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The Museum of Anthropology is built on the traditional, ancestral, and unceded land of the 
Musqueam people.

Indigenous Knowledge + Earthquakes is drawn from Shake Up: Preserving What We Value, 
an online exhibition that hosts multimedia content from a range of perspectives. Indigenous 
knowledge of earthquakes and oral histories are shared through stories, artworks, and 
interviews with Indigenous artists and knowledge holders.

In this teacher-led program, students will 
be encouraged to think critically about 
the intersections between Indigenous 
knowledge, oral histories, and traditional 
Western scientific evidence. 

Program Objectives
• Gain a better understanding of and 

respect for Northwest Coast First Nations’ 
ways of knowing and describing the world 
through earthquake stories and art.

• Explore the importance of cultural and 
artistic interpretations of earthquakes and 
how they are recorded in oral traditions. 

PROGRAM OVERVIEW

House Post, artist Susan Point, Musqueam, 1997, MOA Nbz837. 
Photo by Cory Dawson.
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Part 1: Northwest Coast Earthquake History
• Acknowledging Territory (pp. 4–5)

• Reading + Summarizing (pp. 6–7)

• Discussing Earthquake Awareness (pp. 8–9)

Part 2: Oral Histories + Earthquakes
• What is Oral History? (pp. 10–11)

• Listening, Watching + Learning (pp. 12–13) 
 

Part 3: Cultural Significance
• Expert Interview Research (pp. 14–15)

• Contemporary Cultural Objects + Art (pp. 16–17)

Part 4: Closing Activities
• Shake Table (pp. 18–19)

• Creating Awareness through Art (p. 20)

• Great Hall Virtual Reality Tour (p. 21)

PROGRAM OUTLINE

Pole from TlldaGaaw Naay (Mountain House), artist unknown, Haida, 
created before 1860, MOA A50018. Photo by Goh Iromoto.
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Acknowledging Territory
This activity invites students to recognize the Indigenous territory that they inhabit and to 
consider their own relationship to the land.

Instructions
Begin by guiding a discussion about the 
importance of recognizing the historical 
and continuing relationship between 
Indigenous peoples and the land that you 
are situated on. Using the online interactive 
map listed in the Resources section (p. 5), 
have students locate the Indigenous territory 
that your school is located on and identify 
the Indigenous language(s) spoken in that 
territory. Determine if your location is part of 
any historical or contemporary treaties.

Discuss how Indigenous peoples have 
acted as stewards of the land since time 
immemorial, meaning they have cared for 
the land for thousands of years and continue 
to do so. Ask students to consider their own 
relationship to the land using the guiding 
questions below. Invite them to express 
their relationship through writing, drawing, 
photography, or another creative means.

Guiding Questions
• Why is it important to know whose Indigenous territory you live on? Why should we 

acknowledge whose territory this is?

• What is your relationship with the land? Is it one-sided or reciprocal?

• How long ago did you/your family arrive to this land?

• How do you care for/show gratitude to the land that cares for you?

1. NORTHWEST COAST EARTHQUAKE HISTORY

Students visiting MOA grounds. Photo by Cory Dawson.
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Resources
• First Nations in BC (BC Assembly of First Nations)

https://www.bcafn.ca/first-nations-bc/interactive-map 

• Territory Acknowledgement (Native Land)
https://native-land.ca/territory-acknowledgement/

https://www.bcafn.ca/first-nations-bc/interactive-map
https://native-land.ca/territory-acknowledgement/ 
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Reading + Summarizing 
In this activity, students will learn that earthquakes and tsunamis have been a part of the life 
of Indigenous peoples on the Northwest Coast for generations, and that oral histories are an 
important form of evidence for understanding historical earthquakes.

 

Instructions
Before guiding this lesson, 
familiarize yourself with the 
seismic history of the Pacific 
Northwest with the 2015 article 
‘The Really Big One’ from The 
New Yorker, and the Shake Up: 
Preserving What We Value 
exhibition website linked in the 
Resources section (p. 7). The 
New Yorker article can also be 
excerpted for students to read. 

Organize students into groups 
and have them read the 
article ‘The Great Quake and 
the Great Drowning’ listed in 
the Resources section (p. 7). 
Using the example of the 1700 
Cascadia quake, encourage 
them to think critically about 
diverse understandings and perspectives that people possess about earthquakes. Using the 
guiding questions below, have each group write a paragraph that summarizes the article and 
present their summary to the class.

Guiding Questions
• What forms of evidence do people use to understand and remember earthquakes and the 

damage they cause? What are some different kinds of evidence mentioned in the article?

