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Value is a central component of the knowledge that enables people to act in 
particular domains, habitats, societies, and classes but the knowledge itself cannot 
be reduced to its application to any one of them. The domain of value contains 
everyday and specialized knowledge about things, imbricated in the life of particu­
lar cultures and societies. The values associated with objects can be seen as chains 
of connection or disconnection as objects move across different regimes of value 
(e.g. Appadurai 1987; Myers 2001); the particular object provides a focal point 
that brings into play the different ways in which the material world has properties 
that are valued and different ways of valuing things. 

Museums almost by definition collect things because they are of value to the 
institution itself. 1 But they do not necessarily collect things that are valuable in 
the monetary sense or which have a high value as exchange items. In the museum 
world, the different senses of value collide as much as they coincide - morality 
meets money, education tangles with display, aesthetics dances with decor and 
decorum, and the collector meets the collected. Museums are a venue in which 
value can be reduced or added as an object moves categories, as it gains in fame 
or its provenance is enhanced. The entanglement of museums with the art market 
is inevitable in the contemporary context, where fine art is still mysteriously asso­
ciated with, among other things, refinement, class, prestige, contemplation and 
higher forms of knowledge. 

Ethnographic collections can provide windows into value creation processes 
in societies at different moments of their history (Morphy 2019). They give the 
researcher access to the nature of colonial relations (Peers 1999; Bell 2017; Mod­
est 2019) and reveal the entanglement of Indigenous cultural trajectories with 
external influences in post-colonial contexts (Thomas 1991, 1999). It needs to be 
recognized that the objects themselves are often a main source of evidence and 
that their materiality provides the most direct connection to their past (Sculthorpe, 
Nugent and Morphy 2021 ). From the perspective of material culture studies, the 
object must be primary and set in dialogue with any evidence that contextualizes 
it. Objects are a resource for researching the value trajectories of which they are a 
part and hence revealing the values and value creation processes of the societies 
from which they come. 

It is important to draw a distinction between the value of an object as a potential 
source of information and how it is valued at particular points in time. Museum 
objects are valued in different ways by different people in different institutions and 
how they are valued changes over time and across cultures. Value can be located 
in many different attributes of an object according to different criteria - an object 
can be valued according to what it is made from, how it was made, the quality of 
the craftsmanship, its cultural significance, its rarity, the name of the maker, who 
previously owned it and so on. These values can change in significance over time 
and so too can the value of the object as a potential source of information. Value 
can change through the process of research and community engagement - new 
questions can be asked of an object and new potentials found. · 

The value now given to 'ethnographic dirt' by museum curators provides a very 
good example. Ethnographic dirt is a deposit on an object that is a product ofuse or 
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aristocracy (Bennett 1995). Research focuses on the motivations of people who 
made the collections and built the museums, the reasons why the objects were 
collected, the ways in which they were exhibited (Kratz 2011 ), and how they 
gained in value from being included in museums. With certain exceptions - fine 
art and design - there has seldom been consideration of the motivations of the 
people whose work ends up in the collections. They have undergone a process of 
'neutralisation' (Bourdieu 1984, p. 272). The makers and their descendants until 
recently have been seen as passive agents in the history of most collections. In 
most chapters of this book, in contrast, the maker's presence is strongly felt and the 
value to them of the works in the museum is central to the argument about value 
(see Sleeper-Smith 2009). This is in part a reflection of the kinds of collections that 
are focused on - ones that in the past would have come under the general rubric 
of ethnography or ethnographic. 

The essays in this book engage richly with many of the important issues of con­
temporary museum discourse and practice. As a whole they enable us to trace the 
trajectories of values over time and the ways in which museums and collections 
have been centrally involved in value creation processes. This perspective provides 
an important challenge to presentist critiques of museums that positions them as 
locked into the time they emerged. The central themes that recur throughout are 
the agency of people across space, time and cultures, and the emergence of values 
that become manifest and realizable through the museum process. 

The creation of the public museum 

The public museums which came into existence in Europe during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries have become models over time for analogous institutions 
nested within the structure of nation-states globally. While sharing in common 
certain values about cultural heritage framed by international bodies such as ICO­
MOS and UNESCO, they have developed from their own histories and sets of 
values. Viewed from the longue duree the objects that comprise collections have 
an almost infinite capacity for interpretation and (re )connection. However, they 
can also appear at times to be constrained by imposed categories that lock them 
into past values and reproduce conservative institutional structures (Ween, Chapter 
2; Bolton, Chapter 6). There is a danger that objects carry forward connotations 
from their past histories and the theories of a particular time, fixing the way they 
are seen and flattening their potential. Objects in collections that have had many 
lives both inside and outside the institution over the longue dun~e incorporate their 
history in the present by th.e acknowledgement of multiple pasts. 

Cabinets of curiosity were museums of everything and over time they became 
subdivided to reflect the development of disciplines, interest groups, regional 
identities - from a museum of everything there has almost been a movement 
towards museums for everything - from natural history, to regimental museums, 
to portrait galleries, to museums of childhood, and Lego.2 The creation of separate 
museums has in itself been a process of value creation; just as is the case with the 
changing labels and names for departments or sections in the museum. An ongoing 
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that the work had not been produced for sale outside the society - a covert recog­
nition of cultural significance as an albeit distorted sign of authenticity. However, 
as categories change, distinctions are challenged and art markets become more 
globalized and oriented towards contemporary production, then non-western art­
works can gain in monetary value from their entry into the value creation process 
of the art market. 

