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ABSTRACT 

The	purpose	of	this	thesis	is	to	examine	the	photographer	Edward	Sheriff	

Curtis	and	his	primary	photographic	body	of	work,	The	North	American	Indian,	

within	the	context	of	the	art	and	visual	culture	that	informed	and	influenced	Curtis	

in	his	image	making	process.	Within	the	history	of	photography,	an	understanding	

of	who	Curtis	was	is	complex.	Depictions	of	Curtis	have	included	various	roles	

including	photographer,	businessman,	philanthropist,	artist,	ethnologist,	capitalist,	

and	profiteer.	Until	the	last	twenty	years,	much	of	the	scholarship	surrounding	

Curtis	was	focused	on	his	biography,	without	consideration	to	the	similarities	

Curtis’s	work	had	to	contemporary	photographers	or	to	American	art	depicting	

Native	Americans	prior	to	him.	My	research	will	examine	this	prior	scholarship	and	

focus	on	two	different	frameworks	The	North	American	Indian	fits	into	in	terms	of	

how	the	Native	subjects	are	depicted.		

The	first	framework	is	within	the	influential	artwork	of	American	painters	

and	the	Native	American	as	incorporated	into	American	art.	I	will	compare	Curtis’s	

depiction	of	Native	Americans	to	those	by	Benjamin	West,	Thomas	Cole,	and	George	

Catlin.	All	three	of	these	painters	included	Native	Americans	in	their	work	at	varying	

levels	and	for	various	purposes.	While	Curtis	was	working	in	a	different	medium,	

the	ways	in	which	he	framed	and	posed	his	subjects	exhibits	his	awareness	in	

continuing	the	expected	Native	American	image.	

The	second	framework	considers	The	American	Indian	and	its	parallels	to	

missionary	albums	(used	to	promote	missionary	work	among	non-Christian	people)	

as	well	as	a	Carlisle	School	yearbook	(used	to	promote	the	school’s	mission	in	
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educating	and	acclimating	its	students	from	tribes	across	the	country).	In	addition	

to	the	three	types	of	objects	being	created	in	the	first	two	decades	of	the	twentieth	

century,	they	also	share	a	relationship	through	the	use	of	photographs	and	words	to	

convey	a	meaning	the	images	alone	could	not	accomplish.	

Native	Americans	have	been	used	to	symbolize	the	American	continent	since	

the	first	Europeans	laid	claim	to	the	land.	Curtis	is	only	one	of	many	artists	who	

turned	their	attention	to	native	subjects	and	attempted	to	create	an	understanding	

of	who	they	were.	A	more	nuanced	understanding	of	Curtis	and	his	work	surfaces	

through	acknowledging	the	ways	in	which	The	North	American	Indian	functions	

similarly	to	other	works	depicting	Native	Americans.		 	
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Arizona State Museum launched an eighteen-month long exhibition in 

November of 2013, showing the work of Edward S. Curtis titled Curtis Reframed. 

Original photogravures from the 20 portfolios that make up this lifelong project, The 

North American Indian, were displayed in various cycles in the smaller gallery against 

dark walls, with the lights dimmed and a formal, modern presentation. A display case in 

the corner of the room incorporated associated objects—particularly the delicate and 

polished photogravure copper plates the displayed images might have been printed 

from—bringing attention to the physicality of the objects on the wall rather than focusing 

on an esoteric aura some exhibitions might have used as a focal point. 

In conjunction with these more stereotypical elements of photographic work with 

historical importance, were two other exhibitions (one online, the other in the adjacent 

gallery space) in conversation with Curtis and his work. The first, Photo ID: Portraits by 

Native Youth, was directed by Koletta Saddleback of the Ha:san Leadership and 

Preparatory School, and Lisa Falk, director of education at the Arizona State Museum. 

Still available as an online exhibition, visitors can navigate profiles of the 36 Native 

American students who created portraits of themselves in three facets of representation: 

first, as Curtis would have presented them, second, by holding a photograph by Curtis of 

a member of their tribe, and third, as themselves in their contemporary clothing and style.  

The final installation of this exhibition cycle was placed in the adjacent gallery 

and filled with works from Native American artists responding to Curtis and The North 

American Indian.1 While some artists created work with clear touchstones to Curtis (such 

as a mosaic version of an iconic image of Hopi women or a video of animated Curtis 
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photographs), others used their own experience as a Native American as the centralized 

connection, rather than reiterating the images Curtis created of the various Native 

American tribes. 

The approach of the exhibition considers Edward Curtis’s initial approach in The 

North American Indian, but expands the discourse through his iconic photographs as a 

springboard for contemporary Native American artists to represent themselves. The 

concern for bringing attention to the subjects of Curtis’s photographs is not the earliest 

lens, nor the most prevalent, Curtis has been viewed through in the past. In fact, this idea 

of looking directly to the Native subjects and the progeny of their tribes is the most recent 

framework for understanding Curtis and The North American Indian. There are three 

categories most Curtis scholarship falls into in these regards. The first is of Curtis as a 

biographical subject, with a focus on his work and stated intentions. The second looks to 

place Curtis within discourses that give more context to The North American Indian and 

acknowledge its place in larger trends of visual representation. This context includes the 

social history of colonial interactions and its effect on native cultures, political 

motivations and legislation created before and during the life of Curtis’s work, and the 

ideological considerations that portray Native American people. The third framework 

shifts away from this, considering the subjects Curtis photographed. This is where the 

aforementioned exhibition falls: in the efforts to give the Native Americans more 

prominence and presence within the project. This review will examine the scope of the 

work and its place within these three narratives, considering the major voices of 

scholarship in each. 
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Edward S. Curtis began as a photographer with a traditional and successful 

photographic studio in Seattle at the turn of the twentieth century. Many scholars find a 

natural origin to The North American Indian in a period of Curtis’s life where he was 

invited to join the Harriman expedition to Alaska in 1899. As a result of this expedition, 

he not only photographed the rugged landscape of Alaska, but was first published on a 

national level, met and fostered a working relationship with anthropologist George Bird 

Grinnell (one of many famed men who would support his endeavor through 

encouragement, endorsements, and advice), and, in more romantic retellings, gained a 

taste for adventure that would be apparent in The North American Indian. As early as 

1896, Curtis’s work included several portraits of local and visiting Native Americans. 

Some of the more famous Native men would eventually be included within the 

illustrations of the books, though these studio portraits generally predate the project 

itself.2 With a complexity of catalysts, there is no definitive date when Curtis began 

working on the massive project in earnest, though the first volume of The North 

American Indian was published in 1907, indicating several years of work prior to this 

point.3  The following decade would be characterized by extensive work and tireless 

efforts on the part of Curtis and his staff to accomplish the intermittent publishing of two 

to three volumes on and off until 1917.4 The second half of Curtis’s work would be 

produced for subscribers every other year, starting again in 1922 and finishing in 1930, 

where Curtis would return in the twentieth volume to the Alaskan tribes. 

The amount of means and effort invested in this work by Curtis and his supporters 

is impressive to say the least. The final product includes over 5,000 pages of text and 

2,200 photogravures, printed and tipped into each volume.5 These images were also 
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produced in larger formats for the individual photographic portfolios accompanying the 

book production. This does not include the many thousands of images never utilized in 

the volumes.6 In a proposal by Curtis to J.P. Morgan in 1906, he included a supposition 

that Curtis would sell upward of 500 subscriptions for the twenty volume set, priced at 

$3,000 per subscription. By the twentieth volume’s publication, Curtis had sold less than 

half of these, and no more than 300 copies were ever produced. 7 

Curtis always conceived of this project as the largest endeavor of its kind. Though 

the earliest scholars isolate Curtis’s work from his contemporaries, or even earlier artists 

and scholars working in the same vein, Curtis occasionally acknowledged the similarity 

between his work and that done by past American artists and historians. He compared 

The North American Indian to George Catlin’s similar survey of the people of North 

America in painting. Curtis expressed this not in terms of artistic and scholastic tradition, 

but rather as an opportunity to position his own work as a more complete and ambitious 

version of what had been done in the past.8 Not only do Curtis and later scholars 

deemphasize the influences of these projects on his own work, but there is little 

mentioned in terms of the team of workers Curtis employed during his work on The 

North American Indian. This team included an ethnologist (William E. Meyer), 

interpreters (the most frequent and known being Native Crow, Alexander Upshaw), and 

various assistants, both for photography and for general organization (such as his 

nephew, William Phillips). Some of these individuals are acknowledged in the prefaces 

of later volumes, though to the public Curtis most often presented himself as the sole 

creator of the work otherwise.9 
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Curtis had his share of national attention early on. In particular, his association 

with President Theodore Roosevelt provided gravitas to Curtis’s work.10 However, wars 

and depression breaking up the years leading to its completion not only caused 

difficulties for Curtis in terms of financing and staffing the project, but resulted in a loss 

of momentum, particularly in terms of public attention. Curtis continually attempted to 

bring the public back around both through printed images, but also through exhibiting the 

work in musicales and lectures. During these spectacles Curtis would talk about his 

experiences visiting the various tribes, project photographs meant to entice potential 

subscribers, and included live music to underscore the visuals. Not only did these not 

have the desired effect in reinvigorating discussion about The North American Indian, but 

became another in a series of financial catastrophes, leaving Curtis further behind 

financially than when he started. 

The majority of reviews for Curtis’s work in his lifetime followed the first volume 

of The North American Indian. Charles M. Kurtz, curator and director of the Buffalo Fine 

Arts Academy, focused his review on Curtis’s sensibility in fine art, stating his 

photographs were as good as any painting of the same subject. Others acknowledged the 

content more directly. American journalist, Julian Hawthorne, praised the work for 

excluding, “speculations as to the origins of the Indians,” as well as, “the gloomy 

reiteration of the wrongs done them by the white man.” Hawthorne goes on, “he chose to 

spend his strength upon filling the gap in the record of their actual lives, occupations, 

ideas and religions.”	11 While these two excerpts from reviews exemplify the initial 

thoughts on the project (on one side, the book as a work of art, and the other, an accurate 
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and current anthropological record), they also manage to support Curtis’s own claims as 

to how The North American Indian should be viewed. 

The intervening years of war and a break in publication resulted in waning public 

interest as the project continued. The years of vigorous work led to the outset goal of 

twenty volumes and what Curtis had considered a more comprehensive guide to the 

Native American cultures than those that preceded Curtis, but the main praise was more 

simple and unassuming—it was done. Curtis’s life slowed as well. His livelihood 

depended on his daughter, Florence, and he was physically worn from years of travel and 

photographing across the nation. In 1952, twenty-two years after the final volume was 

published, Curtis died similarly to how his project ended: quietly and with little to no 

fanfare.  

Still, critical examination of Curtis’s work disappeared long before the final 

publication and does not appear to be considered again until at least a decade after 

Curtis’s death. In the sociological shifts during the 1960’s and 1970’s, discourse 

deepened on issues of colonization and assimilation, especially regarding first nation 

peoples. In these discussions, Curtis becomes an important source in the representation of 

Native Americans. 

