Jeff Thomas: Working Histories

Thinking back, I can’t remember the first time I saw a representation of
an Aboriginal person. It was almost certainly on our little black-andwhite television, that amazing conduit that poured images into my
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brain every day throughout childhood. It might have been on one of
the TV westerns that were still kicking around in the late sixties, or
an old John Wayne movie. No particular image comes to mind, just a
general impression of cowboys and Indians. I also recall a book of
boy’s adventure stories that I had with a cowboy and Indian fighting
on the cover. Somebody gave me this book before I could read more
than just a few words and I remember how much it bothered me,
staring at that provocative cover and not being able to access the
stories. Yet, I suspect that they became infinitely more fascinating in
potential than they would have been in actuality.

IN A RECENT REVIEW in the Globe and Mail, arts writer Gary Michael

Sometime, fairly early on, I remember my mother’s critical voice speaking

Dault summarily dismissed an exhibition by Haisla artist Arthur

over those cowboy and Indian movies. She wanted to remind me

Renwick.1 His central complaint was that the subject matter, a nine-

that these images were nonsense and had nothing to do with us.

teenth-century treaty between several Aboriginal nations of the

That much was obvious, even to me. But it was hard not to be

plains region and the U.S. government, was of no current interest to

seduced by the pleasures of those stories, the exotic landscapes,

“us.” I am always wary when I see an “us” used like this in the main-

colourful costumes and thrilling goings on. “Do you notice that the

stream press, suspecting that, in the writer’s eyes, I am more likely to

Indians are always the bad guys?” my mother would ask. Well,

fall into the “them” category.

maybe. And maybe now that she mentioned it I couldn’t stop notic-

The antidote to Dault’s presumption that Aboriginal history lacks con-

ing. “Do you notice how they try to make the Indians look scary?”

temporary relevance might be to spend a few hours in conversation

Yeah, I’d noticed that too. “And do you notice that these actors don’t

with Jeffrey Thomas. Thomas has found more productive ways into

look much like Indians? Or talk like Indians? Or that this is not just

history than anyone I have ever encountered. He digs into historical

an isolated phenomenon but something that happens over and over

representations of Aboriginal people until “us” and “them” is no

again systematically, to make us look bad, to justify taking the land

longer the only way to see the issue. The results of this process end

and the resources?” Yes, yes, and yes. Now I noticed.

1 Saturday, January
17th, 2004

up in the gallery, where Thomas thoughtfully and meticulously

So my mother ruined westerns for me, thank goodness. And that childish

shows us why history matters and how it can be put to creative use.

pleasure was easily supplanted by anger. The more I saw of the world,

In fact, it was Thomas’s work that taught me how to engage with

the clearer it became that the whole thing was a set up. Fuck John

mainstream representations of Aboriginal people at a time when I

Wayne. Fuck the Lone Ranger and his condescending attitude to

simply wanted to look the other way.

Tonto. Fuck…well, you get the picture. I suspect that if all of the
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Aboriginal peoples of North America have nothing else in common,

pretend moments of discovery in which the artist reveals a social or

they share this anger about how we’ve been represented. But I also

political phenomenon that it is all too clear they set out to find. We

have another emotional response that I’m not sure is as universal.

are trained to expect artists to produce novelty, but how familiar and

When I watch these westerns now I get embarrassed. Not on behalf

desperate that novelty can sometimes feel. Thomas never seems des-

of Aboriginal people, but for the people who made them. Once you

perate for our attention or for something to say. When he tunnels

realize that they are pure fiction you see just how naked these fantasies

into archives and museum collections he isn’t harvesting historical

are. What could leave one more exposed than the parade of unex-

representations of “Indians” in the service of an art practice, but put-

amined urges and assumptions that make up what Robert Berkhoffer

ting his art practice into the service of his own curiosity and his own

called the White Man’s Indian? All those captivity narratives that

desire to share his process of discovery.

fear and loath sexuality and at the same time seem delighted to have
found this excuse to talk about forbidden sex over and over again.

