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 Voices of Repatriation
Just as T’xwelátse and his wife stood on the riverbank, those individuals and institutions dealing with repatriation face each other and 
engage in a dialogue with an uncertain end. Confl ict resolution lies at the heart of a positive outcome. The following quotes come from 
interviews in the fi lm T’xwelátse Is Finally Home. They are from community members and researchers who were some of the many people 
directly involved in the return of Stone T’xwelátse from the Burke Museum to the Stó:lō in 2006. They represent a harmony of voices and 
perspectives on the values and importance of repatriation—the act of restoring or returning to a place of origin, of going home again. Listen 
to what they have to say.

The name T’xwelátse belongs to our family and all of the descendants of the original T’xwelátse and there are many, many 

of us.… Shortly after the families left that [Semá:th] village, two white farmers—two brothers, the Ward brothers—were 

probably out hunting, taking care of their families, and they came upon our ancestor. Because there happened to be no-

body around at the time, because they left for fear of getting hung, in their culture if no one is watching it they assume it’s 

been abandoned. In our culture, he was still in our territory, he was still in our care, he was still in our possession… but not 

to the people who came from Europe. So they took him and they sold him to a dime-store museum.… One of the things 

that our grandmothers made very clear to us is that we need to follow some of the old ways.… We believe with all of our 

hearts that he is the embodiment of our ancestor T’xwelátse, the man who was turned to stone. His shxwelí, his soul, his 

spirit is very much alive in our ancestor.… We know he is real. We know he’s alive. 

—T’xwelátse (Herb Joe) 

The citizens of Washington State own the collections of the Burke Museum, collectively. Therefore, even if ethically we 

believed it was a good idea to return the stone fi gure, without an explicit legal mandate we couldn’t return it to the Na-

tive community. So until we had that NAGPRA [Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act] claim fi led on 

behalf of the Nooksack Tribe with the support of the Stó:lō Nation, the Burke couldn’t really take any action to return 

the stone fi gure. [In] October 2005, we received a very thorough claim that laid out how the stone fi gure met one of the 

defi nitions of the law, which is object of cultural patrimony, and that’s a pretty unique category within the law. There are 

fewer than three hundred objects of cultural patrimony nationwide that have been repatriated to date [2006], and this 

is the fi rst case where the Burke Museum has repatriated an object of cultural patrimony.…

In 1992, the Stó:lō Nation were fi rst interested in receiving this object back. At that time we didn’t have a vehicle. Since 

they were a British Columbia First Nations group, it wasn’t possible to directly repatriate under NAGPRA.… This has been 

one of the most unique NAGPRA repatriation cases that I’ve worked on, and I’ve been happy to be a part of it and really 

enjoyed getting to know the communities that we’ve been working with… and I think that just on a personal level I re-

ally believe that ethically it’s the right thing to do. Until there was a legal vehicle we couldn’t legally transfer this object, 

but I think ethically NAPGRA is a civil rights issue and I think that Native American communities should have the say of 

where their most sacred and central objects go.… If they are needed in the communities that they are serving, they 

should probably be in those communities rather than in a museum and subject to research.

— Meagan Noble, repatriation expert
Burke Museum of Natural and Cultural History

It’s been quite a few years and it’s in Seattle, like I was saying, it’s a happy occasion but it was a sad occasion just because 

my mother is not here.… My other aunties they’re gone as well… and so that’s the sad part. But what the happy part is, 

T’xwelátse is fi nally coming back to where he belongs.

— Qwatasolwit (Sandra Joseph)
T’xwelátse family

Nooksack Indian Tribe Executive Council Member & 

Cultural Committee Member

When I came here in 2000, the stone was in my offi  ce.… It was actually the only thing in my offi  ce when I arrived here. 

There was no other furniture, there was just this stone. So he greeted me on my fi rst day of work at the Burke Museum… 

we were reconfi guring our storage areas, but eventually we found a new spot for him in one of our storage rooms down 

in the archaeology collections.… It was about two years after I started here I fi rst met Herb Joe, who was the Stó:lō tribal 

member who came to visit and was making a request [originally started in 1992] to have the stone returned. At the time, 

I believe it was either his grandmother or someone on his mother’s side of the family had told Herb that we should be 

putting the stone to sleep every night and waking him up in the morning because he’s a person. So we talked about 

this with him and we agreed that we would put a muslin sheet over him when we left work in the evening and turn off  

all the lights, and in the morning we’d take that sheet off  and turn on the lights and wake him up. As I’ve learned more 

about his story over time from Herb and other folks, I think I’ve gained this whole new understanding of the stone and 

I’m actually going to be really sad to see him go. 

