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Abstract

To investigate whether the American historic house museum sector preserves
evidence of past inter-cultural encounters that could increase its relevance to
today’s scholars and audiences, | charged a seven-member team made up of
members from different ethnic, socio-economic, educational and generational
backgrounds to visit and produce photographs at three historic house
museums in St. Louis, Missouri. The photo-voice data was created, gathered,
and submitted by the participant team members at the height of the social
unrest triggered by Ferguson and the Black Lives Matter movement. It argues
for the relevance and sustainability of the historic house museum sector as a
venue for the development of new approaches to understanding past inter-
cultural encounters and, in fact, to suggest redesigning the way museum
interpretation is practiced. The visual data provided by the participant team for
this dissertation demonstrates how people bring their own perspectives to
respond to, critique, question and embrace what the museum asserts and
displays about past inter-cultural encounters. The research suggests that the
museum has the potential to shift its interpretive role and practice from
knowledge broker and expert to become an interpretive space where new
hermeneutics-informed understanding in the tradition of Gadamer continually
emerges iteratively through the interaction invited between the museum, its
content, and the various members of its audiences. It argues that, if the
museum is to remain relevant, especially in particularly difficult moments, it
has to provide a space to honor and respectfully both solicit and receive the
voices, understandings, and even the pain experienced by each member of
the affected community.
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Introduction

This exploration of the interpretation of diversity at the American historic house
museum had its beginning in my professional role as the executive director at
the Bolduc House Museum in Ste. Genevieve, Missouri, from 2009 through
early 2016. As will be made clear in the prequel, | was responsible to reinvent
the interpretation at that eighteenth-century French colonial historic site so that
it, with honor, incorporated the stories, not only of the French Americans who
founded the town, but of the Native Americans and African Americans, both
enslaved and free, who made up the town’s earliest community of cultures.
With the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, each cultural group became increasingly
invisible, marginalized out of their own story as the victor’s narrative, American
pioneers following the American Dream and Manifest Destiny west, began to
dominate the land from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans across much of North

America.

| was also very aware that many people, starting, perhaps with Richard Moe,
the retired director of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, now question
the viability of the American house museum sector. He asked, “Are there too
many house museums?” (Moe 2002). | wondered if there might be a path
forward towards increasing the relevancy of this sector through a different
approach to the interpretation of diversity. Debra Reid raised a similar
possibility with regard to the sector’s under-imagined potential to inform the
study of social history by probing what these historic house museums could
offer, through their artifacts and documents, about the domestic lives of past
men, women and children (Reid 2002). Assuming that the interpretation of
diversity is a means by which the sector can gain increased relevancy for
current audiences, which are, themselves, increasingly diverse, | wanted to
learn how to both probe and honorably do the interpretation of diversity at these

museums.
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This meant that | needed to gain some insight into how diverse visitors view
and respond to what is already being interpreted at these sites. | realized, as |
explain in the prequel, that | am limited and, sometimes even blinded, by my
own perspectives, heritage and experience. Thus, | am unlikely to recognize
what people from other heritages, experiences, and who hold other
perspectives, might identify as pertinent to their own history. Because of the
predominant lack of diversity on the boards and staffs of these museums, |
surmised that the interpretation presented by their interpretive staff might be
limited in similar ways. This is complicated by the fact that museum
interpretation, as a practice, assumes the museum to be the authority, even
when it invites the participation of cultural representatives whose contributions
are recruited to bring inclusion and diversity. | was interested to see whether
visitors whose heritages are different (i.e., other than those of the museum’s
owners, operators and interpretive staff) would accept the authority of the

museum.

The Black Lives Matter Movement, started by the death of Michael Brown in
Ferguson, Missouri, on August 9, 2014, added a significant, although
unplanned component to this project. Ferguson is a municipality of St. Louis
that is located just a few miles from each of the museums featured in this
research. Museums in St. Louis debated their curatorial and programmatic
responsibilities after this incident, while museums elsewhere in the United
States used the emergent issue to pose more philosophical questions about
inclusion and the interpretation of diversity in the museum. This issue touched

every part of the project and is discussed throughout the dissertation.

l, initially, had two main challenges to solve in designing this project. First, |
needed to find a way to gain observations from multiple perspectives. Second, |
needed to find a lens through which the current interpretation of diversity at

these museums could be explored.

To accomplish the first challenge, | decided to involve a very small group of
participants to visit three historic house museums: the Ulysses S. Grant

National Historic Site at White Haven, the Eugene Field House & Toy Museum
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and the Scott Joplin House State Historic Site. Each museum is located in St.
Louis, Missouri. Each promotes itself as prioritizing and privileging the
interpretation of diversity. One is owned and operated by the National Park
Service. One is owned and operated by the State of Missouri, and the third is
owned and operated by a private, non-profit, tax-exempt organization. Chapter
one is a discussion of the American historic house museum sector, how it tends
to approach interpretation and diversity, and what is being tried in order to
improve the sector’s appeal and relevancy, in general. Chapter four profiles the

three sites featured in this research.

| recruited seven adult participants. They were volunteers who asked to be
included after learning of the project either from a Facebook post or from a
friend. They all either lived in, or worked in, Missouri in 2015. None of the
participants is a museum professional. They ranged in age from their early
twenties to their seventies. There were three men and four women. Two are
white. One is African American. Two are recent immigrants: one from Kenya
and one from Liberia. Two are mixed-race: each of them has a white mother
and an African American father. The diversity in the group provided the
probability that there existed, within the team, an array of perspectives and
experiences that | hoped would result in the kinds of observations that | needed
in order to understand whether and how the interpretation of diversity was
currently being done at these three house museums. | introduce each
participant in chapter five prior to presenting the data they each produced and

submitted.

To address the second design challenge, | decided to create a prompt that
would require each participant to search the house museums for evidence,
preserved and/or interpreted, of past inter-cultural encounters. | also decided to
make the investigation rely on visual ways of knowing by asking the
participants to submit original photographs, taken on their smart phones, of any
such preserved and/or interpreted evidence. This methodology, considered
more fully in chapter three, is known as photo-voice. The participants’
photographs, accompanied by their original titles and brief explanations of why

they took the pictures, serve as the data for this study, which is presented in

chapter five. It is augmented by the results of my documentary analysis of i3
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published works, both in print and online, by, or about, the three museums. |
also took photographs on the day we visited the sites. My photographs, along
with the document analysis and my field notes, presented in chapter four,

serve as the frame for the participant photo-voice submissions.

Originally, | intended for the exploration of inter-cultural artifacts and
interpretation, often hereafter referred to as “inter,” to be the observational lens
through which the participants would identify, gather and create the data. |
also, however, needed a theoretical approach to understanding culture by
which to think about diversity. However, as | show in chapter two, the various
cultural approaches | considered did not fit with the kinds of questions | was
asking, nor did they align well with the responses that the participants were
returning. In the end, | discovered that “inter,” as described by Edward Said,
Eduoard Glissant, Homi K. Bhabha and James Clifford, in addition to serving
as the project’s observational lens, also worked very well as an analytic,
theoretical tool. This is expounded on in chapters two and three. In addition,
the theoretical criteria of inter, as identified in chapter two, are specifically

associated with each participant submission in chapter five.

As | analyzed the participant images and, their original, accompanying text and
titles, | was able to identify a series of recurring essential and incidental themes
(Mclnnes 2013 p.7). When considered alongside the ideas of inter in chapter
six, these themes do suggest that the American historic house museum does
have the potential to tell history in a more inclusive, balanced way that does not
reinforce, but, instead, interrupts and disrupts more traditional and biased
stereotypes. They also demonstrate that, according to the members of the
participant team, the sector’s current approach to the interpretation of diversity,
while more visible, in their opinion, than ten or fifteen years ago, tends to
reinforce the old stereotypes. The participants used their photo-voice
submissions to critique the museum’s interpretive text panels (in particular), as
well as to ask questions, to juxtapose items and ideas, and to make

recommendations about things like truth, inclusion and balance.

In conclusion, as | show in chapter seven, | believe that this project

demonstrates that the American historic house museum can become more
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intentionally inclusive in its interpretation of diversity, in a way that brings honor
to each individual, family and culture whose story intersected during a site’s
significant period and community. This led me back to the problem of how such
sites could re-purpose their approach to interpretation, in general, and to the
interpretation of diversity, in particular, so that honor and balance characterize
what is presented by and at the museum, and so that lost stories can be
recovered and the wounds which remain from injustices perpetrated in the past

can be addressed, lanced, and perhaps, healed.

My suggestion for how this can perhaps happen starts with a critique of the
way interpretation is viewed by the museum. The museum has tended to view
interpretation as an educational activity where it sets a lesson plan and
educational goals for the visitor. The visitor, once exposed to the museum, is
typically expected to go away having learned specific things. As Eilean
Hooper-Greenhill writes: “Interpretation is very loosely defined in the museum
context” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000 p.172). The most referenced pioneer in the
field of the interpretation of American historic sites owned and operated by the
National Park Service, Freeman Tilden, taught that, within the museum,
interpretation refers to a mediated visitor experience that relies on “original
objects,” “firsthand information,” and/or “illustrative material” (Tilden 2008)

augmented by “demonstration,” “participation” and “animation” (lbid.). This
locates the museum’s understanding of interpretation as an educational activity
designed to “construct and communicate meaning” (Hooper-Greenhill 2000

p.14).

At its etymological root, interpretation is the action of standing between two
parties in order to assist both to arrive at a new mutually understood meaning.
This definition poetically illustrates the place of the museum's professional
interpretive practice in the theoretical space that | have named inter. The
question to be answered here for the museum is, in my opinion, how to best
occupy that in-between space between two or more parties that, insofar as

being fellow human beings, are due equal respect.
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My recommendation and conclusion, as promoted in chapter seven, is for the
museum to relinquish its identity and role as the visitor’s educator, authority
and knowledge broker. Instead, | suggest that by adopting a theoretical
foundation for museum interpretation guided by Gadamerian hermeneutics, the
visitor could be assisted, through the museum’s exhibits and other interpretive
activities, to do the interpretation and to derive meaning for themselves. This
approach relies on this distinction, drawn by Hooper-Greenhill, between

museum interpretation and interpretation as understood by hermeneutics:

In the museum, interpretation is done for you or to you. In
hermeneutics, however, you are the interpreter for
yourself (Ibid 2000 p.172).

Not only might this adjustment provide the museum with a theoretical basis,
hermeneutics, that has interpretation, meaning and understanding as its
subjects, if adopted, it also might allow a shift in the posture of the museum
vis-a- vis the visitor so that humility and honor characterize the invitation, in
general. In order to suggest and clarify this idea, | have threaded ideas from
the field of hermeneutics as influenced, mostly, by Gadamer, throughout this

dissertation.

