


What is GRASAC?
• collaborative & interdisciplinary research group 

(~400 members)

• focus on the Great Lakes region

• creators of the GRASAC Knowledge Sharing 
system (GKS) an online database of ~4000 
heritage items, ~25000 language items

• visits to collections across North America and 
Europe



The GRASAC project “brings together researchers from three 
primary sectors—Aboriginal communities, universities, and 
museums and archives—who share two central goals.  

On a cognitive level they seek to advance research on the 
history and expressive culture of the Anishinaabe, 
Hodenosaunee, and Wendat by combining knowledge 
developed within Western academic disciplines with Aboriginal 
knowledges.  

On an ethical level, they endeavor to create new forms of 
access to Indigenous heritage for members of originating 
communities.” 

– Heidi Bohaker,  Alan Corbiere & Ruth Phillips, “Wampum Unites Us: Digital 
Access, Interdisciplinarity and Indigenous Knowledge -- Situating the GRASAC 
Knowledge Sharing Database” (2015).



GKS Database
• Teams of diverse researchers who 

pool their varied collective 
knowledges to make records

• Database of “Heritage Items”: 
material culture, archival 
documents, historical photos & 
paintings, and associated multi-
media files.

• Aboriginal and Western 
knowledge systems

• Trans-disciplinary or holistic 
philosophy 

• Transparent approach to 
knowledge creation



Woodland Cultural Centre Museum
Brantford, Six Nations

• the GRASAC lab is at Carleton

• GRASAC members are located around the world

• GRASAC’s primary community partners have been the Ojibwe Cultural 
Foundation & the Woodland Cultural Centre

Ojibwe Cultural Foundation 
M’chigeeng, Manitoulin Island



Miigwech to our funding sources:



GRASAC began as a question raised by a small group of 
researchers in 2004 who were interested in the potential of 
databases and who came from different disciplinary backgrounds 
(law, anthropology, art history, history) and different cultural 
traditions, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous: would it be 
possible to use information technology to digitally 
reunite Great Lakes heritage that is currently 
scattered across museums and archives in North 
America and Europe with Aboriginal community 
knowledge, memory and perspectives?

Initial Research Question:



GRASAC’s Beginnings...
Planning Meetings at Carleton 2005 & 2007

Sylvia Kasprycki, (Museum fur Volkerkunde, 
Frankfurt) and Alan Corbiere

Jonathan King (British Museum), 
Cory Willmott (Southern Illinois U)

Cory Willmott (SIUE), Norm Vorano (CMC), 
Heidi Bohaker (UofT), Trudy Nicks (ROM), 
Alan Corbiere (Ojibwe Cultural Foundation)



GRASAC’s Beginnings...
First GRASAC Team Research Trip: 

National Museum of Scotland, 2006.
Keith Jamieson (Woodland Cultural Centre), Cory Willmott (Southern Illinois University),
Heidi Bohaker (University of Toronto), Laura Peers (Pitt Rivers/ Oxford University),
Alan Corbiere (Ojibwe Cultural Foundation), Robert Storrie (British Museum).



GRASAC Team Research Trips...
British Museum 2007: 

GRASAC Members and British Museum Staff, Orsman Road Stores



GRASAC Team Research Trips...
British Museum 2007: Subjects not Objects

Lindsay Borrows, Heidi Bohaker, John Borrows & Cory Willmott study an Anishinaabe drum collected 
by Henry Christy, Manitoulin Island, 1857. British Museum, London.



Meeting the Beings
“family reunion with …beings who have been left sleeping 

in confining boxes on distant shelves for too long…”
With Whom or With What are we working?

Lindsay Borrows: “Nanabush in London: 
Context, Life, Words, and Cultures in the British Museum” 



GRASAC Team Research Trips...
Return to the Ojibwe Cultural Foundation

Reporting some research findings to the M’Chigeeng community December 2008; Consultation with Elders, Ojibwe Cultural 
Foundation, November 2008.



GRASAC Pilot 
Database 2007:
• Artifacts
• Photographs
• Archival 

Documents
• Documentary 

Art
• Audio/Video
• People
• Communities
• Events



TESTING THE PILOT SOFTWARE (CARLETON, APRIL 2007)



Back to the drawing board… 2007



The Heritage Item

* One table/form for everything.

* Think about how material culture communicates stories, ideas, 

teachings.

* Think about how archival documents (treaties, letters, diaries, etc) 

have their own material qualities.

* Don’t think in isolation, think holistically.

* Attribute the source of all information

* Everything has a maker, everything has a creation date, even if you 

don’t know it!















Manitoulin Makers: A GRASAC Rosetta Stone 
Bowl made of sweetgrass. Made by Maniian Pakwatchikwe Shawana. 

British Museum, Am2003,19.49. GRASAC record ID 277. 



Closing the Distance…Reconnecting Roots
Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 2008: 

Alan Corbiere at the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, using a video link to discuss  
an Illini bag in the museum’s collection with Elder Eddie King at the Ojibwe 
Cultural Foundation, Manitoulin Island, Ontario, December 2008.



