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Stories are wondrous things. And they are dangerous…For once a story is 
told, it cannot be called back. Once told, it is loose in the world. So you have 
to be careful with the stories you tell. And you have to watch out for the 
stories that you are told.  

 —Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative 
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Introduction 

 

Spending one day in the Columbia River Basin would be enough to understand 

that its local histories are very much alive. Walla Walla alone boasts a plethora of local 

history reminders; a pedestrian walking down Main Street can pass the towering Marcus 

Whitman Hotel, cross “Palouse” and “Cayuse” streets, and end on the doorstep of 

Whitman College—home of the “Missionaries”—in a mere fifteen minutes. Beyond 

Walla Walla, highway markers noting the Lewis and Clark Trail accompany speed limit 

signs across present-day Washington and Oregon and countless statues commemorate the 

area’s histories. It seems impossible to travel through the Columbia River Basin without 

observing some reminder of its regional histories, wherein tropes of intrepid pioneers, 

stoic Indians, and a vast frontier awaiting settlement abound.1 Indeed, very few histories 

seem as present in the Columbia River Basin area as those addressing periods of contact 

and westward expansion. Although these widespread reminders seem to reflect pride in 

local history and local heritage, they also suggest that this pride springs from specific 

interpretations of very specific histories.  

Being originally from south-central Alaska, these histories are less familiar to me 

than they likely are to those who live full time, or have grown up, in the Columbia River 

Basin. My regional history education was that of the so-called “Last Frontier,” where 

stories of gold mining, sourdoughs, and Athabaskan, Yup’ik, or Aleut peoples replaced 

                                                
1 The Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla tribes discussed in this thesis refer to themselves as Indian 
people, an example that I follow when addressing them specifically. When discussing indigenous people 
generally, I use the terms “Indian,” “indigenous people,” and “native people” interchangeably, 
understanding that these terms may connote different meanings and that no one term can encapsulate the 
diversity of hundreds of indigenous cultures. Unless otherwise specified, these terms refer exclusively to 
people indigenous to what is now the United States. 
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those of agriculture, pioneers, and the Cayuse, Umatilla, or Walla Walla peoples. Indeed, 

the Pacific Northwest only appeared in my history education from vague descriptions of 

Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery and brief mentions of the Oregon Trail. Like many 

white Americans, stories involving indigenous peoples (other than those of my own state) 

were almost nonexistence in my history education.2 When I moved to Walla Walla to 

attend Whitman College, it did not take long to realize that regional and local histories 

are visible daily in the contemporary Columbia River Basin. Perhaps it was my 

perspective as an outsider—a tourist calling the area home for a few short years—that 

made objects like the statues of Lewis and Clark outside Dayton, WA or the rock 

commemorating the 1855 Treaty of Walla Walla on Whitman College’s campus stand out 

to me. Perhaps it was simply my desire to understand the new area in which I found 

myself that kept these representations in the back of my mind. Regardless, the constant 

reminders of a period that seemed to matter so greatly to the peoples and landscapes of 

the area elicited questions about from where these representations come, for what 

purposes, and to what effects.  

  In the midst of these myriad historical references, a few museums and 

interpretive centers exist to share the Columbia River Basin’s histories. Among these are 

the Fort Walla Walla Museum, the Whitman Mission National Historic Site, and 

Tamástslikt Cultural Institute. Each of these institutions exists for different purposes, 

serves different functions in its communities, and presents unique perspectives on certain 

aspects of local history. However, despite their differences, the three museums often 

address overlapping histories that are mutually invested in similar places, peoples, and 
                                                
2 Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Anti-Indianism in Modern America: A Voice from Tatekeya’s Earth (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001) and Paul Chaat Smith, Everything You Know About Indians is 
Wrong (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). 
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events.3 Their coexistence and proximity to one another in the Columbia River Basin 

augments the possible influences the institutions may have on one another, and their 

amalgamated representations add distinct voices and, sometimes, competing 

interpretations of these histories to larger conversations.  

 This thesis investigates how museum exhibits at Fort Walla Walla Museum, the 

Whitman Mission National Historic Site, and Tamástslikt Cultural Institute depict local 

histories of the Columbia River Basin, specifically focusing on what I call “colonial 

contact histories.” I frame this period between instances of early Euro-

American/indigenous contact beginning in 1805 and the Walla Walla Treaty negotiations 

between tribal peoples and the United States government in 1855 and 1856.4 These 

histories span periods of American westward expansion, missionization, and Euro-

American settlement in the area. While individual museum representations remain my 

primary object of study, I am most interested in understanding the effects these myriad 

possible interactions may have on contemporary audiences. Using Andrea Smith’s 

concept of “settler-colonial historical consciousness” as a lens through which to analyze 

these representations, I examine what materials individual museum exhibits present, how 

they do so, and what historical narratives—that is, what specific messages—their 

selective interpretations impart to viewers.5  

                                                
3 I acknowledge that each institution defines itself differently and may have different relationships to the 
word “museum.” While the Whitman Mission National Historic Site and Tamástslikt Cultural Institute 
have museum spaces, Fort Walla Walla Museum is the only institution that exclusively uses the label 
“museum” to describe itself. However, because I focus on museum exhibit representations, I use “museum” 
to refer to all three interpretive institutions, deferring to their individual word choice when applicable.  
4 While the range of binary terms to describe indigenous and non-indigenous peoples is vast, in this thesis I 
use the terms “Euro-American” and “Anglo-American” interchangeably to refer to non-indigenous 
American peoples. 
5 Andrea Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness in the Local History Museum,” Museum Anthropology 
34:2 (2011): 156. 
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 From these case studies, I discuss the contemporary implications of each 

museum’s representations, particularly focusing on manifestations of colonial (or 

anticolonial) ideologies. I argue that although these museums offer multi-vocal and, 

often, collaborative interpretations of the Columbia River Basin’s histories, their 

understandings of these histories are not uniform, their interpretations far from resolved. I 

hope that these discussions advocate for exhibits that are critically conscious of the 

connections between historical and contemporary experiences, pulling discussions of 

colonial history out of an exclusively historic realm and into contemporary relevancy. 
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Conditions and Implications of Museum Display 

 

…the eye is part of the mind, and looking and seeing are not the end of what 

happens to a visitor in a museum but only the starting points of an ultimately 

holistic experience.   

—Stephen E. Weil, Making Museums Matter 

 

 Despite the breadth and depth of information available today online or on 

television, museums continue to be popular—and trusted—sources of knowledge for 

many. Museum exhibits make objects, stories, or concepts visually interesting for a 

viewing audience while simultaneously wielding control over the presentation of their 

content.1 Thus, as constructed knowledge purposefully disseminated for public 

consumption, museums have the power to produce, sustain, or challenge popular opinion 

regarding their content—reflecting and informing visitors’ contemporary experiences. 

Michael Belcher writes that “the medium” of a museum’s representations “becomes the 

message” of its exhibits.2 The nature of those mediums and the interpretations of those 

messages may affect the many people concerned, whether individual museum visitors, 

the people or communities implicated in exhibits, local communities in which museums 

exist, or even other communities to whom museum messages may apply. As Timothy W. 

Luke notes, “Today museums are venues where many key cultural realities are first 

defined; and, in this process of definition, the personal becomes political, and the political 

                                                
1 Svetlana Alpers, “The Museum as a Way of Seeing,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of 
Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1991). 
2 Michael Belcher, Exhibitions in Museums (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990): 
42. 
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cannot be divided easily thereafter from the personal.”3 Engaging visitors with their 

exhibit spaces, museum representations facilitate personal interpretations taking on 

political implications. 

 Museums also carry legacies of colonialism, which may inform both the content 

of their exhibits and the overall tone of the museum experience. In recent years, many 

museums both in the United States and internationally have made concerted efforts to 

critically examine the stories of those who struggle against forces of erasure in 

mainstream representations.4 Nevertheless, as Luke notes, “Museum displays may 

quickly change, but their cultural effects can linger indefinitely.”5 For example, the extent 

to which a museum in the Columbia River Basin contests, ignores, or reaffirms popular 

historical narratives—like those of disappearing Indians or intrepid pioneers—will affect 

public understandings of colonialism, indigeneity, race relations, and American identity, 

regardless whether or not the museum intends to address those concepts.  

 In this thesis, I use Michel Rolph Trouillot’s term “historical narrative” to refer to 

overarching messages proposed by museum exhibits, as derived from their selective 

representations. Trouillot notes, “Narratives…necessarily distort life whether or not the 

evidence upon which they are based could be proved correct. Within that viewpoint, 

history becomes one among many types of narratives with no particular distinction except 

                                                
3 Timothy W. Luke, Museum Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition (Minneapolis and London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2002): xiii. 
4 For critical investigations of specific museums, see Amy Lonetree and Amanda J. Cobb, The National 
Museum of the American Indian: Critical Conversations (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2008) and Gwyneira Isaac, “Responsibilities toward Knowledge: The Zuni Museum and the 
Reconciling of Different Knowledge Systems,” in Contesting Knowledge: Museums and Indigenous 
Perspectives, ed. Susan Sleeper Smith (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009). For a more general 
compilation of efforts to decolonize museum spaces, see Susan Sleeper Smith, Contesting Knowledge. 
5 Luke, Museum Politics, xiv. 
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for its pretense of truth.”6 Museum exhibits create these historical narratives, assembling 

objects and interpretations into an interactive account of historical events. Governed by 

museums’ institutional subjectivities, these accounts reflect its particular interpretations 

of history and often represent concepts and/or lessons the museum strives to propose. 

Like Michel Foucault’s notion of discourse, exhibits create historical truths that inform 

what overarching messages—or historical narratives—museums portray to their viewers. 

These messages may speak from or rearticulate positions of power—“those continuous 

and uninterrupted processes” of authority—or provide “counter-discourses” that contest 

entrenched narratives.7 Thus, analyzing museum representations of United States colonial 

histories is not only vital for understanding the way various factions of American culture 

may conceive of those histories, but also for illuminating larger ideologies at work in 

American popular and visual cultures.8  

 The way we learn, present, and re-tell events from the past depends largely on our 

positions in the present. Museums’ individual representations and interpretations depend 

largely upon their own unique circumstances, their “positionality” relative to the content 

they present, and the contemporary spaces in which they do so.9 Thus, although Fort 

Walla Walla Museum, the Whitman Mission National Historic Site, and Tamástslikt 

                                                
6 Michel Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1995): 6. 
7 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1980): 97. 
8 By “colonial histories,” I mean the exertion of the United States to control, displace, exploit, subjugate, 
and/or eradicate indigenous peoples historically, and the perpetuation of dominant narratives that either 
systematically exclude these histories from mainstream attention or glorify them as necessary or triumphant 
conquests. 
9 “Positionality” refers to the ideological perspectives and individual experiences governing how an 
institution approaches its own subject matter. For discussions of positionality, see Kristen A. Myers, 
Racetalk: Racism Hiding in Plain Sight (Lanham: Bowman & Littlefield, 2005): 44-45 and Mirriam 
Perregaux, “Whiteness as Unstable Construction: Kate Pullinger’s The Last Time I Saw Jane,” in 
Literature and Racial Ambiguity, ed. Teresa Hubel and Neil Brooks (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002): 75-77. 
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Cultural Institute document elements of shared colonial histories, their individual exhibits 

and narrative interpretations vary considerably. Positionality is particularly relevant to 

local history museums, whose placement within the same geographic and cultural spaces 

as their subjects suggests that those cultures and geographies both influence and remain 

contingent upon museum representations. As Kenneth E. Foote notes, “the sites 

themselves…play an active role in their own interpretation.”10 Thus, while these three 

museums address local historical subjects, their potential influence extends beyond their 

own historical confines. 

 That the area now known as the Columbia River Basin has multiple museums 

addressing mutually invested histories makes these implications particularly intriguing, 

both for the local communities concerned and for the museum visitors seeking 

information about them. The contemporary coexistence of these museums and their 

proximity to one another makes teasing apart the contemporary implications of their local 

historical representations all the more complex. Therefore, to better understand these 

influences at work in museums of the Columbia River Basin, it is important to first 

discuss the forces at work in museum exhibit display generally. 

 

Constructing Knowledge in Museum Exhibits 

Museums are complex repositories of constructed knowledge. Their exhibits not 

only depict certain objects or ideas, they instruct their visitors in how to understand them. 

Mark P. Leone notes that museums often intend their materials “to be instructive to the 

present,” but that the interpretation of exhibits is a largely subjective process that occurs 

                                                
10 Foote, Kenneth, Shadowed Ground: America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 2003). 
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according to individuals’ predispositions.11 “The use of a museum collection,” Leone 

explains, “…may be considered the creation of…an [ideotechnic] artifact,” an 

archaeological term for items reflecting the ideological components of a culture.12 Leone 

argues that, in fact, “the museum itself is the artifact…validating and reproducing in 

history” particular ideologies and narrative interpretations.13 Leone’s discussion of the 

Shakertown at Pleasant Hill outdoor museum, for example, demonstrates that the 

museum’s portrayal of Shaker life as practical and admirably efficient more reflects the 

aspirations of contemporary American society than it does those of the nineteenth century 

Shakers.14 In the process of exhibiting, as Leone discusses, museums’ selective 

representations become ideotechnic intentions-made-facts, constructed systems of 

discursive knowledge selectively chosen and strategically represented to depict particular 

narratives.15  

This constructedness becomes particularly important to interrogate when applied 

to history museums. The ethos underpinning conventional Euro-American history 

museums contends that History is comprised of fixed and objective events that can never 

change and about which discrepancies and contestations arise only from the telling (and 

retelling) of these unalterable events.16 Of course, as Trouillot notes, “History is always 

produced in a specific historical context,” the representations of which are by definition 

                                                
11 Mark P. Leone, “The Relationship between Artifacts and the Public in Outdoor History Museums,” in 
The Research Potential of Anthropological Museums, ed. Anne-Marie Cantwell, James B. Griffin, and Nan 
A. Rothschild (New York: The New York Academy of Sciences, 1981): 308. 
12 Ibid., 308-309; Lewis R. Binford, “Archaeology as Anthropology,” American Antiquity 28:2 (1962): 219. 
13 Leone, “The Relationship between Artifacts and the Public,” 309. 
14 Ibid. 
15 See Michel Foucault and Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge; and, The Discourse on 
Language (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972). 
16 Trouillot, Silencing the Past. 
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subjective.17 However, many viewers may think of history as having unalterable, 

objective facts, leading them to perceive museum representations as supremely valid 

rather than question their constructedness. Moreover, Roy Rosenzweig and David 

Thelen’s finding that Americans view museums as one of the more trustworthy historical 

sources suggests that many (if not most) visitors will interpret museum representations as 

reflections of concrete fact rather than subjective interpretation.18 

This is not to suggest that history museums themselves are unaware of these 

complexities. A quick look at the processes involved in establishing the Smithsonian 

Institute’s most recent museums—the National Museum of the American Indian, which 

opened in 2004, and the National Museum of African American History and Culture, 

scheduled to open in 2015—demonstrates that “critical conversations” are integral to 

museum development.19 As Trouillot writes, history embodies a “semantic ambiguity: an 

irreducible distinction and yet an equally irreducible overlap between what happened and 

that which is said to have happened.”20 History museums must negotiate this semantic 

ambiguity through their exhibit representations and find creative ways to interpret 

materials and concepts to fit their desired narratives. However, exhibits can only go so far 

in reaching individual viewers with intended messages; at some point, museums must 

leave their carefully constructed representations to the interpretation of their audiences. 

As Tamar Katriel notes, “museums, as privileged houses of memory, have a story to tell. 

                                                
17 Ibid., 22. 
18 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998). 
19 Lonetree and Cobb, The National Museum of the American Indian.; Kate Taylor, New York Times, “The 
Thorny Path to a National Black Museum,” January 22, 2011, accessed March 3, 2012, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/23/us/23smithsonian.html. 
20 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 3. 
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But in the final analysis, the meanings of the story that arise in actual museum encounters 

are forever in flux.”21  

Museums’ constructed interpretations rely on many complexly interwoven facets 

in the exhibition process. Richard Sandell notes that meaning in museums is not simply 

“‘put into’ a text or object to be ‘taken away’ by someone who ‘finds’ it here, but comes 

into being through intersubjective participatory experiences” and viewers’ engagements 

with exhibit spaces.22 Moreover, Stephen E. Weil argues that museums are just as much 

spaces of entertainment as they are educational institutions.23 “What museums have that 

is distinctive is objects,” Weil writes, and “the awesome power of those objects to trigger 

an almost infinite diversity of profound experiences among their visitors.”24 Fort Walla 

Walla Museum Executive Director James Payne acknowledged a similar concept in a 

casual conversation, saying that museums are not meant to be educational, but 

inspirational. In other words, museum exhibits do not inherently mean anything; rather, 

as Sheldon Annis notes, “they accept and reflect the meanings that are brought to 

them.”25 The constructedness of museum representations accrues political significance 

when placed within the [inter]active realm of exhibit display.  

Pauline Turner Strong’s assertion that museum representations “function not only 

as a source of information and interpretation but also as mechanisms of social inclusion 

or exclusion,” emphasizes the necessity to critically examine these myriad elements of 

                                                
21 Tamar Katriel, Performing the Past: A Study of Israeli Settlement Museums (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 
1997): 160. 
22 Richard Sandell, “Museums and the Combating of Social Inequality: Roles, Responsibilities, 
Resistance,” in Museums, Society, Inequality (London and New York: Routledge, 2002): 16. 
23 Stephen E. Weil, Making Museums Matter (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
2002): 66. 
24 Ibid., 71. 
25 Sheldon Annis, “The Museum as a Staging Ground for Symbolic Action,” in Museum Provision and 
Professionalism, ed. Gaynor Kavanagh (London and New York: Routledge, 1994): 25.  
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exhibit construction.26 In his essay “Exhibiting Intention: Some Preconditions of the 

Visual Display of Culturally Purposeful Objects,” Michael Baxandall argues that there 

are three spaces within museum exhibits that work as one to present particular narratives: 

the value of the objects displayed, the intentions of the arrangers, and the cultural 

baggage of the viewer.27 A given exhibit’s narrative develops when the “three 

agents…come into contact in the space between object and label.”28 Within this 

intellectual space, Sandell’s intersubjective participatory museum experience takes place, 

enabling the viewer to individually process and interpret the museum’s interpretations.29 

The implications of those meanings—particularly their potential to influence public 

opinions about living cultures and contemporary colonialism—has become the focus of 

many with agendas to “decolonize” the museum. 

