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Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish 
Museums (British Museum Press, 2021) is one outcome of a multistage 
project led by curator and section head of Oceania at the British Museum, 
Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, historian and co-director of the Australian Centre 
for Indigenous History at The Australian National University Dr Maria 
Nugent and Emeritus Professor of Anthropology Howard Morphy. The 
collaboration began with an Australian Research Council Linkage project 
awarded in 2011 entitled ‘Engaging Objects: Indigenous Communities, 
Museum Collections and the Representation of Indigenous Histories’ 
and resulted in two major exhibitions during 2015 and 2016: Indigenous 
Australia: Enduring Civilisation at the British Museum, followed by 
Encounters: Revealing Stories of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Objects from the British Museum at the National Museum of Australia.1

Both exhibitions garnered international attention and facilitated increased 
interest in the ways material culture featured in colonial encounters. Some 
objects, such as the now famous ‘Gweagal Shield’, were singled out for 

1  Gaye Sculthorpe et al., Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation, ed. British Museum (National 
Museum of Australia, 2015); Thérèse Osborne and Julie Simpkin, eds, Encounters: Revealing Stories of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Objects from the British Museum (National Museum of Australia 
Press, 2015).
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advancing social and political action.2 A new iteration of the thinking 
behind ‘Engaging Objects’ emerged in a second Australian Research 
Council Linkage project, ‘The Relational Museum and Its Objects’. 
This project:

In collaboration with Indigenous communities and regional 
museums in the UK and Australia, aim[ed] to develop and 
pilot approaches that facilitate Indigenous people’s access to and 
engagements with distributed collections and objects.3

It also aimed to bring together little-researched collections to illuminate 
the way dispersed objects were entangled in imperial processes. Ancestors, 
Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums is the 
culmination of the relational museum project that concluded in 2021.

The book draws together diverse authors, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 
in 23 chapters. For many of the 150 objects discussed, it is the first time 
they have been the source and subject of sustained and interdisciplinary 
research. The visual element of the volume is significant, bringing the 
objects themselves and visual archive of colonialism into circulation. 
As a testament to the unfinished nature of the project, there is also 
a comprehensive appendix detailing museums in Britain and Ireland that 
hold Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander objects as well as a guide for 
finding and researching these collections. These resources will be major 
contribution to sharing knowledge and inspiring further research.

During the decade in which these collaborative projects have been pursued, 
there has been a growing interest in material culture, with the Australian 
Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies identifying over 
100,000 objects held in overseas museums, as well as a shift in the way 
museums engage with their ethnographic collections.4 In  April 2021, 

2  Maria Nugent and Gaye Sculthorpe, ‘A Shield Loaded with History: Encounters, Objects 
and Exhibitions’, Australian Historical Studies 49, no. 1 (2018): 28–43, doi.org/10.1080/103146
1X.2017.1408663; Paul Daley, ‘The Gweagal Shield and the Fight to Change the British Museum’s 
Attitude to Seized Artefacts’, Guardian, 25 September 2016; Sarah Keenan, ‘Give Back the Gweagal 
Shield’, Critical Legal Thinking, 11 November 2016, accessed 11 February 2022, criticallegalthinking.
com/2016/11/11/give-back-gweagal-shield/.
3  Maria Nugent, ‘The Relational Museum and its Objects (LP150100423)’, Dr Maria Nugent, 
The Australian National University, accessed 11 February 2022, researchers.anu.edu.au/researchers/
nugent-ml.
4  Lyndall Ley et al., Return of Cultural Heritage Project 2018–20 (Canberra: Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2020).
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I conducted a conversation with Gaye, Howard and Maria over Zoom, 
asking them to reflect on the book they had just finished and the broader 
projects and contexts that shaped it.

Eleanor: You have brought together 21 different authors and over 150 
objects in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire. You mention in the introduction 
that some of these contributors were not actively participating in 
object research beforehand. How did you identify authors to engage 
in this research, and how did you encourage people to think about 
colonialism materially?