• What are the main arguments of the article?

• What lessons can be learned from the oral histories mentioned in the article?

1. NORTHWEST COAST EARTHQUAKE HISTORY

Don’t Spill the Duck Grease, artist Kwiaahwah Jones, Haida, 2018. 
Courtesy the artist.
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Resources
• ‘The Really Big One’ (20 July 2015, The New Yorker) 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/20/the-really-big-one

• ‘The Great Quake and the Great Drowning’ (14 Sept 2015, Hakai Magazine) 
https://www.hakaimagazine.com/features/great-quake-and-great-drowning/

• Shake Up: Preserving What We Value  
http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/20/the-really-big-one
https://www.hakaimagazine.com/features/great-quake-and-great-drowning/
http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/
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Discussing Earthquake Awareness  
In this activity, students will develop an understanding of the prevalence of earthquakes in the 
Pacific Northwest and how best to prepare for them.

 

Instructions
As a class, visit the Earthquake 
Track website listed in the 
Resources section (p. 9) and 
find the locations of the most 
recent earthquakes in the 
Pacific Northwest. Ask students 
if they have ever experienced 
an earthquake, and if so, what 
magnitude. Use the guiding 
questions below to lead a class 
discussion about earthquake 
safety and preparedness, sharing 
whether your school has been 
seismically upgraded like many 
buildings in Vancouver. Links 
for earthquake preparedness 
resources are listed in the 
Resources section (p. 9).

Guiding Questions
• Have you ever experienced an earthquake? What did it feel like? How did you react?

• What are the procedures in your school for earthquake preparedness? 

• Has your school been seismically upgraded? If so, how?

1. NORTHWEST COAST EARTHQUAKE HISTORY

View of MOA from berm. Photo by Eddie Jang.
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Resources
• Earthquake Track 

https://earthquaketrack.com

• Earthquake and Tsunami Guide (PreparedBC)  
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/emergency-
preparedness-response-recovery/embc/preparedbc/preparedbc-guides/earthquake_and_
tsunami_guide_2018_web.pdf

• ShakeOut Resources (The Great British Columbia ShakeOut)
https://www.shakeoutbc.ca/resources/

https://earthquaketrack.com
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/preparedbc/preparedbc-guides/earthquake_and_tsunami_guide_2018_web.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/preparedbc/preparedbc-guides/earthquake_and_tsunami_guide_2018_web.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/preparedbc/preparedbc-guides/earthquake_and_tsunami_guide_2018_web.pdf
https://www.shakeoutbc.ca/resources/
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What is Oral History?  
In this discussion, students will identify and explore their own assumptions about the value of 
oral histories. 

Instructions

Use the guiding questions below to facilitate a class 
discussion about history and storytelling, or have 
students answer the questions in small groups. 
As students provide answers, help them identify 
any assumptions they make and explain how they 
are rooted in the way history is represented and 
taught. Ensure that students understand that oral 
histories are not ‘myths’ and that origin stories are 
complex and can be historically reliable. Explain that 
oral histories record past events through stories 
repeated and remembered over time, and that 
written history is not superior to oral history. During 
the discussion, remind students to remain respectful 
of and open to the viewpoints of their classmates, 
and to identify where they see ‘grey’ areas.

Guiding Questions
• What do you think of when you hear the word 

‘story’ or ‘storytelling’?

• What do you think of when you hear the word 
‘history’?

• What is an oral history?

• Consider the following statement: Oral histories 
are as reliable as written histories. Do you agree 
with this statement? Why or why not?

• What preconceptions might people hold about 
oral histories?

• Who gets to record histories, and who gets to 
share them?

2. ORAL HISTORIES + EARTHQUAKES

House Frontal Pole, artist Jim Hart, Haida, 1982, MOA Nb1.487.
Photo by Goh Iromoto.
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Resources
• ‘Oral Traditions’ (Indigenous Foundations)  

https://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/oral_traditions/ 

https://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/oral_traditions/


IK + Earthquakes | 12

Museum of Anthropology at UBC
A place of world arts + cultures November 2020

Listening, Watching + Learning
In this activity, students will use resources from the Shake Up: Preserving What We Value 
website to build arguments either for or against the assertion that oral histories are historically 
reliable. 

Instructions

Divide the class into four groups and have each 
group watch or listen to one of the multimedia 
pieces from the Shake Up: Preserving What We 
Value website, listed in the Resources section 
(p. 13). Encourage students to consider the 
meanings of ‘history’ and ‘story’ as previously 
discussed, and to draw conclusions based on 
reasoned evidence about the role of oral history 
in contemporary society. Ask students to answer 
the guiding questions listed below, and have each 
group present their answers, observations, and 
arguments about oral history to the rest of the 
class.