Ethnographic collections in museums of the world 

The museums that developed across Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
turies were built on histories of collecting and the accumulation of material culture. 
The public museums included many objects that had been part of earlier collections. 
A bronze water jar (hydria) could have begun life as a trade object in Greece in the 
fifth century BC, been acquired as a prestige object in Roman times though capture 
and housed in a villa in Italy, resided in a merchant's house in Mediaeval Italy 
before being brought back to a stately home in England from the Grand Tour, and 
eventually gifted to a British museum. 3 The form of the vase remained constant over 
that time but it had been seen and valued in many different ways by people who had 
quite different relationships to it in the context of very different societies and times. 

Caroline Vout (2018) in her book Classical Art: A Life History from Antiquity 
to the Present traces the ways in which antiquities - works of material culture 
from Greece and Rome - were understood, incorporated and activated in value 
creation processes from classical times to the present.4 Classical antiquity has 
played such an important role in European cultures that tracing the history of the 
collection and curation of its objects provides a window to the many changes that 
occurred in European society and its relationship to the world outside at different 
moments in time. The building of classical collections over millennia is integrated 
within histories of trade, colonization, religious wars, the rise and fall of empires, 
and is associated with the continual transformation, creation and recreation of the 
boundaries of nations, states and regions. Classical antiquities formed a major 
component of the royal, aristocratic, ecclesiastical collections and the cabinets of 
curiosity. Such collections were often highly eclectic - cumulatively building and 
in a sense creating the heritage from the previous centuries. They included works 
from prehistory, the Middle Ages and Renaissance times, and each generation 
added contemporaneous works of art, craft and literature. The collections might 
also include minerals, natural history, anatomical specimens and manuscripts -
indeed anything that might excite the curiosity and delight the senses of those 
privileged to be invited as guests to admire them. 

While collections had always contained material culture from outside the chang­
ing boundaries of Europe, the expansion of European colonization and the so­
called 'voyages of discovery' in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began to 
change their balance.5 Material culture from Asia, Africa, Oceania and the Ameri­
cas began to have a major impact on European sensibilities and opened up different 
worlds. Initially, the dominant paradigm was to incorporate all within hierarchical 
oppositions such as that between 'barbarism' and civilization in continuity with 
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debates set in classical antiquity. The world outside Europe contained within the 
emergent museums was framed by existing categories and values but the collec­
tions also provided a challenge that would prove to be an engine for change. 

As Joshua Bell (2017, p. 249) puts it, 'Colonialism was and is heterogeneous 
with a play of agencies defining the periods from which the collections emerged.' 
Museums were both in step with colonial processes that facilitated the building of 
collections and ahead of them in changing attitudes by challenging theories based 
on race and in recognizing the value of cultural diversity. The collections made 
during this time played and continue to play a significant role in demonstrating the 
value and richness of other ways of life and initiating slow processes of change 
in the domain of human rights, challenging received hierarchies and changing the 
meaning of terms from the past (Sculthorpe et al. 2015). 

Europe has always been an arena for conflict and contestation, and the Euro­
pean Enlightenment was a time of war and revolution. The era of the expansion 
of cabinets of curiosity presaged a period when, as Vout (2018, p. 162) appositely 
phrases it, 'the classical and the colonial [and] the princely and the public realm 
jostle for supremacy.' It was the time when some collections began to move 
from the private to the public domain with the creation of national and regional 
museums. 

Museums such as the British Museum and the Louvre developed in part to 
give the public access to collections that had been in private ownership. In 
France the transformation was literally part of a revolutionary movement. Abbe 
Gregoire, who played a significant role in the founding of the Louvre, argued 
that the treasures 'which were previously visible to only a privileged few ... 
will henceforth afford pleasure to all: statues, paintings, and books are charged 
with the sweat of the people: the property of the people will be returned to 
them.' (McClennan 1999, p. 98). The changes in France were neither inevitable 
nor determined by revolutionary aspiration alone. Gregoire was contesting the 
very opposite solution to the problem of privileged collections - their icono­
clastic destruction which some such as Robespierre advocated (Sax 1990). 
However, the movement to create public institutions was gaining momentum 
elsewhere in Europe. Similar sentiments to Gregoire's were expressed in the 
founding of the British Museum. In the words of Sir Hans Sloane in his will 
leaving his collection to the nation, his aim was to satisfy 'the desire of the 
curious, as for the improvement, knowledge and information of all persons' 
(Wilson 2002, p. 11). 

Jason M. Gibson (this volume, p. 108), building on an argument of Pieter Keur's 
(2010) argues that the tension between Enlightenment ideas of acquiring knowl­
edge for scientific study and the attentive localism of Romanticism, produces an 
institution that is not wholly rational and scientific but one that leaves room for 
sentiment and with it a recognition that its collections are part of 'larger social, 
political and cultural fields of human affective activity.' 

In reviewing museums over time from the viewpoint of successive curators, it 
is possible to see them as being engaged in a process of trying to understand and 
influence the world as it changes with ever-increasing speed. 
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Ethnographic? 