Gaye: I think most of our authors had engaged with objects in some 
way before. So, if we’ve said that in the introduction, maybe we need to 
clarify that …

Maria: I think what we mean is that … It was not like we put a call 
out to museum anthropologists or museum curators only. The group of 
authors is actually more mixed than that. There are definitely some people 
who are engaged in object research and have been for a long time, like 
Philip Jones, Howard Morphy and others.5 And Ian Coates and Robyn 
McKenzie have been members of the research team, but they’re not all 
like that. I remember some of the authors saying to us early on: ‘Oh, I’ve 
never really done this, I haven’t really worked with objects before!’ Perhaps 
that is a small minority. What we added to the mix of authors were some 
historians more used to working with documents than with things. But 
what they bring is this incredible, intimate and sophisticated knowledge 
around histories of colonialism. They brought this contextualisation and 
interpretation to the objects we invited them to write about.

Howard: I really like the way you phrased all that Maria. You and Gaye 
had the central role in collecting the authors, but I was involved along the 
way. There’s a sense of the book developing organically. The authors were 
people we were in dialogue with, and who we wanted to put in dialogue 
with the objects. Many people have been more engaged in material culture 
objects than one may think. Someone like Julie Finlayson, who is a native 

5  Philip Jones, Ochre and Rust: Artefacts and Encounters on Australian Frontiers (Kent Town, 
South Australia: Wakefield Press, 2007); Howard Morphy, Aboriginal Art (London: Phaidon, 1998); 
Howard Morphy, Museums, Infinity and the Culture of Protocols (Routledge, 2019), doi.org/ 10.4324/ 
9780203705186.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203705186
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203705186
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title anthropologist, actually started off with Museum Victoria.6 There 
has been that relationship, especially in Australia, between anthropology, 
history and museum collections—however, museum collections have 
still been a neglected resource. Museum collections are the equivalent of, 
or a complement to, archival data, and they add a completely different 
dimension to what is available to us. Material objects themselves come 
from the times and places that historians of empire and colonialism are 
interested in and can give all sorts of information and insight that you 
can’t get from archival records.

Gaye: I think one of the other factors about the authors was that they all 
had some connection to or knowledge about a particular place that they’ve 
written on—either they’re from there, or they have done some research 
in that area before. So the book is building on some local contexts and 
relationships to place that already exist.

Maria: Adding to that, some of the authors’ connection and involvement 
with museums has been emerging as well. Partly because museums have 
become such critical public sites; they are where big collaborative and 
interdisciplinary projects are happening. Historians have been drawn 
into that work, and that’s why they were good choices to contribute to 
the book.

Eleanor: I think what you said about linking objects to histories of 
place is really important Gaye, and in the Australian context can really 
be helpful in illuminating the way material objects can be an untapped 
historical source, as you mentioned Howard. It’s also good to see that 
there’s a relationship between researchers and objects that doesn’t 
necessarily need to be mediated by museums, and I suppose that speaks 
to the culture of open access that’s increasingly being advocated for. 
From what I understand, Gaye, you spent a considerable amount of time 
visiting museums throughout Britain and Ireland to identify Indigenous 
Australian objects, effectively bringing together dispersed material into 
a singular frame. What difficulties did you face in piecing together this 
vast material archive? Is there work still to be done?

6  Julie Finlayson, ‘Life and Death: Funerary and Mourning Objects’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, 
Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and 
Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021), 112–20.
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Gaye: I think it’s important to say that, surprisingly, we are not the first 
wave of people to do this research. I think we need to acknowledge that 
our academic ancestors played a role. People like Isabel McBryde, Vincent 
Megaw and David Moore.7 And then Howard working at Oxford himself. 
There are some Australian people who have researched collections before, 
but surprisingly, since probably the 1990s, there hasn’t been a lot of 
engagement with these collections, and they haven’t been well known until 
the joint projects with The Australian National University, the National 
Museum of Australia and the British Museum. In continuing that work 
we’ve been aided by the internet, which helps research processes, but also 
all the museums to distribute information.

