When Morrison took this photograph
of bison ready to be shipped to a zoo in
the East, the animals had been hunted
nearly to extinction. Seeing this many
bison in one place would have been a
rare event.

MONTANA HISTORICAL SOCIETY RESEARCH CENTER
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u u Robert C. Morrison’s life
details are obscured by
history, but his keen and

playful eye lives on in his
Miles City photography
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HROUGH A CERTAIN LENS,

the history of photogra-

phy in the American West

is a history of biases. It’s

a story of fragile, glass-
plate negatives and cumbersome
cameras pointed toward what
the photographers already knew
they wanted to record. Head-
dresses and tepees, waterfalls
and Bierstadtian vistas. There’s
a lot that’s gone missing from the
historical record in part because
the photographers just didn’t care
to see it.

But in the dusty, nearly
lawless little cow town of Miles
City, Montana, down the road
from Fort Keogh and at the end
of any number of cattle drives,

a small handful of photogra-
phers were determined to pursue
their own vision. L. A. Huff-
man lugged his equipment

away from the studio and out
onto the plains, photographing
bison hunts and bucking bron-
cos. Downriver in Terry, Brit-
ish sophisticate Evelyn Cameron
recorded her difficult home-
stead life with joy and elan and
excitement. And the almost-
unknown Robert Morrison, over
his lifetime, exposed some 3,600
images that indulged his own
quirky sense of humor and taste
for the idiosyncratic.

Retired Montana State
University instructor LaTrelle
Scherffius has spent the past
few years researching Morri-
son, anticipating a book project.
Morrison was originally from
Pennsylvania, she said, but came
to Miles City in 1878 at the age
of 28. According to Scherffius,
he was by profession a buffalo
hunter and sign painter. Miles

Unlike other western
photographers, Morrison

shied away from a false, overly
romanticized vision. This undated
photo of a Native American man
made no attempt to show him as
anything other than what he was.
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Top: Two women in

a brothel, circa 1904.
Morrison can be seen in
the mirror. Left: Morrison’s
photographs captured the
full range of Miles City life,
including this gathering of
Black residents.
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Above: Morrison photographed a baptism on the Tongue River outside of Miles City, an example not only of his interest in the everday but
also of his creative use of perspective and positioning. Below left: Coyote carcasses, probably frozen, were placed in front of the Justice of
the Peace’s office. Below right: A tame bear was brought into Morrison’s studio.

n. YRASER
JUSTICE OF THE PEACE
. OFFICE
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Above: In this undated studio photograph, a woman holds
a baby antelope or deer. Morrison’s studio catered to new
arrivals in the West who wanted to send something home.
Right: When the Northern Pacific came to Miles City in
1881, it reshaped the character and economy of the town.
The community members are staring off into the distance
at Morrison’s direction. Is he asking them to look into the
future? The child in the lower left wasn’t able to stand still
for the long exposure, and so her face is blurred out.

City, “this burgeoning little Army town on the fringes, offered
the ability for him to hunt, and do some painting, and make
some money.” At some point, Morrison set up his own photogra-
phy studio. “Everybody that came West wanted a cabinet card to
send back to their relatives back East.”

There’s not all that much more public information about
Morrison’s life. Donna Lucey, known for her masterful biog-
raphy Photographing Montana: The Life and Work of Evelyn
Cameron, published an article on Morrison in Smithsonian
magazine some years ago. This is still one of the very few
public notices about Morrison and his work. “The West is full
of people, in my opinion, who came out West to reinvent them-
selves,” Lucey said recently. “They were fleeing something,
or they were looking for their fortune. Morrison struck me as
a kind of recluse, almost, whose connection to the world was
through these photographs. And he had a very interesting,
unique eye.”

In the absence of details in Morrison’s biography, or a
more complete provenance behind each photo, you're left to
fill in the blanks. The blurry studio shot of a Native American
man in a breechclout, scarred by either smallpox or severe
acne, stands unromanticized, unobjectified. An aging man
who’s not being asked to present himself as anything other
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than what he is. Contrast this against the elaborately staged and costumed
portraits of Edward Curtis. A photo of bison in a pen includes a train pass-
ing in the background, recording an important moment but also speaking to
a collision of worlds; the new age coming for the old. This photo was taken at
the nadir for bison in the West, when the tens of millions had been reduced
to fewer than a thousand. It must have been an event to see live bison in a
pen. They were probably in the process of being shipped to a public zoo:
Central Park, Philadelphia Zoo, or maybe the National Zoo. A photo of two
women in an elaborately decorated room, the photographer visible in the
mirror, speaks superficially to the women’s pride in their surroundings and
the photographer’s whimsy at including himself in the photo. But then you
realize that the women were prostitutes and this was a brothel. Why did he
take such pains to include himself in the image? Like the best art, Morrison’s
photos invite interpretation. They have layers to them.

Morrison died in 1938 at age 87. His later life was etched in tragedy—an
adult son died fighting a fire in Miles City—and by some accounts Morrison
was nearly destitute when he died. But he left a legacy, a record, a sense of what
he had found valuable in his life, and what he thought was worth recording.

Gary Coffrin is a western historian and expert in period photography.
“Robert C. Morrison was an eccentric,” Coffrin said, “and had an eye for
capturing the off-kilter and bizarre. He created so many unique fram-
ings. I'm convinced that, once people see his work, he’ll be recognized as a
photographer of national importance.” %
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