's
chronicles of the sixteenth century, [Frank Hamilton] Cushing's descriptions of the nineteenth century, and in contemporary times, sound and look
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remarkably the same.''16 Photographs of Pueblos were created and conveyed
by a system of power that authorized "certain Pueblo cultural representations while blocking, prohibiting, and invalidating others."17 With the emergence of a national marketplace for Indian arts and crafts, indigenous peoples
came to be seen within its context. Images of sedentary Pueblo peoples
drew curious travelers and quieted their fears about the "wild West." Pueblo
villages, with their emphasis on community, allowed White Americans to
draw parallels between lifestyles and reassured them that Native peoples
had accepted American beliefs and values. ls Literary critic Leah Dilworth
has pointed out that Americans have understood indigenous peoples within
a context that reflects their own concerns and fears. In the late nineteenth
century, those anxieties included uneasiness about rapid industrialization,
urbanization, and shifting gender roles. Accompanying these concerns were
White Americans' need to justify the dispossession of Native peoples. 19
Studies of American Indians in photographs have concentrated on the
portrayal of men. Now emerging in the literature, however, are gendered
critiques that examine the imaging of Native women in literature, history,
and photography and expand on Native American studies scholar Rayna
Green's classic investigation of representations ofAmerican Indian women.
Green's examination of non-Indian literary and artistic depictions of Native
women revealed that these princess and squaw-drudge depictions, rooted in
western traditions and reflecting the colonizers' perceptions, were and still
are tied to practices of conquest. 20
Anthropologists Patricia Albers and William James note that photographic
depictions ofIndian wO,men, mostly in the form ofpostcards, exhibited greater
variation in content and themes than did printed and other pictoral media
but that thes~ variations also were best understood within the popular prin)
.
cess and squaw-drudge images. 21 Specifically, prior to 1915, the images, produced for a national audience, emphasized the exotic. After 1915, these
portrayals, now aimed at a local tourist and art market, depicted Native
women in domestic scenes and engaged in crafts. New scenes also placed
women in identifiable Native settings such as hogans and teepees. Albers
and James, like Green, note that these images failed to acknowledge Native
women's historical realities.
A more recent work, Heart ofthe Circle: Photographs by Edward S. Curtis
of Native American Women edited by Sara Day, is the first book exclusively
devoted to Curtis's images of Native women. Reevaluating Curtis's photographs, writer Pat Durkin suggests that Curtis managed to capture American
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Indian women's lives realistically.22 Hundreds of his images of Native women
in tasks such as food preparation and childcare reveal crucial roles ofIndian
women in their societies. Women's presence was inconspicuous in political
and economic realms, but their voices were heard behind the scenes as
men conferred with them.
Americans' beliefs and assumptions about their own society were reflected
in images of Native women who were typically objectified through the standard representation of them as squaws and princesses. Babcock's examination of the images of Pueblo women in the Southwest from the nineteenth
century to the present demonstrates that Pueblo women are typically portrayed as olla maidens. The olla maiden is part of a long "story of the
aestheticization of the Other," in which Native women and the things they
make become both the symbol and source of cultural identity, survival, and
social continuity.z3 This imaging device essentializes non-Western women
and relegates them to a static, ahistorical status. Z4 As olla maidens, Native
women become the mediators between cultures and vehicles of both stability and change.
Anthropologist James C. Faris's critique of existing photographs of Navajos demonstrates that those representations have remained unchanged, beginning with the first photographs taken of Navajos in 1868, and are tied to
colonial enterprises. The photographs of Navajo women, however, have yet
to be scrutinized. Until the end of the nineteenth century, the American
public saw few photographs or other images of Navajos and Apaches because they were still seen as "savage."Z5 The first photographs of Navajos
wtire taken during their imprisonment at Bosque Redondo, New Mexico
Territory, where, between 1864 and 1868, they were prisoners of the U.S.
government. Navajos' "capture" by the camera was metaphoric of their
imprisonment. Similar to the ways in which other American Indians were
posed, Navajos were understood within the familiar frameworks for understanding Native peoples. These categories included ideas about assimilation and acceptance of American beliefs and values. However, as Faris has
pointed out, Navajos were also interpreted within categories created by the
first Spanish reports and echoed by American travelers, anthropologists, and
archeologists. These early reports appeared when Navajos were in a state of
transition. Consequently, Navajos have been portrayed as "late arrivals" into
the Southwest, a people who borrowed many of their creation narratives,
ceremonies and rituals, cultural practices, and clothing from surrounding
tribal peoples and European immigrants. z6
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In his study of Navajos and photography, Faris includes portrayals that
cast Navajo women into familiar roles with which Americans could easily
identifY. Navajo women were presented in domestic activities such as cooking, weaving, caring for children, and tending sheep flocks. They were also
posed in much the same way privileged White families sat for portraits. In
such settings, they were dressed in either the biil or the nineteenth-century
White or Hispanic women's attire, which has also come to stand for the
"traditional" dress of Navajo women. Consequently, they become yet another signifier of Navajos as people, who are primarily cultural changers
and adapters in American eyes. 27
Most commonly, photographers portrayed Navajo women as weavers.