One difficulty in identifying collections in the regional museums in Britain 
and Ireland was that most are underfunded and under pressure. They have 
curators who are responsible for perhaps all the collections such as natural 
history, social history and ethnography, and sometimes collections have 
moved from one place to another. So, for example, collections that were 
once at Norwich Castle Museum were purchased or acquired by the World 
Museum in Liverpool after World War II, because Liverpool Museum 
collections were bombed. Therefore, to research objects at Liverpool, you 
then have to go back to records at Norwich, since not all records moved 
with the objects. So, there’s the challenge of finding out where the relevant 
documentation is and being reliant on very enthusiastic but overworked 
curators to actually get access to view the objects, and then beginning the 
process of piecing together some of the research from the documentation 
that they do have.

Howard: I’d like to follow up something that Eleanor said about people not 
having to work in museums to work on the objects, and so forth. I think 
we can, from a historical perspective, reverse those kinds of questions to 

7  Isabel McBryde, ‘Some Wooden Artefacts from the North Coast of NSW: New Archeological 
and Ethnographic Data’, Records of the Australian Museum, Supplement 31, no. 16 (1978): 660–71, 
doi.org/10.3853/j.0067-1975.31.1978.207; Isabel McBryde, ‘“Barter … Immediately Commenced 
to the Satisfaction of Both Parties”: Cross-Cultural Exchange at Port Jackson, 1788–1828’, in The 
Archaeology of Difference: Negotiating Cross-Cultural Engagements in Oceania, ed. Anne Clarke and 
Robin Torrence (Florence, United States: Taylor & Francis Group, 2000), 245–84; J. V. S. Megaw, 
‘Something Old, Something New: Further Notes on the Aborigines of the Sydney District as 
Represented by Their Surviving Artefacts, and as Depicted in Some Early European Representations 
in F. D. McCarthy, Commemorative Papers’, Records of the Australian Museum, Supplement 17 
(1993): 25–44, doi.org/10.3853/j.0812-7387.17.1993.57; Carol Cooper and Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collections in Overseas Museums (Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press, 1989).

http://doi.org/10.3853/j.0067-1975.31.1978.207
http://doi.org/10.3853/j.0812-7387.17.1993.57
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say, well: ‘What did the people who built collections, the people who 
made objects, knowing that they were going to be in collections, want 
museums to do?’

People who made collections or deposited objects in collections wanted 
them to move out into world and into a future that would appreciate 
them and understand the lives of the people who made them. Clearly, 
in many cases, the makers did not have a museum in mind—but they 
wanted people to be engaged with objects and see value in them, to view 
them and use them and so on. On the whole, curators today are really 
oriented to that too, in the same way that librarians want people to access 
and read books.

So, the issue of access has always been in the minds of people who have 
been building collections in different periods of time. Obviously, access 
was seen in different kinds of ways in the eighteenth century, and when 
museums were first beginning to morph into public institutions, there 
was a move from audiences being the friends of the aristocrats who were 
building the collections to people in general.8 So, it was a foundational 
aim of museums, like the British Museum and the Louvre, to actually 
create collections for publics.9 Over time, the idea of who those ‘audiences’ 
are has broadened, but often you find when you’re actually looking at the 
details, the issue of broadening was in the mind of many museum curators 
and professionals.

