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Return of the Native: Contestation, Collaboration, and Co-authorship in Museum Spaces
Australian National University, 18–19 June 2015

Indigenous collections have been present in Western museums for many centuries, yet the 
recog nition and inclusion of indigenous people as active agents in the museum process is still 
a relatively recent phenomenon. The impact of indigenous actors and ideas on contemporary 
museum practice was the theme of a conference held 18–19 June 2015, in partnership with the 
Centre for Heritage and Museums (Australian National University) and the National Museum 
of Australia. The conference, titled Return of the Native: Contestation, Collaboration, and 
Co-authorship in Museum Spaces, brought together a diverse array of academics, museum profes-
sionals, and cultural representatives to discuss how indigenous agents and ideas have influenced 
and infiltrated museum spaces.

The concept of “indigenizing the museum” is an important emerging paradigm for twenty-
first century museums. Within the space of a few decades we have seen radical shifts in the 
ways in which museums as operational entities conceptualize their core values and functions in 
relation to the collection, care, and display of indigenous material culture. While acknowledging 
the contribution of non-indigenous museum staff in this process, the speakers in this confer-
ence focused mainly on contemporary examples of where indigenous agents were driving this 
process—through specific acts of contestation, collaboration, or co-authorship. In the hands 
of this particular selection of speakers, the case studies and commentaries offered a number of 
new insights regarding the influence of indigenous agency on heritage and museum practices 
in Australia, New Zealand, North America, and the Pacific. Roughly half of the speakers were 
indigenous and half were non-indigenous. It was refreshing and invigorating to have speakers 
with such solid and creditable reputations in their multiple disciplines contribute their views in 
direct, passionate, respectful, and engaging presentations. 

Emerging Themes

Throughout the two-day program a set of themes emerged that broadened, deepened, and intensi-
fied over the course of discussion. The conference opened with a special welcome by Paul House on 
behalf of the Walgalu Ngambri-Ngurmal and Ngunnawal-Wallabollooa Aboriginal people of the 
Canberra region. His welcome responded to the conference title Return of the Native and instead of 
a brief protocol-style welcome, he gave an informative presentation that aptly demonstrated local 
agency and engagement. This provided an excellent entry into the first day’s discussions centering 
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on domestic issues in Australian institutions concerning custodianship, reciprocal rights, repatria-
tion, and representation of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural heritage. On 
the second day the focus widened to international issues and perspectives. 

Both days began with a keynote presentation exploring the question of how museums engage 
(or fail to engage) with indigenous communities, philosophies, and cultural production. Dawn 
Casey, former chairperson of the Indigenous Land Corporation, brought to bear her considerable 
knowledge as former director of three major Australian museums: the Powerhouse Museum, 
the Museum of Western Australia, and the National Museum of Australia. She is currently only 
one of two Australians of indigenous descent to have held the directorship of a major museum. 
Casey spoke of her personal commitment to the idea of museums as agents of social change. 
She covered considerable historical ground recounting her observation of, and involvement in, 
shifting attitudes toward Aboriginal equality and representation in the arts sector over the last 
thirty years. Ultimately she concluded that there is still a pressing need for stronger indigenous 
representation at all levels of the arts sector, not just in relation to curating Aboriginal collec-
tions. Alec Coles, who took over from Casey as CEO of the Western Museum also supported this 
notion in his keynote presentation. Coles argued that the integration of indigenous agents and 
values into museums is an essential counterpoint to the tendency toward “voyeurism,” which 
is often associated with traditional museums. Discussing the development of the New Museum 
project (Western Australia’s initiative to build a new State Museum in Perth), Coles illustrated 
how traditional notions of authority have shifted over the last thirty years. He introduced the 
New Museum in terms of its indigenous-driven content as a “listening museum” and “activated 
museum,” where the Indigenous Advisory Council operates as the “conscience” of the museum. 

The integration of indigenous value systems in maintaining cultural objects and knowledge 
was the subject of the next presentation by Margo Neale, Senior Indigenous Curator and Advisor 
at the National Museum of Australia. Neale began by stating: “Museums in the twenty-first 
century can no longer take on our objects without taking on our ways of being and knowing, 
our values, and our ways of doing museum business.” Neale offered an alternative model to the 
traditional museum governance structures based around the Aboriginal epistemological concept 
of songlines. According to Neale, songlines are a system for the retention and transmission 
of knowledge, which can be visualized as corridors or pathways of knowledge that crisscross 
the continent, in which the natural features of the land act as mnemonic anchor points for 
knowledge, giving rise to the Aboriginal expression that “our history is written in the land.” The 
concept therefore refers to an integrated network that provides a structural connection between 
multiple sites of knowledge in ways, which she suggested, are more imaginative and egalitarian 
than the silo structures that dominate western institutions. 