Scholars and writers considering The North American Indian during the 1960’s 

often did so as a venture that stemmed from other historical research, generally unrelated 

to the history of photography or art. One such author was Ralph W. Andrews. Based in 

Seattle, Andrews published a dozen titles, most of which were centered around logging in 

Seattle and the American Northwest. While there is no explicit record of how Andrews’s 

interest in Curtis stemmed, it seems their shared connection of Seattle introduced 
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Andrews to Curtis’s photography, leading to two separate titles writing about “Indians.”12 

Both published in 1963, Andrews acknowledged in the foreword of his book about Curtis 

and his project, “My own opinions are those of the layman with a limited knowledge of 

art values and Indian culture. Yet they are well supported by the views of a host of 

professional evaluators, which includes art critics, editors, ethnologists, and Indian 

artifacts”.13 The foreword continues by mentioning the reviews of Curtis’s work upon the 

release of the first volume.   

Additionally, Andrews published the article “He knew the Red Man” in Montana 

Magazine (1964) where he establishes the story of Curtis, beginning with the Harriman 

expedition. Painted as a trigger for high adventure as well as an introduction to native 

tribes farther north, Andrews glosses over the fact that Curtis had photographed Seattle 

Native Americans several years before being hired as the expedition’s photographer. 

Andrews proceeds writing about Curtis’s impoverished upbringing and a move westward 

to Washington for the Curtis family. For Andrews and researchers who continue this 

narrative, this becomes the vital framework to understanding the man who would leave 

for months at a time to record the lives of others.14 

Another narrative Andrews’s would help to perpetuate about Curtis is the 

photographer as a friend to the natives he photographed. Much of what Curtis says in 

interviews and in his own notes is ignored for more progressive and forward thinking 

elements that prove Curtis was the champion of the tribes he wrote about. In romantic 

fashion, Andrews writes: 

Edward Curtis went to the Indians as man to brother—man for the sake of all 

men. He went warmly and kindly, with straight looks and honest purpose, 

without guile. He never accepted the Indians as alien. He sat in their tipis and 



	 15	

beside their fires as a humble equal. He made no secret of his inquisitive 

purpose, but he was willing to control his research until the right time came 

along. 

Curtis knew that they in their old ways were doomed to perish from the earth. 

But first he would record their story in imperishable form: their language, 

legends, songs, and above all, the wonderful impenetrable faces.15 

Note	that	Andrews’s	perception	on	Native	American	culture	contains	a	nihilistic	

view—a	view	not	unlike	Curtis’s	motivation	to	photograph	Native	Americans	before	

they	vanished.	While	Curtis	and	The	North	American	Indian	became	symbols	of	

recompense	for	the	policies	of	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	there	was	no	challenge	

to	the	view	of	a	decline	in	Native	American	culture.		

In his 1963 book Curtis’s Western Indians, Andrews rearranges and abridges the 

breadth of Curtis’s overall project into a digest version of The North American Indian. 

Andrews clearly praises Curtis, calling him a “strong man, both in convictions and rigor,” 

praising his “patience, tact and certain genius in his artistic conception of Indian life.”16 

This particular account, unlike Andrews’s others, focuses more fully on the funding of 

the project, weaving in and out of Curtis’s past and name dropping the famous figures 

who gave Curtis the connections he would need to finance The North American Indian to 

completion.17 The second half of the book is a truncated version of  The North American 

Indian, reproducing Curtis’s photographs and summarizing the records Curtis left in both 

the twenty volumes and his own notes.  

Still, the information is framed in terms of Curtis’s experience with the Native 

tribes rather than the cultures as they were experienced by the members of the tribes. In 

writing about the Tiwa-Keres people, Andrews accounts, “In religious beliefs and 
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practices, Edward Curtis found the Pueblo Indians of the Rio Grande Valley the most 

conservative tribes in North America.” This is followed up not with the religious history 

or accounts of the tribe itself, but with the influences of Franciscan missionaries, 

Coronado’s forces, and the subsequent resistance.18 Even in diverging from Curtis’s 

writing, Andrews’s focus remains on the Native tribes’ interactions with European and 

white people, rather than considering the figures and their personal experience in being 

photographed.19 

In the late1970’s professor of American Literature, Mick Gidley, wrote 

extensively on Curtis and his work. His own approach created a shift from Andrews in 

how Curtis was viewed by scholars and institutions. For example, Gidley addresses 

Curtis’s ambitious nature both in and out of The North American Indian as Andrews and 

Curtis had not. One early endeavor by Curtis was a catalogue of images titled, Scenic 

Washington, a catalogue of Rainier series views available from Edward S. Curtis20; 

landscape images, including five foot long panoramas, with a focus on Mount Rainier. 

Gidley brings this entrepreneurial venture in line with a famed rescue of the Mazamas on 

an expedition to hike Mount Rainier: three of the members had slipped on the ice, one of 

them having died as a result. 

One dramatic death and a rescue from the very brink of death meant that the 

climb was big news in the region. Even the national magazine Harper’s 

Weekly contained a brief feature that mentioned Curtis. The catalog of Scenic 

Washington lists photographs directly related to the accidents: “163. Crevasse 

from which Rogers was rescued” and, rather gruesomely, “205. Rocks where 

McClure met his death.”21 
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Previously the rescue of the surviving Mazamas was merely a footnote in the 

story of Curtis, included only if the writer wished to show his meeting of Edmond S. 

Meany (professor of botany at the University of Washington) and thereby giving Curtis a 

connection to the academic world. Like Curtis’s endorsement from other famous men 

(such as Theodore Roosevelt and Curtis’s financial backer, J.P. Morgan) Meany would 

represent a serendipitous introduction that was necessary for Curtis to unfold his vision. 

In particular, Meany’s role in academia provided The North American Indian with a 

sense of scholarly importance. While Gidley acknowledges Meany’s introduction to 

Curtis, he also shows Curtis as an active participant in networking and making use of 

such connections in his current and future work. This approach demystifies the romantic 

notion of serendipity in these relationships and shows Curtis’s intentions and ambition. 22  

Gidley finds further significance in the important men with whom Curtis would 

come to associate; one major line of thought in Gidley’s 1984 article “Edward S. Curtis 

Goes to the Mountain.” Gidley emphasized, “The crucial thing about these meetings was 

not really their fortuitousness… but that Curtis fully realized their significance.” In 

quoting the memories of  William Washington Phillips (nephew to Curtis’s wife and 

occasional employee), Gidley additionally records: “On [Curtis’s] earliest summer trips 

out into the mountains in the middle nineties, he made the acquaintance of government 

foresters, biologists, botanists and other scientists working in the same regions, forming 

friendships that have grown stronger and more valuable in passing years.”23 It is also in 

these relationships Gidley presents the possibility that Curtis was not simply inspired by 

the Native Americans he had opportunity to photograph in his studio, but in the prodding 

and discussions with men in many disciplines (such as anthropologist George Bird 
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Grinnell) which would increase the interest that would contribute and lead to The North 

American Indian. 

The last two decades of the twentieth century became saturated with exhibitions, 

biographies, and scholarship surrounding Edward S. Curtis and his lifelong project. One 

seminal exhibition, along with its accompanying book by Christopher M. Lyman’s, 

marks an important change in scholarship about Curtis. Only exhibited in the National 

History Museum from March 4- April 15, 1982, the accompanying text considers not 

only Curtis’s rise to prominence as an American photographer, but also examines and 

questions the ethnographic value of the project on the whole. In doing so, he also 

highlights two concepts which will be perpetuated in many exhibitions and writings after 

the exhibition: the first being Curtis’s posing of his subjects to construct the idea of the 

past (rather than documenting the present as it was), as well as placing Curtis within the 

photographic style known as pictorialism.24 The first shift is indicative of a general shift 

in how scholars were changing the discourse of Native American culture and politics. 

The second, much more focused on aesthetic qualities, was indicative of an expansion in 

how Curtis could become less of an anomaly than he had been in the past. 

Later, in the same decade, the Seattle Museum of Art launched an exhibit that 

directly examined these aesthetic qualities of pictorialism. Titled Shadowy Evidence: The 

photography of Edward S. Curtis and His Contemporaries, the museum draws parallels 

between Curtis and photographers such as Henry Peach Robinson (a nineteenth century 

photographer known for creating tableaus through compositing negatives) and Peter 

Henry Emerson (British photographer and father of pictorialism). Though neither of these 

photographers covered the same subject matter, the soft, dreamy aesthetic and tendency 
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towards posed images are connected to Curtis’s through process. The museum also drew 

the conclusion that the style of pictorialism contributed to the overall message of Curtis. 

The exhibition catalogue states, “The perceived potential for the vanishing of a once-

noble race of native people was ideal subject matter for the aesthetics of pictorialism. 

Clarence White, Charles Kielly, F. Holland Day, Gertrude Käsebier, and many others 

introduced American Indians into their repertoires at the beginning of the century.”25 The 

dismantling of Curtis as the sole, or even most important, Native American photographer 

was important not only to gaining a more clear concept of both man and project, but also 

in giving the project new life and meaning. 

As this contextual focus in scholarship and exhibition continued, Mick Gidley 

again came to the forefront of scholarship concerning Edward Curtis with two distinct, 

but related, books, both published in 1998. The first gave a more complete account of 

what his earlier articles had indicated. Titled Edward S. Curtis and the North American 

Indian, Incorporated, Gidley explored each aspect of the project as a business venture, 

rather than simply an artistic one.26 This text includes Curtis’s experience as a portrait 

photographer for the high society of Seattle, an aspect of Curtis’s life many other scholars 

gloss over at best. Gidley shows the shifts in Curtis’s attention to the business at home, 

noting the responsibilities within the studio and change in business model to having 

others photograph as he continued to receive credit through his ownership of the studio.27 

The second book, Edward S. Curtis and the North American Indian Project in the Field 

(noted hereafter as Project in the Field), is an edited anthology of letters, personal 

accounts, and notes not only from Curtis, but from his staff, associates, and children. This 

book seems to be an attempt to provide a more nuanced and considered account of 
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Curtis’s efforts. Rather than rely on a mediating scholar for interpretation, however, 

readers can gain this insight through the source material directly. Each excerpt is prefaced 

by Gidley with an explanation of the source. Together these two titles continued to push 

for others to look at Curtis, the project, and the final product within new frameworks. 

One important factor to the success of Gidley’s books was his consistency 

incorporating primary quotes, even in North American Indian, Incorporated. This opened 

not only the discussion on Curtis but thoroughly introduced each of the team of writers, 

interpreters, anthropologists, and basic staff Curtis worked with, disrupting the sole 

crusader narrative past scholars (and Curtis himself) embraced. William Edward Meyers, 

for example, was one of Curtis’s most consistent employees as an ethnologist and 

transcriber of recordings of Native American songs and speech—these being written into 

English for the books. Gidley showed how Meyers was not only important to taking 

meticulous notes and transcribing native words and songs into some form of readable 

English, but was also the primary member of the team who organized interpreters and 

networked with knowledgeable people to find the best tribe members to interview when a 

new location had been decided.28 Additionally, Meyers can be credited for staying current 

with anthropologic information that would allow Curtis to make a claim for The North 

American Indian as a major ethnological resource.  

