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T

he object of this essay is to look at the history of the Robert Abbe Museum of
Stone Age Antiquities in Bar Harbor, Maine, in light of changes made to the
organization based on recent theories and practices of decolonization. Founded
in 1928 as a “trailside curiosity,” the museum has recently begun a decolonization initiative to engender greater collaboration with the Wabanaki Tribes in Maine.

¢ A Humble Beginning and a “Vanished Race”
Introducing the collection of Stone Age Implements, Lafayette National Park [now
Acadia National Park] will stand for the epitome of the beauty and wonder of nature
on the Eastern Continental coast; but the complete drama of its history will be lacking
in interest after its geology and consummate beauty of living things have been studied;
if we do not gather together and consecrate in a Museum these Stone Age implements
of agriculture and war which have been the indestructible evidence of a vanished race.14

When the Abbe Museum (originally called the Lafayette National Park Museum, then
the Robert Abbe Museum of Stone Age Antiquities) first started out, founder Dr. Robert
Abbe’s interests rested entirely with archaeological collections. In 1927, as Abbe was getting his museum up and running, he stated “In working out this problem of exhibiting only one limited phase of the antiquity of the Stone Age, I have consistently set a
goal—never to enlarge this collection into a general museum but fix indelibly a fact of
incontrovertible history on the minds of the large and rapidly growing traveling public”15
(Figure 5.1).
Furthermore, Abbe explicitly stated that the museum would not include anything
about historic or contemporary Native Americans: “With recent Indian life, however, we
will not concern ourselves”16 His Aims and Ideals provide additional explanation of why
this was the case, when he refers to the artifacts he had gathered as the “indestructible
evidence of a vanished race.” He simply did not see a connection between the artifacts
and living Native Americans, which is especially significant because there was an annual
summer encampment of Wabanaki people in Bar Harbor with which Abbe would have
been plenty familiar.
Abbe believed that all of the archaeological artifacts were from a different race, now
extinct. At that time, the understanding of both the relative and absolute ages of archaeological sites and artifacts was limited, and archaeologists were just beginning to consider
the relationship between the two best-known types of archaeological sites in Maine—
shell middens and “Red Paint” burials.
Abbe was familiar with museums such as the American Museum of Natural History,
George Heye’s Museum of the American Indian, and the Peabody Museum at Harvard,
and although he saw these as important resources, he wanted to create something different, a “permanent classic ‘one show’ historic incident in the path of the ‘maddening
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Figure 5.1. The interior of the Abbe Museum ca. 1930. Photo courtesy of the Abbe Museum.

crowd’ and to make it as perfect as possible.” As he continues, “large museums covering all
archaeology repel the usual visitor by consuming too much time and bringing fatigue.”17
The Abbe Museum’s first nonarchaeological collections were added in 1930 with gifts
from Mary Cabot Wheelwright, among others. These included baskets, birchbark pieces,
tools and beadwork. Although the museum and the donors of the time appear to be
acknowledging a connection of some sort between the archaeological record and artifacts
from current (or at least eighteenth and nineteenth century) Native American communities in the region, there was a strong focus on finding the oldest, least “corrupted” examples
of material culture. This was common across North American museums collecting Native
American material at the time and wrapped up in colonial perspectives and bias regarding
twentieth-century Native people.
What is somewhat distinctive about the nonarchaeological collections at the Abbe
as opposed to other museums in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is that
from the early years until the present, the bulk of its collections are objects made for sale,
not objects made for use by Native people in their everyday lives. This has meant that the
Abbe’s collections do not include items that were essential to Native American communities at the time and illegally or unethically removed from these communities. As a result,
during the process of implementing NAGPRA requirements, the Abbe Museum and
consulted tribes did not identify any sacred objects or objects of cultural patrimony in the
museum’s nonarchaeological collections.
As far as we can tell from limited records, there was no direct involvement of Native
people in the acquisition, management, or interpretation of Abbe collections until the
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1970s. In this decade, the museum began to have Wabanaki artisans on site doing demonstrations of things like basketmaking.
Wabanaki is a collective term that encompasses the four federally recognized tribes in
Maine—the Micmac, Maliseet, Penobscot, and Passamaquoddy—and the Abenaki, who
are federally recognized in Canada and have state recognition in Vermont. In 2010, the
Native American population in Maine was just less than 10,000. It is important to note
that although the Abbe Museum has, and continues to build, strong positive relationships
with tribes in Maine, this has not always been the case and is not currently true of the
relations between the tribes and some other museums in the state and region.