John Carty from the South Australian Museum built on this point, contending that when 
museum staff are involved in consultations with Aboriginal and Torres-Strait Islander communi-
ties they need to take into consideration preexisting models for curating cultural heritage. Carty 
maintained that while the traditional Western concept of a museum brings objects together in 
a protected “bricks-and-mortar” environment, indigenous Australian models are different. For 
many indigenous Australian communities, he argued, “the landscape is the museum.” Sacred 
objects are kept in special sites on ancestral lands, which are protected, curated, and cultivated 
to maintain meaning through time over thousands of years. He stressed that it was important for 
museum staff involved in the consultation process to come to the ancestral lands, to bring the 
two systems of expertise together, rather than constantly expecting community representatives 
to come to the museum. 

Shifting to a universal perspective, Anna Edmundson, from the Centre for Heritage and 
Museums (ANU), reiterated the importance of acknowledging preexisting models of preserving 
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cultural heritage. Edmundson challenged the notion that museums are an exclusively Western 
concept, stating that “the western museum is only one of multiple museum traditions which 
run parallel in human history.” Her presentation outlined a number of autochthonous museum 
examples from the Middle East, Asia, and the Pacific, before settling on one case study, that of 
Haus Tumbuna (custom houses) of Papua New Guinea, demonstrating how these traditional 
institutions easily fit within the definitional criteria outlined by ICOM, the peak body for inter-
national museums, of what constitutes a museum. 

David Garneau, from the University of Regina, also spoke on issues of universality, but from 
the perspective of situating “indigenous agency” in the complex and contested ground of post-
colonial identity. “What does it mean to be indigenous in the twenty-first century?” Garneau 
asked. “Subject to multiple shifting yet contingent identities as a member of a colonized First 
Nation.” In his own terms, he observed, he is regionally Métis, nationally Canadian Aboriginal, 
and internationally indigenous: “we are many people not one.” He argued that to be “indigenous” 
is to be self-consciously geopolitical and multivalent—always working out who you are in the 
specific context of any given relationship. If indigenous agency is always relational, so are indig-
enous collections and the knowledge that animates them. Objects have agencies, which are only 
activated by the interaction of people who give voice to them. Thus Garneau noted, there is an 
ongoing connection between source communities and historical collections, concluding that: 
“we are story keepers: the oral and the object are indivisible and are united in the discourse of 
our bodies.”

Chanel Clarke, a curator at the Auckland Museum, also raised the complexity of being an 
indigenous agent of multiple, sometimes-conflicting cultural arenas. “Māori staff,” she said, 
“occupy a curious space as simultaneously agents of the institution and agents of the commu-
nity through whakapapa (genealogical) ties.” This liminal position, while sometimes difficult 
to negotiate, can lead to unique professional advances. At the Auckland Museum, for example, 
Clarke outlined the case study of a “Māori values team” (comprised of key Māori staff ), which 
was formed as part of the newly developed master plan called Future Museum, making substan-
tial inroads in familiarizing the wider museum community about Māori cultural protocols and 
values. In turn, she outlined how Māori staff have been working with source communities to 
familiarize them with museum practices and how they operate, thus encouraging community 
members to become more comfortable interacting with museum protocols. As communities 
have made stronger connections with the Auckland museum and its holdings, requests for loans 
of cultural treasures (taonga) have increased. As the museum directorate gained greater confi-
dence in the Māori curators abilities to broker the conservation and security requirements of 
museum objects, they were prepared to loan more taonga to their ancestral Maraes. 

Hikita Harawira, also from the Auckland Museum, offered another example from the Future 
Museum master plan. The new plan, she explained, has at its heart He Korahi Māori—a Māori 
dimension aimed at facilitating the integration of Māori practices and values into the museum. 
Harawira discussed her work as a collections manager consulting with community experts on 
developing a Māori classification system for the collections. Comparatively speaking, she noted, 
very few classification systems have been developed from the point of view of an indigenous 
understanding of the world, let alone for the purposes of articulating indigenous material 
culture. “We now have the opportunity,” she said, “to explore Māori philosophies, customs, and 
practices that are inherently holistic in nature, placing them at the heart of the basic duty of care 
for Taonga Māori.”

Following Harawira’s presentation, Crispin Howarth from the National Gallery of Australia, 
discussed three case studies outlining some of the ways in which gallery staff had consulted and 
collaborated with Pacific Islander and Māori source communities to develop and implement 
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appropriate protocols for the display of artworks and organizing public events.  Howarth noted 
that this process was an ongoing one—a learning exercise for both staff and community repre-
sentatives—as they exchanged knowledge from their respective fields of expertise. He underlined 
the notion that the bedrock of consultation is building trust between institutions and communi-
ties as part of an ongoing relationship that continues to develop over subsequent projects. 

