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The work of Indigenous artists serves as one 
means of countering the historical amnesia that 

characterizes the Americas, an active forgetting of 
the blood that has been spilled generations ago on 

the very ground beneath our feet.
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I: Cibola, the Seven Cities of Gold

It was situated on a level stretch of the brow of a roundish hill. It appears to be 
a very beautiful city, the best I have seen of these parts.—Fray Marcos de Niza, 
describing the seven fabled cities of Cibola, 15391

We didn’t have a dream of these golden cities. That’s not why we are here. It’s 
not necessarily the Spanish’s fault, or gold’s fault. It could have been anybody. 
It’s the market.—Nathan Young, Postcommodity member2

Spanish interest in the Southwest was initially sparked by the stor-
ies of four men shipwrecked off the coast of modern-day Texas. 
The men were a part of the ill-fated Narváez expedition. In the 
summer of 1536, after an eight-year trek across the North Amer-
ican continent by foot, they arrived in Mexico City. Upon arriving, 
they recounted stories of “fertile and populous lands” to the north, 
places rife with “turquoise, bison hides, and gold and other met-
als.”3 And these weren’t tall tales; many of these things they had 
witnessed first-hand. For the Spanish, the news was electrifying. It 
added further evidence to their belief of fantastically wealthy cities 
in the north, particularly the centuries-old myth of the seven gold-

5 If History Moves at the Speed  
of Its Weapons . . .
C andice  Hopkins
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en cities. In 1539, Antonio de Mendoza, the Viceroy of New Spain, 
sent four men out on a reconnaissance mission. The group includ-
ed Marcos de Niza, a Franciscan friar experienced in navigation 
and cosmography; Fray Onorato (also Franciscan), an Indian guide 
who remains unnamed in historical texts; and Esteban,4 the North 
African slave of one of the original shipwrecked men.5 Marcos and 
his party (minus Onorato, who fell ill a month into the journey and 
was forced to return) travelled over one thousand miles from the 
settlement of San Miguel de Culiacán to what were seven Zuni 
settlements in present-day New Mexico.

Marcos’s texts recount a kingdom called Cibola, a place “larger 
than Mexico City,” and which local Native informants described as 
“wealthy beyond belief.”6 Marcos never exactly reported cities of 
gold but this didn’t stop the Spanish from trying to seek them out.7 
Marcos also never entered the walls of Cibola. His description was 
purely based on testimonies from informants and the view from 
afar: upon reaching the city, Esteban was allegedly killed by the 
Zuni after he failed to heed their orders to turn back.8 Marcos would 
have met a similar fate had he soldiered on.9

The Spanish, having conquered many of the great cities in the 
lower half of the New World, needed to believe in Cibola’s existence: 
the fabled city offered the means to continue to fuel their imperial 
mission. The idea that there might be cities of gold is perhaps not 
so absurd considering the exceptional material wealth the Spanish 
had already amassed from pillaging the great cities and cultures of 
Meso-America.

One of the characteristics of imperialism is extraterritoriality. 
This need for territorial expansion is driven by a near-irrational de-
sire for material possessions such as “spices, sugar, slaves, rubber, 
cotton, opium, time, gold, and silver”; in other words, “profit and 
hope of further profit” was vital to the expansion of Western Em-
pires.10 But, as Edward Said observes, something else is at play as 
well: profit, while a driving force of imperialism, is superseded by 
inertia, “a commitment in constant circulation and recirculation” 
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of these material possessions.11 And underpinning all of this are 
complex ideologies of domination, ideologies that continue to play 
out at present:

Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumu-

lation and acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even 

impelled by impressive ideological formations that include 

notions that certain territories and people require and beseech 

domination, as well as forms of knowledge affiliated with dom-

ination: the vocabulary of classic nineteenth-century imperial 

culture is plentiful with words and concepts like “inferior” or 

“subject races,” “subordinate peoples,” “dependency,” “expan-

sion,” and “authority.” Out of the imperial experiences, notions 

about culture were clarified, reinforced, criticized, or rejected.12

The desire for riches brought the Spanish north to claim Nueva 
Spain, but it was the underlying ideologies that accompany imper-
ialism that kept them there.