Hermeneutics is the arena in which philosophy has been theorizing how we
derive meaning and understanding from what we know or are becoming aware
of. It first occupied itself with theology and jurisprudence before becoming more
generally applied as a component of phenomenology. In this dissertation, when
| refer to hermeneutics | am usually concerned with the space between a
person's prior knowledge and the articulation of some revised or expanded
understanding. Hermeneutics calls the space interpretation. | conceive it to be
the place of the "aha" moment. It is a blurry place where internal, private, meta-
cognitive work happens and, after | identified, in chapter two, that there are six
theoretical conditions inherent in the space of inter, | serendipitously now
believe that the hermeneutic space where interpretation happens is one kind of
inter space. | conclude by calling the museum to shift towards inhabiting and

providing hospitality within that inter space for its visitors, and itself.
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In short, my thesis is that the American historic house museum sector has the
potential to shift its identity from that of knowledge broker, expert and teacher to
become a space and catalyst for the formation of new, transformational
understanding by adopting a theoretical foundation for museum interpretation
informed by hermeneutics. This is particularly important if we want to be
relevant in the light of urgent situations and particularly difficult historical and
political moments—such as what has come to be called “Ferguson” and the
Black Lives Matter Movement in the United States—when museums could
provide the space, invitation and opportunity to honor, receive and truthfully

articulate the perspectives of each stakeholder.

iv-77



Repurposing Museum Interpretation in American Historic House Museums

Prequel

My Professional Experience and Inspiration for

This Project: “How will YOU tell OUR story?”

Introducing the Bolduc House Museum

From 2009 until early 2016 | served fulltime as the executive director of the
Bolduc House Museum in Ste. Genevieve, Missouri. Before that time, from
2006 through 2009, | contracted with the museum as a strategic planning
consultant and grant writer. By the end of my tenure, the museum, which is
owned and operated (until November 2016) by The National Society of the
Colonial Dames of America in the State of Missouri, was transitioned from its
original role as a historic house museum to a re-branded, enlarged campus
with an extended, under-told, under-explored story called New France - the
OTHER Colonial America. With the acquisition of two additional eighteenth-
century vertical log French colonial houses and a former bank building slated to
become an interpretive and educational center about French colonial America,
and with enough money raised and in-hand to renovate that building, at the
time | resigned as director, the site was positioned and on a trajectory to
become a significant historic site in the first town of Missouri. In large part, this
is due to my strategic decision to incorporate and privilege in the museum
interpretation information and stories about the multi-ethnic, multi-cultural,
multi-faith French colonial community juxtaposed against the more familiar and

“traditional east-west presentation of U.S. history” (Gitlin 2010).

How my decisions about interpreting 18"-century diversity
led to this project

This prequel will profile the Bolduc House Museum of 2009 as it compares and

contrasts to the 2016 campus of New France. To understand some of the
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factors that influence the discussion of the three house museums considered in
this project, the prequel will describe some of the mindsets that controlled the
interpretation of the museum in a way that privileged the British American
colonial story over those of the French, Native Americans and Africans who
lived in Ste. Genevieve during the period being interpreted. The way the
museum was chosen as the venue for an exhibit about the Shawnee and
Delaware Tribes’ experience in eastern Missouri, and how that exhibit was
designed, are important for appreciating what was happening in my personal
and professional understanding. It also showed me how shifting the interpretive
focus would produce challenges for the community, the staff and the board of
directors. It leads directly to the demands that the participant team articulated
about balance and truth in the interpretation of diversity at the historic house
museum. A trip | made to the Eastern Shawnee Tribe of Oklahoma’s lands and
tribal museum, as well as a subsequent hearing for the humanities, adjusted

what | understood even after the exhibit opened.

Similar, but different enough to be discussed, is how we came to design and
install an exhibit about the African experience in colonial Ste. Genevieve. The
limitations of the town’s racial history, demographics and stereotypes factored
in the experiences that combined to influence the creation, as well as the
reception, of the exhibit. Especially interesting are the reactions of Joe McGill
with the Slave Dwelling Project (The Slave Dwelling Project 2017). The most
profound disruption of my understanding that caused the epiphany that inspired
this project happened when an African American visitor came and provided her
perspective and interpretation of a neighboring eighteenth-century vertical log
building. The prequel ends with the conclusions that resulted in a commitment
to make interpretive decisions for the museum based on a commitment to
honor and humility, as well as interpretive strategies and priorities, and how

these experiences drove this project and dissertation.
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The Bolduc House Museum’s history, governance, mission,
community and audiences

The National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the State of Missouri
(NSCDA for the National Society and NSCDA/MO for the Missouri Society)
purchased the Louis Bolduc House in May 1949 from Zoe Bolduc. The French-
style, vertical log, post-on-sill house had been home to members of the Bolduc
family since 1792, when the community of Sainte Genevieve relocated itself
after the Mississippi River flooded and destroyed the Old Town. It was a
French, Catholic community, opposed to the Enlightenment and the French
Revolution, loyal to the Bourbon kings and, even though it was governed by
Spain from 1763 to 1800, it was thoroughly French in character, language and
traditions. Sainte Genevieve was also home to members of at least five Native
American tribes, and as much as forty percent of the community was made up

of enslaved and free Africans during the period interpreted by the museum.

A presentation to the NSCDA/MO by Charles Van Ravenswaay, then president
of the Missouri History Museum in St. Louis, and an activist lobbying the
Missouri State Legislature to enact legislation regarding historic preservation,
persuaded this organization to purchase the house to save from demolition
what he considered to be the “oldest house in Missouri” (Van Ravenswaay
1947). After a ten-year process of stabilization, preservation, restoration and
furnishing with French colonial American artifacts and furniture collected or
purchased by Charles Van Ravenswaay and his colleague Charles Nagle, then
director of the St. Louis Art Museum, the house was opened as a historic
house museum to much acclaim on May 7, 1958 (Orthwein 1958). In 1960, the
donation of another vertical log, post-on-sill house directly across the street
from the Louis Bolduc House, was made to the NSCDA/MO. This house, the
Beauvais-Linden House, was given to the Society in perpetuity to be its state
headquarters. In 1970, a third house, originally built and lived in by Louis
Bolduc’s grand-daughter Agatha Bolduc LeMeilleur, was restored and donated

to the Society as a second “tour home.”
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The decision of the NSCDA/MO to preserve and interpret historic houses was
consistent with the priority that the NSCDA has always placed on the historic
preservation of places that are deemed significant to the nation’s history and
development. Today this organization is comprised of 44 autonomous, affiliated
state societies and, together, they own and operate 40 historic sites and/or help
to facilitate another 50 sites or collections (National Society of the Colonial
Dames of America, 2017). It is an all- female organization whose membership
is by invitation only to those women who can trace their ancestry to a man who
was a military or political official in one of the thirteen British American colonies
prior to the Revolutionary War. So, the NSCDA qualifies as what Patricia West,
speaking of the first American historic house museum, Mount Vernon, identifies
as “Founding Mothers” (West, 1999) of the Bolduc House Museum and of their

other historic house museums across the United States.

Until the Society organized a new, tax-exempt, 501(c)(3) organization to
manage the site in November 2016, the NSCDA/MO governed the Bolduc
House Museum by a dedicated Bolduc Historic Properties Committee (whose
members all resided 70 miles away in St. Louis) without any official
collaboration or participation from individuals not members of the NSCDA/MO.
A director from the local community who did not have a museum or other
professional background was hired in 1962. She was succeeded by her
daughter—a retired French teacher from the local high school in 1987. |
succeeded her in 2009. Local high school girls and some retired women were
hired beginning in the early 1960s to be the museum interpreters, with two boys
hired after 2006, and, under my watch, there was an incremental shift to an all-

adult, paid staff with some teens among the volunteer corps.

The NSCDA/MO adopted a mission statement that included historic
preservation, education and the preservation of documents and items that
advance public awareness of the story of the Louis Bolduc family, in particular,
and of Ste. Genevieve, Missouri, in general. The mission statement was
adjusted since 2009 to reflect the re-branded focus on colonial French America.
In 1987, because of the educational mission of the site, the NSCDA/MO

became designated by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) as a tax-exempt
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501(c)(3) non-profit organization. It had been allocated tax-exempt, non-profit
status with the State of Missouri since 1996, and as a “benevolent corporation”
since 1896 (Missouri Secretary of State 2017). Non-profit status for a museum
is important in the United States for four reasons: 1) only these organizations
qualify to receive grants from philanthropic charitable organizations; 2) only
gifts to these organizations provide tax exemptions to the donors; 3) museum
shops belonging to these organizations are exempt from collecting and paying
sales tax on items they sell; and 4) these organizations are exempt from paying
sales tax on purchases made related to their operations. The Louis Bolduc
House became designated by the U.S. Secretary of the Interior as a National
Historic Landmark (NHL) in 1970 (National Parks Service 2017), ten years after
a National Historic Landmark District was designated in the historic downtown
area and to which the Louis Bolduc House, the Bolduc-LeMeilleur House and
the Beauvais Linden House all “contribute significance” (National Park Service
2012). NHL designation provides both protection and limitations on what can be
done to the exterior of the building. Each of the three house museums visited in
this study are tax-exempt, non-profit organizations with NHL designations as

well.

The City of Ste. Genevieve, Missouri, is 70 miles south of St. Louis. Itis the
county seat of one of the state’s first five counties, Ste. Genevieve County. The
population of the City hovers just under 5,000 (City-Data.com, Sainte
Genevieve City 2017). Its population at the time of the Louisiana Purchase was
1300, of which one-third were enslaved African Americans (Switzler 1888).
While members of several Native American tribes were living in villages located
within the region of Sainte Genevieve, they were not represented in the
censuses. The county, with an area of 502 square miles (City-Data.com, Sainte
Genevieve County, 2017), has a population of 17,914 as of 2014(lbid.). While
around 30 percent of the colonial Ste. Genevieve community was of African
origin or descent (Switzler 1888), fewer than 2 percent of the residents of Ste.
Genevieve county are non-white today (City-Data.com, Sainte Genevieve City,
2017). A major shift in the racial makeup of the community happened as a

result of some riots in 1930 (Loewen 2005). Despite a Spanish land grant in the
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region of Cape Girardeau, south of Ste. Genevieve, to the Shawnee Tribe in
1793 (Warren 2008), the Indian Removal Act of 1830 (National Archives 2017)

excluded Native Americans from living in the State of Missouri.

These historical and demographic factors are predictive of the size and makeup
of the visitors and audience for the Bolduc House Museum. From May 1958
through January 1960, according to the internal records of the NSCDA/MO,
8,515 people had visited the new museum. In 2015, we counted just over 7,000

unique visitors to the museum, the overwhelming majority of which were white.

Interpretation as I inherited it at the Bolduc House Museum
as of 2009

When | became the executive director, | inherited an interpretive staff mainly
comprised of high school students who had not yet studied either U.S. History
or World History in high school. Two retired adult women were also employed
as seasonal interpreters. The visitors were guided through the Louis Bolduc
House, where they could peer over some stanchions into the various rooms
and where they were given an object-driven, architecture-heavy speech. After
viewing an eighteenth-century French kitchen garden, the visitors were led
through an aisle in the center of a period room in the Bolduc-LeMeilleur House.
This house epitomized the early American period between the Louisiana
Purchase of 1803 and Missouri statehood in 1821, when it had briefly been the
home of Louis Bolduc’s grand-daughter and her husband. The period room led

to the museum shop.

When asked questions such as, “Did Louis Bolduc have any slaves?”, the
interpretive staff had been instructed to say, “Yes, he had slaves,” and then to

change the subject. Native Americans were not mentioned.