Navajo women's woven textiles were renowned throughout the colonial Southwest. Originally, clothing for personal use, Navajo textiles quickly became
valuable trade items, first sought out by the Spanish and then the Mexicans.
Indeed, ownership of one of these textiles was a mark of stature. By the late
nineteenth century, these waterproof, finely woven, Navajo-made textiles were
prized commodities in the emerging national arts and crafts market.
Today most Americans still know Navajo women primarily as the weavers of these fine blankets. These stereotypical images have veiled the meaning of the textiles themselves, and importantly, of Navajo women's labor. As
anthropologist Kathy M'Closkey has argued, scholars like Gladys Reichard
categorized Navajo women's knowledge as secular and considered their
economic contributions to their families as "pin money."28 These notions
devalued their knowledge and suggested that women made little economic'
contribution to their family's prosperity. In reality, weavers' knowledge, rooted
in cultural knowledge that has ceremonial and spiritual significance, has
been crucial to Navajo cultural survival. Their labor often meant the difference between having enough to eat and falling into starvation.
Photographs of Juanita, and other images of Navajos, became available
to the Navajo public in the 1960s. Non-Indian researchers, many of whom
were employed by the Navajo Nation, uncovered the photographs while
canvassing archives for the Navajo land claims. They subsequently published some of their findings in the Navajo Times, a newspaper created under
the auspices ofthe Navajo Nation. In 1980 RobertA. Roessel Jr., a non-Indian
educator, published a book of photographs of Navajos-this was the first time
that Navajos actually viewed these nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
photographs. z9
Juanita is one of two Navajo women consistently identified in archived
and published photographs of Navajos. Taken between 1868 and 1902, these
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photographs include single portraits of Juanita, and pictures of her with her
husband and a son, as a member of a delegation to Washington, D.C., and
with her daughters and grandchildren. The photographers who portrayed
Juanita worked within the same ethos as other photographers of their day.
Her images reflect standard notions associated with American Indians including the eventual disappearance of Native peoples, loss of traditions, and
their assimilation into American culture. Her photographs 'also illustrate
the imagined benefits of "primitive" life as White Americans sought to ease
their own anxieties about the ills of modern industrial and urban civilization. The images ofJuanita as a weaver foreshadow the prominence ofNavajo women's roles as weavers in the American imagination. By the twentieth
century, the image of Navajo women as weavers was linked to the emerging
national Indian arts and crafts market.
Photographs of Juanita

The earliest photographs of Navajos were taken in 1868 during their internment at the Bosque Redondo prison from 1864 to 1868. Several photographs
from this era depict groups of Navajos laboring in cornfields, gathering to
receive food rations, and building the fort that housed the American officers
and soldiers. 30 Portraits from this period include one of a young Juanita
(fig. 1) taken by Valentin Wolfenstein, one of the many itinerant photographers working in the West. There is also a family style photograph of
Manuelito, Juanita, and a son (fig. 2). The props in this image are the same
as those in the portrait of Juanita, suggesting that the two photographs were
taken at the same time. Taken by Charles Bell, a series of portraits of the
Navajo delegation to Washington, D.C., in 1874 show Juanita to be the only
female member of the delegation (fig. 3)' That series also includes an image ofJuanita with Indian agent William F. Amy (fig. 4)' In 1881 Manuelito
and Juanita sat for a photographer at Fort Wingate (fig. 5). Photographers
repeatedly captured the two posed as a couple. In 1902 George Wharton
James spied Juanita with her daughters at the Tohatchi school, one of the
first to be established on the reservation, and persuaded her to sit for a series
of portraits (figs. 6 and 7)' James also used Juanita's portrait (fig. 7) to illustrate some of his books including Indian Blankets and Their Makers. 3! Faris
observes, "Poor Juanita, the wife of Manuelito and the most photographed
of all early Navajo women, had to endure James's camera through numerous poses.",2
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The portrait of Juanita by Wolfenstein (fig. 1) was taken soon after Navajos signed the Treaty of 1868. Young
Juanita's pose is associated with wealthy
families who commissioned self-portraits. 33 Because of their important positions in both White and Navajo
society, several leaders such as Manuelito and Barboncito were the subjects ofsuch portraits. Although White
persons of financial means ordered
these photographs for their personal
use, Native peoples most likely neither
commissioned these portraits nor came
to own them. This particular portrait
of Juanita uses the same backdrop as
the only existing portrait of Barboncito. 34 From 1868 and well into the
early reservation period, Juanita often
accompanied her husband on his journeys to meet American and Navajo
leaders. This portrait of Juanita docu- FIG. 2. MANUELITO, JUANITA, ANI.?