— Peter Lape
Curator of Archaeological Collections / Archaeologist 

Burke Museum of Natural and Cultural History

I had doubt that this would happen with the government bureaucracy. I fi gured that we’d get led on a little ways and 

the door would close on us, but I believe this was amazing how the doors kept opening up for a way to… bring him 

back home. There is a lot more stuff  down there in the diff erent museums that really needs to come back to us, to our 

people.… I couldn’t go down there because it’s like going to a hospital, someplace where your people can’t leave there, 

and they cry out and they want to come home with you… and it hurts.

— George Swanaset Sr.
Nooksack Indian Tribe Executive Council Member & 

Cultural Committee Member
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“This is our land, we need to take care of everything that belongs to us.” So when you look at that statement, it’s not only 

a statement about our Aboriginal rights and title to everything that’s around us, but also there’s an obligation there that 

we need to take care of everything that belongs to us. So now you start looking at diff erent elements of our culture and 

our history; what are those elements? What are those things that are out there that we need to take care of? We always 

listen to our Elders… and they tell us sxwōxwiyám, we need to take care of those sxwōxwiyám, we need to take care 

of our sqwelqwel, we need to take care of our shxwelí, take care of our language. It’s all these diff erent things that we 

need to take care of. So to me that was a big part of today’s ceremony as well, is that we’re taking care of something… 

something that left us. You know we were probably remembering it in our hearts, like the family members and Elders 

still remembering it in their hearts, and fi nally it’s brought back and they’re taking care of it. So to me it’s like a big step 

for our own self-government reasons as well.

—  Naxaxalhts’i (Albert ”Sonny” McHalsie)
Historian and Cultural Advisor 

Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Centre / Stó:lō Nation

One of the parts of repatriation that sometimes people don’t understand is what an incredible boon it has been for the 

museum. For the fi rst time members of Native American communities have felt that not only was it okay for them to 

come in to the museum and… see the collections… but it was appropriate, necessary, and part of the law [Native Ameri-

can Graves Protection and Repatriation Act—NAGPRA].… For the fi rst time we had Native Americans coming regularly 

into the museum and… talking with archaeologists about the meaning of objects and how they should be stored. It 

was an unanticipated, wonderful outgrowth of the law, and this museum, the Burke Museum, is a better place because 

of the repatriation laws.

— Julie Stein 
Director / Archaeologist 

Burke Museum of Natural and Cultural History You grew up with the transformation stories. You grew up with stories about how these items would come back to us 

one day. So there were prophesies that those that were taken away would come back to our people.

—Shóyshqelwet (Her Honour Gwendolyn Point)
Skowkale First Nation

This is really a heartfelt release that this is fi nally happening.… I know Grandma is feeling really good that this is coming 

home.… My grandmother was charged with being one of the individuals responsible for the stone to come back home. 

She was also one of the ones that was responsible for taking care of T’xwelátse.… It’s undefi nable how signifi cant this 

is. It lifts a big cloud or a big uneasiness that something is still missing within the family. Now it’s back. Now he’s home.

—Bill Coleman
T’xwelátse family 

Nooksack Indian Tribe Executive Council Member & 

Cultural Committee Liaison

Nooksack, Lummi, Tulalip, you know, you’ve got them separated because of the name. This is something that wasn’t our 

way. We’re all one people. That border doesn’t exist to us. T’xwelátse was found out there in Sumas, but here 114 years 

later… there was a reason for this.… He’s there for teaching. He’s there for our people to remember. And now he’s doing 

this again, bringing everyone back together.

— George Swanaset Jr.
Nooksack Indian Tribe 

Cultural Committee Chairman

Repatriation is something that’s happening more and more… and resulting in more success… as First Nations engage 

in this process. The signifi cant part of that is the fi lling of gaps that have happened in the communities over the last 150 

years, here. And returning a sense of balance, restoring to balance elements of the communities that are currently not 

in balance and directly tied into the loss of those things… and the loss of the responsibilities that go along with those 

things… the loss of self-governance over themselves and what belongs to them. 

— David Schaepe
Director and Senior Archaeologist

Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Centre / Stó:lō Nation
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Ye Selsí:sele: The Grannies; Grandmothers

When T’xwelátse was turned to stone, it was his wife 

who was given the responsibility of caring for him. 

From that time onward, the responsibility of caring  

for Stone T’xwelátse was given to the women of the 

T‘xwelátse family and was passed on to their daughters 

or granddaughters, who became the caretakers for 

that generation. 

