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FEATURE ARTICLE

George Lusk After Edward Curtis

George Lusk’s Archange Ouilmette is a familiar
face, having been at home here in the Museum
since 2001. Since we walk by the painting

most days, it is easy to conjure this version of
Archange Ouilmette, with her hands nearly

in fists, the striped blanket over her shoulders,
and her chest covered in overlapping rows of
necklaces, from memory.

We’ve always known, though, that artist George
Lusk (1902-1976) created this work without
relying on any actual depictions of Archange.
She died in 1840, so no photographs exist of
her, and as far as we know, no contemporary
portraits. Still, we often wondered about Lusk’s
choices in her garments and jewelry, her pose
and her expression — could he have known
something we don’t?

As it turns out, it wasn’t what Lusk knew, but
what he saw. Recently, we were clued into an
auction listing for a print by the photographer
Edward S. Curtis (1868-1952). We were shocked
to see someone we recognized: Lusk’s Archange.
Or rather, her body with another woman’s head.

Zuni ornaments, Edward S. Curtis.

The photograph, titled Zuni ornaments, depicts
an unnamed young Zuni woman in front of a
backdrop, wearing a familiar blanket and strands
of necklaces. Zuni ornaments is part of the 17th
volume of Curtis’s enormous 20-volume work,
The North American Indian, created between
1907 and 1930. Over the course of nearly three
decades, Curtis traveled the country to visit 80
different tribes, taking thousands upon thousands
of photographs.

Though a gifted artist, Curtis as ethnographer
draws criticism. He was so focused on capturing
what he believed was the truth about Native life

that he often manipulated scenes. He altered
photos to remove evidence of the modern era
—retouching a negative to remove a clock, for
example. He also supplied costumes and props.
In the case of Zuni ornaments, the necklaces
and blanket worn by this young woman are
also worn by a woman in another photograph,
Zuni girl. Curtis was even known to recycle the
clothing he provided to members of different
tribes.

Lusk painted Archange Ouilmette in 1934,

four years after the final volume of The North
American Indian was published. It is unclear
where or when Lusk accessed Zuni ornaments.
Notably, less than 300 copies of the full set were
printed. We also don’t know why Lusk chose a
Zuni woman from the Southwest as inspiration
for Archange, the two women being so vastly
separated by both time and space.

Lusk's Archange. The only differences are the flipped
arms and body, and her face and hair.

In a Wilmette Life column from March 15, 1934,
Lusk is quoted as saying, “One of the functions
of fine arts is to fuse the elements of a medium
with an idea, to infuse dull facts with the subtle
implications of thought, myths—like those of
truth, perfection, goodness, and eternity, to
enliven the commonplace materials of existence
with powerful significance and charm.” And, “I
try to paint what I think and feel, not what I see.”

Both Lusk and Curtis portrayed a chosen version
of reality. The resulting images have lasted
through the decades, extending into the realm of
iconic. This staying power - the ability of certain
images to almost become shorthand for truth--
reminds us of the need to stay inquisitive.

We’ve also updated the label for Archange
Ouilmette’s portrait.

Rachel Ramirez