¢ On Collecting: Placing the Abbe in a Colonial Context
A number of scholars have described the colonial origins of museums as it relates to the
collection of Native American artifacts, peoples, and identities. Phillips identifies the four
elements/actors that came together in the second part of the nineteenth century and
beginning of the twentieth century to produce most ethnographic collections and how
they create, and maintain, colonial narratives of erasure. For Phillips, these actors were
(1) the ethnographic collector, (2) the native agent collector, (3) the rare art collector, and
(4) the tourist.18 Working together, these interests inscribed ethnographic collections as
“privileging the past over present”19 in a way that ignored any “Native system of aesthetics,
use and value.”20 Conceptually, searching for “old” and “authentic” pieces and displaying
them as the most representational pieces of a culture “prevented other kinds of authenticity . . . from being recognized.”21 Thus, in symbolic terms, “we can interpret colonial
museum representations as simple narratives of geographical displacement of the other
by European colonization.”22 In the case of the Abbe, the fact that the collection was not
being connected to modern Native people in the area, or their ancestors, helped the displacement narrative even further—it allowed the Euro-American viewer the pleasure of
gazing at the primitive without any possible sense that they were responsible for the actual
displacement of an indigenous people.
In Maine, the narrative of archaeological discontinuity continues through the present day. Most of Maine’s current archaeological community and museums with archaeological collections continue to have different perspectives on the pre-European history of
the Wabanaki from those held by the Wabanaki themselves. Archaeologists (most, but
not all) feel that archaeological evidence shows a substantial discontinuity at the end of
the Archaic Period (about 4000–3800 years ago), and because of this, argue that Native
Americans living in Maine today are not culturally affiliated with archaeological materials and sites that predate 3800 B.P. In other words, archaeologists argue that today’s
Wabanaki can only trace their ancestry back 3800 years in Maine. Even more importantly,
many archaeologists who have worked in Maine support the cultural affiliation of objects
found only in the last 1000 years to contemporary Wabanaki communities.
Many Wabanaki (including those on the intertribal Wabanaki Repatriation
Committee), on the other hand, believe that they have been here from the beginning, and
that most, if not all, pre-European sites and artifacts in Maine were created by their ancestors. These divergent perspectives have critical implications for the management, care, and
control of archaeological collections. This is especially important because many of the
archaeological collections in museums that date to the Archaic Period in Maine are burial
objects—a suite of stone tools placed in graves—in which the human skeletal remains are
not preserved because of soil conditions.
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¢ Collections Planning and Tribal Partnerships
An essential aspect of good collections management is collections planning. Most museums have limited resources for collections: limited space, limited funds for the care of collections, and limited staff time to manage and provide access to collections. The Abbe is
currently working with a collecting plan created in 2005 and will be building an updated
collecting plan based on a new interpretive plan currently in the works. As part of the
planning process, the Abbe has been reviewing its current collection for its strengths and
weaknesses, based on input from tribal communities and the Abbe’s new decolonization
initiative.
Most of the Abbe’s current collection, both through purchase and donations, continues to be of objects made for sale, so-called “tourist art” and fine contemporary Wabanaki
art and crafts. The biggest gap in the collection is objects that support in-depth interpretation of Wabanaki daily life, recent history, and current issues. Some interesting exceptions include a beaded wedding dress made by Susan Thompson, Penobscot, in the early
2000s, casino referendum signs and bumper stickers, Penobscot chief Barry Dana’s running shoes, and Maliseet artist Rose Tomah’s mother-in-law’s pickle/bread bowl. If visitors are going to get a full, rich picture about the Wabanaki, the Abbe needs to be able to
tell a wide variety of stories that provide plenty of context for understanding the diversity,
complexity, and adaptability of the tribes and communities and ensure that visitors leave
with no doubt that there are Native people in Maine today.
As part of its colonial past, the Abbe, along with many other Native American museums, must deal with its past focus on identifying and collecting the oldest, least-westernized (therefore thought to be more “authentic”) objects and ignoring the fact that Native
American people and their material culture have always adapted to changing environments, be they natural or cultural. Ignoring the results of that adaptation feeds into the
misconception that “real” Indians are a thing of the past. It is important to have collections that reflect the change and adaptation that has been such a central part of Native
American life since the arrival of the first Europeans, as a companion to the change and
adaptation reflected in the archaeological collections.
As part of the process of overcoming these past biases, the Abbe must evaluate how its
collection can help interpret stories or themes important to Wabanaki people. The Abbe’s
contemporary basket collection can help tell the story of the importance of basketmaking
to the economic survival of the Wabanaki and the carrying on of traditions. This is also
reflected in the Abbe’s contemporary birchbark, beadwork, and wood carving.
Furthermore, the Abbe is relatively well equipped to tell stories around the importance
of tourist art in the eighteenth- to twentieth-century life of the Wabanaki (see Phillips,
Trading Identities), but have fewer objects outside basketry, such as beadwork, toys, souvenirs, and postcards. This gap was revealed during the creation of a recent exhibit, Indians
& Rusticators, which was filled by borrowing pieces from other museums and private
collections.
In some instances, identifying other collections from which a museum can borrow is
an important part of collections planning; if a museum that can easily collaborate with
another has strong collections in an area in which the first museum has a weakness, perhaps it makes the most sense to plan on borrowing from that institution (or private collection) as opposed to adding (purchasing) items. This is especially important for nontribal