There was little documented provenance for the items in the collection other
than that they had been selected by qualified experts in 1957 to match an

inventory of the Bolduc estate after the death of Agatha Govereau Bolduc in
1774 in a different house in the Old Town site. ltems had been added since,

like a Japanese nutcracker from the twentieth century that was asserted to be
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from the eighteenth. What | came to call “wanna-be” history prevailed over

research-based assertions in many respects.

Return visitors who brought guests to see the museum were apt to elect not to
go on the tour but to wait for their friends on a bench, saying that they had
already been here—even as long as ten years ago. Fourth graders make up a
significant visitor demographic. A photograph of the Louis Bolduc House is in
the most popular Missouri History textbook (McCandless and Foley 2001 p.70),
and its caption was the lone information presented about the French, who were
the dominant colonial Americans living in Missouri from 1720 to1804. There
was no compelling story and nothing to touch, taste or smell, except in the

garden, when these nine and ten-year-old children visited.

My leadership regarding interpretation and the visitor
experience beginning in 2010

| immediately began to change the way a visitor experienced the Bolduc House
Museum towards a more story-driven, participatory interpretation with a goal to
shift to the interpretive strategy known as “Living History.” In Living History,
visitors encounter authentically clad people from the period being interpreted
who are engaged in activities that would have been part of that era’s daily life.
To do Living History well requires a huge learning curve, so we began phasing
into it by, first, adding a functional Quebec-style bread oven to the costumes
and by scheduling regular appearances by fusil-toting members of the Milice de
Ste. Genevieve, for example. | required that we be able to document whatever
we asserted. This caused some resistance because some of the community’s
oral history conflicts with documentary evidence. We incorporated role playing
activities, games, proverbs and other hands-on educational and historically
inspired activities. We intentionally talked about the enslaved Africans and their
contributions. We emphasized the unique differences between French and
British colonial America through discussing the role of women in the
community, the policies that determined how the colonists related to the

American Indians, as well as the impact of this community’s organization
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around the French Catholic ecclesiastical calendar and conventions, in contrast

to the American Protestant work ethic, for example.

A lesson in humility and the privilege of working with three
Native American Tribes

The second thing that pushed me towards what would become this dissertation
was a call from the director of the Missouri Humanities Council to ask whether
we would be interested in being the permanent venue for an exhibit. The
Council had committed to fund and create an exhibit for each Native American
Tribe that had ever lived in what is now the State of Missouri. An exhibit about
the period from 1787 to 1830, when the Shawnee and Delaware Tribes lived in
pan-tribal villages in Southeastern Missouri, had been in the planning stages
for several years. A venue had been selected but that museum did not respect
the tribes’ requirements to limit their collaboration with other Indians only to
those who belonged to federally recognized tribes. Because the Bolduc House
Museum is located within the region where these tribes moved, upon the
invitation of the Spanish government to assist in defending the Mississippi
River from the British and Americans and the western frontier from the Osage
Indian Tribe, we were asked whether we would like to be considered to host the
exhibit. We did, and so a visit from a delegation of tribal members from three
Shawnee and two Delaware Tribes was arranged. Another house museum in
Ste. Genevieve was also being considered so the delegation would visit both

venues on the same day.

The head of the delegation was Chief Glenna Wallace of the Eastern Shawnee
Tribe of Oklahoma. She had previously consulted with Williamsburg on their
development of a new interpretive strategy to incorporate Native American
culture and history. She served on President Obama’s Council for Native
American Affairs. | had met her at a museum conference where she gave a

workshop.

The area | could provide for this exhibit was not optimal. It was an unheated,

14-foot square stone cottage (Fig. v.1). | could also allocate a larger outdoor
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space in which we could create programming around Woodland Indian life-

ways using Living History interpretive strategies.

Figure v-1. Stone Cottage Exterior. Photo by Lesley Barker

Our site received the first visit. In the afternoon, the delegation returned to

discuss the proposal in greater detail. It seemed that they were leaning towards
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choosing us. Chief Wallace looked directly into my eyes and asked me, “So,
Lesley, how will YOU tell OUR story?” | realized that my answer would
determine if we would be selected for the exhibit, so | took a deep breath
before answering. “Well, Chief Glenna,” | replied, “I cannot tell your story
because | do not know it. You will have to tell me how you want your story to be
told.” She quickly replied, “You can have the exhibit.” Then she described that
she wanted the exhibit not only to convey the tribes’ history in this region but
also to portray the tribes as alive today, living within their own culture and
political context as sovereign nations in the United States. One of the benefits
that she hoped might come as a result of the exhibit was that the tribes would
have an opportunity to learn more of their own history. Because the experience
in this part of Missouri was difficult and, by 1830, because of President Andrew
Jackson’s Indian Removal Act, the tribes were pushed out, in spite of
possessing a Spanish land grant of 25 square miles in this region, this part of
their history was not included in the oral canon that had been passed down. |
agreed to share any research | might amass to help the tribes recover their lost

stories.

| worked closely with a consultant from the Missouri Humanities Council to
develop the exhibit so that it meshed with and enhanced the narrative we were
beginning to tell. A very important interpretive panel was devoted to the
Doctrine of Discovery, a series of papal bulls beginning with the Papal Bull
Dum Diversas of 1452, by which non-European lands and peoples were
“discovered” and subjected to Catholic and then Christian European monarchs
(Doctrine of Discovery Study Group 2017). This doctrine remains in force in
international law today, was used as late as 1974 against Native people in the
United States, and the rituals of “discovery” were enacted when NASA’s (the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s) astronauts landed on the
moon in 1969 (Miller 2008). Another panel, that the tribes were insistent about,
described gender roles that the U.S. and the British had attempted to
dismantle, along with artifacts pertaining to those roles. One artifact in this part
of the exhibit is a drum that only men can touch and with which they dance

when it is filled with water. By making public these ways that Europeans and
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Americans had specifically wounded these tribes, the exhibit could function to
bring not just public awareness to them, but they could also bring
understanding that might dispel some prejudices. We named the exhibit, “This
Community of Cultures - the Shawnee and Delaware Indian Experience in
Eastern Missouri.” Before it opened to the public, Chief Wallace and her tribal
preservation officer, Robin Duschene, visited to critique it. During the entire
time that the exhibit was under development, the consultant submitted each

new idea to the tribal members, privileging how they wanted their story told.

Establishing four commitments to follow in the interpretation
of diversity

Naming the Shawnee and Delaware exhibit “This Community of Cultures” was
a promise that other exhibits related to the other cultures that were members of
the French colonial community would follow. The African exhibit would be next
and it would be more difficult, mostly because wounds are still open from when
the African American community fled after a murder and some riots in the
1930s (Loewen 2005). Incredibly, from a population of more than 30 percent of
the colonial town, people of African descent now comprise just under 2 percent
of the population of Ste. Genevieve County (City-Data.com, Sainte Genevieve
City 2017). This means that there was virtually no local African American
community available to include in the design and critique of such an exhibit.
However, in order to interpret the truth about this French colonial community, |
felt that it was imperative to include each culture that made up its fabric. As with
the Shawnee and Delaware exhibit, there was very little documentation, other
than records for the purchase and emancipation of enslaved Africans, to inform
the museum’s interpretation. So, a commitment to develop an exhibit had

various inherent challenges, not to mention a non-existent budget.

| spent around three years exploring the Ste. Genevieve Archives for
information about Africans within the colonial community, and | augmented this
information with a few books such as Gwendolyn Hall’'s Africans in Colonial
Louisiana (Hall 1992) and Robert Harm'’s The Diligent: A Voyage through the
Worlds of the Slave Trade (Harm 2003). | was determined that the African
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Experience in the Colonial Ste. Genevieve exhibit should reflect the four
commitments that | articulated as priorities for the museum: honor, redemption
and restoration, transformation and wisdom. The exhibit should honor the
contributions of the African people who lived and worked in Ste. Genevieve
prior to the Louisiana Purchase in two ways: by naming the individuals, and by
a commitment to particularize everything | asserted. The exhibit should redeem
and restore the lost stories of the people in the community. It should be
transformative and it should communicate wisdom. The exhibit had to put facts
on the wall and not pretend to draw or insist on any conclusions. That the
exhibit succeeded in these objectives was proven when Joe McGill of the Slave
Dwelling Project (McGill 2017) visited. He was especially grateful for all of the

names that | included.
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Figure v-2. Joe McGill of the Slave Dwelling Project. Photo by

Lesley Barker
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In many regards this exhibit was a confrontation to the current community, a
declaration that we will expose and discuss the sugar-coated “the French were
much more benevolent to their slaves than the British” local claim with facts.
The French enslaved four times as many Africans as did the British and

Americans combined over the course of the slave trade (Harm 2003).

“Founding Mothers,” old stereotypes and the problem of the
“power of the purse”

Because the Bolduc House Museum has always been owned and operated by
The National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the State of Missouri,
they tend to operate as the “founding mothers” described by Debra Reid this

way:

The Founding Mothers practiced consensus history exaggerating
the power of the domestic sphere to ensure civic virtue and de-
emphasizing divisive issues such as slavery, suffrage, and
segregation. (Reid 2002).

There seems to be an aspect of noblesse oblige at work in which the visitors
are thought of as people who need the benefit of the “education” the museum
offers. These women descend from the victors in the American story, the
writers of the history books so, even though they own and operate a historic
site that tells a counterpoint history to that of their ancestors, they tend to
persist, in my opinion, in attempting to press the French colonial multi-ethnic,
multi-cultural stories through the sieve of the “self-made man,” pioneer trekking
westward along the path of Manifest Destiny. They still use predominantly
African American domestic “help” in their homes and to staff their social events.
When, for instance, we were negotiating an exhibit agreement with the Missouri
Humanities Council and the three Shawnee and two Delaware Tribes for This
Community of Cultures, | had to navigate a hugely prejudicial old stereotype
about Indians. The Board balked at the idea that we should award “First
Family” status to the members of the tribes so that they would receive free

admission to the museum. As the museum’s transition to an expanded
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campus develops, there is a risk that the Board will prioritize downplaying this
French, African, Native American and Catholic colonial story of the bread-
basket for the French Americas in favor of an exaggerated and invented tale of
entrepreneurship and the American Dream and that, due to the “power of the

purse,” this contrived interpretive narrative may prevail.

How I discovered that my “expert” perspective has
significant gaps and “blind spots”

My understanding that we needed to incorporate the stories about the French,
Africans and Native Americans, as well as the women who all tended to be
dropped from the typical story of American hegemony moving westward—first
in the context of the Doctrine of Discovery and, next, following the American
Dream and Manifest Destiny, always privileging the “self-made man”™—-—gave
way to decisions that radically changed how the museum approached
interpretation under my leadership. It was Chief Glenna’s question, “How will
YOU tell OUR story?” that produced a mental gasp between what | understood
about telling another’s story and how, when, or even whether, | could design
an honest exhibit. After both the Shawnee and Delaware exhibit and the
African Experience in Colonial Ste. Genevieve exhibit had been on display for
more than a year each, another visitor’s inquiry produced and reinforced this
gasp. Lisa is an African American educator, performing artist and journalist.
She asked me where the African American history of the colonial community
was available to visit. | took her through my site, showing her the contributions
made by Africans. Next, we walked about one-half mile south to see two
vertical log homes that had belonged to freed African families. Before we got
there, we passed the Janis House, known today as the Greentree Tavern, built
in 1792 (Fig. v.3). Lisa stopped, stared, and asked “Was this a slave market?”
She explained that the way the stairs went up on one side of the square porch
extension and down on the opposite side was the way slave market blocks

were built.
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Figure v-3. Greentree Tavern Front Porch,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Photograph of the Greentree

Tavern_in_Ste Genevieve MO.jpg

| did not know whether enslaved individuals had ever been sold there, but
promised to try to find out. | realized that daily for years | had been passing that
building without ever making that connection. | understood that whether or not
Lisa’s conjecture is true, whether or not enslaved individuals had been sold
from that porch, for African Americans who had researched their history well,
their first reaction may very well match hers. The thing that humbled and

startled me was that | had not once even considered the possibility.

