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An Examination of the use of Image in Traditional Knowledge Research with northwestern Canadian First Nations

Leslie Main Johnson, Athabasca University

 •Title Slide

This is, for me, an oddly self referential talk, a presentation and discussion of images of images.  All of the images here are simultaneously serving as documentation of my practice (and sometimes of others’ practice) and for communication with an academic audience via powerpoint slideshow.  

Before I get further into the presentation, I want to digress briefly to clarify what I mean by traditional knowledge research.  For me this is a general term which encompasses research in topics such as ethnobotany, traditional medicine, traditional skills and crafts,  knowledge of the land itself and documentation of related indigenous or local terminology.  Traditional knowledge as I use it does not refer to some frozen past, but to ongoing informal local knowledge  drawn from past and present community understanding, and from personal observation, thought and enskillment.

• Images in ethnographic research are used for:

· elicitation

· documentation

· and communication

. 

• photo used for elicitation of landscape terms

Gitksanimx “high bank”

Use of image for elicitation involves image as a stimulus to talk, as a take off point in explanation, identification, naming, and narrativeI have a looseleaf notebook of colour prints of Gitksan places and landscape and river features, assembled for elicitation of landscape terms.  This photo was annotated in an interview with Dinim Gyet, Art Mathews in 1998.

• archival photos are effective for elicitation, a point my Gwich’in colleague Alestine Andre made while we were talking about how she saw the role and use of image in traditional knowledge research.   

An 8 by 10 print of this photo was used with the late Percy Sterritt Gitksan elder, to enable him to explain the structure and function of these traditional Gitksan fish traps, along with a series of other archival images of fish traps, in about 1989. Until we used these photos, I had been unable to understand his verbal explanation of this fishing technology.

• the line between elicitation and documentation  is not always firm-  

• elicitation from photo for linguistic documentation
[dzilh iggiz] Blue Lake

This photo is one of a set of Witsuwit’en landscape photos used in eliciting terms for kinds of topograpy and vegetation in ethnogeographic research.  I went through my notebook of photos with Dan Michell in 2005, and he provided the term superimposed on the image

• elicitation and documentation using a computer drawing
This computer drawing shows an essentialized view of the Bulkley Valley near Moricetown and Hagwilget in northwest BC.    I used printouts of this image with Witsuwit’en elders and other speakers to elicit terms for various landscape elements.  In a kind of iterative process, I then typed the provisional terms on the computer drawing, and continued working with speakers and linguist Sharon Hargus to refine and extend the landscape lexicon.

• map used for elicitation–I was in Tsiigehtchic when there was a large forest fire north and east of the Mackenzie from the village.  The fire provoked considerable concern and discussion in the village. While the fire was still burning, I used this topographic map to record landscape information with several elders.  Here I’ve pencilled annotations about the ecology and cultural use of a series of lakes and surrounding area around where the fire was burning.

Image in documentation–:

Shifting now to the use of image for documentation, there are a variety of ways that images can serve to record or document information pertinent to traditional knowledge. 

• Documentation 

· “vouchers”, photos of plants or places, and plant voucher specimens

·  “process”- video or a series of shots showing how something is done

·  referents for linguistic terms

·  events or people-in-place

·  settings

·  annotations of maps or photos used in elicitation

•Voucher– Kaska Place Kind “lookout”

This pair of photos shows my elder teacher Mida Donnessey at a “lookout” site.  As we travelled around the land, Mida described the important features of the landscape introducing me to the term “lookout”.   This is one of the first such sites I was taken to, and I have here shown Mida standing at the edge of the high bank, pointing toward the rich swampy bottomland below, and then paired this with an image of what you see from the prospect.

• Another lookout [showing components of lookout site, with Kaska terms]

This was the second lookout area Mida took me to.  Here I show the constellation of features which characterize lookout sites- an old foot trail, a camp area, and a view of a rich area where animals may come below, annotated with some relevant terms in Kaska.

•image as voucher-
blueberry Vaccinium uliginosum
dahba

This close-up of a blueberry shows the plant called dahba.  A photograph gives a better sense of colour, and three dimensional geometry than a pressed botanical specimen . 

•plant specimens as image and documentation

Mounted pressed plants combine image and text, and can also be used for scientific identification.

documenting process

•documenting Gitksan snowshoe making
[making frames, at left, and filling the tail section with fine webbing, right]

At the time I took this series of photos the late Percy Sterritt was one of the few people who still made traditional Gitksan snowshoes sim nax.  In the explicit interests of preserving an endangered traditional skill, and as part of an ethnobotanical study  I got permission from Percy to take this series of photos while he was engaged in filling [netting] the snowshoes. 

•challenges of topic and method
(how do you take a good illustration of a snowshoe in context?)

•correlating text notes and images- 

While preparing this talk I checked my original interview notes that were made while photographing the snowshoe filling.  Here I show a diagram of a snowshoe webbing tool and its Gitksan name and make some comments about the order of filling, and the time involved in the work.  