SON, 1868
ments her presence at these encoun(Photograph courtesy National
ters and could perhaps be read.as
Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian
evidence of a long and lasting relationInstitution, Washington, D.C., neg.
ship between her and Manuelito, a
no. 55769)
union that their descendants have characterized as one of mutual respect. 35
Juanita's manner of dress-her biil, a bead necklace, and buckskinwrapped moccasins-is the way photographers have portrayed Navajo
women to.the present day, signifying the "traditional" Navajo woman. Because the images present Navajo women in a blend of indigenous wear,
with styles adopted from Pueblos and non-Indian women, they confirm existing ideas about Navajos as people who have adapted and incorporated
cultural items. This interpretation fails to acknowledge that Navajos are
- indigenous to North America, that Native peoples have always experienced
change, and that the ability to adapt and incorporate new forms and thoughts
into existing cultural beliefs and practices has fostered survival and prosperity.
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Efforts to assimilate Navajos into American society began with the "experiment" at Bosque Redondo in 1863 and were renewed under President
Grant's 1874 Peace Policy. Indeed, American narratives characterize the
Navajo defeat in 1863, their incarceration at Bosque Redondo for four years,
and their subsequent release and return to Dinetah in 1868 as a "learning
experience," during which Navajos "took with them [back to their homeland] an improved knowledge of agriculture and vocational trades, better
methods of constructing hogans in which they lived, and an appreciation of
the convenience of wagons."36
As the wife of a prominent chief, Juanita was a member of the Navajo
delegation that traveled to Washington, D.C., to meet with President Grant
in 1874- The Navajo leaders' determination to meet with the president and
journey to the capital followed a tradition that has roots in the earliest official meetings between Indian and American leaders. Over the course of
several decades, White Americans had brought Native leaders to the nation's
capital in hope of impressing upon them the power and resources of the
American government and the material benefits of White civilization. 37

FIG. 3. NAVAJO DELEGATION, WASHINGTON, D.C., 1874
(Photograph courtesy National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian

Institution, Washington, D.C., neg. no. 241O'C)
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Manuelito, who led the Navajo resistance against the American invasion of
Navajoland in the 18605, remained a leader among his people and was an
important delegate for the trip to the East. Some scholars, echoing nonIndian observers, deemed the Navajo trip frivolous and self-s~IYing, but,
following a long-established custom among Native leaders, Manuelito believed that his right was to speak personally to the U.S. president. J8 Always
concerned about Navajo land claims, Manuelito hoped to persuade President Grant to return more land to Navajos and try to resolve the ongoing
conflicts between Navajo herders and New Mexican ranchers. William F.
Amy, agent to the Navajos, had his own motivations for agreeing to the
journey. In addition to giving the "untutored aborigines" a "better idea of
civilization" and inspiring "them to higher ambition," he planned to trade
prime Navajo grazing lands for less desirable ranges, a plan that the Navajo
leaders had not fully realized. J9 Although Agent Amy had submitted the
names of other Navajo leaders' wives to his superiors, Juanita was the only
woman to accompany the delegation. 40
The Navajo delegation began its journey on 15 November 1873. They
convened in Santa Fe, where they spent several days before moving on to
Denver, Colorado. At their final destination, Washington, D.C., studio photographer Charles Bell produced a series of photographs of the delegation
members (figs. 3 and 4). These shots reflect American beliefs and values
about Native peoples including notions about assimilation policies and ideas
about family and nation. The photographs also mark the shifting meanings
of Navajo women's lives, as a national market for Navajo textiles emerged
and Navajo women became best understood in the role of weavers.
