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Honouring ancestry, celebrating presence – the grand opening of
the Nunalleq Culture and Archaeology Center
Charlotta Hillerdala, Anna Mossolovaa, Rick Knechtb and Warren Jonesc

aDepartment of Archaeology, University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen, UK; bNunalleq Museum, University of Aberdeen,
Aberdeen, UK; cQanirtuuq Inc., Quinhagak, AK, USA

ABSTRACT
Since the initiation of the community basedNunalleq Archaeological Project
in 2009 near the Yup’ik village of Quinhagak, in southwest Alaska, more
than100,000 artefacts have been recovered from the eroding coastline of
the Bering Sea. This has provided an unprecedented view into Yup’ik life
before contact and has also led to a revival of traditional cultural
practices in the community. The collection is now permanently deposited
in Quinhagak under the curation of the descendant community, and on
display in the Nunalleq Culture and Archaeology Center. In this paper we
describe the events surrounding the public opening of the Center in 2018
and discuss principles of community collaboration and practice that
strengthen partnerships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
collaborations and how they can be sustained long term.
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In memory of Stephan Jones

August 11th, 2018, was a monumental day for the Yup’ik Native community of Quinhagak in south-
west Alaska, for the Nunalleq Culture and Archaeology Center had opened its doors to the public for
the first time. This moment had been long awaited. The Nunalleq Archaeology Project, initiated by
the local village authorities and endorsed after long and careful consideration by local Elders, began
in 2009 after several years of groundwork and preparation by Warren Jones, then President of the
Native Corporation Qanirtuuq Inc., in Quinhagak and archaeologist Rick Knecht, University of Aberd-
een (Knecht and Jones 2019, 27). By the time of the grand opening of the Culture Center we had just
finished our 8th field season at the Nunalleq site, adding to the recovery of what is by far the largest
pre-contact collection of Yup’ik material culture, with over 100,000 artefact catalogue entries.

This collection is of paramount importance for the local community of Quinhagak, where the
Nunalleq site and artefacts have already become embedded into local history and cultural heritage.
Furthermore, it is of vital importance to our understanding of the cultures of southwest Alaska and
the North American Arctic. The Yukon-Kuskokwim delta of over 130,000 square kilometre is home-
land to the Yupik, the largest Indigenous people in Alaska (Mollenkamp 2023), yet its rich pre-contact
culture is known only through a limited number of excavations (Frink 2016; Kowta 1963; Oswalt
1952; Oswalt and Vanstone 1967; Redding-Gubitosa 1992; Shaw 1998; Skinner 2019).

The permanent presence of a collection of this magnitude in a source community of this size is
ground-breaking. Among scientific and community leaders with a long-term involvement with the
project there was a keen sense that it was important to celebrate this milestone. In an attempt to
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involve all the different interest groups, and to combine both western and Yup’ik ways of celebra-
tion, the week leading up to the opening of the Culture Center was marked by a ‘Yup’ik Culture
Fest’, including a stakeholder workshop and a series of arts workshops celebrating Yup’ik cultural
heritage. The community festivities culminated on the opening day with a traditional potluck
feast and performance by the Quinhagak Dancers’.

Here we give an overview of the activities leading up to the grand opening, with the aim of dis-
cussing practices that strengthen partnerships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous collabor-
ators that have combined to increase community engagement over the long term. The ethos of
the Nunalleq project since its inception has been collaborative, following inclusive methodologies,
allowing Indigenous perspectives and knowledge to inform archaeological interpretations, and co-
creating academic and outreach products (Knecht and Jones 2019). It was important that these
aspects were also recognized in the opening celebrations and inviting guests to the community.
Hosting a feast for guests from other villages, sharing food and gifts, as well as performing songs
and dances are intrinsic elements of Yup’ik hospitality. Traditional intervillage celebrations would
take place throughout winter in a qasgiq, a men’s community house, to honour the relationships
between the living people, animals, spirits and ancestors (e.g. Fienup-Riordan 1996).

The Nunalleq project

The Nunalleq project was an altogether novel undertaking in Yup’ik country when it first started,1

but years of collaboration has built the solid foundation of trust relationships that made local cura-
tion of the Nunalleq collection possible. Excavations revealed a multitemporal settlement dating to
the late pre-contact2 period AD 1570–1675 (Ledger et al. 2018) of unprecedented complexity and
level of preservation (Knecht and Jones 2019). Thousands of organic and non-organic artefacts,
including objects as fragile as grass basketry, as precious as walrus ivory artwork, and as rare as com-
plete wooden dancemasks, piece together the daily and ceremonial life of Nunalleq (The Old Village –
named so by local Elders3).