II: If History Moves at the Speed of its Weapons, 
Then the Shape of the Arrow Is Changing

Is there not an echo of those who have been silenced in the voices to which we 
lend our ears today?—Walter Benjamin13

In August 2010, during Indian Market in Santa Fe and the city’s 
400-year anniversary celebrations, the artist collective Postcom-
modity installed a work based on the Pueblo Revolt of 1680.14 
During the revolt — more accurately described as the Great South-
west Rebellion — the various Pueblo tribes under the leadership of 
Po’Pay15 came together to resist Spanish colonialism and reclaim 
the region of Santa Fe. They held the city and surrounding area 
for twelve years. The artists’ installation uncovers an oft-forgotten 
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moment in United States history — an instance of Indigenous 
agency, sovereignty, and the remaking of culture relative to col-
onial expansion — through digital media and sound. They con-
sider this installation, entitled If History Moves at the Speed of Its 
Weapons, Then the Shape of the Arrow Is Changing, the first in a 
two-part work. The second, Promoting a More Just, Verdant, and 
Harmonious Resolution, was installed in Mechelen, Belgium, as 
a part of the Contour Biennial in October 2011. Each installation 
stems from two very different instances of do-it-yourself (diy) 
warfare and the need to defend homelands, and each gesture is no 
less complicated than the other.

For their first installation, the only objects visible in a gold-
painted gallery space of the Museum of Contemporary Native Art 
in Santa Fe were a set of eight small speakers. (The gold paint be-
ing a nod to the perceived riches of the Santa Fe region that fuelled 
Spanish conquest, as well the riches, both real and imagined, that 
continue to characterize the city.) From the artists’ perspective, the 
installation is a historical piece. It was created in response to Santa 
Fe’s 400-year anniversary celebrations, and it couldn’t have been 
better timed. In the room’s warm glow, the eight speakers emitted 
nothing short of a sonic ambush. In a kind of digitally produced 
sympathetic magic, the artists had transformed ballistic data of 
Pueblo Revolt–era weapons into sound: here the atlatl (a spear-
thrower) became a square tone; the rock and sling, a sawtooth tone; 
the bow and arrow, a triangle tone; and the war club, a sine tone.16 
The speed of the weapon was transformed into the speed of the 
sound tone travelling through the air.17 The artists’ decision to as-
sign each armament a specific tone was not arbitrary; they selected 
tones whose forms, revealed by Cymatics, were symbolically re-
lated — think of the shape of the arrow relative to a triangle wave, 
for example.18 The weapons as sound were highly accurate render-
ings of the originals — something aided by the advent of digital 
technology in both the analysis and modelling of the weapons. 
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And their impact was palpable. The weapons’ piercing tones were 
acutely heard and felt while the armaments themselves remained 
altogether unseen.19

In the essay, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Walter Ben-
jamin observed the ungraspable nature of the past and its fleeting 
nature. “The true picture of the past,” he writes, “whizzes by.” Cap-
turing this true picture requires a temporary stasis of sorts: “[hist-
ory] must crystallize into a shape and be constructed as something 
immediately present.”20 From the artists’ perspective, in experien-
cing If History Moves at the Speed of Its Weapons, Then the Shape 
of the Arrow Is Changing, the viewer becomes “a spectator of hist-
ory.” It is through this direct engagement — the experience of this 
historical moment via a sonic assault — that one might begin to 
understand the present. “To articulate what is past,” writes Ben-
jamin, does not simply mean “to recognize ‘how it really was,’ it 
means to take control of a memory, as it flashes in a moment of 
danger.”21 But this isn’t to lose sight of speed as a defining feature 
in all of this and in Benjamin’s original observation as well. As Post-
commodity member Kade Twist explains:

[The installation] is also influenced by the writing of Paul Virilio 

(Speed and Politics). He came up with the idea that history and 

the rationalization of temporary relationships within a particu-

lar society/civilization moves at the speed of its weapons — we 

culturally rationalize velocity through our weapons systems — 

in this context we are looking at the velocity, or dromological 

difference of the two clashing civilizations and analyzing the 

indigenous cultural identity and worldview embedded in the 

weapons systems.22

The installation also pointed to the future. Small graphite drawings, 
visualizations of the different sound waves, were exhibited on the 
wall outside of the room. These algorithms functioned as graphic 
music scores. The scores, for member Raven Chacon, reveal how, 
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for example, “a sawtooth wave will always sound like it’s from an-
other time, much like how yesterday’s robot will always look futur-
istic.”23 While these tones are “primitive” — they are the most basic 
sound waves and tones — compared to 1680, they might as well be 
from outer space.