PEDAGOGY AS ART AND STORY

You are looking right into the fears, power fantasies and repressed

Thomas talks frequently of wanting his work to be a bridge spanning the

desires of white America. Blame it on my ancestors being colonized

gap between the images of Aboriginal peoples in museum and

by the uptight British if you want, but I find that sort of thing a bit

archive collections and the Aboriginal community. His ambition,

embarrassing to look at, once you understand what you’re seeing.

based on his own experience, is to model how the “historical image is

Of course Hollywood isn’t the only place that the notion of the Indian

[a] catalyst for telling new stories, stories that really deal with the

was produced. There were the travel writers, the military accounts,

contemporary world that we are a part of.” 2 He connects the notion

the photographers, the historians, the archaeologists and the anthro-

of history as story to the way he learned as a child in his community.

pologists. So to hell with them too, right? All they are doing is adding

His childhood was lived between urban Buffalo and the Six Nations

new layers of fiction, so why bother paying attention? That was my

Reserve. On Six Nations, he was taught, often by powerful women in

attitude until I encountered Jeff Thomas’s work about ten years ago.

the community, to take pride in Haudenosaune (Iroquois) culture.

Somehow Thomas had found a way into all this stuff. More than that

He remembers the stories that framed his first views of the past:

he had taken these representations and had somehow made them

[I]t is interesting to think about those stories that we heard as children.

creatively productive. Where other Aboriginal artists were drawing

When I was staying on the reserve there was no television, electric-

on this material in order to turn it on its head or expose it as carica-

ity, running water or central heating. In the evenings or during the

ture in relation to ‘reality’ (or at least their notion of reality),

day, we would sit around the kitchen table and listen to the elders

Thomas just kept digging deeper and deeper. The works in this exhi-

talk about the old days and in my mind, they created vivid images.

bition are artifacts of that journey.

On the streets of Buffalo, however, he could find no signs of this history.

What makes Thomas’s work so disarming is that one senses almost imme-

He recalls asking one of his elementary school teachers, Miss Eckles,

diately that he is motivated by genuine curiosity. The sincerity of

“Why don’t we learn about Iroquoian history?” His teacher replied,

that curiosity opens his work up as a process and allows it to pursue

“Jeff, I don’t know. You are going to have to find that out for your-

unexpected directions. Too much contemporary art is loaded with

self.” He remembers feeling crushed at the realization that nobody
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2 This and all quotes that
follow are from an interview with Jeff Thomas
conducted at the Art
Gallery of Ontario in
2001 by Anna Hudson
and the author.

was going to be able to answer his questions about his own history.

insider’s understanding of the systems by which Aboriginal peoples

Later, as an adult pursuing his interest in history he says that he at

have been represented. This understanding is critically engaged

last understood what she meant.

because it remains linked to a knowledge of both where he has come

Miss Eckles was African-American and her situation was very similar

from and the many boundaries he has crossed getting to where he is.

to mine. [She was telling me that] if they are not teaching your his-

He doesn’t reject outright the representations of Aboriginal peoples

tory, then you have to go out and find it for yourself. Certainly the

that he encounters. Because he is so deeply immersed in these forms

work with historical images is about that.

of representation, he is able to turn Aboriginal ideas loose within the

Thomas’s work is not nostalgic. Like Aboriginal stories that change grad-

very heart of them. The process is so thoughtful and reasonable, so

ually from teller to teller and generation to generation, Thomas is

clearly guided by good intentions that you can’t really describe it as

conscious that the narratives he weaves around historical images be

entirely destructive. Nothing is the same when it’s over, but we nev-

situated in the concerns of the present. He notes that historical por-

ertheless feel a net gain has been made.

traits of Aboriginal people often excluded their immediate
environment, leaving their subjects in stasis, floating in a placeless

THE MONUMENT

place. It is precisely the sense of immersion in an immediate, living

Monuments are one way in which the state appropriates history to serve

world that he tries to capture in his own portraits. For him, contrary

its own agenda. Monuments function in a peculiar way in public

to the romantic notion, that world is an urban one. At the most basic

spaces, their presence being both highly visible and so entrenched,

level this is simply looking at models for survival. He reflects on the

so much a part of the urban landscape, that they often recede from

challenges his parents and grandparents faced trying to find a place

visibility right under our noses. From this oddly covert position,

for themselves in the city. For those generations, he reminds us,

monuments instruct us on the ideology of the state. Thomas is inter-

“there was no manual or pamphlet that said, ‘Okay, this is how you

ested in the absence of Aboriginal people from so many of these

survive as a First Nations person in the city.’”