The Nunalleq site is located on land owned by the local ANCSA village corporation of Quinhagak,
Qanirtuuq Inc. Under US law, archaeological sites and artefacts within them remain the property of
private landowners, including Alaska Native Corporations. According to the agreement between the
corporation and the research team, at the end of each field season, the archaeological finds were trans-
ported to Scotland, to the University of Aberdeen, for preservation, curation and research purposes.
This was done under the mutual understanding that the collection would be returned to Alaska at
the end of the project. The initial plan was to reposit the collection in one of the already existing
Alaska-based museums: in Anchorage, Fairbanks or the regional hub, Bethel. However, over the
years, as the archaeological project became progressively more deeply rooted in the community,
the idea of bringing the collection ‘back home’ also began solidifying. The final decision to make
this a reality was taken by Qanirtuuq Inc. at a board meeting in 2016 (Hillerdal, Knecht, and Jones
2019). A pre-school building was donated by the School District: it was moved to the village centre
in 2017 and equipped by the corporation with museum grade materials to house the substantial col-
lection. The new facility began serving immediately that year as an archaeological lab and repository,
with the finds being cleaned, conserved and curated on location in Quinhagak.

Prior to establishing the lab in Quinhagak, sending the artefacts off to the other side of the planet
at the University of Aberdeen was necessary to stabilize and record this fragile and unique collection.
The sheer bulk of the finds was daunting- every year we packed and shipped scores of trunk-sized
totes of artefacts and samples to Scotland. For all the man-hours that go into excavation, the post-
excavation part is by far the most time-consuming, and neither the expertise nor human resources
were available in Quinhagak at the time. At the University of Aberdeen, much of this capacity was
found in students volunteering in the lab under the guidance of Rick Knecht, but also professional
conservators employed to the project and expert consultation from the University of Aberdeen Mar-
ischal Museum. Years of hard lab work cleaning, conserving and cataloguing artefacts finally
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culminated in the collection being shipped back home. After three months of safe packing for ship-
ping, including building special padded boxes for delicate artefacts like masks, 80 crates of carefully
conserved artefacts4 left Scotland with destination Quinhagak.

Over the years, the presence and persistence of the archaeological effort has earned the trust of
the people in Quinhagak, but with the excavations winding down, one question became more and
more central: how to ensure that this effort continued over the long-term? New paths needed to be
forged to sustain academic – community collaboration and keep building capacity to eventually
reach the point where a community-based Culture Center can be self-efficient and fully autonomic.

The culture center

Since its inception, the Nunalleq archaeology project has been steadily integrated into the Quinha-
gak community with full and heartfelt participation and engagement from its members (see Knecht
and Jones 2019, 30). The everyday engagement has been closely linked to excavation and archae-
ological activity: village residents were frequently visiting the site, helping with excavation and
screening, and the lab, sharing their local knowledge and oral histories. The opening of the
Culture Center provided a new context for collaboration beyond excavation.

Yup’ik communities today are suffering under lingering colonial structures, continuously fighting
against cultural and social marginalization, economic exploitation and under-compensation for the
extraction by outsiders of the natural resources, all with the additional stressors of rapid climate
change (cf. Britton and Hillerdal 2019). Elders in the community are deeply concerned that
younger generations are becoming estranged from their traditional Yup’ik lifeways and values.
Reconnecting with traditional culture has proven to be one of the most effective ways of improving
wellness amongst Native youth (e.g. Rasmus et al. 2019). The Nunalleq project was initiated to target
these urgent local concerns, also shared by the whole region. The goal was to find new avenues to
convey traditional knowledge to younger people as well as address the combined effects of climate
change on threatened cultural heritage. The Culture Centre supports these goals by offering a
meeting point where essential conversations and learning about Yup’ik culture could take place,
restoring some the functions of the traditional qasgi, community meeting houses that once
served as the beating cultural hearts of Yup’ik villages.