How these experiences inspired this research and dissertation

This is the professional context with which | was immersed when | developed
the design for this project. My experiences with Lisa and Chief Wallace made
me shed any pride | had as the museum director charged with representing
their stories. All the documentary research in the world would not have made
me recognize the possibility that enslaved individuals had ever been sold from
the porch of the Greentree Tavern. While | could narrate a timeline for the
experiences of the Shawnee Tribe in Southeast Missouri, | could not tell their
story with empathy or from a place of intimate understanding. But | remained
convinced that there must be a way to create authentic interpretations of the
“other” in a historic house museum. If Lisa’s recognition is justified, then these

museum spaces preserve evidence of past intercultural encounters that are lost
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because they do not resonate with the “other” that looks white like me and is
typically in charge of telling the story. There must be a way to expose to the
historic house museum people who look and see from other perspectives in
space and time in order to notice and bring attention to other such “porches.” |
imagined an American historic house museum that would be able to
simultaneously present historical periods and events from multiple
perspectives, but that invited the visitor to incrementally become cognizant and
empathetic to the mindsets that determined each culturally-based decision and
action. | purposed to incorporate the way trust is extended from person to
person—a little at a time until one is found to be trustworthy, as indicated from
the invitation to move from a doorstep to the hallway, to the living room, the
kitchen and then to the more private spaces of relationship. The more |
wrestled with how best to interpret the eighteenth-century Shawnee and African
experiences to twenty-first century museum visitors, the more | became
concerned about whether what | was adding to what | understood, but had yet
to express, would satisfy both what | could envision within that space and also
resonate as true to each visitor. This caused me to be humbled and to begin to
understand that only out of a certain humility that displays honor, without
trespassing beyond the current invitation, could this even start to occur. It
caused me to discover a way to involve people whose heritage informed them
with other perspectives and understandings than mine in the exploration of
what could only be called a hunch that the American historic house museum
preserves and may interpret evidence of past intercultural encounters that,
when investigated with this in mind, may point to a way that this museum sector
can continue to contribute value for new knowledge about how the past could
be interpreted to bring honor, redemption and restoration of lost stories,

transformation and wisdom.
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Preface

Personal Positionings: Terms, Definitions and Current Events

As must be apparent from the prequel, my approach to this project and my
motivations for conducting this research flow directly from my professional
experience as the executive director of the Bolduc House Museum. There,
my responsibility and challenge was to upgrade a significant historic site
to what could be described as research-based best practices, a term | was
familiar with from my years as an elementary school teacher. My work
touched each area of museum practice: administration, development,
marketing and social media, archival, curatorial, historic preservation,
personnel, educational, interpretation, board relations, community
relations, exhibit design and program development. It became apparent to
me that a key to making that museum succeed, its unique selling
advantage, to borrow a term from business, would be to center its
operations on the interpretation of the town’s colonial community of
cultures, its diversity: French, African and Native American. This is what
distinguishes it from a site like Colonial Williamsburg, for example. These
unique characteristics can best be summed up, in my opinion, with the
word, diversity. The Bolduc House Museum and Colonial Williamsburg
interpret the same period of significance: eighteenth and early nineteenth
century colonial America. They contrast, are diverse from each other,
however, in terms of the culture of the colonial power: Bolduc (and Ste.
Genevieve) represents and interprets the French, and was governed
alternatively by France and Spain prior to becoming part of the early
United States; Bolduc represents and interprets a majority Catholic
society; Bolduc represents and interprets an ultra-conservative political
position that was pro-monarchy in a time of revolutions and enlightenment.
This French Catholic colonial context makes the role of women, laws and
practices regarding slavery, strategies and relationships with Native
American neighboring tribes, taboos related to cross-cultural and inter-
racial marriages, aesthetics related to dress, food-ways, material culture

and architecture different and diverse from what can be represented and Vi-1
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interpreted at a British colonial historic site or museum such as Colonial
Williamsburg. | made the interpretation of these distinctive characteristics
and practices the core from which | based and referenced every other
executive decision that | made, and advocated for from the board, related
to running the museum. | am convinced that pushing more research,
experimentation and innovation into the arena of interpretation is vital. In
my opinion, thinking about and involving the views and expertise of people
who bring divergent, often dissenting ideas to the museum and its
boardroom about how our history should be presented may increase the
role and value that the historic house museum, in particular, might offer to
a modern world. So, when | speak of diversity throughout this dissertation, |
am assigning to it a very broad spectrum that can encompass culture,

ethnicity, race, gender, faith, aesthetics, politics and more.

Once | determined that | would base the transformation and core message
of the Bolduc House Museum on the interpretation of diversity, | realized
that a few attitudinal commitments had to be identified so that we would be
best able to reach across modern cultural fissures, also often related to
diversity, but rooted in wounded past encounters, abuses and oppressive
laws and practices. | expressed these commitments by the words: humility,
honor and justice. They, too, are how | handled what | inherited in the
climate of the museum’s work environment and in the fact that the modern
town’s community did not, for the most part, reflect, know about,
understand or celebrate its historic diversity. By choosing to make the
interpretation of the community’s past diversity central to the work and
message of the museum, | directly confronted the status quo that had
obtained in the community since the 1930’s when the town expelled its

African American families following a series of altercations.

When | use these words in this dissertation: humility, honor and justice, |
am reaching outside of any theoretical framework to values that have
grounded my personal life-long spiritual and relational goals. Let me define

here what | mean by them as they apply to interpretation in a historic house
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museum. By humility, | understand my own opinions, positions,
perspectives and positions to be just one set amid multiple equally valid
opinions, positions, perspectives and positions. | understand that | can
always only know part of any whole matter. Humility, understood this way,
keeps openings available for, and values dissent. A commitment to this
kind of humility sets an expectation that we will be continually adjusting
what we each know and think we understand by refusing to be entrenched
in any fixed mind-set. | learned to apply humility to the museum’s
interpretation by giving room for visitors, staff and board members, to
provide alternate explanations for what we asserted and by inviting and
encouraging the collection of oral history and family memories as clues to
the interpretation of a more complete picture of the past. By honor, | mean
ascribing value to each other’s personal or cultural beliefs, memories and
contributions. | learned to apply honor in the museum’s interpretation by
naming past individuals and by celebrating what their presence and
participation in the community achieved. In addition, | made it a practice of
honor in the interpretation of the various communities of culture at the
Bolduc House Museum to use direct quotations from representatives of
each cultural participant of past events and encounters and to communicate
objective facts without using language that was either judgmental or
conclusive. Honor and humility, in my opinion, do not work without a co-
commitment to justice. So, when | speak of justice in this dissertation, |
imply a commitment to expose and discuss events, mind-sets, abuses and
strategies that have systematically served to keep marginalized individuals
and cultures in the shadows. Justice, as this kind of activist value or
commitment, provides the potential, in my opinion to do what Joe McGill of
the Slave Dwelling Project advocates: “change the narrative”. He proudly
promotes an alternative telling of history on the tee-shirts he markets on
Facebook that portray a cup of coffee and read: "I like my history black-ck —
no sugar "(McGill 2017). | learned to apply this kind of justice to the
museum’s interpretation by, for example, listing the names of the slave
buyers and the slave sellers in the exhibit | created about slavery in Ste.

Genevieve prior to the 1803 Louisiana Purchase. | also listed the names of

vi-3



Repurposing Museum Interpretation in American Historic House Museums

as many enslaved individuals | could find in the town’s archives alongside
what was known about their personal lives and work. In this context, justice
shines light in places and cultural conversations that have been traditionally
ignored, seemingly forgotten because they are un or under-told. When
juxtaposed with commitments to apply humility and honor to how a museum
does interpretation, this sense of justice becomes the objective of
conversations that | have experienced and chosen to lead.

Interpretation, as a practice in my opinion, connects to the idea of advancing
humility, honor and justice at the museum because it relies, in its definition,
on what must be done in order to achieve mutual understanding, whether
this happens through translation, paraphrase or performance. When a
museum’s interpretation draws and insists that its conclusions about what is
being preserved and/or displayed through text panels, artifacts, images, re-
enactments, performances or the statements of the guides are right, | have
seen it stop visitors from asking different, often difficult questions or from
allowing their own pre-established opinions, positions or perspectives to be
adjusted. Humility makes the museum expect to have its positions
challenged and changed. Honor makes the museum value and search out
alternate perspectives and renditions of the past. Justice makes the
museum acknowledge, investigate and incorporate these new viewpoints

and positions into its interpretation.

These commitments, and my experiences insisting that the Bolduc House
Museum reflect them as | prioritized interpretation as the adopted pivot point
for transitioning itself for future growth and significance, are what, once |
was introduced to the philosophical tenets and theories of hermeneutics,
attracted me to harness it as a way to re-approach, from a its vantage
points, and to propose, through this dissertation, that the historic house
museum can perhaps become a setting where the approach to interpretation
as a museum practice can be repurposed. Hermeneutics, as | explain more
fully in chapter three, takes takes as its subject the phenomena of

understanding, interpretation and meaning. In its development, beginning
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in theology and moving through jurisprudence and comparative literature,
hermeneutics has remained largely absent from and mostly unexplored by
the museum as it thinks about interpretation. The museum, seeing itself as a
purveyor of knowledge, and an expert, has typically located its interpretive
practice in the theoretical underpinnings of education. Hermeneutics has set
itself to describe the process by which a person’s perspectives and
positions can become questioned and disrupted when they encounter an
alternative position or perspective. This kind of disruption produces a
hermeneutic pause in which new information becomes internally set in
juxtaposition to the original understanding or knowledge and, after some
unseen meta-cognitive reflection, a new understanding or meaning can find
expression. So, after having collected the data that serves as the research
for this dissertation, once | discovered hermeneutics, | found that it
resonated with the core commitments I, as a museum professional, had
already placed at the center of my interpretive museum practice.
Hermeneutics is iterative and expects changes in understanding to occur in
ways that echo my insistence that the museum apply humility as a core
commitment. Hermeneutics does not subscribe to how meaning is derived in
such a way as to require a hierarchical relationship, as does education,
between an expert teacher and a learner who is expected to benefit from the
knowledge held and taught by the teacher. In this way, hermeneutics offers
a habitat of honor for each person who is encountered by a museum’s
exhibit, performance, display or claim by insisting that they derive their own
meaning from what has confronted them at the museum. Finally, because
hermeneutics opened such a space of reflection and iteration for me as |
applied the photo-voice data that my participant team submitted once they
had arrived at the hermeneutic understanding that each photograph
documented what they recognized to be evidence that the museum
preserves and/or interprets some past intercultural encounter, | can present,
in this dissertation, a collection of images that can be used to begin to
evaluate how a spectrum of participant-identified diversity is interpreted at