In one letter Gidley includes from Meyers to Frederick Webb Hodge (a well-

known anthropologist and sometimes advisor and editor for Curtis), Meyers provides his 

own understanding of a Plains natives’ ritual while also asking for clarification on “one 

other piece of information I should like to have,” asking for specifics on Plains native 

legends.29 This particular inquisition has various applications that provide a more 
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thorough understanding of Meyers and, by extension, his role in The North American 

Indian. For one, while Curtis was considered the leader in this endeavor, Meyers was 

integral in the understanding of material they would gather in the field. This included his 

own studies and recordings, but also in his initiative in contacting other experts in this 

line of scholarship to answer questions for which he did not have answers. The 

interaction also shows that while Curtis claimed his own expertise through authorship of 

the book, both Curtis and staff members (like Meyers) were not undisputable authorities 

on Native Americans and their culture. Instead, it was the organizational efforts and their 

extensive amount of time in the field that provide a unique authority over the Native 

American scholars of their time. 

While many of the sources in Project in the Field exhibit a similar span of 

information and interpretation, this book differs in that it allowed Gidley to lay out 

ancillary information to even casual Curtis enthusiasts, providing a wider scope of 

sources without a strict analytical framework. The organization mimics The North 

American Indian as well as the travels of Curtis and his crew to the recognized tribal 

regions of the United States; starting in the Southwest, then moving to the Plains, the 

Northwest, the West Coast, and ending with a miscellaneous chapter containing sources 

relating to Curtis but not a particular region of tribes. Some of these accounts are well 

outside the general sense of what had been brought into the conversation even in Gidley’s 

own prior work. Included, for example, is writings of British Citizen A.C. Haddon’s 

recollections of a 1909 visit, joining Curtis in the field to witness the Native Americans. 

Possibly meant to be part of a call for reviews from Curtis, this was thought to be written 

in the throes of World War I. Haddon’s enthusiasm is clear: “For the securing of these 



	 22	

pictures Mr. Curtis is in many cases only just in time: much, alas! that is of great interest 

has irrevocably disappeared, and what remains often exhibits painful signs of degradation 

from older conditions.”30 While not a product of Curtis and his personal views on the 

Native Americans, it provides the larger context of the perspective the nation held 

concerning the tribes and the external influences on Curtis’s ideology.  

Paralleling Gidley’s work at the turn of the 21st century were other scholars who 

began to look at Curtis’s photography for how it fit into larger conversations in history 

and art. Alfred L. Bush and Lee Clark Mitchell, for example, assembled a volume entitled 

The Photograph and the American Indian. Dividing the imagery by specific eras (1845-

1800s, 1890’s-World War II, and 1840’s-present[1994]), they place Curtis’s work in line 

with photographers such as William Henry Jackson, whose photograph of gathered 

Pawnees shows that Curtis is not the earliest photographer interested in or attempting to 

document Native Americans, not to mention other famed American photographers such 

as Mathew Brady and Alexander Gardner. Other records of amateur shots and 

stereographs (all pre-dating Curtis) show the commercial interest in photographs of 

natives, providing a visual record for Gidley’s own claim of Curtis as commercially-

driven in his work. Utilizing the images contemporary to Curtis of Native Americans also 

finally questioned the assumption long held that there was no future for the progeny of 

those photographed in the early twentieth century. 

In 2004 American Historian and professor in American Studies, Alan 

Trachtenberg, incorporated Curtis into his book addressing various Native American 

depictions titled Shades of Hiawatha. Through this book Trachtenberg seeks to unpack 

national identity through the Native American and immigrant. These two groups become 
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two sides of the same coin when looking at American identity and the concept of 

nationality. Both carry a specific weight and Curtis is given a chapter all his own as 

Trachtenberg considers the romance and tragedy Curtis presents within The North 

American Indian. “Curtis’s photographs seem monuments of perfect stillness,” 

Trachtenberg observes. “All photographs give the illusion of motion in abeyance, as if 

everything visible was holding its breath.”31 Trachtenberg looks specifically at how 

imagery and language work together in each instance, citing Curtis’s weaving between 

native and white cultures, applying both to the identity of those Curtis photographed.  

“…Curtis’s words conflated the indigenous and the national, the ‘American people’ as 

both Indians and the white nation, and ‘primal rise’ the mysterious origins of the 

indigenous people and the nation, shrouded… in the obscuring mists of time.”32 

Trachtenberg also calls out the hero narrative: 

In traditional romance, a hero sets out on a quest, travels to strange lands, 

encounters challenges, threats, temptations, bewildering scenes often in an 

‘underworld,’ wonders whether he is charmed or damned, and with luck and 

grace returns home enlightened and enriched with wisdom and insight that are 

often embodied in a physical object, a grail or amulet of some sort. In the 

prime of his fame, Curtis was portrayed in such a heroic mold, the artist as 

adventurer, outdoorsman, man of the West, and romancer.33 

More importantly than Curtis himself in this narrative is how his images continue 

to function in the American consciousness as a result; here, the hero narrative plays into a 

larger problem of minimalizing the identities of the native subjects. Trachtenberg states 

that the images of natives at the turn of the century are a “…paradoxical and perverse 

form of a heightened visibility in Western landscape painting and photography and in 
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photographic portraits on canvas and on paper and in stone, as stereotyped 

representations or misrepresentations. Even when they were present, natives often 

remained in some important respect invisible…”34 It is in this concept of a visible native 

that such exhibitions and projects in response to Curtis’s work create space in the overall 

conversation. With attention being called to the erasure of the Native American in The 

North American Indian, the discourse opens for reinsertion of the unique consideration 

for the tribes and, where recorded, the individuals within the photographs. 

More recent scholars have not limited their comparisons of Curtis to canonized 

master photographers or prominent trends in fine art photography. In 2009, American 

Historian Alexander Olsen compared Curtis’s work to that of his brother, Asahel’s. In 

Olsen’s article, “Heritage Scemes” compares the approach of Edward Curtis to his 

brother Asahel (a career photographer in his own right) and how both utilize photographs 

of Native Americans to promote the west. 35 In the case of Asahel this promotion was 

focused on tourism, while Curtis turned to the Native American to accentuate and sell the 

vanishing race narrative. Olsen acknowledges, “Given Edward’s national reputation, most 

historians and critics interested in his work have ignored his connection to local 

operatives like Asahel.”36 While acknowledging the feud that existed between the two, 

Olsen’s focus on the brothers remains with how their imagery functions to promote the 

romantic notion of the Western United States; particularly Asahel, who sold his images 

for use in brochures and tourism material to entice visitors to Seattle and the state of 

Washington. Many of Asahel’s images of Native Americans were in planned settings, 

such as the Northwest Indian Congress, and included modern buildings in the 
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background. While this approach differed from Curtis’s timeless or obscured locations, 

much of the approach and function remains parallel.  

Even though both depicted regional subjects, they also diverged in terms of 

audience. As Curtis sought more sophisticated (or financially lucrative) commendation, 

Olsen points out: 

Edward Curtis banked on the serious side of selling heritage. His sepia-toned 

photogravures appealed to people who wanted memorials rather than 

fairgrounds, spiritual enrichment rather than dancing contests. In the trope of 

the vanishing race, he saw a perfect vehicle for this project.37 

Olsen adds to this commercial difference between the Curtis brothers in citing 

Curtis’s early decision for a limited edition of the books. This, Olsen argues, is evidence 

that Curtis sought to be above what might have been considered low brow use of 

photography in advertisements, rather than an artistic presentation with value.38 More 

than previous scholars and exhibitions that placed Curtis within the a trajectory of fine art 

photography, Olsen shows that the impetus of the project sat within a more general 

market for photographs of Native Americans in the United States. 

In conclusion, there has been a distinct path of discovery in regards to Edward 

Curtis and The North American Indian. The first was how Curtis himself discussed his 

project, including the lone artist and researcher myth he attempted to permeate during his 

lifetime. Though seemingly forgotten for several decades, the subsequent Curtis scholars 

and writers picked up on these narratives, carrying them out with the focus on 

photographer rather than the Native Americans he depicted in image and word. Later 

scholars began to upend these glorified accounts, setting out a social history of Curtis and 

the timeline exposing not only his own methodology, but other scholars and staff 
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members involved with The North American Indian to see the project to completion in a 

way Curtis would never have been able to accomplish alone. There was also the 

demystifying of the connections to figures such as J.P. Morgan and Theodore Roosevelt, 

changing their roles from divine connections that would push Curtis forward, into a more 

likely scenario of Curtis’s prowess of knowing which connections would help him most 

in the commercial aspects of his goals. 

The second area explored by scholars has been in the connections Curtis has to 

other photographers and discourses outside of himself. This is seen through placing 

Curtis’s work alongside pictorialist photographers, considering Curtis in context of 

American visual culture, and in comparing Curtis to photographers like his brother, who 

photographed similar subjects. 

The third, and final, area of scholarship regards the subjects which Curtis looked 

to for his project: the various tribes of the western United States. There is a focus on the 

rhetoric within Curtis’s text as well as his ideology, discovered through personal notes 

and accounts of those who worked with him. Part of this branch of research includes 

Native American responses to the previous invisibility that Trachtenberg wrote about.  

Curtis Reframed is one such attempt to make the Native visible again. This framework 

does not discredit Curtis in his efforts, nor does it shy away from the complexity of issues 

in representation that arise when considering Curtis, his motives, and the final product. 

However, it does acknowledge the subjects in the photographs and unpacks the narrative 

surrounding the individuals (rather than the types) Curtis photographed. 

This thesis looks to contribute to the second area of continued scholarship, which 

examines areas of visual culture where Curtis has been excluded. The history of 
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photography has often been isolated from other forms of visual arts and culture. Even 

within the medium, art photography, commercial photography, and snapshots are placed 

within a hierarchy that generally remains compartmentalized. When such barriers 

between these genres are set aside, there are many more touchstones than previously 

discussed between Curtis and the visual culture from which his project extends. 
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AMERICAN ART AND THE NATIVE AS SYMBOL 

Theodore Roosevelt penned the foreword to the first volume of The North 

American Indian on the first of October, 1906, extoling the virtues of Curtis and the work 

that unfolded in the pages following his words. It reads in part: 

[Curtis] is artist who works out of doors and not in the closet. He is a close 

observer, whose qualities of mind and body fit him to make his observations 

out in the field, surrounded by the wild life he commemorates. He has lived on 

intimate terms with many different tribes of the mountains and the plains. He 

knows them as they hunt, as they travel, as they go about their various 

avocations on the march and in the camp. He knows their medicine men and 

sorcerers, their chiefs and warriors, their young men and maidens. He has not 

only seen their vigorous outward existence, but has caught glimpses, such as 

few white men ever catch, into that strange spiritual and mental life of theirs; 

from whose innermost recesses all white men are forever barred.39 

 This depiction was one Curtis himself wished to perpetuate, not the least of 

which because he was still carving out his niche in Native American photographs. The 

market for portraits of Native Americans—famous, infamous, and even completely 

unanimous—was saturated with photographers, many of whom, (like his brother Asahel) 

photographed Natives at World’s Fairs and other exhibitions set up across the United 

States. While Curtis clearly aimed to gain financially from his work, he also maintained 

an esoteric self-image, striving to separate himself from those working in the same vein 

as himself. Curtis does not only isolate his work from that of his contemporaries, 

however. Throughout his efforts with The North American Indian, Curtis set himself 

apart from the extensive visual culture surrounding the symbol of the Native.  
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Native American representation in fine art also has conversely excluded The 

North American Indian. This is in part because of the medium—Curtis worked in 

photography, whereas other predecessors with similar imagery worked more often in 

traditional mediums of painting, drawing, and sculpture—and also as a result of the 

emphatic insistence in Curtis’s advertising that he was attempting (or had accomplished) 

something new, important, and comprehensive compared to the work of other artists. But 

it is as easy to see that Curtis fits into this discourse when the visual language is seen as a 

continued coding of national identity. This chapter will show the similarities between 

Curtis and the American artists who depicted Native Americans before him, examine the 

repeated representation of Native people, and how these works ultimately spoke about 

national identity even in dominant American culture. 