Maria: I think the point Gaye made was interesting. There have been 
many people here before us, but not all of that research has been public. 
So there have been surveys of collections, large and small, but they can be 
hard to find or are quite obscure. This collective effort to make things and 
knowledge public and the politics around that, and the changing idea of 
audiences and access, is really complicated. So, this project is about saying: 
‘Well, this research has been done, let’s make it public.’ And then people 
sometimes say: ‘Why would you do a book?’ as though that’s not the right 

8  Caroline Vout, Classical Art: A Life History from Antiquity to the Present (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2018), doi.org/10.23943/9781400890279; David K. van Keuren, ‘Museums and 
Ideology: Augustus Pitt-Rivers, Anthropological Museums, and Social Change in Later Victorian 
Britain’, Victorian Studies 28, no. 1 (1984): 171–89, .
9  Andrew McClellan, Inventing the Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern Museum in 
Eighteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

http://doi.org/10.23943/9781400890279


141

Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire by Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy

form in which to make this accumulated knowledge public. But a book 
can move around and becomes an object itself. It exists through time in 
a way that perhaps an exhibition, or access to the storeroom, cannot.

Eleanor: How did the book grapple with the many legacies and contexts 
for collecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander objects?

Howard: The book covers a whole series of very different motivations 
at different periods of time for making collections. You can separate the 
motivations of the people who made naval collections from the fact that 
occasional objects were the result of warfare and that the navy was linked 
very much to colonialism.10 Everything in the nineteenth century in 
Europe can be linked to colonialism. But what was colonialism? It was 
very many different kinds of things in different places. And you can’t say 
that just because there was a process of colonisation that that was all that 
people were interested in.

The materials that people were collecting were thought to be intrinsically 
important for people to understand the different cultures, societies, 
landscapes in the world, as they did it in a period where that knowledge 
was very different from the knowledge that one has today. So, collecting 
was part of that process of building knowledge and, in many ways in the 
long term, building understanding, but through the completely different 
motivations of different people. I mean, if you compare A. C. Haddon 
with someone like Inspector Ord in the Kimberley, at the same periods 
of time, their motivations were just so totally different. So, one cannot 
lump these collections together in any way. At the same time, however, 
because of the diversity that makes collections this incredible source of 
information, one can actually begin to understand historical processes in 
a way that is very difficult otherwise.

Maria: That goes back to that first question, because it’s important to 
consider: ‘How did we get our authors to think about colonialism 
materially’? That happened at so many different points in the making of 
the book. One was in the conceptualisation of it. I remember Gaye and 
I spent an intensive week in London really thinking about how these 
objects would be put together in various ways to illuminate diverse and 
various ways of thinking about colonialism.

10  Daniel Simpson, ‘Naval Pathways: Tracing Objects from Nineteenth Century Royal Naval 
Voyages’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums ed. Gaye 
Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021), 69–78.
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We’d been committed for a while to the idea of pluralistic encounters, 
to the local being important, and to the frontier as complex—a violent 
and an intimate space. We came to the book with the idea of empire and 
colonialism, not as that which explains everything, but rather as the actual 
context of the nineteenth century when most of the objects in the book 
were taken overseas. The explanatory power of empire and colonialism 
appears differently when you get down to the nitty gritty details of the 
objects and the people and the places and the events and episodes that 
surround them.

Gaye: It’s interesting too, because it’s impossible to be completely 
comprehensive, but we did try to cover most regions of Australia one way 
or another. And perhaps as a reflection of what is in British collections, 
the area least discussed is the centre of Australia, which was where later 
in the nineteenth century Spencer and Gillen and then lots of other 
researchers went and that isn’t so well represented here. But like many 
early encounters, we do have a strength in the book in coastal regions 
and then inland New South Wales and Queensland with shields on 
colonial frontiers.

Eleanor: As you say in the co-authored introduction to Ancestors, Artefacts, 
Empire, the book ‘is focused on ways to bring together dispersed objects 
with archival material, Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives, and 
disciplinary approaches’. Given the diversity of the authorship and objects 
discussed, how has the book engaged with these different elements? 
Does one element—whether the materiality of the object, the colonial 
archive or Indigenous perspectives—ultimately appear the most visible?

Gaye: I think it varies from chapter to chapter. I’m not sure if there’s 
one overall.

