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More than a hundred organizations with collections are 
thriving in rural and urban locations across Alaska, from 
Utqiaġvik to Ketchikan. Visit the Museums Alaska web-
site (www.museumsalaska.org) and you will discover that 
museums and cultural centers are not alone in their pres-
ervation and outreach efforts. There are zoos, botanical 
gardens, even railroads! All striving to interpret, and in 
many cases cooperatively reinterpret, Alaska’s rich legacy 
of culture, history, and art. 

In the twenty-first century, Alaska’s museums are 
not only plentiful, they are doing critical work—reveal-
ing little-known history, lifting up marginalized voices, 
connecting and expanding community dialogues on the 
Alaskan experience, and filling a great diversity of com-
munity needs. In Alaska you can find economic develop-
ment programs, Native language classes, historic preserva-
tion initiatives, and much more harbored in museums.

An increasing number of collaborations between mu-
seums and Alaska communities are also demonstrating 
a commitment to shared authority and participation in 
decision-making processes. For a museum, collaboration 
can result in enhanced understanding of the collection, 
multivocal exhibits and projects, and development of rel-
evant interpretive programming. Community benefits of 
collaborating with museums may include bringing mu-
seum research and information back to the community, 
using collections for artistic inspiration, and adding to 
or correcting collection records (School for Advanced 
Research 2019). 

The recent development of multiuse facilities across 
the state speaks to a growing emphasis on the need for 
museum–community relationships and multidisciplinary 
narratives to understand the cultures and history of Alaska. 
Notable recent examples of such partnerships include 

the Seward Community Library and Museum (2013); 
Cordova Center (2015); Alaska State Libraries, Archives, 
and Museums in Juneau (2016); and the Richard Foster 
Building in Nome (2016). These Alaska museums and 
their counterparts are serving as important catalysts for 
social change, resource centers, and mediators between re-
searchers, schools, and communities. 

The idea for a volume exploring Alaska muse-
um anthropology originated during the 2018 Alaska 
Anthropological Association annual meeting in 
Anchorage with a session titled “New Approaches to 
Collaborative Exhibit Development in Alaska.” The ses-
sion brought together a diverse group of scholars and 
practitioners from anthropology, cultural studies, educa-
tion, media, conservation, and art to share recent projects 
that emphasize shared curatorial authority and integra-
tion of multiple perspectives.

The papers in this volume expand the conversations 
started during the conference with useful examples of 
exhibits, programs, and conservation projects that invite 
community members into the physical and intellectual 
spaces of organizations as respected collaborators and 
partners. Authors offer balanced reviews of their projects, 
discussing components of programs that didn’t work in 
addition to initiatives that met with more success. They 
show not only the power of shared authority but the ten-
sions that surface when museums make space for multiple 
voices and choices.

Exhibit development is a natural place for collabora-
tion, one with a strong recent history in Alaska (Clifford 
2004). Three papers show how this practice continues and 
expands. Aron Crowell writes about the development of a 
truly massive exhibit project for the Smithsonian Arctic 
Studies Center in the Anchorage Museum at Rasmuson 
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Center. Living Our Cultures, Sharing Our Heritage involved 
in-depth consultation with 25 subject experts from cul-
tural groups across the state. Community experts helped 
to identify, select, and describe objects for the exhibit and 
advised on specific details for presentation. This ensured 
that objects were “placed at contextual orientations and 
elevations”—boots at the bottom of a case, masks at face 
height. Moreover, the exhibit’s mounting system allows for 
objects to be temporarily removed for hands-on study and 
discussion. Interpretation of the cultural heritage objects 
didn’t end with finalization of an exhibit script. Instead, 
the exhibit structure has facilitated continued interaction 
with the collection.

Like Crowell, Amy Phillips-Chan shares an ambitious 
exhibit project: the development of displays for the new 
Carrie M. McLain Memorial Museum in Nome. Nome: 
Hub of Cultures and Communities across the Bering Strait 
benefited from the input of over 50 community advisors. 
Importantly, the exhibit doesn’t shy away from the com-
munity’s difficult history but instead highlights strengths 
and commonalities. By interpreting topics like fishing 
and food, and considering the many stories a single object 
could tell, the museum engaged its advisors around shared 
experiences. The process also made room for advisors to 
help in ways that fit their strengths—discussing objects, 
sharing stories, contributing skills and resources—and 
took the process to people rather than always expecting 
them to attend meetings. This respectful, flexible approach 
helped to build community ownership.