The Nunalleq Culture and Archaeology Center became the first Alaska Native owned and village-
based archaeological repository in the Yup’ik culture area. The Culture Center is operated by the
non-profit incorporation Quinhagak Heritage Inc., QHI, on behalf of the community of Quinhagak.
Following the Nunalleq project’s objectives, the Culture Center was established to safeguard
Yup’ik culture heritage for the sake of future generations. The Centre also ensures that traditional
cultural knowledge and local expertise can fully inform the curation and research of the collection.
Hence, the stated mission of the Culture Center is ‘to preserve and restore the Yup’ik culture and
traditions’ (Quinhagak Heritage Inc.). The Culture Center preserves not only the material culture col-
lection, but also the immaterial cultural layers and meanings that it embodies: ancestral history, tra-
ditional Yup’ik values, culture, and subsistence practices.

The Culture Centre has already seen its setbacks, not least the tragic premature death of its first
director, Stephan Jones in 2019. Despite this, before the restrictions imposed on village life by
COVID-19 in 2020, the Culture Centre had already started to function as a cultural hub, frequently
visited by incoming tourists, but more importantly recurring visitors from the local school, and
serving as a venue for regular dance practises by the local Yup’ik dance group. As COVID restrictions
have eased, the Culture Center is once again a busy place.

Stakeholder workshop

The return of an immensely important archaeological collection to a remote Indigenous village is an
exceptional event with no set protocols. Hence, these had to be established ad hoc in a collaborative
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dynamic between community leaders and the scientific team. The archaeological collection is a sig-
nificant cultural asset for the local community and taking full control over it provides both opportu-
nities and challenges. The sustainability of the Culture Center requests a transparent dialogue
between the researchers and museum professionals on one hand, and the Native community and
culture bearers on the other. This, in turn, demands personal commitment and many forms of
support.

The main aim of the stakeholder’s workshop was to bring together local decision makers,
researchers and museum professionals to foster collaboration across academic and non-academic
boundaries and discuss the needs and future prospects of the Culture Center. The workshop gath-
ered 28 participants in total (Figure 1), including Quinhagak Elders, Qanirtuuq Inc. and QHI board
members, representatives from the Native Village of Kwinhagak and Kuinerrarmiut Elitnaurviat
school as well as the Nunalleq archaeologists and regional professionals of the cultural management
sector including AVCP5 (Association of Village Council Presidents). Alaska key museum institutions
were represented by Yupiit Piciryarait Museum in Bethel, the Anchorage Museum, the Museum of
the Aleutians, the Alutiiq Museum, the Smithsonian Arctic Studies Center, with the added inter-
national perspective from University of Aberdeen Museums.

The message from – and for – the community was voiced at the beginning of the workshop by
Elders Grace Hill and Joshua Cleveland, and community leader Warren Jones:

One of the main reasons behind the decision to excavate Nunalleq was to rescue and save the artefacts for the
younger generation— “for our kids to never forget where we are from”. In the face of social and cultural changes,
“you are Yup’ik regardless”. The Culture Centre will help the community stay healthy and (re)connect to a historic
and traditional Yup’ik past. The aim of the Culture Centre is to serve the Yup’ik community to preserve Yup’ik
heritage, support a Native way of life, and serve as a platform for culture revitalization (Hillerdal 2018).

The roundtable discussions focused on the long-term preservation and curation of the Nunalleq col-
lection in the wake of its return and initiation of an action plan for its continued engagement with,
and support for, Yup’ik cultural and educational life in the village and region. The themes emerged

Figure 1. Stakeholder workshop discussion. Picture by Anna Mossolova.
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during the workshop tackled the issues of (1) community-based stewardship, (2) long-term sustain-
ability, and (3) culturally appropriate communication and dissemination practices (Hillerdal 2018).
One of the hoped-for outcomes of the workshop was defined in strengthened collaboration,
between the Nunalleq Culture Center and the museums across Alaska and beyond.

An important outcome of the workshop was to establish a support network of professional
museums in aid of the daily operation of the culture centre. Although not formalized in any agree-
ments at the time, training opportunities have since been offered by the Anchorage Museum, as well
as several in-kind donations from the State museums have been made.

The stakeholder workshop captured the more formal and academic aspects of the Culture Center
opening celebrations, involving the interested parties on the local, regional and international level.
However, the accomplishment was also celebrated through art and culture workshops following
Yup’ik traditional teaching methods, intergenerational dialogue and learning by practice.

Art workshops

The week leading up to the inauguration of the Culture Centre, August 6–11, was marked with a
series of art and craft workshops that engaged the local community in traditional and contemporary
tangible and performing arts. The Arts possess a unique ability to transcend time and engage the
past with the present (cf. Hillerdal 2017). Over the years at Nunalleq, it has become apparent that
artists communicate effortlessly with the archaeological material. The archaeological material has
in various ways prompted local engagement with traditional cultural practices (see Hillerdal et al.
accepted), and local Yup’ik carvers have found immense inspiration in the artwork made by their
ancestors (see Mossolova and Michael 2020).