Maria: I think it reflects where the intensity is. When there’s a rich 
archive, you get a sense of that; where there’s Indigenous engagement 
with particular object types or practices, then you get those perspectives 
emphasised. I would say that it’s the materiality of the object that comes 
most consistently across the chapters because that’s what keeps drawing 
people back.

Howard: The significance of the archive is going to depend enormously 
on the age of the objects and how much, or how little, is known of them 
in the first place. So, the first thing to do is to contextualise the material 
in relation to the maximum amount of information one can get from that 
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period of time, or as close to that period of time as possible, so you can 
begin to ask and answer the next sets of questions. Now, the next set of 
questions are going to be very, very different according to the time that 
the artefacts were collected but also according to the nature of the sort 
of ideas that people had in that period.

The most exciting thing about one of the chapters that I was involved 
in writing—on the bark painting collection of the National Museums 
Scotland—was that making the collection challenged some of the 
presuppositions that many people had at the time.11 It was a collection 
of bark painting that was largely put together in 1980 by the curator, 
working with an Australian Government organisation, Aboriginal Arts 
and Crafts Ltd. At that time museums had only just got the idea that bark 
paintings might be an authentic object.

It took a very, very long time for museums outside Australia to show any 
interest in bark painting because they were often made in the context of 
‘settlement’, and so, by definition, were made for sale. As a result, they 
were considered to be ‘inauthentic’ objects. It was generally believed that 
they were postcolonial objects made at the behest of the missionary or 
anthropologist. Such was not the case and should not have been relevant, 
but it was the general assumption that people had done this, and people 
were very dismissive of an Australian Government agency working on 
behalf of Aboriginal people in the marketing of art. Forty years on, the 
collection is recognised to comprise exceptional works and I found the 
correspondence on the making of the collection very revealing as it showed 
how much work went into making the collection at a distance and the 
high level of expertise involved. Museums in Europe have relatively few 
curators for their ethnographic collections. They’re not going to be experts 
on all the areas of the world, but they’re hopefully going to draw the 
public’s attention to the value and richness of cultural production outside 
Europe. Dale Idiens, the senior curator, visited Australia aiming to add to 
the museum’s Aboriginal collections. She recognised the significance of 
bark paintings and the fact that few were held in British collections. She 
established a relationship with Australian museums and sought curatorial 
advice, but in buying the works she was very much dependent upon the 

11  Howard Morphy, Antje Denner and Bree Blakeman, ‘Excellent Judgement: Bark Paintings in 
National Museums Scotland’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish 
Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 
2021).
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judgement of Ian Primrose who worked for Aboriginal Arts and Crafts 
Ltd. It was extraordinary how that body of committed and knowledgeable 
people working with Indigenous art centres were able to make a collection 
at a moment in time when Australian art galleries were only beginning to 
collect bark paintings.

The intervention of Australian Government agencies associated with the 
Aboriginal Arts Board of the Australia Council in the 1970s and 1980s 
played a crucial role in the recognition of Aboriginal art after years of 
neglect and invisibility at the national level. It came at a time when 
Indigenous Australians were really becoming visible and present, and the 
collections were one of the things that shouted out for recognition, not 
simply of the richness of Indigenous cultural production but also of rights 
more generally. And the acquisition of works by overseas institutions was 
an important part of the process.

Eleanor: Maria and Gaye, do you remember what excited you most with 
your particular chapters and what excited you most about the objects you 
were looking at?

Gaye: When I first saw and heard about Mithina’s pin cushion and 
doll, I think that really touched my heart.12 Mithina was an Aboriginal 
Tasmanian girl who was sent to live at Government House in Hobart 
with the family of Sir John Franklin, lieutenant governor of Van Dieman’s 
Land, around 1841. The doll and pin cushion were found with the Gell 
family papers in Matlock, Derbyshire, and were probably taken back to 
England by Eleanor Gell, John Franklin’s daughter. Other objects struck 
me by their beauty or manufacture or history, but I think the doll, to 
bring out the story of Mithina more, was the one that made me take a step 
backwards and reflect on so many things.

