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Dubuque Edward Curtis Collection Purchase Completed
October 6, 2008 Dubuque, Iowa     Sale of a complete collection of the North American Indian Portfolio by Edward S. Curtis by the Carnegie Stout Public Library in Dubuque, Iowa to a group of Dubuque businessmen was completed Wednesday, October 1, 2008.  The sale of the collection includes 20 bound volumes of text by Curtis and ethnographic photographs as well as 723 sepia toned photogravure prints.  Together the body of work documents traditional Indian life, tribal lore, history, traditional foods, housing, garment, recreation ceremonies and funeral customs.  The sale of the collection to a Dubuque based entity keeps the collection in this city, where it has resided since 1909.
The collection’s purchasers, an Iowa general partnership known as the Dubuque Cultural Preservation Committee reached agreement with the Dubuque Museum of Art to house the entire collection.  The Museum has housed the photogravures for the Library since 1999.  It plans a third exhibition in an annual series of images from that collection opening November 28, 2008 and extending until March 1, 2009.  “The Curtis works are a treasure for our community representing one man’s passion for an important project that captured the spirit of an American culture now lost,” said Museum Director Edwin Ritts, Jr.  “We are so very pleased that a group of Dubuquers stepped forward to save the collection from leaving the area.  Our third exhibition will depict the importance of the horse in tribal life.  The collection documents the lives of over 80 tribes in the west and northwest.  With over 700 photogravures to select exhibitions from I am confident in saying that what will be included here have never been seen in Dubuque before.”
Edward S. Curtis was born near Whitewater, Wisconsin in 1868.  Around 1874, his family moved from Wisconsin to Minnesota where Curtis built his first camera from parts his father brought home from the Civil War.  At the age of 17, he apprenticed to a St. Paul photographer and at 19 became a partner with another photographer in Seattle.  In 1895 Curtis met and photographed Princess Angeline (c1800-1896) aka Kickisomlo, the daughter of Chief Sealth of Seattle. This was to be his first portrait of a Native American. In 1898 while photographing Mt. Rainier, Curtis came upon a small group of scientists. One of them was George Bird Grinnell, an expert on Native Americans. 
Grinnell became interested in Curtis' photography and invited him to join an expedition to photograph the Blackfeet Indians in Montana in the year 1900.
In 1906 J.P. Morgan offered Curtis $75,000 to produce a series on the North American Indian.  It was to be in 20 volumes with 1,500 photographs. Curtis' goal was not just to photograph, but to document, as much American Indian (Native American) traditional life as possible before that way of life disappeared.  He took over 40,000 photographic images from over 80 tribes. He recorded tribal lore and history, and he described traditional foods, housing, garments, recreation, ceremonies, and funeral customs. He wrote biographical sketches of tribal leaders, and his material, in most cases, is the only recorded history.
In 1928, desperate for cash, Edward sold the rights to his project to J.P Morgan's son. In 1930 he published the concluding volume of The North American Indian. In total about 280 sets (these are the bound books), were sold of his completed opus magnum.  Three hundred sets of books were produced.  On October 19, 1952, at the age of 84, Curtis died of a heart attack in Los Angeles, California in the home of his daughter, Beth. He was buried at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Hollywood Hills, California.