 

Colonial Legacies 

 Museums’ roles as interactive educational institutions take on particular 

significance when they present colonial histories, particularly because museum 

representations themselves carry legacies of colonialism. These legacies have long 

appropriated indigenous peoples both physically and ideologically, exemplified perhaps 

most obviously in ethnographic anthropological exhibitions and “human zoos” popular in 

                                                
26 Pauline Turner Strong, “Exclusive Labels: Indexing the National ‘We’ in Commemorative and 
Oppositional Exhibitions,” in Museum Anthropology 21:1 (1997): 42. 
27 Michael Baxandall, “Exhibiting Intention: Some Preconditions of the Visual Display of Culturally 
Purposeful Objects,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp 
and Steven D. Lavine (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991). 
28 Ibid., 34. 
29 Ibid.; Sandell, “Museums and Combating Social Inequality,” 16. 
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the 19th and early 20th centuries.30 Despite the efforts of some anthropologists like Franz 

Boas in the early twentieth century to amend these practices, in many cases museums 

continue to oppress and appropriate living cultures through natural history and 

ethnographic exhibits.31 These kinds of exhibits depict what Jacknis calls “a putative 

evolutionary typology” that suggests indigenous people are more natural objects of 

scientific study and representation.32  

 Of course, the same typologies that suggest indigenous peoples are more naturally 

suited for representation also suggest that Euro-Americans are more suited to doing the 

representing, legitimizing and naturalizing an imperial gaze upon indigenous peoples by 

non-indigenous peoples. Museum representations of Euro-American settler-colonial 

peoples are therefore equally important, and often less discussed, in perpetuating colonial 

ideologies. Representing colonial histories in museum spaces risks reproducing 

oppressive colonial categories, reinforcing Euro-American narrative primacy, and 

contributing to systems of indigenous erasure. On this subject, Andrea Smith notes: 

Museum activities can be explored as cultural performances that transmit a 
variety of intended and unintended messages: they communicate essential 
values and serve as political instruments of the state, monuments to the 
benevolence of the elite, and sources of local pride. In doing so, they 
become important sites in the dissemination of hegemonic ideologies and 
the construction of knowledge more generally.33 

 

                                                
30 For examples of colonialism and racial prejudice in nineteenth century anthropological exhibitions see 
Pascal Blanchard, “Human Zoos: Science and Spectacle in the Age of Colonial Empires,” ed. Pascal 
Blanchard, translations by Teresa Bridgeman (Liverpool University Press, 2008). 
31 Claudia Roth Pierpont, “The Measure of America: How a rebel anthropologist waged war on racism,” 
New Yorker, March 8, 2004. 
32 Ira Jacknis, “A New Thing?: The National Museum of the American Indian in Historical and Institutional 
Perspective,” in The National Museum of the American Indian: Critical Conversations, ed. Amy Lonetree 
and Amanda J. Cobb (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2008): 6, 23. 
33 Andrea Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness in the Local History Museum,” in Museum 
Anthropology 34:2 (2011): 157. 



 

 14 

Smith illuminates that in contesting or reaffirming hegemonic historical narratives, 

museums hold powerful positions to uphold or destabilize entrenched colonial legacies.  

In her germinal work Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 

Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes that the meaning of the term colonial (and its 

adaptations: postcolonial, decolonial, anticolonial, neocolonial) in contemporary 

discourses is often taken for granted, disallowing discussions of “multidimensionality” 

within its presumed contexts.34 I follow Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s example by defining 

colonialism as “a particular realization of the imperial imagination” whose legacies of 

oppressive power have “widespread cultural, intellectual and technical expressions.”35  

Andrea Smith’s conception of “settler colonial historical consciousness” also 

heavily influences this research.36 “Settler colonialism,” as defined by Patrick Wolfe, 

describes “a territorial project” relying on “[logics] of elimination,” whose objectives 

include “replacing natives on their land rather than extracting an economic surplus from 

mixing their labor with it.”37 Such a system, Wolfe notes, “strives for the dissolution of 

native societies, …erects a new colonial society on the expropriated land base,” and 

actively works to either eradicate or assimilate native peoples into its colonial system.38 

Andrea Smith argues that, as part of this agenda, settler societies “yield distinctive ways 

of conceptualizing the past, a settler-colonial historical consciousness” that ensure 

                                                
34 Chela Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991): 
75,6-76,7.; Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London 
and New York: Zed Books Ltd; Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 1999). 
35 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 23.; John M. MacKenzie, “General Introduction,” in 
Imperialism and the Natural World, ed. John M. MacKenzie (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1990): vii. 
36 Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness,” 156. 
37 Patrick Wolfe, “Structure and Event: Settler Colonialism, Times, and the Question of Genocide,” in 
Empire, Colony, Genocide: Conquest, Occupation, and Subaltern Resistance in World History, ed. A. Dirk 
Moses (New York: Berghahm, 2008): 103. 
38 Ibid. 
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histories are represented, taught, and understood in ways that uphold logics of settler 

colonialism.39 The United States, Andrea Smith argues, is such a society. Its mainstream 

historical narratives engage in settler-colonial historical consciousness in ways that 

perpetuate (even canonize) the erasure and obfuscation of indigenous peoples and native 

histories. Like Said’s concept of “Orientalism,” these narratives present Euro-Americans 

“in the privileged center,” preserving their “ethnocentric perspectives” and disallowing 

other interpretations “to violate [their] profound serenity.”40 

 The concept of settler-colonial historical consciousness is an apt lens through 

which to analyze museum representations in Columbia River Basin, wherein mainstream 

history narratives often laud the courage of intrepid explorers and pioneers and either 

ignore the presence of native peoples entirely, or view them as cultures inevitably 

destined to disappear.41 This myth of the vanishing Indian is not unique to the Columbia 

River Basin. “As possessors of cultural power,” Jean M. O’Brien writes, “Euro-American 

historians, anthropologists, or policy makers have frequently asserted that Indian peoples 

are vanishing or have disappeared altogether from local landscapes.42 Such individuals 

“needed to have Indians disappear,” O’Brien argues, “in order to justify colonialism, 

absolve themselves of wrongdoing and guilt, and place Indians firmly and safely in the 

past.”43 Unfortunately, this erasure often continues in contemporary American discourses. 

Indeed, Lisa Kahaleole Hall identifies four main spheres of indigenous erasure at work in 

                                                
39 Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness,” 156. 
40 Edward Said, Orientalism, (New York: Vintage Books, 1994): 117, 107. 
41 Jackson Miller, “Coyote’s Tale on the Oregon Trail: Challenging cultural Memory through Narrative at 
the Tamástslikt Cultural Institute,” Text and Performance Quarterly 25:3 (July 2005). 
42 Jean M. O’Brien, “‘Vanishing’ Indians in Nineteenth-Century New England: Local Historians’ Erasure 
of Still-Present Indian Peoples,” in New Perspective on Native North America: Cultures, Histories, and 
Representations, ed. Sergei A. Kan and Pauline Turner Strong (Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2006): 415-6. 
43 Ibid., 415. 
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the United States—conceptual, spatial, racial, and political erasure—that contribute to 

and perpetuate the nation’s contemporary “colonial amnesia.”44  

 This indicates that what is visible in museum representations makes up only part 

of their overall narratives. Often more important are those elements that remain 

unexamined or unsaid. “History is the fruit of power,” Trouillot notes and, thus, “any 

historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences.”45 Strong further notes that museum 

exhibits “embody both intended and unintended silences and exclusions.”46 Since 

mainstream representations of United States histories often actively erase those of 

indigenous peoples and deny its legacies of settler colonialism, it is crucial to actively 

search for and interrogate such silences when dealing with museums that disseminate 

perspectives on colonial histories.47 

 In all, as Luke notes, we find that “museums must be taken seriously as cultural 

texts and polemical locales.”48 Museum exhibits—what they present, how they present it, 

and what meanings emerge in the spaces between viewer and label—have significant 

political implications for their viewers and for the ancient and contemporary communities 

that they represent. These implications extend beyond the confines of physical museum 

spaces or the histories they present. Museums provide contemporary interpretations of 

histories to engage future understandings, and what we learn there has the power to shape 

our assumptions, our conduct, and our understandings of ourselves. 

 

                                                
44 Lisa Kahaleole Hall, “Strategies of Erasure: U.S. Colonialism and Native Hawaiian Feminism,” 
American Quarterly 60:2 (June 2008): 274. 
45 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 3. 
46 Strong, “Exclusive Labels,” 43. 
47 Hall, “Strategies of Erasure;” O’Brien, “‘Vanishing’ Indians;” Robert Berkhofer, The White Man’s 
Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).  
48 Luke, Museum Politics, 4. 
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Museum Representations in the Columbia River Basin 

What I label “colonial contact history,” which heralded significant changes for 

indigenous peoples and Euro-American “pioneers” alike, is present in many forms 

throughout the Columbia River Basin. It is also the only historical period addressed in all 

three of the area’s most prominent museums: Fort Walla Walla Museum, the Whitman 

Mission National Historic Site, and Tamástslikt Cultural Institute. I therefore focus on 

those exhibits that engage with histories of contact and early colonialism in this thesis. 

Although settler colonialism has certainly persisted up to today, the histories with which I 

am concerned span between the years 1805 and 1855, beginning with early contact 

between indigenous and Euro-American peoples, witnessing the early missionization and 

Oregon Trail periods, and culminating in the Walla Walla Treaty Councils of 1855 and 

1856. Some of these museums cover significantly more history than this limited focus, 

and some cover significantly less, but their overlapping historical focuses and mutual 

investment in similar events, people, and places make their exhibits—at least in 

content—comparable. It must also be noted that not all institutions may perceive their 

exhibits as addressing colonial histories; the focus on settler colonialism is my own. 

However, failing to acknowledge the influences of colonialism on local histories does not 

preclude museums’ representations from shaping contemporary understandings of 

colonialism or living cultures, making my focus important regardless of how museums 

perceive of their own content. 

 The decision to focus on this brief period in history and to give primacy to 

colonial contact is not without its problems. Settlement narratives, particularly in the 

Pacific Northwest, have come to inform what Peters and Lankshear call “a national set of 
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common cultural ideals” approbative of imperial conquest.49 I realize that my focus risks 

normalizing the idea that local history—or at least that which is noteworthy—starts with 

Anglo arrival and ends with indigenous relocation to reservations. Many would argue 

(rightly) that this focus engages with ideas of evolutionarily destined settler colonialism 

and perpetuates the incorrect assumption that indigenous peoples disappeared after 

dislocation to reservations. This is not my intention; indeed, it is the opposite of what I 

intend to accomplish with this thesis. Rather, it is precisely because these histories are so 

prevalent in the modern Columbia River Basin that makes their analysis pertinent. The 

abundance of representations suggests that these histories play important roles the area’s 

collective memory and may inform widespread notions of history that already embrace 

settler-colonial historical consciousness. Moreover, the fact that histories of colonial 

contact appear in each museum despite significantly divergent purposes and focuses 

enhances the possibilities of cross-exhibit comparison. By focusing on these histories 

through a lens attuned to contemporary manifestations of colonial ideologies, and by 

investigating the implications of museum narratives on contemporary understandings of 

local peoples and local histories, I hope to destabilize the logic of settler-colonial 

historical consciousness and local adherence to its methods of representing the past. 

 

Project Methodologies 

The understanding that histories are multi-vocal, contemporarily relevant, 

constantly re-presented, and plagued by forces of erasure drive and inform my research. 

In this thesis, I examine what Jackson Miller’s calls “the constituent elements of the 
                                                
49 Michael Peters and Colin Lankshear, “Postmodern Counternarratives,” in Counternarratives: Cultural 
Studies and Critical Pedagogies in Postmodern Spaces, ed. Colin Lankshear, Henry Girous, Peter 
McLaren, and Michael Peters (New York: Routledge, 1996): 2. 
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metanarrative[s]”—the conglomeration of multiple narratives in the larger museum 

environment—that emerge from exhibits at each museum.50 Analyzing local history 

museums’ colonial contact exhibits for these metanarratives necessitates both a highly 

critical attention to their nuanced complexity and an omnipresent curiosity about the 

political implications of their narrative displays. Because museum exhibits can be multi-

sensory experiences—from visually stimulating beadwork exhibits at Fort Walla Walla 

Museum, tangible and interactive elements at the Whitman Mission National Historic 

Site, or audio storytelling components at Tamástslikt Cultural Institute—teasing out the 

complex interactions within museum exhibits to determine their intentions or meanings is 

often difficult. I have therefore chosen Michael Baxandall’s framework of “intellectual 

[museum] space” as my guiding methodological influence.51 

  Baxandall outlines three agents at work in museum representations: the content 

and objects within the exhibits themselves, curatorial intent underlying exhibits’ design, 

and the implications of the exhibit display for possible viewers.52 Baxandall notes that 

information presented in interpretive labels—from artifact description cards to 

photograph captions—most significantly influences knowledge about exhibits’ objects, 

events, or ideas. With this in mind, and using personal museum observations, I analyze 

the information presented in such labels to understand the significance of their 

corresponding objects in each museum’s exhibits. To gauge curatorial intent, I analyze 

the design and organization of exhibit materials as well as the exhibits’ more general 

narrative text segments—two elements that Baxandall notes are important in the 

dissemination of institutional narratives. Finally, Baxandall notes that while viewers 
                                                
50 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale,” 223. 
51 Baxandall, “Exhibiting Intention,” 37. 
52 Ibid. 
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inevitably bring their own “cultural baggage” to museums, researchers must assume that 

visitors have “come to look at objects of visual interest,” and that they “[seek] 

understanding of the objects” or histories displayed.53 Of course, museum exhibits can 

only provide for their visitors the materials with which to absorb their constructed 

historical narratives—they cannot force viewers to accept those narratives. However, as 

Baxandall argues, visitors will likely absorb at least some element of museum narratives 

by nature of willfully entering museum spaces. Although I was aware of other visitors 

while observing these museums, discussing the reactions of viewers to these exhibits is 

out of the scope of this thesis, which focuses primarily on the representations themselves. 

Nevertheless, while the myriad possible visitor interpretations of each exhibit are out of 

my scope, this investigation takes for granted that at least some of these intended 

narratives will resonate with visitors.  

 Field notes from each museum’s exhibits, in which I observed and documented 

Baxandall’s three spheres of museum space as outlined above, serve as primary sources 

for these analyses. However, Baxandall’s neat categories of objects, intents, and 

interpretations have a tendency to bleed into one another in museum spaces. I therefore 

structure my analysis around exhibition themes for each museum, each of which 

represents a particular historical narrative reflecting museums’ content, designs, and 

presented interpretations. In separate chapters, I address these themes for each museum’s 

representations, interrogate the meaning and implications of the intellectual spaces within 

those museum triangles, and discuss the implications of their existence in the Columbia 

River Basin area today.  

                                                
53 Ibid., 34, 37. 
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 Using their exhibits as reflections of museums’ “metanarratives,” I also engage 

the exhibit strategies and narrative themes of each institution in conversation with its 

fellows to better understand the implications of these museums’ coexistence in the 

contemporary Columbia River Basin area.54 I compare the way the three museums 

represent common events, discuss how museums employ similar objects for different 

purposes, and discuss the implications of each museum’s metanarratives when taken 

together in conversation. I also discuss the contemporary nature of each institution, 

including recent changes to exhibit spaces and inter-museum collaboration. In so doing, I 

provide a rough case study of major museum representations in the Columbia River 

Basin to critically examine the contemporary implications of museum narratives as they 

relate to settler-colonial historical ideologies.  

I conducted the majority of my research between January and March of 2012. 

Crisscrossing the Columbia River Basin, I visited each museum multiple times, taking 

careful notes of my exhibit observations and, with permission from museum staff, 

photographically documenting exhibits. I supplement this research with analysis of 

museum self-promotional materials and casual conversations with museum staff. These 

efforts reflect the desire to better understand how each museum perceives its relationship 

to its own exhibits, but do not attempt to address the complex, multi-faceted histories of 

each institution or their contemporary marketing strategies. Due to constraints on time, 

in-depth analyses of museums’ self-promotional materials, individual museum histories, 

contemporary curatorial intentions, and specific visitor experiences remain out of the 

scope of this thesis. I address these aspects where applicable to museums’ specific 

                                                
54 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale.” 



 

 22 

exhibits or narratives. However, the topics herein discussed would greatly benefit from 

further research of this nature, particularly as relates to individual visitors. Visitor data, 

for example, could be gathered through surveys, interviews, or comment cards. This kind 

of information could prove useful for understanding better the implications of each 

museum’s exhibits and understanding the extent to which visitors accept, reject, or ignore 

museums’ historical narratives. 

 

Conclusion 

Far from being outdated, inaccessible houses of knowledge, museums play 

powerful political roles for their visitors. More difficult to assess are the effects their 

representations have in shaping visitors’ ideologies that interpret these histories. This 

thesis investigates the contemporary manifestations of colonial ideologies as seen through 

three museum representations of the Columbia River Bain’s colonial contact histories. It 

explores how the museums in the area teach colonial history and what effects those 

lessons might have on the way we think about colonialism today—both in the Columbia 

River Basin area specifically, and in the United States more broadly.  

It bears noting that as a non-indigenous Alaskan, there will likely be nuanced 

interpretations and connections that I will miss entirely due to my own personal identity 

and cultural upbringing. Thus, as James Clifford notes in his analysis of four Northwest 

Coast museums, “what follows” here “are reflections by an outsider.”55 As a white 

American female student, I acknowledge that my own research risks participating in 

colonial appropriation due to the cultural background and the privileges I bring to my 
                                                
55 James Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums: Travel Reflections,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The 
Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington and London: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991): 213. 
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studies. I am cognizant of Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s assertion that “It is surely difficult to 

discuss research methodology and indigenous peoples together, in the same breath, 

without having an analysis of imperialism, without understanding the complex ways in 

which the pursuit of knowledge is deeply embedded in the multiple layers of imperial and 

colonial practices.”56 In all, I have tried to remember that, as Smith asserts, “research is 

not an innocent or distant academic exercise but an activity that has something at stake 

and that occurs in a set of political and social conditions.”57  

The histories discussed here have their own stories, imbued with meanings and 

experiences impossible to fully understand. I hope that this attempt to contextualize their 

use in museum settings does not infringe upon their agency, and that my perspective as 

an outsider enables me to address the processes at work in local historical representations 

from a unique perspective. All exhibit quotes and photographs are represented here with 

permission from museum officials at all three institutions and all photographs are my 

own. I humbly thank these individuals and institutions for allowing me to access these 

rich and deeply personal histories. I hope that this discussion will above all reflect the 

importance of listening to the past to understand and inform the present and the future.