The label ethnographic has until recently been primarily used to refer to collections 
from cultures and societies outside the boundaries of Europe. The crucial time for the 
development of public museums was also the time when material culture from distant 
places was becoming integrated within global trading systems, and being brought back 
to Europe by returning travellers, missionaries, military and colonial officials. The 
objects generally were not of high financial value (Bolton 2009) but the interest they 
generated is reflected in the large number that ended up in museums across Europe. 

Present usage sees the term 'ethnographic' overlap with or even being replaced 
by the term Indigenous, referring to the people of a region prior to its colonization 
or their encapsulation within a nation-state. In settler colonial societies increas­
ingly collections will become locally categorized under the preferred names of 
the source communities. Collections were subdivided in part on the basis of dif­
ferences in the scale and presumed complexity of the societies concerned. Labels 
such as 'tribal' or 'civilization' were applied to some collections and not to others 
and they could be understood to reflect value judgements about the quality of the 
objects and the evolutionary ranking of societies. The labels have been t~ntangled 
with the value creation processes of the market as in the case of 'primitive' art, or 
'tribal' art. Such distinctions brought uncomfortable divisions between collections 
from the same geographical regions. 

The very fact that ethnographic col1ections have been an integral part of the 
collections of the British Museum from its beginning shows the extent to which 
European museums were open to wider views of the world than those that domi­
nated at the time. The Asian co11ections in the British Museum have a history of 
changing departments as categories shift. In 1933 the collections became divided 
between the newly created Department of Oriental Antiquities and the Department 
of Ethnography. Oriental Antiquities, as its name implied, looked backwards with 
a connoisseurial eye to past civilizations and forward to highly valued material 
objects of those continuing traditions. The Department of Ethnography retained 
the important collections connected with everyday life, with indigenous societies 
and with societies that were ranked lower by internal or external criteria -- 'caste,' 
status or 'folk' traditions. The distinctions were problematic and the categories 
became increasingly outdated. Seventy years on, the Asian collections were 
brought together in a more encompassing department, the Department of Asia. 
The large collections from Britain and Europe held in the Ethnography depart­
ment associated with everyday life and what would have once been classified as 
folk culture was moved to the Department of Britain, Europe and Prehistory. The 
Department of Ethnography itself disappeared as a label and its remaining collec­
tions re-emerged under the rubric of Africa, Oceania and the Americas. The labels 
are important as signs of changing values but it is vital to understand that the 
change is an integral part of the value creation process that museums are engaged 
in, often aimed at a better and more nuanced appreciation of cultural diversity. 

The Department of Greece and Rome survives as an independent entity with its 
focus on Classical Civilization, reflecting the scale of its collections and in turn 
the important role that Greece and Rome have played in the European imaginary. 
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The changing locations of ethnographic collections within institutions have not 
diminished their importance but highlighted their value. Lidchi and Hartwell (this 
volume, p. 69) succinctly define ethnographic collections as comprising objects 
that are ' salient to the understanding of a culture. ' 6 This does well as a mini­
mal definition of the concept of ethnographic value. Over time the museums that 
housed collections primarily for their ethnographic value developed in tandem 
with the disciplines that focused on human diversity - anthropology, archaeology, 
human geography, philology and, increasingly, cultural history and art history. 
While clearly all material objects have the potential to contribute to the under­
standing of the society of their maker, in the case of ethnographic collections 
this is to be seen as one of the primary reasons for the collection of an object, in 
contrast for example to its value as a work of art or an example of technology. 
Because ethnographic collections were drawn from societies outside of Europe it 
also meant that the museums housed material that would not otherwise have been 
curated and conserved. They comprised collections that fell outside the contempo­
raneous structure of values of Britain or France at the time of their collection.7 In a 
sense ' curiosity' is a good word- open-ended, looking towards the future, oriented 
towards discovery and engagement rather than being locked into rigid categories. 

However, it is important to note that the term ethnographic itself has the con­
notations of knowledge that comes from the people themselves. Material culture 
does to an extent objectify aspects of the society that produces it and in and of itself 
provides a source of evidence (Miller 2005; Dudley 2010). But ideally collections 
should be well documented at the time of collection from the culture of production. 
The documentation of a collection can reveal the techniques and knowledge that 
goes into their manufacture, it can record the different names associated with each 
object and the different ways in which it is valued and used within the society and 
in turn help understand the structure and organization of the society that produced 
it. But, however comprehensive and detailed an individual collection is, it only 
covers a short period of time. As records of human knowledge collections need 
to be linked across institutions and in a sense conceived of as a whole. Research­
ing collections involves getting to know them, valuing them, putting the parts 
together and making sense of them inside and outside the museums. Collections 
in that sense are like archives and libraries in that they are inevitably partial but 
create a whole that is far greater than the parts. Understanding the particularities 
of human histories over time continues to be the primary objective of those who 
value ethnographic collections. 

Lissant Bolton's chapter on textiles from Vanuatu exemplifies the value of 
collections as archives of knowledge. The distributed collections from Vanuatu 
enable people to understand the diversity and complexity of the region's creative 
practice and its regional variation and temporal trajectories. Ethnographically the 
distinctions signified by the variation in form and technique of different textiles 
are at least as important as the objects themselves. Without knowledge of these, 
the objects have lesser value and a major task of the curator and researcher is 
to reconnect objects in the collection that are undocumented to others that have 
definite attribution. As Bolton shows, members of source communities generally 
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have complementary ambitions. When they have the knowledge and authority, one 
of their aims is to ensure that the objects in the museums are well documented, 
and ifthe existing documentation proves valuable to return that knowledge back 
to the community. 