But what happens when community representatives do not speak in agreement? Diana James 
from ANU presented an intriguing case study from the central deserts, where one set of Aborigi-
nal elders had approached museum and academic staff for a collaboration to share skills in order 
to record a particular ancestral story (the Ngintaka songline) over which they had custodianship. 
However, another small but vocal group of custodians and a handful of supporters from the 
other end of the songline intercepted the project and used it as a political vehicle to enact a set 
of views at odds with the majority of the original community group. By engaging the national 
press (instead of keeping the problem in the community for negotiation) the dissident group 
forced the institutions to take a position in defense of their primary stakeholders, the original 
collaborators, and of the ethics of their process. James’ case study brought to bear the complexity 
of community consultation, where consensus may not be achieved and controversy may follow. 

Cate Massola, a doctoral candidate at ANU, outlined another type of “dissonance,” one which 
arises between “Western” caretakers and creator communities over the preservation of tangible 
versus intangible cultural heritage. Discussing the history of the Warmun community collec-
tion in Western Australia, Massola recounted the different reaction from non-Aboriginal versus 
Aboriginal caretakers of the collection during a recent flood. After the storerooms flooded the 
white caretakers were very concerned about damage to the collection, while the Aboriginal 
custodians were unperturbed. As one woman said, “doesn’t matter we’ll just make more.” Massola 
noted that Aboriginal community members were more interested in the immediate use of the 
objects as teaching tools for the next generation than in storing them for future display. 

This resonated with points raised by other speakers in the program (Edmundson, Carty, 
Neale) who observed that while systems of preservation were integral to indigenous keeping 
places, keeping objects in community also reinforces the preservation of intangible heritage as 
an integral aspect of this process. Significant objects of cultural heritage are rarely produced as 
art for arts’ sake but as active tools in keeping traditions and places alive. Major Sumner, Chair 
of the Ngarrindjeri Heritage Committee, also reinforced this point stating, “we care for Country; 
we speak as Country.” 

Sumner joined Cressida Forde from ANU and Steve Hemming from Flinders University 
in a panel discussing the repatriation of ancestral remains to Aboriginal communities. While 
emphasizing the absolute importance of the “return of ancestors” to communities, the panel also 
underlined the logistical and emotional complexities that this process often entails. The repatria-
tion process involves complex inter-community and intra-community negation: determining the 
legal aspects of return, the funding of returns, the logistical and ceremonial aspects of planning 
reburials, as well the emotional intensity involved in reburying ancestors. Ultimately, the panel 
underlined the ongoing agency of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the repatriation 
process, working through issues and persevering over many years to see the eventual return and 
reburial of ancestors.

A subsequent presentation looked at the issue of repatriating cultural objects as distinct from 
ancestral remains.  A joint paper from Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll at Oxford University and 
Tasmanian Aboriginal artist Julie Gough centered on recent restoration claims from indigenous 
communities seeking the return of cultural objects from European museums. In the presenta-
tion von Zinnenburg Carroll noted some of the theoretical issues underlining the claims, while 
Gough spoke of her experiences as an artist working with Tasmanian archaeological collections 
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at the Cambridge Archaeology and Anthropology Museum. Her installation at the Cambridge 
museum represented an intervention into the collection as a strategy to unsettle settler discourse 
about Australian history. However, Gough drew on the ambiguity of the contestation/collabora-
tion process noting that she was working simultaneously “in collaboration” with the museum to 
create an art installation, but on another level “in contestation” as she ultimately wanted to see 
the material returned to Tasmania. 

What are the difficulties and rewards in collaborating? How do artists and curators negotiate 
cultural difference and shared/collective art histories? Who speaks for, with, and to whom? And 
how? These were some of issue raised by the next two speakers: Una Rey, from the University of 
Newcastle, and artist Kim Mahood. Rey talked about her current work curating The Namatjira 
Files, an exhibition of intercultural art being developed for Newcastle Art Gallery in 2016. She 
outlined the many different models of collaboration that exist both in an Aboriginal community 
context and a western gallery context including works made by multiple artists in direct col-
laborative practice, dialogical works speaking to each other, and oppositional works speaking 
against each other. Mahood added another example of collaboration, where “Country” becomes 
an active agent in the collaborative process. Mahood recounted sharing a satellite image taken 
from space of a section of Martu land in Western Australia. This image became the catalyst for 
a collaborative painting, where the Martu knowledge-holders shared knowledge of the site and 
directed the painting process. Together, Mahood as primary “artist” and the Martu as “curators” 
visually recorded the story of two ancestral dingos that related to the landscape shown in the 
satellite map. Later, when everybody was gathered at the site itself, the community engaged in 
lengthy discussions about how best to represent the story. The direction of the painting devi-
ated a number of times as cultural authority and interpretation of knowledge was renegotiated. 
Mahood concluded her presentation by raising the question of whether museums are able to 
cope with this kind of flexibility asking, “do museums have the capacity, understanding, and 
willingness to truly collaborate on projects in such an indigenous way?” 

