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ABSTRACT

This paper takes a fresh look at the Centennial Exhibition of 1876 and exhibits that

interpret it, and suggests new exhibit strategies to re-interpretaimglicated moment in
American history.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1876 America celebrated one hundred years of independence from Great
Britain with an International Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures, and Productseoboll
and Mine. The exhibition is better known as the Centennial Exhibition of18%#8d in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the Centennial’s primary objective was to dem@hsinat
America and the world progressed from its previous agricultural state inltiodiirstrial
Revolution. Most people viewed it as a successful demonstration of progress but it
actually had a mixed impact on society. Beginning in the 1980s several historians
published books that more fully discussed the Centennial. They emphasized its positive
traits, while also examining the full impact of “progress” on a rangssoies including
nationalism, and representations of African Americans, Native Americachsy@nen.
Museum exhibits on the Centennial have not yet fully incorporated this newer
scholarship, but they are beginning to do so. The purpose of this paper is to briefly
outline this scholarship and the state of past and present exhibits on the Centathitaal, a
suggest new methods of exhibition that fully incorporate historical schqlaasti
modern museum theory.

The Centennial Exhibition was the first successful International Exdmlaitithe
United States, but not the first in the world. Great Britain held the first in London in
1851. The Exposition Universelle in Paris, France followed in 1851 and the
Weltausstellungn Vienna, Austria-Hungary followed in 1867. Several more
International Exhibitions followed the Centennial in the same style, includintg®i

World’s Columbian Exhibition in Chicago and the 1915 Panama-Pacific International

! The Centennial Exhibition is sometimes referredgdhe Centennial Exposition. Exposition is the
French name for the same style of fair.
Vi



Exhibition in San Francisco. All these exhibitions follow what Steven Conn had calle

an “object based epistemology,” where designers believe that objects speak for
themselves with a minimal amount of textual labels or other interpretive iafiom It
remained popular until the 1920s when American tastes and culture changed in response
to radio and cinema.

Philadelphia cleared a large section of Fairmount Park to build the Centennial
Various committees oversaw planning, including the United States Centennial
Commission, Centennial Board of Finance, and the Centennial Committee on
Classification. Several large buildings housed most of the exhibits, organized by
category and nation. The grounds also housed several smaller state-sponshoed pavi
and comfort stations. A few of these pavilions, especially the United StatesGewer
Building, included exhibits, but most did not. Colonial territories, such as the Belgia
Congo, appeared with their European masters. These European nations, combined with
the United States, made up the majority of the exhibitors. Japan, China, AuBtadi§
and the Orange Free State (now part of South Africa) also produced exhibiisitbet
thought popular—often because of the novelty of a non-European country presenting

itself on the same stage as the world’s dominant potvers.

2 Steven Connlyluseums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-1@26icago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998), 4.

%The Transvaal RepublicNew York Evangelidflay 10, 1877, ifAmerica’s Historical Newspapers
http://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opcix_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft_dat=11
FFBEQAED1C9D50&sve_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_@dEE€297002C4725AF [accessed March
10, 2010]; “A significant FactNew York Tribunéugust 6, 1877, il\merica’s Historical
Newspaperhttp://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opéatx_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft_dat=12
9A2E68A2192428&svc_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_d#E€297002C4725AF, [accessed March
10, 2010].
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For the United States, the Centennial Exhibition occurred during a transitional
moment in the nation’s history. The economy transitioned from agrarian to industrial
and the nation began to experience the challenges that an industrial ecomgsy bri
The nation was also still healing from the Civil War. The army still occugeeral
southern states. At the same time, African Americans crafted new aeostyslives that
highlighted independence. Women also experienced a transition in their socgetal rol
they focused their protests on women'’s suffrage. Meanwhile, continuing encesdchm
on the frontier caused major conflict with Native Americans, souring alifeagile
relations between native tribes and the federal government.

The Centennial Exhibition’s planners expressly craved some sort of unified
national front to display, even if it was a thin veneer. This was, aftenal;itded Age.

A period of astronomical rates of progress and success for a few that masked wha
otherwise a turbulent time in American history. Scholars have written aboutihé t

of the Gilded Age for some time. Only beginning in the 1980s, however, did the
literature on the Centennial Exhibition incorporate the tumult of the Gilded Age into its
narrative. Before then, criticism of the Centennial mostly concerned itggdeexd

chaotic organization. Increasingly its substance came into focus as sthk&dghe

event to conditions of the tinfe.