                                                
56 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 2. 
57 Ibid. 
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“Tragic and Uplifting” Pasts: The Fort Walla Walla Museum 

 

 The heritage of the Walla Walla region is colorful and varied, made of a wide 

assortment of people from many cultural backgrounds. Shifting and blending, 

sometimes creating new identities, but always influencing one another in 

numerous ways, these diverse sources continue to make Walla Walla a special 

place to live, work, and play.  

 —Fort Walla Walla Museum website 

 

The Fort Walla Walla Museum might not be an obvious choice for visitors 

interested in learning about colonial history. The museum primarily interprets the military 

and horse-era agricultural history of what is now known as the Walla Walla Valley; a 

full-sized, mule-powered harvester combine—complete, the website brags, with 33 

replica mules—and a nineteenth century pioneer village are some of its most eye-

catching attractions.1 Of the three museums discussed in this thesis, the Fort Walla Walla 

Museum’s exhibits certainly devote the smallest amount of space to interpreting the 

Columbia River Basin’s period of colonial contact. Nevertheless, tucked away in a room 

near the museum entrance, a small exhibit chronicles the early history of the Columbia 

River Basin and the people who lived there.  

The Fort Walla Walla Museum is a vibrant contemporary space engaging in many 

ways with varied local histories. Despite its seemingly focused attention on agricultural 

growth and white settlement, the museum does not intend to represent merely “a static 

                                                
1 “Collections and Exhibits,” Fort Walla Walla Museum, accessed March 21, 2012, 
http://www.fortwallawallamuseum.org/FWW_new%20website/collections_exhibits.htm. 
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snapshot of history.”2 With narrative interpretations that include summer living history 

performances, free tours for local schools, and exhibits that change seasonally, the 

museum continually interprets and re-interprets histories through new lenses and for new 

audiences. Even some of its permanent exhibits have undergone significant changes in 

recent years. This vibrancy and commitment to the stories of its local communities makes 

the Fort Walla Walla Museum an excellent place to begin my discussion of museum 

representations. 

 

The Fort Walla Walla Museum 

 The Fort Walla Walla Museum traces its institutional beginnings to a pioneer-era 

historical society established by local residents in 1886.3 Many of these individuals 

started collections that, in 1968, facilitated the decision to establish a local history 

museum. Today, the museum covers 15 acres and invites its visitors to wander between 

exhibit halls and outdoor displays and to glimpse what life at the fort was like during 

different times. Although not located where any of the six original forts existed, the Fort 

Walla Walla Museum (hereafter referred to as Fort Walla Walla) looks like its nineteenth 

century namesakes. Buildings arranged in a circle around a large outdoor courtyard, 

connected by high stone walls mimic the architecture of a military fort and recreate its 

existence in a contemporary space. The museum’s indoor exhibits focus primarily on the 

area’s agricultural boom of the twentieth century. However, a few displays highlight 

people who lived in the various fort settlements like the Lloyd family, who made a 

                                                
2 “There’s Always Something New at Fort Walla Walla Museum!,” Fort Walla Walla Museum, accessed 
February 24, 2012, http://fortwallawallamuseum.org/FWW_new%20website/newexhibits.htm. 
3 “About Fort Walla Walla Museum,” Fort Walla Walla Museum, accessed February 24, 2012, 
http://fortwallawallamuseum.org/FWW_new%20website/aboutus.htm. 
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personal treaty with a Cayuse family for over 80 years (and whose generous contributions 

make up a large part of Fort Walla Walla’s exhibit materials).4 The museum has 

published two illustrated volumes of local history and works closely with local schools to 

provide educational programming about its histories from the early 1800s to World War 

II. In recent years, the museum has collaborated with Tamástslikt Cultural Institute to 

create exhibits highlighting local native cultures and traditions.  

 This collaboration helped establish an exhibit titled “Through War and Peace: 

American Military and the People of the Homeland Tribes,” which opened in April 2011. 

“Through War and Peace” concerns the early contact period between native peoples and 

white settlers—namely, the exchange between Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s 

Corps of Discovery and a group of Walla Walla people in April 1806, discussed below. 

The small size and tucked-away location of this exhibit, when compared to the museum’s 

larger and more noticeable exhibit halls, makes its particular story easy to overlook in the 

larger museum experience. Nevertheless, its accessible information and invitation to 

visitors to imagine themselves in the historical period make it a compelling exhibit for 

visitors seeking a basic understanding of the area’s early history. 

 

Exhibits and Narrative Strategies 

 A small exhibit, “Through War and Peace” provides the geographic and historical 

context of the area. Beginning with the geological history of the Columbia Plateau, the 

exhibit addresses the initial contact between Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery and 

the Walla Walla people as well as the Walla Walla Treaty of 1855. A small display case 
                                                
4 John Chess and James Payne, “No Boundaries—Working with Tribal Museums” (Presentation at the 
Washington Museum Association Conference: Tear Down that Wall! Breaking Down Barriers, Vancouver, 
WA, June 19, 2008). 
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presents the traditional lifestyles of local indigenous peoples, with text provided by 

Tamástslikt Cultural Institute. The exhibits lie along a path that curves around a small 

teepee, presumably for the amusement of younger visitors. Its design is reminiscent of a 

natural history museum, in which visitors travel through “an ‘irreversible succession’ of 

evolutionary stages,” proposing a narrative concerned primarily with Euro-American 

arrival and the displacement of native peoples to reservations.5 Visitors eager to move 

through the whole museum may easily overlook this small exhibit on their way to the 

larger military and agricultural displays. Indeed, on many occasions while visiting the 

Fort Walla Walla Museum, I observed other visitors spend less than five minutes 

perusing “Through War and Peace” before heading outdoors to the subsequent exhibit 

halls. However, a wealth of information awaits those visitors who choose to investigate. 

 For my analysis, I have identified three exhibit and narrative themes that pervade 

the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s exhibits: Inviting Imagination, Collaborative 

Representations, and Narrative Contradictions. My discussion of these themes roughly 

follows the order in which visitors seem intended to travel through the museum’s 

exhibits. While not apparent in every element of the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s display, 

these themes are useful for investigating the intentions and implications of its exhibits. I 

argue that despite Fort Walla Walla’s assertion that its exhibits connect past histories to 

present experiences, the relative absence of indigenous peoples in any exhibit except 

“Through War and Peace” may solidify for visitors a dehumanizing notion that 

indigenous peoples exist only in a historic and/or romantic past. Like so many 

mainstream historical narratives, Fort Walla Walla’s larger focus on settler narratives 

                                                
5 Andrea Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness in the Local History Museum,” Museum Anthropology 
34:2 (2011): 161. 
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obscures those of native peoples from any period other than pre-reservation histories. In 

doing so, it structurally obscures contemporary native histories, legitimizes settler-

colonial historical consciousness, and perpetuates the logics of settler colonialism for its 

visitors.  

 Inviting Imagination 

 Many of Fort Walla Walla’s exhibits appear inviting, using artifacts and objects to 

turn abstract concepts into concrete representations. Rather than showcase object after 

unexplained object, the exhibits encourage visitors to imagine for themselves what times 

were like by providing in-depth information about a few specific historical events. One 

particular display, titled “Chain of Translation,” exemplifies this exhibition strategy. In 

this exhibit, a medium-sized display case contains assorted objects—rusted scissors, brass 

thimbles, beads, a sword, a folded American flag—surrounded by observations recorded 

by members of the Corps of Discovery (See Fig. 1.1).  

Fig. 1.1: “Chain of Translation” exhibiting the languages and items necessary for trade 
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On the display case’s back wall, a painting depicts trade between Capt. William Clark 

and a Walla Walla man named Yellept, surrounded by seven other figures. Arranged 

around this painting are quotations in each of the five languages needed to communicate 

between the two men, their “chain of translation” moving clockwise around the painting. 

A section of text to the side of the display case reads, “In order for Lewis & Clark to 

speak with the Walla Walla people, four translators and five languages were involved. 

Imagine the challenges.”  From Yellept’s Walla Walla, to an unnamed captive woman’s 

Shoshoni, to the infamous Sacagawea’s Hidatsa, to her husband Toussaint Charbonneau’s 

French, and, finally, to Clark’s English via François Labiche (and then back again), the 

display demonstrates through language the complexity of trade and communication in 

early contact situations. 

 The use of language in this display deserves attention, particularly since all 

languages lack English translations. Starting with Yellept’s phrase, “níšamaš čí k’úsi,” 

visitors must move their eyes across Shoshoni, Hidatsa, and French languages before 

arriving on the English translation: “Please accept my gift of this horse.” The chain 

returns with Clark’s response, again depicted in un-translated native languages. This 

deference to original languages forces visitors who do not speak them to follow the 

“chain of translation” to its result. Because most visitors will not likely know all five 

languages, the display places them in similar positions of dependency upon other 

people’s translations that the individuals involved in the original experiences must have 

felt. This simple decision to use native languages reminds visitors that Lewis and Clark 

were foreigners to the area, that the landscapes of Native America were diverse, and that 

these languages—by virtue of existing in printed form for this display—are clearly alive 
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today. Significant, too, is the naming of [almost] all individuals involved in the 

translation process. Andrea Smith argues that naming symbolizes “politically charged 

acts of authority and control” that all too often erase indigeneity in the place of Anglo-

American translations.6 We cannot know why the captive woman is unnamed, but the fact 

that Yellept and Sacagawea are named asserts an agency over their own actions equal to 

those of the Anglo-American men in the event. 

Quotes from Capt. Meriwether Lewis and Sgt. John Ordway describing this 

particular encounter are also present in this exhibit, detailing the specific traded objects as 

well as the people involved in the process. From them, visitors learn that Yellept 

provided “a very eligant [sic] white horse” for Capt. Clark, for which Yellept received 

Capt. Clark’s sword, “a hundred balls and powder…some small articles,” a peace medal, 

and an American flag. The objects displayed in the case in Fig. 1.1 explicitly demonstrate 

what the trade goods might have looked like. Viewers can see from this exhibit that 

everything displayed was worth one horse, the trade between Clark and Yellept becoming 

something physically conceivable. 

To the left of this display case, a life-size diorama depicts the same trade scene 

presented in “Chain of Translation.” Against a painted backdrop of what is now the 

known as the Columbia River, four mannequin figures stand frozen in the act of trading 

(See Fig. 1.2).  

                                                
6 Ibid., 163. 
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Fig. 1.2: Life-size diorama of the trade exchange between Yellept and Clark. 

Amidst life-like boulders and bushes, Clark and Yellept take positions in the foreground, 

the traded white horse directly behind them, and Lewis off to the side. Other men and 

women surround these figures—painted into the backdrop just out of the immediate 

scene. Judging by the visual similarities to Adams’ painting in the display case, the 

people are likely the previously mentioned translators Sacagawea, Charbonneau, Labiche, 

and the unnamed captive woman. As in the “Chain of Translation” display, objects 

surround the figures, making the trade relationship between Yellept and Clark more 

realistic. A small sign at the base of the exhibit encourages visitors to look for certain 

objects, including rock art pictographs, Yellept’s village, people fishing on the river bank, 

and an antler-handle knife. Augmenting the trade relationship established in “Chain of 

Translation,” this diorama enables visitors to visualize (and perhaps, as the exhibit’s text 

encourages, imagine themselves inserted into) the scene. 

These displays represent well the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s strategy to present 

a methodical, exact history supported with first-hand accounts and objects. By displaying 

exactly what was said, where, by whom, and for what goods—and by supporting these 
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events with written evidence in explorers’ journals—this exhibit ensures that trade and 

communication are not ambiguous, abstract ideas but visible, understandable processes. 

Unlike many museum strategies that attempt to address an entire period of history from a 

chosen “start” to another chosen “finish,” the Fort Walla Walla Museum portrays contact 

history solely from the events that transpired in one day, with one tribe, and between a 

very small number of individuals. However, while the museum might like to think of this 

strategy as a way to avoid being, in the words of its website, a limiting “snapshot” of 

history, this exhibit solely relies on the information produced by the white explorers 

themselves. Their journals become uncontested evidence validating their versions of the 

event. While this exhibit does highlight some of the challenges experienced by explorers 

during their early contact with Indian peoples of the Plateau, its normalized white 

perspective silences the possibility of presenting other interpretations.  

Moreover, encouraging visitors to “imagine the challenges” may not be an 

innocuous strategy. Like with any museum, visitors will likely apply their individual 

biases and cultural upbringings to the exhibit narratives. However, without explicitly 

addressing what about these interactions were challenging, the Fort Walla Walla Museum 

may encourage its audience—likely to be tourists or non-indigenous local residents—to 

engage in settler-colonial historical ideologies that conceive of indigenous peoples as 

posing a challenge to inevitable white settlement.7 Although this exhibit highlights the 

historical influences of native peoples, its focus on Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery 

still privileges the stories of white explorers. Additionally, despite the use of indigenous 

languages in “Chain of Translation,” the life-size diorama relies primarily on the skin and 

                                                
7 Jackson Miller, “Coyote’s Tale on the Oregon Trail: Challenging cultural Memory through Narrative at 
the Tamástslikt Cultural Institute,” Text and Performance Quarterly 25:3 (July 2005). 
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hair color of its mannequins to differentiate between Lewis and Clark’s whiteness and 

Yellept’s Indianness (See Fig. 1.3).  

 
Fig. 1.3: Mannequins’ skin and hair color are used to differentiate between Yellept (left) and Clark (right) 

 
The visual juxtaposition of physical racial difference in this exhibit upholds stereotypical 

and limiting images of Indianness and whiteness reminiscent of Tanto from The Lone 

Ranger and Davy Crockett. Since viewing the diorama is almost unavoidable and reading 

“Chain of Translation” requires significantly more effort, the diorama may influence 

viewers’ interpretations more than the “Chain of Translation” display. All caveats about 

never knowing visitors’ individual experiences aside, these subtle, silent elements of Fort 

Walla Walla’s exhibit representations may, in fact, set visitors up to imagine for 

themselves histories governed by entrenched settler-colonial consciousness. 

 Collaborative Representations 

 The content of the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s exhibits suggests that both 

indigenous and Anglo-American individuals were integral in shaping the history of what 

is known today as the Walla Walla Valley, and that the interactions between the two 

groups were multifaceted. A small map—located between the life-size diorama and an 
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exhibit case depicting indigenous life on the Columbia Plateau—demonstrates this 

particular narrative focus. Untitled and unlabeled, the map shows the local geography and 

topography of the Walla Walla area, complete with present-day highways and towns. 

Superimposed over the topography are quotes, taken mainly from the journals of Lewis 

and Clark, describing the interactions between the Walla Walla people and the Corps of 

Discovery on April 27-29, 1806. While once again representative of an exclusively white 

explorer perspective, the selected entries depict a relationship much more detailed and 

mutually beneficial than the previous exhibits’ focus on trade demonstrates. 

 A display case depicting the traditional lifestyles and practices of the Cayuse, 

Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples immediately follows this map. Woven baskets, 

parfleches (hide bags), arrowheads, and other objects accommodate text that outlines the 

importance of Indian first foods and discusses traditional roles for indigenous men and 

women of the Columbia Plateau (See Fig. 1.4).  

 
Fig. 1.4: An exhibit depicting traditions of the Plateau tribal peoples 
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A small note at the base of the exhibit acknowledges that Tamástslikt Cultural Institute 

provided the text for this display. Unlike other displays in the exhibit hall, this particular 

exhibit defers to indigenous worldviews and perspectives. “It is only through consuming 

the five foods” one portion of text reads, “that Indian people can maintain their world and 

their place in it – water first, salmon and fish, red meat, roots, and berries. The Indian 

identity is wholly vested in the sacred foods.” Using the present tense to discuss tradition, 

this text acknowledges that the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples’ historical 

practices inform their contemporary lives, acknowledging the continuance of Indian 

peoples of the Columbia Plateau and contextualizing for visitors both their past and 

present lives. 

 Although not obviously linked with the map and diorama from the previous 

exhibit, when taken together these two sections are not so separate. From the “Chain of 

Translation” to the traditional lifestyles display, “Through War and Peace” does not 

exclusively juxtapose one culture against another. Although many of its accounts are seen 

through the eyes of white explorers, the exhibits clearly posit the two groups as mutually 

interested, and even suggest that the Corps of Discovery were dependent on the Walla 

Walla people for necessary services like translation, trade, and local knowledge. In this 

way, the exhibit subtly suggests that early interactions between native peoples and white 

settlers were formed out of collaboration and mutual goodwill. This narrative continues 

in a later exhibit concerning the Lloyd family, who enjoyed close relationships with a 

local Palouse family for decades. The exhibit collaboration between the Fort Walla Walla 

Museum and Tamástslikt Cultural Institute only reinforces this sense of interaction, 
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demonstrating that collaboration between indigenous and non-indigenous groups are 

ongoing. 

 Narrative Contradictions 

 Of course, not all displays in this exhibit hall demonstrate mutual goodwill 

between white and indigenous peoples. At the tail end of “Through War and Peace,” a 

cluster of paintings, maps, and text outlines the Walla Walla Treaty Councils of 1855 and 

1856. The text in this section particularly stresses the “poor negotiating positions” that 

Columbia Plateau tribal peoples had “in the face of American military power.”  Without 

directly blaming any one person, the exhibit clearly outlines the underhanded dealings 

and broken promises of the United States government against Plateau peoples. The 

exhibit notes that Washington Governor Isaac Stevens and General Joel Palmer willfully 

neglected treaty rights, provoking “violent intercultural conflicts” and “general warfare” 

in the area until—after “years of warfare continued the bloodshed and loss of Tribal land 

and personal property”—the United States finally ratified the Treaty in 1859. A nearby 

map displays the ancestral lands ceded and both the historic and present locations of the 

Nez Perce, Umatilla, and Yakama Reservations. 

 This particular section outlines the losses inflicted upon Columbia Plateau tribal 

peoples by forces of the United States government. However, despite these concessions, 

the display also conveys a sense of somber determinism and unfortunate inevitability that 

situates treaty negotiations—and the acquisition of Indian lands—as one more stepping 

stone on an inescapable path toward white settlement. This is perhaps most obvious in the 

assertion that during treaty negotiations, tribal peoples were making “the best of an 

unwinnable situation.” Subsequent exhibits further emphasize the inevitability of white 
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settlement and native dislocation to reservations, wherein exhibits of Anglo-American 

military and agricultural history almost entirely overlook the continued presence of 

indigenous peoples in the Columbia River Basin after the mid-nineteenth century. Thus, 

despite the collaborative representations in its earlier exhibits, the larger Fort Walla 

Walla Museum experience reaffirms the dehumanizing notion that indigenous peoples 

disappeared into the fabric of history along with the majority of their ancestral lands.  

