Glasgow City Returns Ghost Dance Shirt Home
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On Friday 13th Nov. 1998, some 200 Scots expressed their solidarity with the indigenous people of another land. We lined up outside the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum in Glasgow from 9am, to attend a 10am public meeting of the Glasgow City Council’s Arts and Culture Committee. This meeting was convened to give representatives of the Wounded Knee Survivors Association the opportunity to put their case for the return to the Lakota people of a Ghost Dance Shirt, which is believed to have been taken from the body of a dead man at the massacre.

The issue of repatriation of culturally and spiritually significant objects to their indigenous owners is hotly contested throughout the museum world, nowhere more so than in the United Kingdom, for so long one of the planet’s most successful colonizing powers. The Lakota delegation, led by Mrs. Marcella LeBeau, spoke movingly, and presented an authoritative and well planned case. 

One of the stronger points from the opposition to returning the shirt (led by former Lord Provost (Mayor) of Glasgow, Pat Lally) was the issue of the educational benefits of keeping the shirt on display accompanied by sensitive interpretation for the benefit of the Glasgow public’s knowledge of Native American history. However, when Mrs. LeBeau presented the Committee with a replica of the shirt in question, which she had made herself, another delegate pointed out how much more instructive it would be to display  the replica with an explanation of how it came to be in the museum. At this point, the public in the gallery, who had had no opportunity to speak, erupted in applause. We cheered and stamped for 10 minutes.

The best was yet to come. The presentation by Mark O’Neill, Head of Museums & Galleries for Glasgow City was a delightful surprise to many. He quoted from the many public submissions, and with his words wove a new path for the museum profession. He spoke of broadening the debate beyond the boundaries of traditional Western museum philosophy, in order to encompass what is right. For those of us awaiting his presentation with some trepidation, it was a relief. This is not the first time an item of great spiritual significance has been returned from the British Isles, but Mr. O’Neill’s words eloquently and irrefutably exemplified the sea change in thinking.

On Nov. 19th, the Committee voted 13 to 2 to return the Ghost Dance Shirt to the Lakota people. It will be displayed at the Cultural Heritage Centre, in Pierre, South Dakota, until a museum is built at Wounded Knee. Tribal elders will hold a “wiping of the tears ceremony”. Mrs. LeBeau was quoted in the Scottish press as saying “It’s like a great thanksgiving, and I want to cry. I thank you very much.” Mark O’Neill spoke for many Glaswegians who’d grown up with the Ghost Dance Shirt in their museum, where it had occupied a place of sudden silence and contemplation, sometimes tears, for visitors. He said “There is a definite sense of loss. It is like a close friend returning to his homeland, you still miss him nonetheless”.

For those of us who attended the meeting and did what we could to encourage our representatives to do the right thing, there was also a sense of relief and rejoicing. As 

Scotland takes a step closer to autonomy with the opening of the new Scottish Parliament in May 1999, and as the resurgence in reviving Scots and Gaelic language, culture and traditions continues to swell, our sense of ourselves as an indigenous people with responsibilities and connections to be made worldwide was given a new integrity.
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