Scholarship on the Centennial has always acknowledged that it was a boon for
Western progress. Many nations retooled their industries after seeing how othe

countries manufactured goods. Germany completely overhauled its manufacturing

* Jeffrey Howe,“A 'Monster Edifice": Ambivalence, pqpriation, and the Forging of Cultural Identity a
the Centennial Exhibition,Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biograph26, no. 4 (2002) 635,
JSTOR http://www.jstor.org/stable/20093577 [accesseddidd, 2010].
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systems after seeing the quality and quantity achieved by Americamom@mspvithout

damaging profit. A great number of new technologies and products owe their pgpularit

and success to being displayed at the Centennial. The United States im e seardiit

with its success, and consequently began to play a larger role on the worfd stage.
Fully interpreting the Centennial Exhibition provides the ability to use o eve

to engage with many difficult issues in American history. American sosistill

grappling with issues of racism and nationalism, and the Centennial can be useakas a

to further these discussions. In the past thirty years scholars have begpiote the

Centennial with this new lens, and it can be used as a springboard to develop a wider

conversation among all members of society.

® Bruno Giberti,Designing the Centennial: A History of the 187g&inational Exhibition in Philadelphia
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2002§,11
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CHAPTER
1. SCHOLARSHIP ANALYSIS

Scholarship discussing the Centennial Exhibition demonstrates its complasit
the introduction showed, a complicated portrait has arose in recent years. Secondary
scholarship first appeared in 1973, but inklings of a complicated story reach back to
newspaper articles from the era of the Centennial. Two key issues af eaus
nationalism arose in these early newspaper articles and scholars redidd¢been
beginning in the 1980s. African Americans lacked representation at the Ceriznnia
placate Southern states and encourage their participation. Native Amerivansasea
savage precursor so white Americans could understand how much the United States had
progressed. Women'’s attempts to be treated as equals failed when for@igs nati
received space originally allotted to them. Finally, the Centennial Exhibitmnred as
the West entered a period of extreme nationalist identity. It pitted theadasast the
East, and also increased tensions between Western powers in Europe and th@sAmeric
The Centennial Exhibition exacerbated these tensions. Its brand of natici@lisdithe
Spanish-American and Boer (South African) Wars and eventually World War I. The
Centennial did not cause this nationalism, but helped broadcast it.

Secondary scholarship can only evaluate an event after it has finished. Years
before scholars entered the discussion of the Centennial, newspapers published hundreds
of articles about the event. These articles contained mostly positive seMevhat was
on display and its impact on the nation. Hieladelphia Inquirerstated that “the
success of the exposition was assured on the opening day, for it was in itselthe m
successful exhibition of the products of the arts and sciences that the wonghas e

1



seen.” Some criticism, mostly from the South, derided it as a Northern plotetesl s
refused to participate. THRichmond Dispatcktated that Virginians “care nothing about
the Centennial save in the light that it is from all accounts a fine exhibitiar ahd

artifice; but as a celebration of things that live not in the American, legart

abomination.” These articles, combined with speeches given by represertghtives
Northern States demonstrated that the Centennial did not heal the wounds of the Civil
War. However as David Blight and other scholars of the late nineteenth century have
proven, events such as the Centennial helped the process of Reconciliation bdetween t
Northern and Southern states by demonstrating that the North was willing tcooaisgr
on issues such as the treatment of African Amerians.

After the Centennial closed, newspaper coverage continued because tieere wer
still issues swirling around the event. For example, the Centennial Board nofé&ina
promised shareholders that they would receive a profit. The Centennial only broke eve
after paying back a government loan. Newspapers discussed the merit addgSongr
forgiving the loan, and use the funds to pay the shareholders. Another flurrglesarti
appeared in advance of Chicago World Columbian Exposition in 1893. They suggested
that the Centennial could be a model for the Chicago exposition. Finally acferies

recollections orchestrated by a former committee member, Silas Edgdr appeared in

®“The Success of the ExpositiorPhiladelphia Inquirer Aug. 24, 1876America’s Historical Newspapers
http://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opcix_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft_dat=11
1FF36F2B5C8A48&svc_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_@&€297002C4725AF [accessed March
2, 2010];Christian RecorderNov. 2 1876African American Newspapevavw.accessible.com
[accessed March 5, 2010].



the 1920s in honor of the Centennial’s fiftieth anniversary. These memorials and
included very little criticisn.

