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Introductions 
•  Lylliam Posadas, MSc, NAGPRA Coordinator, Autry 

Museum of the American West 
•  Özge Gençay-Üstün, M.A., Conservator, Autry Museum of 

the American West 
•  Desiree Martinez, M.A., Tribal Archaeologist, Gabrielino 

(Tongva) 
•  Karimah Richardson, M.A., Archaeologist, Autry Museum 

of the American West 
•  Cindi Alvitre, M.A., Lecturer and NAGPRA Coordinator at 

CalState, Long Beach, Director of Ti’at Society, Gabrielino 
(Tongva) 



Approach to Presentation 
•  Overview of the Stakeholders 
•  Reason for Collaboration 
•  Audience Participation – Choose your own Adventure 
•  Outcomes 
•  Lessons Learned 
 



Publication Forthcoming: Gençay-Üstün, Ö., Posadas, L., 
Reneé Martinez D.,  Kennedy Richardson, K., and Moar Alvitre, 
C. Conserving the tataayiyam honuuka’ (Ancestors): A Case 
Study at the Autry Museum of the American West 

Collaborative Case Study 



Content Warning 
 
There are photos of ancestral remains in this 
presentation. Members of the Gabrielino (Tongva) 
community have decided that these photos should 
be shown to discuss the complexities of the issues 
described here. 
 



The Stakeholders 



The Gabrielino (Tongva) 

2,493 people in 
California (2,903 

nationwide) 
identified as Tongva 
on the 2010 United 

States Census. 
 

WE ARE STILL A 
VIBRANT 

COMMUNITY. 



Gabrielino (Tongva) Territory 

The Gabrielino 
(Tongva) are a 
non-federally 
recognized 
tribe whose 
traditional 
territory 
includes Los 
Angeles, CA 



Autry Museum of the 
American West 

•  Located in Los 
Angeles, California 

•  Institutional History 
•  The Southwest 

Museum Staff in the 
1930s 

•  Edwin F. Walker 
 

Larry	Reynolds,	Southwest	Museum	of	the	American	Indian	from	
Museum	Drive,	Los	Angeles,	California,	1986.		
Color	print.	Braun	Research	Library	Collection,	Autry	Museum;	P.
56086	
 



The Issue: 
Moving To a New Facility 



Case Study Question 
Your museum is moving to a new 
building. In preparation for the move, 
you find a human skull that is encased 
in dirt. 
 
WHAT DO YOU DO? 
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Answer: Gather 
Background Information 

•  Where were the Ancestors removed 
from 

•  Who removed the Ancestors and why 
•  How were they treated after removal 



Sensitive 
image on the 
next slide 



Sheldon Reservoir Archaeology 

Clipping	of	the	Pasadena	Sheldon	Reservoir	Project	Area,	
MS220.4.20	Courtesy	of	Braun	Research	Library	Collection	
Autry	Museum	of	the	American	West	

Pedestaled	Ancestral	Burials,	MS220.4.47,Courtesy	of	
Braun	Research	Library	Collection	Autry	Museum	of	the	
American	West		



Sheldon Reservoir on Display 

The	remains	uncovered	were	put	on	display	
at	the	Southwest	Museum	of	American	
Indian,	MS220.4.19,Courtesy	of	Braun	
Research	Library	Collection	Autry	Museum	
of	the	American	West	

Much	media	surrounded	the	project,	MS220.4.14,	Courtesy	of	Braun	
Research	Library	Collection	Autry	Museum	of	the	American	West	

Objects	in	addition	to	remains	went	on	
display,270.L.43,	Courtesy	of	Southwest	
Museum	of	American	Indian	Collection	at	
the	Autry	Museum	of	the	American	West	



Case Study Question 
You have completed the Background 
Research. 
 
WHAT DO YOU DO NEXT? 
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Answer: Contact the Tribal 
Community 

•  Tongva community members had 
already been working with 
Southwest Museum/Autry staff 
for over 20 years 



Previous Work with the 
Autry 

•  Tongva community members 
had been participating in the 
move since 2012 



Answer: Contact the Tribal 
Community 

•  Informally contacted Tribal 
community members 
regarding the Ancestors 

•  Meeting occurred with tribal 
representatives to discuss 
options  



Sensitive 
images on the  
next slide 



Past Treatments  
and Present Problems 

Investigation of the non-original materials visually and using 
analytical tools with permission 

 
 
 

Photo	of	shiny	red/dark	orange	resin		
on	270.L.55A	

Photo	of	red/dark	orange	resin	
drip	marks	on	270.L.60	



Answer: Contact the Tribal 
Community 

•  Informally contacted Tribal 
community members 
regarding the Ancestor 

•  Meeting occurred with tribal 
representatives to discuss 
options  

•  Requested more information 
regarding history of 
Ancestor 



Case Study Question 
You have met with the tribal 
representatives. 
 