three historic house museums in St. Louis.
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This brings me to the current events, now known as “Ferguson” that were
unfolding in St. Louis between the time this project was designed and when
the research took place. Had Michael Brown not been killed on August 9,
2014, | think that this project might have produced different results. St.
Louis, which is where Ferguson is located, as | detail later in this
dissertation, was my home for most of my adult life since 1973. Already
divided along racial lines, St. Louis erupted thanks to the events that
followed the death of this African American teenager. Traffic was disrupted.
A state of emergency was proclaimed by then Governor Nixon. My nephew’s
new wife, a St. Louis County police officer, was called home from her
honeymoon to serve, behind transparent military shields, on the front line,
armed, against the protestors. My darker-skinned Ugandan and Indian sons-
in-laws brought very different and difficult personal experiences of police
encounters to the family dining room table. | had taught, for several years, in
the St. Louis Public Schools, a district that predominantly serves the inner-
city’s African-American and newly arrived refugee neighborhoods. | found
myself grieved and personally unable to locate myself, in the under-nuanced
and increasingly volatile, polarized conversation, in a firm position. | became
increasingly aware that this single event had catapulted the nation into a
different, new conversation about the memory of slavery and the significance
of race, and that museums in St. Louis were involved, or not, in that
conversation. Ferguson and the ensuing Black Lives Matter Movement
dominated news and social media throughout the time this project was
underway. | monitored the way museums responded to it, contrasting
museums in St. Louis with other American museums. Aware that the three
house museums profiled in this dissertation each prided themselves on their
interpretation of the history of race in the United States, | paid attention to
their posts on social media and to how they adjusted their programming and
exhibitions to cover the way the conversation was changing. Once my
participant team members had been identified, | checked their Facebook
posts from August 9, 2014 and November 2014, when the decision about
whether or not to indict the police officer who shot Brown was due, to
understand how each of them voiced any personal impact provoked by

these events. It is my opinion that
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Ferguson, although addressed in this dissertation primarily anecdotally
using mainstream journalism and social media as the main documentation,
is essential to its integrity. The three house museums, the seven participant
team members and | all belong to the greater St. Louis region and
community which had been thoroughly destabilized, and continues at the
writing of this revision to the submitted dissertation, in December 2017, to
suffer frequent incidents of inter-racial violence, often with the police as one

party to the violence.

I, personally believe that an open wound is always better and more likely
to heal than a hidden, festering infection. My participant team members
visited the three museums just one month prior to the first anniversary of
Michael Brown’s death. | believe that, because it was a freshly open, still
bleeding community wound that Ferguson pushed each of us to bring our
openly vulnerable selves to be encountered and addressed by what the
museums did or did not do regarding the unrest. It also set a socio-political
emotional climate in which the team was asked to address, in turn, the
things that the museum did preserve and/or interpret about intercultural
past encounters. Because the St. Louis community, at large, was and
remains actively disturbed and in search of a way through to a new, more
sensitive inter-cultural and inter-personal exchange, | believe that Ferguson
has to be included here for its layered, unresolved peep-hole into what
remains to be narrated and interpreted far into the future. Ferguson made
this research uncomfortable but vital. Ferguson is exactly that kind of inter-
cultural event that has yet to be curated or interpreted but that has the
potential to prove whether museums choose to apply the kind of humility,
honor, justice that | have become persuaded are the hallmarks of an
interpretive practice, informed by hermeneutics, that refuses to manipulate
its claims about history, especially when it deals with culture and race, to
the advantage or disadvantage of any of its participants. Thus, the current

events and the impact of Ferguson is threaded throughout this dissertation.
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Additional note: When the source of a citation is a Kindle edition, Harvard
Referencing Style advises not to include page or location numbers because
each reader is able to customize the size and font, which makes location
variable (Robert Gordon University 2017).
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Section One

A Survey of Academic Literature

Leading to Inter



The American Historic House Museum

The American Historic House Museum

“Mollusk’s motto: ‘One must live to build one’s house, not build

one’s house to live in.

(Bachelard 1958 p.106)

The American historic house museum is the museum sector with which | am
most familiar. This project flowed from my professional role as the executive
director of a historic house museum in transition. My conviction grew, during
my tenure as director there, that interpretation is a primary driver for the
operations, collections management, visitor services, interpretive educational
programming and development at a house museum. This museum sector is
undergoing a significant struggle for viability, relevance and sustainability. One
reason for this struggle is that the sector is frequently accused of promoting a
historical narrative driven by the hegemonic victor who is often portrayed as a
hero and the site’s eponymous past resident. In other words, the interpretation
at these museums tends to ignore the members of other cultures, as well as
women and children, or else to promote old, and often racist, stereotypes when
said people are mentioned. Even before | concluded that both the museum
and its visitors would be better served by adopting a hermeneutics-informed
interpretive strategy driven by a commitment to honor all the participants
significant to the period being interpreted at a site, | wanted to explore whether
the American historic house museum sector, in particular—should it be found
to preserve and/or interpret evidence of past inter-cultural interactions— has
the potential to contribute new knowledge to the academy and to visitors alike.
Therefore, | decided to focus this project around the interpretation of diversity
at three historic house museums in St. Louis, Missouri, which each promotes

itself as prioritizing the interpretation of diversity. Between the design for the
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project and the implementation of the field work, Michael Brown was killed by
Darren Wilson in Ferguson, a municipality in St. Louis County. This tragedy
triggered what has come to be known as Ferguson and the emergent Black
Lives Matter Movement in the United States and defines the socio-political and
emotional atmosphere in which the project was carried out. This chapter
introduces the house museum sector in the United States through the
literature. It also connects the characteristics profiled in the literature, when
applicable, with the project sites. Not only does it describe the sector; it focuses
on why the sector is at risk, as well as what various house museums are doing
to address the risk. Finally, this section considers the literature about
interpretation at house museums, and especially about the interpretation of

diversity at the American historic house museum.

What is an American Historic House Museum?

Susan Orr gives a simple definition of the historic house museum in the United
States this way: “It is a house that is turned into a museum, with or without
original furnishings, interpreted to the public.” (Orr 2011). A historic house
museum is a house built in the past and preserved because it was associated
with a historic figure or event, or because it typifies a social, cultural or
aesthetic era or value. The house has been opened as a “public display [ of ]
private history” (Carnegie 2006) and is operated as a non-profit institution by a
board of directors or by a government entity. Perhaps more than any other
museum sector, the historic house museum epitomizes the museum paradigm
that organizes itself around “the joining of objects and inquiry in architectural

and textual spaces.” (Apt 2010).

Linda Young introduced a classification system developed by Charlotte Smith

(Young 2002) that classified historic house museums into five broad categories:

1. The “Great Man Shrine” is a house dedicated to a hero or heroine.
In the United States, Mount Vernon and Monticello belong in this
category. Mount Vernon was the home of George Washington.

Monticello was the home of Thomas Jefferson. The project site,
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the U.S. Grant National Historic Site at White Haven, was the
home of President and Civil War General Ulysses S. Grant. Even
lesser heroes have been idolized and enshrined in their house
museums, such as the Scott Joplin House State Historic Site in St.
Louis, Missouri, dedicated to the life of ragtime pianist Scott
Joplin, for example, another one of the project research sites.

. Smith’s second historic house museum category is the “collector’s
house,” such as the Eugene Field House & Toy Museum in St.
Louis, Missouri, another of the project sites. This house is filled
with toys, including those collected by and for the children’s poet
Eugene Field.

. Smith’s third house museum category is “the aesthetic house.” By
this she means that the house is preserved because it is “an
exemplary specimen of style or design.” The Frank Lloyd Wright
House & Studio in Oak Park, lllinois, fits into this classification.

. The fourth type of historic house museum is, according to Smith, a
“social history house... representing the lives of ordinary and
sometimes anonymous people.” The Lower East Side Tenement
Museum in New York City belongs in this category, as does, from
another vantage point, the Scott Joplin House State Historic Site,
named in the first category as well.

. Smith’s last classification is reserved for the “stately home/pioneer
folk cottage,” a house preserved and furnished as a period piece
using typical items. According to Young, this type of historic house
museum “tends to be amorphous in focus, which enables visitors
(and staff) to use them for their own fantasy expectations of a
golden past, whether elegant or homely.” Some of the homes
preserved as part of Colonial Williamsburg fit this definition, as
does the collection of log cabins at the Saxon Lutheran Memorial

in Frohna, Missouri. (Ibid.).
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Proliferation and range of American house museums

As of 2013, the president of the National Trust for Historic Preservation
estimated that there are 13,000 historic house museums in the United States
(Burns 2015) amounting to 48 percent of all the museums in the nation. The
Institute of Museums and Library Services (IMLS) estimates the number of
historic house museums in the United States to be higher. It counts 16,880
historical societies, historic preservation and historic houses and sites. (IMLS
2014)
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Figure 1-1. Distribution of Museums by Discipline

Most American historic house museums are listed on the National Register of
Historic Places. This listing is given to qualified nominated buildings that are
more than 50 years old and that may contribute significance in their own right,
or for the community within which they are located. Fewer, but each of the sites
visited during this project, as well as the Bolduc House Museum, have been
designated National Historic Landmarks (NHL). These buildings have been
awarded special protection under the umbrella of the National Park Service
because they epitomize unique architectural features, or they are associated
with specific individuals important to the nation’s history or to its cultural,

musical or artistic heritage. The Bolduc House Museum received both its NHL
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status and its listing on the National Register of Historic Places because of its
French colonial vertical log poteaux-sur-sols (post-on-sill) architecture, for
example (Lissandrello 1974). There are more than 80,000 buildings listed on
the National Register of Historic Places but only 2,430 National Historic

Landmark buildings.

National Historic Landmark
80,000 places are listed on the

National Register of Historic Places

2,430 places are recognized as
National Historic Landmarks

37 National Historic Landmarks
are in Missouri

5 < = 5 iz We are the 17 Natic:na] 7
1 National Historic Landmark is in Historie tandrapklnMissoun

Ste. Genevieve, Missouri

The first National Historic Landmark -]

Sargent Floyd Grave and Monument Ap rl I 15' 1970 —The
Sioux City, lowa .

Declared on Dctober 9, 1960 Louis Bolduc House became a

National Historic Landmark

Figure /-2. National Historic Landmarks, by Lesley Barker

How this museum sector is distinct from other museums

The most obvious distinctive of a historic house museum is that, according to
George McDaniel, referenced in Jessica Donnelly, “the settings for the artifacts
are real.” (Donnelly 2002). The house, itself, according to Debra Reid, is the
“museum’s largest artifact.” (Reid, 2002). The house and its furnishings,
together, combine to reconstruct a past into which a visitor is immersed. While
some areas of the house museum may contain interpretive panels and artifacts
in display cases, most house museums rely on period rooms and tour guides to
interpret them during a guided visitor experience. Most artifacts are not
accompanied by any labels or provenance at a house museum. Sarah

Staniforth remarks that:
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... unlike museums, collections in historic houses are on ‘open’
display...the objects cannot be considered on their own, but must
be treated as part of a much larger, and more significant whole.
Such awareness of context derives from the essential distinction
between museums and historic houses, which is that collections
include not only historic objects but also the whole interior in
which objects are displayed. (Staniforth 2006).