To capture a range of different cultural activities, both local artists and established Yup’ik artists
from outside of Quinhagak were invited to lead a variety of art workshops. Participants of the work-
shops moved between the contemporary and the traditional, the present and the past. Six out of
eight workshops focused on traditional Yup’ik crafts present in the archaeological collections, the
rest represented more exploratory interactions with the past through contemporary arts practice.
Together, they conveyed a message of a strong continuity, but also a dynamic Yup’ik culture
ready to take younger generations into the future. Since archaeological finds served as a point of
engagement and inspiration, one of the objectives was also to give the Quinhagak residences an
opportunity to view and handle their cultural legacy first hand andmore fully explore it from an artis-
tic point of view.

The tangible arts workshops were planned as three-day events and had between four and ten
participants. They were led by local artists Sarah Brown, Willard Church and John Smith, regional
artist Mike McIntyre, and contemporary Yup’ik artists Drew Michael and Ryan Romer. A performing
art workshop was led by a frontman of the well-known Yup’ik music group Pamyua, Philip Blancette
(with the support of their guitarist Ivan Night) and dancer and choreographer, Emily Johnson. The
Quinhagak dancers also had a workshop with Yup’ik master artist, storyteller and dancer, Chuna
McIntyre, who gifted them a song to perform at the opening celebration. The workshops6 were
documented by two young local photographers Crystal Carter and Carl Nicolai (Nicholai and
Carter 2018),7 and parts of their narrative will be retold here (in words and pictures).

Sarah Brown is one of few people in Quinhagak still practising traditional skin sewing – a crucial
survival skill in the Arctic (Fienup-Riordan 2007, 305). Participants in her workshop got the opportu-
nity to learn these skills through making sealskin toys or a pair of baby booties from sealskin: ´Skin
sewing is an important cultural activity that young participants can learn because our ancestors sewn
together everything they wore before we got technology, they sewn everything they had and made
everything by their own hands which is amazing’ (Nicholai and Carter 2018).

John Smith is a Quinhagak Elder and master carver. Originally from Hooper Bay, he learned to
carve as a child, and the traditional Yup’ik ways of teaching are important in his approach to teach-
ing: learning by watching and listening and letting your hands work (Figure 2).

188 C. HILLERDAL ET AL.



While running errands for his mom, he’d stop by the qasgiq, a place where men gathered and where young boys
gained skills and knowledge through stories and guidance from the older men. He said that he learned by
observing what they were doing and by listening to what they had to say. He also said that he would go
outside, pick up a random piece of wood and start carving. Through that story, he told his students that we
all have a talent; we just have to get off of our butts and learn how to utilize that talent (Nicholai and Carter
2018).

John’s medium is ivory. John has been involved in the archaeological project since the start. He sees
the artefacts as direct gifts from the ancestors (Mossolova and Michael 2020). They tell him stories
that he conveys to the archaeologists and younger generations alike: ‘he stated that he is amazed
by how our ancestors handcrafted everything without fancy technology we have today’ (Nicholai
and Carter 2018).

Figure 2. Christian Alexie Jr intensely concentrating on the task at the Ivory carving workshop. Picture by Carl Nicholai and
Crystal Carter, used with permission.

Figure 3. Darryl Small Jr showing his work in progress at the uluaq workshop. Picture by Carl Nicholai and Crystal Carter, used
with permission.
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Willard Church owns his local business making and selling uluaqs – multi-purpose knives used
for a range of different tasks (Figure 3). The Nunalleq collection contains a multitude of different
uluaqs, ranging in size from less than 10 cm long made for sewing to the bigger ones, up to
25 cm long, for processing larger mammals etc. The uluaqs are instantly recognized today,
although the ground slate blades of the past have been replaced by steel, the overall highly func-
tional design has not changed much, and they remain in constant use in any Yup’ik household.
Willard is also a local historian and has a keen interest in the Yup’ik past as well as traditional
subsistence. He has been learning from the ancient artefacts and technologies reflected in the
Nunalleq collection and has found inspiration for his own work there: ‘Willard expressed that it
is important to think about what the maker prefers, who the uluaq is for, and what the uluaq
will be cutting before designing your uluaq because uluaqs come in all shapes and sizes’ (Nicho-
lai and Carter 2018).