monuments, but he has also worked on ones that make statements

For Thomas himself, the struggle, which he has turned into a life’s work, is to

about Aboriginal people and our place in history. He meets the nar-

engage the place of Aboriginal history and identity in the city. He

row didacticism of the monument with a pedagogy of his own,

says:

turning the monument into a vehicle for a process of critically
My photography is based on street life. [I am] an Iroquoian person,

engaged thinking about power and representation.

raised in the city and going around always looking [for] or hoping to

Thomas has a long history of engagement with the Champlain

find evidence of my own history. I wander the streets with this idea

Monument at Nepean Point in Ottawa. The monument once fea-

in mind and what I do actually find, whether it is a monument, a

tured Champlain perched on the top and a kneeling “Indian scout”

frieze, or a little plaque that says something about First Nation’s his-

positioned well below him and clearly in his service. Thomas took on

tory [is the] evidence that we actually were here.

the challenge of decentring Champlain by persistently photograph-

We can imagine this as an almost archaeological form of engagement with

ing the Indian scout. Often his son Bear appears in the photographs

the city. Through a kind of immersion, Thomas has developed an

as a jarringly urban and contemporary challenge to the image of the
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breechclothed scout. In 1996 the monument was the focus of a

I remember a childhood encounter with a series of three dioramas. I can’t

protest by the Assembly of First Nations, in which they covered the

place where they were, but I remember the message clearly. As I

Indian scout with a blanket as a symbolic rejection of his sub-

recall, the tour guide presented our class with dioramas of three dif-

servience and inaccurate, stereotypical costume. Their ultimate goal

ferent landscapes, or rather three different moments in the history of

was to see him removed altogether. While Thomas understood and

one landscape. In the first one there was a tipi pitched beside a river

sympathized with their critique, he was also aware that, although the

in a pristine landscape. In the second there was a nineteenth-cen-

protest created a productive controversy in which the monument

tury European settlement in the same landscape, now, however,

came alive as a site of historical discourse, if it was taken away future

there were some signs of pollution, logging, and so forth. In the third

opportunities to expose that history would be lost. That seemed to

diorama we were up to date. The river was surrounded by industry,

be allowing the rest of Canada to forget this sign of how Aboriginals

pollution, and the detritus of modern life (circa late 1970s). Our

have been viewed a little too easily. Thomas suggested instead that a

guide asked us which diorama we would prefer to live in. As soon as

plaque be placed at the monument detailing Aboriginal concerns

I saw the tipi my back had gone up, as it did when anything to do

about it.

with Indians arose at school. I waited to be offended. I was going to

Eventually the Indian scout was moved across the street to Major’s Hill

point to the tipi, no matter what. And, to my relief, everyone else

Park where he crouches on his own, presumably scouting for his own

pointed to the tipi too. So far, so good. But we weren’t done yet. The

sake. Thomas has not let him get away. He continues to photograph

tour guide then went on to describe all of the diseases that might

the scout in his new location and keeps up to date with the goings on

plague us if we lived in the world of the first diorama. The hardships.

related to him.

The short life expectancy. Lack of education and opportunity.
Wouldn’t it be better to live in the world of our own time, but without the litter and pollution? Aha! Suddenly the exercise was clear. It

THE MINIATURE

If the monument is the grand state-sponsored statement, the museum

was about how we shouldn’t litter and should fight pollution. She

diorama represents a very different mode of didactic representation.

paused after her speech and asked us again to point to which world

I confess to being both fascinated and repelled by the diorama. As a

we would prefer to live in now that she had enlightened us. Everyone

child I found them absolutely immersive. I could enter these worlds

understood what was expected. We were supposed to enact the

with no effort. I could also imagine the satisfaction of creating them,

process of having our minds changed through her lesson. Everyone

the oddly godlike pleasure of creating one’s own world exactly as one

else pointed to the contemporary diorama. I stuck with the tipi. So

wants it, shrunk down to a manageable size. These are the aspects

the interrogation began. Why, after her careful explanation would I

that make me uncomfortable now. And I can see how this desire for

want to live back then? I knew better than to argue with grownup

mastery relates to the colonial history of the museum. Here is the

white folks who were determined to teach you something. I wasn’t

desire to conquer the world not just in fact, but in idea; here is the

going to say “because this one has Indians in it and the others don’t.”

attempt to hoard and catalogue the cultures of the world, mastering

But I wasn’t going to back down either. I used the classic kid strategy,

them through exhaustive representation.