At the Ahtna Heritage Foundation’s C’ek’aedi Hwnax 
Legacy House in Copper Center, Jim Dixon, Dorothy 
Shinn, and Taña Finnesand shared the findings of archae-
ological research with the Athabascan community though 
a collaborative exhibit called Archeology on Ice. Their re-
search, which focused on artifacts recovered from melting 
mountain ice patches, was led by the University of New 
Mexico with supportive participation from the Ahtna. 
Research included themes of importance and interest to 
the tribal community, and displays were crafted expressly 
with the Ahtna audience and facility in mind. The exhibit 
was not designed for a general audience but carefully craft-
ed for and with the Ahtna community.

Educational programs are also a common locus for col-
laboration. Amy Margaris and Rosemary Ahtuangaruak 
discuss how Oberlin College’s long-forgotten Arctic ar-
tifacts were brought to life by connecting them with 
culture bearers. Through a series of classes, Margaris in-
vited Alaska Native people to study the collections with 

students. Here, students engaged in participant observa-
tion, Native people shared their authority, and curios were 
transformed into documented cultural objects. The classes 
illustrate how even small and poorly provenanced collec-
tions can be powerful tools for building collaboration and 
understanding.

Amy Steffian and April Counceller write about lan-
gauge programming, arguing that museums are well 
suited for language documentation, exploration, and edu-
cation. The Alutiiq Museum’s Alutiiq Word of the Week 
program illustrates these important activities. By ask-
ing Elder Alutiiq speakers to choose lesson topics, they 
transformed an educational initiative into a long-lasting 
research project. The program has documented cultural 
and linguistic knowledge for over 20 years. By letting go 
a bit and allowing cultural experts to lead, the museum is 
addressing its community’s hunger for linguistic informa-
tion and advancing its institutional mission. The wildly 
popular program is distributed to a huge audience by 
community partners—building awareness of the Alutiiq 
world and a strong local coalition of support for heritage 
education.

Perhaps a less obvious place for collaboration is the 
precise, specialized practice of object conservation. Yet 
two contributions illustrate how decisions about object 
care can be informed by traditional knowledge, include 
authentic materials, and add to the biography of objects. 
They also show that relaxing strict professional proscrip-
tions can yield valuable results and build community.

Anna Brown Ehlers, a renowned Chilkat weaver, and 
Ellen Carrlee, a professionally trained conservator, worked 
together to repair a Chilkat blanket for exhibit at the Alaska 
State Museum. The collaboration was not essential. The 
blanket could have been stabilized and displayed without 
it. However, Carrlee saw a unique opportunity to “address 
a higher museum mission”—creating access. By inviting a 
modern master to make treatment decisions, select materi-
als, and complete interventions, the project gave a Tlingit 
artist authority over the care of an ancestral object. It also 
expanded Tlingit connections to the object. Importantly, 
Ehlers chose techniques that restored the object’s ability to 
function, not just its appearance, asserting a Tlingit view 
of conservation. During the six-month process, shared ex-
periences strengthened Carrlee and Ehlers’s friendship and 
resulted in many ideas for future collaborations.

Paige Van Tassel writes about caring for a pair of 
dentalium shell earrings from the collection of the Agnes 
Etherington Art Center in Kingston, Ontario. Her per-
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spective is that of both an Indigenous person and a stu-
dent conservator. To stabilize broken shells in a set of his-
toric Tlingit earrings, she sourced dentalium shell from 
the Northwest Coast. Materials from other cultures were 
an option—Japanese tissue paper, for example—but Van 
Tassel opted for authentic material purchased directly 
from a First Nations community. As part of this effort, she 
also researched and improved the earrings’ provenance, re-
connecting them with their Tlingit origins.

While community collaborations are a powerful tool 
for educational museum projects and programs, they are 
also a practical necessity in the North. In areas with few 
roads and high transportation costs, museums are often 
hundreds of miles from experts, supplies, and training. 
Such isolation breeds creativity and promotes collabora-
tion. Behind every museum project is a neighbor, a col-
league, or a friend with tools and talents—local students 
and photographers who share artwork, or a public radio 
station with a desire to serve rural communities. Woven 
throughout these papers is that sense of Alaskan ingenuity, 
camaraderie, and crazy, bold ambition that characterizes 
museum anthropology, and life, in the North.
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