 

The Visitor Experience 

 Taking for granted that visitors pay attention to most aspects of its exhibits, the 

Fort Walla Walla Museum suggests that the Walla Walla Valley’s local colonial contact 

histories were both collaborative and exploitative, and involving prominent native and 

non-native figures. This metanarrative may help deconstruct Indian stereotypes by 

portraying the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla people as equally prominent actors in 

early contact history as their Anglo-American counterparts. However, the location of 

“Through War and Peace” as the first exhibit that visitors to the Fort Walla Walla 

Museum likely observe may encourage visitors who rapidly pass through to register 

Indian peoples as one more aspect of the untouched scenery that precluded Euro-

American land development. 

 The exhibits that do address indigenous histories emphasize stories forged by 

mutual goodwill. On the one hand, using peaceful stories from the past as models for the 

future may be admirable amidst narratives so often focused on conflict, betrayal, and 

desolation. As John Chess and James Payne note, “The story of positive interaction 

between Indian people and settlers is not commonly told,” and by deviating from these 
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more familiar narratives, the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s hopeful focus suggests that 

some histories were peaceful and worth celebrating.8 However, as Jean M. O’Brien 

observes, such reliance on narratives of peace and friendship may also suggest an 

inevitability of settler colonialism: 

 …historical narratives included stories about interactions with Indians in 
order to establish a claim of “uniqueness” for their particular places as 
well as to assert an American identity. In order to stake these claims, 
historical narrators needed to include Indians because Indians were central 
to the uniqueness and Americanness of their local colonial 
experience…But at the same time…[the stories] needed to have Indians 
disappear in order to justify colonialism, absolve themselves of 
wrongdoing and guilt, and place Indians firmly and safely in the past.9 

 
Thus, the Fort Walla Walla Museum’s inclusion of Indian peoples in narratives 

ultimately focused on Euro-American settlement legitimizes contemporary social 

climates that exist because of settler colonialism.  

 As the canon of scholarship concerning Orientalism asserts, representations of so-

called others more often than not reflect the self-concepts of those doing the presenting, 

and the Fort Walla Walla Museum is no exception. Its focus on peace and friendship 

echoes the motivations outlined by O’Brien, seeming to express more the need to 

alleviate settler-colonial guilt than to celebrate historic friendships. Moreover, the 

museum’s narratives risk devaluing or overlooking the importance of what Gerald 

Vizenor calls survivance—“an active sense of presence over historical absence, 

deracination, and oblivion.”10 Together, these strategies contribute to what Joyce E. King 

                                                
8 Chess and Payne, “No Boundaries,” 3. 
9 Jean M. O’Brien, “‘Vanishing’ Indians in Nineteenth-Century New England: Local Historians’ Erasure of 
Still-Present Indian Peoples,” in New Perspectives on Native North America: Cultures, Histories, and 
Representations, ed. Sergei A. Kan and Pauline Turner Strong (Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press): 415. 
10 Gerald Vizenor, Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2008): cover. 
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refers to as “dysconscious racism…an uncritical habit of mind…that justifies inequity 

and exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as given,” entrenching the 

Columbia River Basin area’s dominant Anglo-American historical perspectives.11  

 

Conclusion 

The Fort Walla Walla Museum clearly does not make colonial contact history its 

primary focus—indeed, it may not represent itself as addressing colonial histories at all. 

However, regardless of its intended interpretations, the museum’s exhibits contribute to 

contemporary understandings of colonial histories, local peoples, and contemporary race 

relations. Through examples like the first foods exhibit, it is clear that the institution 

desires to educate its visitors about local Indian peoples and Indian histories, and its overt 

promotion of places like Tamástslikt demonstrates that the relationships forged in 1806 

are ongoing. Indeed, Fort Walla Walla has significantly increased its collaboration with 

Tamástslikt since 2005, and the two institutions have shared a reciprocal visitation 

agreement since July 2007.12 That “Through War and Peace” is a recent addition to the 

larger museum also demonstrates an institutional commitment to re-telling local histories 

by telling Indian histories. Nevertheless, the relative absence of Indian peoples outside 

the museum’s early history exhibits may contribute to the erasure of contemporary Indian 

peoples for those who visit the museum. 

On its website, the Fort Walla Walla Museum notes that “Through War and 

Peace” represents histories that are “both tragic and uplifting, and part of an ongoing 

                                                
11 Joyce E. King, “Dysconscious Racism: Ideology, Identity, and the Miseducation of Teachers,” The 
Journal of Negro Education 60:2 (Spring 1991): 135. 
12 Chess and Payne, “No Boundaries.” 
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story.”13 This statement is not necessarily problematic on its own. However, as most of 

the museum’s exhibits do not reflect these ongoing stories, the museum leaves 

contemporary indigenous experiences largely unaddressed. Thus, despite its attempts to 

demonstrate that past histories inform present realities, the Fort Walla Walla Museum 

overlooks the continued presence of indigenous peoples in the local area, legitimizing 

and entrenching oppressive logics of inevitable settler-colonial dominance over 

disappearing native peoples. 

                                                
13 “There’s Always Something New at Fort Walla Walla Museum!.” 
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“When Both Sides are Right”: The Whitman Mission National Historic Site 

 

The 1847 Whitman ‘Massacre’ horrified Americans and impacted the lives of the 

peoples of the Columbia Plateau for decades afterwards. Was killing the 

Whitmans justified legal retribution, an act of revenge, or some combination of 

both? The circumstances that surround this tragic event resonate with modern 

issues of cultural interaction and differing perspectives.  

—Whitman Mission National Historic Site website 

 

An epigraph, taken from Thomas Sowell’s Ethnic America: A History, welcomes 

visitors entering the Whitman Mission National Historic Site, which reads:  

“Cultures are not ‘superior’ or ‘inferior.’  
They are for better or worse 

Adapted to a particular set of circumstances.” 

To the side of this epigraph hang two portraits of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, 

Presbyterian missionaries who set out to convert the Cayuse people in the 1830s and 

1840s. This quote frames the museum as an institution that chronicles a clash of mutually 

misunderstood cultures, suggesting that Marcus and Narcissa Whitman and the local 

Cayuse people were equally victims of inevitable forces outside their control—in a word, 

their “cultures.” Alone, the quote seems to request that visitors suspend their judgment of 

either group during their time at the museum. This may be particularly important in the 

Pacific Northwest, a region that Jackson Miller argues is “dominated by the mythic tales 

of people traveling great distances and overcoming great hardships in the quest for a 

better life,” and that often classifies Indian peoples as “just another part of the ‘natural 
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forces’ against which the white settlers had to persevere.”1 However, when placed on the 

grounds of the infamous “Whitman massacre,” the quote may equally convey a sense of 

tragedy. Used in this way, it suggests that mere cultural contact between these two groups 

led to tragic consequences upon which blame from hindsight should not be placed—it 

suggests that the cultures involved were equally innocent, well meaning, and only acting 

in accordance with what their respective customs deemed appropriate.  

 On each trip to the museum at the Whitman Mission National Historic Site 

(hereafter referred to as the Whitman Mission Site), I struggled with this epigraph. While 

not altogether problematic, encouraging visitors to suspend judgment of the site’s 

historical actors based on so-called cultural qualities seemed reductive. Audra Simpson 

notes that ethnographic accounts commonly employ “culture” to “[describe] the 

difference that was found in [indigenous] places…a difference that had been contained 

into neat, ethnically-defined territorial spaces that now needed to be made sense of, to be 

ordered, ranked, to be governed, to be possessed.”2 Ethnographic understandings of 

culture have also come to define contemporary experiences, particularly in historical 

discourses. Michael F. Brown notes: 

 Culture was an abstraction distilled from behavior and shared 
understandings. It served as a shorthand way to talk about the habits and 
attitudes that give each society a distinctive signature. It was, in other 
words, a useful analytic device and nothing more. But in promoting the 
concept of culture anthropologists inadvertently spawned a creature that 
now has a life of its own. In public discourse, culture and such related 
concepts as “tradition” and “heritage” have become resources that groups 
own and defend from competing interests.3 

                                                
1 Jackson B. Miller, “Coyote’s Tale on the Old Oregon Trail: Challenging Cultural Memory through 
Narrative at the Tamástslikt Cultural Institute,” Text and Performance Quarterly 25:3 (July 2005): 222.  
2 Audra Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal: Indigeneity, ‘Voice’ and Colonial Citizenship,” Junctures 9 
(Dec 2007): 67. 
3 Michael F. Brown, Who Owns Native Culture? (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 
2003): 4. 
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 The epigraph’s use of “culture” seemed to dismiss historical events as inevitably 

determined, denying individuals’ agency and simplifying living cultures into monolithic 

entities. 

The juxtaposition of the quote with the Whitman portraits also evoked in me an 

ominous association of unpreventable “cultural” differences with an equally inevitable 

colonialism. Indeed, the epigraph seemed to suggest that the only truly responsible parties 

for the violence that occurred at the Whitman Mission were the two “cultures.” Epigraphs 

are supposed to be ambiguous at first glance—their meanings better understood after 

completing the narrative experience of whatever they preclude. However, I could not 

ignore the sense of unease this quote evoked in me, standing in a museum that exists to 

commemorate and memorialize the Whitman missionaries. I wondered how other visitors 

would interpret this epigraph, and to what extent it might shape their perceptions in a 

museum that almost by definition relies on two oppositional perspectives categorically 

defined by the elusive term “cultures.” 

 My analysis of exhibits at the Whitman Mission Site arises primarily from 

observations of its indoor museum. However, to understand the larger Whitman Mission 

Site experience necessitates investigating the other representations outside the museum. 

Therefore, during my visits, I took advantage of many of the Whitman Mission Site’s 

other opportunities—from late-afternoon treks across the mission grounds to perusing the 

Junior Ranger activity booklets for children ages 3-13. One of these experiences—a tour 

of the mission grounds—stands out particularly in a way that I believe encapsulates the 

narrative tensions at work in the Whitman Mission Site’s historical representations. 

Having almost concluded our tour of the mission foundations, the guide and I discussed 
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the so-called “Whitman massacre” and the complications that almost inevitably arise in 

representing contentious, traumatic historical events. My guide recalled a comment, 

quoted to him by a previous tour participant who happened to be a historian. “The worst 

moments in history,” he paraphrased, “happen when both sides are right.”  

 

The Whitman Mission National Historic Site 

At one of the most notorious places along the Oregon Trail, the site of the 

infamous “Whitman Massacre,” the Whitman Mission National Historic Site resides on 

what was once a Presbyterian mission, established by Marcus Whitman in 1836 to 

Christianize the Cayuse people and to provide support for American immigrants traveling 

West on the Oregon Trail. What the Whitman Mission Site fails to note is that its original 

buildings were built at the site of a Cayuse Indian village, called Weyíilatpuu, located on 

the much older Nez Perce Indian trail. Thus, the land’s ties to Indian villages and Anglo-

American settlements complicate its sense of place as one both historically indigenous 

and non-indigenous. Although abandoned as a mission in 1847 after the death of the 

Whitmans and twelve others, a charter from the Washington Territorial Legislature for 

Whitman Seminary soon after began protecting the mission site.4 Marcus Whitman’s 

colleague, the Rev. Cushing Eels, established the charter, which was supported by friends 

of the Whitmans and “concerned local citizens.”5 The site gained national attention after 

the passing of the National Park Service Organic Act in 1916 and became a National 

                                                
4 “Chapter Two: Events Leading to the Establishment of the Whitman Mission National Historic Site,” 
National Parks Service, last updated November 20, 2007, http://www.nps.gov/whmi/historyculture/chapter-
two.htm. 
5 “Chapter Two.”  
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Monument on June 29, 1936.6 The site’s original museum exhibit was built shortly 

thereafter, in 1942, and has been periodically remodeled over the last seventy years.7  

Today, nestled amongst restored native prairie shrubs and rolling hills, the U.S. 

National Park Service building is unobtrusive, its tan and brown colors blending in with 

its natural surroundings. Inside, the museum encourages visitors to explore for 

themselves the story of the Whitmans and their mission. Outside, the park grounds—

dotted with interpretive boards and historic landmarks—beckon visitors to discover “the 

spirit of Waiilatpu.”8  

As a National Historic Site, the Whitman Mission memorializes the lives of Dr. 

Marcus Whitman and Narcissa Prentiss Whitman.9 The 1936 act formally establishing the 

site as a National Monument states:  

The property acquired . . . shall constitute the Whitman National 
Monument and shall be a public national memorial to Marcus Whitman 
and his wife, Narcissa Prentiss Whitman, who here established their Indian 
mission and school, and ministered to the physical and spiritual needs of 
the Indians until massacred with 12 other persons in 1847. The Director of 
the National Park Service, under the direction of the Secretary of the 
Interior, shall have the supervision, management, and control of such 
national monument, and shall maintain and preserve it for the benefit and 
enjoyment of the people of the United States.10 

 Over decades of changing management, the messages and representations produced at 

the Whitman Mission have had to remain committed to these foundational intents. “The 

purpose of the Whitman Mission National Historic Site,” its website proclaims, “is 

                                                
6 “Chapter Two.”  
7 “Chapter Six: The Interpretive Program,” National Parks Service, last updated November 20, 2007, 
http://www.nps.gov/whmi/historyculture/interpretation-part-1.htm. 
8 Whitman Mission National Historic Site video. 
9 “Chapter One: Brief Description of Whitman Mission National Historic Site,” National Parks Service, last 
updated November 20, 2007, http://www.nps.gov/whmi/historyculture/chapter-one.htm. 
10 “Chapter One.” 
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clear…The National Park Service, in turn, must determine what manner of 

memorialization is ‘for the benefit and enjoyment of the people of the United States.’”11  

 The Whitman Mission’s website stresses that the most important aspect of the 

site’s founding document—and, consequently, the most challenging aspect to interpret 

over time—is the word memorial. “Each administration,” the online account argues, “had 

to interpret this word first, before they could interpret the Whitman story.”12 Clearly 

describing an institution endeavoring to both maintain contemporary relevance and 

adhere to its founding purpose, the account concludes, “whatever changes are 

implemented in the future at Whitman Mission, they are likely to be limited, focusing on 

finding new ways to improve upon the site’s existing programs and systems.”13 That 

many of the Whitman Mission Site’s representations have not changed significantly in 

recent years is a testament to this hesitancy.  

 The motivations to remain committed both to an historical document and to re-

interpreting messages for the enjoyment of contemporary visitors is one of the many 

tensions that coexist at the Whitman Mission Site. The site’s external grounds 

commemorate the Whitmans’ story as one noble in purpose and unjustly terminated by 

the vicious repercussions of cultural misunderstandings. From showcasing the site of the 

Whitmans’ first house to the exact spots where they died, the grounds urge visitors to, in 

the words of Mark P. Leone, “search for those who are gone” and lament their passing.14 

On these grounds, visitors can take a short walk to the summit of a nearby hill to a 30-

                                                
11 “Chapter One.” 
12 “Chapter Six.” 
13 “Chapter Eight: Conclusion,” National Parks Service, last updated November 20, 2007, 
http://www.nps.gov/whmi/historyculture/conclusion.htm. 
14 Mark P. Leone, “The Relationship Between Artifacts and the Public in Outdoor History Museums,” in 
The Research Potential of Anthropological Museum Collections, ed. Anne-Marie Cantwell, James B. 
Griffin, and Nan A. Rothschild (New York: The New York Academy of Sciences, 1981): 302. 
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foot tall obelisk that stands as a lasting memorial to the Whitmans. Down the hill, a mass 

grave commemorates all who died during the 1847 attack. The Whitman Mission Site’s 

museum, on the other hand, visibly strives to strike a balance between the perspectives of 

the two obvious parties involved at the Whitman Mission—the Whitmans and the Cayuse 

people—presented always as an oppositional dichotomy. While not always clearly 

resolved, these tensions suggest that the Whitman Mission Site struggles to keep its 

histories relevant and maintain narratives that commemorate the Whitmans and their 

mission. 

 

Exhibits and Narrative Strategies 

 The Whitman Mission Site’s museum itself is small, a single round room whose 

walls display multiple exhibits based around historically similar themes. Visitors walk 

around a central life-size display of Marcus Whitman, Narcissa Whitman and five Cayuse 

people of varying ages (a small child, a young woman, an older woman, a “medicine 

man,” and a male “hunter”). The exhibits generally progress chronologically, beginning 

with a temporally unspecified exhibit titled “The Cayuse,” which appears to represent the 

Cayuse people from time immemorial. Continuing counter-clockwise, the exhibits 

progress through “Whitman’s World,” chronicling the period of United States westward 

expansion, and “The Mission,” which recounts the duration and “tragic end” of the 

Whitman Mission. The museum culminates in an exhibit titled “Cayuse Tradition” 

which, in an uncharacteristically non-linear fashion, addresses both Cayuse life since 

signing the 1855 Treaty of Walla Walla and Cayuse traditions prior to Western 

encroachment into their ancestral lands. For my analysis, I have identified four exhibit 
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and narrative strategies, organized here as themes, which coincide with the progression of 

the museum’s exhibits: Juxtaposing Cultures, Through Whit[e]man’s Eyes, Avoiding 

Violence, and Accessory Indianness. 

 Juxtaposing Cultures 

 Throughout the Whitman Mission’s museum exhibits, the decision to, as its 

website states, “[compare] and [contrast] the lifestyles of the Whitmans and the Cayuse” 

is evident.15 Consequently, the strategies used to depict each identified culture differ 

dramatically. The museum’s first exhibit, “The Cayuse,” uses objects, artistic renditions, 

and (ironically) photographs to depict what life was like for the Cayuse people prior to 

contact with Euro-American settlers and removal to reservations (See Fig. 2.1).  

