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Abbe Museum Opens New Permanent Exhibit 

People of the First Light is the first large-scale exhibit of its kind at the Museum 

BAR HARBOR, ME — The Abbe Museum, the first and only Smithsonian Affiliate in the state of Maine, 
opened a new core exhibit on May 1, People of the First Light, which is the first large-scale permanent 
exhibit of its kind for the Abbe.  

 
“This exhibit has been four years in the making, with a two-year interpretive process,” said Abbe 
Museum President and CEO Cinnamon Catlin-Legutko. “We worked with 23 Wabanaki curatorial 

consultants, four Native artists, three designers, nine staff members, four exhibit fabricators, and 

more than 30 additional individuals, businesses, and volunteers to make this exhibit come together.” 

 
People of the First Light introduces visitors to the Wabanaki universe, engaging them with the culture 

and history of a people that is unfamiliar to many. Bringing together oral traditions, personal stories, 
cultural knowledge, language, and historical accounts with objects, photographs, multi-media, and 

digital interactives, the exhibit shares a wide variety of content and perspectives around more than 
12,000 years of history, conflict, adaptation, and survival in the Wabanaki homeland. 
  

The design of the exhibit space has been developed with a contemporary feel, shaped by the work of 

Wabanaki artists who have been a part of the design process from the beginning. The central piece of 
the exhibit is a two-story sculptural ash tree that will draw the various sections of the exhibit together. 

Artwork and illustrations by Maliseet artist Gina Brooks, among other Wabanaki artists, are the 
foundation of a visual experience that reflects both Wabanaki traditions and current experiences. 
  

“The exhibit’s content, artifacts, images, and interactive and participatory elements have been 
informed by the Abbe’s recently adopted interpretive framework, as well as input from our Native 

Advisory Council and Native advisors,” said Julia Gray, director of collections and interpretation. 
“People of the First Light will form the new core of our exhibits program and will offer a new dynamic 

for our educational programs.” 

 

While it will be the Museum’s largest exhibit, there will continue to be dynamic and stimulating 

changing exhibitions – like the popular annual Waponahki Student Art Show – in the Abbe’s smaller 
galleries, and at the Museum’s second location, Sieur de Monts Spring, inside Acadia National Park. 

 
People of the First Light was made possible through major support from: Anonymous Foundation, Bar 
Harbor Bank & Trust, Bangor Daily News, Dickel Flooring, EASTER Foundation, Institute of Museum 

and Library Services, Lucia P. Fulton Foundation, Lynam Trust, Maine Public Broadcasting Network, 

George and Nancy Putnam, Sharpe Family Foundation, Tranquility Farm families, and Sandy Wilcox 
and Jack Russell.  

mailto:heather@abbemuseum.org
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EXHIBIT INTRO TEXT  
 

People of the First Light 
The Wabanaki 
 

The Wabanaki are a confederacy of tribes that includes the Abenaki, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, 
Passamaquoddy, and Penobscot Nations. 

 
The Wabanaki have been here, in their homeland, for thousands of generations. There are 
approximately 8,500 Wabanaki people in Maine today and more than 65,000 Wabanaki across eastern 

Canada and northern New England. 

 
Unlike many tribes in the eastern United States, the Wabanaki were never removed from their 

homeland. They have retained their languages and their culture, adapting to changing environments 
for thousands of years. 
 

Among the first Native Americans to encounter Europeans more than five hundred years ago, their 
recent history is one of both great loss and great survival. 

 
Wabanaki people today are engaged in ongoing efforts to protect their sovereignty, to address human 

rights issues, and to preserve and support their language, culture, and economies. 
 

A Different Kind of Exhibit 
 
You might find People of the First Light a bit different from many of the museum exhibits you have 

experienced. As part of the Abbe Museum’s Decolonization Initiative, this exhibit was developed 

through close collaboration with Wabanaki people. The design of the space and the content of the 
exhibit are shaped by Wabanaki perspectives. Choices about what to include and how to talk about 

difficult topics reflect the importance of self-determination. These are the hallmarks of a decolonized 

exhibit. 
 