The performing arts were represented in a dance and music workshop with Emily Johnson, Philip
Blanchette, and Ivan Night. These artists are strong messengers for Indigenous values and equity.
Emily Johnson, an award-winning contemporary dancer, choreographer and artistic director of
her own dance company Catalyst (Johnson n.d.), is working actively towards decolonizing and indi-
genizing the world of performing arts (i.e. Johnson n.d.(b)). In her words, ‘through dance, theater,
story, and song, through reciprocal relationships, the power is surging now and flowing back. As
it should. A reciprocal flow of power and inspiration’ (Johnson 2018, 19). In a similar manner,
through contemporary reinterpretation of traditional melodies, Pamyua sees their music creating
a ‘platform to share Indigenous knowledge and history’ (Pamyua n.d.). Music and dance become
an instrument of empowerment and a catalyst (NB Emily) for change. ‘As our Indigenous stories
and songs and plights and brilliance and lands are known, as we are recognized, we can better
effect the needed change for this land – in policies, in relationships, in consciousness’ (Johnson
2018, 20). Emily got to know the project first hand when she joined the Nunalleq excavations as a
volunteer archaeologist for the 2015 field season.

For their collaborative dance and music workshop Emily and Phillip ‘used one of Quinhagak’s
yuraq songs about our river called Qanirtuuq Upnerkami. Using the yuraq song as a basis, they mod-
ernized and adapted it into a louder and more free-flowing yuraq song where the participants were
invited to dance and sing with their whole being’ (Nicholai and Carter 2018).

The intersections between past and present, traditional and contemporary are also explored in the
art by Yup’ik artist Drew Michael, whose motto is ‘to protect and activate our culture’ (Michael n.d.).
Drew is a mask maker and works primarily with wood. He perceives the practice of wood carving as
directly linked to the work of past generations: ‘With each cut I make through wood I have to remem-
ber the long line of people who came before me doing the same motions, telling stories about our
connection to the world seen and unseen’ (Michael n.d.(b)). Drew also participated in the Nunalleq
excavations back in 2017 when he found a mask made and used by his ancestors ∼500 years ago.
This experience has had a profound impact on Drew and influenced his own artistic practice (cf. Mos-
solova and Michael 2020). For his workshop, Drew chose to experiment with bentwood (Figure 4), a
technique frequently seen in the Nunalleq material, primarily vessels, ladles, drums, and mask
hoops, but no longer part of traditional crafts work practises in the village.

Ryan Romer is a contemporary Yup’ik artist working primarily in graphic design (Figure 5). Ryan
too is using his Yup’ik heritage as a source of inspiration for his artwork: ‘his paintings and printmak-
ing are inspired from experiences, stories and folklore from the Y-K Delta, capturing nomadic life-
styles as they exist in contemporary Alaska and weaving in Indigenous values and knowledge
along the way’ (Ryan Romer – Aywaa n.d.). His art is an active and contemporary critique of a soulless
modern way of life: ‘Every image is intended to present a possible parallel universe — a storyline in
motion that the viewer may accept as an alternative to the Western, capitalist structures we live in
today’ (Ryan Romer – Aywaa n.d.). For his workshop, Ryan had students making relief prints. Students
were encouraged to explore their identities by engaging with symbols found in the collection and
designs important to their modern culture, to create a print full of meaning for themselves.
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Figure 4. Leah Mark preparing the wood for bending at the bentwood vessel workshop. Picture by Carl Nicholai and Crystal
Carter, used with permission.

Figure 5. Designing an image for printing workshop. Picture by Carl Nicholai and Crystal Carter, used with permission.
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Mike McIntyre is a Yup’ik mask maker who upholds the traditional arts protocols and prefers
working with natural materials. To Mike, traditional means something intuitive, intergenerational,
and linked to storytelling (Mossolova 2020, 371). Continuity and learning are thus indispensable
from the very definition of ‘tradition’. This standpoint was expressed in his approach to teaching
the workshop: ‘After a brief demonstration of the different kinds of masks, he handed everyone a
carving tool to begin their mask. He gave the participants the creative freedom to design and
carve what he or she wanted’ (Nicholai and Carter 2018).

Mask making is a tradition of high communal importance to the Yup’ik. It reflects the ways in
which Yup’ik people viewed the reciprocal relationships between animals, humans, and spirits, all
components of a sentient layered universe (see Fienup-Riordan 1987; 1996). However, mask
making practices have been almost forgotten in Quinhagak for generations due to the abolition
of this tradition by the Moravian Church in the early 1900s (Mossolova and Michael 2020). With
the reclamation of pre-colonial cultural traditions came the opportunity to reintroduce mask
making to Quinhagak.