Underlying the visible and sonic elements of the installation 
is an ambitious combination of custom computer programming, 
physics modelling, and mathematical computation. To this end, 
Postcommodity worked together with computational scientist An-
drew McCord to generate physics models of each of the weapons 
(McCord also assisted with their second installation in Mechelen, 
Belgium). These models were centred on the impact, energy, and 
amplitude for each weapon. Postcommodity member Crístobal 
Martínez wrote computer code in Max, and this programming is 
what generates the sounds. The code took certain parameters into 
account: five of the parameters had to do with site, including the 
humidity, pressure, temperature, latitude, degrees, and altitude of 
Santa Fe, as well as the physical characteristics of the gallery as 
battlefield (its length, width, and height); others denoted the height 
of the warriors and thus the height at which the weapons were 
launched (this was given a range from zero to ten feet); yet another 
set reflected the specific characteristics of each of the four arma-
ments themselves, accounting for such things as length (particu-
lar to the atlatl and war club), velocity, mass, and force of impact. 
For accuracy’s sake, the code accommodated for a wide range of 
possible hits, misfires, and successful strikes. If a spear didn’t go 
through you, you might hear it land beside your right foot. Ran-
domness was at play as well. The number of warriors on the battle-
field fluctuated, as did the number of weapons. Finally, to heighten 
the ambush situation, the software was “skewed to have a certain 
intensity of battle at all times.”24

Weapons reveal the cultural ideologies of their creators. They 
contain much information and meaning. The Revolt-era weapons, 
despite their seeming lack of technological sophistication, were 
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highly deadly in the right hands. These weapons, combined 
with the general stealth of the resistors and their effective use of 
asymmetric warfare, effectively staved off the Spanish with their 
muskets, steel weapons, their tactical knowledge gained from con-
quering the huge cities of Meso-America, and their propensity 
for extreme acts of violence.25 When brought to life as part of the 
installation, they serve as one means of countering the historical 
amnesia that characterizes the Americas, an active forgetting of 
the blood that has been spilled generations ago on the very ground 
beneath our feet.

III: The Pueblo Revolt

You don’t have anything / if you don’t have the stories. / Their evil is mighty / but 
it can’t stand up to our stories . . . / And in the belly of this story / the rituals and 
the ceremonies / are still growing.—Leslie Marmon Silko (Laguna Pueblo)26

People in what is now northern New Mexico had lived under im-
posed Spanish rule for some eighty years prior to the 1680 Revolt. 
(The semi-nomadic Navajo and Apache managed to escape much 
of the tyranny.) Yet this was not the first time that they, together 
with their strategic allies, drew up arms against their invaders and 
those seeking to “civilize” them in the name of religion. As John 
Berger notes, “Each tyranny finds and improvises its own set of 
controls, which is why they are often, at first, not recognized as the 
vicious controls they are.”27 The various Pueblo peoples who took 
part in the revolt — among them the Keres, Tompiros, Tewas, Tiwas, 
Towas, Piros, and Zuni — were by no means a homogenous group; 
many did not even share the same language. The word pueblo, of 
Spanish origins, does not denote a singular cultural group.

Many factors contributed to the uprising. Among the most sig-
nificant was the Acoma War, an event likely still burning in the 
memory of every Indigenous person in the region. In October 1598, 
the Keres at Acoma Pueblo killed twelve soldiers when a skirmish 
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erupted. The Spanish military, under orders of then-governor Don 
Juan de Oñate y Salazar, demanded that the Keres turn over all of 
their supplies — supplies essential to the Keres’s survival over the 
winter.28 Oñate’s nephew was among the dead. His death hit close 
to home. Oñate retaliated in January 1599, and under his orders, 
Spanish military ruthlessly killed 800 villagers. Women and chil-
dren were not spared the massacre. With the remaining 500 villa-
gers enslaved, on Oñate’s orders, the right foot of every man over 
the age of twenty-five was amputated. Between twenty-four and 
eighty men were mutilated as part of this decree.29

Priests followed on the heels of the conquistadors as the second 
stage of colonization. While not as outright ruthless as the Span-
ish invaders, they also didn’t hesitate to resort to violence in their 
efforts to “civilize” the local Native people. Despite being outlawed, 
slavery was commonplace, with the practice often taking place 
under the direction of the priests themselves. Prior to the Acoma 
War, forced labour was also practised. In the early days of his arriv-
al in northern New Mexico, Oñate enlisted 1,500 native people to 
build an acequia for the Spaniards. By the fall of 1680, the Pueblo 
peoples had had enough. Not only had they suffered greatly under 
Spanish rule and the imposed religion, they were also suffering 
unprecedented rates of death by disease, crop failures, starvation, 
and the new demand on their harvests from the Spaniards.30

The Revolt took the priests and colonists largely by surprise. Key 
to the Pueblo’s stealth was their use of a knotted rope calendar, a 
form of counting ubiquitous in Meso-America prior to Spanish ar-
rival.31 Knotted ropes were distributed among the villages along 
with instructions indicating for leaders to untie one knot for each 
day leading up to the Revolt. When the final knot was undone, each 
of the disparate groups knew it was time to attack.

