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LOGLINE  

 
Trapped in museum archives, Ancestors bend time and space to find their way home. History, 
spirituality, and the law collide as tribal repatriation specialists fight to return and rebury 
Indigenous human remains, offering a revealing look at the still-pervasive worldviews that 
justified collecting them in the first place. 
 
 
DIRECTOR BIOS 

 
Adam Khalil, a member of the Sault Ste Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians, is an artist whose 
practice attempts to subvert traditional forms of image-making through humor, relation, and 
transgression. Khalil is the co-director and co-editor of the feature documentary INAATE/SE/ [it 
shines a certain way. to a certain place./ it flies. falls./] (2016) which premiered as the closing 
night film of the Museum of Modern Art’s Doc Fortnight Film Festival, and the experimental 
documentary short The Violence of a Civilization without Secrets (2018) which premiered at 
Sundance. Khalil is a core contributor to New Red Order and a co-founder of COUSINS 
Collective. Khalil’s work has been exhibited/screened at the Museum of Modern Art, Sundance 
Film Festival, New York Film Festival, Tate Modern, HKW, Walker Arts Center, Lincoln Center, 
Palais de Tokyo, Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Creative Time, Toronto Biennial 2019, Whitney 
Biennial 2019, Sharjah Biennial 15, Counterpublic Triennial 2023, among other institutions. 
Khalil is the recipient of various fellowships and grants, including but not limited to a 2021 
Creative Capital Award, 2020 Herb Alpert Award, Sundance Art of Nonfiction, Jerome Artist 
Fellowship, Cinereach and the Gates Millennium Scholarship. 

  
 

Zack Khalil, a member of the Sault Ste Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians, is a filmmaker and 
artist whose work centers Indigenous narratives in the present—and looks towards the 
future—through the use of innovative nonfiction forms. Khalil is a core contributor to New Red 
Order, a public-secret society which calls attraction toward indigeneity into question, yet 
promotes this desire, and enjoins potential non-Indigenous accomplices to participate in the 
co-examination and expansion of Indigenous agency. Khalil is the co-director and co-editor of 
the feature documentary INAATE/SE/ [it shines a certain way. to a certain place./ it flies. falls./] 
(2016) which premiered as the closing night film of the Museum of Modern Art’s Doc Fortnight 
Film Festival, and the experimental documentary short The Violence of a Civilization without 



Secrets (2018) which premiered at Sundance.  Khalil also works professionally as a video 
editor, most recently co-editing Alison O’Daniels feature film The Tuba Thieves (2023), which 
premiered at Sundance. Khalil’s own work has been shown at the Museum of Modern Art, 
Sundance Film Festival, New York Film Festival, CPH: DOX, HKW, Walker Arts Center, 
Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Creative Time, Toronto Biennial 2019, Whitney Biennial 2019, 59th 
Venice Biennale, Sharjah Biennial 15, Counterpublic Triennial 2023, among other institutions. 
Khalil is the recipient of various fellowships and grants, including a Jerome Hill Artist Fellowship, 
United States Artists Fellowship, Sundance Art of Nonfiction, and Gates Millennium Scholarship. 
 
 
SHORT SYNOPSIS  
 
Aanikoobijigan [ancestor/great-grandparent/great-grandchild] documents the emotional and vital 
work of MACPRA (Michigan Anishinaabek Cultural Preservation and Repatriation Alliance). This 
alliance, made up of repatriation specialists representing all Michigan tribes, fights to bring their 
Ancestors and funerary objects home from settler colonial institutions like museums, libraries, 
and archives. 
 