Djon Mundine, a curator, writer, and artist, offered the final say on “the crime of collaboration 
and the perils of participation.” Mundine, a member of the Bandjalung people of northern New 
South Wales, discussed an all-indigenous collaborative project examining and interpreting the 
life of Bungaree, one of the first Aboriginal cultural collaborators to work with British settlers 
in the Sydney region. The Bungaree Project involves collaborations with Australian indigenous 
agents from different culture groups; as actors, curators, filmmakers, artists, and photographers. 
Mundine is lead curator in this collaboration, organizing, and directing the overall events. In 
explaining his role, Mundine drew analogies to Aboriginal organization models during ceremo-
nies, where everyone plays a seminal role but where a “boss” has chief custodianship over the 
story. He suggested that this ongoing project will offer a new model of collaborative practice 
and to “watch this space.” His presentation was followed by the launch the most recent issue of 
Artlink, Indigenous Contemporary Art of Australian and Asia-Pacific “Global”, which was guest 
edited by Djon Mundine and Daniel Browning.

The final panel of the conference examined how different types of institutions have (or have 
not) incorporated indigenous perspectives into the display of indigenous art and historic objects. 
Terry Smith from the University of Pittsburgh began by outlining some of the differences in 
the history of the display of indigenous Australian art in Australian versus American cultural 
institutions. Smith observed that despite the significant impact of Australian Aboriginal art on 
the international art market over the last thirty years, the display of Australian Aboriginal art 
in American institutions is minimal—almost nonexistent.  In consequence, engagement with 
Aboriginal artists and practices in American institutions (both museums and galleries) remains 
at a basic level compared to their Australian counterparts. 
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Ian McLean, from the University of Wollongong, added two recent case studies where Euro-
pean institutions had exhibited Australian indigenous art: the 2015 Venice Biennale and the 
British Museum exhibition, Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisations. McLean argued that 
the curation of these two diametrically opposed spaces revealed different aspects of “exhibit-
ing indigeneity”: one defensive and protective, the other confident and pluralist. The British 
exhibition was, in McLean’s view, overly didactic, cluttered, and lacking cohesion. An inability 
to articulate a grand narrative meant there were too many narratives. In contrast he suggested 
that the Venice Biennale was a confident show, with a clearer narrative, in which artists and 
curators came from many cultural backgrounds and united in their work as contemporary art. 
Ultimately however, the fact that both high-budget, high-significance exhibitions were curated 
by indigenous professionals indicates in and of itself how much the professional landscape has 
changed over the last thirty years  

The conference concluded with a plenary discussion led by Laurajane Smith from ANU who 
asked, “what are the implications of these questions for future museum practices and articula-
tions of indigenous agency?” Several key directions for further research were indicated, most 
importantly the need for more consultations and collaborations to occur directly on “Country”; 
a call for museums to better incorporate indigenous ontologies into the care and management 
of indigenous collections; and more in-depth research on existing indigenous methodologies 
of cultural heritage preservation and management. If Western institutions acknowledged that 
museums are not only a Western idea but that Indigenous keeping places predate them and 
coexist with them, it would enable indigenous people to connect better with museums and shift 
the view suggesting that museums are storerooms of stolen loot. As the late Kimberly elder 
Paddy Roe used to say, “you fellas only been digging in white soil, you gotta dig deeper into 
black soil.”

Anna Edmundson
School of Archaeology and Anthropology, Australian National University

Margo Neale
National Museum of Australia
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Access is a Human Right:  
The Federation of International Human Rights Museums Conference

Te Papa, Wellington, 23–25 September 2015

The Federation of International Human Rights Museums (FIHRM) was founded in 2010 by a 
group of professionals led by David Fleming, Director of National Museums Liverpool, who was 
then developing the International Slavery Museum. Its aim is to “encourage museums which 
engage with sensitive and controversial human rights themes, such as transatlantic slavery, the 
Holocaust, and other instances of genocide, and the plight of many indigenous peoples, to work 
together and share new thinking” (IFHRM 2015). The sixth annual conference was held recently 
at Te Papa in Wellington, Aotearoa New Zealand, where over a hundred delegates gathered to 
explore the theme “access is a human right.” The conference took place against the background 
of the Syrian refugee crisis, bringing home how urgent these issues are to museums today. As 
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Fleming showed in his riveting keynote, which ranged across many human rights museums 
in different countries, there is much work to be done globally to advance the cause of human 
rights. Museums cannot pretend to be neutral in these situations and should get involved and 
play their part.