The parallel timing of the stakeholder and art workshops was important to enable synergies
between them. Ben Charles was invited to the stakeholder workshop as a representative of the
Yupiit Piciryarait Museum in Bethel, but as a talented Yup’ik artist he could not stand aside observing
others carving masks during the mask-making workshop. He carved a mask inspired by a walrus-
human transformation mask discovered at Nunalleq and gifted it to the Quinhagak Dancers (Mosso-
lova 2020, 376). The mask was danced by Peter Smith during the grand opening celebration – the
first mask danced at a Quinhagak communal gathering since the disruption of masked dance tra-
dition in the village a century ago. The ‘Song for Nunalleq’ was an important part of the celebration
(Watterson and Hillerdal 2020).

Together all these workshops were a strong manifestation of the power of Yup’ik culture and the
dynamic force that a living, practised culture has in the contemporary world. ‘Traditional’ does not
equate to ‘passive’. In a colonial setting, with constant external pressures to either conform (to
Western society) or perform (your Indigeneity), the choice to adhere to traditional practices is an
act of both resilience and resistance (for a relevant comparison from Sápmi see Nylander 2023).

Grand opening of the culture centre

Just ten days prior to the grand opening, the artefacts finally arrived from Aberdeen (to the great relief
of everyone involved (Figure 6)). The storage cabinets that were initially supposed to be shipped with

Figure 6. Artefacts arrive in 80 crates only 10 days before the opening celebration. Picture by Rick Knecht.
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the collections were refused by the shippers which led to a frenzy among Qanirtuuq Inc. carpenters to
build custom made drawers for storage and display. Explicitly opposing the traditional museum ‘glass
case’ exhibit of artefacts, there is nothing separating the visitor from the artefacts at the Nunalleq
Culture Center where they can be easily accessed, handled and studied closely. This approach is a con-
tinuation of the practice established in the yearly ‘Show and Tell’ that used to close every excavation
season. At these events, the entire village was invited to meet the most spectacular artefacts, to tell
their stories, offer their interpretations, to look, touch, and ponder. These events have been instrumen-
tal for anchoring the project in the community. They introduced the finds to community members and
rooted a sense of ownership. Strict museum protocols of displaying and handling have not always
been rigidly followed, but ‘ideal handling procedure’ does not always equate to ‘best practice’.
Direct community engagement with a collection entails some adjustments.

On the day of the opening, hundreds of people had gathered by the Culture Center: Elders, com-
munity leaders, locals of all ages, archaeologists, and invited guests. So came the long-awaited
moment: Grace Hill and Warren Jones cut the ribbon (made symbolically from a roll of flagging
tape used at the site) and the doors opened (Figure 7). A long line of Elders, invited to be first to
see the collection, stood before the opened drawers of artefacts with smiles and tears, some
seeing the artefacts up close for the first time. Warren Jones describes this day as ‘a weight off his
shoulders’. It was a very emotional moment for everyone involved (Figure 8). An era had come to
an end – and a new one had begun.

The celebration continued with a rich potluck – a traditional sharing of Native foods. The highlight
of the evening, the Quinhagak Dancers performed their Song for Nunalleq, that they had written
especially for the occasion, and spent many evenings rehearsing.8 It followed a storyline where
the young people of Quinhagak turned to their ancestors at Nunalleq with a question: ‘How did
you live?’. The chorus was a humoristic rendering of the archaeological process through the eyes
of the dancers; the excitement of finding an artefact, just to conclude it is nothing after all, and
toss it away – a scenario that many of them had experienced first-hand as volunteers at the dig site.

The award-winning documentary Children of the Dig by Alaskan filmmaker, Joshua Branstetter
also premiered during the celebration (Branstetter 2018). Josh visited the excavation in 2017 and
produced a fine-tuned account of the community’s archaeological journey. This project was yet
another example of creative synergies born from the archaeological excavation.