 

Guiding Questions
• What is the main purpose of this piece?

• What is the artist or knowledge keeper trying to 
share? How are they doing so?

• Is this historically reliable? Why or why not?

• How do you share knowledge and history in 
your own community or culture? Are there 
any similarities to how history is shared in this 
piece?

2. ORAL HISTORIES + EARTHQUAKES

nininigamł (Earthquake Mask), artist John Davis, Kwakwaka’wakw,  
created before 1939, MOA A6357. Photo by Jessica Bushey.
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Resources
• Shake Up: Preserving What We Value  

http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/

• Kwiaahwah Jones – Making History Visible (in ‘Wā’sgo’ section)

• A-Nii-Sa-Put (Tim Paul) – Family Cultural Knowledge (in ‘Earthquake Foot’ 
section)

• Ninini (Earthquake) Song (in ‘Nininigamł [Earthquake Mask]’ section)

• Chief Louie Nookmis – Oral Account of Pachena Bay Tsunami (in ‘Earthquake 
Foot’ section)

http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/
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Expert Interview Research
By watching interviews with Indigenous knowledge keepers, seismologists, and engineers, 
students will understand the role of natural disasters like earthquakes in shaping both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures and lives and make connections between historical 
and contemporary events.

Instructions

Divide students into small groups and have each 
group watch two of the expert interviews linked 
in the Resources section (p. 15). Ask students 
to summarize their interviews using the guiding 
questions below and explain their significance to 
the rest of the class.

 

Guiding Questions
• Who were the speakers in your interviews? 

What type of knowledge or experience did they 
each have? 

• What did the speakers share in their 
interviews? What is something you learned?

• Why do you think these speakers were chosen 
for an interview?

• How did your speakers’ interviews connect 
with each other? How might they connect with 
the other groups’ speakers?

3. CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Still from A-Nii-Sa-Put (Tim Paul), Hesquiaht Artist.
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Resources
• Gigaemi (Frank Baker), Musgamagw Dzawada’enuxw Artist  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7NVYUCyXKtQ

• A-Nii-Sa-Put (Tim Paul), Hesquiaht Artist
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6s9psOexPeU&pbjreload=101

• Kwiaahwah Jones, Haida Artist  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BBmxx1btFCM

• John Clague, Earth Scientist  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qwPqTa_HSo

• Nick Milkovitch, Architect  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-9uKS7-nTro

• Tony Yang, Civil Engineer
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7zGoZY4P-TA

• Heidi Swierenga, Conservator  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CuzqCiTiUeM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7NVYUCyXKtQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6s9psOexPeU&pbjreload=101
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BBmxx1btFCM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qwPqTa_HSo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-9uKS7-nTro
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7zGoZY4P-TA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CuzqCiTiUeM
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Contemporary Cultural Objects + Art
In this activity, students witness the ongoing cultural significance of earthquakes for Northwest 
Coast Indigenous peoples as represented in contemporary cultural objects and artworks.

Instructions

For many Northwest Coast 
Indigenous communities, 
earthquake stories and events 
inspire artworks, songs, 
masks, and pole carvings, and 
these in turn provide ways 
for understanding the role of 
earthquakes and other natural 
disasters in the world. Direct 
students to the cultural objects, 
songs, and artworks listed in the 
Resources section (p. 17). Ask 
students to analyze, respond to, 
or reflect upon the significance 
of these pieces in their own way.

 

Guiding Questions
• What is your first impression of this work?

• What is this work communicating? What story or perspective does it share?

• How are earthquakes represented in this work?

3. CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Earthquake Foot, artist A-nii-sa-put (Tim Paul), Hesquiaht, 1977, RBCM 15247a. 
Courtesy of Royal BC Museum and Archives.
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Resources
• Shake Up: Preserving What We Value  

http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/

• Kuuya GyaaGandal (Sacred One Standing and Moving in Wā’sgo form) (in 
‘Wā’sgo’ section)

• Earthquake Foot (in ‘Earthquake Foot’ section)

• New Song, Old Knowledge (in ‘Earthquake Foot’ section)

• Dancing Ninini – A Kwakwaka’wakw Right (in ‘Nininigamł [Earthquake Mask]’ 
section)

• “It Shakes the Whole World” (in ‘Nininigamł [Earthquake Mask]’ section)

• The Gwaii Haanas Legacy Pole  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vT4Yc9ask58

http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/shakeupipad/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vT4Yc9ask58


IK + Earthquakes | 18

Museum of Anthropology at UBC
A place of world arts + cultures November 2020

Shake Table
This hands-on activity encourages students to experiment with designing and building their 
own earthquake-safe model structures. 