Depictions of natives, native culture, and the native’s place within the American 

hierarchy began with the earliest encounters of Europeans in what they considered the 

“New World.” The reverse (Native American art showing these early encounters) no 

longer exist, if they were ever created in their own era. Nudity, or near nudity, often 

served as iconography of the innocence and primitive nature of the people on the 

American continent. European men (the famed explorers and leaders of the Old World) 

are rendered straight-backed and in ceremonial clothing, carrying with them scepters, 

flags, and other symbols of power and authority. This relationship between native and 

colonist is often referred to as the “noble savage” narrative. In these paintings, woodcuts, 

and maps the natives are unenlightened, infantilized, and eager for the preordained arrival 

of the civilizing forces to rule and reign over them in the New World.40 
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These very early examples were created by European citizens and artists, rather 

than colonists of the United States. Benjamin West (1738-1820), a colony-born Quaker, 

was one of the first American-born artists to become well known in Europe not only 

through portraiture in the colonies, but through history paintings and larger commissions 

abroad. Among these history paintings is The Death of General Wolfe —painted in 1770 

depicting the moments of the leader’s death as well as the Battle of Quebec (the decisive 

battle of the French and Indian War in 1759.) Though West was not the first to depict the 

leader, revered by his home country after his death, West’s image differed from his 

predecessors, the least of which was a result of his inclusion of modern clothing in the 

history painting: a taboo in that genre of art. Early on, the King George III rejected the 

painting, but as the painting and its reproductions became generally more popular, he 

commissioned a copy for Kensington Palace.41 One of the most cited reasons for the 

change in opinion was West’s inclusion of the Native American figure in the foreground, 

not only as an allusion to the location of the battle, but also due to the popularity of exotic 

elements within painting at the time.  

By the mid-eighteenth century, when this painting was first made, the image of 

native to indicate America was understood as a necessary trope of what would make art 

definitively American. Like earlier work, the Native American is half dressed, with 

darkened skin, and vague, tattooed markings along his skin. He has the accoutrements of 

the stereotypical native, including a tomahawk (though he also holds a rifle), feathers, 

animal skin bag, and a blue blanket-like cloth to cover him discreetly. As the British 

compatriots all watch the same scene with dramatic expressions and clasped hands, the 
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Native man leans forward against one leg, conspicuous among the British surrounding 

him.  

There are many interpretations and readings into the presence of a native within 

the painting. Most often he is acknowledged as the representative for the Native 

Americans, there to pay respects to a universally acknowledged great leader and man in 

his dying moments. American art historian Vivian Fryd, however, connects the Native 

American to the figure who stands behind him, Sir William Johnson, whose relationships 

to the Iroquois included trading, representation of the British to the Native Americans, 

and land acquisitions and distribution while working in Indian Affairs in New York. The 

two figures placed together are so related that “Johnson and the Indian echo one another 

in profile… Their right arms are bent at the same angle, and they both wear tinseled 

native paraphernalia….”42 (Figure 1) The visual similarities between the two connect 

them based on Johnson’s history and his own relationships with the Native Americans, 

but it also places both native and Johnson in the context of an historical narrative.  

A prominent criticism of West’s image of the General’s death (aside from the 

aforementioned dress) was the disregard for the historical record. The Battle of Quebec 

lasted fifteen minutes in total. Additionally, the men depicted (including Johnson), clearly 

would not be gathered so tenderly around the dying general as the battle continued behind 

them. Art Historian Dennis Montagna addresses this lack of historical accuracy by 

addressing the larger narrative as one that depicts the whole of the battle, rather than a 

moment as prior paintings attempted. While these figures would not have been found in 

this desperate conglomeration during a short battle, the representation of each of the 
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specified (and allegorical) men provide context for what happened before, during, and 

after the famed battle.43 

Ultimately, the Native American in The Death of General Wolfe becomes an 

allegory of the war, the battle, and of America itself. The commercial aspect of 

incorporating the exotic native figure cannot be ignored either. While the other men in 

the foreground and with sharpened figures maintain individual identities, the native is a 

symbol of all of his people—included, but lacking in individuality. West was often seen 

as the perfect person to paint the native, being from the American colonies himself and, 

according to a biography by John Galt, having gained his early artistic skills from 

indigenous people around his home of Pennsylvania.44 This general knowledge in 

England coupled with the image of the native man provided The Death of General Wolfe 

increased popularity. 

By the nineteenth century, American artists consistently incorporated Native 

Americans in their paintings. Thomas Cole (1801-1848) explored various motifs, 

working in large scale landscapes with dramatic skies and awe-inspiring features. While 

much of his work revisits ancient and even invented locations, his landscapes indicating 

America as a setting often incorporated natives. His popular view of Niagara Falls (titled 

Distant View of Niagara Falls, 1830) contains Cole’s iconic shifting clouds, darkened on 

the left and moved into breaks in the formation on the right. (Figure 2) The colors and 

lighting spotlight the falls, the spray from the falling water mimicking the fullness and 

drama of the clouds above. Surrounding Niagara Falls and the river are a mix of green, 

yellow, and red leaves, in varying shades of a romantic fall in New York. 
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In the foreground, along the bottom third of the painting, is a cliff’s ledge, jutting 

out over the river and with an open, clear view of the falls. As audience members placed 

in this natural theater box are two native figures, one standing and the other seated. While 

not nude, they are depicted in buckskin clothing and the prominent red feather head piece 

contrasts against desaturated blue-green of the water below. Similar to West’s lack of 

identity for his native figure, the two natives in Cole’s painting are miniscule, showing 

scale and location without their own identifiers. Facing away from the viewer, there are 

no clear facial features or even enough details to clearly define gender. Even in Cole’s 

time, this view of Niagara Falls was interrupted by industrial structures and settlement of 

the European people having claimed the area. Instead of depicting the scene as he would 

have viewed it, Cole paints a constructed view in which the landscape is untouched, 

including the natives to indicate a time before the interference and destruction of white 

men. Ultimately this approach provides a more romantic narrative. 

Other works by Cole incorporate these same elements, including A Wild Scene 

(1832) (Figure 3), where native persons with bows and arrows stand on various rocks and 

tree roots in the foreground of an exaggerated landscape, including a waterfall, cliffs, 

mountains, an inlet, and, of course, dramatic clouds. Here, the natives are more clear than 

in Niagara Falls, a symbol equal to the untamed mountains behind them. Rather than 

America as it currently existed, it is an untouched and pure America. If anyone were in 

doubt of Cole’s intent, he would caption another waterfall painting with natives, The 

Falls of Kaatersill (1826), with the words “THIS PICTURE REPRESENTS AMERICA 

BEFORE THE WHITE MAN.”45 There was no obscurity in Cole’s purpose and message 

with his use of Native Americans. 
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George Catlin (1796-1872), a contemporary of Thomas Cole, would be one of the 

most influential and comprehensive painters in regards to the Native American. Catlin’s 

interest did not lie in using the native as a symbol to strengthen an unrelated genre, but in 

the Native Americans themselves. As a portrait painter, Catlin took great interest in the 

Native Americans he met and painted in his travels west, starting in his forties. One of his 

earliest native subjects was Wi-jún-jon (also called Pigeon’s Egg Head or The Light), a 

leader of the Assiniboine tribe who Catlin painted in St. Louis on Wi-jún-jon’s travels to 

D.C. and again on the way back. The original portrait, Wi-jún-jon, Pigeon's Egg Head 

(The Light), a Distinguished Young Warrior, 1831 (Figure 4) follows the conventions of 

basic portraiture. Wi-jún-jon fills the picture plane, painted down to his shoulder in 

traditional Assiniboine clothing. The decorative elements along the sleeve is given detail 

and prominence leading up to his face, looking away from the viewer and to his right, 

wrapping a fur from behind him on the opposite side. Wi-jún-jon’s skin is not only dark, 

but tinted red, decorated in jewelry along his neck, through his hair, and dangling from 

his ears. The background is obscured, location indistinct in painterly strokes of yellow 

and green to contrast the dark, red toned skin of the sitter. 

When Catlin met Wi-jún-jon as the latter returned from Washington D.C., the 

native was dressed in military garb and had done away with the jewelry and objects 

which had distinguished his nationality earlier. Catlin’s diptych, Pigeon’s Egg Head (The 

Light) Going to and Returning from Washington, 1837-39 (Figure 5) shows Wi-jún-jon in 

his traditional clothing, peace pipe in hand and in stark profile on the left, aside the 

anglicized version of the Assiniboine, smoking and with a feather sticking out of a top hat 

rather than feathers cascading from his hair and down his shoulders. Wi-jún-jon holds a 
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fan in his right hand, and an umbrella in his left, leaning back where you can see white 

gloved hands. Yet for all the formal costume, he leans back without grace, looking at the 

fan in his hand and away from the viewer, highlighting stringy black hair down his back. 

In painting Wi-jún-jon in his military clothing, Catlin does not appear to have intervened 

or altered Wi-jún-jon’s appearance to make him look any more or less native when seen 

on its own. Still, in pairing the before and after images Catlin only emphasizes the native-

ness of Wi-jún-jon. 

One important difference between Catlin and Cole, however, is that Catlin saw 

value in exploring and depicting the United States and the Native Americans’ place 

within it as he saw, rather than relying on the nostalgia and fiction of “untouched 

landscapes” for his subject matter. While much of his work consists of similarly 

traditional portraits as he had first created of Wi-jún-jon, he also depicted scenes of day-

to-day life of the native cultures he encountered in his travels westward. In Bull Dance, 

Mandan O-kee-pa ceremony, 1832 (Figure 6), he fills the image with the native people in 

Mandan, where he had stopped on his return to St. Louis. The domed lodges of the native 

village surround the central activity. Each dancer wears a bison skin, including the head, 

feet, and tail, repeating the dance multiple times a day as promising young men were 

sequestered in the medicine lodge to undergo their own initiation.46 The village took part 

in this annual ceremony and Catlin recorded his experience as a viewer as well as 

painting the ceremony as a document of a native event. 