•process–Mary Teya snaring rabbits- series of images on two separate days

One of the skills I attempted to learn while at a winter cabin site on the lower Peel River in February 2000 was rabbit snaring.  I photographed Mary setting a series of fixed wire   Several days later, I was able to photograph Mary removing a rabbit from one of her snares [the image of Mary with a rabbit in hand was included in a Gwich’in traditional knowledge book to illustrate a chapter on geh, rabbit]

•video of process- [mpeg]

Video is a natural way to document process. Here you see a close-up of Mida Donnessey stitching moosehide mocassins with sinew. A difficulty of video, of course, is that it is not archival, and also that raw footage requires a considerable investment of time in cataloging and editing to be useful for most purposes.

•formal, composed record of an event–I included this because I’ve observed that these formal posed photos that document participants, as a group, at events seem to be an important part of the local visual culture of Canadian First Nations I’ve worked with.

•People in place–Another frequent type of photographic image used in documentation is what I call “people in place” showing that various people are actively present on the land  Here we see several participants in the Deline Plants for Life camp last summer at Stick Creek on the Bear River.

•setting– “Plants for Life” Project 2005 camp at Russel Bay, Tsia

Here I show two images intended to evoke the setting of the Russel Bay camp in 2005.

•maps as documentation–Maps of course are often used for documentation as well as elicitation, and are a particular way of creating images of the spatial array of activities, paths, sites and features.  Here I’ve used a standard 1:50,000 topographic map to record locations of old camps and recent moose kills during a trip up the Peel River in February 2000 with Mary Teya and her late husband.

•maps drawn by local people

These two maps show spatial representations drawn by local indigenous people.  The one on the left shows features of reindeer territory drawn by an Eveny reindeer herder in the 1990’s and the one on the right was drawn in the early 20th century in British Columbia and shows toponyms as an aspect of the local property system [archival map by Michael Inspiring Bright ].  

•data map 

This map was also produced by an indigenous mapper.  Here Art Loring has used a topographic base map compiled from 1:20,000 topographic maps, and has superimposed layered areas of ecological and cultural significance to Gitksan, using mapping conventions derived from resource management and land claims paradigms.  

•Art Loring presenting finished maps 

Here Art is presenting finished mapes produced with GIS to aboriginal students at GIS training session in Hazelton BC in 2001.

•Image in Communication
The third aspect of the use of image in traditional knowledge research I want to talk about is how image is used in communication.  

 I see three primary modes in the use of image to communicateg about traditional knowledge:

· communication with academic audiences

· communication with and within community

· and communication with “the public”

•powerpoint for conference presentation
[Enjegwas]

This slide has been included in powerpoint presentations for an academic audiences.   I have used this imageto talk about the array of features on a traditional Gitksan territory and how they relate to one another spatially, how meaning is inscribed on land, and the siting of named, owned, berry patches  in relation to other features of territory.

•figure in journal article
This figure of a western red cedar stripped for cedar bark near Kitselas Canyon in northwest BC is a classic example of an objective illustration in a scientific paper published in an academic journal [in this case Economic Botany].  

•(community communication) 

This poster was prepared to provide an aesthetic and arresting visual message about the “Plants for Life” project for community communication , focussing on spruce, one of the most salient and important sources of medicine for the Sahtú people.  Such posters are widely used to communicate with local audiences in the North. My colleague Alestine Andre of the Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute commented to me that this poster would be effective for communicating within the community especially to those who don’t read, or for whom reading is not a comfortable way of gaining information.

•(community communication) This is the cover of a traditional knowledge book produced by the Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board.  The image chosen for the cover is one I took of wall tents on the land at the Midway Lake summer festival. The image is intended to be evocative of life on the land.

•(community communication) 

This is a page from draft Kaska Plant use book, intended for community and school use. An important reason I take images of plants and features of the land is the hope they can be of use to the community, and may help to preserve and transmit traditional knowledge albeit in non-traditional contexts.

•(community communication) use of drawings:

Another way image is used in communication of traditional knowledge is through drawings by local artists.  This example from Fort McPherson (Teet’lit Zheh) is a particularly nice one.  The book features Gwich’in and English text and the drawings are clear depictions of the features of snare sets by someone who knows how they work.  I found it interesting to compare the top illustration with my photo of Mary Teya’s snare set.

•multimedia website focussing on traditional knowledge
An increasingly common way to communicate about traditional knowledge to community and wider audiences is through websites, rich with images, and often in combination with text, sometimes video clips, and sound clips.  This website on the Idaa trail in the Northwest territories is a good example of the genre.  Questions of how to tailor the contents for local audiences and the the larger public are significant.

•Questions:

I’d like to close with some questions that have concerned me about my own work and that of others who use image in traditional knowledge research:

· How are the images I and others produce read by the communities with which we work? by non-local audiences?

· What are the implicit messages [or baggage] of images I or others use? What about context?

· Does use of image supplant or transform the knowledge it purports to document?

· Does or can recording of traditional knowledge through image serve the communities from which it comes?

I’d like to close with a quote from Martin Lister and Liz Well’s 2001 paper Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as an Approach to Analysing the Visual.

"In general, photographs connote truth and authenticity when what is 'seen' by the camera eye appears to be an adequate stand-in for what is seen by the human eye.  Photographs are coded, but usually so as to appear uncoded.  The truth/authenticity potential of photography is tied in with the idea that seeing is believing.  Photography draws on an ideology of the visible as evidence. (Annette Kuhn 1985:27) Nevertheless, photographs are often treated as if they were a source of objective and disinterested facts, rather than as complexly coded cultural artefacts.'"
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