“I dunno. I just would.” No use arguing with a kid that stupid. So she

14

15

moved along. Still, how I wish someone like Thomas could have

finds his way in because he understands image and story and he uses

appeared out of the woodwork just then to help me read the ridicu-

them as Aboriginal forms of knowledge, or more precisely, as

lous dioramas against the grain.

processes of knowledge making. This is based on an understanding of

Jeff had his own childhood experience with a diorama in the forth or fifth
grade. He recalls:

how history actually functions, that it is not just the ideal of objective facts strung out in a convenient chronology, but rather, it is a

We went to the museum or [perhaps it was] the Buffalo Historical

web of stories and images that are spun everywhere from the family

Society and they had a re-creation of an Iroquois village in a

to the state. And this is how we experience history, from the most

Plexiglas case. It was dissected so it was cut in half and you could

obscure personal history to the grandest narrative of global conflict,

look inside and see the families in there. And in another part of the

from rumour to statistic. Starting from our own position in the world

tour, we came to another area and it said, “no admittance except for

as we find it, history comes to us in fragments. And sometimes we get

museum personnel.” And I thought, “What would it be like to go

it out of sequence. Sometimes we get it plain wrong. Thomas’s work-

through that door and find out what is on the other side?”

ing process is alive to the fact that this messy business is ultimately a

I’m not surprised that those two experiences are linked in Jeff’s mind and

series of creative acts. Thomas models an Indigenous form of agency

not just because they occurred on the same day. The curiosity raised

that not only insists on self representation, but insists on self repre-

by the diorama is not an end point but a provocation to learn more,

sentation from within the very discourses that have overwritten our

to get behind the scenes to see how it all works and figure out what

identities.

they haven’t been showing you.
Thomas’s diorama, entitled The Iron Horse (2004), engages the spectacle
of the wild west show. He has created an amusing play in which the
spectacle of the show is deflated to the scale of the miniaturized
model railroad around which the project is based. The wild west
show was a spectacle of the triumph of civilization and modernity
over the primitive. The trains, which transported the shows, were
linked to modernity in the public imagination and were seen as a significant force in civilizing the mythic West. Thomas pries into this
tension, literally opening up spaces for contemporary life within his
diorama and rupturing the dichotomy between the modern and the
primitive.
Thomas’s trick is to turn an absence into a presence, to find himself and
his history in the world. He is able to do this because he has found
the places where he can engage with history on his own terms. They
seem to be the most unlikely places, the most impenetrable. But he
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Jeff Thomas | Intersection

My mother likes to tell a story about me that took place when I was very
young. One summer day while playing in the backyard by myself, I
tried to climb over the fence. My mother looked out the window to
check on me and saw me hanging from the top of the fence by my
jacket. She was surprised to see me hanging there so calmly, looking
around and not crying out for help. My curiosity about what existed
on the other side of the fence has stayed with me throughout my life,
driving a desire to understand difference—in my case, what defines
Indian-ness.

Jeff Thomas as a Child in his Buffalo Backyard, ca.1960, gelatin silver print.
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When I began my photographic career in the late 1970s I could not find
any discourse about urban Indian-ness. While I knew first-hand the
reality of an Indian migration to cities that began in the early twentieth century—my grandparents had moved to Buffalo from the Six
Nations Reserve to look for work—there was little acknowledgment
of this reality. Photographs continued to promote the romantic
stereotype of stoic Indians in full regalia living on the land in remote
areas. From this, one could easily draw the conclusion that First
Nations people had never left reserve communities for urban centers.

Grandma with Tiger the Cat, Buffalo, New York, ca. 1956, gelatin silver print.
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Indian Posed in Front of a Tipi with White Men Looking at Him, n.d., gelatin silver print,
McCord Museum, Montreal.

Founder of the New World, The Bear Portraits, 1987, gelatin silver print, 24.1 x 33 cm.

Because I was born and raised in the city, identifying this absent urban
First Nations aesthetic was very important for me. In order to understand why the void existed in the first place, I began by looking to
history books for answers. Not surprisingly, what I found was a First
Nations world seen through the prism of nineteenth-century Anglo
values, recorded by its artists, photographers, wild west show promoters, movie directors and anthropologists. Because the Indian
image was intended for white audiences and not for a First Nations
audience, it is not surprising that I felt like an Indian tourist gazing at
Indians.