After the 1920s interest in the Centennial waned until the era of the bicentennial
celebrations, perhaps because of the failure of the Sesquicentennial &xhilie
Sesquicentennial attempted to “update” the Centennial by demonstrating America
progress in the intervening fifty years, using the same exhibit methodology. Inat9v3 J
Maas published the first scholarly work on the Centendibk Glorious Enterprise:

The Centennial Exhibition of 1876 and H. J. Schwarzmann, Architect-in-@Giboefssed
primarily the work of Schwarzmann, one of the Centennial’s primary architBgts
focusing on Schwarzmann, one of the least controversial figures from then@iaht
Maas’s book did not create any controversy. For example, Native Americansyare onl
discussed by Maas when he references other events that happened in 1876 Jlgpecifica
Custer’s last stand. Maas also perpetuated the uncritical narrativegoé$s at the

Centennial that cemented by the time of the Sesquicent&nnial.

" “Philadelphia’s Foreign Trade?hiladelphia InquirerJune 9, 1877America’s Historical Newspapers
http://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opcix_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft_dat=11
1FF5131B3A7968&svc_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_@&€297002C4725AF [accessed
February 28, 2010]; “New York and the Centennialsuggestion that government make a gift of
1,500,000 to the ExhibitionPhiladelphia TribuneJanuary 5, 187 America’s Historical Newspapers
http://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opatx_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft dat=11
1FF60BDE5430D0&svc_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_@EE297002C4725AF [accessed March
7, 2010] “The Faire of 1876 and of 189Raily Evening Bulletin(San Francisco, CA) Feb. 6, 1890,
America’s Historical Newspaper
http://docs.newsbank.com.libproxy.temple.edu/opcix_ver=z39.88-
2004&rft_id=info:sid/iw.newsbank.com:EANX&rft_valofmat=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:ctx&rft_dat=11
75FAE9ABA752D0&svc_dat=HistArchive:ahnpdoc&req_daEC297002C4725AF [accessed March
1, 2010]; Silas Edgar Trouthe story of the Centennial of 1876; golden anrsiag; 1929, in HSP
Archives.

8John Maas,The Glorious Enterprise: The Centennial Exhibitof 1876 and H. J. Schwarzmann,
Architect-in-Chief, {Vatkins Glen: American Life Foundation, 197804



Recently, Bruno Giberti wrote a monograph specifically on the Centesnial’
design. He describes the two tier system of organization that the Ceneomialittee
on Classification designed for the exhibits. Every object on display was organized by
type and country of origin. The committee organized the exhibit floor by national
grouping, which they referred to as “by races.” Previous exhibitions in Eurapesdplee
host country at center with the rest of the world in a rough geographic reptesent
The committee placed America at the center, surrounded by the Germaoms nati
France, and Britain. The organization did not work, however, because it was nearly
impossible to align so many countries, and the style also did not properly integiaats A
and other outlying “races.” In the end, the Centennial felt like a jumble to msityrs?
While citing the possible flaws with the design paradigm, Giberti deniethnat
Centennial actually followed a philosophy of American centered nationalistead
Giberti claims that it was simply a convenient form of organization. RobeelRg
prominent Worlds Fair scholar and authoAdifthe Worlds a Faidisagrees with
Giberti. He suggests that the design was a racist and nationalistiar&8&irchenblatt-
Gimlet would claim that the Centennial’s organization reinforces nativmalilses,
even if it is not blatantly discussed. The organization of the building could be
considered am situinstallation where a part of a society is used to represent the whole,
such as a fully furnished Native American “teepee” being used to reptlesastitire
Native American population. At the Centennial, the American centered floorplae of t
floor represents the whole world. Even without consciously acknowledging it, visitors

unconsciously imbibe the message of American superiority by simply follotviaggh

° Bruno Giberti,Designing the CentenniaB9-91.



the exhibit as designed, leaving with an idea that America is a dominant ipaiver
world*®

Nationalism was also strengthened by the Centennial within Americaugtt
not as much as organizers had hoped. The country was still healing form the wounds of
the Civil War. David Blight'sSRace and Reuniotescribes the relationship between the
former warring factions in 1876. The Northern army still occupied parts of the South,
and neither side yet forgave the other for the transgressions of the Civil War. T
Centennial was conceived in part to help unify the nation and overcome these issues.
However the divide between the North and South that caused the Civil War was too great
to cross with one event. Many of the concessions made by the North, espathally w
regard to the treatment of African Americans, would help begin the proaghks i8fers
to as Reconciliation. During Reconciliation, the North and South “learned” to work
together again by pushing many of the issues that started the Civil WHranto
background. Blight's general work on Reconciliation complements Philip Fonerés mor
specific articles on the Centennial. Foner suggests that the Northern dominated
Centennial committees bowed to pressure from Southerners in order to achieuaa mi
level of cooperation at the Centennial and help begin the Reconciliation process, even
before Reconstruction had completely ended (the last troops were not removeuefrom t

South until January of 187%).