 
Fig. 2.1: A portion of “The Cayuse” exhibit 

 
A series of black and white photographs of Cayuse chiefs and other unnamed individuals 

first greets visitors. Most of these photographs are works of Major Lee Moorhouse, an 

amateur photographer and Bureau of Indian Affairs agent working in the Plateau area at 

                                                
15 “Indoor Activities,” National Parks Service, last updated March 29, 2009, 
http://www.nps.gov/whmi/planyourvisit/indooractivities.htm. 
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the turn of the twentieth century, whose collections currently reside in the University of 

Oregon and Umatilla County Libraries.16 Amongst these photos are displayed 

arrowheads, stone fishing weights, a tomahawk, and other items. An un-cited quote reads, 

“The Cayuses sprang from the beaver’s heart, and for this reason they are more energetic, 

daring, and successful than their neighbors.” These amalgamated objects, photographs, 

and minimal text seem to propose cultural contexts for who the Cayuse are (or, perhaps 

more accurately, who the Cayuse were) in ways reminiscent of ethnographic or natural 

history museums.17 

 Visitors can assume that these objects are of Cayuse origin (a fact that the 

Whitman Mission affirms on its website). However, the exhibit provides very little 

specific information to elaborate or contextualize the lives the Cayuse people would have 

led. Instead, the exhibits give visitors a smattering of objects, some captioned and some 

not, from which they must extrapolate their own interpreted meanings. Marie Jeanne 

Adams, reflecting on John Povey’s coined “you are there” approach to museum 

exhibition, discusses replica villages in museum spaces saying: 

  [such] versimilitutde [yields] only a curious sense of being there and yet 
not being there…Finding a village in a museum may induce a kind of 
approving acceptance, but I suspect that exact reproduction leads to no 
better understanding of the…household than walking through the real 
village did for the dozens of travelers, missionaries, and colonial officials. 
Are we condemned to curiosity or exotic thrill that can only be 
experienced but never understood?18 

                                                
16 Jennifer Karson, “Bringing it Home: Instituting Culture, Claiming History, and Managing Change in a 
Plateau Tribal Museum” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2007).; “Moorhouse—Picturing the 
Cayuse, Walla Walla, and Umatilla Tribes,” University of Oregon Libraries, last modified October 9, 2011, 
http://oregondigital.org/digcol/mh/bio.php. 
17 Ira Jacknis, “A New Thing?: The National Museum of the American Indian in Historical and Institutional 
Perspective,” in The National Museum of the American Indian: Critical Conversations, ed. Amy Lonetree 
and Amanda J. Cobb (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2008). 
18 Marie Jeanne Adams, “Mediating Our Knowledge,” in The Research Potential of Anthropological 
Museum Collections, ed. Anne-Marie Cantwell, James B. Griffin, and Nan A. Rothschild (New York: The 
New York Academy of Sciences, 1981): 290. 
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While not a full-scale replica Cayuse village, this particular display evokes similar 

feelings of un-satiated curiosity about the Cayuse people. With little interpretation to 

make sense of the exhibited material, its small attempt to portray Cayuse culture posits 

both the people and objects as ethnographic curiosities—interesting and yet equally 

devoid of complex meaning. 

 The use of Major Moorhouse’s photographs is particularly intriguing. Although 

the Moorhouse photographs are undated, the dearth of photographs of the Whitmans—or 

anything else connected to the Mission—suggests that the photographs are not from the 

period in which the Whitmans were working. Indeed, Moorhouse took most of the 

photographs at the turn of the twentieth century. That the museum employs these 

photographs, so obviously disconnected with the museum’s specific time period, to 

contextualize an earlier period suggests that their utility to teach culture crosscuts time. 

More bluntly, it suggests that the Cayuse people do not change with time. Pairing the 

photographs with cultural artifacts suggests that visitors need no more information than 

the objects themselves to understand the Cayuse and that the Cayuse need nothing more 

than objects to tell their stories. 

 Perhaps most telling of the museum’s portrayal of the Cayuse as a timeless people 

is a mural that bridges the “The Cayuse” and “Whitman’s World” exhibits. 

Foregrounding tall grasses and a lone deer, the mural depicts a lush, green landscape of 

prairie and hills. To the side of the mural, an inscription reads, “It was a time of no time.” 

Another un-cited quote follows saying, “There were no fences then and no one owned the 

land.” The painting contextualizes the local geography and depicts an Edenic sense of 

place prior to Anglo-American arrival. It promotes a vast frontier, highlighting the 
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exhibit’s implicit narrative of Indian timelessness, wherein visitors must take for granted 

that it was a time of no time—an untouched, picturesque landscape devoid of marring 

fences. Moreover, the mural’s proximity to both the Cayuse and Whitman exhibits 

provides, to borrow a term from Edward Said, an “imaginative geography” that 

encourages visitors to compare the two groups’ lifestyles.19 Drawn to the markedly 

different, complex exhibit to the left, visitors seem encouraged to notice from the marked 

differences that “The Cayuse” exhibit is simple and aesthetically pleasing and that 

“Whitman’s World” looms with inevitable change.  

 A busy conglomeration of documents, timelines, maps, and photographs, 

“Whitman’s World” displays the period of American westward expansion and settler 

colonialism. Paintings of industrial innovation, maps of imperial land acquisition, and 

newspaper clippings promoting the need for missionaries in “Indian country” work 

together to depict a restless society ready for change and expansion. This exhibit uses 

significantly more narrative text than “The Cayuse” does, which addresses the 

assumptions of Anglo-American settlers and the ideology of Manifest Destiny. One 

portion explains, “Many in the U.S. believed in their nation’s ‘destiny’ to ‘overspread the 

continent.’ Settling the ‘wilderness’ was a common goal of government, commerce, and 

many individuals.” Through the subtle use of quotation marks, this exhibit both 

acknowledges the perspectives of the Anglo-American settler society and applies to it 

critical distain for its imperialist assumptions. However, by relying only on quotes to 

convey the phrases’ questionable nature, the exhibit bypasses an opportunity to explicitly 

                                                
19 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1994). 
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challenge those sentiments and potentially enables such rhetoric to persist unchecked in 

viewers’ minds. 

 Unlike the previous exhibit, “Whitman’s World” uses few objects to contextualize 

its period and, instead, relies on maps and documents to tell the Anglo-American side of 

the story. Here, visitors encounter the museum’s first cited quotes in the form of Narcissa 

Whitman’s writings about the journey West. The exhibit culminates in a map that depicts 

the trail upon which the Whitmans traveled west from St. Louis, Missouri. The map 

imposes over the route present-day U.S. state lines (See Fig. 2.2).  

  
 
This decision may be practical for contemporary visitors—especially those unfamiliar 

with the Pacific Northwest or the Oregon Trail—as it likely makes the route more 

interpretable for a contemporary audience. However, as one Whitman Mission Site 

employee indicated to me, this cartographic decision imposes on the nineteenth century 

Oregon Territory twenty-first century American boundaries, legitimizing the United 

States’ contemporary political landscape and naturalizing many visitors’ conception of 

geography and home. Both maps embody tactics of what Lisa Kahaleole Hall labels 

“spatial erasure,” in which “the distortions of literal and figurative mapping are necessary 

Fig. 2.2: This map of the 
Oregon Trail depicting 
nineteenth century travel 
superimposed over twenty-first 
century United States landscape 
naturalizes Euro-American 
settler colonial geographies 
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for the self-mythologizing of the United States…as a ‘nation of immigrants’ developing 

an untamed wilderness.”20 Relying on spatial depictions of settler-colonial boundaries, 

this map naturalizes what Hall calls the United States’ “continental origin story” that by 

definition “requires the denial of more than five hundred years of contrary facts.”21  

 This map, like the mural for the Cayuse exhibit, exemplifies the curatorial 

decision in “Whitman’s World” to portray the period of American westward expansion 

and settler colonialism through the eyes of the settler society. Using contemporary United 

States geographies, augmented with Narcissa Whitman’s first-person accounts, the map 

simultaneously tells the story of Westward migration through the eyes of nineteenth 

century American emigrants and transforms their experiences into something visually 

understandable to a contemporary audience. In all, “Whitman’s World” presents an 

historical narrative grounded in names, dates, and geographical landmarks—represented 

for the audience’s viewing pleasure and, possibly, as a way for visitors to relate to the 

Whitman’s journey across familiar landscapes. The Cayuse story, on the other hand, 

relies on un-cited quotes, unexplained objects, temporally deviant photographs, and 

artistic geographic renditions to make meaning of Cayuse cultural contexts. The ease 

with which the exhibit abstracts Cayuse history, when compared to the meticulous detail 

of Anglo-American history, suggests different valuations in interpreting the two cultures. 

  Moreover, the voices of white settlers emerge obviously from the “Whitman’s 

World” exhibit, whether from Narcissa Whitman’s diary entries or from newspaper 

clippings of the Christian Advocate and Journal. Determining from where (if anywhere) 

Cayuse voices emerge is more difficult. The careful positioning of object, photograph, 
                                                
20 Hall, Lisa Kahaleole, “U.S. Colonialism and Native Hawaiian Feminism,” American Quarterly 60:2 
(June 2008): 275. 
21 Ibid., 275. 
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and artistic representation masks the fact that the exhibit has no evidence of Cayuse self-

representation. Two possibilities of such agency—the pieces of text within quotation 

marks—are un-cited; viewers therefore cannot assume that they represent Cayuse voices. 

Thus, although these exhibits display two cultures in juxtaposition, their representational 

strategies normalize Anglo-American perspectives and lend more credence to more 

tangible, technical, and documented narratives. Embracing settler-colonial historical 

consciousness, the exhibits simultaneously “tell a narrative that best suits their founders” 

and “[segregate]…these populations” from one another, normalizing Anglo-American 

narratives of colonial history as stories progress over those of stagnant Indian peoples.22  

 Through Whit[e]man’s Eyes 

 This curatorial trend normalizing Euro-American notions of history and its 

documentation continues throughout the rest of the Whitman Mission Site’s museum. 

The exhibit following “Whitman’s World” is one of the largest, taking up the entire back 

wall of the museum to depict the history of the mission itself. Titled simply, “The 

Mission,” this exhibit utilizes first-person narrative accounts and displays period objects 

either recovered from or replicated to look like those of the Whitman Mission site to tell 

its stories. “The Mission” clearly highlights the experiences of Anglo-American settlers, 

often noting the Christian good nature of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman. In so doing, it 

humanizes the Whitmans (and other white settlers) and encourages visitors’ sympathy 

and admiration for the struggles they endured establishing new lives out West.  

The exhibit also makes a clear effort to not erase the presence of native peoples 

during this period. “An important part of mission work,” one portion of text reads, “was 

                                                
22 Andrea Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness in the Local History Museum,” Museum Anthropology 
34:2 (2011): 158, 161. 
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bringing ‘civilization’ to the ‘heathen’ Indians.” The exhibit’s use of quotation marks 

around “civilization” and “heathen” suggests an internal narrative critique of words that 

would have been important to the historical individuals in question. This use of “scare 

quoting,” to borrow a journalistic term, easily allows the Whitman Mission Site to voice 

disapproval of the terms while avoiding an in-depth analysis of their questionable nature. 

Doing this, the museum encourages visitors to eschew these problematic terms.  

It is important to note, however, that even with such instances of ostensibly race-

conscious quoting, all discussions of Indian peoples occur from a third person 

perspective—narrated either by individual white settlers or by the museum’s invisible 

narrator. The same section that quotes “civilization” and “heathen” also notes, “Narcissa 

wrote that the natives did not ‘love to work enough for us to place any dependence on 

them.’” Here, the third-person narration of both Narcissa and the museum itself conflate 

into one sentence, describing local Indian peoples as “the natives” and an otherized 

“them.” Thus, although the exhibit critiques the offensive rhetoric that labels indigenous 

peoples savage and uncivilized, Indian people remain an otherized group in its 

representations, the gentler stereotypes of whom pass through the exhibit’s sieve of third 

person [white] narration.  

 One particular exhibit stands out as indicative of this strategy, in which a long 

display case exhibits multiple china dishes recovered from the Whitman Mission site. 

These dishes have been carefully reassembled to resemble their original shape (See Fig. 

2.3).  
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Fig. 2.3: Chipped and cracked china plates, bowl, and cup from the Whitman Mission site, reassembled 

 
Paired with other objects from the period, these dishes symbolize a reconstructive 

mending of history that attempts to contextualize the Whitmans’ life in much the same 

way that arrowheads and cornhusk bags attempt to contextualize the lives of the Cayuse. 

The chips and cracks remind visitors that these histories have been fractured by time and 

conflict, but their reconstructed display suggest that these histories can, in fact, be 

mended. This purposeful reconstruction connotes a sense of re-unification and restored 

legitimacy—albeit one fragile and fractured—to the mission stories that apply beyond the 

limited contexts of these objects to the larger histories of the mission itself. 

 A life-size display at the museum’s center augments a similar desire for cathartic 

historical reconstruction. On one side of the display stand a Cayuse hunter, medicine 

man, and young woman, arranged in a line progressing toward a wooden fence. An older 

woman stands off to the side with a digging tool. At the other end of the display, Narcissa 

and Marcus Whitman stand behind the fence, an unattended plow vacant in freshly tilled 

earth. Narcissa holds out her arms to a small Indian girl (evidenced by her red-brown 

skin, long braided hair, beads, and hide dress), who is holding a moccasin in her right 

hand. The child—equidistant from the Whitmans and the other Cayuse figures—seems to 
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be walking toward Narcissa, bridging the two sides of the exhibit and the two cultures 

(See Fig. 2.4).  

 
 Fig. 2.4: Mannequin exhibit in which an Indian girl bridges white and Indian cultures 

While maintaining distinct boundaries between Cayuse and white subjects—both from 

spatial distance and from ethnic markers like clothing and skin tone—this diorama 

evokes the possibility of harmonious coexistence between the Whitmans and the Cayuse, 

promised in the figure of the young girl but ultimately unrealized. 

 “The Mission” clearly outlines the processes and enactments of American 

missionization, subtly critiqued by the use of quotations around racist and demeaning 

language. Yet, by relying on the accounts of those in charge of missionization, and by 

only referring to Indian presences in the third person, the exhibit only briefly alludes to 

the colonial implications of the Whitmans’ presence on Cayuse land. Without explicitly 

addressing colonialism, and without attempts to address the oppression, destabilization, 

and epistemic violence common in the process of missionization, the exhibit suggest a 

harmonious existence for the mission that overshadows its more contentious aspects. 

Moreover, without evidence of Cayuse self-representation, this exhibit relies on 

stereotypical markers of Indianness as depicted by mainstream Anglo-American 
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perspectives, evidenced most clearly by the mannequin exhibits’ use of racial markers to 

distinguish between the Whitman and Cayuse figures. “The Mission” exhibit’s 

reconstructive narrative ultimately attempts to make peace with these histories, to mend 

the broken fragments in an aspiration for a more tranquil whole—all the while 

legitimizing and naturalizing Euro-American perspectives. 

 Avoiding Violence 

 The so-called “Whitman Massacre”—sometimes referred to more euphemistically 

as the “Whitman Incident”—is an infamous event in the history of American westward 

expansion, the accounts of which have often been sensationalized to polar extremes.23 

Thus, the museum’s portrayal of this most well known aspect of its history has the 

potential to affect visitors’ contemporary understandings of the event. It is interesting, 

therefore, that the museum takes perhaps its most neutral historical stance in the final 

section of “The Mission” exhibit. Subtitled “The Tragic End,” this section chronicles the 

events precluding, and the immediate effects of, the 1847 measles outbreak and the 

Cayuse attack on the Whitman Mission. For all the infamy of the 1847 attack, this 

particular exhibit is surprisingly sparse, its narrative simple and unemotional.  

 One section, titled “Epidemic,” explains the destructive effects of a measles 

epidemic that, the exhibit explains, occurred after an unending stream of settlers entered 

the area, and which killed half of the Cayuse tribe in two months. The exhibit also notes, 

“[Marcus] Whitman continued his work as a doctor though he knew he was being blamed 

for many deaths.” A drawing by Norman Adams depicts Marcus Whitman administering 

to sick Cayuse men, wherein a crowd of concerned Indian men and women surround him. 

                                                
23 “Whitman Mission,” National Parks Service, visited February 24, 2012, 
http://www.nps.gov/whmi/index.htm. 
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The attack on the Whitman Mission is the shortest narrative text segment of the exhibit, 

and uses a sparse, unemotional quote from historian Erwin Thompson as its primary 

description. A one-sentence conclusion states simply, “Protestant missionary work ceased 

in the Northwest for a generation after the tragedy.”  

 The only other reference to the attack is a caption to an illustration, drawn by 

survivor Nancy Osborn, which reads, “Nancy Osborn drew this sketch from memory 

years after the massacre. She and her family hid beneath the floor while it happened. She 

was nine years old.” The culpability of the Cayuse people in the attack and the culpability 

of white settlers in bringing measles to the area are largely unexamined. Yet Nancy 

Osborn’s traumatic account and two menacing portraits of Tiloukaikt and Tomahas, 

“reported leaders of the mission attack,” disrupt the neutral message that the exhibit’s text 

presents, creating one more representative of sensationalist, anti-Indian representations 

(See Fig. 2.5). 

 
Fig. 2.5: Portraits of Tomahas (left) and Tiloukaikt (right)  

 
 The obvious avoidance of violence in this exhibit rejects dramatic recreations and 

vivid imagery that many familiar with Pacific Northwest history have encountered, 
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favoring sparse but conflicting representations. Its simplistic design and laconic narrative 

does little to elaborate the violence and pain of either the Cayuse or the Anglo-American 

settlers. The decision to replace [possibly] anticipated emotional accounts with more 

[seemingly] factual historical language suggests a decision of the Whitman Mission Site 

not to engage with held notions of its own violent history. Rather than take any one side, 

the exhibit presents from a distance, allowing the words and artistic expressions of others 

to tell the story. However, stepping back to observe the exhibit in its entirety, we must 

ask what about this end was tragic, and for whom? 

 This exhibit particularly elicited questions about the experience of other viewers. 

While seemingly determined to avoid overt mentions of Cayuse violence upon the people 

at the Whitman Mission, it simultaneously leaves the violence the measles outbreak 

wreaked upon the Cayuse people unexamined. Intriguingly, although this exhibit 

acknowledges that half of the Cayuse tribe died from measles or related causes in two 

months, it fails to mention (as my tour guide did) that the Cayuse death toll from measles 

was 200, whereas only one white settler died from the disease. Relying predominantly on 

text and portraits, the exhibit appears sparse and limited in comparison to its object-laden 

fellows. I wondered how those who come to the Whitman Mission Site with pre-

conceived ideas about the attack on the mission would react to this exhibit. Would those 

inundated with Pacific Northwest folklore praising the Whitmans as intrepid pioneers 

find their preconceptions challenged? Would they understand from Adams’ painting the 

pain and suffering of the Cayuse people? Would they focus, instead, on Nancy Osborn’s 

recollection or the haughty, savage portraits of those responsible for the attack? I 

wondered, too, about those critical of the Whitmans, who might seek out in the 
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contemporary museum an internal critique of missionization and settler colonialism. 

