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Two of the more disquieting qualities of modernism, James Clifford has observed, are
"its taste for appropriating or redeeming otherness," and its concomitant tendency to remain
quite oblivious to the politics of the enterprise. What Clifford has called "the restless desire
and power of the West to collect the world" was evident in Latin America from the conquest
onward.! The conquistador Gaspar de Espinosa looted graves in Panama as early as 1519.
The splendid feathered headdress of Moctezuma now exhibited in the Museum of
Anthropology and History in Mexico City is a replica; the original ended up in a museum in
Vienna.

The first special purpose museum buildings appeared at the end of the seventeenth
century.” In the modern era museums proliferated rapidly through a process formally held to
be in the disinterested service of an undifferentiated "humanity,” but which was in fact
intensely value-driven, political, and markedly unequal in its assessment of costs and
allocation of benefits. In the late nineteenth century especially, national museum collections
served as concrete evocations of the remote cultures being dominated, as measures of the
value of the "higher" home culture to which the dominated cultures had made "contribu-
tions," and thus as warrants of imperial power. Intensely competitive collecting expeditions
swelled storerooms and exhibit rooms, and magnificent cultural treasures anchored the
burgeoning collections.* -

Occupying a special niche in politics of this process were the post-1830s European
ethnological museums.’ The advent of the "museum age" in the 1870s saw the opening of
new ones in Rome, in Bremen, Leipzig, Hamburg, Berlin and Dresden, in Amsterdam,
Rotterdam and the Hague, in Stockholm and Oslo. The new German empire commited major
resources to the Prussian Museum fiir Volkerkunde, which in 1886 opened the world’s first
major museum building devoted to anthropology and ethnography. By the end of the century
it had assembled the largest ethnographic collection in the world.®

Such developments were a special threat to the cultures of small, poor countries,
which usually lacked any museum at all, had few if any native archaeologists or ethno-
graphers, and had enacted little if any protective legislation.




Whisnant - 2

Although located outside the pre-conquest "high culture” areas to the north and south
that drew far more archaeological attention, Nicaragua nevertheless had abundant cultural
treasures.” Those treasures came to attention of museum-linked collectors at the fortuitous
conjunction of Nicaragua’s emergence into strategic importance as an interoceanic route after
1848, the advent of the "museum age," and the emergence of ethnology and anthropology as
scientific disciplines.

Nicaraguan antiquities caught the attention of collectors as early as 1838, and the first
of its stone monoliths was shipped the next year to Vienna’s Museum fiir Volkerkunde.® In
less than a half-century, Nicaragua saw vast quantities of irreplaceable archaeological artifacts
shipped from its shores in a process that was awesome in its finality, but whose social,
political and cultural meanings and implications remain unsettled even yet.

Science, Nationalism and Ideology in the Collecting Enterprise

From currently available data, one can tentatively conclude that between the late
1830s and the end of the nineteenth century, at least a half-dozen major collectors
representing as many museums in the United States and Europe worked systematically in
Nicaragua. An unknown number of other collectors, dealers, and grave robbers also plied
their trades but left no record of their activities. Here I wish to focus on Dr. Earl Flint, who
lived and collected in Nicaragua longer than any of them--first for the Smithsonian and then
for Harvard’s Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology.® Flint, who by the mid-
seventies had lived in Granada for more than twenty years, began sending antiquities to the
Smithsonian at least as early as 1869." Unable to match the European museums’ funding or
modern facilities, or mount elaborate collecting expeditions, the Smithsonian relied upon a
series of volunteer collaborators, of whom Flint was one.

Although Flint said later that "What little I have done was out of love for the thing,"
he in fact both resented the financial sacrifices necessitated by his volunteer work for the
Smithsonian, and felt caught in the sordid politics of a burgeoning collecting system." A
lucrative market was developing for things that "have cost me much time and trouble to
collect and money besides," Flint wrote to Secretary Henry, alluding obliquely to "what I
have been offered for these antiquities.” "What I have sent [the museum] I could have sold
for a good price," he told Baird, adding later that "Many times was I tempted to sell my
collections, as they pay good prices for them here--the French pay well & have [driven?] the
price up."?

For Flint the personal costs of the enterprise continued to mount. Noting that local
residents were digging feverishly into the best untouched sites, he pleaded to be provided
with "funds . . . to collect all I can, doing nothing else, for four or five years.” Meanwhile
the market continued to beckon; "I could get $200 from the Frenchman" for a single stone
found on the trip, he told Baird.” In mid-1877 the Smithsonian’s Spencer Baird replied that
the museum had no money to keep Flint employed as a collector, suggesting that the Peabody
Museum had more. Within weeks, Peabody director Frederic W. Putnam had offered to
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employ Flint for $200 per month."  Shifting from the Smithsonian to the Peabody Museum
proved much less advantageous financially than he had hoped, however. Repeatedly he wrote
to Putnam asking for more money to do the work, but the tight-fisted Bostonian museum
managers were intent on getting the maximum yield for minimum outlay; a decade later Flint
was still complaining of his "Peabody poverty.""* Nevertheless, Flint collected assiduously
for the museum for nearly twenty years. Frustrated by having to "leave mounds unopened
for lack of time," he continued to ship cases of artifacts, and promised Putnam that "If you
want enough to fill your museum from floor to ceiling, all you have to do is to find the
means. "'