Bell's photographs of the delegation also reflect Manuelito's important
status. Manuelito, clasping a fringed quiver and flanked by his wife and
their son Manuelito Segu,ndo, sits in the center of the group, signifying his
privileged position among his people. Amy, standing directly behind Juanita,
has a Navajo-made textile slung over his shoulder with the message, "1776
USA," woven into it. Three of the Navajo men carry bows, items that signify
the warrior (these props were possibly provided by the photographer). Ironically, only a few years before this image was taken, the U.S. Army had militarily defeated Navajos, but this picture portrays the men as fierce warriors
and noble savages. Existing photographs of Manuelito and Juanita indicate
their familiarity with studios and picture taking and suggest a level of experience and contact with Whites and various White institutions that other
Navajos lacked. Some collaboration between photographer and subject is
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thus implied. Scholars, however, must remain cognizant of the unequal
relationship between these parties. 4! Faris notes of the positioning of Navajos in nineteenth-century photographs, "This is not an appropriate mode
for subjects who have succeeded; it implies control, supervision, command,
rule, test, defeat, arrest."42
According to the narratives frozen and transmitted in those images, Navajos were taking their place among the many other peoples, including those
from diverse European and Mrican backgrounds, to become citizens of the
United States. Manuelito, one of the Natives most resistant to American
colonialism, had not only become assimilated but had become an advocate
of assimilation policy. Reflected in photographs of Manuelito and Juanita
are federal Indian policies that sought to recreate Navajo families based on
the American model of the nuclear family headed by the husband. These
photographs, taken over at least three decades, position them as a couple
much like any other in the United States, illustrating American assumptions about the domestication of Navajos (figs. 2 and 5).
Cultural studies scholars like Laura Wexler and Judith Williamson have
discussed how photographs have been used to suggest and validate the integration of people of color into the American national familyY Williamson
has explained that photographs convey messages about proper family roles:
"Photographs played not merely an incidental but a central role in the development of the contemporary ideology of the family, in providing a form
of representation which cut across classes, disguised social differences, and
produced a sympathy of the unexploited with their exploiters. It could make
all families look more or less alike."44 As Wexler also explains, the use of
photographs to create the semblance of American families "laid down the
future possibilities for historical distortion and violent denial that operated
both forward and backward in time."45
For Navajos, re-establishing their lives in their homeland meant confronting American assimilation including those policies advocated by Grant's
peace policy. The policy's goals were to change conditions that government
officials saw as lawless, unethical, and immoral. The reforms included replacing army officers who served as Indian agents with males from specific
Christian denominations. Assigned the Navajo reservation as their domain,
Presbyterian agents were instructed to model moral and civilized behavior,
eradicate drunkenness and polygamy, and inculcate Christian values. In addition, they would mediate conflicts between Navajo herders and New Mexican ranchers over public-domain grazing lands along reservation boundaries.
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On 1 September 1873, Amy replaced William Hall as Indian agent at
Fort Defiance. As a new Presbyterian agent, Amy subscribed to the program
designed to "kill the Indian to save the man." He was described as "the
worse agent the Navajos ever had to contend with."46 Opposed to any behavior that deviated from Christian beliefs and values, Amy immediately banished from the fort White men who lived with Navajo women. For Amy, the
Dine could do only two things right: raise sheep and weave blankets. 47
During the formation of Grant's peace policy, Maj. Gen. Oli'(er O.
Howard visited indigenous peoples in the Southwest, ostensibly to ease ten~
sions between Apaches and Navajos.4s Howard's recollections of his meeting with Manuelito led him to declare, "As he [Manuel ito] and his men
rode away my eyes followed this splendid leader, and I rejoiced that so fine
a man was using every energy to bring joy and happiness to all about hima war chief no longer, but a man of peace."49 Because Manuelito was one of
the few remaining leaders who had experienced the Navajo war~, it was in
the interest of Presbyterian Indian agents to use him as a role model. Historian Norman Bender states of Manuelito's influence:
Barboncito and Armijo, two of the old chiefs, died during the year
[1871]. Ganado Mucho, another old chief, then assumed a position of
authority in the tribe.... However, in further restructuring of the
tribal hierarchy, Manuelito, a younger and more militant subchief,
ascended to a prominent position. Only time would tell how his role in
tribal affairs would be defined, but the white residents at the Navajo
agency certainly hoped he would also understand and appreciate the
peaceful intent of the Grant Peace Policy.50
Embedded in the portraits of Manuelito and Juanita are notions about
proper social relationships, ideal relationships between men and women,
and marriage and monogamy. In particular, these portraits intimate that
Navajos adopted Victorian attitudes about marriage and sexuality. As Wexler
notes, photographs were a mode of domestic representation that inscribed a
set of relationships and created a system of meaning between the subjects.
Family portraits, with their origins in nineteenth-century bourgeois domestic photography, "related images to one another and to other cultural practices through a hierarchizing narrative of social signs. Thus, photographic
sentiment helped to create the hierarchies of domesticity that, ostensibly~ it
only recorded."51
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In figures 2 and 5, Manuelito's large stature is obvious despite being seated.