George Catlin returned to New York, using his travels as inspiration for an 

exhibition that would captivate the East Coast audience—as enthralled as ever by the 

contrast of nobility and rawness Catlin presented in both portraits and scenes. 
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Additionally, Catlin became something of an advocate for the Native Americans and their 

issues with the United States government at the start of the nineteenth century, when 

treaties were being made and then broken as the government claimed more and more land 

westward. Though less dramatically nostalgic than Cole, Catlin also held hope for 

untouched, wild land. While many cite Lewis and Clark as prominent players in the 

decisions of setting aside protected land, it is actually Catlin who spoke specifically to the 

idea of “a nation’s park” three decades after their expedition.47 His conception of these 

parks would include the natives to these spaces, uninhibited by changes in treaties and 

utilizing the lands as they already did. It isn’t difficult to imagine, as Catlin would have, 

visitors to these parks seeing firsthand some of the moments in Native American lives 

that he had painted. From the bull dances, to hunting parties, to the daily living of the 

tribes of the west, Catlin was documenting the tribes as much as he was attempting to 

create a work of art to hang in a gallery. 

Catlin also managed to produce a large body of work from his travels west; 

completing 135 pictures in just under three months while traveling and continuing upon 

his return to New York. Visiting and living among 48 different tribes, he considered his 

portfolios an illustrated historical record, “worthy of the life-time of one man.”48 The 

feverish pace of Catlin’s work as well as his self-perceived roles as artist and advocate, 

draw a clear parallel between his work and that of Edward S. Curtis. It is Catlin that 

Curtis specifically mentions when discounting the idea that he is creating a body of work 

that has a connection to any other artist before him. In one unpublished document Curtis 

wrote in 1911(thought to be a draft of a report to subscribers, Curtis writes:  
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…the nearest approach to anything like a complete, systematic treatise on 

these American Indians to be found today in a single book… is that of Catlin, 

but, valuable as that work is, and many others of somewhat similar import, it 

remains that the student or he who would know the true status of primitive 

aboriginal American in his various ramifications… must peruse practically as 

many authors as there are tribes.49  

This writing shows that Curtis considered his work more comprehensive, more 

anthropological, and more documentary than that of Catlin, and Curtis quickly mentions 

and dismisses the obvious connection of his work to Catlin’s. 

In Curtis’s Building the Sun Lodge (Figure 7) he photographs the preparations and 

building of the ceremonial site for the sun dance of the Cheyenne Indians. Between the 

photographer and the lodge is dust and brush, leading to the skeleton framework of the 

lodge itself. Surrounding the base are dozens of indistinguishable figures building the 

lodge. In Sun Dance in Progress (Figure 8) the lodge is built and covered in canvas. The 

Cheyenne people stand on either side, where there appears to be entrances into the lodge. 

Accompanying the images are text, describing the roles of pledgers of the dance, the 

building of the lodge, the placement and actions of the pledger’s wife, and the general 

progress of the Sun Dance. In the writing, Curtis considers himself as fulfilling the role of 

documentarian and anthropologist. These, to Curtis, is what made his work more 

complete than Catlin’s. 

While Catlin doesn’t compile a multi-volume record, his captions often function 

with a similar purpose as Curtis’s writing: to explain and expound on knowledge outside 

the image. Catlin’s personal accounts often accompanied exhibitions as well, providing 

more discourse rather than images alone to bring attention to the problems he noticed in 

the west. Even without the writing, though, the vantage point of the distant viewer is 
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apparent in both Catlin and Curtis’s work. Curtis may have utilized the documentary 

capabilities of the photographic medium by taking multiple images during the course of a 

ceremony (compared to Catlin’s picture, choosing a single moment of the Bison Dance), 

but the most important contribution of both artists is the individualizing of the tribes and 

their unique traditions and cultures, rather than a single type set to represent multiple 

native nations in the Americas. 

Curtis’s portraits also have striking similarities to Catlin’s. During Catlin’s 

travels, he painted portraits specifically of leaders of the Souix nation. Curtis, similarly, 

photographed both known and unknown Native Americans to sell and further popularize 

his work. Like Catlin’s Pigeon’s Egg Head, Curtis’s portrait of Chief Joseph (ca. 1903) 

(Figure 9) depicts the leader in traditional headdress. Cropped in tight, the background is 

likewise obscured, making setting unimportant.50 Chief Joseph’s skin appears weather 

worn aside the softness of the feathers on either side of his face and blurring into the 

background on his headdress. Neither figure confronts the viewer, but looks off, stoic and 

solemn. Perhaps these are not the half-nude allegories of colonial America, but neither 

Chief Joseph nor Wi-jín-jon evade the stereotype of the noble savage that had long been 

the admiring eye of the American public on the remaining Native people. 

In the expanse of Curtis’s portfolios, there are more romantic versions of this 

notion as well. In the opening image of the volume one (and possibly the most iconic of 

The North American Indian), “The Vanishing Race” depicts a grouping of Apaches on 

horseback, riding into the open desert. Mesas appear in dark formations in the 

background as, in two lines of riders, natives’ outlines are lit on one side, the rest of them 

darkening into obscurity as they ride into the blurring distance. Like Cole’s inclusion of 
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unanimous Native Americans, Curtis’s famous image does not treat these figures as 

individuals or even as a tribe, expect perhaps in the organization of the image in a book 

corresponding with the tribe in which it was made. Without the captions, the Apache 

riders become as much symbol as Cole’s natives on the ledge watching the falls.  

Rather than symbols of the untamed wild, however, they are symbols for the early 

twentieth century belief of the current state of the native populations; the symbol of a 

race that will not exist in the near future. In the past, Curtis has been interpreted as a 

crusader to reverse the effects of the past century of policies concerning the Native 

Americans. However, in looking at his actual rhetoric it becomes clear that Curtis worked 

under the pressure that the vanishing of the native cultures he photographed would soon 

be unavailable as subjects, at least in their “untouched” state. Cole maintained a similar 

nostalgia for the untouched. Although his own longing was for an untouched landscape 

(which he would paint with the exclusion of signs otherwise), he includes natives to 

indicate the purity of the landscapes as he imagines them. 

If the obscurity in some of Curtis’s less documentary images do not exemplify a 

similar clinging to a fiction of understanding a time before European contact, then his 

habit of incorporating props, costumes, and blankets, where tribes no longer wore 

traditional garments. While not the default mode, Curtis ignored modernity in his 

depictions just as Cole had at Niagara Falls. 

This fictionalizing in front of the camera has a secondary purpose, matching 

West’s compositing of historical record into a singular picture. Curtis did not consider his 

inclusion of costumes and props problematic in depicting the tribes as he imagined they 

had been, just as West saw a greater truth in painting the battle in terms of symbols for 
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the variety of moments, combining history into a single frame. In both artists’ practice 

there was a higher truth to be considered and recorded, instead of the one in front of 

them. 

The North American Indian pulls from a variety of tropes, trends, and narratives 

that existed long before Curtis conceived of his project at the turn of the twentieth 

century. The last decade of the nineteenth century, and the production of Curtis’s earliest 

portraits of Native Americans, were at least four centuries too late to encounter any of 

these cultures in some unaffected version. Even the artwork of Cole, Catlin, and West 

lacked the insight they all sought to represent in the figure of the Native American. 

Perhaps Catlin’s diptych of Wi-jún-jon, wearing native garb on one side and military 

clothing on the other, comes closest to documenting a Native American as they were in 

that moment. It does not ignore the adopting of Anglo influence and is painted based on 

two encounters of the same person. Even this exaggerates the native and is influenced by 

an ideology of eighteenth and nineteenth century countries built through colonialism. 

Curtis, too, is a man steeped in the ideology of his own time. Despite his protestations, 

his work is as influenced by the iconic art that preceded him as it was by his interactions 

with the tribes he photographed.  
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ART, ALBUMS, AND ABORIGINALS 

At the turn of the century missionaries played a shifting role in pushing 

ideological agendas onto the indigenous people in America. While military efforts 

already constrained the Native Americans physically through government orders and land 

restrictions, Christianity constrained their culture and religion through evangelism. These 

efforts were not elaborately designed, but instead relied heavily on the vernacular 

photography and personal accounts of the missionaries at home and abroad. These 

photographs become several historical records in one: a record of the native’s 

relationships to the evangelists, how the Christians viewed “the other,” and narratives of 

progress at the start of the twentieth century. 

The preaching of Christian doctrine was not the only methodology in anglicizing 

the native cultures still present at the end of the nineteenth century, however. Many 

believed it was through education that natives would be Christianized and made civil. 

The most prominent and success of these schools was the Carlisle Indian Industrial 

School, a boarding school in Pennsylvania from 1879 until it was closed in 1918 when it 

was taken over by the federal government for war purposes.51 Like the missionary 

photographs, the Carlisle School often utilized photographs to prove the need for their 

services. Through productions of yearbooks, the Carlisle school mimics the methods of 

their missionary counterparts. 

The more flattering accounts of Edward S. Curtis set him up as the antithesis to 

the ideologies which produce the albums and photographs of the missionaries and 

schools. Not only was Curtis a supporter of the Carlisle school specifically (and Native 

American education in general), but his project The North American Indian often 
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functions within a similar visual culture, utilizing text and imagery to perpetuate an 

Anglo-generated view of the native cultures he studied throughout his project. Curtis is 

discussed singularly as a fine art photographer. As a secondary role, he is assigned as 

documentarian and ethnologist of the tribes he studied. Certainly the expanse of the 

project justifies his induction into these categories, but this chapter will set aside these 

conversations and examine how Curtis, and his visual representations of native cultures, 

compare to other similar productions. I will examine the tropes exhibited in two albums 

(one by evangelist James M. Taylor, the other produced by the Carlisle School) to show 

how Curtis’s work often functions similarly.  

There are several ways to unpack the roles photography played in the missionary 

experience. On the most benign level, photographs became a documentation of a 

missionary’s travels. Whether photographs a missionary took themselves, or a souvenir 

they purchased en route, these became proof of their time away from home—particularly 

if they had been abroad. This is not unlike other forms of vernacular travel photography, 

though trends can be seen in missionary photographs. One trope in missionary 

photographs is the insertion of the missionary among those considered “in need.” It is no 

coincidence that this is often a white adult caring for, teaching, or in some way 

interacting with children of other races. For example, in Les enfants de l’école gardienne 

(Figure 10), a Franciscan missionary is shown teaching children in Congo. Dressed 

entirely in white, the nun in the center of the images has a savior-like posture amid the 

attentive and happy children, delighted to be looking at the book in her lap. The natural 

setting emphasizes the native quality of the place. Additionally, if photography is the 

proof of a life lived, then it is also proof of that life’s devotion to God. 
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Of course, these images were not meant solely for the missionary themselves. 

This image, for example, was a postcard, meant as a souvenir to be circulated or collected 

by others, often Christians who might be financially supporting missionary through their 

purchase. Another vital role played by missionary images was in recruitment efforts for 

both financial support from members of congregations at home and to encourage new 

missionaries, who could continue spreading Christian faith among non-believers. 