Because historic house museums typically remain in sitio on their original build
sites, they both embody and can catalyze the promotion of public history within
a community. Gadamer’s statement about the hermeneutic impact on people’s
understanding of the past, occasioned by “great works of architecture”

(Gadamer 2013) is insightful. He writes:

[They] continue to exist in the life of the present as living
witnesses of the past; and all preservation of inherited manners
and behavior, images and decoration, does the same thing, for it

too mediates an older way of life to that of the present. (Ibid.).

Some in the United States, like Andrew Hurley, criticize historic preservation
legislation at all levels: state, local and federal, alleging it to be a hidden
strategy for the re-gentrification of neighborhoods that have cycled out of their
initial affluence to become poorer and minority-dominated today. (Hurley 2010).
However, an historic house has likely always been at some level a source of
pride for the surrounding community, as Janiskee claims, “Historic houses are
regarded as community assets.” (Janiskee 1996). The Scott Joplin House State

Historic Site, named a NHL in 1976, for example, was:

widely recognized as one of the neighborhood’s few cultural
assets, it was nonetheless weakly integrated into the life of

the surrounding community (Hurley 2010)

until after it became a house museum, when plans to re-invigorate a blighted

neighborhood used the museum as a point of orientation for:
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neighborhood identity and a redevelopment agenda around

the area’s rich tradition of entertainment (Ibid.).

This kind of initiative and community impact can happen with other types of
museum, but they tend to be dislocated by their institutional presence and size

from their local neighborhoods.

Founding motivations and the consequences of those
motivations on the sector’s future

Another distinctive of an American historic house museum is that there is likely
to be a pre-determined social or political message inherent in the goals of its
founders that guides its collection and interpretation. Patricia West details how
the first historic house museum in the United States, George Washington’s
Mount Vernon, was designed to organize and involve affluent women from all
around the country in the promotion of that shared hero’s legacy in order to
stimulate a common American patriotism intended to prevent the onset of the
Civil War. (West 1999). The imposition of such an agenda on the educational
mission of a house museum persists especially in those museums owned and
operated by women’s legacy organizations like the Daughters of the American
Revolution or The National Society of the Colonial Dames of America, which
owns and operates the Bolduc House Museum, for example. Even with house
museums that are government-owned and operated, a funding group with an
agenda can assert peculiar emphases and priorities that may be more myth
than history. In these cases, the influence comes through a “Friends
Organization” that may guide program through what they decide to fund.
Donating is an elite power tool that “profoundly affects” physical resources,
according to Harold Lasswell, “by the purposes, assumptions and identities of
those who plan or change them.” (Lasswell 1978 p. ix). Lasswell’'s comments

disclose the strategy implemented by these founders as an elitist:

strategy of admiration... to attract by putting on a show... [to take]
advantage of social tensions to seize power and [sponsor]

spectacular projects to divert attention from the illegitimacy of
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their power ... in the hope of obtaining heroic and histrionic
effects... the creation of suitable settings for pageants,

exhibitions, and other grand occasions (Ibid., p. 17).

Patricia West (West 1999) alleges that American historic house museums were

originally established by what Debra Reid terms “founding mothers” (Reid
2002) to display a power that “resists historical criticism” (Gadamer 2013)

which, according to Gadamer, has its roots in what is considered to be:

classical... because its historical dominion, the binding power of
the validity that is preserved and handed down, precedes all

historical reflection and continues in it (Ibid).

Elite owners and operators of these historic house museums act out of their

own hermeneutic prejudices’; appealing to the:

familiarity - the potential presence, as it were - of what the
monument [i.e., house museum] memorializes is always

assumed” [as true] (Ibid).

Reid accuses these founders of:

practicing consensus history exaggerating the power of the
domestic sphere to ensure civic virtue and de-emphasizing
divisive issues such as slavery, suffrage, and segregation.” (Reid
2002).

Lasswell provides a parallel between a house museum and a university by

arguing that:

because of their close association with authority universities have
usually been expected to justify the dominant myth of the ruling

elite and to train specialists whose tasks are to inculcate,

" In hermeneutics, prejudice is a term that refers to prior understanding or prior knowledge.
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celebrate and apply its philosophical and legal components
(Lasswell 1978 p. 28).

Perhaps for these reasons, the American “grand narrative” has largely and until
recently, prevailed in the public imagination. This emphasis tends to mitigate
against a polyvocal interpretation at a house museum that includes and

juxtaposes alternative understandings of the same events and situations.

Reid claims that social historians “hint that the domestic sphere was a myth,”
(Ibid.) but that the house museum’s house itself “contains the material culture
to further our understanding of gender.” (Ibid.) However, she considers that the
ongoing “influence of founders with contrary ideas about women’s, men’s and
children’s roles and responsibilities” may impede the interpretation of gender in
these museums (Ibid). Reid’s discussion about the potential value of this
museum sector to provide new knowledge about men’s and women’s domestic
roles and relationships provided a significant inspiration in the design of this
project around the interrogation of the preservation and interpretation of “inter”-
cultural encounters in the past. But, her concern, strengthened by Lasswell’s
research about elite power expressed in architecture, raises a new question.
Does the fact that the American historic house museum sector was established
by elites weigh against its sustainability as a form, if power shifts away from
the “founding mothers” at the center? Lasswell wonders whether a “principal
political effect of the architecture of opulence” (which | argue is embodied in

the historic house museum):

is to contribute to long-run political destabilization by nourishing
among the elite classes a self-image that contains an illusory
conception of the potency of the system and of the self... and, in
effect... the physical environment conveys yesterday’s message.
(Lasswell 1978 p. 57, 59).
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Gadamer’s statement about a society’s “ruling taste” applies as well:

What is considered valid in a society, its ruling taste, receives its
stamp from the commonalities of social life. Such a society
chooses and knows what belongs to it and what does not
(Gadamer 2013).

For the historic house museum sector to become open to a more inclusive
interpretation of diversity, characterized by mutual honor, will require a humility
and an openness to change that actually mitigates against the traditional,
classical, if you will, mentalité that has been at the root the sector’s traditional

self-identity.

American historic house museum governance and operations

There are three main governance structures used by American historic house
museums: 1) to be owned and operated by the federal government through the
National Park Service; 2) to be owned and operated by a state or local
government; and, 3) to be privately owned and operated as a tax-exempt, non-
profit [usually 501(c)(3)?] organization. Each of the house museums visited by
the participant team to collect the data for this project represents a different one

of these governance structures.

The Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site at White Haven (White Haven) is
owned and operated by the National Park Service. A highly trained
professional museum staff is involved in the operations and interpretation of
this site. They are paid good wages with benefits and regular raises. Architect
and landscape historians advise on maintenance. Any renovations at the site
are informed by both archaeologists and environmental specialists. In addition

to admissions

2501(c)(3) is a designation from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) awarded to applicant
organizations whose mission and purpose is proven to serve the public with education, health
care, religious services, and charity. Donors to these organizations are allowed to deduct the
value of their donations from their gross taxable income. These organizations are also exempt
from paying most taxes. These organizations are also prequalified recipients for government
and philanthropic grants. 501(c)(3) organizations are analogous, in other areas of the world, to
NGOs.
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and sales, it, like every federally owned and operated house museum, is
funded out of the federal budget allocated to the Department of the Interior. In
addition, because it is in the National Park system, White Haven receives a
large visitation from across the world. Besides its staff, there is a “Friends”

organization that funds special programs at the site.

The Scott Joplin House State Historic Site is owned and operated by the State
of Missouri’s Department of Natural Resources. In addition to admissions and
sales, it is funded through a percentage of the state’s sales tax revenue. Like
the National Park Service sites owned by the federal government, the Missouri
state historic sites utilize a highly trained professional staff earning competitive
wages that are incentivized over time with raises, educational training
opportunities and benefits. Missouri also funds a program of paid summer
internships for youth to work at state historic sites and parks. The youth gain an
introduction to cultural heritage tourism and to historic preservation while also
accruing time in the state employment system. A “Friends” organization also

exists to fund special projects and programs.

The Eugene Field House & Toy Museum is a privately owned and operated
non-profit 501(c)(3) organization run by a board of directors which is
responsible for its governance and fiscal well-being. The museum’s revenue is
a combination of admissions, sales, individual donations and grants from
philanthropic and corporate giving foundations. This museum relies heavily on
college interns for its interpretive staff. Volunteers also provide many services

often expected from paid museum staff.

Questions about the viability and ongoing sustainability of
this sector

The American house museum sector is in decline. In comments made to the
American Association for State and Local History (AASLH), Gary N. Smith,

president of Dallas Heritage Village, said:

House museums are an important segment of the museum field,

but they are increasingly in danger of being marginalized. Many
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are deteriorating physically, declining financially, and fading in
importance to their communities. Increasingly the energy of the
museum field has shifted to more dynamic science and natural
history museums, and house museums appear out of step with
trends of visitor interest. One of the major factors in this situation
is the declining role of government funding, rendering many
house museums as unsustainable as presently operated (Smith,
G. 2011).

Smith’s comments echo a question framed by the president of the National
Trust for Historic Preservation, now retired, Richard Moe. In 2002, he asked:
“Are there too many house museums?” (Moe 2002). According to the current
president of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Stephanie Meeks, the
problematic issues relate to the proliferation of this museum sector, the lack of
funding, an “antiquated” reliance on period rooms for interpretation, and a lack
of professional staff (Burns 2015). Marian Godfrey and Barbara Silberman join
this opinion, stating for the Pew Charitable Trust that there are “a troubling
surplus of sites that are underused and hopelessly disconnected from their
communities...these monuments need to be ‘repurposed’ to be revitalized.”
(Godfrey & Silberman 2008).

Frank Vagnone and Deborah Ryan itemize five “critiques” that contribute to the

decline of the house museum:

1. Historic House Museums reflect political and social propaganda

2. Historic House Museums have nothing relevant to contribute to
conversations

3. Historic House Museums are boring

4. Historic House Museums have been narrowly curated and do not
reflect real life use

5. Historic House Museums are too expensive to preserve and they
engage in deceptive conservation practices (Vagnone & Ryan
2016 p. 40-41).
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Their book addresses the need for, and some strategies to promote

engagement with new audiences as a way to combat some of these problems.

Jay D. Vogt summed up the conclusions of the Kykuit [I Summit on the

sustainability of historic sites by saying:

The historic site community must reaffirm the importance of these
places for our nation’s future and redefine their mission in terms
of that future rather than the past.” (Vogt 2007 p. 21).

This imperative echoes Lasswell’s question:

Will messages of yesterday continue to dominate man’s
experience of tomorrow and perpetuate parochial identities,

demands and expectations into the future? (Lasswell 1978 p. 60),

which | apply to this discussion of the historic house museum sector’s uncertain
sustainability. If Debra Reid is correct that the founding premise of at least the
privately owned and operated historic house museum, “the power of the
domestic sphere to ensure civic virtue” (Reid 2002), is a myth that continues to
be perpetuated in the boardroom, it is unclear whether this segment of the

sector can sustain the current shaking.

