
ANTHONY SHELTON 

A Brief History of the Museum 

The history of the Museum of Anthropology can be divided into four periods, 

each equated more or less with the tenure of its successive directors. 

The museum's beginnings lie in the University of British Columbia's acquisi

tion ofthe Frank Burnett collection in 1927. Burnett was a Scottish immigrant who 

made his fortune in the grain and real estate markets before travelling extensively 

in the South Seas. He wrote four books based on his travels and put together a 

fascinating collection of objects. In addition to the Burnett collection, the univer

sity counted among its early holdings two important Musqueam house posts, 

acquired and donated by the UBC graduating class of 1927. A number of totem 

poles acquired from Marius Barbeau, a pioneer Canadian anthropologist who 

conducted an early survey of Aboriginal totem poles of British Columbia, and the 

Buttimer collection of First Nations basketry were later transferred to the museum. 

The curators who presided over this initial period of the museum's history were 

W illiam Tansley, from 1927 to 1941, and Dr. Ian McTaggart Cowan, who occupied 

the position from 1941 to 1947. Most ofthe smaller-scale objects were displayed in 

a room on the first floor of UBC 's main library. The objects were crammed together, 

but they were catalogued and well organized by the criteria of the day, which meant 

sorting and grouping them according to their purpose and form. 

In 1947, the university hired Dr. Harry Hawthorn, a New Zealand-born Yale 

graduate, to begin teaching anthropology in the newly enlarged Department of 

Economics, Sociology, Political Science, Criminology and Anthropology. The 
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same year, Hawthorn was appointed director of the museum, and his wife, 

Audrey Hawthorn, assumed the role of honorary curator. In 1949 , under Audrey 

Hawthorn's direction, the collections moved from the Frank Burnett Room to a 

larger area in the library's basement. The move meant not only better access and 

storage for the collections, but space for new exhibits and access to a classroom as 

well. The latter became crucial in 1963, when the first credited courses in muse

ology and non-Western art were taught. 

Harry Hawthorn's interest in the First Nations of British Columbia became 

the focus of his tenure at the museum. In 1948, working with the British 

Columbian Indian Arts and Welfare Society, Hawthorn organized a conference 

that, among other things, sought to create a better understanding of the condition 

of indigenous art in the province and to ascertain whether art making could be 

reinvigorated as a source of income for Aboriginal communities. In a move unique 

for the time, First Nations peoples were invited to this conference to speak about 

their own communities. That set an important precedent in the development of a 

more collaborative type of engagement that would, over time, profoundly mark the 

museum's identity. Harry Hawthorn went on to lead two critical inquiries into the 

conditions and livelihood of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The first of these, The 

Indians of British Columbia, was published in 1958 , followed in 1967 by his Survey of 

the Contemporary Indians of Canada: Economic, Political, Educational Needs and Policies. 

Between the 1950S and the 1970S, the Museum of Anthropology was fortunate 

to attract two extraordinary benefactors who shared Harry Hawthorn's interest 

in B.C.'s First Nations. H.R. MacMillan and Walter C. Koerner were both involved 

in the forestry industry, and their travels around the province brought them into 

direct contact with First Nations people and their monumental art . Like Harry 

Hawthorn, MacMillan and Koerner were concerned with the impoverished state 

of many Aboriginal communities, and they became committed to increasing the 

visibility of Aboriginal people by collecting the best examples of their art. Both 

benefactors purchased individual objects and entire collections for the museum, 

including some that had previously been removed from Canada. Both men also 

financed collecting expeditions undertaken by the B.c. Totem Pole Preservation 

Committee and made numerous donations from their personal collections. 

The museum's interests were not, however, solely focussed on the Canadian 

Northwest. From the time of her arrival, Audrey Hawthorn was determined 



that the Museum of Anthropology should represent non-Western cultures from 

around the world, with special emphasis on Asia. Hawthorn encouraged UBC 

faculty to donate material, and while on leave in England from 1959 to 1960, she 

made influential connections with curators and collectors that also benefited the 

museum's growth. Audrey Hawthorn among others long desired a gallery dedi

cated specifically to Asian art, though funding remained elusive. 

The museum's international profile increased dramatically in 1969, when Jean 

Drapeau, the mayor of Montreal, invited Audrey Hawthorn to curate an exhibition 

of First Nations art that could be shown in the Man and His World Pavilion, one 

of the halls built for Expo 67. Following that exhibition, Walter C. Koerner lever

aged funding for a new purpose-built museum at UBC from Prime Minister Pierre 

Trudeau by promising, in return, to donate his personal collections of Northwest 

Coast art. On July 1,1971, Trudeau announced a gift of $2.5 million for the 

construction of a museum to mark the centenary of British Columbia's entry into 

Confederation. The funding was enhanced by a $1.8 million contribution from UBC. 

