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  The Museum of Mankind, between 1970 and 1997 a branch of the British  
  Museum located in Mayfair, is remembered fondly for innovative exhibitions 
  and lively programmes. Curated by anthropologists and archaeologists, it  
  was also important for an emphasis on objects from Africa, Oceania, the 
  Americas and Asia in their original contexts, for engagement with indigenous  
  communities, and for innovations in museum anthropology. 
 
  This one-day conference draws together the recollections of former staff in  
  a reflection on the Museum of Mankind’s contribution to the world. 
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Saturday 30 April 2016 
 
9.30  Registration  
 
10.00 Introduction 

Lissant Bolton 
 
10.10 As-if-you-were-really-there: exhibitions at the Museum of Mankind 

John Picton 
I was appointed to the British Museum in 1970 and worked with William Fagg on some of the 
first exhibitions at 6 Burlington Gardens, later renamed the Museum of Mankind. The thinking 
and planning that went into these (there was to be no permanent exhibition) was a time of 
enthusiasm and creativity; and the Museum soon became famous for its 'as-if-you-were-really-
there' shows. However, when teaching at SOAS, the comparison between the Yoruba Religious 
Cults reconstruction (the last exhibition I worked on with Fagg) and a "real-life" Yoruba house or 
palace became uncomfortable: everyone admired the décor, but this was at the expense of the 
material itself. And that décor was fake; as a representation of anything Yoruba it was just 
another ethnographic illusion! 

 
10.35 The Politics of the Museum of Mankind 
 Malcolm McLeod 
 The paper will discuss and document both the internal and external politics of the Museum and 

explain how these affected its research, collecting, publications and exhibitions. 
 
11.00 Making the Connections: looking back at Museum of Mankind education 

Penny Bateman 
Among the many unique aspects of the Museum of Mankind were the culturally connected 
education programmes directly linked to several exhibitions, and often lasting more than two 
years.  These programmes were the result of an exceptional combination of people, resources, 
space, museum organization and a moment in time. I would like to explore what that was; and if 
we can assess the effect on museum visitors and cultural groups represented and partnering 
with us, as well as museum practice generally. 

 
11.25 Coffee break 
 
12.00 Building Relationships: the Torajan Ricebarn exhibition at the Museum of Mankind 

Nigel Barley 
In 1987 a rather unusual exhibition took place at the Museum of Mankind.  Three generations of 
Torajan builders and a container of raw materials were brought from Torajaland, Sulawesi, 



 

Indonesia, so a traditional ricebarn could be constructed in situ. In some ways, this was a 
departure from collection-based British Museum displays that usually stressed reintegration of 
objects into a historical and cultural context.  Co-operation in the field was normally with 
museum colleagues.  It was an innovation of the Museum of Mankind to feature contemporary 
artists and stress the continuity of cultural traditions so museums were not seen simply as 
places where objects were laid to rest once they had ceased to play a dynamic role in social life. 
In other ways the Ricebarn Exhibition seemed to involve a worrying return to a very ancient 
tradition of display especially common at the old world fairs, with all the problems of 
stereotyping and exploitation that these had created. The difference perhaps lay in the quality 
of the social relationships built with those involved.   

 
12.25 Recollecting the Museum of Mankind 

Michael O’Hanlon 
From the 1980s, how best to exhibit ethnography became unusually contested.  This paper 
sketches the background to Paradise, a Museum of Mankind exhibition which attempted to 
address some of the debates. It considers anthropological and curatorial naivety as to the 
nature of exhibitions as forms and looks very briefly at what seems to me the major virtues, and 
one corresponding shortcoming, of the Museum of Mankind itself. 

  
13.00 Lunch 
 
14.15 Exhibiting the Middle East   

Shelagh Weir 
Between 1970 and 1991 I curated four exhibitions on the Middle East at the Museum of 
Mankind: three on Palestinian costumes and textiles; and one (Nomad and City) on the bedouin 
of Jordan and the city of Sanaa. I also collaborated on two education programmes on the 
region: one on the Arab World, and one on Palestinian costume.  I will discuss how these 
projects came about, their aims and methods, and the problems encountered and insights 
gained. 
 

14.40 1976: the US Bicentennial, and Sacred Circles 
 Jonathan King 

Sacred Circles, the 1976 London exhibition built round the British Museum's collection, 
accelerated North American interest in UK collections. This occurred at a time when in the US 
study was dominated by hobbyists.  Native activism, and art history, changed this. The Native 
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA 1990) empowered Native Nations 
to take control of collections in federally funded institutions. The Museum of Mankind played a 
role in the very different evolution of the Canadian response to the same issues, especially to 
the controversial exhibition Spirit Sings (1988).   
 

15.05 Asian ethnography at Burlington Gardens 
 Brian Durrans 

During the 27 years of the Museum of Mankind, Asian ethnography contributed to some 29 of 
its exhibitions, and was the exclusive theme of 15 of them. In this paper I review some of those 
I helped curate and compare the attention given to Asian ethnography at Burlington Gardens 
with the previous period at the British Museum from the founding of the department of 
Ethnography (1946-1970) and the later period from the closure of the Museum of Mankind in 
1997.   
 

15.30 Coffee break 
 
16.00 A History of the Museum of Mankind in 100 exhibitions: there’s more to it than what you see 
 Helen Wolfe 



 

I worked at the Museum of Mankind for over 25 years from 1976, during which time I was 
involved in the installation of over 100 exhibitions. Producing these displays often took many 
years of planning, months of preparation work and in the final weeks an army of people working 
to get everything finished by opening night. I want to talk about some of the many and varied 
processes involved in making an exhibition happen. The amazing collection gave scope to 
create varied displays representing cultures from around the world, but from the moment 
collections are acquired you need to care for them, and good storage and documentation have 
to be in place before you can even start the process of selection, design, preparation and 
mounting. The exhibitions were a platform for creativity to flourish but many basic principles of 
good Collections Management were also being developed and I want to emphasise the 
importance of this running alongside the more public facing activities 
 

16.25 The Prodigal's Return 
John Mack 
In the early 1990s, with the departure of the British Library from the Bloomsbury site, the 
reintegration of the department at the Museum of Mankind into the British Museum became 
inevitable. This involved planning new galleries, making the library and other archival resources 
available and accommodating staff. At the same time, a British Museum 'Study Centre' 
designed to make the stored collections more publically available was in the planning. Beyond 
the practical issues, the move was also a strategic and intellectual project. How much of the 
approach in Burlington Gardens would be relevant in the British Museum? How would 
ethnographic and anthropological perspectives relate to the characteristic approaches for other 
British Museum departments and their existing galleries? As the Museum of Mankind 
colleagues thought these problems through, similar questioning emerged in Paris and Berlin as 
major reorganisations of their museums were contemplated. Ultimately such debates might be 
seen as an aspect of post-colonial debates which, successfully or otherwise, the 21st century 
rebranding of museum departments (and whole museums) as being about 'World Cultures' has 
sought to address. 

 
16.50 Discussion 
 
15.30  Close 
 
Please note: this programme may be subject to alteration. 
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