On August 10, 1680, “Catholic priests were killed, churches de-
stroyed, and haciendas raided.”32 Those who survived this first 
attack sought refuge in the capital of Santa Fe. Two thousand 
five hundred Pueblo warriors invaded the capital later in August, 
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capturing the city by severing the water supply. The majority of 
Spaniards who survived the attack, along with their Tiwa allies, re-
treated southward to El Pase del Norte.33

The twelve-year period that followed the reclaiming of Santa Fe 
essentially fell out of history. Some now view this as yet another 
act of strategic resistance: having observed the high value that the 
Spanish and the Franciscan priests placed on the written word, 
Native resistors took it upon themselves to destroy every docu-
ment they could find. During this time, the written record slipped 
back into oral testimony, essentially shutting out conventional 
historical inquiry.34

What is known is that relatively soon after the Revolt, Po’pay’s 
leadership waned.35 Disease continued to take the lives of Native 
people at a rapid rate and the galvanizing force of change also 
dissipated. But all wasn’t lost. Collaboration with Pueblo peoples, 
archaeological evidence, and with the increased legitimacy of 
oral testimony within “official” narratives, additional informa-
tion has surfaced about this period — a time when history went 
underground. Cultural revitalization, for example, was integral to 
the revolt. New understandings of the spatial organization of early 
Pueblo Revolt–era villages reveal the extent to which “leaders 
used architecture and village locations to establish a revitalization 
movement”: an idea first established by Po’Pay during a meeting of 
leaders in the village of Taos Pueblo.36 During this meeting, Po’pay 
“espoused a message of cultural revitalization involving the re-
nunciation of Spanish beliefs and customs, ritual purification, per-
formance of traditional ceremonies, and an armed insurrection to 
destroy the Christian missions and retake Pueblo land from Span-
ish and Hispanic colonists.”37 This idea was carried forward and 
reflected in the villages established following the Revolt. Leaders 
encouraged Pueblo people to rid their lives of the influence of the 
colonialists, and, with this, to “revive their traditional pre-Hispanic 
ceremonies and beliefs.”38 Po’Pay promised that bountiful harvests 
would follow.39
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The Pueblo Revolt remains an exceptional moment of Indigen-
ous resistance, one never again replicated in the northern Spanish 
frontier. What it shares with resistance movements in contem-
porary war is the use of diy weaponry and effective asymmetrical 
tactics set into motion from the deep need to defend homelands 
and to resist the effects of imperialist ideologies. However, as 
Edward Said points out, even so-called “de-colonization and the 
growth of supra-nationalism” are not “the termination of imper-
ial relationships but merely the extending of a geo-political web 
which has been spinning since the Renaissance.”40

The two installations by Postcommodity add a critical and social 
dimension to new media practices, something that is characteris-
tic of the ways in which Indigenous artists have continued to re-
invent the medium. In the first work, digital media offers a platform 
through which to recreate a historical event. It is an opportunity 
to confront historical amnesia: an active forgetting that is at the 
root of American exceptionalism, a blind entitlement that has had 
deadly consequences the world over. In the second, digital media 
is a means by which to implicate the viewer in the resonating blast 
of an “improvised explosive device,” a weapon central to the guer-
rilla tactics in contemporary war.41 The “sound bomb” that the art-
ists developed is comprised of shards of diy music — early hip hop 
and punk — as well as heavy metal and generation-defining pop 
songs from The Beach Boys and The Beatles, all formative music in 
the American imagination. The two installations reveal the extent 
to which weapons are carriers of cultural ideologies — ideologies 
quite literally transmitted at the speed of their weapons — and how 
images, aesthetics, and sound are now inextricably linked to war.