Various approaches to the sector’s sustainability and viability

The government-owned and operated historic house museums are, for the
most part, fiscally protected from the issues of viability and sustainability that
are facing the privately-owned house museums. Rising costs, dwindling
visitation, and low interest rates that dis-incentivize philanthropic giving have all
combined with, and complicated, the other, more systemic problem of an
archaic and uninspiring interpretative strategy and message to challenge the

sector’s future.

According to a 2000 study by the Pew Charitable Trust, the most

recent year available, only 10% of the house museums studied
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have an endowment large enough to cover operating costs, 80%
have more than $1 million in preservation needs and the average
operating budget is $100,000 or less (Hellman 2016).

Various house museums have experimented with different responses to these
challenges. Donna Harris lists eight “new solutions for house museums” when
the board of directors has determined that to continue to own and operate a
museum is no longer viable. Her solutions mainly address the financial

challenges that these museums face, such as:

1. Transition from a house museum open to the public to a “study
house with limited visitation”

2. Keep the mission but do not use the site as a museum; instead
turn it into a “library, guest house, museum shop, organizational
offices, educational setting, artifact or other storage”

3. “Enter into a formal co-stewardship, cooperative relationship, or
lease with another house museum organization to manage the
property as a house museum”

4. Merge with another similar organization

5. Lease the house museum to a “for-profit entity for an adaptive

use”

6. “Sale to a private owner with easements” whereby the easements
actually restrict the modifications that the new owner could make
for historic preservation and conservation purposes

7. “Sale to a nonprofit organization with easements”

8. “Donation of the property to a governmental or other nonprofit
entity” (Harris 2007 p.83-99).

Each of the solutions proposed by Harris requires board consensus and may
have ethical challenges due to binding gift agreements and legal restrictions
consistent with the tax-exempt, non-profit status or other restrictions stated in

the bylaws.
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Another very common revenue-producing strategy is to market the house
museum as an event venue. This can be expressed in two very different
approaches: by events that have a missional connection, and by events that
are purely revenue producers, such as weddings and receptions. Events with a
missional connection include community festivals, special programs, focused
tours and living history events. These events are often repeated annually and
are advertised locally in museum publications and online. For nonprofit historic
house museums in the United States, because rental events like weddings and
small receptions do not conform with their Internal Revenue Service-designated
educational purpose and mission, Unrelated Business Income Tax (UBIT) must
be collected. This can become a very lucrative source of revenue, even though

it injects new accounting and staff responsibilities for the museum to oversee.

Interpretation at the American Historic House Museum:
goals, strategies, and a critique

Commonly utilized interpretive strategies at house museums

It is my conviction that the most sustainable strategic approach to revitalizing
the house museum sector is in the area of interpretation so that the museum,
its collections and the stories of the people who lived and worked in or visited
the house, are mined for their potential to contribute new knowledge and
information that will assist the visitors to navigate a new and truer interpretation
of their own past. Before considering new interpretive strategies for the house
museum, it is necessary to describe the typical interpretative strategies
implemented in the sector, as well as to explore why it tends to be frozen in the

“We've always done it that way” mentality.

Period Rooms

A period room is like a room in a life-sized doll house. In most house museums,
an attempt to replicate or utilize period fabrics, wall coverings and floor
coverings is a high priority, with much funding spent on researching and then
acquiring such things. The furniture and other artifacts are often original to the

house or to the family whose history the house is presenting. A curator or other
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subject-matter expert on the period, culture and material culture being
presented consults on the placement of the furniture, and thus it remains for
decades enshrined and regaled as a true rendition of what would have been
once upon a time. Of course, as Handler and Gable remind us in their book on
Williamsburg, the reminder is incomplete and missing the ambiance provided
by streets without sewers and windows without screens admitting the malaria-
bearing mosquitoes of a former time. (Handler & Gable 1997). Frequently, the
visitor is restrained from fully entering and experiencing the items in the period
room by stanchions and velvet ropes, as if she or he is unworthy to enter a holy

place.

Each of the house museums that the participant team visited for this project
relied heavily on period rooms. White Haven was very sparsely furnished
because the original furnishings, when in storage during Grant’s lifetime, were
destroyed by a fire. This site also contained a more traditional museum display
area in a reconstructed barn. More traditional museum exhibits are located in a
large entry hall which also contains a museum shop and theater. The Scott
Joplin House has a fully furnished set of period rooms upstairs. Downstairs,
there is a small space for viewing an orientation video, and another small
space in which visitors gather to hear Joplin’s ragtime compositions on a player
piano at the very end of the guided tour. Also located downstairs is a small
shop and a traditional museum exhibit area devoted to ephemera such as
sheet music and copies of contemporary newspaper articles about the artist
and his performances. The Eugene Field House also relies on a series of
period rooms on the first and second floors. The third floor incorporated more
interpretive signage in one room. A second room serves as the museum shop.
This house museum uses a bannister with interpretive signage to section off
the period room recreating Roswell Field’s law office. This provides information
about the landmark Dred Scott law case for which he, Eugene Field’s father,
was the defense attorney. Period rooms are the norm in the American historic
house museum. They tend not to be rearranged. New stories or displays are

rarely added. This may be a reason that many visitors do not tend to return to
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the house museum except to bring out-of-town guests or the next

generation of their children or grandchildren.
Young explains that this interpretive method works because:

The period room or period house contains integrity because
visitors believe they are in the presence of great objects, relics
and artwork (Young, L. 2002).

Not only does this “static frozen-moment nature of period rooms” (Ibid.) “set up

a passive expectation” (Ibid.) in the visitor, Young considers it a:

reduction of house museum interpretation to a conventional
assemblage of the ‘warm parlor of the past’ [which] merely

reinforces stereotypes (Ibid.).

Whether and how a house museum’s interpretation either disrupts or reinforces
stereotypes about culture, race and gender is an important concern raised by
the participant team and will be discussed in later sections of this dissertation.
Period rooms, however, tend to be unchanged over decades, except for when
an occasion like Christmas envelopes the ordinary arrangement of the furniture
and ephemera of the space with garish or tasteful period decorations. Hence
they appear to assert authority, resist criticism, and endorse a status quo. They
set the visitor up as the receiver both of information and its interpretation, as

Hooper-Greenhill notes is done for or to the visitor. (Hooper-Greenhill 2000).

Object-driven

Frequently, the interpretation at a house museum is organized around objects.
The reliance on artifacts, instead of the human strengths, faux pas, contentions
and foibles that may have happened inside the historic house itself, may make
the authority of the presented information less vulnerable to critique. One can
assert and demonstrate by visual and/or documentary proof that a certain chair
or a particular costume was used/worn when so and so (our American hero) did
such and so. This is important, and easier, if the goal is to present a historical

narrative that purports to be complete and authoritative.
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On the other hand, objects carry value for the hermeneutic goal of

understanding the past. According to Gadamer, a:

memento... is .... precious in itself since, as a bit of the past that
has not disappeared, it keeps the past present for us...Mementos
lose their value when the past of which they remind one no longer

has any meaning (Gadamer 2013),

S0, in repurposing interpretation at the historic house museum, the way the

objects are presented is going to be important.

The three house museums under consideration in this project rely on objects to
move the guided tour along. The ranger pointed to an unpainted door to
introduce slavery at White Haven and to a collection of seashells to discuss the
women in the home. The Scott Joplin House tour used an icebox to discuss
city life and technology, and a set of men’s grooming tools arranged on a
dresser to discuss African folk tradition related to hair. At the Eugene Field
House, because we did not have a docent to guide us throughout the rooms,
the objects jumbled together without much of a unifying thread, other than for
the toys, which were scattered in cabinets, on tables and even in the office
chair of the law office. Object-based interpretation, however, was clearly the

strategy, with toys being the most emphasized objects.

To rely on objects that never get moved from their staged places in period
rooms to tell the story of a historic house treats the house itself as fossilized.
This fossil, hopefully, is like what was envisioned and romanticized by Gaston
Bachelard. He wrote that:

every form retains life, and a fossil is not merely a being that once
lived, but one that is still alive, asleep in its form (Bachelard 1958
p. 113).

This project is an attempt to wake up the true sleeping fossil of the historic
house museum. Surely, when it stirs and stretches, a lot of the furniture will be

tossed out of place and some surprisingly different explanations may be
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required in order for the visitor to make sense out of the released cacophony of
voices including the family members, slaves, servants, neighbors and enemies

competing to be heard before the story ends.

Guided Tours

Guided tours are the standard approach to providing information and
interpretation at historic house museums. Tours tend to start at set times during
the day. They are semi-scripted, often with room for the guide to customize the
information presented to the visitors in the group. However, visitors do not
usually have access to the artifacts except from a distance. Provenance, or
other labeling, is usually absent. Because there is another tour scheduled to
follow, probably led by the same guide who will need a drink, or a short break,
between groups, the tour is a way to manage both the route and the time that a
visitor is present. In many historic house museums, the tour guide, or docent,
wears a period costume designed to enhance the visitor’s experience of
stepping back in time or perhaps to a certain “once upon a time” construction of
the past according to the founders’ and donors’ prescriptions.

Guided tours are the norm at the three house museums considered for this
project. The tour guide at White Haven wears a National Park Service ranger’s
uniform, complete with a Smokey The Bear hat and badge. Visitors to this site
are free to explore the grounds and the museum-like display in the barn and
main gate building. However, to be given entry to the house itself, the ranger
supervises a tour. He provides the information about the Grant family and about
the romance between the pro-Confederate Colonial Dent’s daughter Julia and
the Union general soon to become president of the United States, Ulysses S.
Grant. He predicts what the visitors would and would not see inside the house.
Then he allows the group to explore inside the house while he remains
available there for questions. The tour guide at the Scott Joplin House, on the
day we visited, led a more traditional tour, herding us and the other visitors from
room to room, pointing out the objects that fit her script. There was a university
intern hosting the visitors to the Eugene Field House the day we went. She
asked if we wanted her to guide us through the house or if we just wanted to

look around on our own and ask her any questions we had. We were
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given such a choice, perhaps because the intern recognized me as having led
her class through the Bolduc House Museum during a historic preservation field
school summer class the year before and because there were no other visitors

on site when we visited.

New interpretive strategies that aim to produce new knowledge and
information

As is evident from Patricia West’s research on the founding of four major
American historic house museums, their interpreted “heritage” has been
scripted by elites for other Americans who “need” reminding, or educating,
about the tenets of patriotism, as well as for those who “need help” embracing
the ideas and aesthetics that predispose the fulfillment of the American Dream.
(West 1999). The purpose of heritage as it has been expressed in many
privately owned and operated historic house museums and in celebrations like
the 1904 World’s Fair at St. Louis, for example, has been to solidify the white
male hero version of U.S. history in an effort to manage a political or social
message that maintains an elitist status quo or hegemony. The problem with
this status quo is that it leaves many of the characters, themes and actions out
of the story. These former homes of the first families of (the authorized version
of) American history tend to be as much about replicating the original interiors

and landscape designs as they are about elevating the famous Americans.

The Tenement Museum in Manhattan is a historic house museum with a
founding mission that challenges the house museum norm in its interpretive

goals and strategies. According to Charles Hardy:

By crossing the boundaries of ethnicity and class, public and
private, past and present, [the Tenement Museum] has the
potential .... to be part of a watershed moment in the history of
museums. (Hardy 1997 p.1013).