Maria: I would probably add a similar story as it’s about coming to your 
own relationship to things. For me, it would be the little orphan shellwork 
shoe at Warrington because it affirmed stories told at La Perouse (and in 
missionary records) that these objects travelled from Australia to Britain.13 
Yet we’d never really found shellwork outside Australia. It hadn’t been 

12  Gaye Sculthorpe, ‘Exile and Punishment in Van Diemen’s Land’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: 
Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard 
Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021).
13  Maria Nugent, ‘Shellwork on Show: Colonial History, Australian Aboriginal Women and the 
Display of Decorative Objects’, Journal of Material Culture 19, no. 1 (2014): 75–92, doi.org/10.1177/ 
1359183513509535.

http://doi.org/10.1177/1359183513509535
http://doi.org/10.1177/1359183513509535
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collected in museums in Australia; the collections that now exist were 
reasonably recent. And then it also had that sense that if people keep 
writing about these once overlooked things, curators and others get new 
eyes to see what had not before been noticed. And then before long you 
think, ‘Oh, this could be a flood eventually’.

Gaye: What’s particularly interesting about that story and the whole 
process, and it applies to museums in Australia as well as in Britain, is that 
museum storerooms are full of surprises and people don’t necessarily realise 
what the objects actually are or how significant they are. With the shell 
slipper in Warrington, they didn’t have them on their list of Australian 
objects before I went there and the curator was looking for something 
else and he lifted a box of miscellaneous objects off a shelf to look and he 
said, ‘Oh, I don’t know what this is’, and I said, ‘yes well I do and I hardly 
believe it’. So, they were found when looking for something else and that’s 
the excitement of doing the work.14

Maria: Sometimes the excitement is that it just opens up a whole new 
story. The other excitement is that sometimes, at last, there is material 
evidence for what is already well known—that La Perouse Aboriginal 
women’s shellwork had global reach!

Howard: Often it’s something that Indigenous people have been telling 
anthropologists or historians for a long time, but they’ve taken no notice 
of it without material evidence.

For example, anthropologists and historians are very familiar with the 
Macassan voyages and the links and connections across New Guinea 
through to Indonesia really going way, way back. There’s been continuous 
relationships and interactions, and a spear that was collected in Macassar 
had been labelled as Melanesian and was then re-identified as Yolngu; it’s 
almost exactly the same kind of hook spear that you’ll use today. I was 
so excited by this because it had been clearly traded by Yolngu before 
European colonisation in that region. But, Yolngu were completely 
uninterested at one level in this. ‘Well, you know, we’ve always told you 
we traded with Indonesia’, they said, ‘of course [the spear] is there!’ So, you 
can’t predict in every case what the source community—the Indigenous 
community, the descendants of the makers—are going to say.

14  Hannah White, La Perouse Shellwork: Indigenous Craft and the Australian Economy, Warrington 
Museum and Art Gallery, wmag.culturewarrington.org/2020/12/03/la-perouse-slipper/.

http://wmag.culturewarrington.org/2020/12/03/la-perouse-slipper/
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One of the things that I hope we are showing in this book is that people are 
going to say very different things in relation to the nature of the colonial 
experience, and that is something that you have to take on board. You’ve 
got to approach relations in very different kinds of ways because something 
that came from northern Victoria at that same moment in time is going 
to have a very different resonance with people in that region today, for all 
sorts of different kinds of reasons that you can’t predict. And what people 
may immediately feel is not necessarily what people will feel the following 
year or the following decade and so on and so forth. In a way, what we’re 
trying to do is really be part of a process that we know is ongoing and, 
in a sense, facilitating that kind of process. We’re facilitating it with the 
research that we’ve done and understandings of the historical processes 
that are involved. We know that objects are a dynamic thing, that there is 
change going on and we are part of the changing process.