IV: Promoting a More Just, Verdant, and 
Harmonious Resolution

Both the assembly line and the urban crowd bombard the senses with 
disconnected images and shock-like stimulae. In a state of constant distraction, 



128

co
d

ed
 t

er
ri

to
ri

es
the consciousness of the collective acts like a shock absorber, registering a sense 
of impressions without really experiencing them.—Walter Benjamin, writing on 
early capitalism42

The most infamous scene in the 1973 dystopic cult movie Soylent 
Green is the benevolent suicide of Sol, a character played by Edward 
G. Robinson. (The actor’s own death followed shortly after.) Taking 
place in the near future of 2022, Sol decides to end his life after 
discovering that the super food Soylent Green is now made from 
people. (Plankton, the original source of Soylent Green, is extinct.) 
The scene unfolds with Sol lying in a white bed in the middle of an 
empty room. He is surrounded by a cinematic panorama of idyllic 
images of the earth prior to the population boom. The series of im-
ages begins with a long pan over an endless hill of tulips, then we 
see a herd of deer glance up from their lush forest enclave, a rush-
ing mountain stream, and bucolic fields. The panorama ends with 
a view of the sun-soaked ocean at dusk, just before the remaining 
light has drained from the sky. Set to classical music, the images 
show a world decidedly devoid of people, prior to the human- 
induced extinction of plant and animal life. The images of the earth 
act as a panacea for present-day ills, similar to Postcommodity’s 
use of projected images in their installation, Promoting a More Just, 
Verdant, and Harmonious Resolution.43 Postcommodity’s installa-
tion, a work concerning actual, not imagined, man-made disaster, 
implicates the viewer in the “War on Terror,” the effects of Amer-
ican exceptionalism, and globalized economies by harnessing the 
potential of diy modes of resistance. It also calls attention to the 
complex relationship between war and images in contemporary 
society.

Media theorist Thomas Keenan writes that “the structure of the 
photo opportunity . . . indicates that at least sometimes things ap-
pear in the world for the sake of a picture, that they wouldn’t hap-
pen without the image.”44 With the Gulf War came a major shift in 
the relationship between images and war. At this moment, instead 
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of a bloody struggle between people, weapons, and tactical know-
ledge, war became a battle of images. The Gulf War, as Keenan 
observes, constituted the birth of embedded reporting and, per-
haps even more significantly, the emergence of a different kind 
of image. This war “was also famous, or infamous, for the initial 
experiments in corralling journalists in briefing rooms and hotels, 
and subjecting them to videotapes that were made by the weapons 
systems as a substitute for reporting.”45 “This was another kind of 
photo opportunity — the mechanically — or technically generated 
news image from laser-guided bombs, tele-guided missiles, and 
the like.”46

Theorist Paul Virilio, one of the most lucid (and prophetic) think-
ers regarding the relationship between images and war, believes 
that the connection between the two began as early as 1906. For 
Virilio, images include both still photography and cinema. Not only 
does he posit a relationship between the development of automatic 
weapons — the repeating gun — and the invention of cameras that 
took rapid-fire images in much the same way,47 he also describes 
the newly emerging relationship between war and perception, 
namely the tendency towards tactical invisibility:

However great the area of the battlefield, it is necessary to have 

the fastest possible access to pictures of the enemy’s forces 

and reserves. Seeing and foreseeing therefore tend to merge 

so closely that the actual can no longer be distinguished from 

the potential. Military actions take place “out of view,” with 

radio-electrical images substituting in real-time for a now fail-

ing optical machine.48

This rise in perceptual abilities has resulted in nations concen-
trating a great deal of their resources, monetary and otherwise, on 
concealment instead of “what used to be invested in simple ex-
ploitation of one’s available forces.”49 Manuel de Landa, in his book 
War in the Age of Intelligent Machines, takes this idea one step 
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further when he makes the case for how the need for concealment 
in turn affects human behaviour: “certain components of intel-
ligence agencies are not truly military, but rather form . . . a new 
kind of ‘religious order’ in which secrecy comes to be worshipped 
for its own sake.”50 It is not only weapons that are ideological, but 
the ideology of weapons now influences people.

diy makers of the improvised explosive devices are savvy to this 
shift towards concealment. The relative undetectability of these 
bombs, combined with their tactical asymmetry, renders them all 
the more deadly. Like most weapons, they are highly indiscrimin-
ate — most of their casualties are innocent civilians. But as weapons 
they are a highly effective. They are deeply destabilizing for their 
enemies, who often have little prior warning before the attack.

