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ANTHROPOLOGICAL COLLECTIONS

Moving Forward Collaboratively:
From Collections to Exhibitions and Back
By Pamela Endzweig

One of the things I like about 
working in museums is the 

teamwork that goes on, often behind 
the scenes and invisible to the public. 
Our recent exhibit, Face to Face with 
Masks from the Museum Collections is 
a perfect example.

Preserving rare objects and making 
them available for research and display 
is often a challenge. Each time an 
object is brought out of storage, it is 
at risk from damage due to changing 
environments, improper handling, or 
theft. This requires close collaboration 
between collections staff members with 
specialized preservation knowledge 
and exhibits staff members who are 
responsible for displays.

Exhibiting the masks now on 
display raised typical questions: 
How can masks be shown in the 
position they were worn without risk 
of tumbling off their pedestals onto 
objects below? How can they be fully 
supported without visually impacting 
their beauty? How can fragile woven 
pieces be braced, and what is to be 
done about loose parts that can detach 
if suspended under their own weight?

For this display, each mount 
was customized to fit the shape and 
consistency of the mask in question. 
Most of the supports are made of 
plexiglass–chemically inert, bendable, 
and transparent. Where needed, there 
is added padding to protect sensitive 
fibers and immobilize the mask. The 
choice of display angle depends on 
the vulnerability of the object—those 
at greatest risk lie flat or are viewed at 
a very low angle while those that are 
sturdier can afford to rest on their chins. 
Almost every item is—often invisibly 
to the viewer—tethered to its support 
to protect it from mild shaking. Nearby 
construction workers give us a heads-up 
when larger vibrations are anticipated.

The next time you visit our museum, 
remember the effort that goes into 
sharing these special pieces without 
jeopardizing their long-term safety!

Recent Acquisition:  
A Weaving with a Story
Rarely do objects more than a century old come with much information 

on their source. This made the Navajo weaving donated recently by UO 
alumna Judith E. Wood all the more exciting. The piece was passed down 
in Wood’s husband’s family from his great-grandfather, Dr. Thomas Laughlin 
Craig Sr., a physician who practiced at Fort Defiance, Arizona, from 1881 
to 1896. Along with other Native American blankets and baskets dispersed 
in the intervening years among family members, this weaving was given 
to Dr. Craig by his patients in lieu of cash. Its presentation to the MNCH 
represents a legacy to Wood’s husband, Wiley Wood. We hope that its detailed 
provenance will help us research further into this special heirloom’s history. 

For an image of this weaving and others in the MNCH Collections, visit our 
web galleries at natural-history.uoregon.edu/collections/web-galleries.

Top: Exhibitions assistant Liz White (left) and anthropology collections manager Elizabeth 
Kallenbach (right) after flipping a mask stored upside down to protect its grass “skirt.”  
Bottom, left: Liz White cutting plexiglass for a mask mount. Bottom, center: Exhibitions 
coordinator Dorothy Bayern gluing plexiglass for a mask mount. Bottom, right: Liz White 
bending plexiglass for a mask mount. 
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