From a global perspective, all collections are potentially ethnographic. Hence, 
most of the issues associated with the reconnection of ethnographic collections 
with their history and with contemporary descendants are now acknowledged to 
apply more generally to all cultural collections. 

Building collections (with museums in mind) 

The majority of ethnographic museums have developed agglomeratively over 
time. A proportion of these can be understood as the product of war and sometimes 
the spoils of war (Chapter 3), but a greater proportion were collected on 'voyages 
of exploration,' or were trade items, or derive from the collecting activities of 
missionaries and colonial officials in situ. The framing of museum collections as 
wholesale plunder or loot has been one of the most damaging over-generalizations 
ofrecent discourse that seeks to decolonize museums. Many of the chapters in this 
book provide evidence of uncomfortable histories and imbalances of power and 
status between collectors and makers. But museums and archives are precisely 
among the main sources of evidence for understanding and revealing past histories 
and placing them in context. In doing so, they often reveal much more complex 
processes at play, in which the agency of the makers emerges strongly. 8 

Trade has been integral to the building of nearly all museum collections. Mate­
rial culture objects, things that could be made to sell, were an important way 
in which people linked in to the developing colonial economy (Barnecutt 2006, 
2018; Kingdon 2019). The majority of objects in ethnographic collections were 
trade items, with the ethnographic collector sometimes, but rarely, being ahead of 
the trader. Edmundson (Chapter 1) notes in the case of MacGregor how quickly 
'scientific collecting' gave way to commercial enterprise. The importance of many 
objects as trade goods has been masked in part because of the 'scientific' value 
gained through being as uninfluenced by colonization as possible. It is also because 
those in museum collections have indeed become rare survivors. The vast majority, 
that were in private hands, have long since ceased to exist. 

The developing interest in collections as a form of knowledge in the eighteenth 
century meant that many presaged the emergence of public museums. The earliest 
Pacific objects in the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology andAntbro­
pology come from the eighteenth-century voyages of Cook and others (Chapter 7). 
While many of the artefacts collected on Cook's voyages were sold as commodities 
on the return to Britain others were included in collections of colleges, learned soci­
eties and emerging museums (Bolton 2009). Sir Joseph Banks (1743-1820), who 
accompanied Cook on his first voyage, was instrumental in the process of transfor­
mation and gave and bequeathed his collection and library to the British Museum. 
Equally importantly the journals and artists' pictorial records of the voyages pro­
vided the kind of documentation that would subsequently prove invaluable. 
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Museums Scotland, may find its place in different collections instrumentalized for 
different ends and mobilizing different frames of value. Nevertheless, their chapter 
shows two very different kinds of western museums associated with overlapping 
but different sets of values, serving distinct purposes which result in very differ­
ent collecting and preservation practices, institutional trajectories and community 
engagements. 

The diversity of motivations comes up in a surprising way in Anna Edmund­
son 's chapter. Her focus is on the collection made between 1888 and 1898 by Sir 
William MacGregor, the Administrator of British New Guinea. MacGregor came 
from a similar background to that of Spencer and Haddon and saw collections 
of material culture as integral to the development of a scientific and humanistic 
understanding of society. His aim was to create a representative body of material 
culture that could at a future time be recognized as a valued record of people's past 
heritage. However, in this case, he was building a collection for what he imagined 
at the time would one day be the independent nation of British New Guinea. 

Museums and source communities - a brief note 

The concept of a source community or culture of origin is contested. The terms 
tend to be used interchangeably. At the heart of their meaning is the notion that a 
material object can be traced to the individual and/or the group of people who made 
it. A codicil is that there is, or can be, a continuing set of people who by descent, 
location or culture are connected to that originating moment (see Karp, Kreamer 
and Levine 1992; Peers and Brown 2003; McCarthy 2011; Colwell 2017). Since 
a key value of objects in ethnographic museums is that they can be placed in time 
and in the context of the society that produced them, it is not surprising that the 
concept has particular salience there. A source community is central to the idea that 
a category of people or political entity have continuing rights in an object because 
their community or nation was where the object originated. The identity of the 
source community is premised on a real or imagined connection with the person 
who made the object concerned. Analytically, any label for a culture or society has 
to remain provisional, and so the 'source community' becomes a construct that 
may differ in space and time. In some cases, and for some purposes, the relevant 
community may be as large as the nation-state - as in the case of the Elgin Marbles 
or the MacGregor Collection. 

For well-documented ethnographic collections where the individual maker is 
known, conceptualizing the local community clearly provides a starting point. De 
Largy Healy (Chapter 13) shows the way in which the Yoh]u intellectual leader 
and museum researcher Dr Joe Gumbula spent many years researching his com­
munity's collections. His research involved respecting sets ofrights and relation­
ships within his own society. His community is not simply defined and bounded 
but extends beyond the boundary of Yoh]u speakers through intermarriage. Yet, 
at the same time, his relationship to particular objects depended on his clan mem­
bership. A painting by his father in the National Museum of Australia could be 
classified as a Gupapuyngu clan object, or a Yoh]u object, or as an Indigenous or 
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First Nations Australian object, or as an Australian national treasure. 10 In each case, 
it is possible to imagine a large number of individuals who would have a strong 
emotional attachment to the object as representative of a category of persons, from 
Yol.t]u to Australians in general. 