Justice Indian, Scouting for Indians, Ottawa, 1998, c-print, 30” x 20” 33 x 24.1 cm.
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Unidentified Group of First Nations Men Posed in a Studio, n.d., gelatin silver print,
National Archives of Canada (PA-212482).

Sketch, Chippeway Dancing the Sioux Dance at Rat Portage, July 3, 1881, gelatin silver print,
Col. National Archives of Canada (PA-C-012865).

First Nations Women in Calgary for 1901 Royal Tour, 1901, gelatin silver print,
National Archives of Canada (PA-012122).

These images provided me with important information about the attitudes that led to a one-dimensional view of First Nations people and
why stereotypes flourish without any form of critical discourse. The
government’s assimilation policy dictated that Indians replace their
savage identity for a Canadian identity. The controversial residential
school program was based upon extinguishing First Nations identity
through the re-education of its children. Consequently there was no
need to consider how First Nations people would feel about the
exploitation of their culture. Armed with these insights into the
architecture of Indian-ness, I began to explore ways to extend the
image and liberate the Indian from stasis.

Cree Students Attending the Anglican-run Lac la Ronge Missions School, 1945, gelatin
silver print, National Archives of Canada (PA-134110).
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“Attitude” : Bear with the Indian Scout, Ottawa, 1989

Edward S. Curtis, Hollow Horn Bear, Brule, ca. 1908, gelatin silver print,
National Archives of Canada (PA-…..).

From my years of research with nineteenth-century images, I can recall
only one image that packed a punch in terms of conveying a message
with social meaning about First Nations people. The subject of the
painting is an Assiniboine man named Wi-jun-jon and the artist was
the American George Catlin. The two met in 1832 in St. Louis,
Missouri. Catlin was preparing to begin the first of six journeys into
the North American western frontier to record Indian life and Wijun-jon was on his way to Washington, D.C. as part of a First Nations
delegation. Catlin was impressed by Wi-jun-jon’s appearance and
made a portrait of him dressed in his tribal clothing. Catlin writes:
I was in St. Louis at the time of their arrival, and painted their portraits
while they rested in that place. Wi-jun-jon was the first, who reluctantly yielded to the solicitations of the Indian agent and myself, and
appeared as sullen as death in my painting-room – with eyes fixed
like those of a statue, upon me, though his pride had plumed and
tinted him in all the freshness and brilliancy of an Indian’s toilet. In
his nature’s uncowering pride he stood a perfect model; but superstition had hung a lingering curve upon his lip, and pride had stiffened
it into contempt. He had been urged into a measure, against which
his fears had pleaded; yet he stood unmoved and unflinching amid
the struggles of mysteries that were hovering about him, foreboding
ills of every kind, and misfortunes that were to happen to him in
consequence of this operation…1

1 Catlin, George. The
Manners, Customs, and
Conditions of the North
American Indian,
London, 1842
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Wi-jun-jon, ca 1838, colour reproduction of painting, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C. (LC-USZC2-3313).

Catlin and Wi-jun-jon met again in St. Louis the following year — both
men were taking the same boat going north on the Missouri River.
Catlin was once again compelled to paint a portrait of Wi-jun-jon
but not for the same reason:
Through the politeness of Mr. Chouteau, of the American Fur Company,
I was admitted to a passage in their steamboat, on her first trip to the
Yellowstone; and when I had embarked, and the boat was about to
depart, Wi-jun-jon made his appearance on deck, in a full suit of regimentals! He had been in Washington [and had] exchanged his
beautifully garnished and classic costume, for a full dress en militaire.
It was, perhaps, presented to him by the President …. In this fashion
was poor Wi-jun-jon metamorphosed, on his return from Washington;
and in this plight was he strutting and whistling Yankee Doodle,
about the deck of the steamer that was wending its way up the
mighty Missouri, and taking him to his native land again; where he
was soon to light his pipe, and cheer the wigwam fire-side, with tales
of novelty and wonder.2
By the late nineteenth century the Western frontier had vanished into
mythology and the First Nations people Catlin had painted were
now living on reservations. They were decimated by disease, by the
loss of the Buffalo, and cut off from their traditional way of life. Yet
artists and photographers continued to picture Indians in the same
light Catlin had found them in at the beginning of the century.
Catlin never made another portrait with the same poignancy as Wijun-jon’s, nor did any other artist who traveled the west.
2 Ibid.