Native American museums, in which competition (real or perceived) with tribal museums
is something to be avoided.
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Another major area for improvement at the Abbe is documenting Wabanaki traditional knowledge about the Abbe’s historic and contemporary collections, through language, oral tradition, and Wabanaki perspectives in first-person voice on the role of such
objects in their lives and culture. The work being done by tribal museums in this regard
may serve as a good model to improve the Abbe’s practices.
To overcome previous colonial biases about collecting, the Abbe can also do more to
involve Wabanaki people in decisions about what we should be collecting and cooperatively developing strategies to do so. An important component of this is not competing
with tribal museums. Currently there is one Wabanaki member on the Abbe’s collections
committee, and it would be beneficial to increase Native representation on this committee. The Abbe should also consult the recently established Native Advisory Council to
gain input and perspectives on large or particularly thorny issues about collections. This
might include issues about determining who is a Wabanaki artist or craftsperson (and
thus whose work we should be collecting) or ongoing issues about the repatriation of
archaeological material.
The emphasis on collecting pieces made by, and important to, Wabanaki people would
be a departure for the Abbe, which has spent most of its years developing collections of
archaeological and older historic materials. In 1973, the museum acquired its first pieces
made by living Wabanaki craftspeople, which was an assortment of baskets purchased
on behalf of the Abbe by C. Gardner Lane from the Passamaquoddy Basket Co-op and
other Passamaquoddy basketmakers. We know the makers of some of these baskets; but
for others, an individual creator is not recorded. Of some interest is the fact that at least
one unfinished basket was acquired clearly with the intention of showing something of
the process.
Seven years later in 1980, two more contemporary work baskets were purchased from
Maliseet basketmakers, James and Audrey Tomah. More direct involvement of Wabanaki
people is evidenced by a gift made in 1983 from Barbara Francis, curator, on behalf of
the Penobscot Nation Museum, of a basket by Eunice Crowley and a miniature totem
pole by Stan Neptune. During the 1980s, the Abbe also began to build relationships with
Wabanaki artisans through the purchase of pieces to sell in the Abbe museum shop, and
this continues to be a key interface with contemporary Wabanaki artists and craftspeople.
Archaeological collections present a whole other set of concerns, challenges, and
opportunities. The Abbe’s earliest collections were made by individual collectors or avocational archaeologists in the Mount Desert Island area and were either donated to or
purchased by Abbe as he worked to build a collection focusing on the Stone Age, concentrated on the island and its immediate environs. A small subset of the pre-1928 collections were excavated by Warren K. Moorehead and a crew from Phillips Academy
and donated to the collection for the planned museum. These early collections were split
between coastal shell middens and so-called “Red Paint People” burial sites.23 Moorehead
was one of Abbe’s “professional” advisors as he worked to build a “scientific” collection of
Stone Age artifacts.
In 1928, the museum began conducting or sponsoring excavations at sites around
Frenchman Bay. Collections also continued to be donated by individuals, and small collections were donated by other archaeologists/institutions, such as Phillips Academy (the
R. S. Peabody Museum) and the Maine State Museum.
A dual focus on shell middens and burials reflected the focus of archaeology in Maine
at the time, and there was likely no Wabanaki involvement in collecting or excavations.
This was a time when the relationship between living Native people and the archaeological
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record was just beginning to be considered and consensus was building among archaeologists that the shell middens were created by the “Algonquin race,” who were the Native
people present when Europeans first arrived, but that the “Red Paint People” were an
earlier race, now extinct, and not related to contemporary Native Americans. Amazingly,
this view still holds sway in much of the archaeological community in Maine and the
Northeast, albeit with a more refined terminology and framework. This has ongoing
impact on how archaeological collections are managed, and how NAGPRA has been
applied in Maine.
During the 1990s, the Abbe Museum went through the process of implementing
NAGPRA requirements and repatriated all human remains in the Abbe’s collections. No
artifacts were repatriated because none of the human remains had associated grave goods.
Additional human remains that came into the Abbe’s possession through the transfer of
a collection from another institution were also repatriated to the Wabanaki. The Abbe
Museum still holds a substantial collection of unassociated (not associated with preserved
human remains) burial objects from the Archaic Period in the Abbe’s collections. To date,
the Abbe has not received a repatriation request in regard to these collections but is aware
that several other institutions are in the process of addressing more recent repatriation
requests for Archaic Period material. Information about the Abbe’s collections was provided to the Wabanaki Repatriation Committee as part of the Abbe’s original NAGPRA
inventory, and we may receive a claim at some point in the future. The Abbe made the
decision sometime in the 1980s not to exhibit or otherwise publicly display artifacts
attributed to burial contexts and to follow handling guidelines provided by the Wabanaki
Repatriation Committee during the repatriation of human remains. These include restrictions on the consumption of alcohol and the menstrual cycle of individuals involved in the
care and handling of the collections.
The Abbe has accepted donated collections that appear to be burial assemblages in
recent years. The intention has been to provide appropriate care for these sensitive collections, and in some cases, to keep them out of the artifact market. In addition, the Abbe
Museum does not (1) purchase archaeological material or (2) assign monetary value to
archaeological collections. As an institution, the Abbe believes it is unethical to sell archaeological artifacts from Native American sites, and these two policies reinforce that stance.