19 Robert RydellAll the World’s A Fair: Visions of Empire at Ameain International Expositions, 1876-
1916,(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), Barbara Kirchenblatt-Gimlet, “Objects of
EthnographyDestination culture: tourism, museums, and hestd8erkeley: University of
California Press, 1998), 20.

M David W. Blight,Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Mem@@ambridge: Belknap Press,
2001) 359; Philip Foner, “Black Participation a¢ tGentennial of 1876 Negro History Bulletin39
no.2 (1976) 533.



Foner also proposes that an opportunity existed to use the Centennial to lift the
image of African Americans instead of lowering it. During the Centenrp&disning
period, members of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church attemptedhta ga
role in planning. Remarking in ti&hristian Recordefwe have done something ... and
should not that something be felt and seen during the Centennial Celebratiom?” The
efforts were mostly in vain. Appeasing the South was only one part of whitanegsi$o
African American participation. Many Northern whites also believedAhatan
Americans were backward and savage. Even among women, racism wasasignifi
African American women originally planned to raise funds for the Centennal@m
their white counterparts, but were restricted to working in their own commsinitihe
African American women protested, white committeewomen responded thedakgn
was the “law of the land,” and that they could emigrate to Africa if they didgneea
Instead, African American women simply stopped raising funds for the Centennial
Racism pervaded even after the Centennial opened. Frederick Douglagscalntaot
speak at the opening ceremony because security guards did not recognizectre Afri
American orator?

Foner also demonstrates that African Americans generally did nof jmetei
the Centennial. Very few African Americans worked in constructing thgréainds,
despite a near 70% unemployment rate among African American males in phikade
Very few African Americans worked within the grounds once the Centennial opened,
mostly as messengers and other unskilled laborers. Gary Nash supportsNaster.

found that only a few exhibitors were African American, and only a few @bject

2philip Foner, “Black Participation at the Centemfig34



concerned African Americans. One was a memorial to freed slaves—hyaddtalian
sculptor. Another popular piece was a bust of Richard Allen, which, unlike other statues
and memorials, had to be removed by an African American organization aftéyshesc
of the Centennial at their own expense. Philadelphia’s own Mother Bethel AMEIC
eventually donated the money and space to move it. Nash also discusses the most
popular representation of African Americans at the Centennial, the “Southe¢auiRes’
where “a band of old-time plantation ‘darkies’ [sang] quaint melodies and gteum t
banjo before visitors of every clime.” The popularity of the minstrel show demtesstr
the low position of African Americans in society, well beyond the Centennial
fairgrounds. Its inclusion in the Centennial Exhibition demonstrates that treesjver
stereotypes reach far beyond the fairgrourids.

Unlike African Americans, who were largely unrepresented, Native Aaresic
were drastically misrepresented. Native Americans served alaaleian the
Centennial’s progress narrative. They provided a baseline to measure tlesguoigr
white Americans. Conn calls the Smithsonian’s exhibit in the United Statesr@we
Building a “natural history “exhibit, portraying the natives as leftovemsfa savage
past. Rydell goes even further, calling the exhibit exploitative. Agaich&mblatt-
Gimlet’s idea of unconsciously transferring the ideas presented in an extolihe real
world is a major issue. White visitors learned that America achievedsivedeat by
“civilizing” the land that once belonged to savage peoples. A columnist froAtldic
Monthlydemonstrated this idea by remarking that “the red man as he appeaigyin eff

and in photograph in this collection is a hideous demon, whose malign traits can hardly

13 Gary NashFirst City: Philadelphia and the Forging of Amesiz Memory (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 271.
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inspire any emotion softer than abhorrence.” Events unrelated to the Centennial but
occurring at the same time further hurt the image of Native Ameridan8attle of
Little Bighorn—the last real victory for Native tribes—also contributedhéoview of
Natives as savages. To win the battle native tribes has to kill a largecAmfarce,
which reinforced the view of natives as savages because they killed wheticans:*
African American and Native American attendance at the Centennidditodi
was low, due in part to their economic status. The same held true for the white working
class. The entry fee to the Centennial was fifty cents, a princely sum in 1876.
Additionally, most Americans worked six day weeks, but the fairgrounds were& dose
Sundays, their only free day. Lyn Spillman explainslation and Commemoratidhat
labor movements, especially in Philadelphia, were at a low ebb in 1876 and unable to
make their presence known as a group. The working class operated the maciinery a
created the manufactures on display making their absence somewhat ironmarspill
contends that the idea of a labor movement and an understanding of the working class
was simply not in the minds of most American intellectuals for several rearsy
Unlike African Americans and Native Americans women managed to get part of
their message heard. The Centennial Board of Finance created a Womeh&\Auxi
Committee to help raise funds for the Centennial Exhibition. Most powerful in
Philadelphia, the committee raised a substantial sum of money for the Cergennial
construction. In turn the Board of Finance promised women space for their ownsexhibit

in the Main Building and the other exhibit halls. At the last minute this pronase w

14 Steven Connyluseum and American Intellectual Lif&9; Rydell All the World's a Fair,27. and quote
from Gary NashFirst City, 267.