Distribution followed popular media, being realized in various formats. Lanternslide 

lectures, for example, were a way to combine testimony and image in a performative 

manner. The missionaries, or committees devoted to this recruitment process, would use 

the platform as intellectual discourse for the purpose of the missionary efforts while 

utilizing the imagery to make the places and people tangible. This becomes an ephemeral 

function of the missionary’s experience. 

More lasting are their albums. With reproductions in photography becoming a less 

expensive form of distribution, these albums are not only artifacts of the images of 

missionary efforts, but the discursive relationship between image and caption. An album 

produced and distributed by evangelist James M. Taylor from Knoxville, Tennessee was 

clearly made to function as a recruitment tool. Taylor and his wife devoted much of their 

ministry to the world abroad, introducing natives of India, South America, and Africa to 

their need for Christ, redemption, and baptism to be made whole. Taylor writes the album 

introduction as a plea to the Christian viewer, stating that the images are, “sent out as 

representatives of a people we have learned to love and pray for.”52 Taylor also 

romantically describes how the images also present “days spent in a canoe, nights spent 

in a hammock, in native huts among the Christless people, who by their eagerness for the 
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gospel have entwined themselves about our affections.”53 (Figure 11). The price of the 

album is reiterated both by reporting of an anonymous donor (whose contributions 

lowered the production costs), as well as the listed twenty-five cents per copy. Taylor’s 

address is printed below this cost so eager Christians, introduced to the album by a 

neighbor or friend, may order a copy of their own. As a challenge to the viewer of the 

album, he says, “Show your Album to a neighbor and thereby help us put it in 50,000 

homes in the interest of the millions represented by these pictures.”54 For those compelled 

to action through the images, a list of suggestions to assist in the missionary efforts are 

listed on the inside cover. The list includes donating bibles, supplies, volunteering as a 

missionary, or donating to a missionary fund. The entirety of the introduction gives 

agency to the images and the album as an object. There is conviction that if only the 

Christians of the United States could see the need abroad, the help they could provide to 

those of other religions would be limitless. 

Beyond the introduction, the only commentary from Taylor appears as captions, 

which aim to encourage, prod, and create emotional drive for the reader to act. Included 

are images of both those who need the truth of Christ, and those who have already been 

changed by this association. Following the trope of including a white presence, many of 

the photographs of conversion include both teacher and student of the gospel message. 

Taylor inserts himself here, not only as spiritual benefactor, but as a successful example 

of the missionary among what he called the Christless. The side-by-side portrait in this 

case only indicates this success through the capture which not only places the Indian 

man’s name in quotations, but declares him “a converted Indian.”55 (Figure 12) 
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When missionaries are not shown in terms of their ability to change the hearts of 

the natives, they are placed in view for us to see them as saviors (Figure 13). The heroic 

narrative of missionary among the ill is common and shows the power of Christian 

charity. Photographs where the “others” are not obviously in immediate need of the 

missionary’s help become heavy handed in their captions. This brings missionaries into 

the image through word, making them central to the message once more. Many of these 

captions reiterate the savage tendencies of those they serve. Three women carrying water 

large water vessels on their heads are labelled plainly with the addition “How shall they 

hear without a preacher.” (Figure) Even after being baptized, they are labeled pagans 

(Figure) and often the desire for knowledge and learning overlays otherwise innocuous 

images. In this way, the captions utilize empirical observations to prove the connected 

(and ideologically charged) calls to action. Other captions in this album include: 

“And other sheep I have which are not of this fold.” 

“Well worth winning for Jesus.” 

“Indian girl—‘My people perish for lack of knowledge’.”56 

Of course, the emphasis in Taylor’s missionary efforts are in foreign, exotic 

countries. If you weren’t among the wealthiest class in the United States, missionary 

work became an excellent way to experience world travel. For those who stayed in the 

United States, however, missionary work looked different after the turn of the century.  

As Native American people were moved onto reservation spaces, missions took 

up the position to provide and support for physical needs, since many traditional avenues 

for natives to support themselves were restricted. Rather than being entirely altruistic, 

Christian missions used this support as a bargaining chip to push Native Americans to 
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participate in the Christian community. Carol Devens explores this portion of missionary 

work in her article “If we Get the Girls, We Get the Race.” First, she emphasizes the way 

in which Christians saw their efforts—specifically being a process of building new 

Christian citizens, rather than a destruction of indigenous culture. Since missionaries did 

not have the same direct power and control over these cultures as the government, they 

also were bound to other methods of engaging children in the religious community. 

Schools, instead of churches, became the arena to accomplish their most effective work. 

Coaxing children to the schools was not always simple. Quoting Charles Hall in his 

memoirs “Capturing Children”: 

“How to reach the children was a problem. They were told by 
shrewd parents that owls and bears and white men would harm them, so 
naturally they ran and hid when we approached… White Shield, the old 
Ree chief, said in regards to our problem, ‘If you feed the children, they 
will come to school like flies to syrup.’ His advice was taken, and a Friday 
dinner, in the manner of the white man, was provided. This was as 
attractive as ice cream and lollipops. The school became a popular 
institution, especially on Friday.”57 

However, the belief of these educators was that to truly change the lives of the 

children, they must be separated from their parents, tribes, and land. This is where 

schools such as the Carlisle Indian Industrial School enter as a proxy to the previously 

established missions. While mathematics, science, and language skills could be part of 

the curriculum for very bright students, the emphasis in coursework included domestic 

efforts for the young women and vocational training in various trades for the young men 

(Figure 14) Seeing what is vital to the Native American education, it becomes clear that 

the training is intended to whitewash the students, rather than give them education in the 

traditional sense of intellectual pursuit.58 Just as with field images, the images at the 
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Carlisle Indian School often include a white faculty member—there to save the students 

from their heritage through a white education. 

What the champions of the Carlisle Indian School saw as success is best 

illustrated in the iconic school image from 1884. (Figure 15) This image shows the sheer 

numbers of children removed from their family and culture to be trained into white ways 

of being, while at the same time existing in a time and place that would never allow them 

to fully integrate and become equal to those who had trained them. Aside from the 

overwhelming numbers of students gathered into the class photo, the Euro-centric form 

of dress creates a contrast that emphasizes foreign-ness of the students in this space. The 

faculty members are dressed in black and present in the background, waiting by the 

schoolhouse. Readings of this image in its own time would emphasize the charitable 

educational efforts made on behalf of these students, but through a contemporary lens, 

holds symbols of hegemonic control and subtle coercive powers of the white adults and 

their Native American students. 

The yearbook of 1902 reiterates these efforts by presenting itself not only as a 

record of the students’ lives, but as a souvenir. The purpose of the souvenir was to show 

the productive nature of the school the turning natives into productive citizens. While 

some images are similar to those seen above—images of a documentary quality of daily 

life—there are far more side by side comparisons. The album begins with a nod to the 

culture of origin, as well as a nod to the support of these cultures, by listing the notable 

Native Chiefs that had visited the Carlisle School to date. What follows are a series of 

before and after portraits showing students as they enter the school (in native garb) and 

after they have become model students. (Figure 16) The arrangements of these portraits 
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are created to mimic one another. Often in traditional portrait setting, individual portraits 

are closely cropped, looking like a George Catlin painting, and groupings are placed in 

front of backdrops and with props like any other portrait clients.  

What is most striking is the attention given to make the after picture match the 

arrangement of the first. When students are photographed in groups, they are brought 

back together and placed in a similar (if not exact) composition. In the trio of Souix boys, 

Wounded and Chauncy Yellow Robe are even placed so they sit in front of areas of the 

background that mimic the feathers they wore upon entering the school three years 

before. This not only references the native children they once were, but provides a 

conspicuous visual to something that has been removed. 

The captions, also, emphasize progress. Stated as simple facts, the captions are 

often limited to names, the date the student (or students) entered the Carlisle School, and 

the time that has passed between their savage selves and the civilized presentation to the 

public. Though the text is less sanctimonious than those of the missionary album, they 

serve a similar purpose in validating the images as proof of the need of the school and 

those who educate the natives. Also like the missionary albums, these souvenir albums 

would provide validity to donors and supporters of the school for its continued funding. 

A transitional figure between the space of these educational-mission efforts and 

the work of Edward Curtis is Alexander B. Upshaw. Upshaw was the son of Crow 

warrior Crazy Pend D’Oreille and, as a child, attended the Carlisle Indian Industrial 

School. Graduating in 1897, Upshaw was the very model of success by almost any 

standard. Married and working at the Carlisle School, he had transitioned and seemingly 

left behind his Indian ways. At the turn of the century, Upshaw began to work as a 



	 49	

primary interpreter and liaison for Curtis. As his work with Curtis, coupled with 

campaigning efforts on behalf of Native rights, Upshaw slowly turned away from the 

influence of the school and returned to the Crow people. The influence Upshaw had on 

the American Indian project cannot be underestimated, as he helped Curtis gain the trust 

of tribes and people that may never have allowed Curtis to photograph them otherwise. 

While Upshaw’s involvement in Curtis’s project seems a sign of progress through 

the images, the nature of Curtis’s message and photographs still follow some of the same 

threads as those presented by evangelists at the time. Revisiting one of the most 

recognizable images from The American Indian, The Vanishing Race becomes much less 

literal compared to the stylization of Curtis’s individual portraits. The photogravure 

process of the print creates a soft image that emits an aura of mystery and obscures the 

individual. The line of Native Americans riding on horseback are not given the active, 

energetic poses that painters of the 19th century attributed them, but are seen pressing into 

the wilderness, the dark figures fading into shadow. While evocative of the previous half 

century, full of tumultuous events for the Indigenous nations, the movement and title 

indicate the act of disappearing. By some accounts Curtis is assigned a progressive stance 

on the situation with Native Americans and policies concerning them at this time. What 

this ignores is the ideology that is seen in images such as this, as well as the rapid pace he 

set himself to work: that his work is created with a belief that the tribes he photographs 

would inevitably disappear. 

Within Gidley’s Project in the Field exist many quotations providing a clear 

parallel between Curtis and the ideology that drove missionary work during this time. His 

son, Harold, writes of his time spent with his father in the field, citing the mantra 
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“Hunting the Native with the camera.” This statement parallels the missionary captions in 

terms of ownership. Where Taylor asserted his ownership of the “other” through 

implying their plea for Christianity and applying this to their likeness, Curtis asserts 

ownership through the capture of those he photographs. After all, if they are going to 

disappear why shouldn’t he own their likeness when they are gone?  

Another arena of comparison is the lack of reverence shown for the Native 

beliefs. Where Christian missionaries believed their duty was to supplant the religion of 

the tribes with Christianity, Curtis felt no restraint in gaining access to what was 

otherwise held sacred. In Prayer to the Great Mystery (Figure 17), the Native figure is 

given focus and looks to mimic the prayer of the Christian on bended knee. It is the bison 

skull with combination of the half-dressed figure that makes the imagery exotic. Though 

Curtis prided himself on the ability to gain the trust of the Native tribes, who allowed him 

to photograph these scenes, he often utilized bribery and coercion—similar to the Friday 

night dinners to lure children into schools and away from their beliefs. In an account by 

Curtis’s assistants, W.W. Phillips, he writes of an instance where Curtis wanted the 

sacred secrets from the medicine men of the Kowa people. He attempted to bribe one 

medicine man, who refused because, the “gods who might become angered when talked 

about” were watching him.59 Phillips, under Curtis’s instruction, attempted a similar 

tactic with another medicine man, again finding this desire thwarted once again. Curtis 

raised his price and eventually the wife of the first medicine man gave him the 

information he had looked for after her husband death.  