Maria: I think that’s really important. I think at one level the power of 
this project is the insistence on engaging with the colonial archive. If we 
were responding to just what the objects mean in the present moment, 
there might be less interest in and emphasis on finding out about what 
they also meant in the past—at various different times, places, contexts in 
the past. If we were only responding to a contemporary issue or problem, 
we would soon find that things had changed.

Howard: It’s empirical, but it’s also theoretical. In a sense, the theory that 
we have is also descriptive. The world is changing; things are determined 
by multiple factors and extremely complex. So, the present is not a good 
moment to make final determinations about almost anything, if those 
determinations cannot be reversed. We’re not just holding place; indeed, 
by bringing the archival material forward, we’re doing the opposite. We’re 
bringing material that is going to be of relevance, but we’re not saying 
how it’s going to be of relevance in the future. We’re saying that in order 
to actually connect and make this material alive again, you have to make 
it alive with your knowledge about what its life was in the past.

Eleanor: Following from that, is there a way you’ve understood 
collaboration with Indigenous communities throughout the relational 
museum project and the process of researching and writing this book? 
Given the regional diversity of the volume, was consultation undertaken 
with specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups? And if not, who 
is the overarching ‘community’ you are speaking about, and intending 
to reach?
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Gaye: Well, in some cases the objects don’t have a clear provenance. 
For example, in the chapter that I wrote on shields from colonial frontiers 
in Queensland, very few had a specific provenance.

Maria: All of the work presupposes that people know where and which 
community the object belongs to. That’s true in some of the work we’re 
doing, but this book is also about the work that ultimately contributes to 
community consultation.

Howard: To look at objects from the basis of the community, ‘community’ 
is one of these really problematic concepts both sociologically and also in 
terms of governmental structures. Communities are always being created. 
So, the question that you’ve asked poses all sorts of problems because 
we don’t necessarily know which groups at a particular time of the past 
‘belonged’ to the material culture. We want to set objects into a historical 
framework of the time of their collections so that we can, as meaningfully 
as possible, connect them to people who today may be seen to come from 
the same region. So, region may be something that we could talk about 
more easily than a community. We’ve done many consultations with 
individual people as well.

Gaye: We also have various contacts within communities. I send 
information back to various people in Tasmania about objects I come 
across, even if they haven’t been reproduced in the book. It’s also the 
same with people connected with other parts of Australia where I know 
people are working on certain object types, such as at Stradbroke Island. 
I have shared with them different bags and baskets, and sent images and 
information to different people. So, it’s not just what’s in the book, it’s 
the other things that have happened along the way, it’s part of a broader 
and ongoing process.

Howard: In a way, we are posing a series of practical problems without 
imposing simplistic solutions, but we’re certainly pointing to them. 
The hub and spokes model that you were referring to Eleanor, linking 
distributed collections with source communities, means that we do actually 
have to say: ‘There’s got to be some evolving networks of communities 
within Australia.’

Gaye: Not so long ago, I shared an eighteenth-century kelp water container 
that I helped to uncover in the collections of the Quai-Branly Museum 
in Paris on my Facebook page, and one of the senior artists in Tasmania, 
Lola Greeno, responded: ‘Thanks so much for sharing. I’m teaching 
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young women and girls how to make these and it’s so important to see 
this.’ So, I think that, indirectly, social media helps. I also think a very 
important part of the book is the detailed appendices that indicate what 
objects are where. While it’s not comprehensive, it will be a springboard 
for so much more research to come.

Maria: There are also opportunities that some Indigenous people have 
had to go and look at the collections in Britain. At La Perouse the other 
day, it was really critical that someone in the room—Noeleen Timbery—
had been to the British Museum and Cambridge and was able to talk 
about and generate an interest in the objects from the coastal Sydney 
region that have been identified in overseas collections. So, she’s one 
pivotal person who is a part of this network, building relationships and 
forming exchanges as people become engaged with objects.