Arthur Erickson, Canada's foremost architect, was commissioned to design and 

build the museum, and he conceptualized a stunning iconic building completely 

integrated into its surrounding environment. In 1973, the museum formally 

assumed the name the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British 

Columbia, and by 1975, thanks to support from First Nations and the efforts of the 

Hawthorns, H .R. MacMillan and Walter C. Koerner, nearly half of its total hold

ings were from the Northwest Coast. 

The third period in the museum's history was presided over by Dr. Michael 

Ames, who became director in 1974 . Benefiting from the museum's newly 

constructed signature building, Ames set about developing a more radically 

committed program of events and exhibitions. Above all, Ames deepened and 

widened the museum's political engagement with First Nations that his mentors, 

the Hawthorns, had begun. His visionary published work, which critiqued tradi

tional museum practices and called for their democratization in favour of the 

under-represented peoples of the world, aroused a strong current of interest 

and affected museological thought worldwide. Ames tirelessly documented the 

ways in which traditional ethnographic museum interpretation was embedded 

in an entrenched, often inaccurate Western concept of other cultures, and he 

championed the right of all people to tell their own stories and curate their 
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own exhibitions. Ames reiterated that art was produced by all societies and 

cultures, whether those cultures had a specific word for it or not, and he encour

aged education as a means of re-empowering the world's poor and marginalized 

peoples. The early part of his directorship was marked by a varied and experi

mental exhibition program that touched on all parts of the world, complemented 

by an equally important active program of performances, which included at one 

point a Trickster in residence. After a decade or so under Ames's leadership, the 

museum began to focus more specifically on collaborative and Aboriginally curated 

exhibitions. Ames's reputation and the work done under his directorship brought 

the museum international attention as one of the most progressive museums of its 

kind in the world. 

The new museum building included a large, high-density Visible Storage 

area designed to make the museum's collections available to artists, students, 

researchers and the wider public. The innovative design of the space, which 

became renowned internationally, promoted the museum's teaching and research 

roles while also encouraging artists to engage with the works of their predecessors. 

In this way, the museum's public, research and teaching functions were transposed 

onto the building itself, creating a dynamic relationship between the aesthetic 

exhibit galleries, including the Great Hall and the Masterpiece Gallery, and the 

more scientific open storage facility in which collections were carefully classified, 

compared and ordered according to strict museum criteria. 

The fourth and current period of the museum's history has been marked 

by the directorships of Dr. Ruth Phillips, who served from 1997 to 2002, and 

Dr. Anthony Shelton, appointed in 2004. (Michael Ames returned between 2002 

and 2004 as interim director until a new permanent post-holder could be found.) 

The period has been characterized by a stronger, refocussed vision of the museum 

as a museum of world art and artifacts, with an emphasis on interdisciplinary 

approaches to understanding objects in their cultural contexts and on the acquisi

tion and display of contemporary non-traditional Aboriginal arts. During his time 

as director, Michael Ames had secured funding for an extension to the museum 

that included a ceramics laboratory, a library, offices and a gallery to house Walter 

C. Koerner's generous gift of his outstanding collections of European ceramics. 

Although there was much debate about whether a museum of anthropology was 

an appropriate setting for such a collection, the acceptance of the gift effectively 



dissolved the common division between museums dedicated to European art and 

culture and their non-Western counterparts. From the outset, the Museum of 

Anthropology had contested the relevance of the debate between art and science 

by clearly positioning itself as a museum of world cultures, an orientation that 

Michael Ames and Ruth Phillips re-emphasized when they acquired two impor

tant Asian collections offered by Miguel and Julia Tecson and Victor Shaw. This 

direction was further promoted by Anthony Shelton, who accepted two unique 

collections assembled by three UBC professors, Dr. Alfred Siemens and Drs . Blanca 

and Ricardo Muratorio, that established the 

foundations for Canada's first permanent 

exhibition of Latin American art and culture. 

An equally important focus of this recent 

period in the museum's history is the consol

idation of Michael Ames's collaborative 

approach to museum work and exhibitions. In 

response to a submission from Ruth Phillips 

and leaders of the Musqueam Indian Band, 

the St6:16 Nation and the U'mista Cultural 

Society at Alert Bay, the Canada Foundation 

for Innovation awarded the museum $17.2 

million in 2001. This, along with additional 

funding tot alling $55.5 million from the 

B.C. Knowledge Development Fund, the Koerner Foundation and UBC, contrib

uted to t he creation of a new research infrastructure, under the project name 

"A Partnership of the Peoples," that supports better facilities for collaboration 

between museums and cultural communities. These state-of-the-art renova

tions, completed in 2010, have transformed the museum both by giving it one of 

the most advanced research facilities of its type in the world and by substantially 

increasing the size of its exhibition galleries and event spaces. The museum today 

represents the consolidation of a vision that has incubated over sixty years. It is 

a progressive, open, sensitive and adventurous institution that brings together 

the world's arts and cultures, promotes dialogue, supports research and encour

ages visitors to adopt a global perspective on the planet's diverse and increasingly 

connected peoples. 
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