Even while working under a different assumption than his missionary and 

educational counterparts, Curtis still follows the same tendencies with the justification of 
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the all-important documentation at hand. Other parallels exist in these two worlds, such 

as his use of lanternslide lectures as a form of fund raising and mixture of evidence and 

opinion within his writing. What is vital to understand is how these seemingly different 

projects function under similar ideological influence and utilize similar visual and 

narrative elements. When these works are examined together, there are commonalities in 

their use of photography and the codes within work from this era.  
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CONCLUSION 

	

When	presented	with	a	binary	of	whether	Curtis’s	intentions	were	noble	or	

based	in	self-interest,	a	similar	problem	arises	regardless	the	viewer’s	stance.	For	

those	who	would	praise	his	relationships	with	the	tribes	he	photographed	and	the	

respect	he	provided	his	subjects,	there	is	a	lack	of	recognizing	that	Curtis	was	a	

nineteenth	century	man.	For	those	who	would	point	to	corruption	through	bribery,	

emphasis	on	his	own	access	over	tribal	privacy,	and	misrepresentation	through	

staging	and	costumes,	there	is	a	lack	of	recognizing	that	Curtis	was	a	nineteenth	

century	man.	Like	any	artist	before	or	after	Curtis,	he	was	a	product	of	his	own	

generation,	with	many	of	the	ideologies	and	beliefs	that	other	Americans	held	at	the	

time	he	created	The	North	American	Indian.	

Curtis	certainly	had	relatively	positive	relationships	with	several	of	the	

Native	American	tribes	and	people	he	met,	photographed,	and	interviewed	for	The	

North	American	Indian.	Compared	to	the	missionaries	and	government	

representatives	working	to	remove	children	and	actively	acclimate	natives	into	

Christian	and	white	culture,	Curtis	must	have	seemed	refreshing	with	his	desire	to	

photograph	their	own	culture	rather	than	supplant	it.	At	the	same	time,	there	was	

always	a	dynamic	between	Curtis	and	his	subjects;	one	in	which	he	benefitted	

through	their	image.		He	would	pay	nearly	any	cost	for	the	ability	to	have	or	

photograph	sacred	objects	or	ceremonies	and	sometimes	even	enticed	individuals	

through	money	to	photograph	them.	In	seeing	how	The	North	American	Indian	

functioned	similarly	to	missionary	albums	and	yearbooks	from	the	Carlisle	Indian	
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Industrial	School,	some	of	these	problematic	relationships	can	be	seen	more	clearly.	

No	matter	how	Curtis	attempted	to	provide	an	even	exchange,	the	scales	were	

always	tipped	in	his	favor.	Additionally,	his	presentation	was	still	steeped	in	the	

same	assumptions	that	motivated	acclimation	programs.	

Curtis	as	a	fine	artist	also	exhibited	centuries	of	the	same	portrayal	of	Native	

Americans,	influenced	by	American	artists	preceding	him.	Like	West	and	Cole,	Curtis	

often	sought	to	depict	the	most	stereotypical	and	easily	readable	Native	American	

within	the	landscape.	When	unable	to	find	this,	Curtis	would	create	tableaus	

matching	this	preconceived	image	rather	than	document	Native	Americans	as	they	

were.	Like	Catlin,	Curtis	approached	the	project	in	an	attempt	to	show	Natives	as	

they	were	before	European	influence—an	attempt	either	man	was	centuries	too	late	

to	accomplish.	While	photography	is	often	discussed	and	researched	separately	

from	traditional	mediums,	Curtis	was	certainly	influenced	by	these	popular	and	

important	works	in	American	Art.		

Understanding	the	many	roles	Curtis	has	filled	is	vital	to	understanding	The	

North	American	Indian.	It	is	only	through	placing	his	body	of	work	alongside	other	

images	that	these	trends	in	depiction	are	seen.	Curtis	often	had	the	advantage	of	

people’s	assumption	of	the	camera	as	an	objective	recording	device.	Through	the	

similarities	to	these	visual	traditions	this	assumption	is	dismantled	and	we	can	

better	assess	the	nuances	in	Curtis’s	photographs.

1	The	Native	American	artists	sometimes	utilized	and	reinterpreted	Curtis’s	work	
directly,	appropriating	the	photographs	in	their	own	medium,	and	others	simply	
presented	work	that	was	personal	and	in	relation	to	their	identity	as	a	Native	
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American.	In	Photo	ID,	the	students	were	co-collaborators	in	the	work.	The	images	
of	them	as	a	“Curtis	Indian”	and	holding	one	of	his	portraits	were	monochrome,	
where	the	contemporary	portraits	were	in	color.	Photo	ID	additionally	presented	
visitors	with	a	link	to	a	PDF	template	to	create	their	own	version	of	these	
interpretations	to	share	on	social	media.	See	“Photo	ID,”	Arizona	State	Museum,	
2013,	
http://www.statemuseum.arizona.edu/exhibits/curtis_reframed/student_photo_i
d/.	

2	One	of	the	most	popular	Natives	he	photographed	was	Chief	Joseph,	who	would	
be	included	in	the	volume	with	his	tribe,	even	though	he	was	photographed	in	the	
studio.	

3	Northwestern	University	has	published	the	entirety	of	The	North	American	
Indian	and	its	related	portfolios	online—a	project	dating	back	to	2004—	including	
supplemental	information,	such	as	a	timeline.	According	to	this	timeline,	1900	is	
when	Curtis	first	expresses	such	interest,	in	1903,	Curtis	photographs	Chief	Joseph	
in	his	studio	(another	moment	many	romanticize	as	stimulus	to	Curtis’s	concept	of	
The	North	American	Indian),	and	1906	as	the	year	Curtis	secures	funding	for	the	
publishing	of	the	twenty	volumes	he	has	conceived.	The	last	date	has	the	most	
substantial	evidence,	as	JP	Morgan’s	agreement	and	interactions	include	more	
concrete	records.	See	Northwestern	Digital	Library	Collection,	Edward	S.	Curtis	
The	North	American	Indian,	http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/timeline.html.		

4	Volumes	2-3	published	in	1908,	vol.	4-5	in	1909,	vol.	6-8	in	1911,	vol.	9	in	1913,	
vol.	10	in	1915,	and	vol.	11	in	1916.	There	is	a	hiatus	of	published	volumes	in	The	
North	American	until	1922,	in	part	due	to	the	development	of	World	War	I	in	
Europe.	The	slowing	in	production	starting	in	1913	can	be	attributed	to	the	death	
of	the	financier,	J.P.	Morgan.	See	Northwestern,	Edward	S.	Curtis	The	North	
American	Indian,	http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/catalogrecord.html.	

5	See	Northwestern	Digital	Library	Collection,	The	North	American	Indian,	
http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/aboutsite.html.		

6	In	addition	to	the	photogravures	and	book	volumes,	sold	by	subscription	in	
hopes	to	better	support	the	financial	aspect	of	The	North	American	Indian,	Curtis	
often	printed	the	glass	plate	negatives	in	other	processes	within	his	own	studio	to	
be	sold.	There	is	also	believed	to	have	been	a	cyanotype	print	for	most,	if	not	all,	of	
the	photographs	created	in	the	field.	The	Center	for	Creative	Photography	holds	
several	of	these	cyanotypes,	which	have	become	rare	collection	objects,	though	
their	initial	intent	was	their	use	as	proofs	of	the	negative.	See	Center	for	Creative	
Photography,	http://ccp-emuseum.catnet.arizona.edu.		

7	The	price	increased	to	$4,200	by	1924	in	an	attempt	to	compensate	for	increased	
production	costs.	By	1930,	220	subscriptions	had	been	sold.	See	Northwestern	
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Digital	Library	Collection,	Edward	S.	Curtis	The	North	American	Indian,	
http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/description.html.		

8	“Yet	the	nearest	approach	to	anything	like	a	complete,	systematic	treatise	on	
these	American	Indians	to	be	found	today	in	a	single	book	of	accessible	
dimensions,	including	illustrations	even	purporting	to	be	thorough,	is	that	of	
Catlin,	but	valuable	as	that	work	is,	and	many	others	of	somewhat	similar	import,	
it	remains	that	the	student,	or	he	who	would	know	the	true	status	of	the	
primitive	,	aboriginal	American	in	his	various	ramifications—more	numerous	than	
the	world’s	races—must	peruse	practically	as	many	authors	as	there	are	tribes.”	
This	quotation	is	initially	found	in	a	report	by	Curtis.	See	Mick	Gidley,	Edward	S.	
Curtis	and	the	North	American	Indian,	Incorporated,	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press),	129.	

9	The	writings	and	statements	from	several	of	these	staff	members	have	been	
published	as	a	reference	volume,	providing	not	only	their	views	and	interactions	
with	Curtis	and	the	work,	but	also	the	specifics	of	their	responsibilities	through	
the	correspondence	kept	between	them.	See	Mick	Gidley,	Edward	S.	Curtis	and	the	
North	American	Indian	Project	in	the	Field,	(Lincoln:	University	of	Nebraska).	

10	Curtis	understood	the	importance	of	Roosevelt	on	his	reputation	as	to	request	
Roosevelt	to	compose	the	introduction	to	the	entire	series	and	project.	See	
Northwestern	Digital	Library,	The	North	American	Indian,	vol.	1,	
http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/curtis/.		

11	These	review	excerpts	appear	in	the	foreword	of	Ralph	W.	Andrews’s	book	
along	with	several	others.	Andrews’s	claims	there	were	hundreds	more	reviews,	
many	from	smaller	publications.	See	Ralph	W.	Andrews,	Curtis’s	Western	Indians	
(Seattle:	Superior	Publishing	Company),	5-8.	

12	The	two	titles	involving	research	in	Native	Americans	are	Curtis’s	Western	
Indians,	focused	on	Curtis’s	photographs,	and	Indians	as	the	Westerners	saw	Them.	
While	the	latter	didn’t	focus	on	Curtis	as	a	subject	of	the	work,	it	relied	on	The	
North	American	Indian	as	a	scholarly	source	of	information.	

13	Andrews	also	acknowledges	his	emotional	connection	to	the	images	when	he	
first	encountered	them,	though	he	does	not	give	specifics	as	to	the	context	of	the	
viewing.	See	Ralph	W.	Andrews,	Curtis’s	Western	Indians	(Seattle:	Superior	
Publishing	Company),	5.		