The idea of a source community, though important, is essentially a fuzzy con­
cept. It is · difficult to theorize and apply, yet important to understanding the nexus 
of relationships between the makers of objects and the cultural institutions that 
hold them. If the museum and the source community are imagined as two enti­
ties - two locals - that have ongoing relationships, then the relationships between 
them have to take into account the fact that both are changing over time, that 
comparatively they can be seen to operate at different scales, and involve different 
space-times (Morphy 2019). For Nancy Munn 'in comparative anthropological 
studies, the spatiotemporal dimensions of a theoretical problem not only are intrin­
sic to it but require analytic fore-grounding ' (1996, p. 44 7). Ethnographic artefacts 
not only move from the space-time of their place of manufacture but through the 
different spatio-temporal contexts of their life in collections where they are under­
stood over time in very different ways. And engaging with museum collections 
involves different people in different ways entering and engaging with past times. 

The source community can be anything from an imagined prehistoric society 
or a city that no longer exists, to the community associated with a living artist or 
craftsperson. Many of the chapters in the book touch on these issues in different 
ways. How do local communities exist in a global arena? What is the 'local' in a 
world of migration of diaspora and multiple identities? There is a sense in which 
Indigenous communities are both in their local places yet also part of national 
and international domains. And in the historical processes that have created those 
situations, the majority of people from source communities no longer live in their 
original ' local.' These problems of connection are central to how the value of 
museum collections can be realized in the present. 11 

In the case of ethnographic collections, the source community is a complement 
to the imaginary of the nation-state - both are phenomena that are simultaneously 
social facts and imagined entities. They are concerned with how, in a globalized 
world, the local be can be recognized, and the ways in which local values can be 
acknowledged and respected at a global and national level. Many of the chapters 
in the book provide insights into the complexity of these issues and show how the 
idea of a source community is active in energizing museum collections (Phillips 
2011; Krepps 2019). The idea that particular people have a relationship with a 
museum's collections based on descent and other forms of identity is of contempo­
rary significance and is integral to the processes of value creation within museums. 

Agency revealed 

Understanding the presence, absence and frequency of particular kinds of objects 
in ethnographic collections reveals the values they have both to the collector and 
to the source community. For example, Edmundson's detailed analysis of the Mac­
Gregor Collection shows how it is balanced towards the objects of everyday life in 
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Papua New Guinea communities and objects that were already items oflocal trade. 
Sacred objects and objects of high ceremonial value within the society formed a 
very small percentage of the collection. 

The structure of museum collections is far more influenced by the value objects 
had to source communities than is often realized. Because the objects are likely to 
be valued on a quite different basis when traded outside the community this can 
create highly complex entanglements between different regimes of value over time. 
And contrary to many people's expectations, the ethnographic and 'local' value of 
an object may lie as much in its absence from museum collections as in its presence. 

Perhaps the most written-about objects in the history of anthropology are the 
exchange items of the kula ring - the necklaces and shell rings that circulate in 
opposite directions around the chain of islands of the Massim in Papua New Guinea 
(Chapter 7). They remain at the centre of debates on exchange, value creation and the 
nature of economy. 12 However, very few are present in museum collections, primar­
ily because they have remained central to the regional system of trade and exchange 
until the present. They remain objects of value within the Massim, and their value 
as anthropological artefacts is ironically affirmed by their absence in collections. 

However, many other artefacts are not as firmly tied to place. The finely carved 
splash boards (lagim) of the canoes that travelled with the kula valuables across the 
island chain are well represented in collections and became items of trade destined 
for distant markets. The lagim, as exquisitely painted carved figures, became val­
ued more for their aesthetic impact as art objects than for their role in the system 
of exchange. As art objects, they crossed the boundary between two systems of 
values - the anthropology museum and the art museum. 

Herle (Chapter 7) writes with reference to a Luan Veuv mask from Vanuatu 
gifted to the Cambridge University Museum that 'the value of the mask is transi­
tive, the main value resides in the knowledge and ownership of making and per­
forming, not the material object.' And other objects can change categories within a 
society as they move from one context ofuse to another. Bolton gives the example 
of qana textiles from Ambai Island, Vanuatu that gain value as objects of exchange 
in the marriage system but which when taken out of that system become some­
thing else and are used for domestic purposes. The Malanggan sculptures of New 
Ireland that have gained recognition as one of the world's great and dynamic art 
traditions were traded in large numbers to Europe at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In this case, the desires of the market became synchronized with the life 
of the object in the culture of production. The sculptures were commissioned for 
the memorial ceremony of community members and revealed as an installation 
in a final dramatic revelatory performance (Kuchler 2002). The sculptures were 
often made by specialist craftsmen in neighbouring villages or islands and traded 
in. At the conclusion of the ceremony, the sculptures were left to rot or on some 
occasions burnt, but the sale to European traders became another option for a 
continuing existence in a distant place (Barnecutt 2018). 