The Grandmothers’ Portraits
These Stó:lō women surround Stone T’xwelátse as his current 
caretakers. Descendants of T’xwelátse and members of the 
T’xwelátse family, they carry the responsibility of looking after 
their ancestor, a  responsibility they inherited from their mothers 
and grandmothers before them. They are practising the Stó:lō 
principle “S’ólh Téméxw te it kwela. Xyólhmet te mekw’stám  
it kwelát.” 

We find ourselves today—two Nations, two societies—intercon-
nected in our occupation and use of the land and resources of 
S’ólh Téméxw, without the benefit of recognizing each other and 
generally blind to the meaning and significance of the Stó:lō 
landscape that surrounds us.

Each Nation has its laws, beliefs, and ways of doing things. How 
do we get along? How do we reconcile our existence, our histo-
ries, our voices? How do we learn to live together in a good way? 
These are questions that we all face today, each and every one 
of us living here in this shared world. Coming up with an answer 
to this question is our challenge, one that promises to reward 
future generations with a better world of mutual understanding 
and respect. Learning to live together in a good way… it isn’t 
easy, but it can be done if we put our minds and hearts to it. The 
first step lies in learning, the next in acting on what we’ve come 
to understand, respectfully, in a good way, and together.

Ye Selsí:sele: The Grannies; Grandmothers 
David Campion, 2011, ink-jet prints, copper pipe, 40 x 40 inches
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Afterword 

Experiments in Visual Art, Alternative History, 
and Community Collaboration
Scott Marsden, Curator, The Reach Gallery Museum Abbotsford

This essay explores how the exhibition Man Turned to 

Stone: T’xwelátse recontextualized contemporary visual 

art, history, and community collaboration as a process  

of creative inquiry. Through the exhibition, The Reach 

Gallery Museum Abbotsford was transformed into a 

public space that stimulated social interaction, dialogue, 

debate, and exploration of community issues relevant  

to the people of the Fraser Valley, in southwestern British 

Columbia. The exhibition informed visitors about the 

practices and traditions of the Stó:lō people. It helped to 

articulate the mission of T’xwelátse as a living teaching 

icon who carries the message that we must learn to live 

together in a good way. His message contains stories that 

are valuable educational tools for contemporary society.

Alternative historical narratives
The Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse exhibition offered an alter-
native version of the history of the Fraser Valley, in which a domi-
nant social hierarchy is both questioned and subverted. It offered 
another way of seeing and understanding different belief systems, 
in which the past and the present are both presented and re-pre-
sented. Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse was a catalyst for dialogue 
between communities with a focus on both specific historical and 
contemporary contexts. It gave expression to both human agency 
and life experiences in and around specific social and cultural 
changes over time. 

The exhibition challenged visitors’ understanding of a dominant 
version of history and encouraged multiple narratives and repre-
sentations that reflect everyone in the community. It did this partly 
by presenting a story from the past juxtaposed with the dominant 
historical narrative of white settler culture. In doing so, it provided 
for gallery visitors an example of what the Russian literary theorist 
Mikhail Bakhtin calls “words of others.” The voices of others, their 
discourse, are central to Bakhtin’s theory of how people develop 
their ideologies. He posits that we learn and grow as we interact 
with and assimilate into our consciousness the voices of those who 
surround us.

The “words of others,” by revealing other potential meanings and 
the ideology behind the dominant discourse, make possible a 
space for new interpretations, and change becomes possible. 
Bakhtin (1981) argued that “dialogical” discourse—any cultural ex-
pression built on multiple, even conflicting voices in conversation 
with each other—can reveal deeper social truths and contradic-
tions precisely because it rejects a single, absolute authoritative 
voice. For Bakhtin, dialogue comes out of a mixing of many social 
voices, ideas, and worldviews.

Community collaboration in action
Recent developments in current contemporary curatorial practice 
explore the idea of community collaboration, particularly in the 
formation of community advisory groups that work at various  
levels of gallery operations. The Reach Gallery Museum Abbots-
ford, the T’xwelátse family, and the Stó:lō Research and Resource 
Management Centre agreed on a collaborative approach in the  
development of Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse. The curatorial 
work in this exhibition was an attempt to mediate between the 
gallery, the T’xwelátse family, the Stó:lō community, and the larger 
non-Native community. The exhibition was about weaving togeth-
er stories, using subjective narratives to enable other voices to 
have a prominent place in what art galleries communicate.
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resist the dominance of a single monologist perspective, allowing 
numerous points of view and systems of belief to be articulated in 
the form of exhibitions.

Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse provided The Reach Gallery Muse-
um Abbotsford an opportunity to function as a “contact zone” and 
space for dialogue between different identities, people, artworks, 
and living beings such as T’xwelátse. This exhibition was meant to 
provoke a dialogue with the viewer in an attempt to understand 
the form, theme, and context of each artwork and help make con-
nections with the photographs that tell the story of T’xwelátse, 
Man Turned to Stone.

By presenting Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse, The Reach tem-
porarily became a space for dialogue in the sharing of stories and 
multiple versions of history. Hooper-Greenhill (1994) asserts “that 
the role of the museum in the process of meaning-making entails 
understanding the museum as a site for negotiating cultural bor-
derlands and a space to create contact zones where different iden-
tities, people, art works and artefacts can discover new possibilities 
to develop a cultural re-mapping, to re-write cultural borders and 
empower the museum visitor” (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, pp. 12–13).

Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse was a catalyst for dialogue be-
tween communities with a focus on both specific historical and 
contemporary contexts. It enabled an expression of both human 
agency and life experiences in and around specific social and cul-
tural changes over time. This exhibition helped to reconstitute the 
function and purpose of the gallery as an open space to stimulate 
active and collaborative social interaction, dialogue, debate, and 
exploration of contemporary issues.

As public spaces, art galleries can facilitate the sharing of individual 
memories and stories—multiple versions of history offered in the 
public sphere with the intent of building community. Carol Dun-
can (1995) writes, “[T]o control a museum means precisely to con-
trol the representation of a community and its highest values and 
truth” (p. 8). Duncan goes on to say, “[E]xhibitions in art museums 
do not of themselves change the world.… But, as a form of public 
space, they constitute an arena in which a community may test, 
examine, and imaginatively live both older truths and possibilities 
for new ones.”

Within Bakhtin’s concept of dialogical discourse that consists of 
multiple and conflicting voices and can reveal diverse ways of 
seeing, galleries have the potential to become community spaces 
for sharing private memories and stories. Bakhtin further views 
dialogue as a process of personal transformation. By engaging in 
a conversation through what we see in the museum, we can enter 
into a subjective dialogue and exchange and examine how we can 
connect with others and create community. Learning in a museum 
is a process of making meaning and drawing connections, creating 
storylines based on who we are and on the world around us as part 
of a transformational process.

The role of The Reach in the process of meaning-making entails 
understanding the gallery as a site to create contact zones where 
different identities, people, and artworks can discover new possi-
bilities to develop a cultural remapping, to rewrite cultural borders, 
and to create experiments in visual art, history, and community 
collaboration.

Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse offered access into the cultural 
heritage of the Stó:lō—from the events that led to the loss of 
Stone T’xwelátse to his subsequent recovery by the Stó:lō and the 
message he has to share with the community at large. That mes-
sage—that we must all learn to live together in a good way—is rel-
evant today as we attempt to bridge intercultural divides and unite  
communities. 

In a world where negotiating the difficulties posed by profound 
individual and cultural differences is critical to civil society, the ex-
hibition Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse offered an opportunity 
for people to explore their own identities in relation to others, to 
reflect on how people are different and how they are the same. 

All of the key exhibition elements were developed in collaboration 
with Stó:lō community leaders and Elders and the T’xwelátse fam-
ily. Their consensus is that the exhibition elements were not only 
appropriate but also innovative and an exciting development in 
terms of telling the T’xwelátse story and relating it to the larger 
context. The Stó:lō community leaders and Elders who helped to 
develop this exhibition are widely respected and have long experi-
ence sharing cultural perspectives both within the Stó:lō commu-
nity and with non-Aboriginal audiences.

Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse explored historical, cultural, and 
spiritual elements of the T’xwelátse transformation narrative to 
reveal the fundamental Stó:lō relationship to land and resources, 
and to begin a dialogue about the Stó:lō worldview. The exhibition 
offered a unique opportunity to invite the kind of participation 
and dialogue through which First Nation and non-Native commu-
nities can engage in the ongoing construction of social meaning. 
This exhibition mediates between the history, codes, and culture 
of the Stó:lō Nation and their neighbours, between Campion’s 
photographs and the gallery space, and between the visitors and 
the exhibition. Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse shows that a range 
of practices is possible, that a language of possibilities can be ex-
plored, that different groups can be involved in pushing against 
the bounds of dominant cultural practices.