The graduate student / research assistant perspective

Lisa Truong, Judy Hall, Ruth Phillips, Alan Corbiere, Crystal Migwans, Lewis Debasige, Adriana Greci-Green, Penny Pine; 
Canadian Museum of History, 2011

Wahsontiio Cross and Alex Nahwegahbow; Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, MA; 
Peabody Essex Museum, Salem MA



Indigenous Languages Module

“By adding in terms from Indigenous languages we want to be 
able to answer more than the question “what’s that?” in 
Anishinabemowin, Wendat, Cayuga, or Mohawk.  We want to 
provide information that illuminates the item’s current 
ontological status, while tracing etymological changes that 
stimulate discussion about Anishinaabe or Hodenosaunee 
epistemologies related to specific items in the GKS.  

The goal is to provide a window into Anishinaabe or 
Hodenosaunee world view that privileges language as the 
key to an item’s history and historically layered meanings.
The completion of the Indigenous language module will mark the 
beginning of an exciting new phase of research possibilities.”

– Bohaker, Corbiere & Phillips, “Wampum Unites Us: Digital Access, 
Interdisciplinarity and Indigenous Knowledge—Situating the GRASAC 
Knowledge Sharing Database” (2015)



Indigenous Languages: Design Meeting (2010)



Indigenous Languages Module
• To name heritage items in their language of origin
• To promote research on indigenous worldviews through indigenous languages
• “Language Items” will parallel and link to “Heritage Items” in the GKS
• Made possible by a team of GRASAC linguists who contributed their 

dictionaries to the GKS to create the bulk of our existing Language 
Items: Carrie Dyck & Amos Key’s Cayuga Dictionary; and Mary 
Ann Corbiere & Rand Valentine’s Nishanaabemowin Dictionary



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Items



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Mokuk



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Mokuk Images



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Mokuk Detailed Image



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Mokuk Detailed Image



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Interpretation of Mokuk





Recovering Voices Program:
Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History 

Mina Toulouse, Mary Ann Corbiere, Ruth Phillips, Crystal Migwans, Alan Corbiere & Ted Toulouse (2014)



Recovering Voices Program:
Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History 

Mina Toulouse, Mary Ann Corbiere, Ruth Phillips, Crystal Migwans, Alan Corbiere & Ted Toulouse (2014)



Recovering Voices Program:
Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History
Sugaring Stories 



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Anishinaabemowin Birchbark Harvesting Videos



Indigenous Languages Module: Wiigwaas
Related Heritage Item: Birchbark Harvesting



www.grasac.org



GRASAC Public Website: Home Page
Designed by Crystal Migwans

• more intuitive navigation

• fewer clicks to access the 
beautiful high-res GKS images

• 4-Approaches mini 
exhibitions as a way to 
suggest the holistic or multi-
disciplinary philosophy of 
GRASAC



GRASAC Public Website: www.grasac.org

Designed by Crystal Migwans in 2014, following her involvement in GKS3 user 
testing and her report on this ("Stuck at the Search Page”)

Design goals: 
•Visual richness of GKS records highlighted with large scale images in 

carousel and exhibits

•Accessible, items not buried behind searches but up front in exhibits

•Language & exhibit length appropriate for general audience

•4 Views or Approaches template design to highlight GRASAC’s 
holistic or multi-disciplinary philosophy











GRASAC: Current Priorities
(Steering Committee 2015)

• to develop the potential of the GKS as a research platform for 
the creation of new knowledge about Great Lakes heritage 

• to extend the GRASAC partnership base to a much wider 
community of First Nations Culture Centres, universities, and 
researchers in Canada and the United States

• to refine GRASAC's governance structure and protocols for the 
protection of Indigenous intellectual property 

• to develop strategies for the long-term sustainability of the 
project's digital resource and human community





GRASAC Gathering
Woodland Cultural Centre: September 2016

SSHRC Partnership Development Planning Meeting 



Current Pilot Research Projects
(SSHRC Partnership Development Grant 2016-18)

• Objects as Storytellers (anthropology focus)

• Reanimating the Indigenous Landscapes of the Great Lakes (digital mapping)

• Animating Knowledge: The Spirit of Community Stories (museum studies)

• Sounding Out Law (law and musicology)

• Wampum (anthropology & traditional knowledge)

• Shaataahaa: Indigenous Methodologies for Collections-based Research 
(museum & indigenous studies)

• Strengthening Our Language by Retelling Collection Stories (linguistics)

• Talking with Makers (art history focus)



For a GRASAC membership or other questions contact:
Kate Higginson

phone: 613-520-2600 x6761
email: kate.higginson@carleton.ca

GRASAC Public Website:
https://grasac.org/

Articles on GRASAC:
Ruth Phillips, “The Digital (R)evolution of Museum-Based 
Research” Museum Pieces: Towards the Indigenization of 

Canadian Museums (McGill-Queens, 2011).

Heidi Bohaker, Alan Corbiere & Ruth Phillips, “Wampum Unites 
Us: Digital Access, Interdisciplinarity and Indigenous Knowledge --

Situating the GRASAC Knowledge Sharing Database” (2015).




