While in many cases source communities have maintained similar structures of 
value into the postcolonial context, in other cases the value of artefacts has been 
transformed. In the context of war and colonialism, values can be disrupted either 
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of history. In some cases, collections were made at near-genocidal moments 
and the agency of the makers present in the artefacts is largely absent in the 
documentation. 

A number of chapters reveal the dynamics of present processes of engagement 
between source communities and museum collections and the impact of spatio­
temporal disjunctions on the process and the outcomes. JildaAndrews' and Jessica 
De Largy Healy's chapters on Indigenous Australian societies with overlapping but 
very different colonial experiences contrast poignantly with one another. Andrews 
writes about the process of her engagement as a museum anthropologist and as 
a Yuwaalaraay person with collections from her community that she uncovers 
in museums in Australia and overseas. The Yuwaalaraay were dispossessed of 
their country in the nineteenth century and researching the collections provides 
a visceral encounter with the objects, the labels and histories from the past. The 
things that were collected, the way they were catalogued and the fact that collect­
ing stopped creating a distance - a gap - between the past and present that needs 
to be addressed and redressed. 13 

De Largy Healy's perspective can be seen as being in continuity with an almost 
collaborative history of the making of YollJu collections. Much of the chapter 
comes through in the voice of Dr Joe Gumbula (1954-2015). Effective European 
colonization ofYoh]u country took place in the mid twentieth century and in 1976 
Yoh]u gained rights to their own land. 14 Healy shows Gumbula engaged in a two­
way relationship, bringing objects back to the community and bringing the com­
munity into the museum. The question of value was central to his undertakings 
and he understood the value of museum collections as formidable intellectual and 
historical resources for Yoll]u and non-Indigenous people alike. In 2009, Makarr­
Garma's Aboriginal Collections from a Yob;u perspective opened in the MacLeay 
Museum in Sydney- 'the exhibition was imbued with transformative properties: 
like a ceremony, it became a site for the transmission and reproduction of Yoll]u 
knowledge' (this volume p. 250). 

Yoll]u knowledge stored in museum collections is also the subject of Robyn 
McKenzie's chapter. Value creation processes are dynamic and material collec­
tions caught up in them change their value in unpredictable ways. McKenzie shows 
how the string figures collected in 1948 by McCarthy both lost and gained value 
in different ways in the museum and in the source community after an interval of 
60 years. Anthropology's interest in string figures declined so that the collection 
became almost forgotten. And when McKenzie reengaged the community with the 
collection, the making of string figures was almost a forgotten practice. However, 
as a result of McKenzie's engagement, the tradition became revitalized in the com­
munity and the collection became a medium for the transmission of knowledge. 
Contemporary string figures became incorporated locally and nationally into art 
practice. The value of the ethnographic collection was enhanced through its con­
temporary use. At the same time, the history of the collections provides a window 
on the iterative relationship between academic disciplines and cuitural change -
these are non-linear relationships that are at times disarticulated but always have 
the potential to come together. 
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populations. As a people, the Sarni themselves cut across the changing boundar­
ies created by state formation but the solutions that have been developed have 
involved Sarni as citizens of each state. Within Norway, the redistribution of col­
lections has been influenced by the regional political structures that have devel­
oped within the structure of the nation-state. The decisions over where collections 
are to be located add value to evolving systems of regional governance. 

Re-engagement also occurs across the boundaries of nation-states as we have 
seen and may involve an initiative of the museum as part of its agenda in opening 
up its collections. The relationships often begin with individuals recognizing the 
value of a collection and initiating a process of reconnection as was the case with 
the Baguia collection. The Baguia response illustrates one of the many ambiguities 
of diasporic objects removed from place. In this case, there was no sense ofloss of 
valued object as such. People believed that the objects that had remained behind, 
that had been looked after properly, and had the appropriate rituals performed, 
had in a sense been enhanced by the fact that in a distant place similar objects had 
been valued, cared for and have survived. The objects that have remained in place 
had accrued in value. 

In the Baguia case, the initiative came from outside but received an immediate 
positive response from the museum. But, in many cases, the museums themselves 
play a central role in initiating the process. The Smithsonian Museums Recover­
ing Voices program has been set up to build relationships between the museum 
and source communities around the world. Bell's chapter focuses on the visit of 
a community member from the Purari Delta in Papua New Guinea to Washing­
ton. He shows how the engagement involves, even requires, personal relation­
ships built over time and reciprocal visits to allow for priorities to emerge. And 
in Bolton's case, it was a 'local/national' institution the Vanuatu Kaljoral Senta 
(Cultural Centre) that showed her the direction for her research in Ambae and in 
collections overseas. 

Anita Herle's chapter focuses on 'Pacific Currents,' a two-year project research­
ing and redisplaying the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology's collections from the region. In this case, the museum built on over 
a century of discontinuous yet enduring and recursive relationships with source 
communities. The very title of the exhibition subtly condenses the museum's 
awareness of the process they are engaged in - signaling movement, change and 
exchange of ideas and values and 'developing a more open and less proprietorial 
approach to access, interpretation and display' (this volume p. 139). 15 Increasing 
access is essential to the development of the trust that provides the basis for ongo­
ing productive relationships. 

