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On the Road
E.E. McCollum • Will Wilson: Connecting the Dots

Will Wilson is a Diné (Navajo) photographer, multi-media artist, and educator who lives and 
works in Santa Fe. In his work, he combines a variety of media along with artistic and cultural traditions 
to create artwork that has historical roots and contemporary sensibilities. His projects range from making 
historical wet plate images to the recreation of his grandmother’s Diné rug designs in woven glass mosaics that 
also contain QR codes directing the viewer to videos of Wilson’s mother and aunt talking about the weaving 
process. His work is influenced by his Navajo roots and a concern for social and environmental issues. 

I spoke with Wilson by Zoom in September 2020 when the COVID pandemic precluded a face-to-face 
interview, but I have known him since 2019 when I took one of his classes at the Santa Fe Community College 
where he is director of the photography program. Our talk was wide-ranging, reflecting Wilson’s broad 
interests, and was interrupted occasionally by his son who wanted to know when the “grown up talk” would be 
done so he could use the computer for his favorite video game. Wilson describes himself as a trans-customary 
artist, a term borrowed from the New Zealand Maori artist and educator Robert Jahnke. 

“The notion is basically that anthropology and other Western disciplines have situated Indigenous cultural 
practice as either traditional or contemporary. Trans-customary is the idea that there is a gray space, a 
spectrum. There’s work that we make today that is informed by a tradition, but tradition is ever evolving. Like 
good design, tradition accrues meaning over time because it works well. So trans-customary is the idea that 
you can have both traditional and contemporary influences informing one another through practice.” The 
woven glass rug, for example, puts traditional Diné design into a non-traditional format both in terms of the 
material used and the extension of the piece through video.

Wilson spent his childhood in San Francisco and had his earliest encounters with photography there. His best 
friend’s mother — Leanne Graves — was a photojournalist. Although there wasn’t a lot of photography in his 
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own family, Wilson loved looking at 
Graves’ contact sheets, and talking to 
her about the stories she was covering. 
Wilson recalls a trip to the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art with 
Graves and her son to see a show of 
Joel-Peter Witkin’s work.

“I was horrified and entranced and 
I was just really moved. This was 
powerful stuff, and it opened the door to 
thinking about photography in different 
ways. I read Witkin’s bio and it said 
he had gone to the University of New 
Mexico for his MFA and I thought that 
might be something to consider. And I 
ended up doing it.”

The work of Edward Curtis also played 
a role in Wilson’s early exposure to 
photography. Wilson’s mother — who is 
Diné — heard about the publication of a 
book of Curtis’ images from The North 
American Indian” and went in search 
of a copy to help her son incorporate 
Native culture into his life since they 
weren’t living on the reservation then. 
She took Wilson with her to search 
bookstores across San Francisco until 
they finally found a copy. Wilson 
laughed recalling that his father, who 
is not Native, tried to surprise him and his mother later by cutting some images out of the book and framing 
them so they could be displayed in the house. His mother was not pleased.

Curtis remains an ambivalent figure in the history of the depiction of Native people. Between 1906 and 1930, 
he engaged in an enormous project — documenting what he took to be Native people whose culture, if not 
the people themselves, would soon vanish. His work resulted in beautiful photographs but also served to 
fix a vision of Native people as, according to Katherine Hauser, “picturesque, stoic, and firmly rooted in the 
past.” The assumption that Native people were on the verge of disappearing also helped support the rationale 
for the takeover of Native lands that was occurring contemporaneously with Curtis’ efforts. Any number of 
contemporary Native artists are working to challenge this view as they depict Indigenous people living in 
contemporary society while also maintaining traditional cultural values and worldviews. They also remind us 
that rather than dying out as Curtis assumed, Native communities have had the resilience to survive genocide, 
forced migration, seizure of traditional lands, broken treaties, and efforts to eradicate their cultures. 