For the Stó:lō, Stone T’xwelátse is a spiritual being who contains 
the living spirit of the human being T’xwelátse, their beloved an-
cestor. As a sign of respect for Stó:lō protocols, Stone T’xwelátse 
was addressed as “he” and also covered by a specially made “coat” 
each night of the exhibition. Stone T’xwelátse, a transformed be-
ing, depicts the work and teachings of beings called the Transform-
ers. The stone statue is an ancestor of the Stó:lō—a man named 
T’xwelátse who was born thousands of years ago.

As punishment for mistreating his wife, T’xwelátse was transformed 
into a four-foot-high granite statue. His wife was given the respon-
sibility for his care, and for generations the women of the fam-
ily looked after an ancestor who was a lesson inscribed in stone 
about how to live and act properly. The responsibility of caring for 
T’xwelátse was passed on to daughters or granddaughters of the 
T’xwelátse family, who became the caretakers for that generation.

In the exhibition, Stone T’xwelátse is surrounded by portraits of  
the women who are the current caretakers. As descendants  
of T’xwelátse and as members of the T’xwelátse family, they have 
inherited the responsibility of looking after their ancestor from 
their mothers and grandmothers before them. As part of the cul-
tural narrative articulating T’xwelátse, photographer David Cam-
pion reflected on the physical and imaginative transformations 
wrought on the landscape by the shared history of colonization. 
The story of the repatriation that brought T’xwelátse home was 
reconstructed in a text-based installation that incorporated photo-
graphs, a handwritten narrative, reports, and correspondence. 

The exhibition also presented a film of the landscape of the Fra-
ser Valley with its many transformation sites, Written in Stone. 
The Stó:lō traditional dance group Semoya, in a work called The 
Sxwōxwiyam of T’xwelátse that was projected as part of the ex-
hibition, interpreted the birth and transformation of T’xwelátse 
through dance—where and how the Transformers encountered 
T’xwelátse and turned him to stone.

Art process as dialogue
Work by photo-based artist David Campion was an integral part 
of this exhibition, demonstrating how visual art can be a critical 
form of creative inquiry. Campion utilized his own visual vocabu-
lary in a form of engaged social documentary to weave together 
multiple transformation narratives focused around T’xwelátse from 
the recent era of colonization by white settlers looking for land and 
resources.

The art practice of Campion involves a type of social engagement 
where the artist collaborates with the Stó:lō community. He asks 
provocative questions concerning the role of the artist, their rela-
tionship with the subject, and the demands of the audience. Cen-
tral to this process is the exploration of the concept of dialogue as 
a form of engaged visual art practice.

Campion’s photo-narratives recontextualized the landscape and 
were meant to document not so much the Stó:lō as the forces that 
created the conditions in which they now work and live. Campion 
sees the power of communication resulting from a process of pro-
duction. His work explores the different kinds of collaboration that 
exist between the photographer and photographed, to ensure that 
the person behind the camera is not appropriating the identity  
of the person in front of the lens. Campion’s art practice is situated 
within vernacular photography and the development of realism as 
a photographic practice.

In the realist photographic tradition, each photograph is related to 
a specific cultural experience and how the photographer at a par-
ticular moment frames a subject. Campion’s photographic works 
for this exhibition further the exploration and development of real-
ism by utilizing the power of photography to reshape stereotypes 
of the Stó:lō community. They help to create a retelling of the Stó:lō 
worldview, offering the viewer other ways of seeing.

Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse provided the most comprehen-
sive account yet assembled of the significant historical, cultural, 
and spiritual elements of the story of T’xwelátse and presented a 
core understanding of the Stó:lō people. The exhibition offered 
the unique challenge of how to present Stone T’xwelátse, the 
embodiment of a living being, containing the soul of T’xwelátse, 
a shxwlá:m or “Indian doctor” who was transformed to stone. This 
exhibition provided Stó:lō Nation with an opportunity to share 
private memories and stories and reveal other versions of history 
with the intention of community building through a dialogue in 
the form of an exhibition. 

The contested gallery space
Art galleries are often seen as contested public spaces where social 
hierarchies are questioned and subverted, marked by the expres-
sion of a range of different convictions and beliefs, in which the 
past and the present are both represented. Art galleries are sites 
where dominant discourses can be critiqued by juxtaposing them 
with competing voices and exhibiting diverse points of view. The 
concept of conflicting voices and assimilation of the “words of oth-
ers,” and conscious and unconscious thoughts, can situate art gal-
leries as sites to explore how through visual art possibilities exist to 
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