Decolonization is broadly defined as the process of reversing colonialism, both politically and 
culturally. It involves not only recognizing Indigenous perspectives and the ongoing colonization of 

Indigenous nations, but the devastating effects that colonialism has on Indigenous cultures. Through 

collaboration with Wabanaki artists and curators, People of the First Light strives to be a space for the 
presentation of Wabanaki history and culture from the perspective of Wabanaki people. 

 

Who are the Wabanaki?  What is their story?  How has the experience of encounter and the ensuing 

interactions with other nations impacted them? By decolonizing the museum space, the Abbe 
provides a platform for Wabanaki people to share their answers to these questions. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



4 
 

PEOPLE OF THE FIRST LIGHT 
 

Welcome to where the first light of the sun touches the land. 
 
Here is where the Wabanaki call home, where they were created thousands of generations ago, and 

where they will remain for thousands of generations more. 
 

This is the world in which the Wabanaki believe that all beings—people, animals, plants, water, earth, 
stars, and spirits—have souls, living together as relations, with a shared responsibility to care for one 
another. 
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ABOUT THE ABBE MUSEUM 

 
The mission of the Abbe Museum, Maine’s first and only Smithsonian Affiliate, is to inspire new 
learning about the Wabanaki Nations with every visit. The Abbe works closely with the Wabanaki 
people to share their stories, history, and culture with a broader audience. With a collection of over 
50,000 archaeological, historic, and contemporary objects, the Museum's collections conservation 
program is recognized nationally as a model for museums. The Abbe also holds the largest and best-

documented collection of Maine Native American basketry in any museum. www.abbemuseum.org  
 

Location: The Abbe Museum’s downtown location is 26 Mount Desert St, Bar Harbor, ME 04609, and 

our trailside location is located at Sieur de Monts Spring in Acadia National Park. 

Hours: The Abbe Museum’s downtown location is open seven days a week from 10 am – 5 pm May 1 

through October 31. The Museum is open Thursday – Saturday from 10 am – 4 pm November 1 through 

April 30. The Museum closes in late December through January each year to install and update exhibits. 

The Abbe Museum’s trailside location is open daily from the end of May through mid-October. Please 

contact the Museum for the exact dates. 

Admission: Downtown location –  

 Adults: $8 

 Children ages 11-17: $4 

 Children 10 and under: free  

 Native Americans and Abbe members: free 

 Includes admission to Abbe at Sieur de Monts Spring 

Sieur de Monts Spring location –  

 Adults: $3 

 Children ages 11-17: $1 

 Children 10 and under: Free  

 Native Americans and Abbe members: free 

 Visit our downtown location to get your Sieur de Monts ticket price deducted from admission.  

Public Information: 207-288-3519 or www.abbemuseum.org.  

Media Contact:  

Heather Anderson 

Director of Advancement 

PO Box 286, Abbe Museum, Bar Harbor, ME 04609 

207-288-3519 

heather@abbemuseum.org 

http://www.abbemuseum.org/
http://www.abbemuseum.org/
mailto:heather@abbemuseum.org
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EXHIBIT PHOTOS & CAPTIONS 

 

Caption: People of the First Light shares a wide variety of content and perspectives around more than 

12,000 years of history, conflict, adaptation, and survival in the Wabanaki homeland. 

 

Caption: The Wabanaki have a wonderful variety of 

oral traditions that vary from community to 

community. One story shared across all the tribes 

tells of Koluskap creating Wabanaki people from the 

brown ash tree. While some details may differ 

depending on who is telling the story, they all 

include Koluskap firing his arrow into an ash tree, 

bringing life to the People of the First Light. 
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Caption: Regalia are an important way that Native people express their identity. They are both an 

individual expression, one that is shaped by the traditions and aesthetic of their own tribe, and an 

acknowledgment of the shared global heritage of indigenous identity. 

 

 

Caption: On a daily basis, Wabanaki people from 

every nation are taking action to address the 

ongoing impacts of colonization. They are fighting 

to preserve their sovereignty, to protect their 

environment and resources, to ensure the well-

being of future generations, and to keep their 

culture and languages strong. Many times, coverage 

in the general media presents a very colonized and 

biased perspective on these critical current issues. 

In this section, we invite you to hear the stories of 

Wabanaki activists, culture keepers, and 

newsmakers from their own perspectives. 


