Edward 5. Curtis,
Self Portrait

AT WESTERN SPIRIT:
SCOTTSDALES MUSEUM OF THE WEST

BY JAMES D. BALESTRIERI
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tthe end of the 1%th century, many [ndigenous peoy n Morth
America continued to follow traditional ways of life despite the
tremendous pressures of Westward expansio sattle photographer
e on filmn and

2]

Edward Curris saw the importance of honoring
devored his life ro this endeavor, O ing at Western Spivi: Scottsda
Muzeum of the West in October 2021, and running through late spring

From 1900 to 1930, Curris
nt countless hours on the
road and in the feld, rraveling
from Arizona ro Alaska and
ississippi River o
S o« L4
thouwsands of images, audio
recordings, and the earliest
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Edward 5. Curti
1904, ph:‘ﬂng
Petersomn F:ll'rl-”':,' Collection led, a dramatic, even cinematic

triumph. Curtis chose, and

him. His
4 CONERD i
r. But in the 19705, ina

i

mides; silver

Native rmusic.”
o lays our in ewo parts, In the firss, at least four

,one dwelling, and six cultural images from each of
slumes of The North A n Indian will be featur cond half
of the exhibition honors tis's artistry in the ds wom. Borel
Is he used o develop his s well as a camera of the k

eled with will be on display.” For perhaps the first time, visito ill have

a I:l'H'ITICL‘ o compar: l'l."lC same imag-: in Ll] erent ve = !'I.l'll'.‘l |-¢.1rr| |'i W t]'l.'l.‘."n:
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Edward 5. Curtis, An Oasis in the Badlands,
1905, silver bromide border photograph;

Petarson Family

[lection




variows versions were created o the Edward 5. Curtis, The Cath, 1909, fI..IF}FJf'I‘|'.I||'I|I..‘:
darkroom, Peterson Family Collection

Born into abject poverty, Edward
Curris's facher, a sickly Union Aroy
vet, had little more to give his son
than the camera lens he had someho
acquired during the war. Nor a
camera, a lens. Young Edward was
fascinared and construcred his firse
camera out of wood, When the family
mowved to Seattle, Edward found work
in a photography studio and soon

made 3 success on his own.

A chanee meeting on the slopes

of Mt. Rainer with a lost party of
“srientificos,” as Curtis called them,
changed his course forever. Among
rhermn was George Bird Grinnell,
editor of Field and Steam magmzine
and author of numerous works on
the Plains Indians, Grinnell inviced
Curris to accompany the group on
an expedition o Alaska and to visit
the Blackfoot in Montana afrer

that, In Montana, Curtis imbibed
the “Vanishing Race™ myrh chac
envisioned an inevirahle, rragic end
o America’s [ndigenous Peoples and
began to imagine The Morth American
Indian. With the eventual blessing of
President Theodore Roosevelt and
the financial backing of |. Pierpont
Morgan, publication began, bur

the work, sold by subscription, was

expensive for the time — $3000 —
and individuals and institutions

were often relucrant to commir ro recordings of Native American of the Head Hurnters, and even with
something that, i seemed, mighe languages, songs and music, a Cureis himself leading the charge,
never be inished. bounty that continues o produce the film was a critical darding and

dividends today, and made the first commercial flop that lefe him
Cureis, however, had grit to spare, all-Narive film in British Columbia deeper in debr. Adding injury ro
relentless ambirion, and a resrless, wirth Kwakiutl acrors reenacting insule, while in British Columbia
creative mind, In addition to his their stories and legends, Even a boat Curts was filming from was
photographs, Curtis and his various with the absurd ritle given it by its upended and his hip smashed by an
teams made over 10,000 wax evlinder  producers and promoters, Land indifferent whale.

Edward S, Curtis, 5on of the Desert, 1904, silver photograph;
Peterson Family Collection
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Edward S. Curtis,
Medicine Cronw,

1909, goldione;

Peterson Family Collection

Edward 5. Curtis,

Camvon de Chelly,

1904, photogravure;
Peterson Family Collection

Mo seranger to controversy in his lifetime, Curris 1o this day inspires ferce debare,

As an example, Curtis’s Hme among the Crow, listening to the story of the Bartle
of the Little Big Horn — Custer's Last Stand — from some of the scouts who had
heen there caused him to rewrite che harographic account of “Yellowhair” in a less
than flarrering way. Historians blustered ar Curris's revisionism, bur the account

he et down has come e be seen as historically accurare, Today, on the cther

hand, many Marive artists and scholars see Curtis’s undeniably beautitul portrais
as romanticized, unduly stoic and resigned images that contribute m inaccurate

views of Indigenous Peoples. Yer we also know char of all the whire arcists who
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Edward 5. Curtis, The Three Chiefs, Edward 5. Curtis, The Potter — Nampeyo,
albumen photograph; Peterson Family Collection platinum phm[ugra,ph; Peterson Family Collection

chose Marive Americans as their subjects, none visired as Art & Technigues of Edward 5. Curtis explores and embraces Open in 2015, Scorsdale’s Museum of the Wesr fearures
many different tribes and spent as much time among ther, the complexities of these points of view = and of the man regularly changing and permanent exhibitions of Western

and nome were invited photograph, and sometimes himself = in the most comprehensive exhibition of this and Mative American art and cultaral artifacts, as well

take part in ceremonies as Curtis was. Light and Legacy: The artist's work undertaken to date. as entertaining and informative events and programs
that bring the West's heritage and culture to lite.
Current exhibitions include: Canvas of Clay: Hopi Poctery
Masteruorks from The Allan and udith Cooke Collection;
Courage and Crossroads: A Visual fowrney Through the

American West; Dv. Rennard Strickland's Profound Legacy:
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v feattires the ed Maollrin
ter and Auditorium, and the Sue and Ro
arc cerrified as LEED !
Museum of the

/ESTERN SPIRIT:
ITTSDALE'S MLUSELIM OF THE WEST

shall Way, Scortsdale, AZ
AR0HEG9559
cottsdalemuscumes:
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