'3 yn Spillman,Nation and Commemoration: Creating National Idées in the United States and
Australia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 4



recanted, and instead the women were encouraged to raise yet more funds danthei
building!®

The Women'’s Pavilion became one of the most popular parts of the Centennial
Exhibition. James Gilbert discusses that women attempted to use the exhaimt to g
equality with men. Consequently manufactures and other goods normally produced by
men constituted the majority of the objects displayed. The women even had their own
steam engine, operated by a woman. Segregation to a separate buildingd¢hgoere
message significantly, keeping women in their “separate sphere” from memeamdin
pieces of the exhibition. The quest for equality between men and women is stilgang
although not nearly as difficult as it was in the late nineteenth ceftury.

Since the 1980s historiography on the Centennial Exhibition has opened new
connections between this event and the Gilded Age. The treatment of women, Native
Americans, and African Americans are indicative of the greater problethis of
tumultuous period in American history. Its nationalist undertones increasedtitmmpe
between nations in a manner that became dangerous only a few decades later. This
impact was pieced together from several disparate monographs and jouctesd artithe
Gilded Age and International Exhibitions. A single monograph that fully examines the

impact of the Centennial on America and the World has yet to be written.

16 Gary NastFirst City, 273.

3ames Gilbert, “Worlds Fairs as Historical Evenis,Fair Representations: World’s Fairs and the
Modern World ed. Robert W. Rydell and Nancy Gwinn, (Amsterdavitd University Press, 1994),
13-27.
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CHAPTER
2. INTERPRETING THE CENTENNIAL

There have been several museum exhibits that interpret the Centenniali&gxhibi
This paper will examine three of these exhibits. These exhibits demonisteste
different lenses for interpretation. The first, the Smithsonian Institsti@v6: A
Centennial Exhibitionppened in 1976 at the Arts & Industries Building in Washington,
D.C., as part of the nationwide Bicentennial celebrations. It attemptedé¢atethe
“progress oriented” environment of 1876. The second is the children’s exhibit
Centennial Exploratiomt the Please Touch Museum (PTM) in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, opened in 2008 when the PTM moved into Memorial Hall, one of the last
remaining buildings from 1876. It attempts to explain the Centennial Ewhnilbat
children. The third exhibit is th@entennial Exhibition Digital Collectioof the Free
Library of Philadelphia, which opened in 2001 and is only accessible on the interiset. It
image based and focuses on providing a large number of images more than imgerpret
them.

| have determined three criteria for evaluating museum exhibits baseel loesth
practices illustrated in scholarship of public history and museum theory. FirekHitét
must engage with recent Centennial Exhibition scholarship, such as the worlkeldetail
the first section of this paper. Scholarship helps strengthen an exhibisageemd
keeps it historically accurate, preventing the tendency to simplify gte gathy
Stanton’sThe Lowell Experimerdemonstrates how a well-meaning historical project can
go awry if aspects of its history are “sterilized” or ignored becausgedihaot fit the
project’s mission. Stanton’s primary example is a sterilized and idéalegsion of the

10



Lowell “mill girls.” The Lowell girls are idolized as being an earnlicsess in labor
organization, although gains from organizing in Lowell were modest and it reetglect
mention that “mill girls” ultimately withdrew from labor after fiugy to gain significant
concession$?

Second, the exhibit's intended message must match the message the audience
receives. An exhibit is not fully effective unless the audience understandstbatc
As this paper will show, that has not always been the case with exhibits on the Géntenni
Exhibition.

Third, the exhibit must include some form of community engagement and sharing
authority. Engaging with various communities and sharing authority is imparthatg
bring visitors to the museum. Michael FrischAirbhared Authoritgxplains that this
process is important to help deconstruct power centers and put more responsibility for
history in the hands of everyday people. As an example, Frisch discusses a@ymposi
on the oral history of union organizing in the 1930s. Labor historians, and present union
leaders viewed the violent uprisings that unions engaged in so they would gain
recognition differently. Many of the historians felt that it was goldenchg®ions and
bemoaned the fact that unions no longer engaged in explosive action. Meanwhile union
leaders actually felt the opposite, gaining a new appreciation fomibaitrike contracts
and other benefits, thankful for their predecessors, but not willing to return to the

methods of the earlier era. The symposium included no discussion period, a simple way

18 Cathy StantoriThe Lowell Experiment: Public History in a Postisttial City, (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2006), 55.
11



of sharing authority, that could have reconciled these differences in inétiqmebr at

least made sure that the sides understood each'dther.