WHAT DO YOU DO NEXT? 
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Continued Conversations with 
Tribal Representatives 

•  Autry staff provided the requested 
information regarding the Ancestor 

•  Tribal representatives reached out to other 
community members 



Most Likely Descendant 
•  Under California Public Resources 

Code, if the County Coroner 
determines human remain are Native 
American, the Native American 
Heritage Commission identifies the 
Most Likely Descendant (MLD). 

•  The MLD provides recommendations 
on how the Ancestor will be treated 
and ultimately reburied. 

•  Robert Dorame was appointed MLD for a current project at the Sheldon 
Reservoir.  

•  Asked D. Martinez and K. Kennedy regarding the Ancestors at the Autry 
and asked about the possibility of reburying them with the new 
Ancestors recovered. 



Continued Conversations with 
Tribal Representatives 

•  Autry staff provided the requested 
information regarding the Ancestor 

•  Tribal representatives reached out to other 
community members 

•  Continued discussions regarding logistics 
of move, who will participate, how will 
participate, for how long, etc. 



Case Study Question 
You have continued discussions with 
tribal representatives. 
 
WHAT DO YOU DO NEXT? 
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Answer: Complete 
Condition Assessment 



What is a Conservator? 

•  In a general sense, a 
conservator is a person who 
protects materials of culture or 
nature. 

 
Mission of art conservators 
•  Art conservators’ mission is to 

preserve and protect cultural 
materials for the next 
generations to enjoy and learn 
from them.  

 
 

My first mentor Julie Lauffenburger 
at the Walters Art Museum. 
Image source: http://articles.thewalters.org/art-
conservator-qa-with-julie-lauffenburger/ 



The Conservator’s Mindset 
•  Document through written and photographic methods 

–  Present condition (visual and structural condition of materials) 
–  Past treatments (visual and by means of analytical tools) 

•  Preventive conservation 
–  House them safely in an environment that is appropriate for the 

materials at hand 
–  Monitor the condition of the item 
–  Monitor the storage area for environmental conditions 

•  Interventive conservation 
–  If not stable, find a way to stabilize it 
–  If there are any foreign materials obscuring or harming the original 

remove them 
–  Keep a record of any intervention you made 

 
 



Sheldon Reservoir Ancestors: 
Conservation Methodology 

First consult with the communities for the steps to follow and 
keep the communication open: 
•  Gather information about the past treatment of Ancestors 

–  During excavation 
–  After excavation   

•  Investigate the non-original materials visually using 
analytical tools with permission 

•  Written and photographic documentation of finds to 
present the evidence to the tribal members with permission 

•  Meet and discuss how we can safely handle them during 
the move, make recommendations 

 
Open discussion and joint deliberation 

 
 



Conservation Issues for 
the Move of the Ancestors 
•  Pesticides 
•  Condition 

– inherently fragile material 
– dirt matrix 

•  Past treatments 
– resins 
– unusual marks in the dirt matrix 
– former collections and packing history 

•  Discuss if active treatment is needed before packing 
•  Handling and proper rehousing for packing 
•  Providing detailed final condition reports and treatment strategies 

 
 
 
 



Case Study Question 
You have completed the Condition 
Assessment. 
 
WHAT DO YOU DO NEXT? 
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Outcomes 



Conservation Recommends 
• Rehousing materials for the move 
• Handling items with special needs 



Preparing the Ancestors 
•  Archival corrugated boards are used to make 

boxes 
•  Polyethylene foams and polyester batting are used 

for soft cushioning 
•  Zipper lock bags and muslin are used for housing 

individual loose pieces 
•  Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) or twill tape is used 

for tacking down fragile parts 
•  High Density Polyethylene (HDPE) or Tyvek® 

liners are used for interfacing 
•  Good resources on the handouts 
 



Sensitive images on 
the following slides 



Special Treatments 
•  After deliberation, it was 

decided to hand carry 
some of the items due to 
their fragile condition 

 
•  Offerings are accepted in 

collection areas in 
airtight  closed jars to 
prevent pest infestation 
of the collections area 

 



Witnessing The Move 

•  Prayers and 
offerings for all of 
those involved 

 
•  Setting the tone for 

participants 



Tribal Participation 



Moving the Ancestors 



Moving the Ancestors: The 
Route 



Moving the Ancestors 



Post Move Considerations 

•  Care for Ancestors at new location 
•  Private secured access 
•  Altar 
•  Ancestor pole 
•  Offerings 
•  Regular communications and 

engagement 
•  Continued review of conservation 

treatments 
 



Lessons Learned 
•  Genuine collaboration 
•  Not just collections but also relationships 
•  For the tribal community this case revealed the 

complexities of condition issues and treatment 
solutions 

•  Full disclosure is critical to achieving best 
decisions 

•  Culturally sensitive conservation and 
terminology 

•  Importance of interdepartmental collaboration  
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Thank you 