The ICOM definition of museums describes this institution as being “in the service of society” 
(ICOM 2015). In the 25 years since Peter Vergo’s The New Museology (1989), professional prac-
tice has been opened up to unparalleled political analysis. Social inclusion has reshaped cultural 
policy and challenged museums to become agents of change. Growing audiences and digital 
media have prompted new efforts to provide community engagement. The crises of ethnographic 
authority and decolonization have led to soul searching by museums of anthropology in the Old 
World, and ushered in radical new approaches to collections, exhibitions, and public programs in 
partnership with indigenous peoples in the New World. Now, the organizers felt, it was time to 
take stock of the museum’s record in these areas. After all this progress on inclusion and access 
policies, community and audience, rights and needs, what has actually been achieved? Where 
has it taken us? What is the next step? What lies beyond the no longer “new” museology? 

The first day of the conference was devoted to “Social Inclusion and its Discontents: Access, 
Social Change and Human Rights.” Speakers considered museum involvement in prisons, 
dementia programs, and citizenship education. The research by Sarah Rusholme and Sarah Mul-
ligan with school groups visiting the capital city’s museums and other attractions revealed some 
interesting findings: many found emotional connections stronger than conceptual connections 
and their emotional reaction provided a way into critical thinking about issues such as war and 
national identity. Ian Day from Howick Historic Village in Auckland gave a powerful paper on 
the theme of “Us and Them,” pointing to the persistent gap between museums and their com-
munities despite the apparent progress of the last few years. Day reminded us that so much of 
recorded history is for the affluent. For working class visitors—Māori and other groups—their 
history is in the family or in the community hall, on the marae or the rugby league club. The 
phrase “us and them” came up again many times over the next few days. For example, Laureen 
Sadlier, referring to Pātaka, her museum in the city of Porirua, the challenge was to think of “us 
and us.” Another common theme that emerged was the importance of “two-way engagement” 
between the museum and the community, and beyond “two-way engagement” to what was called 
“all ways engagement.”

The highlight of the first day, however, was the extraordinary testimony by Malaysian-born 
Fred Chin, who was a political prisoner in Taiwan for many years. At first Chin began reading 
a written paper, but after a few moments he abandoned his notes and just stood silent at the 
podium. Then he began to speak off the cuff, recounting his heartrending story of interrogation 
and torture, and how he is now working with a museum in Taiwan to educate the public about a 
dark past. This was undoubtedly the most remarkable conference presentation that we have ever 
witnessed. Delegates listened rapt, and stood to give a standing ovation at the end. Brett Mason 
reflected: “I want to say to Fred, you are for me a living embodiment of the power of people to 
endure. Those who carried out the atrocious acts upon you never have the real power, because 
by telling your story, it will endure in us. Ngā whakawhetai ki a koe (thanks to you).”

The second day of the conference explored the theme “Indigenizing Museologies,” with 
reports from Te Papa and other museums in Aotearoa New Zealand where conventional museum 
practice and Māori museology are intersecting in interesting new ways. Delegates heard about 
repatriation of human remains, reconnection of communities with their taonga (treasures), 
and the challenges of managing the Antiquities Act. The afternoon was taken up with three 
workshops that considered current initiatives and problems: a workshop on what happens when 
indigenous and human rights clash; a cross-disciplinary panel reflecting on the impact of the 
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philosophy of mana taonga (sharing authority with communities) on collecting and curating at 
Te Papa; and The Mixing Room project, which entailed co-creating an exhibit with refugee youth. 

In reflecting on the day, Canadian human rights lawyer Michèle Rivet felt that the democra-
tization of museum practices for indigenous collections has been one outcome of the proximity 
of indigenous communities and museums in postsettler nations such as Australia, Canada, the 
US, and Aotearoa New Zealand. This allows various degrees of control for traditional owners in 
the management of their heritage, which ranges from partnership to self-determination. “How 
can the museum be democratized?” she asked. “How can we share authority among professionals 
in the museum, indigenous and non-indigenous, as well as communities outside the museum, 
while at the same time maintaining its core mandate?” Of course there are many compromises in 
this balancing act, which several speakers touched on, but upholding First Nations spiritual and 
cultural practices is at the forefront. Much, it seems, can be learned from the Māori experience 
for other native and tribal peoples engaging with museums around the Pacific Rim. 

The conference keynote on the evening of the second day was another highpoint of the confer-
ence. Professor Richard Sandell from the University of Leicester, well-known for his pioneering 
work on social inclusion, cultural diversity, and disability, delivered the inaugural Michael 
Volkerling Memorial Lecture to a large audience of over three hundred people in Soundings 
Theatre. His address, “Why Museums Matter: Activism, Politics and Protest,” reviewed examples 
of protests related to environmental and social justice concerns staged in museums as part of 
a growing “activist practice.” He argued that here in these examples we see a public that does 
not wait for an invitation from the museum to engage but rather demands a museum that is 
transparent, accountable, and acts in the service of society. 