Would acknowledging that Cayuse tradition advocated for the killing of ineffective 

medicine men be enough to challenge long-held racist assumptions of Cayuse brutality in 

the attack on the Mission?  

 To hypothesize about the infinite possible visitor perspectives is impossible, and 

out of the scope of this thesis. However, this exhibit takes few obviously active roles to 

challenge visitors’ preconceptions of the infamous attack. Perhaps this decision masks 

what Smith calls “the messy era of conquest…that would certainly make some visitors 

uncomfortable.”24 Perhaps it reveals an institutional self-consciousness that neither 

engages in nor directly contradicts canonical representations of the incident as 

excessively violent. Regardless, the museum’s obvious avoidance of violence leaves any 

interpretation of its consequences to the preconceived notions and biases of the visitors 

themselves. 

 Accessory Indianness 

Almost as an aside, the museum addresses the history and contemporary life of 

Cayuse people since the 1847 attack in an exhibit titled “Cayuse Tradition.” The exhibit 

transitions backward and forward in time from the signing of the 1855 Treaty of Walla 

Walla, to contemporary interpretations of the treaty, and, finally, to a section describing 

“Before Reservation” lifestyles and cultural practices. References to the Cayuse as 

vanishing people are scattered throughout the exhibit in titles such as “The End,” 

“Legend Days are Over,” and “Where did they go?” These titles evoke not only loss of 

land and Indian land agency, but also loss of culture. The depiction of Cayuse peoples as 

vanishing—a common strategy in Euro-American narratives of indigenous histories—
                                                
24 Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness,” 167. 
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justifies settler colonialism and Euro-American presence on ancestral tribal lands.25 

Moreover, the non-linear conflation of Cayuse people portrayed as both contemporarily 

vanishing and historically harmonious with nature suggests that this exhibit is not as 

integral to the museum as the other, more linear exhibits, furthering the erasure of 

ongoing indigenous presences in these histories.  

It should be noted that this display provides the only obvious platform for 

indigenous voices in the museum. A text section titled “Tradition” quotes two individuals 

who discuss Cayuse lifestyle changes since contact with white settlers. Examining the 

contemporary consequences and realities of reservation life, it is the sole element in the 

museum that asserts a living Cayuse culture. However, the rest of the “Cayuse Tradition” 

exhibit seems intended to document the traditions of an extinct people and lament the 

passing of their authentic Indianness. Like James Clifford’s example of the Mashpee 

Tribe v. Seabury et al. case, these exhibits presume an authentic Indianness dependant on 

“powerful assumptions and categories” of static, romantic Indianness that rely on “the 

self-containing, self-reinforcing character of a closed system, in which objects”—or 

cultures—“are what they are… for once, for all time.”26 Furthermore, the exhibits’ 

inclusion at the end of the museum implies that Indian narratives and histories are 

accessory compared to those of the Whitmans and Anglo-American settlers.  

Thus, despite attempts to incorporate Cayuse perspectives into its exhibits and 

prevent the erasure of indigenous people from its histories, the Whitman Mission Site’s 

                                                
25 Jean Maria O’Brien, “‘Vanishing’ Indians in Nineteenth-Century New England: Local Historians’ 
Erasure of Still-Present Indian Peoples,” in New Perspectives on Native North America: Cultures, 
Histories, and Representations, ed. Sergei A. Kan and Pauline Turner Strong (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press): 415. 
26 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 
(Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1988): 337.; Said, Orientalism, 70, 307. 
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museum constantly highlights challenges and tragedies from settlers’ and missionaries’ 

perspectives. This strategy reveals, in Smith’s words, “The settler as principal protagonist 

of local history,” and relegates the Cayuse and other indigenous peoples’ narratives to 

something otherized and accessory.27 Ultimately, and perhaps unsurprisingly given its 

founding purpose, the Whitman Mission Site’s museum commemorates the Whitmans 

through their own cultural and historical positions, overshadowing other attempts to 

portray multiple perspectives with as much depth, breadth, or specificity. 

 

The Visitor Experience 

Visitors to the Whitman Mission Site may find exhibit strategies that meet their 

expectations of what a museum should be. The museum invites quick browsing through a 

mostly chronological history and attracts attention to visuals like historic objects, maps, 

diagrams, and portraits. The more inquisitive visitor can choose to augment this visual 

experience by reading accompanying text pieces, mounted on signs three feet off the 

ground. The space is quiet; when visiting in groups, this silence may invite individuals to 

talk amongst themselves, creating conversations that engage the exhibits on visitors’ own 

terms. Indeed, I observed this on many occasions. However, the museum’s silence may 

also convey to visitors that the histories it presents are important, noteworthy due to the 

silent authority of their representation. Indeed, the museum may seem quite somber if one 

explores it alone. Moreover, since the Whitman Mission Site’s museum addresses 

histories well documented and familiar to many in the Pacific Northwest (and elsewhere), 

a visitor’s preconceived understandings of those histories will likely affect their 

                                                
27 Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness,” 166. 
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experience. Moreover, since the Whitman Mission Site keeps pamphlets for other 

institutions in a drawer behind the counter (accessible only by asking a Ranger), its 

exhibits perpetuate predominantly insular representations. Thus, as Miller notes in his 

analysis of Tamástslikt Cultural Institute, displays may equally challenge or reinforce 

prior perspectives on the histories presented.28 

It is important to note, however, that historical interpretations at the Whitman 

Mission Site neither begin nor end with its museum. Outside, visitors can walk amongst 

the mission foundations and see for themselves exactly where the Whitmans lived, 

worked, and died. The grounds’ external interpretive boards are markedly more 

sympathetic toward the Whitmans and white settlers than the indoor museum space. The 

most obvious example of this sympathy vividly depicts the death of the Whitmans at the 

hands of the Cayuse. On the left of a board titled simply “November 29, 1847,” stone-

faced Indian warriors with bloody tomahawks attack Marcus Whitman from behind while 

Narcissa Whitman, clutching her breast from a gunshot wound, falls gracefully to the 

floor to join her bloodied, dead husband. These images bookend a map of the mission 

building that notes the exact places where Marcus and Narcissa suffered and died, 

encouraging visitors to imagine the brutal scene unfolding in front of them (See Fig. 2.6).  

                                                
28 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale.” 
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Fig. 2.6: Outdoor display depicting the deaths of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman 

 
Other boards note the Whitmans’ benevolence and focus on the tragic death of their only 

daughter, Alice Clarissa. One board particularly accepting of settler colonialism notes: 

“For the Indians, the farming methods Whitman taught were training for survival. Marcus 

knew that root gathering and hunting would not sustain the Cayuse after the white man 

settled their lands.”  These outdoor exhibits, “clearly bounded and marked with great 

specificity as to what happened where,” embody characteristics of what Kenneth E. Foote 

calls the “sanctification” of violent historical sites. As such, they often serve as a 

sympathetic commemoration of the Whitmans themselves in ways that almost entirely 

ignore the symbolic (and physical) violence the Whitman Mission brought upon the 

Cayuse people. 

 The Whitman Mission Site’s 10-minute video may also bolster narratives of 

daring pioneers and savage Indians. Through audio and visual cues, it celebrates 

Westward expansion and lauds the Whitmans’ pioneer spirit with zeal. Trumpet fanfares 

herald Marcus Whitman, drums and minor key music accompany Cayuse people, and the 

video overall portrays the mission’s story as one of good people who worked in good 

conscience but were tragically misunderstood by those they came to help. It bears noting 

that at the time of writing, the Whitman Mission was in the final stages of implementing 
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a new video to replace this dated interpretation.29 Although no one at the Whitman 

Mission seemed eager to comment on the effectiveness of the old video to tell the 

Whitmans’ story, most Whitman Mission Site staff seemed relieved that a new version 

would soon replace it. This suggests that the Whitman Mission Site is conscious that the 

video’s portrayals of “proud, haughty” noble savages and missionaries whose ultimate 

tragedy was “to be misunderstood” may bias visitors to think negatively of Indian 

peoples and overlook the histories’ complexities. Nevertheless, the current video 

proposes a sympathetic outlook on the Whitmans much like the exterior interpretive 

boards. Thus, while the Whitman Mission Site’s indoor exhibits avoid violence and 

ostensibly present two sides of a shared history, the external grounds reinforce narratives 

of savage Indians and massacred missionaries. Visitors may notice the differences in 

these interpretations of similar histories, but the narrative contradictions between these 

portrayals complicate the larger implications of the Whitman Mission Site’s historical 

narratives for its visitors. 

 

Conclusion 

Contradictions abound between the many varied interpretations available to 

visitors at the Whitman Mission National Historic Site. The Whitman Mission Site as a 

whole does not obviously attempt to glorify its namesakes through apologist rhetoric, but 

neither does it atone for the Whitmans’ complicity in bringing disease-laden immigrants 

to the Cayuse people and lands, or acknowledge the generations of epistemic violence to 

native lands, peoples, and cultures of which the Whitman’s were heralds. When 

                                                
29 This video is expected to be publicly viewable in Summer 2012.  
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contextualized within its larger representational environment, the museum’s ostensibly 

neutral position encouraging visitors to suspend their judgment of either involved party 

loses power. Moreover, although it operates in a time arguably more cognizant of 

indigenous erasure and anticolonial activism, the Whitman Mission Site’s contemporary 

museum is, after all, part of an institution whose foundational purpose remains to 

memorialize the Whitmans and the events that transpired at their mission. 

Applied in hindsight to the Whitman Mission Site’s museum, the Sowell epigraph 

still evokes an ominous sense of apologism, particularly considering the colonial legacies 

of violence that occurred throughout the Columbia Plateau in the wake of the Whitmans’ 

passing. In the context of the museum’s exhibits, the “cultural” differences at work 

between the Cayuse and the Whitmans included competing conceptions of land 

ownership, work ethic, hospitality, and medical accountability. By reminding visitors that 

cultural characteristics are shaped by “particular [sets] of circumstances,” and by noting 

that these cultural characteristics are neither superior nor inferior, the museum rejects 

with this epigraph the oppressive colonial rhetoric that compelled people like the 

Whitmans to enter (or invade) “the pages of history.”30 These assertions are admirable in 

the context of a museum whose purpose is to memorialize colonial missionaries, and they 

work well to discuss the history of the Whitman Mission within its own temporal 

confines as one of hopeful promises and fateful consequences. Yet the epigraph also 

suggests that cultural misunderstandings have consequences beyond their own historical 

moments, implying in its phrase “for better or worse” that these consequences had the 

                                                
30 Whitman Mission National Historic Site video. 
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potential to affect both parties equally and that, in the end, some parties fare better than 

others. 

When contextualized with histories of American Indian oppression, dislocation, 

and cultural dehumanization in the United States, “for better or worse” conveys an 

offhanded post-conflict perspective ignoring the systemic forces of settler colonialism at 

work during the Whitman Mission’s heyday and afterward. The roughly 200 Cayuse 

people who died of measles during 1847 clearly suffered “for worse” when compared to 

the death of one Anglo-American. The fourteen settlers who died in the November 29 

attack also suffered “for worse.” However, by stopping there, the museum largely ignores 

the other ways its two parties may have suffered “for worse” after the November attack. 

The anti-Indian fever that swept the Pacific Northwest following the Whitmans’ deaths 

and spawned the Cayuse Wars was categorically more violent than the November 29 

attack. Judging by the entrenched presence of pro-pioneer sentiments in many 

contemporary representations, it was also arguably more destructive to generations of 

Cayuse and other Indian peoples.31 Thus, although this epigraph may apply well to the 

context of the Whitman Mission isolated in time within its own context, the quote 

ominously ignores the histories of oppression and erasure that its primary figures 

facilitated.  

While the Whitman Mission National Historic Site has no legal obligation to 

chronicle the histories following its namesake’s end, the epigraph—along with many of 

the museum’s exhibit and narrative strategies—may be destructive when applied 

                                                
31 For an account of these histories from the perspectives of Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla people, see 
Jennifer Karson, wiyáxayxt/wiyáakaaawn/as days go by: Our History, Our Land, and Our People—The 
Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla, ed. Jennifer Karson, (Pendleton: Tamástslikt Cultural Institute; 
Portland: Oregon Historical Society; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington Press, 2006).  
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contemporarily. Moreover, its off-hand nature conveys a sense of determinism 

legitimizing Anglo-American domination and disruption of Cayuse lands, people, and 

cultural stability. When used in a contemporary museum space, the primacy of white 

settler perspectives ignores the mission’s later impact on the local area. For as Hall 

poignantly notes, “The reverberations of the past coexist with a thoroughly colonized 

present.”32 Without this context, such representations neglect the broader effects of the 

Whitman Mission and continue to erase indigenous histories and cultural continuity. 

                                                
32 Hall, “Strategies of Erasure,” 278. 
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Interpreting to Unsettle: Tamástslikt Cultural Institute 

 

It’s a monument to our survival, and our legacy as a people…This place is to let 

people know we don’t intend to leave. This is a living culture. This is not a 

monument to antiquity, this is a monument to the future. 

—Bobbie Conner, from Mark Baker’s “Monument to the Future” 

  

 You might drive past Tamástslikt Cultural Institute if you did not already know it 

was there. Much more obvious at the highway turnoff is Wildhorse Resort & Casino—a 

multistoried hotel a few miles east of Pendleton, OR, standing out against the prairie 

landscape and nearby Blue Mountains. Wildhorse beckons tourists to spend some time in 

luxury, its casino, resort, and eighteen-hole golf course marketed as the perfect getaway 

for any traveler. However, beneath the neon sign advertising “Vegas style slots” open 24 

hours is another, smaller sign, noting that Tamástslikt Cultural Institute is just down the 

road. This road meanders back and forth, symbolizing “a different path, culture and way 

of life the tribes do not want forgotten.”1 Just when you start to wonder if the road 

actually goes anywhere at all, the museum rises above the horizon—a low-lying building 

hardly infringing on the mountain landscape. It is here that the living descendants of the 

histories with which I am concerned represent their own stories.  

 As “the only Indian-run, Indian-owned interpretative center along the entire 

length of the old Oregon Trail,” Tamástslikt Cultural Institute (hereafter referred to as 

                                                
1 Mark Baker, “Monument to the Future,” The Register-Guard, April 8, 2007, accessed February 28, 2012, 
discovered at http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Monument+to+the+future.-a0161874635. 
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Tamástslikt) serves many purposes.2 Its proximity to Wildhorse makes it a prime tourist 

destination, and its museum, café, and gift shop cater to many visitors’ needs. Indeed, the 

word tamástslikt in the Walla Walla Wallulapum language means “to interpret,” 

suggesting, as employees pointed out to me, that at least part of the institution’s role is to 

interpret Indian histories for non-Indian audiences.3 As its full name suggests, 

Tamástslikt is also a cultural institute for members of the Confederated Tribes of the 

Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR), offering language courses, hosting cultural events, 

employing tribal members, and otherwise engaging itself with its local community. 

However, its most accessible feature for the average visitor is the museum, representing 

the histories and contemporary stories of the people of the CTUIR. In his analysis of the 

museum, Jackson Miller notes, “Tamástslikt aims to show that the objects on display are 

still very much a part of the tribes’ ‘ongoing stream of life’…[extending] beyond the 

bounds of a typical museum with the aim of serving as a repository for cultural 

materials.”4 Interpreting, educating, and encouraging Indian knowledge, Tamástslikt 

enables visitors to, as one brochure states, “step back into the past, step forward into the 

future or just stand still in the present.” 

 That Tamástslikt is not merely a history museum becomes even clearer through its 

exhibits. Wandering through sensory-stimulating displays categorized into past, present, 

and future content, hearing stories recounted from tribal members, and finding my own 

English language a secondary translation from local Sahaptian family languages, I 

                                                
2 Timothy Egan, “Indian Reservations Bank on Authenticity to Draw Tourists,” The New York Times, 
September 21, 1998, http://www.nytimes.com/1998/09/21/us/indian-reservations-bank-on-authenticity-to-
draw-tourists.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm. 
3 Jackson Miller, “Coyote’s Tale on the Old Oregon Trail: Challenging Cultural Memory through Narrative 
at the Tamástslikt Cultural Institute,” Text and Performance Quarterly 25:3 (July 2005): 226. 
4 Ibid., 235. 



 

 72 

recalled James Clifford’s experience as recounted in his “Four Northwest Coast 

Museums: Travel Reflections”: 

 I can no longer forget the questions of kinship and ownership that must 
always surround objects, images, and stories collected from living 
traditions—questions elided in majority displays, where family 
relationships and local history are subsumed in the patrimony of Art or the 
synthetic narrative of History…It is true that something important is 
represented [in majority museums]…But something is missed: a density of 
local meanings, memories, reinvented histories.5 

 
Tamástslikt’s exhibits present materials with their own complex histories, memories, and 

meanings accrued over the objects’ or stories’ lifetimes. These histories of collective 

memory cannot be disentangled from the objects or stories presented. As an observer, I 

realized that Tamástslikt’s exhibits directly influence not only a generalized idea of 

“Indian people,” but also represent specific individuals—a fact that I have tried to keep in 

mind throughout my research. In ways that are different from the other museums 

discussed in this thesis, Tamástslikt encourages its visitors to recognize that histories are 

part of contemporary lived experiences, and that the Indian peoples so often relegated to 

a romantic and/or exclusively historic past in mainstream depictions are, in fact, alive—

and capable of making their own representations. Jackson Miller acknowledges that 

American Indian peoples have been profusely discussed in mainstream interpretations of 

their cultures and histories yet have often been denied voices in those discussions; 

“Tamástslikt” he writes, “is an attempt to reverse this trend.”6  

 

 

                                                
5 James Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums: Travel Reflections,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The 
Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine, (Washington and London: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991): 226. 
6 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale,” 221. 
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Tamástslikt Cultural Institute 

 Tamástslikt Cultural Institute is a non-profit organization owned and operated by 

the CTUIR. Established in 1989 by a partnership between the CTUIR and the Oregon 

Trail Advisory Committee, Tamástslikt was built with support ranging from multi-

million dollar federal grants to individual tribal members’ donations of exhibit materials. 

Its mission, according to a display board outside the museum is “To preserve and 

perpetuate the diverse cultures and histories of the indigenous people now known as the 

Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla Tribes,” and “To educate people about our cultures, 

histories and contemporary lives.” Its stated vision to “become the foremost trusted 

source of knowledge on the culture and history of the Confederated Tribes of the 

Umatilla Indian Reservation” reflects its tribal connections as well as its desire to be 

known as a reputable authority on local history. And with its sophisticated design, 

information-rich displays, and attention to local cultural vibrancy, Tamástslikt clearly 

asserts its position as a vital and powerful voice interpreting local histories in the 

Columbia River Basin. 