Juanita sits appropriately-for an American audience-in a lower position
next to her husband. In figure 5, Manuelito wears a top hat that appears to
be perched on top of the headband customarily worn by Navajo men, the
photographer seems to have provided the hat as an afterthought. In figure 2,
a young man, probably a son of Manuelito and Juanita, stands with his hands
touching the shoulders of his parents, thus forming an intimate family circle.
In contrast to what the photographs imply about power relationships between women and men in Navajo society, Navajo women today still do not
consider themselves subordinate to their husbands. In many areas of
Navajoland, Navajos hold matrilineal clans central to their identities. Women
continue to dictate land use through matrilineal clans and to exert traditional claims to their homes and livestock.
White Americans' fears and ambivalence about the nature ofIndian societies are also suggested in these photographs. They would have been horrified and alarmed if they had learned that Manuelito had fathered numerous
children by different women. Throughout the-early reservation period, White
missionaries, federal officials, and teachers attempted to abolish Navajos'
polygamy but some White men, like trader Thomas Kearn and government
employee Anson Damon at Fort Defiance, followed the Navajo practice
and married multiple Navajo partners. 52 Anthropologist Ann Stoler has argued that colonial authorities attempted to maintain racial and class hierarchies between the colonizers and the colonized. 53 Whites feared that
prolonged contact with Natives and their environment would lead to physical and moral degeneration. Those White men who dared to cross ethnic
boundaries were censured and exiled from the reservations. 54
Although photographs conveyed a message ofsuccessful assimilation and
the acceptance of American beliefs and values by Navajos, they foreshadowed the popular image of Navajo women as weavers. In one photograph,
Juanita and Arny face each other, with Amy seated so that he is gazing down
at her (fig. 4)' Surrounded by Navajo-made textiles and a fake boulder, Juanita
holds a weaving implement in one hand. When this photo was published in
the Navaio Times, the caption indicated that Juanita was the weaver of the
t<;xtile on the loom. 55 The copy of this photograph held at the Smithsonian
is labeled "Juanita and Gov. Arny showing blankets, etc."56 Juanita, although
never publicly recognized for her ability and skill as a weaver, is portrayed
as a "living" exhibit, the weaver of fine textiles that were gaining national
recognition by the late 1870s.
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FIG. 4. JUANITA WITH WILLIAM F. ARNY, 1874
(Photograph courtesy National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, D.C., neg. no. 2405)

Soon after his arrival in Navajoland, Amy saw the possibilities for a national market in Navajo arts and crafts. He most likely took advantage of
Juanita's presence to enhance the arts and crafts exhibits that he set up in
the major cities where the delegation stopped. Certainly, the photograph of
Amy and Juanita implies his intentions. At each delegation stop, Amy promoted Navajo crafts. At the first stop in Denver, hundreds of curious spectators visited the hotel's bridal suites to view Navajo textiles and crafts, and to
marvel at the "dusky sons of the forest," a term the Santa Fe Daily New
Mexican used in its reports of the Navajo assembly.57 That Navajos were not
inhabitants of forests but people of a terrain that encompassed both arid and
forested regions was lost on White Americans. The caption on the photograph of Juanita and Amy indicates that they were "showing blankets," and
that, at the same time, she was on exhibit. While many Navajo women
donned AmericanlHispanic style skirts and blouses after 1868, Juanita continued to wear the woven biil and moccasins with buckskin leggings. For
the White spectators, Juanita epitomized Navajo weavers. As the maker of
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woven textiles, Juanita must have conjured up visions of the primitive Native American past.
Photographs of Juanita as a member of the delegation to Washington,
D.C., foreshadowed the emergence of
a national interest in Indian arts and
crafts, but it was the establishment of
the Santa Fe Railway in the Southwest that allowed for the development
of this market. Railroad companies
formed business links with entrepreneurs like Fred Harvey who worked
. ')with artists, writers, and photographers to create interest in the Southwest. An explosion of information
about southwestern indigenous peoples circulated in ethnographic reports, popular magazines, and tourist
FIG. 5. MANUELITO AND JUANITA, 1881
literature. White Americans' interest
(Photograph by Ben Wittick courtesy
in indigenous life, especially in NaArizona Historical Society, Tucson,
tive arts and crafts, reflected their own
neg. no. 30333)
concerns and fears. Images of the
Southwest stirred nostalgia for an idealized American past by invoking an
agrarian republican hiJtory in which artisan labor was highly valued. Images of Indian women tending to their families and domestic tasks spoke
to America's preoccupation with urban and industrial transformation and
shifting gender roles.'s
Among the influential popularizers was George Wharton James, who
traveled throughout the Southwest and collected indigenous material culture. James's lectures and publications established a set of standards for collectors and others to ascertain the quality oftheir purchases. These standards,
including an insistence on the use of hand-spun wool yarn, natural dyes,
and wool warps, influenced the Indian arts and crafts market for generations. During one of James's travels around 1902, he met Juanita and her
family and took a series of portraits with which he illustrated a number of his
books. James's photographs reflect White Americans' beliefs about Native
peoples and demonstrated a facet of the relationships between collectors,
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Navajo artisans, and the developing ethnic-art market. Juanita, as the wife of
the war chief Manuelito, became a symbol, a living relic, linking the traditional and primitive Dine past to the increasingly modern twentieth century.