Photography: objects, returns and replicas 

One of the common problems shared by curators and researchers on the one 
hand and communities and individuals interested in their own histories on the 
other is bringing data together. The historical record gets redistributed for various 
reasons; books are broken up because the individual engravings are at a moment 
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As a component of the ethnographic record film and photographic objects were 
subsequently neglected as an anthropological resource for much of the twentieth 
century. Photography was associated with racial typology and perhaps too closely 
associated with the process of exoticizing other cultures. 16 One consequence of the 
fieldwork revolution was that anthropology became focused on the synchronic. 
The emphasis shifted to the analysis of social structure and social organization 
and current beliefs and practices. Photography and film were costly, required sub­
stantial equipment, and were seen to be of limited use as methods of recording 
data on such topics. 

However, a number of factors have meant that towards the end of the twentieth­
century attitudes to photography began to change (Banks and Morphy 1997). Film 
and photography increasingly became a more affordable medium and could be 
integrated methodologically within fieldwork. Documentary film became a more 
accepted medium of communication and historic portraits became reconnected to 
descendants from source communities. 

Many chapters show the value of photographs in archives and museum collec­
tions to contemporary communities, often being used for unimagined purposes. 
Photographs are used by Indigenous Australians to establish traditional patterns 
of land ownership and to trace genealogical connections over time (Aird, Sas­
soon and Trigger 2020; Lydon 2006). Dr Joe Gumbula was closely involved in 
identifying, redocumenting and repatriating visual and sound recordings to Yob]u 
communities (Chapter 13; Hamby and Gumbula 2015). Yob]u attitudes to images 
of the deceased have changed over time. Where once close relatives were protected 
from viewing images, they are now incorporated in burial and memorial ceremo­
nies (Morphy and Morphy 2012). Bell's chapter shows the strong engagement of 
people with F.E. Williams' photographs from the Purari River and the reasons why 
they are valued today. Perhaps ironically these direct recordings of people and 
places are valued for the same indexical character that made them so desirable in 
nineteenth-century Europe. They seem to provide a direct connection to people in 
the past, an emotional link that can evoke positive feelings of connection. Yet, at 
the same time, they can be seen to capture uncomfortable histories. In both cases, 
their reproducibility enables them to be re-purposed to reflect different kinds of 
truth values (Chapter 12). 

Digital repatriation through photography has become an important way in which 
source communities can become aware of the collections held in museums and 
gain access to images of objects. They allow people to access large collections of 
objects that would be impossible by other means. Their portability, potential for 
electronic transmission and reproducibility afford their use in multiple ways. And 
as reproductions, their conservation requirements are much reduced compared to 
those of an original artefact. While photographs are often seen as a poor substitute 
for the 'real thing' it is much more interesting to view them as another kind of 
'real' - connected to the object in the museum but with properties. of its own. De 
Largy Healy shows how the return to the community of photographs of paintings 
collected in the 1940s 'provided a spectacular demonstration of how the spirits 
associated to the museum collections could "start talking again'" (this volume 
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Perhaps for this reason the value of something cannot always be commodified -
some things cannot be meaningfully given a monetary value. 

Museums are nonetheless linked in many ways to the increase in the market 
price of certain categories of things. They need to beware of the influential role 
they play in converting heritage value into commodity value, and they do have to 
take account of financial value in the management of collections. In the context 
of the nation-state, there will always be a requirement to allocate a value, for 
insurance purposes, for compensation or for compulsory purchase. Herle indeed 
notes that since government and funding body directives tend to turn values into 
a quantifiable value with currency equivalents, one of the challenges for museum 
staff is to productively bridge these different notions of value. However, through 
the uncynical ethnographer's eye, the focus of museums is more towards the value 
of everything than the market price of a few things. 

The core values associated with museum collections are that the material is to 
be conserved for present and future purposes as a public good, that the collec­
tions have educational value in that they provide information about objects and 
their contexts, and that those who appreciate an object get pleasure through its 
being there and through having access to it. In the case of ethnographic objects, a 
major part of their value is their salience to understanding human cultures across 
space and time. The very idea of cross-cultural understanding contains the idea 
that difference is expressed through different systems of value, in the ways in 
which objects are valued in the societies of origin compared to in the culture of 
the museum. In that respect, the value an object has in its culture of production 
is an essential component of the value it has in the ethnographic collection - but 
its affective value might be different for the museum curator and the member of 
a source community. The values in the museum and of the community may come 
into conflict but more often they come together, when the desire for understanding 
meets the desire to be understood. 

The chapters as a whole provide insights into how things are valued inside and 
outside the museum. It cannot be presumed that the core values of ethnographic 
collections and of museums are universal. Arguably that would cut across the 
rationale of ethnographic collections as a means for understanding difference. On 
the other hand, museum practice suggests that many values are held in common or 
are at least understood to be commensurate and can provide a basis for collabora­
tive engagement (Phillips 2011 ). The key values of the museum such as curation, 
conservation, preservation, truth, respect, cross-cultural understanding, cannot be 
assumed in their particularities but need to be worked out through practice. 