 Tamástslikt is uniquely positioned to contest mainstream representations of local 

histories and cultures in the Columbia River Basin. Whereas institutions like the 

Whitman Mission National Historic Site and Fort Walla Walla Museum present regional 

histories sympathetic to and largely dictated by Anglo-American perspectives, 

Tamástslikt exists to address those same histories from Indian perspectives. In an article 

published by the Richmond Times Dispatch, Bobbie Conner—Cayuse tribal member and 

director of Tamástslikt—notes, “From our perspective, the West wasn’t wild…The 
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settling of the West, from our perspective, was the unsettling of our lives.”7 In response 

to the plethora of settler narratives that pervade mainstream United States history 

representations—particularly the history of the Oregon Trail and the so-called settlement 

of the Pacific Northwest—Tamástslikt proposes histories that, to paraphrase Conner, 

unsettle. The Institute clearly caters to local Indian peoples, and on many occasions, I 

shared the museum with visitors whose friends or relatives appeared in exhibits. Yet the 

institution’s dominant narrative—that is, the narrative available for and accessible to the 

viewing public in its permanent exhibits—seem intended to counteract histories of native 

erasure and dominant settler-colonial historical narratives. From creation stories in the 

“Coyote Theater” to the final exhibit describing the future of the peoples of the CTUIR, 

Tamástslikt simultaneously asserts the continuance of their Indian cultures and challenges 

the authority of mainstream representations. Tamástslikt’s counternarratives remind 

visitors that their histories are ongoing, and capable of being re-written. 

 

Exhibit Narratives and Strategies 

 Although museum representations of the period of colonial contact remain the 

focus of my investigation, it must first be acknowledged that Tamástslikt’s museum 

representations begin much earlier and continue long past the limited period that I 

address here. Tamástslikt’s exhibits concerning colonial contact are the largest and most 

expansive of the three museums I investigate, but these representations make up, at most, 

a mere quarter of Tamástslikt’s permanent exhibit space. This demonstrates that colonial 

contact histories are but one of many historical periods shaping Cayuse, Umatilla, and 

                                                
7 Katherine Calos, “Indian Exhibits Tell Different Tale: ‘Discovery’ Nothing New to Tribes,” Richmond 
Times Dispatch, January 19, 2003, H2. 
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Walla Walla peoples. Tamástslikt divides its exhibits into three main sections: “núun 

pewéeke/we were,” “núun wišíix/we are,” and “núun pewekú’/we will be.” The “núun 

pewéeke/we were” section is by far the largest in the museum, and the majority of 

Tamástslikt’s exhibits do address the effects of colonialism on local Indian communities. 

However, the museum’s structure subtly demonstrates that these histories began before 

colonial contact, have persevered through colonialism’s most disastrous policies, and will 

continue to be told in the future. 

 The four themes I use to analyze the exhibits and narratives of Tamástslikt are: 

Language and Naming, Multi-Sensory Storytelling, De-Centering Mainstream Narratives, 

and Continuity. As before, I do not intend to confine the museum’s overall narrative with 

these themes or unanimously apply them to every exhibit. 

 Language and Naming 

 One of Tamástslikt’s most obvious exhibition strategies is its use of native 

languages in all displays. Throughout the museum space, visitors find themselves greeted 

by sections of narrative text, mounted on placards hanging on museum walls, which 

guide them along the museum journey. For example, on entering the museum, a placard 

reads: anakú pawiyánawíta natítaytma/for when the people will arrive. Every subsequent 

display begins with a phrase in one of the tribal languages of the CTUIR—

Imatalamthláma (Umatilla), Nuumíipuu (Nez Perce), Pelúutspuu (Palouse), Walúulapam 

(Walla Walla), Wánapam (River People), Weyíiletpuu (Cayuse), or ’Ichishkíin 

(Columbia River Sahaptin)—after which English translations follow.8 Although narrative 

                                                
8 Phillip E. Cash Cash, “Oral Traditions of the Natítaytma,” in wiyáxayxt/wiyáakaaawn/as days go by: Our 
History, Our Land, and Our People—The Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla, ed. Jennifer Karson 
(Pendleton: Tamástslikt Cultural Institute; Portland: Oregon Historical Society; Seattle: Distributed by the 
University of Washington Press, 2006). 
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text is exclusively in English, as are the minor elements of display such as photograph 

citations or artifact labels, the decision to use Indian languages first subtly reminds 

visitors that they are in a space controlled by Indian peoples.  

 The use of Indian languages in these exhibits is particularly powerful considering 

that the United States has historically worked to eradicate native languages through 

education policies like boarding schools and has replaced native names with Anglo 

names (or Anglicized versions of native names) in ongoing processes of settler 

colonialism. Andrea Smith notes that “Naming…can be politically charged acts of 

authority and control,” particularly when the language of colonizing powers have so often 

been used to eradicate or supplant local indigenous languages.9 The use of Indian words 

and Indian languages in these displays, such as Natitayt/Natítatytma (the People) and 

tspílyáy (coyote), asserts the importance of those words and languages, disallowing the 

English language—and the colonial system it represents—to wield authority over the 

representations. 

 The narrative voice of Tamástslikt’s displays also contributes to this assertion of 

cultural identity and continuance. Where traditional museums might employ an 

omniscient, ambiguous third person narration, Tamástslikt uses the first person plural. 

Using words such as “we,” “us,” and “our,” these exhibits continually suggest that 

Tamástslikt’s representations are collective tribal stories, reinforcing for viewers the 

presence of a distinct, identifiable narrator–the CTUIR communities. This semantic 

decision demonstrates that Tamástslikt’s narrative text represents the voices of 

                                                
9 Andrea Smith, “Settler Historical Consciousness in the Local History Museum,” Museum Anthropology 
34: 2 (2011): 163. 
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contemporary Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla people, telling stories about their 

people that are intimate and relevant to contemporary life. 

 Multi-Sensory Storytelling 

 Storytelling is central to the museum narratives at Tamástslikt. At the entrance to 

its first exhibit, one text segment notes, “As our children listen to the deeds of tspílyáy 

and of times past, our untold story also begins.” Indeed, tspílyáy accompanies viewers 

throughout the museum exhibits in panels that show an image of a coyote, dark brown 

against an illuminated rusty orange-brown background. Always accompanied by text that 

seems to come from trickster stories, tspílyáy serves as a guide, contributing and reacting 

to the museum’s more expository narrative segments as he follows visitors along their 

own museum journeys. However, tspílyáy is only one of many storytellers in 

Tamástslikt’s complex representations. Miller argues that the museums’ exhibits are 

“designed and implemented in such a way as to invite the visitor to experience the culture 

of the tribes through their stories.”10 These exhibits and displays engage viewers on 

multiple levels, but all feed back into the notion that the CTUIR are presenting their 

collective stories for an active viewing (and listening) audience. 

 The first exhibit addressing colonial contact histories, titled “čáwáxway iwačá 

xáyxkni łšcłt/before there was a trail from the east,” addresses the first direct contact local 

native peoples had with Anglo-American explorers. One narrative text placard notes 

ominously, “in 1805, the Plateau was forever altered when explorers Lewis and Clark 

landed their canoes on the banks of the Columbia River.” Standing in front of this 

exhibit, visitors can see a vivid painted panorama of the Columbia River behind them 

                                                
10 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale,” 221. 
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spanning across a curved wall, out of which two life-size mannequin figures on 

horseback seem to emerge, clad from head to toe in elaborate and colorful beadwork 

regalia. From this vantage point, visitors can also hear snippets of elders’ recorded stories 

echoing out of a tule lodge in the exhibit behind them and, occasionally, fragments of a 

creation story emanating from the “Coyote Theater.” Ahead, through a wood-paneled 

exhibit entrance that resembles a pioneer-style cabin, visitors can also hear the tolling of 

a mission bell, the metallic hammer of a blacksmith shop, and muffled choirs singing. 

Poised on the brink of immense change for the Plateau area and its peoples, visitors 

experience in vivid detail what the museum exhibits portray in narratives.  

 Take, for example, an exhibit on trade. Through a wood paneled window 

evocative of rustic trapper cabins, visitors can see objects assembled by type in 

overwhelming numbers. Pipes, tobacco, nails, beer kegs, bottles, scissors, thimbles, 

mirrors, beads, crosses, jaw harps, axe blades, candles, and other motley items are laid 

out on thick wool blankets and arranged carefully by category, so that every piece can be 

seen. This exhibit depicts the early trade goods that would have helped establish 

relationships between Indian and Euro-American peoples. Mounted outside the 

windowpane on the wooden surface of the “cabin,” a text placard describes in detail the 

customs that “dictated the manner of trade” between people. The location of this text 

outside the interior scene distances it from the actual exhibit, removing for the particular 

exhibit what Miller calls “the artifice of ‘display’” and providing visitors with a sense of 

stepping into, rather than merely reading about, the particular history.11 The recorded 

                                                
11 Ibid., 234. 
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sounds of metallic hammering echoing throughout the exhibit augments this sense of 

experiencing history. 

 Exhibits like this are common at Tamástslikt. Shortly after a series of trade 

displays, visitors encounter the source of the mission bell that has long heralded this 

particular exhibit. Built into the museum space is a white wooden church, complete with 

a small bell tower and simple Gothic-style windows, through whose doorway visitors 

must walk in order to progress through the museum. Entering the well-lit space, various 

recorded snippets of choir music audibly set the tone for the museum’s next theme: 

missionization. Exhibit text explains, “the zeal to save Indian souls quickly erupted into a 

religious rivalry between the Catholic and Protestant faiths.” Accordingly, this exhibit is 

divided in half into Catholic and Protestant sections, identical in form and only 

differentiated by text and object. Utilizing multi-sensory elements to address the roles of 

missionaries in the Columbia Plateau region, the choral voices and church building 

environment add visual and auditory experiences to the museum’s exhibit materials and 

narrative text, placing museum visitors in a church-like environment.  

 Unlike the trade exhibits, however, this exhibit disallows easy answers about 

Christianity, conversion, or religious hybridity. While it may be reasonable to assume 

that contemporary audiences will know the religious significance of bibles, chalices, or 

rosaries, their display without labels or narrative description evokes for them a sense of 

decontextualized ethnographic curiosity.12 Indian control over the products and forces of 

                                                
12 See Shepard Krech III and Barbara A. Hail, Collecting Native America, 1870-1960 (Washington and 
London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1999) for an in-depth investigation of the roles private collectors 
played in establishing public museum archives appropriative of Native America; see also Elizabeth 
Hutchinson, The Indian Craze: Primitivism, Modernism, and Transculturation in American Art, 1890-1915 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2009) for discussions of American Indian art and objects in American 
popular culture at the turn of the twentieth century. 



 

 80 

Anglo-American missionaries is also obvious in one text segment that asserts, “It did not 

take long for our people to become disenchanted by the messengers of God as common, 

mundane men and women possessing human ‘weakness.’” Together, these exhibit 

elements posit a subtle narrative of Indian resistance to imperialist missionaries. These 

strategies disallow missionaries to speak for themselves, “turning over”—as the word 

tamástslikt also means—the stories of missionization to indigenous hands and proposing 

narratives of disenchantment and resistance.  

 One final example of multi-sensory storytelling occurs in the final exhibit 

addressing the colonial contact period with which I am concerned. Titled “anakú múnčáw 

ća’a ikʼwíyaan/when it did not go forth in a good manner,” this exhibit focuses on the 

1855-6 treaty negotiations and their impacts on Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla lands 

and peoples. Various items reminiscent of travel along the Oregon Trail are strewn along 

either side of a descending walkway: open trunks, ripped clothing, broken wagon wheels, 

and discarded children’s toys are assembled pell-mell, half-buried in grey-brown dirt. In 

the midst of this wreckage, text segments mounted on what look like overturned wooden 

crates provide various perspectives about the period’s treaty negotiations, land seizure, 

and cultural loss.  

 At the start of this exhibit, recorded voices negotiate some of the terms of the 

Walla Walla Treaty of 1855 that eventually forced the Cayuse, Walla Walla, and 

Umatilla peoples onto the Umatilla Indian Reservation. Benches placed underneath 

speakers enable visitors to listen to the Anglo-American character’s patronizing promises 

and the simultaneously dismayed and outraged responses of native characters. The 

segments of text along the treaty walkway present similarly emotional responses. 
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Although these quotes depict the turmoil and negotiations that characterized the treaty 

period, their juxtaposition with the clearly abandoned and dirty items depicts loss, 

destitution, and broken promises, and herald a much darker period of life under United 

States colonial control. For, at the end of the walkway, a wooden archway to Chemawa 

Indian School awaits, imposed over a black and white photograph through which 

hundreds of uniformed Indian boys look. To visitors’ right stands a museum wall 

transformed into a replica boarding school building. The proximity of the treaty 

discussions to these exhibits augments the gravity of the policies of assimilation for 

indigenous peoples. 

 These exhibits clearly attempt to situate the viewer into some semblance of what 

the time period or particular event must have been like for those involved. Rich visual 

details, when combined with auditory components and plentiful text, encourage visitors 

to imagine not only the setting for the history, but the emotions involved. Drawing on 

oral histories and storytelling, the exhibits depict compelling environments in which to 

learn about some of the area’s most formative histories. In doing so, Tamástslikt 

encourages visitors to understand history from its peoples’ perspectives and, possibly, to 

make room in their historical understandings for its representations.  

 De-Centering Mainstream Narratives  

 Tamástslikt’s exhibits address themes commonly found in mainstream 

representations of colonial contact histories, such as contact, trade, missionization, the 

immigration of Anglo-American settlers, cross-cultural conflict, war, and treaties. 

However, despite their focus on colonial histories, these exhibits do not exclusively 

depict detrimental effects of colonialism. Indeed, many of the exhibits demonstrate the 
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abilities of the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples to adapt to changing 

circumstances and survive the numerous atrocities wreaked upon them by white settlers, 

articulating indigenous histories as active and resistant to the myriad forces of 

colonialism. Tamástslikt’s narrative stance on these themes deviates from mainstream 

representations significantly, subverting colonial logics of representing history through 

the experiences and perspectives of the colonizers and highlighting the strategies of 

survivance rather than exclusively depicting atrocities. Both the content and tone of these 

exhibits reveal agendas of re-education, resistance, and decolonization. 

 Another exhibit on trade, for example, focuses on the lives of the Indian men and 

women integral to trade relationships. One narrative text segment, titled “pa’atúun xana 

ƛʼáa xwtún/they used to trade for everything,” notes, “From native perspectives, every 

conceivable form of property was subject to trade. Our ancestors were intelligent, skillful, 

and shrewd in trade and often obtained the most remote of items,” even “the personal 

property of the traders themselves.” Later, another segment of text displayed amongst 

wool leggings, beaded clothing, and elaborate headdresses made with coins notes, “the 

constant free flow of goods on the Plateau allowed innovative use of trade items.” These 

exhibits demonstrate that the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples engaged 

actively and innovatively with their new circumstances in the early nineteenth century. In 

so doing, these exhibits also contest mainstream stereotypes of static Indianness.13 As 

Miller notes, “Instead of providing accounts of harsh conflicts between the tribes and the 

settlers, the focus is more on describing how the tribes adapted to the changes brought 

                                                
13 See Robert F. Berkhofer Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to 
the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) for detailed discussion of American Indian stereotypes in 
American popular culture. 
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about by the influx of people.”14 Although the represented histories become progressively 

more violent moving into the mid-nineteenth century, Tamástslikt’s focus on Indian 

resistance and adaptation remains present throughout its other exhibits. 

 Perhaps the most powerful uses of this strategy occur in the exhibits addressing 

the Whitman Mission. One exhibit in particular discusses the influx of white settlers in 

the 1840s, the 1847 measles outbreak, and the attack on the Whitman Mission of the 

same year. A large case displays various objects and images to contextualize this 

turbulent period of history. On the right, one panel titled “anakú múnčáw ća’a 

ik’wíyaan/when it did not go forth in a good manner” describes the “endless stream of 

immigrants passing through ancestral lands,” bringing with them “death from lawlessness 

and disease,” as well as creating “a visible ecological imbalance in the land.” The exhibit 

notes, “American expansion immobilized the Natítayt (the People). By the mid-1840’s, 

we were living under adverse conditions in our own homelands.” Objects lining the floor 

of this exhibit case contextualize this sense of brokenness and desperation. An open trunk 

spills both Indian and European clothes onto a ragged quilt. China bowls and plates 

similar to those seen at the Whitman Mission lay shattered in the case—arranged together 

but not reassembled. Beadwork spills out of an open box and silverware is scattered pell-

mell. On the back wall hangs Norman Adams’ “Marcus Whitman Administering to the 

Sick,” the same drawing used in the Whitman Mission Site’s “Tragic End” exhibit. 

Brokenness abounds in this display, the promises of missionaries’ goodwill shattered 

along with their china. However, the disorganized and broken objects also signify the 

                                                
14 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale,” 233. 
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cultural brokenness of the Cayuse people, and subtly advocate for the necessity of 

resistance and retaliation to such destruction. 

 On the left side of this display, another section describes the system of Cayuse 

law that influenced the decision to attack the Whitman Mission at Weyíiletpuu. Titled 

“tamánwitki patátukaya tmíyut/by native law they enforced their decision,” this section 

contextualizes the attack on Whitman Mission in terms of Cayuse law, emphasizing that 

the attack occurred according to established practices and out of the necessity to survive. 

By focusing on the decimation of Cayuse peoples’ land and lifestyles as well as that of 

their lives, the exhibit clearly demonstrates that missionization had genocidal effects on 

the entire Cayuse culture—infecting and not only their bodies, but also their agency and 

their identities. The exhibit addresses the specific attack on the Whitman Mission curtly 

and succinctly; its last line reads, “A traditional council of law was formed and a decision 

rendered. On November 29, a small band of Cayuse killed the missionaries Marcus and 

Narcissa Whitman along with twelve others. Open resistance had now begun.” Overall, 

the exhibit demonstrates that the attack was not only provoked by the physical and 

cultural invasion of white settlers, but that it happened due to the Cayuse people’s will to 

survive. 