Postcommodity’s second installation featured a room awash in a 
cinematic panorama of idyllic stock advertising footage — the kind 
of images used to imply a capitalist utopia — while the mechanics 
of the improvised explosive device, a resistance weapon integral to  
guerrilla warfare, was transformed into a “sound bomb.” This 
acoustic blast was composed of “sonic shrapnel” from over one 
hundred samples of music and triggered when a viewer inadver-
tently steps on one of the custom tiles integrated into the floor of 
the installation. When the device is set off, the projections — stock 
film footage that was slow and mesmerizing, the pace and the aes-
thetic evoking a kind of capitalist-induced dream state — and the 
lulling sound of a “new-age” drone was radically interrupted. With 
an initial resounding blast, the images became static and faded to 
grey. To call this event a “sound bomb” is not to invoke the name 
of the weapon lightly. When triggered, the sound “physically pun-
ished you and the sonic explosion was much louder than a shot-
gun.”51 And it wasn’t only the sound that was experienced; at the 
same time, when triggered, the floor tiles below the viewers’ feet 
also vibrated with the blast.

To achieve this degree of simulation, Postcommodity again col-
laborated with computational scientist Andrew McCord. McCord 
developed models based on common nitrate (or fertilizer) bombs 
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and then “distilled the model down to one from a variety of dif-
ferent explosion models.”52 By analyzing the shockwaves of the 
blast — the initial attack and its deterioration — the artists ap-
plied this data to the amplitude of the sound. Much like the initial 
compressed matter of a bomb, the sounds were densely layered, 
then broke apart with the force of the blast. To this end, it wasn’t 
possible to determine that the blast was comprised of individual 
music samples until its “decay, which left behind shards of sonic 
shrapnel.”53 At this moment, the different layers of songs revealed 
themselves as “heavy bass lines, blast beats, as well as iconic mel-
odies”54 of iconic pop songs, metal, hip hop, and punk; music that 
is both highly commercial — The Beach Boys, for example — as 
well as sourced from band demos. From the artists’ perspective, the 
chosen music represent songs that are “formative to the American 
imagination.”55

The local effects of the wars (and the deadly “peace-keeping ef-
forts”) that the United States, Canada, and their allies are waging 
overseas are so highly mediated and distanced from everyday life 
in North America that they might as well be virtual. Recognizing 
the implications of this disconnect, Postcommodity’s installation 
sought to produce an “embodied experience.” With this in mind, 
the viewer is implicated in the artwork from the moment they step 
in the room. For the artists, the physical experience of the blast 
has the potential to generate some degree of understanding; for 
them, it is this sense of embodiment that “facilitat[es] the narrative 
experience.”56 This is a complicated gesture, one that implicates 
the viewer in the “War on Terror,” a war fuelled by ideas of Amer-
ican exceptionalism, while at the same time recognizes our own 
complicity within it. Edward Said describes the sentiments of ex-
ceptionalism and its relationship to consent as follows:

The amazing thing about this [the United State’s invasion of 

Panama, the Gulf War, and now Iraq and Afghanistan] is not 

that it is attempted, but that it is done with so much consensus 

and near unanimity in a public sphere constructed as a kind of 
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cultural space expressly to represent and explain it. In periods of 

great internal crisis (e.g., a year or so after the Gulf War) this sort 

of moralistic triumphalism is suspended, put aside. Yet while 

it lasts the media play an extraordinary role in “manufacturing 

consent” as Chomsky calls it, in making the average American 

feel that it is up to “us” to right the wrongs of the world, and the 

devil with contradictions and inconsistencies.57

Said’s observation underscores the need to continue to cite the 
forces that oppose consent. With this we are reminded of the roots 
of terrorism as something that does not emerge fully formed from 
some unknowable impulse but is often an unintended result of the 
transformation of imperialism into new forms of domination. “His-
tory also teaches us,” writes Said, “that domination breeds resist-
ance, and that the violence inherent in the imperial contest — for 
its occasional profit or pleasure — is an impoverishment for both 
sides.”58 Central to this, and to the historical amnesia that con-
tinues to plague the United States regarding its relationship to In-
digenous people, is the need to continually generate a “distant and 
mostly unknown enemy” always formed relative to national narra-
tions.59 Further complicating matters is the increased labelling of 
Indigenous people as potential terrorists by the United States and 
Canada.60 But what is shared by those who, left with little choice, 
resort to more extreme forms of resistance, is a desire to disengage 
market forces in their various forms — whether they be resource 
extraction on traditional lands or the granting of rebuilding efforts 
in Iraq to U.S.-owned corporations. Understood simply, these mar-
ket forces are symptomatic of the transformation from imperial-
ism into empire and the machine of hyper-capitalism that fuels the 
insatiable appetite of the latter.

