
Some people are natural born curators, such as Peter Corey, 
a life-long supporter of Alaska Native art and culture. Born 
in Brooklyn in 1939, Peter went on to study anthropology 
at Colorado State College. Following graduation in 1963, he 
joined the Peace Corps and was stationed in the Dominican 
Republic. After returning stateside, Peter pursued a master’s 
degree in historical museum procedures from the esteemed 
Cooperstown Graduate Program. Upon graduating, Peter 
was hired by the Alaska State Museum in 1969 to be curator. 
According to current curator Steve Henrikson, Peter was 
likely one of the first, if not the first, museum professional 
in the state with graduate-level training. In 1972, Peter came 
to Ketchikan to work as curator during the formation of the 
Totem Heritage Center, assisting with the initial installation 
of original totem poles for preservation and display. In 1977, 
he moved to Sitka to serve as director and later as curator 
of the Sheldon Jackson Museum, a post he held until his 

retirement in 2002.

According to Irene Shuler, 
one of Peter’s close friends 
from Sitka, Peter became 
interested in Native 
American culture at age 
12 thanks to a book from 
his grandfather. Peter had 
a true passion for Native 
cultures, and over the 

span of four decades he assembled a formidable collection 
of Northwest Coast art, Native American basketry and 
silver, books, and masks from Bali. By all accounts, Peter’s 
collection was substantial, perhaps numbering in the 
thousands and covering every usable inch of space in his 
Sitka home. And as only a true curator would, Peter kept 
detailed and thorough records of his personal collection, 
documenting how he acquired pieces and any known 
information about them. Knowing an artifact’s history 
or provenance is invaluable information for a museum’s 
records, as it helps tell a meaningful story about an object 
and the people associated with it.

On September 20, 2015, Peter Corey passed away in Sitka. 
Peter’s will stipulates that a majority of his collection will 
remain in the state of Alaska. His bequest to the Ketchikan 
Museums includes six items made by his long-time friend 
and master weaver Selina Peratrovich between 1971 and 
1974, most of which were given to him as Christmas 
presents. The collection includes a spruce root basket with a 
painted frog design by Nathan Jackson; a small open spruce 
root basket with Peter’s initials “PC” woven on it; a small 
bottle covered with open weave twined spruce roots; and a 
small spruce root basket purchased on Ebay. The star of the 
collection is a spruce root hat painted with a frog design 
by Nathan Jackson accompanied by a cedar bark cover hat. 
As the Totem Heritage Center prepares to celebrate its 40th 
anniversary in 2016, Peter’s  
generous gift to the Museums  
is a welcome addition to our  
Northwest Coast art  
collection. 

- Hayley Chambers,  
Senior Curator of  
Collections
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The Curator’s Collection

Peter Corey at the Sheldon Jackson Museum, where he served as both director 
and curator for nearly 25 years. Photo courtesy of Victoria Moran O’Connell.

Peter Corey’s bequest to the Ketchikan Museums includes three baskets, one 
covered bottle, and two hats all made by Selina Peratrovich.

The original catalog card for the spruce 
root hat woven by Selina Peratrovich 
and painted by Nathan Jackson and the 
companion cedar bark cover hat. 