The third and last day of this very successful FIHRM conference included topics from far 
and wide: Europe, Central and South America, the UK, Australia, and the Pacific. In the final 
plenary, the speakers (also the writers of this review) considered the major themes that had 
emerged, as we have seen above. The final word belonged to two young delegates who were 
representatives of UN Youth New Zealand. Katie Kyung and Rebecca Gibson did not know much 
about museums before they came to the conference, but really enjoyed the experience. It was a 
great opportunity to learn about the efforts of various staff in museums who are reaching out to 
often-excluded groups, minorities, and indigenous peoples to provide access and allow them in 
turn to share their culture. Far from being a temple on a hill, they were heartened to learn that 
many museums were operating as public forums that were engaging in political struggles and 
doing what they could to promote human rights and other related issues. Perhaps a way forward 
for museums, they argued, may be to engage youth with local and international human rights 
issues. “As youths,” they said, “we are the ones that know how to give voice to the opinions of the 
younger generation. As frequent visitors to museums, we are eager to participate, to volunteer for 
human right causes, and to help museums bring about change for the wider good of the society.” 

Michèle Rivet
Quebec Human Rights Tribunal

Brett Mason 
Director, Museums Wellington

Katie Kyung and Rebecca Gibson
UN Youth New Zealand
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Narrative Objects
The Sakha Summer Festival and Cultural Revitalization

Researchers from the Department of Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen, Scotland have 
completed the first phase of fieldwork for a project that investigates how objects can contribute 
to the regeneration of cultural memory and artistic practice in contexts where ideological views 
and ethnic identities were formerly repressed. The Narrative Objects project, funded by the UK 
Arts and Humanities Research Council (Grant Number AH/M000265/1) from January 2015 to 
December 2017, involves a partnership with the British Museum and the National Arts Museum 
in Yakutsk, Sakha Republic (Yakutia), in the Russian Far East.

The focal point of the project is a unique mammoth ivory model of ysyakh, the central cultural 
and ceremonial event of the Sakha (Yakut) people. The model consists of intricately carved 
figures participating in activities such as offering kumys—a drink of fermented mare’s milk—to 
the spirits, singing, and athletics contests. In the past, the festival was an opportunity for Sakha 
people to come together to mark the summer solstice and to worship the deities, as well as to 
honor the horse, so crucial to Sakha life. During the Soviet era, however, some aspects of ysyakh 
were discouraged and in some places it was not celebrated at all. Since the 1990s, and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, it has become a national holiday celebrated annually by tens of thousands of 
people, either at the largest ysyakh, held near the capital city of Yakutsk, or at smaller celebrations 
in rural areas. Ysyakh festivals are part of a wider movement to revitalize Sakha culture and to 
establish political autonomy and there is considerable interest in the intersection of historic and 
contemporary practices.

“Model of a Summer Festival” (As.5068.a) has been in the collection of the British Museum 
since 1867, after Augustus Franks, the first Keeper of British and Medieval Antiquities and 
Ethno graphy, bought it at the Paris Exhibition to illustrate the arts of the peoples of Siberia. 
Semion Gorokhov, a Sakha scholar, published a booklet in Russian about the model in 1993, 
and it was part of the 2012 British Museum exhibition, The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman, 
curated by Grayson Perry, but few Sakha people had seen it for themselves until the Narrative 
Objects project began.

From April to September 2015 the model was the centerpiece of Century Long Journey, an 
exhibition at the National Arts Museum. This exhibition is just one element of the Narrative 
Objects project, led by Dr. Alison Brown and Dr. Tatiana Argounova-Low from the University 

http://icom.museum/the-vision/museum-definition/
http://www.fihrm.org/
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of Aberdeen, with support from research assistant Dr. Eleanor Peers. Through museum-based 
fieldwork and interviews with artists and cultural practitioners our research aims to examine 
how objects can challenge the silencing of cultural knowledge often encountered in societies 
that have experienced ideological and cultural oppression and other forms of historical trauma. 
Further objectives are to investigate the capacity of artifacts to support cultural revitalization 
and to examine how the articulation of artifacts, cultural memory, narratives, and silence might 
inform museum practice. To date we have interviewed museum visitors, artists, and cultural 
specialists about the model and their memories of ysyakh and how it has transformed during 
their lifetimes. The model has generated considerable debate among art historians and local 
carvers, who have examined the techniques used to make it in order to formulate ideas about 
a Sakha “school” of carving, and among cultural practitioners who have used it to reflect upon 
how ysyakh is celebrated today.