James also managed to collect one of Juanita's biils. For Juanita, her treasured
biil was a link to the past; for James, it symbolized Native authenticity. 59
In 1894, Manuelito died at his home near present-day Tohatchi, New
Mexico. With his death, an era passed. Juanita moved with her two daughters and their husbands (who were brothers) closer to Tohatchi and onto
lands that their husbands' clan had occupied prior to 1868. The Manuelito
family members were familiar figures in the Tohatchi region, where Juanita
was often seen herding sheep with her grandchildren. 60 Held in high regard by the local community, the family, particularly Juanita and her eldest daughter, used its influence to encourage Navajo families to enroll
their children at the Tohatchi school. There, at the school, James spied
the elderly Juanita.
Most likely taken at the Tohatchi school, James's photographs were probably the last images taken of Juanita. James used the family photographs in

The Indians of the Painted Desert Region: Hopis, Navahoes, Wallapais,
Havasupais (1903), titling one "The Widow, Daughters, and Grandchildren
of the Navaho Chief, Manuelito."61 In this image, Juanita wears her biil, in
contrast to her daughters who don the cotton blouses and skirts of the postBosque Redondo period (fig. 6). The older daughter was known as Red
Mustache's wife. In letters written by Indian agents, she is referred to as
"Shizie," the meaning of which remains unclear. 62 The other daughter is
listed as "Ahkinbah" in the 1915 census. 63 Standing in the back of the group
is Juanita's grandson, probably George Manuelito, the son of Shizie. The
boy wears American-style school clothes and his hair is clipped short. He
was perhaps in the first generation of Navajo men forced to have their hair
shorn. In this photograph, Juanita and her family presented yet another
opportunity for White Americans to gauge the effect of assimilation in Navajo life. Juanita, the elderly grandmother, is dressed in the fashion of Navajo women pre-Bosque Redondo, while the daughters and their children
show evidence of modern adaptation. Juanita becomes a marker of continuity with the past, for Native women have often been represented as symbols
of cultural continuity, the embodiment of tradition. As James remarked,
Indians, especially the Navajos, were in no danger of disappearing but their
way of life was rapidly disappearing under the necessity of change. 64
In this portrait of Juanita and her family, no one looks directly into the
camera. Shizie, as if to hide her blind eye, looks down. These sorts of poses
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6. JUANITA WITH HER FAMILY, 1902
Left to right: Glffhasbah, Shizie, Asdzdd Tl'6gi (sitting), Shizie's son
(possibly George Manuelito), Ahkinbah, and Ahkinbah's daughter
(standing next to Juanita).
(Photograph by George Wharton James courtesy Library of Congress,
Prints and Photograph Division, neg. no. LC-USZ62-11-8962)
FIG.

have often been interpreted as either "shy" or reluctant, rather than resistant.
Thousands of such photographs lie in archives and, for the most part, those
depicting resistance are not published. Perhaps the reluctance to gaze back
at the camera's eye indicates the inequitable social relations that were inevitably a part of these photographic encounters.
James's remarks on the photographs of Juanita and her family described
Navajo cultural beliefs and practices. His derisive comments belittle Navajo
values as superstition and assert the superiority ofWhite culture. James wrote:
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The taboo is in existence in all its force among the Navahoes [sic]. The
most singular of these is that which forbids a man ever to look upon
the face of his mother-in-law. ~mong civilized people it is a standard
subject for rude jesting, this relationship of the mother-in-law, but with
the Navahoes, the white man's jest is a subject of great earnestness.