1876: A Centennial Exhibition

In 1976 the United States celebrated the bicentennial anniversary of the
Declaration of Independence with a decentralized series of celebrations theldentral
exhibition of a century prior. These celebrations focused explicitly on the pa#ity mos
the Colonial era. The National Park Service (NPS) opened several new coldarat his
sites as part of the celebrations in Philadelphia. These included the Declaatgs H
and the Benjamin Franklin Underground Museum. The Smithsonian Institution, for its
part, opened an exhibit focused on the Centennial Exhibition. The Smithsonian’s
Museum of History and Technology (MHT) produd&¥6: A Centennial Exhibitiom
the Arts & Industries Building on the National Mall in Washington, D.C.

The exhibit used the entirety of the Arts and Industries Building makingérlar
than most other Smithsonian exhibitions. The building has the distinction of being the
first expansion site for the Smithsonian after it outgrew the Smithsoniare Cst
designed similarly to the main exhibit buildings at the Centennial Exhibitganfigure 1
for a view of the building). The Smithsonian purchased many of the objects after the
Centennial closed and sent between sixty and eighty railroad cars aaifeden
Philadelphia to Washington, D.C., for exhibition and research purposes. By 1976 most of
this material could not be used for a new exhibit. The objects already were on ulisplay

the National Museum of Natural History, or were seeds, plants, or simifes itet

19 Michael FrischA Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and MeguifiOral and Public History
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), 20-23.
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suitable for exhibition. Instead the Smithsonian borrowed the majority of the of the
objects. Even so, finding enough objects to display was difficult. The Centennial
Exhibition, unlike museums did not have to obey strict accession and deaccession rules.
After 1876 many items from the Centennial entered active service. The Gojsee,

for example, one of the most popular exhibits at the Centennial, was put into seavice at
factory and eventually scrapped. Consequently, objects from the Centenni@lisahs

only about 30% of objects at the Smithsonian exhibit. Objects contemporaneous to the
Centennial, but not displayed in Philadelphia constituted the other 70% of the exhibit.
For example, one of the largest objects on display wagpiéerlocomotive (see figure

2), although produced in 1876 was not exhibited, but was indicative of the type of object
that would have been displayed.

To counteract the fact that many objects were not from the Centennial, the
museum recreated the look and feel of the Centennial as accurately asepdssibarly
planning document suggested that:

There should be a feeling of the festive, optimistic, and progress-oriented

climate created by Americans celebrating 100 years of independence.

There should be a minimum use of modern exhibit techniques and a

maximum use of objects. The atmosphere should be one of slightly

organized chaos and clutter. To the modern visitor the important aspect

of the Centennial is the juxtaposition of the great architectonic space

above with the clutter of the objects displayed on the fidor.

The passage reveals how the exhibit’'s curators recreated a mood byuldladgantage

of the resemblance of the Arts and Industries Building to a pavilion from thter@gal.

Also, recreating the look of 1876 included a minimal use of interpretive labels. The

2 From Harold K. Skramstad, chief of Exhibits pragsga NMHT, to Mrs. Susan Hamilton, Bicentennial
coordinator, Nov. 13, 1972, Smithsonian Archiv@#ijce of Architectural History and Historic
Preservation, Building FilesAcc 06-225 box 1.
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exhibit also recreated the object based epistemology of the Centennial disgpi&ys
designers anticipated that the objects would tell the story themselesitntuch
interpretation.

Problematically fod876,other museums were shifting away from this old exhibit
style. Interpretation, not objects, became the center of exhibit strategySan
Francisco Exploratorium opened in 1969 as a new type of science museum, mixing art
and exhibits to teach science in an interactive way, and became the model for new
museums of all disciplines to emulate At the same time, many museumsddriden
the first of many funding crunches, owing to shortfalls in government support for
museums. To bring in visitors they adopted many of the flashy color schemes and styles
popular in department stores. The Smithsonian exhibit, however, remained fairty true t
the outmoded exhibition theory of its namesake, the Centennial Exhildition.

The exhibit opened many years before critical historic scholarship on the
Centennial Exhibition appeared. One of the few works available then, John WMaas’s
Glorious Enterpriseonly served to reinforce the incomplete narrative of the Centennial as
progress. The Smithsonian’s historian, Robert C. Post’s research focused on the
mechanics of the Centennial, including the theme of progress, but not its adcial a
cultural cost$? Evaluating impact of the Centennial was not in the Smithsonian exhibit's

objective and therefore was not part of the rese@rch.