 These perspectives garner immense political power when juxtaposed against 

mainstream narratives of the so-called “Whitman Massacre.” The 1847 attack on the 

Whitman Mission spurred rampant anti-Indian sentiment in the Pacific Northwest and 

across the entire United States.15 Undertones of these sentiments still exist in places like 

                                                
15 Antone Minthorn, “Wars, Treaties, and the Beginning of Reservation Life,” in 
wiyáxayxt/wiyáakaaawn/as days go by: Our History, Our Land, and Our People—The Cayuse, Umatilla, 
and Walla Walla, ed. Jennifer Karson (Pendleton: Tamástslikt Cultural Institute; Portland: Oregon 
Historical Society; Seattle: Distributed by the University of Washington Press, 2006). 
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the Whitman Mission National Historic Site, where the shifty-eyed, haughty portraits of 

Tiloukaikt and Tomahas—whose originals were re-painted to look more savage in the 

twentieth century—stare menacingly out at the viewer. By focusing on the perspectives 

of the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla people, Tamástslikt “turns over” mainstream 

narratives of the Whitman Mission and adds to them another voice. In doing so, 

Tamástslikt de-centers the logic of focusing solely on Euro-American figures from Euro-

American perspectives, so often upheld by mainstream representations. Moreover, by 

discussing histories in terms of loss and resistance, Tamástslikt tells stories of the 

intergenerational struggles and survival of the CTUIR people. A quote from Tiloukaikt 

exemplifies this message: “Did not your missionaries teach us that Christ died to save his 

people? So did we to save our people.” 

 Finally, Tamástslikt also depicts historical events overlooked by mainstream 

narratives. An exhibit titled “pe’énpe wéetešne/they seized the land” discusses the brutal 

killing of “sixty unarmed Indian women, children, and old men at a Grand Ronde camp” 

by “unrestrained voluntary militia” men. This attack also killed Walla Walla chief 

Payóopayoo Maqšmáqš, “a true patriot of justice and equity” and model leader. That this 

account occurs only at Tamástslikt demonstrates its commitment to combat forces of 

historical erasure and tell “new” stories that expose United States colonial brutality. This 

is particularly important for the museum’s non-indigenous audiences, who are likely to 

be unfamiliar with this particular story. Telling such stories therefore becomes an act of 

decolonization, re-education, and remembrance. 

 In her analysis of the Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center, Mary 

Lawlor writes, “While the history of conquest is very much present in the story this 
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museum tells, the more evident self-representation that the tribe projects highlights 

Pequot distinctiveness and the regained hold on culture, land, and authority.”16 

Tamástslikt’s strategies reflect something similar. For the CTUIR, colonial contact 

histories brought epistemic violence to their ancestral lands, cultures, and people. 

Tamástslikt explicitly describes these violent histories and discusses them in terms of 

communities’ pain, loss, and frustration. However, even the exhibits’ bleakest historical 

narratives contain underpinnings of survivance.17 Exhibit decisions to highlight Indian 

perspectives, address colonialism explicitly, and contest static, monolithic Indianness 

clearly contest mainstream Anglo-American historical narratives. Most importantly, their 

narrative resistance de-centers the very logics of settler-colonial dominance, 

demonstrating and advocating for the continuance of Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla 

communities. 

 Continuity 

 The decision to address but not highlight colonial contact histories also 

destabilizes the mainstream notion that histories worth presenting are those that begin 

with the arrival of (and continue to involve) Anglo-American subjects. Tamástslikt’s 

earliest exhibits demonstrate that the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla people have 

complex histories that began long before American colonialism—creation stories, 

seasonal rounds, the significance of the horse, and inter-tribal trading all preclude the 

arrival of white settlers in Tamástslikt’s exhibits. The continuance of these histories after 

relocation to reservations contradicts the common misperception that indigenous peoples 

disappeared into the mythic past after white “conquest.” Personal stories of boarding 
                                                
16 Mary Lawlor, “Identity in Mashantucket,” American Quarterly 57:1 (Mar 2005): 166. 
17 See Gerald Vizenor, Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2008). 
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school life, videos of contemporary pow-wows or the yearly Pendleton Round-Up, and 

reflections of tribal members about what they hope to see among their people in the 

future clearly demonstrate that stories of the CTUIR are ongoing—that their past, present, 

and future identities are intimately connected and cannot be dissociated from one another. 

 Tamástslikt’s displays suggest that these histories will continue to shape the 

contemporary lives of all who encounter them—visitors and local residents alike. As one 

brochure aptly states, “When you visit Tamástslikt Cultural Institute, you enter a world 

that’s centuries old. And infinitely new.” Thus, Tamástslikt demonstrates that the colonial 

contact histories I address in this thesis are merely part of a continuum of cross-cultural 

relations and negotiation of local identities that are both ancient and ongoing. 

 

Visitor Experiences 

 As stated before, discussing museum viewership necessitates an understanding 

that people will interpret museum exhibits in infinitely different ways. However, 

Tamástslikt’s proximity to Wildhorse Resort & Casino—and the fact that the museum is 

largely funded by the casino’s revenue—suggests that tourists are a large source of the 

institution’s visitation. Evidence of catering to a tourist audience frequently appears on 

Tamástslikt’s promotional materials. One advertising brochure states simply, “Set aside a 

day to take the journey of a lifetime.” On its other side, much more detailed text notes: 

 Three Plateau Tribes invite you to experience Tamástslikt Cultural 
Institute. Where you’ll have the time of your life, understanding the time 
of theirs. Through unique galleries and interactive displays you can step 
back into the past, step forward into the future or just stand still in the 
present. Whatever direction, you’ll see it all from the perspective of the 
Cayuse, Umatilla and Walla Walla…it’s an easy exit off the freeway. And 
yet a world away. 
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Many brochures advertising Tamástslikt rely on the intrigue of time travel to attract 

visitors; “a trip through time,” “within this place, exhibits span centuries,” and “the 

journey of a lifetime” are some examples of this advertising strategy. The brochures also 

market Tamástslikt as an institution with “world-class exhibits” and a “unique 

perspective on the history and vision” of the area that offers “a rich and compelling 

experience.” Together, these brochures advertise Tamástslikt as an exciting, not-to-be-

missed experience. 

 The rhetoric of these brochures suggests that the majority of people expected to 

attend Tamástslikt will be Anglo-American tourists who know little to nothing about 

indigenous histories, let alone those of the CTUIR. The distinct use of “they/their” in 

these materials further conveys that Tamástslikt’s target audience is a non-indigenous 

one. Moreover, since tourists are likely in the area for the Casino, the advertisements rely 

on the intrigue of time travel and a reputation of having world-class displays to garner 

visitors that might otherwise be playing poker or golfing. Tamástslikt also seems to 

expect that its viewers will arrive with set notions of history influenced by the dominance 

of Anglo-American settler-colonial narratives. Anticipating such a viewership, 

Tamástslikt strives to represent, to re-educate, and to unsettle mainstream historical 

narratives. 

 Like any museum, many of Tamástslikt’s intended messages may be lost on its 

viewers due factors such as personal investment in the museum experience or 

preconceived biases toward interpreting its histories. However, Miller notes, “the 

narrative as it is presented at Tamástslikt,” at the very least, “opens visitors up to the 
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possibility for change.”18 Tamástslikt may be many visitors’ first interaction with 

indigenous peoples outside the realm of distanced, romantic, mainstream narrative 

representations. And while Tamástslikt may not completely re-write visitors’ conceptions 

of American history, or even significantly challenge historical stereotypes, the possibility 

that visitors may find themselves challenged to see alternative historical interpretations 

may be an important first step for toward encouraging widespread critical engagement 

with history. Tamástslikt therefore serves a philosophical point that visitors cannot 

continue to accept wholesale particular patterns of thought—dictated, obscured, and 

reinforced by settler-colonial historical consciousness—as supremely objective history. 

 

Conclusion 

 Mary Lawlor notes that the Mashantucket Pequot museum “posits itself as having 

overcome its ‘outwaiting,’ to use Scott Momaday’s term, in the wilderness of the Anglo 

hegemony and deploying lessons learned during the outwaiting to conduct a business and 

a set of self-representations in the shared public sphere.”19 Like this museum, Tamástslikt 

Cultural Institute strives to add a chorus of Indian voices to histories that have long been 

represented by Euro-American people and institutions. Tamástslikt’s decisions to rely on 

Indian names and languages and to tell multi-sensory stories demonstrate its commitment 

to de-center canonical narrative representations of Indian peoples and histories more 

generally. Its emphasis on the continuity of colonial histories and Indian identities asserts 

the presence of vibrant, living cultures capable of adapting to new situations. 

                                                
18 Miller, “Coyote’s Tale,” 236. 
19 Lawlor, “Identity in Mashantucket,” 160. 
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 In many ways, Tamástslikt is a direct response to mainstream historical 

representations, both in the United States generally and the Columbia River Basin 

specifically. Its communal voice—evidenced in the use of Indian languages and third 

person plural narration—challenges the authenticity and authority of those mainstream 

representations that rely on Anglo-American perspectives to tell stories focused on 

Anglo-American actors. Its Indian perspective rejects the primacy often given to settler-

colonial historical narratives and contests stereotypical representations of Indian peoples 

and indigenous histories. And by addressing content that explicitly discusses colonialism, 

it contests many historical truisms often unchallenged in such representations. These 

strategies would likely be influential anywhere in the United States, but the geographic 

and cultural context of the Columbia River Basin—an area abundant with romantic tales 

of heroic pioneers and savage or tragically misunderstood Indians—makes their local 

historical interpretations particularly noteworthy. Tamástslikt’s mere presence challenges 

museums like the Whitman Mission National Historic Site and the Fort Walla Walla 

Museum to reconsider their representations of local histories and their authority to be 

their sole historical interpreter. It serves as a reminder that no museum institution 

presents in isolation. All this reflects a larger project to unsettle—to contest settler-

colonial historical consciousness and add Indian voices to impact larger conversations. 
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Keeping History Relevant: Columbia River Basin museum cohabitation  

 

In everything museums do, they must remember the cornerstone on which the 

whole enterprise rests: to make a positive difference in the quality of people’s 

lives. Museums that do that matter—they matter a great deal. And their crowning 

glory is that they can matter in so many marvelous ways. 

—Stephen E. Weil, Making Museums Matter 

 

 Museums are clearly not the omnipotent, objective authorities on history that 

many visitors may expect them to be. Rather, I have chosen to think of museums as 

storytellers. Museums are committed to sharing their knowledge and their particular 

historical narratives. They create spaces that invite others to engage with their stories. 

Like any storyteller, museums have specific intentions, objectives, and investments in the 

stories they tell. As such, their purposefully constructed narratives tell specific tales 

through specific means and for specific purposes. Museums’ prestige in American 

culture, their perceived representational authority, and their widespread public 

accessibility give to their representations powerful political influence over opinions and 

understandings of the content they present. To analyze these implications would be 

important for any museum, but particularly so when the stories concerned face forces of 

assimilation and erasure, both historically and contemporarily. 

 As storytellers, museums can also adjust their storytelling—responding to and 

learning from the methods of others to re-tell old stories or tell completely new ones. The 

Whitman Mission’s work to create a new museum documentary—one that collaborates 

with the CTUIR to tell multiple perspectives of shared histories—demonstrates that these 
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retellings are happening in the Columbia River Basin today. This initiative alone suggests 

that museums in the area are working to better reflect diverse historical perspectives and 

to acknowledge the contemporary investment of multiple groups in these shared histories. 

The collaboration between Fort Walla Walla Museum and Tamástslikt Cultural Institute 

to create “Through War and Peace” and the ongoing relationships forged by membership 

agreements between the two institutions further demonstrate that museum collaborations 

are more frequent today than they have been in years past. The newness of these 

representational revisions in institutions like Fort Walla Walla Museum and the Whitman 

Mission Site—established to represent histories largely concerned with Anglo-American 

actors and/or settler-colonial histories—is both commendable and long overdue. Thus, 

when taken together, these museums provide multi-vocal historical narratives that engage 

with one another, dispelling the notion that any of the three museums present in isolation. 

However, despite these collaborations, the museums’ local historical narratives are far 

from resolved.  

 The Fort Walla Walla Museum and the Whitman Mission National Historic Site 

clearly attempt to present Indian people as actors equally important in local history 

narratives as their Euro-American settler counterparts. The Whitman Missions Site’s 

stated desire to represent two cultures, its scare-quoting critique of nineteenth century 

racist ideologies, and its inclusion of Cayuse traditions such as seasonal rounds 

demonstrate its desire to include Indian peoples in the stories of the Whitman Mission in 

ways that do not rely on oppressive stereotypes of Indianness. Fort Walla Walla’s focus 

on Euro-American and Plateau peoples’ historical friendships posits an historical 

narrative involving two mutually dependent (and equally influential) groups rather than 
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relying on popularly equated notions of superior Euro-American dominance over inferior 

Indian peoples. Of course, some of these representations—particularly the two museums’ 

life-size exhibit mannequins—rely on stereotypes such as hair color and skin tone to 

depict Indian people, confining images of Indianness into a limiting set of features. 

However, these exhibits overall reflect desires to represent the Cayuse, Umatilla, and 

Walla Walla peoples non-stereotypically, respectfully, and with equal weight as their 

white counterparts; they clearly attempt to contest the many qualities of what Berkhofer 

calls “the white man’s Indian.”1 

 Nevertheless, other historical stereotypes remain largely uncontested in these 

exhibits. Both Fort Walla Walla and the Whitman Mission Site uphold logics of settler-

colonial historical consciousness with exhibits that unproblematically equate indigenous 

histories exclusively with pre-reservation pasts. This focus not only contributes to the 

erasure of indigenous histories since relocation to reservations, it also precludes the 

possibility of discussing Indian people as contemporary peoples. Like in the Mashpee 

identity trial James Clifford relates, these exhibits leave little (if any) room for Indian 

people to exist in mainstream representations as modern people.2 Moreover, these 

representations may suggest that colonial histories of missionization or land cession 

through treaties were stepping-stones on an inevitable path toward white settlement of the 

Columbia River Basin, reinforcing the naturalness of the Anglo-American cultural 

dominance and contemporary geographies we see today. Thus, while the “white man’s 

                                                
1 Robert Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
2 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 
(Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
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Indian” may be less apparent in these two museum narratives, the “white man’s settler” is 

alive, well, and unchallenged.  

 Tamástslikt represents a direct response to these narratives. It is both an embodied 

contestation of whitewashed histories and an assertion of a contemporary Indian 

community capable of telling its own stories. Where the Whitman Mission Site displays 

china bowls painstakingly re-assembled, Tamástslikt leaves them shattered. Instead of 

relying on the journals of Lewis and Clark to tell stories of contact, it uses the collective 

memory of generations of CTUIR people. Moreover, by linking its histories to the 

present and future, Tamástslikt addresses not only contemporary legacies of 

colonialism—nonexistent in either of the other two museums—but also tells the stories of 

resistance, survival, and continuity that have evolved with those legacies. Finally, 

whereas Fort Walla Walla and the Whitman Mission Site ultimately convey Indian 

histories as those of tragic losses, Tamástslikt concludes with messages of strength and 

hope. The former suggests stagnation or regression, whereas the latter implies positive 

forward momentum for Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples. 

 Discussing the complexities of decolonization, Lisa Kahaleole Hall writes, 

“Because colonization relies on forced forgetting and erasure, the need to bring the past 

forward into our consciousness is ongoing. Reconstructing tradition and memory is a 

vital element of indigenous survival.”3 Museums like Tamástslikt Cultural Institute are 

key players taking part in this kind of reconstruction. Non-indigenous museums may not 

have the cultural or ethical means with which to represent indigenous histories the way 

that Indian people themselves can. For indeed, Indian people know their own stories 

                                                
3 Lisa Kahaleole Hall, “Strategies of Erasure: U.S. Colonialism and Native Hawaiian Feminism,” American 
Quarterly 60:2 (June 2008): 279. 
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best.4 However, since Anglo-American histories are intimately intertwined with Indian 

histories, mainstream museums run by non-indigenous peoples can learn much from 

museums like Tamástslikt that critically engage past stories with present struggles to 

advocate for brighter futures. To ignore the fact that the past is present is to re-affirm 

Anglo-American historical narratives and perpetuate those that erase the contemporary 

experiences of native peoples, ignore contemporary colonial legacies, and overlook the 

continued cultural vibrancy of indigenous peoples. However, acknowledging that the past 

can be relevant to the present may lead mainstream museums to more critically address 

the ways their contemporary representations may perpetuate colonial ideologies and 

construct exhibits more aware of the power they wield. 

 

Conclusions 

 In his work The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative, Thomas King recounts a 

story of a witches’ conference as told in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony. In it, one 

witch tells a dreadful tale filled with unspeakable horrors—full of death and destruction, 

“fear and slaughter, disease and blood.”5 The other witches listening respond, “What you 

said just now…it doesn’t sound so good. We are doing okay without it. We can get along 

without that kind of thing. Take it back.”6 Much to their dismay, however, the first witch 

explains that, once told, a story cannot be recalled. Thus, King warns his readers, “you 

must be careful with the stories you tell. And you have to watch out for the stories that 

                                                
4 Debra Croswell, “As Days Go By: An Introduction,” in wiyáxayxt/wiyáakaaawn/as days go by: Our 
History, Our Land, and Our People—The Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla, ed. Jennifer Karson 
(Pendleton: Tamástslikt Cultural Institute; Portland: Oregon Historical Society; Seattle: Distributed by the 
University of Washington Press, 2006). 
5 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2005): 9. 
6 Ibid., 10. 
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you are told.”7 He concludes each of his five chapters with the same words: “You can 

have it if you want. [This] story, that is. Do with it what you will…just don’t say in the 

years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard this 

story. You’ve heard it now.”8  

 An exhibit focused on Indian history that ignores contemporary Indian people and 

modern manifestations of colonialism is hardly different from one of Silko’s witches 

clamping her hands to her ears and willing the storyteller to call the horrible knowledge 

back, especially when it exists in proximity to other museums that explicitly address 

these realities. The histories presented in these museums are not merely those of Indian 

people or historical pioneers, they are the histories of contemporary American people. 

Museums that address these histories must acknowledge and embrace this fact. But 

perhaps most importantly, museum institutions must know the power that their 

representations have once “loose in the world.”9 As storytellers, museums are responsible 

for the stories they present to all who enter their doors because they also pass some part 

of that responsibility to their visitors in the process of exhibiting. To take responsibility 

for their stories—and the colonial or anticolonial legacies they entail—museums must 

encourage visitors to think critically about their own relationships to these histories. 

Those that do may make significant positive differences in the lives of their viewers, their 

represented communities, and their world at-large. 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 167. 
9 King, The Truth About Stories, 10. 
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