Figure 7. Warren Jones and Grace Hill of Qanirtuuq Inc. cutting the ribbon at the opening of the Culture Centre (also pictured
Annie Wassilie and Jamie Small). Picture by Katie Basile/KYUK, used with permission.
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Discussion

The village of Quinhagak has c. 700 inhabitants, the absolute majority of which are Native Alaskans.
Economic opportunities are few, and the capitalistic economy does not offer equal terms in this, from
the majority culture’s view, marginalized context. From an outsider’s perspective the village can be
described as remote. It is accessible only by bush plane or by boat, which results in very high prices in
the village store. Commercial fishing, the main income for many villagers, has recurrently been sus-
pended or limited in recent years. Many families live under national poverty levels, which makes tra-
ditional subsistence not only a cultural, but an economic, necessity. Large numbers of younger
people move out of the village to for better opportunities. To take on stewardship of a such a
rich archaeological collection is an enormous undertaking for any community, but especially for geo-
graphically isolated and economically marginalized villages like Quinhagak. It is not a commitment
that has been made lightly. The years of collaboration has built local capacity and confidence to care
for the archaeological material, curate it for the long term, and share it with the village and the world.

Reinforcing this confidence are the artefacts themselves, and the communicative power they
have, as well as the wide exposure that a large-scale excavation has had in both regional and inter-
national media, as well as the academic world. The story of Quinhagak, the descendant community
that in the wake of climate crisis managed nonetheless to safeguard their archaeological heritage,
transcends scientific importance, and draws people in, creating an economic catchment of human
capital that extends far beyond Quinhagak. Equally, the per capita engagement is higher in Quinha-
gak than other community centres in Alaska. This is what makes the Community Center both poss-
ible and sustainable.

The presence of the artefacts in Quinhagak, under the care and control of the descendant com-
munity brings to the village an unprecedented empowerment through accessibility, ownership, and
authorship.

Figure 8. Small visitors studying arefacts in the Culture Center on the day of the opening. Picture by Rick Knecht.
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The Nunalleq Culture Centre in Quinhagak turns the question of accessibility on its head. It is an
accessibility that is defined in qualitative terms, rather than quantitative: instead of being accessible
to many interested but less invested visitors in faraway cities, this collection is accessible to a small
descendant community, to which it matters the most. Such accessibility is direct in a way that it
enables people to interact with artefacts without a mediator and without a wall of glass between
descendants and their heritage.

A conceptual ‘barrier’ – looking at artefacts behind glass – is, however, even less problematic, than
the very pragmatic barrier of economic costs. Due to the high cost of flights and hotels in the cities,
most people in the village cannot afford a visit to a museum. When artefacts are housed locally in the
community, people can go and see them on their own time.

The last three decades have seen a dramatic change in the relationship between museums and
source communities, towards a more inclusive mindset, where consultation and collaboration with
the descendant communities are now considered rather a norm than exception (e.g. Harrison, Byrne,
and Clarke 2013; Peers and Brown 2003; Phillips 2005). Museums have redefined source community
members as rightful authorities on their own heritage, and recognize they have a moral and ethical
obligation to prioritize the Indigenous voice in interpretation and display. However, the debates
about whether these new relationships remain asymmetrical and who owns the intellectual
control over collections continue (e.g. Boast 2011; Lonetree 2012; Mithlo 2004).

Authorship means that one produces, owns and has an ability to narrate the story oneself. Bring-
ing the story home is more than including Indigenous voices to interpretation of artefacts – it
empowers the community to be effective and primary stewards of their cultural heritage. It allows
not only for power sharing but the creation of an altogether different hierarchy to Indigenous
culture heritage management. When the power balance shifts from the centre to the periphery,
everything shifts with it into an entirely different order, that allows the periphery to become the
centre (cf. Boast 2011, 67). Decision making, the power to invite, the power to restrict, lies with
the community. The Nunalleq Culture Centre acknowledges that ownership entails caring, respon-
sibility, as well as the autonomy to decide.

The presence of the collection in Quinhagak enables multifaceted curation that is sensitive to the
immaterial values of the collection, anchoring it in Yup’ik identity and values. The descendant com-
munity members see the collection as a gift from their ancestors (see Mossolova and Michael 2020)
that allows them to stay rooted in their culture and connect to their forebears. One example of this
dialogue through time played out at the culture festival: during his visit to the collection, Chuna
McIntyre honoured the ancestors who lived at Nunalleq by offering a song and beads that have
now become part of the collection, curated next to the masks they were offered to.