2 Michelle HenningMuseums, Media and Cultural Theo(@pen University Press, 2005) Amazon
Kindle Edition.

2 Robert C. Post worked for the Smithsonian Insttufor twenty two years and edit@e&chnology and

Culture, the magazine of the Society for the History of Aremogy.

2 |Interestingly, the tone of many documents withie &archives on this exhibit make Robert Post sound
like an outside historian. However the GreenwoaoHliBhing website provides a short biography of
Post, indicating that he worked for the Museum wtéty and Technology.
http://www.greenwood.com/catalog/author/P/Robert Fdst.aspx
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At the same time, the new social history had evolved alongside the Smithsonian’s
exhibit. In 1979 Post proposed replacit®y6with a new exhibit entitled “Made in the
U.S.A.” that would “elucidate the functional relationships” involved in manufacturing,
including a discussion of workers. The exhibit’s original design team were icviolve
other projects, however. The original curators Rodris Roth and Robert VVogel were busy
working on exhibits at the MHT, and the new curator Deb Warner’s job was only a
supplementary position designed to maintain the exhibit, not redesign it. Projegena
William Miner managed the rest of the day-to-day activity. Most staffuding Miner,

did not see a reason to change the exhibit. Visitors found it popular and it met its
objective reasonably well, at least from the staff's point of view. Also no measy
available to change the exhibit. Many, however, including Miner wished to in¢rease
amount and size of the labels. Post pushed for a new exhibit for several years, but to no
avail.?*

And yet, the exhibit’s popularity was not universal. Visitors wrote the
Smithsonian with various complaints. Some visitors did not understand the exhibit’s
objective. One visitor remarked that he was “amazed and shocked by the display of the
Victorian memorabilia... The pieces were not displayed or arranged with sense of
catching the eye and interest of the viewer.” He urged that the staff leatio stage an
exhibit like the ones at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. The tone of the note was
accusatory, and when William Miner responded, his tone was equally argukeentati

Miner responds thdt876was not a modern museum exhibit, and if the visitor noticed the

% Robert Post to Charles Blitzer July 12, 1979, Jeteshour to Charles Blitzer July 9, 1979, and Otto
Mayr to Deb Warner November 8, 1978mithsonian Archives Acc 98-041 National Museum of
American History, Office of the Director, SubjedeB, Box 1.
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sign at the entrance he would have understood that the exhibit’s purpose was to recreate
the look and feel of the original Centennial, not to create a typical modern éxhibit.

There are dozens of other criticisms of the exhibit. Most understand the idea of
the look and feel, but had problems with the actual implementation of the idea. The
Centennial Exhibition opened before electric light and used minimal gasiighthe
new exhibit attempted to recreated the light levels and text laleel €iansequently the
Smithsonian’s exhibit used as little lighting as possible, relying on sunlgtnplaints
reveal that visitors found the lighting level difficult. The dim lighting madeettiebits
hard to see. Visitors also complained about the text labels at the SmithsoniaaxtThe t
was small, and many exhibits did not have enough interpretation for the modern visitor.
One visitor asked specifically about a patent model produced by “A. Lincoln.” kdd as
if the Abraham Lincoln made the model. Another visitor complained, “I've never seen a
museum that did not have signs on its display, or a guide to follow...Very disappointed.”
Clearly there was a significant minority of visitors that did not understandikes+the
exhibit's objective. Smithsonian staffers believed that most of thesgstns were from
visitors who did not understand the exhibit objective, or did not read the signs at the
entrance. In hindsight, however, it is clear that the intended message did not match the
message received by many visitots.

The Smithsonian exhibit also recreated some of the Centennial’'s problematic
messagesl876excluded the same groups, such as African Americans, that the

Centennial Exhibition excluded. There was no attempt at community engagement or

> Matthew Cantor to the Smithsonian Institution, 89&nd William Miner to Matthew Cantor 1978.cc.
98-041box 1.

% Mrs. Coralie Antony to Secretary Ripley May 7, 998ecretary Ripley to Mrs. Antony May 30, 1979,
Acc. 98-041 box 1.
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sharing authority beyond the often caustic responses from staff to visitorezgm

Racial, ethnic, and gender tensions were high in 1976, in some cases as high as they were
in 1876. Virtually ignored issues included the equal treatment of women, and the
changing roles of Native Americans and African Americans. The cargpwover the

Equal Rights Amendment (a proposed constitutional amendment to ban discrimination
based on gender, controversial in part because of redundancy with other amendments),
reverberations from Native American occupation of Alcatraz prison (in 1969 Native
American tribes occupied the island in protest of neglect and mistreatmentron thei
reservations by the federal government), and the controversy over “forcad’hosi

African American communities (because school districts are usuallgt basghere a

person lives, and many communities remained unofficially segregated, courisdega
mandate that students be bused to other schools to remedy issues of representation).
Each of these issues could be directly related to events from the Cerftennial.