Each believes that serious consequences will follow if they see each
other; hence, as it is the custom for a man to live with his wife's
people, constant dodging is required, and the cries of warning, given
by one or another of the family to son or mother-in-law, are often
heard. I was once photographing the family of Manuelito, the last great
war-chief of the Navahoes. The widow of the chief, her two daughters,
their husbands and children, made up the group. But there was no
getting of them together. I would photograph the mother with her
daughters and grandchildren, but as soon as I called for the daughters'
husbands, the mother "slid" out of sight, and when I wished for her
return, the men disappeared. 65
James's description of his session with Juanita's family explains why only the
women and the children are present. Navajo tradition required that mothersin-law and sons-in-law could not inhabit the same social space. James did
manage to take photographs of the daughters with their respective husbands
and children in family-style portraits. Certainly, even by the early twentieth
century, Navajos' concept of family was still vastly different from that of
White Americans. James's descriptions of other "irrational" Navajo customs,
such as their aversion,to fish, portray Navajos as caricatures. While explaining Navajo behavior on one occasion, James penned, "According to one of
the shamans, the reason for this is, that some of their ancestors were once
turned into fish in the San Juan River, and, were they to eat fish, they might
thus become cannibals, and eat descendants of their own ancestors."66 Patronizingly dismissing his own and other Whites' egregious behavior towards Navajos, James gleefully recounted an incident in which he "had a
great deal of fun by innocently offering candy in the form of fish to
Navahoes."67
James also used Juanita's photograph and a rug she had woven to illustrate his Indian Blankets and Their Makers (1914). This book offered advice
for collectors ofIndian-made textiles and provided a standard by which they
could evaluate quality and authenticity..Accompanying a portrait
of Juanita, under which is written "Manuelito's Widow Wearing Squaw Dress

J:.
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"MANUELITO'S WIDOW," JUANITA, 1902

(Photograph by George Wharton James courtesy Autry National Center
/ Southwest Museum, Los Angeles, George Wharton James Collection,
neg. no. P10159)

in Old Navaho Fashion," James related the encounter with Juanita that led
to his acquisition of her biil (fig. 7):
Specimens of this earlier type of woman's dress are very scarce. Only a
few are to be found in the museums. The only one I was ever able to
secure from the Navahos [sic] was one that was made and worn for
years by the wife of the great warrior chief Manuelito.... As it was the
last of its kind, and was very worn and much repaired, she had
carefully washed it and put it away amongst her treasures, from
whence she drew it forth to show to me. When I expressed my desire
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to purchase it she refused to let me have it on account of its
dilapidated condition. But as later we became good friends she finally
insisted upon my taking it as a gift. 68
After referring to Juanita's biil as a sample of weaving from Bosque Redondo, James explained that he lost track of the dress after he had lent it to an
exhibit ij1 Los Angeles.
James's cavalier attitude about the loss of the dress suggests that it was
only one of many "artifacts" that he had collected throughout his career.
Further, James's practice of taking artifacts through deceit and trickerywell-documented-makes his claims of a friendship with Juanita questionable. Dilworth, in her study ofthe construction ofthe primitive in the American
imagination of the Southwest, notes that the literature of connoisseurship is
filled with collectors' accounts of noticing Indian people's possessions, desiring them, and encountering reluctance of the owners to part with their
possessions. 69 The notion of authenticity was crucial to the collection of
Indian artifacts; authenticity included the idea that artifacts had been made
by Indians, had been worn by Indians, or were rare. James's reference to
Juanita, the value that she placed on her dress, and his tale about how he
came to possess the dress increased its value in the collectors' market. As the
wife of the war chief Manuelito, "the defiant spirit of the Navajo," Juanita,
or rather the objects with which she was associated or that she once owned,
signified authenticity for James.
During the period that James traveled throughout the Southwest, many
Americans attributed to the region rejuvenating qualities that could reinvigorate the body and mind. The Southwest provided escape from the ills of
a civilization that seemed too materialistic and lacked spirituality.7° James
addressed such fears in What the White Race May Learn From the Indian
(1908) and advised that living as simply and naturally as the Indians would
help create a meaningful life.7' In one chapter, "Indian and the Superfluities of Life," James illustrates his meaning with a portrait of Juanita. Titling
the photograph, "The Widow of Manuelito, the Last~Great Chief of the
Navahos. One of the Queenliest Women in Dignity, Grace, and Character
I Have Ever Met," James held Juanita up for White admiration. Her simplistic style of dress told White Victorian women that they fussed too much
about appearances, deprived themselves "of time that could and should be
more wisely and profitably spent."72
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In 1902 the Fred Harvey Company began promoting Elle, a Navajo weaver
from Ganado, Arizona, as an icon of Indian crafts. Elle was one of the few
named Indian artists; most Indian artisans remained anonymous, a practice
suggesting that the objects they created were more significant than their
makers. 7J It is perhaps more than a coincidence that the two most frequently
mentioned Navajo women, Juanita and Elle, were weavers. Although only
implicated as a weaver, Juanita was a symbol to Americans of their own
primitive past. Her image spoke to American anxieties about women's proper
roles; she and her family stood as a gauge by which Americans could measure Navajos' acceptance of American beliefs and values about family, marriage, religion, and education. Juanita was not promoted as an accomplished
weaver, perhaps because in the 1870s, Navajos were still seen as "savage" in
contrast to the Pueblo peoples, who were studied and photographed more
than Navajos and Apaches. Elle of Ganado, however, was known for her
weaving because Navajo arts and crafts had emerged into the national view
and market by the early twentieth century.