Wilson has entered into the critique of Curtis, albeit with some ambivalence. For example, one of his projects 
is the Critical Indigenous Photographic Exchange (CIPX). At its inception, Wilson linked CIPX to Curtis in 
part as a strategic move. The 150th anniversary of Curtis’ birth was approaching and the link helped Wilson’s 
work find exposure in exhibits commemorating that anniversary. Curators wanted to show Curtis’ work 
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but also wanted to recontextualize it by 
including the work of Native artists who are 
redefining the depiction of Native people. It 
is something of a dilemma for Wilson.

“I am clear that CIPX is not perpetuating 
Curtis’ practice but I worry that once people 
make the association with Curtis they only 
see it as a response rather than as a project 
with its own intentions and prerogatives. 
I am more interested in the event, the 
happening, the relational aesthetic that is 
uniquely manifested each time I ‘perform’ 
CIPX. It’s also about the fundamentals of 
photography, representation, and human 
exchange, and ultimately about sharing and 
generosity around image making.”

Richard Avedon’s In the American West 
also influenced Wilson’s development 
if CIPX. Wilson saw a large selection of 
the images from In the American West, 
including the most important pieces, when 
he was a visiting professor of photography 
at the University of Arizona. Avedon’s 
images and the large silver prints for the 
exhibit inspired Wilson. “I wanted to 
recreate that project in some way.” 

CIPX began with a wet-plate photo booth 
at Santa Fe’s annual Indian Market in 
2012. Making a portrait using the wet 
plate process takes time and gives the 

photographer and sitter a chance to interact and have an encounter. The sitter becomes a collaborator as 
they work with Wilson to determine how they will be portrayed. Wilson asks each sitter to bring an object of 
personal significance with them when they come to be photographed. CIPX expands the notion of an artwork 
past the production of a physical artifact to include the experience of producing it for both artist and subject; in 
this case the experience is sitting for a portrait using a method that demands a deliberate pace. 

While the wet plate is prepared, the exposure is made, and the plate is developed, the photographer and sitter 
have the possibility of a dialog, and then the sitter leaves with a physical object. Wilson felt it was important 
that he not keep the original wet plate image. “I don’t want to hold these kinds of powerful representations of 
people. I want to give them back to the sitter.” For his own use, however, Wilson keeps a scan of each portrait. 
The response to the photo booth at Indian Market was very positive and Wilson says he fell in love with the 
process of not only producing a physical portrait but with the interactions he had with those who sat for him. 

“The wet plate is essential to the CIPX project because of the materiality of it, because of the time it takes, 
because I get to share this deeply historic analog type of photography in today’s digital age, and I think it does 
change things.”

        Eric Garcia Lopez citizen of Tarasco First Nation, Dancer, 
      Dancing Earth, Indigenous Contemporary Dance Creations.



January/February 2021

How the West Is One.

40

On the Road • Will Wilson: Connecting the Dots

He has continued the project and now estimates he has made over 4,000 portraits of both Native and non-
Native people. I asked Wilson about the responses of his sitters — especially Native people — to participating 
in CIPX. 

“It was interesting to see how people want to represent themselves. Some people wore suits and they looked 
very modern and corporate, but most of the people chose a more customary approach, you know, coming in 
their Native regalia. I think it made them proud and they really loved to see all of the images together and to be 
part of the project.”  

While his images of Native people are something of a challenge to Curtis’ depiction of them, Wilson also sees a 
more process-oriented challenge as well. Although Curtis did give some of his subjects copies of their portraits, 
the primary result of his work was a multi-volume set of books designed for collectors, museums, and libraries. 
Wilson sees CIPX differently.

“It’s a way to think about photography, an encyclopedic photographic project that disrupts this notion of 
creating an archive where all the power gets localized and situated in one place. So, I’m doing the opposite. 
I’m exploding it. I’m giving away the originals.” Although Wilson is also creating an archive with his scans 
of the original plates, and some of these will find homes at the Beinecke Rare Book Library at Yale, those he 
photographs come away with the original images and with an experience of artmaking in which they directly 
participated.
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In furtherance of his trans-customary 
practice, Wilson doesn’t only use historical 
photographic processes to address 
contemporary subject matter. He also 
combines current technologies with 
historical photographic processes. One 
aspect of CIPX is a set of what Wilson 
calls “Talking Tintypes.” After making a 
tintype, Wilson creates a digital version 
that contains a scannable code. When the 
image is scanned with a smart device, a 
video appears on the device that expands 
the reach of the still image. Wilson’s 
“Talking Tintypes” portray Native people 
talking about their lives and experiences, 
performing traditional dance, and one man 
playing his violin. This technology holds 
the potential to expand the still image so 
that it literally talks to the viewer, another 
way in which the archive of images is 
enlivened and expanded.