¢ The Abbe Grows Up: From Trailside Curiosity to

Downtown Museum

The passage of NAGPRA in 1990 symbolized not just a change in the law in terms of collection practices but a changing culture within Museums and Native American activism
as it relates to artifacts, heritage protection, and museum practices in general. Beginning
in the 1980s, museums started to address issues such as identity, representation and voice,
and issues of title that arose from Nazi seizures of Jewish collections during World War
II. Racial and cultural minorities who had been previously left out of decisions in museums that held their cultural patrimony were also demanding to be heard and have their
perspectives heard in exhibits, collecting practices, and programs at museums. This is true
of Wabanaki people as well. Members of Wabanaki communities participated in all of
the major Native American activist movements in the 1970s and 1980s and continue to
be engaged in these movements in both the United States and Canada. All of the five
tribes have developed language and heritage programs, with each of the Passamaquoddy
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communities and Penobscot Nation managing collections in tribal museums. Tribal orientation and programs focused on heritage protection have also gradually increased since
1980 in Maine, with the passage of the Maine Indian Claims Settlement Act in that year,
as well as with federal recognition of the Penobscot Nation (1978), Passamaquoddy Tribe
(1978), Houlton Band of Maliseet Indians (1980), and Aroostook Band of Micmacs (1991).
As the Abbe began to implement NAGPRA in the 1990s, the museum was also
undertaking a major capital campaign to open a downtown Bar Harbor location. This
new, larger location would provide many more opportunities for the museum to explore
collection and exhibit practices that better represent contemporary ideas about the representation, voices, and identities of Native Americans. The creation of the much larger
downtown location in 2001, which immediately became the primary location for Abbe
exhibits, programs, and staff, changed the nature and dynamics of the museum itself. No
longer a small, trailside curiosity, the Abbe took on a more robust and diverse set of programs and exhibits.
The new location also created opportunities to engage tribal communities in collaborative exhibit development—emphasizing tribal points of view and perspectives in ways
never attempted at the original trailside location. The creation of the Four Mollys exhibit
in 2001 showed the possibilities of collaborative exhibit-making in a way that was previously unimaginable in a typical ethnographic, colonial space. Representatives from all of
the tribes were part of designing, organizing, and implementing the exhibit (Figure 5.2).
This also led, in the short term, to more representation from the Wabanaki Nations on the
Board.
Immediately after the Four Mollys exhibit and the opening of the downtown location,
the museum world suffered a downturn in funding with the events of 9/11 (the downtown location officially opened at the end of September 2001). This clearly impacted the
momentum of collaboration with Native peoples in terms of exhibit development and
other issues and slowed the ability of the Abbe to develop its identity as a museum committed to a diverse set of rotating exhibits and programs and ultimately away from an
archaeological orientation. Adding to the changes the Abbe was undergoing, archaeologist Diane Kopec, director of the museum through the transition from trailside museum
to the downtown location, retired in 2006.