Although the museum-linked collectors saw their work as disinterested and scientific--
as simply in the service of a generic and apolitical "greater understanding," as benefitting an
undifferentiated "humanity" in undifferentiated ways, even the most scientific and disinterest-
ed of them worked within particular ideologies, and in the service of particular centers of
power. Hence considerations of class, gender, race, state, power, and (very frequently) em-
pire were amply in evidence in their work (cf. Greenfield 1989:232ff.). The process
illuminates some aspects of the cultural politics of great-power expansiveness, of arguments
over human origins and cultural development, and of an emerging ideology of science.

These larger politics of the museum-building enterprise are clearly evident in Flint’s
endeavors. Although he preferred to see himself as working unselfishly and disinterestedly
"For the benefit of mankind," the unsavory truth was, as he became increasingly aware, that
the process was ridden with corrosive competitiveness, suspicion, personal jealousy, and
nationalistic pride."” "The fact is," Flint himself admitted in the early months of his
collecting for the Peabody Museum, "[I] am afraid of competitors . . . [and] selfish in
wishing to be the first one in. . . . [I] am also jealous of collections going to Europe."'®

His enterprise beset with multiple impediments, Flint was unable to hold himself
completely above the politics of the larger enterprise. "[I] offered a very intelligent guide at
Teustepe any price to find a vase entire and cure his wife in the bargain,” he told Putnam.
"He found one small one and so I cured his wife and gave him 40 cts--got off cheap. But the
jar is unique."” More difficult to deal with were the local people for whom artifacts re-
tained spiritual value. Toward the end of his first year’s work for the Peabody, Flint told
Putnam that the "superstitious fears of . . . natives [determined to] preserve their relics”
made it difficult to visit some of the sites found for him by local people. One cave visited
seventeen years earlier by a priest who tried to "conjure away the evil spirits was still "held
in awe by the ignorant," he reported.”

Complicating Subtexts
Whatever his commitment to relieving human suffering or advancing scientific knowl-

edge about human origins, Flint’s own life in Nicaragua was entangled in the contradictions
common to most of those who go from rich countries to seek their fortunes in poor ones.
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At the same time that Flint was helping museums "save" some pieces of Nicaragua, he
was trying to carve out his own little private piece of it. In 1872, he bought a large tract of
land and attempted (as many others were doing at the time) to remove the campesinos who
were living on it--in his view, as "squatters".” His efforts mired him in a series of
expensive lawsuits, debilitating him and distracting him from his primary obligations: to raise
his growing family, maintain his medical practice, ship antiquities northward, and seek
recognition as a scientific archaeologist.?

Thus Flint’s increasingly agitated appeals to the museums for money must be seen as
arising both from a commitment to scientific archaeology and from the growing debt deriving
from his land venture. Similarly, his demonstrable debilitation over the years must be
understood as the result of both his aging and fatigue from his actual work on the one hand,
and the enervating encounter with its contradictions on the other. As the years passed, more
and more doctors set up their practices, and as Flint was absent more and more on collecting
trips, his patients deserted him. By early 1880 his debts forced him to mortgage his house
and rent it out.” The older he got, the more the legal costs for the lawsuits mounted, and
the constant struggle fatigued him. To make matters worse, the supply of antiquities was
drying up. "My life is embittered," Flint at length admitted, "I am getting old and rusty.
Don’t make any more [collecting] excursions."* His eyesight failing and his handwriting
increasingly shaky, Flint shipped his last little batch of specimens to the Peabody Museum in
late March, 1899: a few pebbles from the beach, a ceremonial pendant, and a clay whistle
from the much-worked island of Ometepe.”

Earl Flint was more candid than most other collectors, but the motives, anxieties and
fears, and jealousies he confessed to were broadly characteristic of all of the major collectors
who worked in Nicaragua: the Smithsonian’s E. George Squire, Carl Hermann Berendt, J. F.
Bransford, and Charles Nutting; the British Museum’s Thomas Boyle; and the Royal Swedish
Museum’s Carl Bovallius.*

Alternative Scenarios

The story of Earl Flint’s collecting invites attention to larger political and ethical
questions: Upon what grounds, if any, may a nation state lay claim to artifacts that predate
the existence of the state itself? Whose interests, defined how and by whom, are most likely
to be served by museum-focused cultural conservation and preservation? And what are the
larger social, political and cultural implications of those "contested encodings of past and
future"” which inform all such enterprises?”’