Figure 1. A visitor photographs “Model of a Summer Festival” at the exhibition  
opening of Century Long Journey. Copyright Alison K. Brown.
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The project has also begun to generate unanticipated artistic outcomes. Our preliminary 
research in 2013 established that the model was originally at least double the size that it is today; 
our most recent research has suggested that it would have depicted other activities common to 
ysyakh, such as osuokhai (circle dance) and mas (wrestling), at which Sakha athletes excelled. It 
would also have included horses, which were essential for the production of kumys. The arrival 
of the model in Yakutsk inspired two students, Maksim Struchkov and Aiaal Makarov, to create 
their own version of the “missing” part for their final Diploma in Art examination. Their model 
included all of these elements and more. The students used images of more recent mammoth 
ivory art works and discussed the content and layout with their supervisor, Oleg Soloviev, and 
with other carvers and cultural specialists. The strategies used by these students to develop their 
work showed a creative engagement with a museum object that was beyond what we had hoped 
for when the project began. Their work has already raised many more questions for us that we 
will pursue over the next two years.

For information about the Narrative Objects project, please contact Alison Brown at alison.
brown@abdn.ac.uk

Alison K. Brown and Tatiana Argounova-Low
Department of Anthropology, University of Aberdeen
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Object, Document, and Materiality
Outline of an Ongoing Research Project

Conducted since 2011 at the Museu de Astronomia e Ciências Afins—MAST, Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil—with the support of CNPq (Brazilian National Council for Scientific and Technological 
Development), the research project “Musealization as Informational Process” seeks to contribute 
to reflections on musealization processes from an informational perspective, emphasizing the 
materiality of the documents, particularly in the fields of Science and Technology. Research is 
conducted by authors from different areas—including Information Science and Material Culture 
Studies—that emphasize the notion that material things are a significant part of our society and 
their mnemonic role is not limited to symbolic aspects. In other words, objects are not depen-
dent exclusively on the experience and interpretation of the thinking subject (compare Jones 
2007). Such studies serve to guide the research and point out that when we approach museali-
zation as an information process and musealized objects as documents, we are not adhering to 
the widespread idea that a museum is all about information. Instead, information is approached 
from a substantial and concrete perspective based on the concept of document proposed by 
Paul Otlet (1934) and Suzanne Briet (1951) and on the work of authors who have rediscovered 
these works in the last decades of the twentieth century, such as Michael Buckland, who in 1991 
published an influential article entitled “Information as Thing.” 

Seen as documents, support and information are inseparable within the objects: their essential 
materiality does not allow mere operations of “extraction” of information and transfer to other 
media, such as with the reproduction of documents written by different means. The record of 
an object always and inevitably generates a document of another order, which does not replace 
it and has operational purposes. 
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Musealization is addressed also as a preservation strategy, while admitting that the selec-
tive nature of safeguarding practices simultaneously eliminates pieces of the past that the 
safeguarding was intended to preserve. It is from this perspective that we seek to contribute 
to the reflections on musealization processes—an issue which, although not new, still has 
unexplored avenues. 

By means of case studies, our research has sought to explore the wide range of the concept 
of musealized object and different musealization strategies. For the purposes of the research 
project, the notion of musealization is understood as a set of info-communicative / selective pro-
cesses, started when people add value to things from different realms. Those things are assigned 
the function of document, and therefore become the object of preservation and dissemination. 
Such processes (of which the museum is a prime case) express in practice the belief in the pos-
sibility of setting up a synthesis from the selection, ordering, and classification elements that 
together in a coherent system, represent a greater and more complex reality. 

The methodology for the case study was based on, among other things, the subjective nature 
of objects imbued with human values, and the need to analyze a phenomenon that is essen-
tially inseparable from its context. The approach to the objects is based on the methodology put 
forward by Samuel Alberti (2005), which highlights the flexibility and the broad spectrum of the 
category “museum object” and proposes writing biographies of items in museum collections in 
the same way they are written about people. Despite Alberti’s focus on the museums of natural 
history and human anatomy, he suggests that the approach may include all types of museums 
and collections.

The choice of case studies, therefore, involves considering the extension of the concept of 
musealized objects. Among others, studies were conducted on a tide predictor, a marine chrono-
meter, and a telescope—instruments that were used by the Rio de Janeiro Observatory in its 
activities and now belong to MAST—but also on a chimpanzee who was born and lived in the 
Rio de Janeiro Zoo (the famous “Macaco Tião”) whose skeleton is now preserved in a Centre of 
Studies in Primatology; the Palma Filia, a palm specimen belonging to the living collections of 
the Botanical Garden of Rio de Janeiro; the archaeological site “Itacoatiaras of Inga” (Paraíba, 
Brazil); and the Pedra do Sal, a place near the Port of Rio de Janeiro where salt was unloaded 
that has since become a meeting point for singers and samba composers. All the cases men-
tioned were addressed and treated as objects and evaluated using the broad understanding of 
the concept of document.