Instructions

Before facilitating this 
activity, read the ‘Great Hall 
Renewal Project’ website 
linked in the Resources 
section (p. 19) to learn about 
MOA’s current seismic 
upgrading project. Using 
MOA as an example, ask 
students to consider the 
challenges of designing 
a museum building that 
can not only withstand an 
earthquake, but keep its 
collections safe as well. Use 
the instructional video listed 
in the Resources section 
(p. 19) to create your own 
earthquake shake table. 

Challenge students to find an object and design a way to safely mount it to minimize any 
impacts of shaking. Encourage students to reflect on ways they have seen objects stored and 
displayed in museums. Use the shake table to test the effectiveness of their mounts.

Ask students to design a building that could withstand powerful seismic waves. They may 
create a model of their house, school, or any structure they choose. Building materials can 
include cardboard, rubber bands, foam, or recycled materials. Use the shake table to test their 
model structures. 

To connect back to seismic history and oral traditions, show students images of traditional 
Northwest Coast post-and-beam structures (e.g., Haida bighouses), and explain that based on 
research with Haida knowledge holders, there are no known Haida oral histories of buildings 
collapsing, yet there are many oral histories of earthquakes. Prompt the students to discuss 
why this might be. The proposition is that the Haida houses were well built to withstand major 
seismic activity, and that oral traditions themselves may have influenced their architecture.

4. CLOSING ACTIVITIES

MOA exterior. Photo courtesy of UBC.



IK + Earthquakes | 19

Museum of Anthropology at UBC
A place of world arts + cultures November 2020

Resources
• Build an Earthquake Shake Table - DIY  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ovjtEVbtPCo

• Great Hall Renewal Project  
https://moa.ubc.ca/2020/06/great-hall-seismic-upgrades/

• ‘Northwest Coast Architecture’ (The Bill Reid Centre, Simon Fraser University)  
https://www.sfu.ca/brc/art_architecture/nw_coast_architecture.html

• ‘Northwest Coast Village Project’ (The Bill Reid Centre, Simon Fraser University)  
https://www.sfu.ca/brc/virtual_village.html

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ovjtEVbtPCo
https://moa.ubc.ca/2020/06/great-hall-seismic-upgrades/
https://www.sfu.ca/brc/art_architecture/nw_coast_architecture.html
https://www.sfu.ca/brc/virtual_village.html
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Creating Awareness through Art
In this activity, students are tasked with designing 
their own earthquake safety posters as a means to 
communicate their learning from this unit.

Instructions

Using the front of The New Yorker article listed in the 
Resources section below for inspiration, have students 
create their own posters to make people aware of and 
prepared for earthquakes or other natural disasters. 
Have students reflect on their learning from the unit 
and apply it their poster. Discuss the different design 
techniques they could use to create an effect on the 
viewer. Use the questions below to help guide their 
thinking. Share the posters with MOA and we can post 
them online on our website!

 

Guiding Questions
• What do you want to communicate through your 

poster? What do you think people should know 
about earthquakes or other natural disasters?

• How can you use images to spread a message?

• Who is your poster targeted to?

Resources
• ‘The Really Big One’ (20 July 2015, The New Yorker) 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/20/the-really-big-one

4. CLOSING ACTIVITIES

Iillustration by Christoph Niemann, map by Ziggymaj / Getty. 
Courtesy of The New Yorker, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/20/the-really-big-one
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Great Hall Virtual Tour
This 360° virtual reality tour provides students with the opportunity to experience the 
architecture of MOA’s Great Hall from home.

Instructions

Direct students to MOA’s 
Great Hall Virtual Tour 
to explore the museum’s 
architecture and collection 
online. Provide students 
with the guiding questions 
below to help structure their 
exploration. This virtual tour 
can be viewed with a VR 
headset or with a regular 
computer browser. 

 

Guiding Questions
• Why did MOA architect Arthur Erickson design the Great Hall space to look like this?

• What materials did he use, and why?

• Why is this area of MOA undergoing seismic upgrade?

• How would you describe the relationship between the poles in the museum’s collection and 
the architecture of the Great Hall?

• Considering building and exhibition design, what would you design to safely house twenty 
Indigenous monumental cedar poles?

Resources
• MOA Great Hall Virtual Tour  

https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=h6dGbTSJ9mP

4. CLOSING ACTIVITIES

MOA Great Hall. Photo by Goh Iromoto.

https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=h6dGbTSJ9mP