Many Indigenous collections have been removed from their local context, making them hardly (if
at all) accessible to the descendant communities (Linn et al. 2017; Stevens 2016). The Nunalleq col-
lection, on the contrary, is readily available for the local community, but remote from a national as
well as an international perspective. Many points can be raised against such an unusual decision –
from limited exposure to lack of capacity to adhere to formalized museum standards, but in the end,
it comes down to which values should be prioritized. For all parties involved in the decision making,
the benefits of having the collection in the source community outweighs any other argument. None-
theless, the Culture Centre must also work for keeping the community interest alive through culture
programmes and exhibitions, through multiple outreach contexts – local, regional, and global. Cru-
cially, different culture programmes and outreach activities should serve to lift local knowledge and
skills, recognizing and cherishing local expertise (see Postscript).

Conclusion

Archaeology is of the past, but it gains importance in the present, and retains importance with the
future in mind. A scientific value of an archaeological site and/or collection like Nunalleq is indispu-
table, but when engaged and embedded in a descendant community its importance becomes many
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times multiplied. A collection stored away in a faraway museum is muted (cf. Haakanson in Haakan-
son 2015; Pullar, Knecht, and Haakanson 2013) until it is re-ignited by the reconnections made with
living people, it is a tree stump with no crown. The Nunalleq collection is active, it is vibrant and loud.
It lives on in every working hand, in every story told, in every drumbeat; this is Nunalleq – not earth
and stone and wood, but people – then and there, now and here, looking forward into the bright
hopes for the future.

Postscript

The community workshops, planned as future activities for the Culture Center at the stakeholder
workshops, have since been established. In 2019, the Smithsonian Arctic Studies Centre, represented
at the stakeholder workshop by Aron Crowell, sponsored a series of community workshops on
making twined grass bags (Crowell 2019; Hillerdal et al. accepted), a grass weaving technique rep-
resented in the archaeological material, but not in wide practice in Yup’ik communities today
(Masson-MacLean, Masson-MacLean, and Knecht 2019, 90–95). A similar ambition – to revive an
art practice of the past – inspired a fish skin tanning workshop coordinated by Cheryl Heitman in
2021. Although the traditional methods of tanning or preserving skins for use have been lost, the
aspiration of the workshop was to bring fish skin as a material back into practice. Informed by the
archaeological collection, salmon at the workshop were processed, scraped and skinned with a
replica of an uluaq from Nunalleq made by Willard Church. Workshops like these continue the
engagement with, and reinforce the importance of, the Nunalleq collection in the community.
They are also an efficient way of expanding engagement in the community and attract interest
from new groups of people or individuals. Thus, solidifying the substructure of community value,
so vital for the long-term survival of the Community Center.

One of the ideas discussed during the stakeholder workshop in relation to wider accessibility was
an online exhibition. Since then, this idea has been realized; Charlotta Hillerdal and Alice Watterson,
partnering with Qanirtuuq Inc. and QHI, were awarded a grant to develop the co-curated Nunalleq
Digital Museum, a project currently underway, to be completed in spring 2023. This project has also
included traditional skills workshops in wood carving and drum making, taught by Yup’ik master
craftspeople from the region.

The challenges for the Culture Center today can be identified mainly in economic terms and
limited capacity. However, the Culture Centre – which was officially renamed as Nunalleq Museum
in 2021 – remains a central priority for the community of Quinhagak and is generating new oppor-
tunities that would otherwise not be available. The Nunalleq Museum has yet to make its full impact
on the region, but the effects of its existence are already rippling through the tundra landscape.

Notes

1. For a comparable project in Alaska see Jensen (2012).
2. The first Euro-American contact came to the Yup’ik country around the 1820s (Barker, Fienup-Riordan, and John

2010).
3. The historical name of the village, as preserved in local oral history, was Agaligmiut (Fienup-Riordan and Rearden

2013, 394).
4. Only the fragile grass artefacts, leather pieces and a portion of pottery, stayed behind, yet to be conserved.
5. Responsible for overseeing archaeological investigations in the region.
6. In addition, an archaeologist and digital artist Alice Watterson led a stop-motion workshop narrating the story of

the attack that ended the Nunalleq settlement, which was included in the Nunalleq educational resource (see
Watterson, Anderson, and Paxton 2019).

7. Crystal and Carl were hired to document the cultural workshops for the CIRI Foundation’s report ‘A journey to
what matters’ (Nicholai and Carter 2018). They had developed their photography skill in a National Geographic
Photo Camp run for young Quinhagak residents previously that summer, during which they explored themes
related to archaeology, their past, traditions, village life, and ultimately what it means to be Yup’ik (Nunalleq
Blog: National Geographic Photo Camp, 2018).
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8. The full text of the song is cited in Watterson and Hillerdal (2020).
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