George Catlin, The Buffalo Chase, n.d., lithograph, National Archives of Canada (PA:C119982).
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The Wi-jun-jon portrait was to become a harbinger of things to come for
the Assiniboine, as well as all the tribal groups living along the
Missouri River. The trepidation Wi-jun-jon felt at his portrait sitting
with Catlin came to pass; he died a violent death upon his return
home. As the story goes, Wi-jun-jon’s descriptions of his adventures
in the east during his travels were so unbelievable to his tribe members that he was seen as a danger to the community and was
eventually murdered. I cannot help but wonder what would have
happened if Wi-jun-jon had had the means to record the sights he
saw during his trip. What if he had returned to his community with
photographs of the cities he visited—would his tales have seemed so
unbelievable? Catlin’s memoirs continue:
While descending the [Missouri] river in a Mackinaw boat, from the
mouth of Yellowstone, Wi-jun-jon and another of his tribe who was
with him, at the first approach to the civilized settlement, commenced a register of the white men’s houses (or cabins), by cutting a
notch for each on the side of a pipe-stem, in order to be able to shew
when they got home, how many white men’s houses they saw on
their journey. . . . While the boat was moored at shore for the purpose of cooking the dinner of the party, Wi-jun-jon and his
companion stepped in to the bushes and cut a long stick, from which
they peeled the bark; and when the boat was once again underweigh
[sic], they sat down, and with much labour, copied the notches onto
it from the pipe-stem and club … They seemed much at a loss to know
what to do with their troublesome records, until they came in sight
of St. Louis, which is a town of 15,000 inhabitants; upon which, after
3 Ibid.

consulting a little, they pitched their sticks overboard into the river!3
Kam Lee Laundry, 1982, gelatin silver print, 33 x 24.1 cm.
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Indians on Tour, Toronto, 2003, chromogenic print, 50.8 x 76.2 cm.

Indian Car, Showing a Car with Indian Head Decal by the Rear Window, 1983, gelatin silver print, 24.1 x 33 cm.

During my youth, I spent summers and weekends at the Six Nations
Reserve with my grandmother. My Iroquois identity was nurtured
while sitting on an old chair around the kitchen table, listening to
my elders tells stories about everyday life on the reserve, politics and
spirituality. I would return to the city with a sense of Indian-ness and
there, I was confronted by a juxtaposition and confluence of urban
and reserve Iroquois identities. At times the dual identities felt
incongruous — Indians were supposed to stop being Indian in the
city.
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Bear with Canadian Flag in Background, The Bear Portraits, 1998,
chromogenic print, 76.2 x 50.8 cm.

As a young boy in the Buffalo school system, I remember hearing the
phrase “melting pot” and it made me think that I had to give up my
sense of Indian-ness in order to fit in. This is what my father was
doing, but at a great cost to him, his family, and his community. I am
not willing to compromise my sense of who I am as an urban Indian.
Through my work, I am attempting to visualize something that has
been largely made invisible. Namely: How do we, as Aboriginal people, maintain and nourish our Indian-ness when there is no support
for it? For me, it comes through my work and by creating a dialogue
about what it means to be Indian and to be urban and how we negoBank of Montreal Crest, 1997, gelatin silver print, 35.6 x 45.7 cm.

tiate between the two.

Champlain Monument Indian, 1992, gelatin silver print, 35.6 x 45.7 cm.
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A lot of my work explores the loss of male role models using photographs
of my son Bear. I use Bear as a marker of Indian-ness by posing him in
sites where it does not exist. What I want to do is to show that
Indian people live in the city as well. And to play with the irony of
juxtaposing him with an urban landscape, because most white photographers—such as Edward Curtis—deleted any signs of modernity
from their photographs. I see these works as a way to collaborate
with my son and stay connected to him. These photographs reflect
an Indian-ness that anthropologists would not see as authentic, yet it
is very real to me.

How do you measure up? The Bear Portraits, 1994, gelatin silver print, 45.7 x 35.6 cm.
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My elders taught me to be proud of being Iroquois, inspiring me with their
stories and their caution to never forget where I came from. It was
my challenge and I was determined to ensure that the description
“urban Iroquois” could not be used as a derogatory assessment of my
Indian-ness. Unlike Wi-jun-jon, I have a means to record what I see.
Through photographs, and a careful reading of historical images, I
attempt to envision the world of the urban Iroquois.
— Jeff Thomas

My Father’s Hands, 1990, gelatin silver print, 17.7 x 22.9 cm.
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