Eleanor: This research has clearly taken on political utility in recent 
decades as museums are pushed to confront their colonial legacies and 
calls for repatriation are staked. Some argue that research pushes these 
new frontiers, while others would see object research as complicating some 
contemporary claims. How does Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire speak to this 
current moment, and what conversations do you hope it will encourage?

Gaye: I think anyone who has worked in Aboriginal Australia realises that 
the most fundamental thing is to ask: ‘Who has the right to speak for an 
object or a place, and what is people’s connection to that?’ If you start 
to look closely at objects in museum collections, you’ll find that these 
questions are not at all clear, especially with early historic objects, because 
the information isn’t there. To start doing fundamental research on objects 
is part of a process of developing that conversation and engaging the right 
people in it. Perhaps those less familiar with museums might assume that 
there’s information sitting on a database somewhere that you can easily 
extract to say where an object comes from. Often, it’s such a general level 
of information that exists, or no information at all, such as the shellwork 
slipper in Warrington, that much more research is needed as a first step.

It’s interesting because, in my experience, Indigenous people who visit our 
collections are not generally interested in looking at objects unless they 
come from a particular recorded place, related to them. So, even though it 
might be within the region, there’s less interest because of the uncertainty. 
Because so many of the objects do need further research to try and 
identify even the region or subregion from which they come, there’s much 
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fundamental research to be done before you begin to engage with the 
right people in any conversations and taking these conversations forward. 
So, in part, that’s the aim of the book—to encourage more research on 
these collections that remain little researched and under-documented.

Maria: Yeah, it’s been interesting in the ‘Gweagal’ shield case because 
people have sort of said, ‘Oh we made a claim for repatriation and now 
they’ve done more research’.15 But repatriation claims typically trigger 
research. So, in a way, we’re trying to pre-empt this, by saying: ‘Here is 
the current state of information; let’s build on that.’

Howard: I hope that this book will complexify all the discussions about 
repatriation. Part of the question is, ‘repatriation: not just to whom 
but to where?’ Then there’s the question of actually how many cases 
and applications for repatriation have there been? Is it something that 
museums are receiving all the time? How have museums responded to 
those particular requests? You’ll find that it’s an infinitely more complex 
picture than people imagine and that many Indigenous Australians are 
playing a major role in adding to collections both as makers and curators.

There are many substantial reasons for some things to be repatriated. 
But what is the process? How and what did it involve? Initially the process 
involves a massive amount of research on the material so that people can 
know what is there; later, the question is: ‘where can the material go?’ 
Many Indigenous Australians, as they gain better access to material, see 
the presence of material in museums as being objects in action in the 
present-day context. Well, what is better access? What does that mean? 
The whole history of creating keeping places is an interesting one, as 
they have been movements often initiated by governments or library 
systems and the like. They think: ‘Let’s have a solution. Let’s provide the 
funding for keeping places.’ And communities often say: ‘Yes, we’ll have 
a keeping place.’ And then, over time, that keeping place no longer exists, 
and it’s not because people have been derelict in using them, it’s because 
it wasn’t the right solution to the problem that they themselves saw or 
what they actually wanted in terms of using objects. So, this makes things 
more complex.

15  Marc Fennell, ‘Shots Fired’, in Stuff the British Stole, ABC Radio National, 2020; Nugent and 
Sculthorpe, ‘A Shield Loaded with History’.
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Maria: It also goes back to that idea that people’s interest in the material 
is multiple. At a meeting at La Perouse the other day it was very clear 
that there was a sense of satisfaction that the material had been, in a 
way, preserved and that what they would really like to know are all the 
details about how those things were made, what they were made from 
and the environmental knowledge they hold. They knew that there were 
different groups, like the rangers, like the men doing the fishing and like 
the women still making shellwork, that would have different interests in 
different objects. They were very clear about what the return from the 
objects was, which is not the same as the return of the object.
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