Wilson began studying photography in 
high school. He attended school on the 
Navajo Nation at a BIA boarding school 
through 8th grade and was then awarded 
a scholarship to attend Northfield Mount 
Hermon School in Massachusetts. 
Wilson got his first camera at fifteen. 
Northfield Mount Herman had a strong art 
department and Wilson had always wanted 
to try photography, so he took a class and 
fell in love with the process.

“Photography gave me a creative outlet 
in a way that I didn’t have before. Part of the reason for that is because I’m not fluent in Navajo, so creative 
self-expression in that way was kind of limited. But through photography, I could tell stories. It was like 
my inability to do something well was replaced all-of-a-sudden with my unique ability to do something in a 
different way. As soon as I got back home to the reservation, I was drawn to a documentary kind of witnessing 
and seeing if I could tell stories about friends and family on the reservation. 

“Photography was a different experience back then before the whole digital onslaught and the ubiquity of it. 
I think photography was seen as a much more consequential medium. Having your photo taken was more 
consequential. I grew up being part of a worldview that language and certain other kinds of representation 
could potentially be powerful. I think photography was seen in that light, and it was something that 
empowered me, but I also had to think in terms of being responsible in relation to it. There are ceremonies 
that you’re not supposed to photograph, and Navajo people are often pretty resistant to having their 
photograph taken because of the idea of fixing time and image in an indexical manner, which is something that 
photography does so well. So, it is potentially powerful.”

  Emma Noyes, citizen on the Colville Confederated Tribes nation,     
daughter and Stephen Noyes, citizen of the Colville Confederated  
Tribes nation, Institute of American Indian Arts alumni, inaugural  

class, 1962.
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Another of Wilson’s projects also depicts Indigenous communities — in this case the Navajo people — 
living in a contemporary context. Auto Immune Response is a performative and installation project that 
follows the journey of a post-apocalyptic Diné man as he navigates a beautiful but uninhabited and toxic 
landscape, searching to find what has happened to the people who lived here, and how he can survive in this 
environment. Wilson enacts the role of the protagonist by wearing a gas mask as he pictures himself on Navajo 
land, an Indigenous man interacting with a toxic environment. In cinematic fashion, the story progresses 
as the protagonist finds shelter in a hogan — a traditional Navajo dwelling — and slowly begins to rebuild a 
world that can sustain him.  The hogan is transformed from wood and earth to a glass and metal structure 
— a greenhouse — that Wilson calls the Auto Immune Response LAB. In the LAB, the protagonist cultivates 
Native food plants, calling on Indigenous knowledge to create a future. Again, Wilson uses a trans-customary 
approach to portray the way in which traditional knowledge can combine with contemporary technology.

Toxic environments have much meaning for the Diné people. A long history of uranium mining on Navajo 
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land has resulted in pollution of the land and sickness for the Navajo people. Between 1944 and 1986, nearly 
30 million tons of uranium ore were mined on Navajo land. Mined by private companies, the ore was sold 
to the US government to make nuclear weapons particularly in the depths of the Cold War. As the need for 
uranium ore diminished with the end of the Cold War, mining sites were abandoned with little effort to deal 
with the toxic waste left behind. Much of the mining was done by Navajo men who were not told of the dangers 
they faced. Little or no protective equipment was provided to them despite clear knowledge that uranium 
was associated with high rates of lung cancer and other respiratory illnesses. Exposure in the mines as well as 
exposure to the toxic materials left in the land, air, and water from mining activity and milling the uranium ore 
continue to have health impacts for the Diné. Navajo people suffer from high rates of cancer and the effects are 
not restricted to those who lived on the Navajo Nation when mining was active. A recent study found that 36% 
of men and 27% of women in the Navajo Nation have uranium levels higher than the highest 5% of the general 
U.S. population. Similar levels are being found in newborns and those levels persist at least through the first 
year of life. 