14	See	Ralph	W.	Andrews,	“He	Knew	the	Red	Man”	(Helena:	Montana	Magazine),	2-
3.	

15	The	appraisal	of	Curtis’s	relationships	with	the	Natives	and	a	slow	building	trust	
between	himself	and	the	tribal	members	continues	through	both	his	depiction	as	
strong	“both	in	courage	and	physical	vigor,”	as	well	as	an	approach	with	deep	
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respect	and	patience	as	the	Natives	were	won	over	by	Curtis.	See	Andrews,	“He	
Knew	the	Red	Man,”	6-7.	

16	Andrews	Curtis’s	Western	Indians,	12.	

17	This	particular	account	opens	with	name	dropping	in	the	context	of	Curtis’s	
exhibition	and	presentation	of	his	material,	employing	Curtis’s	interactions	with	
George	Bird	Grinnell,	Edmond	S.	Meany	J.P.	Morgan,	and	Theodore	Rosevelt	early	
and	often.	The	result	of	this	is	the	emphasis	of	the	early	years	creating	The	North	
American	Indian	becomes	the	depiction	of	the	entirety	of	Curtis’s	experience.	See	
Ralph	W.	Andrews,	Curtis’s	Western	Indians.	

18	See	Andrews,	Curtis’s	Western	Indians,	76.	

19	This	particular	depiction	of	Curtis	has	never	quite	relinquished	its	hold,	
particularly	among	the	dabbling	historians	looking	at	Curtis’s	work.	Laurie	
Lawlor—who	authors	primarily	historical	fiction	written	for	young	adults—
published	an	illustrated	book	on	Edward	S.	Curtis	in	1994.	Lawlor’s	approach	is	
written	for	a	non-specialized	audience,	introducing	many	to	Curtis	as	a	
progressive	mind	and	defender	of	the	Native	Americans	at	the	turn	of	the	century.	
Author	and	journalist	Timothy	Egan	published	a	book	in	2011	with	a	similar	tenor,	
though	his	own	approach	reads	more	like	a	biographical	documentary,	laying	out	
the	impetus	of	Curtis’s	work	with	anecdotes	and	descriptive	scenes.	See	Laurie	
Lawlor,	Shadow	Catcher	(New	York:	Walker	and	Company).	and	Timothy	Egan,	
Short	Nights	of	the	Shadow	Catcher	(New	York:	First	Mariner	Books).	

20	Curtis	was	a	widely	commercial	photographer	in	Seattle	and	even	the	state	of	
Washington.	See	Mick	Gidley,	“Edward	S.	Curtis	Goes	to	the	Mountain”	(Seattle:	
University	of	Washington)	166.	

21	Timothy	Egan	utilizes	this	incident	to	build	up	Curtis	as	his	hero,	also	building	
up	a	relationship	to	related	men	through	this	moment.	Gidley	provides	this	
connection	as	well,	but	also	does	this	through	accounts	from	Curtis’s	crew	in	
accounting	for	his	draw	to	Mt.	Rainier	and	the	organizations	with	which	he	would	
later	associate.	See	Mick	Gidley,	“Edward	S.	Curtis	Goes	to	the	Mountain,”	167.	

22	Mick	Gidley,	“Edward	S.	Curtis	Goes	to	the	Mountain,”	167-168.	

23	Gidley	uses	several	stories	to	illustrate	the	level	of	ambition	and	business	
acumen	Curtis	exhibited	in	his	personal	relationships.	One	that	is	often	picked	up	
by	later	biographer	Egan	Shannon	is	the	falling	out	between	Curtis	and	his	brother	
Asahel	over	the	production	and	credit	rights	of	some	of	the	photographs	taken	in	
Alaska.	This	conflict	reflects	the	issues	in	the	first	century	of	photography	in	terms	
of	contracted	photographers	of	studios	and	who	received	credit	in	publications.	
Gidley	brings	up	the	incident	not	to	delve	into	these	issues	specifically,	but	to	
show	in	another	way	how	Curtis	considers	the	business	aspects	of	every	
opportunity,	even	to	the	detriment	of	personal	relationships.	Asahel	is	rarely	
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acknowledge,	up	to	this	point,	as	a	photographer	with	a	successful	career	as	well,	
just	as	Curtis	is	sometimes	painted	the	hero,	who	pursues	the	project	without	
financial	motives	in	mind.	See	Mick	Gidley,	“Edward	S.	Curtis	Goes	to	the	
Mountain,”	169.	

24	Lyman	is	especially	emphatic	about	calling	attention	to	the	racism	both	in	
Curtis’s	approach	with	his	subjects	in	many	cases	and	also	with	the	subtle	racism	
in	the	purchase	and	obsession	of	white	people	with	portraits	of	Native	Americans.	
See	Lyman,	Christopher	M.	The	Vanishing	Race	and	Other	Illusions	(D.C.:	
Smithsonian	Institution	Press).	

25	See	Shadowy	Evidence	(Seattle:	Seattle	Art	Museum)	2.	

26	Some	aspects	of	commercialism	Gidley	considers	include	photographing	Mount	
Rainer	(51-63),	the	various	considerations	for	publication	(through	J.P.	Morgan’s	
support	and	through	making	subscription	sales	appealing	for	potential	patrons	
and	institutions)	and	how	to	make	lectures	profitable	(109-133),	and	trades	made	
with	Native	Americans,	both	in	selling	Native	American	items	in	his	studio	as	well	
as	payment	for	the	ability	to	photograph	people	or	to	purchase	sacred	items,	
otherwise	unavailable	to	Curtis	(81-99).	See	Gidley,	Incorporated.	

27	See	Mick	Gidley,	Edward	S.	Curtis	and	the	North	American	Indian,	Incorporated,	
(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press)	60-63.	

28	See	Mick	Gidley,	Incorporated,	137-139.	

29	See	Gidley,	Incorporated,	143-144.	

30	In	the	introduction	to	this	inclusion,	Gidley	explains	the	context	for	the	
introduction	of	Curtis	to	Haddon,	the	compensation	in	the	form	of	a	subscription	
to	The	North	American	Indian	(rather	than	direct	monetary	compensation),	and	
the	tonality	as	perceived	by	Gidley	to	be	one	of	a	deep,	personal	experience	on	
behalf	of	Haddon.	See	Gidley,	Project	in	the	Field,	75.	

31	See	Alan	Trachtenberg,	Shades	of	Hiawatha,	(New	York:	Hill	and	Wang),	180.	

32	See	Trachtenberg,	181.	

33	See	Trachtenberg,	182.	

34	See	Trachtenberg,	193.	

35	Mentions	of	Asahel	in	scholarship	prior	to	this	are	biographical	in	nature	and	
limited	to	the	estrangement	between	the	brothers	that	began	shortly	after	the	two	
returned	from	Alaska	and	certain	photographs	taken	by	Asahel	were	published	
under	Curtis’s	name.	There	are	various	interpretations	to	the	issues	that	lead	to	
this	altercation,	but	ultimately	it	is	used	to	show	more	of	Curtis’s	personal	life	and	
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ambition.	Many	of	these	accounts	do	not	even	go	on	to	mention	that	Asahel	had	his	
own	full	career.	See	Alexander	I.	Olsen,	“Heritage	Schemes”	(Logan:	Utah	State	
University),	158-178.	

36	See	Olsen,	162.	

37	In	calling	the	“vanishing	race”	a	trope,	Olsen	also	alludes	to	the	false	
assumptions	in	Curtis’s	work.	See	Olsen,	166.	

38	This	can	be	seen	in	the	way	Curtis	speaks	of	the	reception	of	the	project	by	
citizens	in	Seattle.	“In	a	1905	interview,	Edward	Curtis	expressed	disdain	for	
Seattleites	who	‘shrugged	their	shoulders’	at	his	project,	believing	that	he	‘was	
riding	a	favorite	hobby	rather	than	wrestling	earnestly	with	a	serious	problem.’”	
This	also	adds	to	Olsen’s	claims	that	the	main	difference	between	the	two	brothers	
was	that	one	sought	to	seek	local	opportunities,	while	the	other	sought	out	the	
national	stage.	See	Olsen,	168-169.	

39	See	Northwestern	Digital	Library	Collection,	Volume	I,	Forward.	

40	There	is	a	great	amount	of	literature	concerning	the	“noble	savage”	as	well	as	
the	opposing,	brutal	depictions	of	natives,	the	“ignoble	savage.”	While	there	is	an	
entire	coding	of	the	Native	figure	as	warrior	and	general	enemy	to	the	colonists,	
this	paper	will	focus	on	the	“noble	savage,”	as	this	is	the	trope	Edward	Curtis	and	
his	work	is	closely	related	to.	For	more	on	the	“noble	savage”	narrative,	see	Edna	
C.	Sorber,	“The	Noble	Eloquent	Savage.”	(North	Carolina:	Duke	University	Press,	
1972).	

41	See	Vivian	Green	Fryd,	“Rereading	the	Indian”	(Illinois:	University	of	Chicago,	
American	Art	9:1,	1995)	79.	

42	Fryd	goes	into	detail	concerning	the	acquisitions	and	relationship	between	
Johnson	and	the	Native	American	people	on	the	whole,	the	Iroquoian	people.	She	
also	describes	his	role	as	leader	of	the	Native	Americans	siding	with	the	British	
during	the	war	and	specifically	in	this	battle,	furthering	her	point	that	these	two	
figures	can	be	read	together.	See	Fryd,	“Rereading	the	Indian,”	pp.	77.	

43	See	Dennis	Montagna,	“The	Death	of	General	Wolfe:	A	National	Narrative”	
(Washington	DC:	The	American	Art	Journal,	1981),	pp.	72-88.	

44	Fryd,	“Rereading	the	Indian,”	pp.	79.	

45	See	Carl	Pfluger,	“The	Views	and	Visions	of	Thomas	Cole”	(New	York:	The	
Hudson	Review,	47:4)	pp.	632.	

46	See	http://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=3975.	

47	John	C.	Miles,	Guardians	of	the	Park	(Washington	D.C.:	Taylor	Francis,	1995).	
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48	Richard	Worth,	George	Catlin:	Painter	of	Indian	Life,	“Exhibit	in	New	York	City”	
(London:	Routledge,	2009).		

49	Gidley,	North	American	Indian,	Incorporated,	129.	

50	The	portrait	of	Chief	Joseph	was	believed	to	have	been	photographed	in	Curtis’s	
Seattle	studio,	rather	than	during	his	travels.	See	Northwestern	Digital	Library	
Collection,	Edward	S.	Curtis	The	North	American	Indian,	Volume	8	
http://curtis.library.northwestern.edu/curtis/viewPage.cgi?showp=3&size=2&id=na
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51	Carlisle	(1918),	(Pennsylvania:	Carlisle	Indian	Industrial	School,	1918)	3.	
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55	Taylor,	A	Missionary	Album.	

56	Taylor,	A	Missionary	Album.	

57	Though	this	passage	is	focused	on	all	children,	Devens’s	article	articulates	the	
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effectively	lead	to	Christianized	native	people.	Carol	Devens,	"If	We	Get	the	Girls,	
We	Get	the	Race":	Missionary	Education	of	Native	American	Girls,"	Journal	of	
World	History	3,	no.	2	(1992).	
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