
THE EUROPEAN INVENTION OF AZTEC HUMAN 
SACRIFICE 

Wednesday, February 28, 5:00 pm, Piano Lounge, Green College 
 
European perspectives and Christian prejudices have 
profoundly influenced the perceptions and interpretations 
of the ancient cultures of Mexico and Central America since 
the beginning of the Spanish conquest, nearly 500 years ago.
Indigenous spirituality, for example, was - and sometimes still 
is - described in terms of idolatry and witchcraft. Particularly 
the sanguinary image of human sacrifice by heart extraction, 
followed by cannibalism, is omnipresent in the historical 
chronicles about the Aztec civilization and still dominant in 
contemporary scholarship. Sensationalist representations, 
propagated by popular scientific works, as well as by novels 
and films, have impacted the public at large until the present 
day.  Actually, clear archaeological and historical evidence for a 
religious custom of making human sacrifices is conspicuously 
lacking.  A critical analysis of the early colonial texts provokes 
serious doubts about their veracity.  Alternative interpretations 
for supposed references to human sacrifice in pre-colonial 
visual art and archaeological data should be explored seriously. 
It is time for a re-examination of those engrained stereotypes, 
not only to gain a better understanding of the indigenous 
cultural heritage, but also to assess how western ideas about 
other peoples in general are still under the spell of colonial 
propaganda. 
 
THE DISTRIBUTION OF EGYPTIAN 
ARCHAEOLOGY TO THE WORLD’S MUSEUMS 

 

 
Wednesday, March 28, 5:00 pm 
 
Egypt’s cultural heritage is amongst of the most widely 
dispersed of any country following centuries of intense colonial 
and imperial interest in its history, monuments and antiquities. 
From 1883 onwards, British teams were prolific exporters of 
Egyptian antiquities, in large measure due to Britain’s position as 
an occupying power, as well as on account of the transnational 
sponsorship model adopted by missions to fund their work. 

As a result, it is estimated that some 350 institutions across 
27 countries in 5 continents received Egyptian archaeological 
finds through British agencies. Previous research on these 
distributions has tended to focus on the artefacts themselves 
as sources of information about the ancient past, but these 
Egyptian artefacts represent far more than just themselves.
 
WITNESSING AND STEWARDSHIP: 
REFLECTIONS ON LIVING WITH THE DEAD –  
A CLOSING PANEL 
 
 

 
Wednesday,  April 4, 5:00 pm 
 
For this final event in the Living with the Dead series we reflect 
on the politics and ethics of respectful engagement with the 
past. We interrogate the role of those who bear witness as 
outsiders to traditions of connecting with and honouring 
the dead, and consider what this means for the conflicted 
ethic of stewardship that so often informs our relations 
with the past and the ancestors of others. As philosophers, 
one of us (Berryman) approaches this as the co-convener 
of a Guatemala-based seminar on social theory who over 
several years has been witness to Indigenous conversations 
about those who have died or been disappeared in recent 
political violence. The other (Wylie) brings to bear the lens 
of a philosopher of science who has been party to debates 
about an archaeological ethic of stewardship that throws into 
especially sharp relief contentious questions about the politics 
of cultural appropriation, how conflicting interests in the past 
are to be mediated, and what joint or collaborative modes of 
stewardship might have to offer. In presenting our reflections 
on witnessing and stewardship our aim is to open up discussion 
that anticipates the MOA exhibition that is the culmination of 
this series. 
 

ALL TALKS  ARE AT GREEN COLLEGE IN THE COACH HOUSE UNLESS OTHERWISE NOTED

TERM 2

Maarten E.R.G.N. Jansen and 
Gabina Aurora Pérez Jiménez, 
Heritage of Indigenous Peoples, 
Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden 
University 

Alice Stevenson, Museum 
Studies, Institute of Archaeology, 
University College London

Sylvia Berryman and 
Alison Wylie, Philosophy, UBC 

Those attending talks at Green College are warmly invited to 
come to dinner. For information on making dinner reservations, 
see www.greencollege.ubc.ca/how-attend-dinner

How important to the present are people and things from the past? This lecture and discussion series invites 
speakers from a range of disciplines—including archaeology, cultural activism, anthropology and sociology—to discuss 
the role of the past in the present. Speakers will pay special attention to the ways by which Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples consider and activate their cultural pasts in their contemporary lives. The Living with the Dead 
series will culminate in an exhibition at the Museum of Anthropology, UBC, which opens in May 2018 and will display 
contemporary art from across Latin America to illustrate how the past may be imagined, represented and politicized.

Living with the Dead is co-sponsored and co-hosted 
by the UBC Museum of Anthropology (MOA)
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