Wilson has been aware of the problem of uranium on the Navajo Nation since he was a child. His great uncle, 
who worked in the uranium mills, died of cancer. Wilson has begun to address the physical legacy of uranium 
mining in a project that is allied to the Auto Immune Response project. Entitled, Connecting the Dots Wilson 
photographs abandoned uranium mines as well as waste disposal facilities located on Navajo land. The title 
for the project came from a map showing the 521 abandoned uranium mines on Navajo land. Wilson decided 
his project would be an effort to photographically document those mines along with disposal facilities, thereby 
connecting the dots.

Mexican Hat Disposal Cell Cylindrical Redux, Halchita, Utah, Navajo Nation
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Wilson’s work on Connecting the Dots again uses emerging technology. He has found that a photographic 
drone provides a unique viewpoint — one that is well-suited for documenting environmental injustice and 
placing the physical legacy of uranium mining in context. Wilson showed me a photo he made from the drone 
of the Mexican Hat Disposal Cell in Utah (above). The facility looks like a small lake in the red rock; however, 
its surface is not water, but a hard barrier designed to contain the radioactive waste stored there. From the 
viewpoint that the drone provides, there is more to the image than just the waste facility. Wilson drew my 
attention to the horizon at the top of the image.

“You can see Monument Valley in the background there, you know, and the irony of this beautiful kind of 
touristic, idyllic landscape, and then right over the hill is this hugely toxic strange monolith.”  

While uranium is one part of the toxic world in which the Auto Immune Response protagonist finds himself, 
the are other sources of toxicity. In an interview with Kathleen Ash-Milby of the Portland (OR) Art Museum, 
Wilson said this about the project:

“The idea of the Auto Immune Response series, I think, you know, is just about meditation on being 
Indigenous today and trying to reconcile what, you know, colonialism and kind of a history of genocide has 
meant for Native peoples and our relationship to landscape and space. So, I was thinking about autoimmune 
disease, which in some ways disproportionately affects Indigenous cultures throughout the world, really. And 
one thing that’s been associated with is rapid change in kind of foodways, lifeways, economies, and as a result, 
our bodies are attacking themselves. So, I was trying to think about how to represent Indigenous folk in this 
way in the landscape, but also trying to think about the response, right? So how do we claim agency in relation 
to this situation and move forward? And so that’s where the response comes in. So Auto Immune Response is 
about, you know, trying to navigate this situation.”

Will Wilson is an innovator, activist, and photographer who is stretching the limits of photography and finding 
ways to unite historical processes and current technology as well as reminding us that Indigenous people 
live in the contemporary world and are not frozen in a romanticized past. While pointing toward deep and 
longstanding difficulties in Native communities, his work also speaks to the resilience in those communities 
and the possibility that Indigenous cultures can not only survive but flourish.

• More of Will Wilson’s work is available on his website: https://www.willwilson.photoshelter.com

m
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Babbitt Ranch Uranium Upgrader Facility adjacent to the Little Colorado River, Babbitt Ranch, AZ.
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Nicholas Galanin, citizen of the Tlingit Nation, Trans-customary artist.
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Sandra Lamouche, First Nations citizen of the Bigstone Cree Nation, Dancer, Dancing 
Earth, Indigenous Contemporary Dance Creations.
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Gaylord Torrence, PhD,  US citizen, Senior Curator of American Indian Art at 
The Nelson-Atkins Museum
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Nakotah Larance, citizen of the Hopi Nation, 6-time world champion hoop dancer, 
member, Dancing Earth, Indigenous Contemporary Dance Creations.
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Raven Knight, citizen of the Jicarilla Apache Nation, Dancer, Dancing Earth, 
Indigenous Contemporary Dance Creations
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