¢ The Move toward Decolonization
The combination of funding concerns, staff transitions, and a still-emerging identity led to
a number of fits and starts around the Abbe museum’s direction after Kopec’s retirement.
The board, concerned about the financial potential of a museum devoted to only local
Native American populations, hired Kopec’s replacement to expand beyond the emphasis
on local Wabanaki Tribes and seek funding from new places. The shift was not feasible or
supported by the staff, Wabanaki, or museum stakeholders and Kopec’s replacement left
within two years. For more than a year, the Abbe was without a director/CEO, and this
further slowed the development and direction of the museum. During this time period,
with a focus seemingly oriented toward tribes and people outside of Maine, and even
some non-Native content, some of the good will and connections with the Wabanaki that
defined the Four Mollys exhibit and other programs were lost. A couple Wabanaki people
left or were termed-off the board and only co-author Ranco remained as the lone Native
American board member. As is often the case in such situations with limited funding,
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Figure 5.2. The Wabanaki women who served as advisors for the Four Mollys: Women of the Dawn exhibit
celebrate the exhibit opening in 2002. Photo by Peter Travers, courtesy of the Abbe Museum.

the issues of Native American collaboration became less of a priority because they do not
usually bring in immediate funds.
Eventually, the Board hired Cinnamon Catlin-Legutko in 2009. Catlin-Legutko
had previously been the director of the General Lew Wallace Study and Museum in
Crawfordsville, Indiana, where she led the organization to the National Medal for
Museum Service in 2008. With great skill in managing small museums, Cinnamon has
had great success in working with the board and staff to reorient the mission toward
local Native American communities and collaboration in ways that have national and
international appeal. In 2012, the museum formalized a Native Advisory Council, with
representatives from each of the five Wabanaki Tribal governments in Maine (Figure 5.3).
Within a year of Catlin-Legutko’s hiring, the Abbe unveiled a new mission statement
to “inspire new learning about the Wabanaki Nations with every visit.” This created great
appeal and a clear focus for the board, the staff, and the Native and non-Native audiences
that the museum serves. As programs and exhibits became oriented toward this clearer
mission, the board and staff became more engaged. Under Catlin-Legutko’s leadership, a
process to “decolonize” the museum formalized a process that in many ways began with
NAGPRA and the Four Mollys exhibit over the previous twenty years.
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Figure 5.3.
Museum.

The Abbe Museum Native Advisory Council at its inaugural meeting in 2012. Photo courtesy of the Abbe

For the Abbe, the interest in decolonization is as much an ethical practice—to build
collaborations with Native peoples—as it is in developing and exhibiting interesting,
unique, and compelling stories with universal human appeal; this finally fulfills the educational mission of the museum set out by its founder. To do this, true collaboration and
trust must be built with Native peoples and communities. This does, and will, take a long
time, yet the Abbe is committed to become a national leader in this regard.
Inspired by Ho-Chunk scholar Lonetree’s extremely incisive 2009 essay, “Museums
as Sites of Decolonization: Truth Telling in National and Tribal Museums,”24 the Abbe
formed the Decolonization Initiate (DCI) in 2012, which a task force that makes recommendations to the staff and board on issues of collaboration, truth-telling in the museum,
the primacy of first-person Native voice, and the process of implementing and sustaining this practice in perpetuity. The choice to use the term decolonize in and of itself sets a
purposeful tone that shows the museum’s deep institutional commitment to right wrongs,
work in collaboration, and tell true stories of Native American experiences before and
after European contact, from both Native and non-Native points of view.
Lonetree’s article points out very clearly that one of the primary problems for Native
American museums (especially nontribal ones) is that those who walk into them have “no
clear and coherent understanding of colonialism and its ongoing effects.”25 Furthermore,
“the first step toward decolonization is to question the legitimacy of colonization.”26
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Presenting visitors with programs and exhibits that do this is a difficult but worthwhile
challenge to a nontribal Native American museum and eventually opens up new and
important avenues for exhibits, collaboration, collections management, and governance.
The DCI has taken up the challenge posed by Lonetree in three areas as a way to develop
and evaluate decolonized exhibits: (1) Does it tell “hard truths” about colonization? (2)
Does it privilege Native American stories/narratives, and (3) Was it done in collaboration
with Native peoples?

¢ Conclusion
The move toward decolonization is a pathway for the Abbe Museum to correct the colonial
elements of the original mission of the museum, while preserving the deeply important
educational mission. Abbe’s purposeful separation of local Native Americans from the
“stone-age antiquities” represented in the original collections served a (probably) unwitting colonial purpose to make contemporary tribal claims for land and rights much more
difficult and clearly represented museum practices of the time period. That said, Abbe’s
interest in Maine’s prehistoric past serves as an important educational jumping off point
for visitors to gain a true understanding of Native American experiences in the region
now known as Maine—both before and after the arrival of Europeans. Tribal participation in this process not only advances a truer understanding of their experience but also
has the possibility of advancing the heritage protection and other issues they face in lieu
of colonial legacies in anthropology and history. </casestudy>
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