‘What would have happened if foreign museums, dealers and grave robbers had left
Nicaragua’s aboriginal artifacts alone is impossible to say. At the very least, had the
museums not called attention to them and thus helped to stimulate the market, the dealers and
grave robbers would likely not have pursued their depredations so urgently, thus presumably
leaving more undisturbed sites for future investigation.?
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The records that remain suggest, in any case, that Nicaragua’s antiquities were most
often removed by simple and mostly unopposed means. Opposition from local people for
whom the objects still had religious, cultural, or political significance appears to have been
sporadic and largely ineffectual. Official opposition was even rarer, apparently, and also of
little effect. In February 1852 an official of the Nicaraguan government complained to the
U.S. chargé d’affaires that the Atlantic Pacific Canal Company, operating under contract to
the U.S. government, was destroying "the Old Castle" at San Juan del Norte and reusing
materials from it "without even having the courtesy to advise the Supreme Government. "
Even after the U.S. promised to investigate, the depredations continued, and the Nicaraguan

government complained to the chargé again about the "scandalous . . . violence which was
committed under International Law without any motive whatever," and promised to "make
proclamation of [our] rights in all the civilized nations of the world . . . notwithstanding

[our] debility in opposition to the strength with which [we are] threatened and cannot
resist."?

As Flint learned, the country’s few protective laws were easily circumvented. "Father -
is trying to get out a couple of idols ere they are prohibited," his son wrote to Putnam in the
spring of 1883, enclosing a letter from the Nicaraguan government informing Flint that since
President Chamorro’s government could not at present give him a license to remove the
statues from the Solentiname islands, but would inform him should there be any change in
policy.* But within a month, Flint had talked his old friend President Chamorro into giving
him permission to remove the statues.

Chamorro’s object in refusing at first, Flint reported, "was to establish a museum
here, and in the meantime prevent the indiscriminate excavations for mercenary purposes."*
Meanwhile, Flint confided to Putnam, "The President hinted to me of his intention of [secur-
ing?] my work for commencing a new museum.” "I told the President," Flint reported
later, "that to establish a museum required a building, money and curator and that the latter
were scarce, even in the states."®

It would be too facile to assume, in any case, that had none of these processes of
removal ensued, Nicaragua would have cherished and protected its own antiquities in what
came (especially during the late nineteenth century) to be the accepted scientific (i.e.,
museum-based) manner.* As early as 1871, historian Pablo Levy lamented that in
Nicaragua there were "no collections public or private, no astronomical observatory, no
botanical garden. National antiquities [lie] buried, and there [is] no collection of them.
There [are] no schools of art."* More than two decades later, President Zelaya began to
consider forming a national museum.* Nicaragua’s Industrial, Commercial and Scientific
Museum was established in August 1897 and opened in 1900.” By the time the museum
was renamed in 1902, the 3,500 or so items in its collection included minerals and mining
machinery, medicinal plants and precious woods, agricultural and industrial products, live
animals, and bellas artes, but apparently none of the preColumbian artifacts so avidly .
collected earlier in Nicaragua by foreign museums.*®
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The years beyond the end of the Zelaya period brought hardly any improvement in the
situation. Although large-scale removals by major foreign museums appear to have ceased by
the 1890s, private collections swelled steadily with artifacts through the early decades of the
twentieth century.” Zelaya’s successor President Madriz had wanted to close the country’s
fledgling museum, but its director agreed to continue on as a caretaker on minimal salary.®
He personally renovated for museum use a former school building (La Momotombo) located
next to a women’s prison and a military barracks. When Adolfo Diaz became president in
1911, the director went without salary for a year.* During the war with Sandino (1927-33),
when the government wanted to use La Momotombo as a hospital for Somoza’s National
Guard, the U.S. Marine Corps ordered the museum director to store the collection and move
elsewhere. The museum later returned to La Momotombo, but the building was reduced to
rubble by the earthquake of 1931. National neglect continued through the 1950s and 1960s.
In 1968, the National Museum had a staff of only five and an annual budget of approximately
$2000 (compared to a $54,000 budget for the military bands of the National Guard).” Even
an official tourist guide of 1971 admitted that the museum was located in an "inadequate”
building and could not be considered "a true museum in the strict sense of the term" (Rizo
1971:68).%

The museum acquired the best quarters it had ever had when Anastasio Somoza Garcia
renovated a modest house for its use in 1977 as a birthday gift to his wife, who for years had
been rumored to be selling Nicaraguan archaeological artifacts through a boutique in Miami,
and who in any case had separatéd from him the year before.“ It remained for the
Sandinista government to initiate the country’s first serious museum program in 1979 (more
than a century after Levy noted the lack). And that initiative quickly foundered in the social,
economic, and cultural chaos of the contra war.*

Hence Earl Flint’s life in Nicaragua as medical doctor, collector of antiquities,
aspiring scientific archaeologist, confidant of the powerful, and sadly inept entrepreneur
offers suggestive insight into a complex and long-running historical-cultural process that
reached into the rapidly filling storerooms of the world’s most prestigious museums, and
from thence to the seats of national power in whose service they were being filled.
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