Conclusion

New media theorist Wendy Chun argues that one of the hardest 
tasks faced by new media is the ability to address the present.61 
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Postcommodity’s work does just this and more. Both of their instal-
lations are an attempt to bring about new understandings, much 
like the potential that Walter Benjamin saw in dialectical images 
to provide a new form of consciousness, an awakening from the 
dream-state of capitalism. For him, this awakening, much like the 
jarring effect of the sonic shrapnel and the Pueblo weapons ren-
dered in sound, “is synonymous with historical knowledge.”62

And, with this, it seems fitting to end with Jimmie Durham’s 
words first written in 1992 regarding perceptions of Native people, 
as they still ring true today.

We are from the past but we echo and reverberate in the present. 

What a responsibility! It is necessary that, with great urgency, 

we all speak well, and listen well. We, you and I, must remember 

everything. We must especially remember those things that we 

never knew. Obviously that process cannot begin with a longer 

list of facts. It needs newer, and much more complex kinds of 

metaphors. Perhaps we must trust confusion more, for a while, 

and be deeply suspicious of simple stories, simple acts.63

Durham’s words offer a possibility for the future and a means to 
continue to counteract the active forgetting of history.
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 1 Daniel T. Reff, cited in “Anthropological Analysis of Exploration Texts: 
Cultural Discourse and the Ethnological Import of Fray Marcos de Niza’s 
Journey to Cibola,” American Anthropologist, New Series, 93, no. 3 (September 
1991): 639.

 2 Nathan Young, originally cited as part of an online article, “Collisions of Art 
and Science,” by art historian Lara Evans. http://travelpeapod.wordpress.com/ 
2010/09/12/collisions-of-art-and-science/ (accessed March 5, 2012).
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 3 Reff, “Anthropological Analysis of Exploration Texts,” 638.
 4 According to Reff, the three shipwrecked men declined the journey and 

Esteban was offered in their place. See “Anthropological Analysis of 
Exploration Texts,” 638.

 5 As Daniel Reff points out, “The information regarding Cibola that was brought 
back by Fray Marcos followed closely on the heels of the discovery of gold in 
Peru, and led many in Mexico to believe that Fray Marcos had discovered yet 
another source of great wealth.” Reff, “Anthropological Analysis of Exploration 
Texts,” 639.

 6 Ibid.
 7 Reff’s article, cited above, provides a valuable account of Marcos’s findings by 

re-contextualizing the Friar’s primary written documents.
 8 Reff, “Anthropological Analysis of Exploration Texts,” 639.
 9 Fuelled by Spanish imaginings of Cibola’s wealth, a much larger expedition, 

led by then-governor of Nueva Galicia, conquistador Francisco Vásquez 
de Coronado, followed on the heels of Marcos’s journey. It was a ruinous 
four-thousand-mile trek that spanned from western Mexico to modern-day 
Kansas. But it wasn’t all for loss. During his journey, Coronado succeeded in 
claiming the lands they travelled through in the name of Spain (including 
all of present-day New Mexico). The expedition bankrupted most of those 
involved and only one hundred of the original one thousand men sent out 
returned. The fabled seven cities of gold were never found.

 10 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage, 1994), 10.
 11 Ibid., 9.
 12 Edward Said also offers a succinct definition of both imperialism and col-

onialism. At its very base level, imperialism means “the practice, the theory, 
and the attitudes of a dominating metropolis center ruling a distant territory,” 
while colonialism, “which is almost always a consequence of imperialism, is 
the implanting of settlements on distant territory.” Ibid.

 13 Walter Benjamin, cited in Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter 
Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, ma: mit Press, 1991), 390.

 14 Ryan Rice, Senior Curator of the Museum of Contemporary Native Arts, a part 
of the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, invited the artists to pro-
duce new work during Santa Fe’s anniversary celebrations. If History Moves 
at the Speed of Its Weapons. . . was one of three works the artists made for the 
exhibition. Collectively titled If It Wasn’t the Dream of Golden Cities, the ex-
hibition went beyond a simple critique of historical knowledge. At the time of 
the first exhibition, Postcommodity included members Raven Chacon, Kade 
Twist, Steven Yazzie, and Nathan Young. They collaborated with fellow artist 
and programmer Crístobal Martínez in the creation of If History Moves at the 
Speed of Its Weapons, Then the Shape of the Arrow is Changing. Martínez 
formally joined the group thereafter.
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 15 Po’pay, a Tewa, was given the name Popyn, which means “ripe squash.” His 

name is spelled alternately as Popé in texts.
 16 The ballistic data was sourced from the holdings of the National Museum of 

the American Indian, staff members at the New Mexico State Museum, and 
scholarly texts.

 17 Importantly, for Postcommodity, whose members include musicians and 
composers of experimental music, these fundamental sounds — all variations 
on the sine tone — are the basis for which all sound is comprised. They are 
also foundational to early electronic music.