Maria Lucia de Niemeyer Matheus Loureiro
Museu de Astronomia e Cências Afins, Rio de Janeiro
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Museums Beyond Homogeneity
Museums and Diversity in Sweden

Sweden has an international reputation for liberal values, gender equality, freedoms of religion 
and sexuality, and harnessing human rights. That almost 25 percent of Swedes are either immi-
grants or the children of immigrants also testifies to the diversity of Swedishness. However, 
cultural liberalism, immigration policies, and the whole notion of Swedishness as diverse and 
transformative, as opposed to essential, have come under rhetorical and political stress from 
ultra-national parties and groups in recent years, which has created new tensions in society and 
in the national debate.

The ongoing research project Museums Beyond Homogeneity, financed by the Swedish Arts 
Council 2013–2015, seeks to address the roles of Swedish museums as producers of identity and 
community at a time when the public debate is affected to a great extent by ultra-nationalism. 
The project is rooted in critical heritage studies and aims at creating new knowledge about how 
museums as public institutions produce and represent society’s memory and population. In 
order to do this, three blocks of questions are investigated. The first attempts to address issues of 
museums and nationalism more generally in the Swedish case; the second investigates the ques-
tion of “who is the museum?”, that is, how museums are representing people in exhibitions. The 
third line of inquiry concerns how religion is understood by museum staff as a field of knowledge 
and whose religion is exhibited at Swedish museums.

Public museum culture in Sweden dates back to the early nineteenth century and its founda-
tions developed parallel to modern nationalism. In the heyday of cultural nationalism, about 
1870–1945, national and regional museums were profoundly nationalistic, as indicated by previ-
ous studies (Arcadius 1997; Svanberg 2015). The Swedish variety of museum nationalism meant 
a narrow and stereotyped representation of people in exhibitions, close collaborations with race 
science, and the general narration of a core idea of the long and uninterrupted cultural evolution 
of an imagined essential people from the Stone Age to the present. This background, as well as 
attempts to transcend it during the late twentieth century, is summarized in the project. The 
project also adds an in-depth investigation of the uses of history and heritage in contemporary, 
ultra-nationalistic, Swedish web forums, whose main themes, rhetoric, and way of arguing have 
been evaluated. It turns out much of the content and main themes have been inspired by or 
directly refer to general historical and archaeological ideas and specific academic works from 
the time nationalism was at its peak in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Many 
discussion-threads directly comment on museums and exhibitions today that are perceived as 
provocative due to their representation of diversity and of new historical research at odds with 
old, national master narratives.

To investigate the representation of people in exhibitions the project has investigated 16 
cultural-historical museums all over the country and 1,008 large-scale representations of indi-
viduals. The research has explored the question of if there are norms in how museums represent 
people (and, consequently, Swedishness). Preliminary results of the analysis suggest the existence 
of gender-related norms, an obvious heterosexual norm, the fully functional individual as the 
norm (disability is completely absent among represented people), an obvious whiteness norm, 
and finally, a “majority norm” in which people related to the five recognized national minorities 
in Sweden are also absent (or placed in separate exhibitions, not in the general story). All in all, 
the investigation strongly indicates that the museums, seen as a “national museums landscape,” 
are producing norms of Swedishness in which Swedish diversity is less recognized and in some 
aspects excluded.
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Concerning the issues of religion, interviews with museum staff, archive work, and ethno-
graphic fieldwork visiting exhibitions have shown that there is an unreflected reproduction of 
ecclesiastical heritage. Religion and religious heritage are depicted as an historical phase and 
not as a contemporary Swedish phenomenon. The use of “location technologies,” such as maps, 
in the exhibitions place non-Christian heritage outside the nation and repeatedly describe such 
heritage as non-Swedish. This is done despite the fact that Sweden assures freedom of religion 
and must be described as a multireligious country.

The findings of the project as a whole indicate a risk that museums unintentionally produce 
narrow narratives of heritage and Swedishness and may consequently promote exclusionary 
national culture and norms: there is certainly room for developments for Swedish museums 
seeking to enhance their representation of diversity. The project may serve as an international 
reference example and the plan is to publish the results in late 2016 as articles in international 
journals as well as a summarizing volume in Swedish. 

For information about the Museums Beyond Homogeneity project, please contact Fredrik 
Svanberg at Fredrik.Svanberg@historiska.se or Charlotte Hyltén-Cavallius at charlotte.hylten-
cavallius@sprakochfolkminnen.se.

Charlotte Hyltén-Cavallius
Institute for Language and Folklore, Uppsala

Fredrik Svanberg
National Historical Museum of Sweden, Stockholm
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