Current Keyohwhudachun, Petra A'huille (centre), with two of her daughters, Charlotte Munroe (/eft) and Seraphine

Munroe (right), moments after opening the Maiyoo Keyoh exhibition opening.

Photograph by James Doyle.

“My Precious”

Museum collections and repatriation of cultural objects

Chad Hellenius, Assistant Curator,
The Exploration Place

epatriation has become something of a buzz-
word in the media these days; however, it’s
important to move past empty words when
e have these conversations. As Jordan Coble
from the Sncewips Heritage Museum summarized,
“Repatriation is not just a word, but a call to action™
Some in the general public might be confused as
to why it is so important for museums to return cul-
tural objects to the communities to which they belong.
After all, aren’t museums safeguarding these cultural
treasures and doing a valuable service by educating
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the masses about various cultures around the globe?
Well, the truth of the matter is yes—sometimes, sort
of—but all too often, the answer is, sadly, a resounding
no. More importantly, it’s essential to keep in mind how
these pieces of people’s culture were obtained in the
first place and how they are presented to the public.

Museums and colonialism

For many of us who work in museums and love what
they can be for the communities they serve, the sad
and undeniable reality is that museums have their roots
in colonialism. With colonialism came land surveyors,
missionaries, anthropologists, fur traders, botanists,
and a slew of other scientists and settlers who collected

Enjoy this contributors’ tearsheet of BC History magazine. Please support our work by buying a subscription or making a donation at www.bchistory.ca.




Indigenous belongings with wild abandon.> The justi-
fication for creating these collections was based on
the notion of salvage ethnography, which specified
that Indigenous material culture and stories must be
collected for science because they were on the verge of
disappearing.?

However, motivations for the collection of
Indigenous cultural objects can’t be viewed as a com-
pletely noble scientific exercise for the benefit of
humanity. There was definitely fame and fortune to
be had by collectors and museums alike. Much of this
collecting was occurring at a time when traditional
cultural ceremonies were being banned and Canada’s
residential school sys-
tem was being enacted.*
Therefore, museums
became a cog in the
colonial machine and,
in a way, worked to
separate Indigenous
communities from their
traditions.

The Tsik'usdzai
(headdress) belonging
to the Keyohwhudachun
(head of the keyoh) of
the Maiyoo Keyoh pro-
vides an important les-
son on the dark history
of the collection of cul-
tural objects in British
Columbia. This history
illustrates a prime
example of the dubious
motivations of a notable
collector, which has led
to the loss of context for
this cultural item. This
case ultimately raises a
very important question.
Namely, is the pres-
ervation of a cultural
object more important
than the preservation of
the knowledge systems
represented by that
cultural object? In other
words, have museums
become so obsessed
with conserving things
that we've lost focus on
what’s really important?
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Our Lady of Good Hope church on Nak’al Bun (Stuart Lake), in the village of
Nak’azdli Whut'’en. This was Father Morice’s base of operations for missionary work.

The Maiyoo Keyoh

The Dakelh territory of Central British Columbia is
divided into keyohs, which predate colonization and
the colonial creation of First Nations (formally known
as “Indian Bands”). It is important to realize that keyoh
owners have never ceded their lands to First Nations, or
to provincial and federal governments.

“The keyoh is defined by specific boundaries, owner-
ship, and authority. Ownership of the keyoh rests in the
chief or noble, the head of his large extended family that
uses the keyoh. The chief (keyohwhudachun) directs
and manages the keyoh on behalf of his extended family,
which consists of smaller nuclear families.”s

Photograph by Wally West
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The Maiyoo Keyoh have a strong attachment to
their land and continue to be keepers of Indigenous
traditions and the management of their keyoh. The
Tsik’usdzai is the physical symbol of hereditary title
by the Keyohwhudachun over the territory and the
responsibility of stewardship. It is made from 499 two-
ply, twisted tresses of human hair from the keyoh’s
women of nobility, and from whale baleen, depilated
skin, plant fibre, sinew, and dentalium shells.

In the mid-nineteenth century, the
Keyohwhudachun George A’'Huille wore the head-
dress as a symbol of his title.

By the late nineteenth century,
Father Morice, an Oblate Mary
Immaculate missionary, had
acquired it and donated it to
what would become the Royal
Ontario Museum, (ROM), curi-
ously without acknowledging
whom it came from.® This may
have been intentional, as Father
Morice craved power among
the Dakelh people he missioned
to, and he took it upon himself
to settle disputes over territory
while ridiculing the traditional
political systems of the Dakelh.”
Morice went so far as to refuse
to take confession from partici-
pants in balhats (potlatch).®

Father Morice also portrayed
himself as a leading Americanist
ethnographer and explorer of
a great wild frontier, with col-
lections of cultural objects and
then donations to prestigious
museums that likely contributed
greatly to his reputation.® This
was especially true if the mis-
sionary could regale the masses
with tales of converting the
“pagan natives” to Christianity
and forcing them to give up
paraphernalia of their idolatry.

By removing the headdress from the keyoh and
stripping it of its heritage, Father Morice detached it
from its context. The stories of people and their stew-
ardship of the land weren’t told, and the headdress
was reduced to an “artifact” central to the ROM’s
Indigenous gallery. Beautiful, yes, but it had lost all
of its meaning, and the public was deprived of learn-
ing about the headdress’s significance. Unfortunately,

1890s.

20 BRITISH COLUMBIA HISTORY | Spring 2025 | Vol. 58 No. 1

lllustration by Father Morice of George
A’huille wearing the headdress in the

this is a common story in museums worldwide; cul-
tural materials are sanitized of their history and life,
reduced to being merely neat things on display without
meaning.*

Conclusion

In a perfect world, museums would repatriate collec-
tions that have been taken from communities, and it
would be up to the community what happens to them.
If these objects are to be displayed, it is the community
who knows the stories and how to handle and display
these items with proper respect.
Yes, this may mean not wearing
gloves.

On the other hand, maybe
the object should be used by
the community for its intended
purpose and allowed to live out
its life, and then a new object
should be prepared, therefore
preserving the knowledge and
not our sterilized concept of the
thing.” Either way; it’s the com-
munity that the cultural object
came from who should be in
control of this decision.

At the very least, curators
need to open their vaults to
communities so that they know
what is being held. All too often,
cultural objects lack provenance
and get relegated to general
terms of little meaning, like
“subarctic” and “Athapaskan,’
which lack any real context. By
opening up these collections,
we can learn more about the
stories behind these cultural
objects, such as who made them,
why they made them, and what
they truly mean. It just takes
asking, being willing to listen,
and readiness to hear that we
were wrong.

The title of this article is a bit of an inside joke at The
Exploration Place. When we're talking about repatri-
ation and the many museums unwilling to return cul-
tural objects to their communities, we’re comparing
these curators and their collections to Gollum from
J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and his murderous
obsession with the One Ring, and we all know how that
story ended.
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A map showing the boundaries of the Maiyoo Keyoh with toponyms in Dakelh.

Chad Hellenius is the assistant curator at The
Exploration Place and enjoys finding and
telling the fascinating stories behind seem-
ingly everyday events and people.
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