Indeed, by implementing a radically different interpretive strategy that replaces
the period room approach with narratives informed by social history, a

transformation of the American historic house museum sector “from shrines to
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sites of social relevance” (Pustz 2010 p.33) may be possible. Other innovative
approaches to new interpretive strategies being implemented at historic house
museums include Anarchy, Living History, and Museum Hack. None of these
approaches, however, shift the interpretive imperatives away from the idea that
the museum is the interpretive authority and that they are providing the

interpretation to and for the visitor.

Anarchy

The Anarchist Guide to Historic House Museums (Anarchy) is a LinkedIn group
with 1406 members as of April 20, 2016 which is led by Franklin D. Vagnone.
(Vagnone 2016). It is a forum that questions the viability of the house museum
using cynicism and an exchange of both information and opinions. It is also the
title of a book by Vagnone and Ryan (Vagnone & Ryan 2016) that provides a
series of well-researched, documented critiques of the house museum sector
alongside innovative suggestions for engaging new audiences and especially

the local community in which a historic house museum is located. The book:

calls for the holistic de-construction of the HHM (historic house
museum) and the re-establishment of a paradigm from the

perspective of human habitation (Vagnone & Ryan 2016 p. 41).

They discuss such things as elevating “emotive experience to a standing equal
with historical exactitude” and “promoting poetic preservation.” (Ibid., p. 37).
Their book provides a do-it-yourself evaluative tool for historic house museums
along five standards: community engagement and participation,
communication, visitor experience, collections and environment, and “shelter”
and preservation (Ibid.). In spite of its innovative ideas, Anarchy still operates
within the paradigm that interpretation is something done to or for the visitor,
although it makes some space for the visitor to “leave a mark” on the museum
by “fingerprinting.” (Ibid., p. 146-149).

Museum Hack

Museum Hack also concentrates its efforts on engaging new audiences with

the museum. However, where Anarchy seeks to transform the museum from
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the inside out, Hack is an outside vendor of highly priced, specialized visitor
experiences that aim to bring into the museum people who might otherwise not
choose to go. Museum Hack bills itself as a “highly interactive, subversive, fun,
non-traditional museum tour” (Museum Hack 2017). It markets itself as the
answer to any museum’s declining visitor statistics. It blames this decline on an
out-of-touch approach to interpretation that does not appear relevant to

millennials. Their website explains:

Museum Hack is known for our Renegade Museum Tours, which
include sassy stories, juicy gossip, activities in the galleries and
fun photos with the art. We've attracted thousands of millennials
and other groups to the museums we operate at by speaking their
language and engaging on the channels that work for them
(Museum Hack 2016).

The company creates games, dances, creative challenges and scavenger
hunts that rely on group activities and proceeds from a non-museum, non-art

history background. They explain:

We came into museums with fresh eyes, and never stopped
asking the question, ‘how do we make this more interesting?’
We've taken elements from all over, including theatre, tech
startups, and leading edge business practices to develop a new
approach to museum tours (lbid.).

This model does not promote the museum as the authority. Instead, Museum

Hack tours are contracted from the museum and led by non-museum guides.

The digital “wing” of the Museum of American Art, Reynolda House, contracted
with Museum Hack to “curate an online gallery.” Referring to Museum Hack’s

approach as “visitor-curated”, the museum reflected that:

Our experience with Museum Hack demanded that Reynolda
House be a cross-collaborative institution that blurs the lines

between museum disciplines. (Oxford 2014).
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This approach to interpretation leaves some space for a more iterative kind of
interpretation, such as hermeneutics would understand interpretation, because
it prompts the visitors to come up with collaborative, but independent-of-the-
museum’s statements, songs or actions in response to artifacts or other
information. For museums that consider themselves to be “shrines” in memory
of heroic historic figures, this approach may be perceived as too irreverent and
flippant. In fact, Nick Sacco criticized Museum Hack’s program at the Heart of

the Civil War Heritage Area for:

the heavy emphasis on ‘fun’ [that] ran the risk of trivializing the
meaning of a war with great significance to American history
(Sacco 2015).

He feels that:

considerations of tone, environment, place and context should be
taken into account when designing a program at such a charged
place [and that he] was not the only one who questioned the
appropriateness of turning Civil War weapons into instruments for
fighting zombies or wondered where discussions of politics,

slavery or causes of the Civil War fit into the program (lbid.)

Living History

Colonial Williamsburg, Plymouth and Connor Prairie Pioneer Settlement are
three examples of historic sites that include collections of historic houses and
utilize the interpretive strategy known as Living History. Living History involves
the use of costumed interpreters who adopt and portray a character who would
have been at the site during the period that is being presented. Each of the
sites, referenced above, utilize a first-person approach in which the interpreters
act as if they are an incarnation of the historic, real person they are portraying.
These interpreters have a thorough knowledge of both the period, in general,
and of the specifics related to the character they portray. They use reproduction
tools and artifacts to do the “care and feeding” of their site as part of the

interpretation—baking pies or making gunpowder, for example, in front of, and
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sometimes assisted by, visitors. At Williamsburg, an interpreter’s pay is based
on their expertise. Craftsmen are hired in as apprentices who advance through
the guild ranks of journeyman and master. Other Living History sites use a
third-person approach in which an interpreter does not embody the character of
a person from the past but, instead, is dressed and involved in period-
appropriate activities. Third-person Living History interpreters speak from a
modern perspective about what they are doing, how and why, whereas first-
person interpreters do not break character. They do, however, keep their
conversations rooted in the past (ALHFAM 2017).

According to Bryk:

The house infused with character and activity moves the historic
house from a memorial to one in which the characters or their
household may seem more complex, believable, and even
likeable (Bryk 2002).

Living History shifts the house museum away from an object-driven guided tour

to a:
moment-in-time installation, where characters and their activities
take center stage, [and] household goods serve as a backdrop
(Ibid.)

It also:

requires the curator to possess a disciplined imagination and an
intuition about the characters whose lives are being interpreted
(Ibid.).

Lloyd suggests that the first-person approach is:

challenging, but when done well, it encourages visitors to interact
with the interpreters because it carries the potential of making
history personal. (Lloyd 2002).
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Vagnone and Ryan counter that:

While history lovers may enjoy the make believe [of costumed
interpreters], less seasoned visitors may find the pretend to be
off-putting because it places them in the role of an other,

confused and unwelcome (Vagnone & Ryan 2016 p. 85).

Under my leadership, the Bolduc House Museum began to move towards a
Living History style of interpretation by gradually incorporating elements
consistent with the 18th-century French village we represented. One of the
most interesting observations we made as we added activities— such as militia
re-enactors challenging each other to throw a tomahawk at a wooden target,
baking bread in a Quebec style clay oven that we built, and washing wool to
spin and weave—was that the visitors were more attracted to the activity than
to the period. They asked questions like “Is that a real fire?” and “Did that come
from a real sheep?” The interpreters needed to be experts at what they were
doing, but the conversation rarely moved to any discussion of historical or
cultural issues. However, visitors went home having tasted a piece of bread,
thrown a tomahawk, spun a length of wool or cooperated with other visitors to
twist a rope. They were more likely to linger at the site longer to interact with
the Living History activity and to participate actively in the experience than
when the interpretation was limited to a standard guided tour. It is the learning
curve for the museum, along with the difficulty of locating, or producing, period-
appropriate tools, materials and methods that makes Living History a

challenge, in my opinion.

Interpretation of diversity at the American historic house
museum: strategies, criticisms, Slave Dwelling Project

The traditional approach to interpretation at a historic house museum depends
on a perhaps naive assessment that a home is a safe, nurturing place that

brings happy memories. As Donnelly wrote:

A historic dwelling provides a compact and holistic environment

for offering lessons in history. No matter what its age, size, or
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style, or what life inside and outside was like, a residence is a

universally understood place (Donnelly, 2002).

This “no place like home” attitude can be a sham that covers over any unsavory
“family business,” domestic violence, abusive treatment of slaves and servants,
and more, as was noted in the discussions of the participant team after visiting
the three project sites. Vagnone and Ryan quote a series of tweets in their

book, one of which may make this clear:

See, the primary problem with slavery is not that your house
might be bad. It is that you are a slave (Vagnone & Ryan 2016
p.71).

By purposefully including, at the historic house museum, the interpretation of
these other voices, and, perhaps, a more balanced set of messages, a shift
may occur that may ring truer to a more diverse segment of visitors that may be
attracted, as a result. Some house museums have already begun to
incorporate an interpretation of diversity, even though, as will be seen, most of
this interpretation continues to be done to and for the visitor. It often also

continues to assert the primary authority of the museum’s exhibit.

Donna Ann Harris laments that most historic house museums “romanticize and
honor local forefathers.” Most of whom, she quotes Richard Moe, are “dead rich
white guys.” (Harris 2007). Such was certainly the vision of Colonial
Williamsburg in the 1930s. Even now, with a well-funded commitment to
incorporate a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural cast of Native Americans and Africans,
Williamsburg, according to the findings of Handler and Gable, has only partially
succeeded. Indeed, their observations describe the interpretation of African
Americans through the lens of their enslaved positions vis a vis their white

masters and mistresses. They elaborate as follows:

As we see it, new characters and topics have become vehicles for
an uncritical retelling of some old American myths (Handler, R.
and Gable, E. 1997).
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However, Levinson reports that according to Lonnie Bunch, the founding
director of the National Museum of African American History and Culture,
“exploring issues of race is essential to [the visitor's] understanding of
American culture.” (Levinson 2014 p. 48-49). Exploring issues of race, ethnicity
and gender are essential, but, as this project will demonstrate, mere inclusion is
not enough. It is not just enough, which is why | am insisting on a different
approach to interpretation that does disrupt, interrupt and confront old

stereotypes while honoring the contributions of all of the participants.

Interpreting diversity well and consistently is a relatively recent priority for the
museum in general and for the American house museum sector in particular.
Yet unanswered is a question that Levinson reports was asked by Saidya
Hartman:

How does one revisit the scene of subjugations without replicating

the grammar of violence? (lbid.).

Scott asks the same question this way:

How do sites... go beyond celebratory shrines or exquisite
archaeological specimens to foreground social issues like racial
conflict, slavery and segregation without sacrificing positive visitor
experience and family fun or without ghetto-izing these subjects
into ‘segregated knowledge’ by confining them to special

programs and tours? (Magellsen 2011).

This challenge is made even more complicated, according to Stephen Hanna,
by the fact that:

our national memory as well as the collective memories and
landscapes of cities, towns and rural areas are constructed of
white-centric narratives containing an often hidden Africanist

presence (Hanna 2008).
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Hanna continues his critique of southern American museums and memorials in

a post-Civil Rights society for not:

constituting a direct challenge to the dominant narratives...and to
guestion or disrupt the histories performed within plantation
museums and on Civil War battlefields...challenges to the white-

washed memories (lbid.).

Figure 1-3. Left: Confederate Soldier Statue in the Gainesville, GA, Town Square.
Figure 1-4. Right: Text on the Base of the Statue. Photographs by Lesley Barker

The place of honor given to a statue of a Confederate soldier in the Gainesville,
Georgia, town square, as of December 2016, illustrates this problematic
practice (Figures 1-3, 1-4 above). The statue f