Adam and Zack Khalil’s monumental and formally daring film follows the pressing struggle to 
rebury Indigenous human remains that have been held in sterile storage, laying bare the history 
of Indigenous collections and the battle to recognize and enforce the laws intended to facilitate 
their repatriation to the communities they were originally stolen from. Using an essayistic 
approach alongside vérité portraits, the film celebrates the courageous individuals who carry out 
this hard and emotionally draining labor of return. — Sundance  
 
 
LONG SYNOPSIS  
 
One morning in 1784, Thomas Jefferson became America’s first archeologist when he decided 
to indulge his curiosity and unearth human remains from a Monacan Indian burial mound which 
he considered to be in his “neighborhood”. Since that day archaeologists, anthropologists, 
amateur explorers, and hobbyists have collected and sent thousands of boxes of Indigenous 
human remains to museums and universities, often in the hope that they would become the 
objects of scientific study and help prove widely held beliefs about Indigenous racial inferiority.  
 
In 1990 the passage of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) 
signaled a shift in settler-colonial attitudes towards Indigenous people and our Ancestor’s 
remains. The law required institutions to complete a full inventory of their “skeletal collections” to 
receive Federal funding, and compelled them to repatriate Ancestors to the nearest possible 
descendents by working with Federally recognized tribes. Since the law passed over 50,000 
ancestors have been repatriated, but over half a million are still waiting in cardboard boxes in 
sterile archives in museums across the country, with countless more scattered throughout 
institutions around the world.  
  



Aanikoobijigan [ancestor/great-grandparent/great-grandchild] documents the struggle to 
repatriate the remains of our Ancestors, and takes a critical look at the reasoning that justified 
unearthing and collecting them in the first place. The film focuses on the passionate and 
compelling individuals that make up the Michigan Anishinaabek Cultural Preservation & 
Repatriation Alliance (MACPRA).  MACPRA is composed of repatriation specialists who each 
represent one of Michigan’s federally recognized tribes. The members range in age from 26 to 
80+ and have all been led to this calling for different reasons. They do the hard work of carving 
out a space for Indigenous worldviews in America’s intellectual halls of power by demanding 
respect for our Ancestors and petitioning for their return. 
 
These repatriation specialists must overcome immense bureaucratic injustice through protracted 
institutional and legal battles. These are interspersed with brief but incredibly intense and 
rewarding moments when justice is finally achieved, and Ancestors who have been trapped in 
cold storage for generations are finally returned home and laid to rest with love and care in the 
womb of mother earth. 
  
The repatriation specialists we follow represent MACPRA’s remarkable diversity. With 
perspectives from elders who have been involved in repatriation efforts for decades, as well as 
younger members coming-of-age into their career and life path, we witness not only how the 
work they're doing changes institutional attitudes towards indigenous people, but also 
transforms themselves, and their communities.   
  
While the narrative thrust and character development in the film comes from vérité accounts of 
the most compelling MACPRA repatriations, these are interwoven with essayistic sections which 
provide broader historical context that informs the work the repatriations specialists are doing 
today. These formally inventive vignettes illustrate the ideological underpinnings of this 
longstanding conflict between institutions of science and Indigenous peoples.  
  
The vignettes progressively build on each other and thematically coincide with developments in 
the MACPRA repatriations. The intention of these interventions is not to provide an exhaustive 
analysis of these historical phenomena, but rather to unveil the ideological web that western 
science has built to support its claim to all knowledge, including that held in the bones of our 
Ancestors.  We use interviews with prominent Indigenous scholars to animate this history and 
reveal its relation to the work the repatriation specialists are doing, as well as its impact on their 
communities.  
 
These vignettes move fluidly through archival and contemporary footage, mix talking heads with 
lyrical cinematography and graphic superimpositions. A versatile and evolving electro-acoustic 
soundscape guides viewers through the film, facilitating these formal and thematic shifts. 
Footage of state of the art archives that house ancestral remains, and the labs that study them, 
elucidate visually the scientist's compartmentalized worldview. These science-fiction like spaces 
are presented in an austere and compelling way, to make them feel as surreal as they might to 
an Ancestor trapped inside.  
 



Audiences leave the film with a deeper understanding of the ways Indigenous worldviews can 
and should be respected by this nation’s institutions. They will carry this knowledge with them, 
and perhaps wonder what's in the archive the next time they visit their favorite museum.  
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