 18 Raven Chacon, telephone interview with Candice Hopkins, March 2012. 
Cymatics, which is derived from the Greek word, κῦμα, meaning “wave,” is the 
study of vibrations and “visible sound,” including the effects that sound and 
vibrations have on matter and the study of the inherent geometries within 
music and sound tones.

 19 This invisibility correlates to the tendency in weapons technology toward 
increasing “stealth” to the point where the weapons are largely undetectable 
to the enemy.

 20 Walter Benjamin, cited in Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 390. 
Following Benjamin, the historical materialist is the figure who contemplates 
history not via the modes of production and their relations but through a con-
sideration of what is produced. Alfredo Lucero-Montano, “Walter Benjamin’s 
Historical Materialism,” published online at  
http://anselmocarranco.tripod.com/id56.html (accessed February 5, 2012).

 21 Walter Benjamin, cited in Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 390.
 22 Kade Twist, originally cited as part of an online article, “Collisions of Art and 

Science,” by art historian Lara Evans, http://travelpeapod.wordpress.com/ 
2010/09/12/collisions-of-art-and-science/ (accessed March 5, 2012).

 23 Chacon, telephone interview, March 2012.
 24 Ibid.
 25 For example, to conquer the Aztec empire of Tenochtitlan, then the third lar-

gest city in the world (modern-day Mexico City is built upon its ruins), the 
Spanish first captured the leader Moctezuma. It was a slow, gruelling war, 
lasting from 1519 to 1521. After significant Aztec resistance and heavy losses 
early on, the Spanish formed a strategic alliance with the people of Tlaxcalan, 
as well as with Indigenous leaders in other outlying regions (all previously 
subjugated by the powerful Aztecs). The Spanish attempt to conquer the city 
was aided by the rapid spread of smallpox, which killed an estimated 40 per 
cent of the Aztec population, including important leaders, before their final 
siege. The Spanish then gained control of the majority of the waterways into 
the city, and now at a distinct advantage, cut off the food supply. Those who 
were not taken by disease died of thirst and starvation. In the final stage of 
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conquest, over a period of eighty days, the Spanish and their approximately 
200,000 Indigenous allies slaughtered some 240,000 Aztecs who still re-
mained in the heart of the city, and then pilfered the riches. Those who sur-
vived the onslaught were mostly young children. Although Cortez agreed to 
share in the wealth, none of his allies benefited from the fall of Tenochtitlan, 
which was the last great city of Meso-America.

 26 Leslie Marmon Silko, cited in her new preface to Ceremony (1977; New York: 
Penguin, 2006), 2–3.

 27 John Berger, Meanwhile (London: Drawbridge, 2008), 7.
 28 In 1598, on the orders of King Phillip II, Don Juan de Oñate y Salazar began 

the process of colonizing the northern portion of Nuevo Spain (modern-day 
New Mexico). Oñate founded Santa Fe, among other settlements, and was the 
region’s first governor.

 29 In 1606, Oñate was forced to return to Mexico City to face charges of cruelty 
to both Natives and colonists. His conviction was overturned by appeal, and 
he eventually made his way back to Spain and was appointed head of the 
country’s mining operations by the King. See Reff, “Anthropological Analysis 
of Exploration Texts,” 637.

 30 See Edward Countryman, “The Pueblo Revolt,” published online by the Gilder 
Lehrman Institute of American History at http://www.gilderlehrman.org/ 
historynow/06_2011/historian3.php (accessed March 1, 2012).
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Western Folklore 16, no. 1 (1957): 8–26.

 32 Matthew Liebmann, T. J. Ferguson, and Robert W. Preucel, “Pueblo Settlement, 
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Journal of Field Archaeology 30, no. 1 (2005): 46. The attack was meant to 
take place on August 11, but priests got wind of the planned uprising after 
they captured and questioned two young Pueblo boys. In response to this 
breach, Po’pay moved the revolt up a day.

 33 Ibid., 48.
 34 Here, the Pueblo people took a page from the book of their colonizers and 

wiped out history in much the same way that the Spanish had previously 
destroyed hundreds of Maya codices — known in their own names as pik 
hu’un — when the information that they held was deemed a threat to the im-
position of new religious ideologies. With this, thousands of years of astron-
omy, time keeping, religious documents, agricultural and historical records, 
prophecies, and myths (along with other important information) went up 
in flames. Charles C. Mann, 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before 
Columbus, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage, 2011), 243.
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