Non-Indian representations of Juanita and her family negate Navajo
women's lives and history. Juanita was a Navajo woman whose life bridged
two centuries. She experienced the horrors of the American war on her
people and saw her children stolen by slave traders. She actively resisted
American invasion of her homeland. After 1868, she experienced the effects
of the American civilization process on herself, her family, and her Navajo
people. Today, she is remembered by her descendants as a grandmother who
was generous, beneficent, and wise. Yet Juanita as a representative of Navajo
women could have all of her experiences reduced to Anglo tropes such as
Navajo weaver. These images continue to define Navajo women today.
While non-Indian representations of Navajo women and Native peoples
have negated indigenous peoples' own perceptions of their beliefs, values,
and history by substituting their own non-Indian meanings, ignoring Native
people's criticisms of these representations has become increasingly difficult. Re-evaluations of the meanings of photographs now include Native
responses. 74
For many Native peoples, photographs housed in archives and museums, and owned by private collectors have become a rich source for remembering the past. Native people's reflections on those photographs have
added another dimension to the dialogue about the meaning of Native lives
and realities. As historical documents, the photographs are a catalyst to promote and create a sense of community. As indigenous peoples across gen-
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erations share their responses to documents that have been long removed
from Indian society, stories are told and retold. The process ofremembering
the past through such photographs becomes yet another vehicle for resisting the ongoing insistence that Native peoples take their place as "normal"
Americans.
After I had discovered these photographs of Juanita, I took them back to
her great-grandchildren, who trace their lineage to Juanita through her two
daughters, whom George Wharton James captured on film (fig. 6). The
great-grandchildren of Juanita and Manuelito are now elderly grandparents
and great-grandparents themselves. Their responses to seeing their grandmothers lose their richness when written down. My grandfather Isaac Allison,
the grandson ofJuanita's younger daughter Akinbah, said with emotion, "It
is just like I'm seeing my grandmother again." The photographs call up
memories of the past, memories in which Juanita and her daughters played
important roles in the continuity of Navajo family and society.
Conclusion

Little has changed in the portrayal of Navajo women since the earliest photographs of them after the Civil War. Between Flagstaff, Arizona, and Albuquerque, New Mexico, Interstate 40 is a tourist's paradise, an interesting
slice of highway because of its colorful billboards and vacation attractions.
A billboard outside Winslow, Arizona, claims that a great-granddaughter of
Manuelito owns a curio shop. The image of a seated Manuelito, shirtless
and straight-backed, looms above passing motorists. Coming into Callup
from the east or west, travelers are welcomed to the "Indian Capital of the
World" with images of young, attractive Navajo maidens dressed in the post1868 style. On a regular basis, the Navajo Times features images of young
Navajo women in the "traditional" style of velveteen blouses and voluminous three-tiered skirts. At all of the annual parades in and around
Navajoland, scores of Navajo princesses, the winners of pageants, wave enthusiastically and beam winsome smiles at the crowds who obligingly wave
back. In almost any magazine that focuses on the Southwest-aimed at the
tourist trade or prepared for Navajo readers-Navajo women appear in the
"traditional" dress gazing back at the viewer.
The standard portrayals of Navajo women are western projects rooted
in nineteenth-century Anglo American concepts of American Indians.
These perceptions shift slightly when applied to Navajo women and reflect
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American concerns and fears about the changing nature of their own society. Further, beginning in the late nineteenth century, these images became increasingly tied to the marketplace, so that Navajos became a
commodity to be consumed. As Dilworth points out, representing Native
peoples serves to textualize or to objectify them, thus creating relationships
based on inequalities.75
Navajo wo~en, like other Native women, have persisted, and the work
of better understanding their historical realities is ongoing. Because much
of what is known about Navajo women is directly related to photographs
that validate western representations of them, these discourses tell us very
little about Navajo women's historical realities or their experiences. Navajos have not controlled the representations of who they are, past or present.
However, Navajos themselves perpetuate the image of the "traditional"
Navajo woman, making statements about Navajo femininity. It remains to
be seen how Navajo women have responded to images of themselves and
what they will discard and choose to retain of those portrayals.
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