Edmundson explores the concept of patrimony as a category of value that may 
be cross-cultural, as the discourse on repatriation sometimes implies. But as with 
all these general concepts that have developed in the formation of states, it is 
nested within hierarchies of connection. Is it the patrimony of the nation, of the 
state, of the lineage, of the family? - Is it a kind of value and/or a kind of prop­
erty? The concept of curation is closely associated with caring and looking after. 
But what should be the basis of caring relationships? Is kinship as Kim TallBear 
suggests (2016) 'an alternative to liberal multiculturalism for righting relations 
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gone bad ... Making kin is to make people into familiars in order to relate' (see 
Chapter 9, p. 182). 

While it is important to recognize the existence of different regimes of val­
ues and acknowledge the fact that different societies, cultures, or more generally, 
groups of people can value the same object in fundamentally different ways, sys­
tems of value are dynamic and values change over time. Change can result from 
trade, intermarriage, religious conversion, or the incorporation of local communi­
ties or societies within larger polities, through the development of states or as a 
result of colonization. Museum collections are testaments to eons of change and 
have often been made through, or even as a consequence of, those changes. In the 
process of articulating with contemporary communities, such changes are made 
visible and communicated in the present. But museums themselves also provide 
the context for changing values, both within a society and in people's perception 
of other cultures and times. 

Societies are always in a process of change. A comprehensive collection is likely 
to contain much that is no longer part of oral tradition, objects that are no longer 
made, techniques that have been forgotten. Oral traditions are not accounts of the 
past but narratives brought into the present. Museum collections from Vanuatu 
comprise more types and more distinctions of textiles designs from Ambae than are 
now known locally. Their presence is not a sign of cultural loss but of the dynamics 
of culture. The museum provides the opportunity for people to have a window on 
moments in time, on the diversity of designs sedimented in the past but brought 
together in the present, as things of interest that can be applied in infinite ways in 
the present. They hold knowledge that has been curated and preserved. The same 
arguments can be made with respect to the material culture in European museums 
that focus on the diversity of material culture from the European past - the muse­
ums of glass of pottery, of childhood, of fashion, of regimental history. 

The curation and conservation of objects over time are clearly both motivating 
and enabling values, and facilitation and collaboration are values associated with 
many contemporary museum cultures. Perhaps as a consequence of this muse­
ums in their articulation with source communities have provided arenas where 
adjustment and articulation of different systems of values have been played out. 
Discourse over the access to collections by source communities including, in some 
cases, repatriation is one such area (Colwell 2017). Many of the chapters in this 
book deal with the issue of repatriation either directly or indirectly. 

Museums are under-recognized sites of and for collaborative value creation 
in a changing world in which different values systems inevitably coexist. They 
enable people to work together while maintaining differences allowing people 
relative autonomy in process of coming together. Jilda Andrews argues that in 
looking towards our cultural futures, first, we must engage with an ideal of 
what we wish for them to be; then we must grapple with our cultural present, 
and what it is we hope to change. She sketches out a complex national agenda 
for Australia, an ongoing value-creation process - the making of interventions 
resulting in changes that will be seen and felt differently by different Australians 
at different times. 
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The essays in this book show how values can arise out of museum pre 
as categorization, conservation and the history of collections; how cu 
ences influence the ways in which objects are seen and understood, am 
rial culture is integral to cultural trajectories. But they also show how r 
part of dialogical processes that are changing people's worldmaking in the present­
part of a dialogue between people with different histories who have different rela­
tionships to the past but who occupy or overlap in the same space. Co-production 
across time becomes an important concept, bringing the past into the present. 

The order of chapters 

This book is the result of an iterative process. The chapters have mainly been 
drawn from presentations given at two conferences. We circulated participants 
a general paper we had written: 'Museums, Anthropology and Value Creation 
Processes - A Prolegomenon.' Overall, the chapters share an understanding that 
value creation has to be understood in processual terms. The introduction has been 
written out of a close reading of the chapters, and this provides one point of entry 
into their relationships. However, we have found it helpful to divide the book into 
a number of sections with short introductions which provide alternative pathways 
into the relationships between the chapters. The majority, though by no means all, 
of the chapters draw their examples from Australia and the Pacific region, but the 
complex dialogical relationship with museums in Europe and America means that 
the arguments that are developed resonate widely. 

The book is one of the outcomes of a research project The Relational Museums 
and Its Objects funded by a grant from the Australian Research Council awarded 
to the Australian National University (ARC Linkage grant LP150100423). Our 
industry partners, who provided strong support for the project, were the National 
Museum of Australia, the British Museum and the Museum of the Riverina in 
Wagga Wagga. We thank the authors of the chapters for their patience and engage­
ment with the project, and other participants in the conferences in Canberra and 
London from which the chapters are drawn. The conference in Canberra was 
hosted by the Australian National University at University House and the London 
conference was hosted by the British Museum, facilitated by Lissant Bolton and 
Gaye Sculthorpe. Many people have contributed to the production of this volume. 
Maria Nugent provided essential commentaries on a number of the chapters. Anna 
Edmundson reads the Prolegomenon more often than she would care to remember 
and gave feedback on a number of other chapters. Frances Morphy has provided 
support through the entire process, being a willing critical reader on the many 
occasions she has been asked for advice. 

Notes 

See for example Richard Handler's 1992. "On the Valuing of Museum Objects". 
Museum Anthropology 16(1): 2-27 and from a conservator's perspective Miriam Cla­
vir's important 2002 book Preserving What is Valued: Museums, Conservation, and 
First Nations. 