However broader community engagement may not have been possible at the
Smithsonian Institution. In theory the Smithsonian museums are “national” museums
and should serve the entire population. However in practice they only serve the portion
of the population that can afford to visit Washington, D.C. Althdl&jf6: A Centennial
Exhibitiondo not exist, it is likely that most were white middle class.

In 1989 objects remaining in the Arts and Industries Building were trarcsterre
the National Museum of Industrial History in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Ad¢mirdsey

sit in open storage, but will eventually be housed in a new re-creative exhibit of the

27 AnCita Benally and Peter Iverson, “Finding HistdryVestern History Journad6, no. 3 (2005), 358,
JSTOR http://www.jstor.org/stable/25443195 [accessedadild 0, 2011].
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Centennial Exhibitio® The lessons from the Smithsonian should be incorporated into

this exhibit, if a recreation is even desirable at all. The intergratatiould not be

limited to the level oi876and should explain the impact of the Centennial on various
groups of Americans. Modern museum practices should be encouraged to ensure that the
visitor actually understands the message of the exhibit. The museum shouldrergke e
effort to incorporate the themes of racism and nationalism that historic sthplaas

connected to the Centennial and be careful not to reify the flawed messagectiighe a

Centennial Exhibition.

% During the writing of this paper | reached outhe National Museum of Industrial History via e-irtai
inquire about their project, however | receivedresponse, probably because the museum does not yet
have a full staff. For more visit “Celebrating Ariea” on the museum’s website. http://www.nmih.org
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Figure 2. The Jupiter Locomotive at1876: A Centennial Exhibitior®

29«Arts and Industries Building”Smithsonian Institution,
http://siarchives.si.edu/history/exhibits/arts/nomith [accessed April 1, 2011].
%0“Arts and Industries Building”Smithsonian Institution,
http://siarchives.si.edu/history/exhibits/arts/nol# [accessed April 1, 2011].
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Figure 3. Mammal Exhibit at 1876: A Centennial Exhibition
Notice the crowded space with many different slighelated
items on display.

31

. Arts and Industries Building”Smithsonian Institution,
http://siarchives.si.edu/history/exhibits/arts/nolis [accessed April 1, 2011].
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Centennial Exploration

The Please Touch Museum (PTM) is Philadelphia’s premier children'sumus
and one of the most popular children’s museums in the United States. Its mission is “t
enrich the lives of children by creating learning opportunities through playttan
“lay the foundation for a lifetime of learning and cultural awaren&sg&he PTM uses
low-technology interactive exhibits to accomplish its mission. Most of thdilare
designed for maximum interaction between parents and children, and even between
different children, including strangers. The interaction is what the musé&hrasito
explore, not the contefit.

Children’s museums are almost always experiential museums. The PTM is
among the top in the country along with museums such as the San Francisco
Exploratorium. Experiential museums are more than just hands-on environmergs wher
the visitor is a simple user. At the PTM, the visiting child becomes part of thatexhi
Their interactions power the way they learn. The experience becomes eeen mor
interactive when parents or other children get involved. A child learns more frdedgui
play than from an unguided interactive with a machine. A simple example involves a
ball and a slanted maze with a hole at the bottom end. There are no instructions but the
design of the maze makes it clear that the object is create a clear ghthtdal to go
into the hole. Eventually a child would find the proper path. But if an adult assists, they

complete the project faster and the child learns the route the ball should tddeeadtitt

32«About the Please Touch MuseumPlease Touch Museur2009 ,http://www.pleasetouchmuseum.org/
[accessed February 15, 2011].

33 Laurel Puchner, Robyn Rapaport, and Suzanne Gaskiearning in Children's Museums: Is It Really
Happening?”Curator, July 2001 orWilson Welhttp://vnweb.hwwilsonweb.com.
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asks open-ended questions in this process, the child not only learns the route the ball
should take, but how to problem solve similar processes in the fiiture.

The PTM is located in Memorial Hall, one of the few remaining buildings from
the 1876 Centennial Exhibition. When the Centennial closed, three buildings remained.
Designers planned that Memorial Hall and Horticultural Hall would remamdstg, but
a third building, the Ohio House, also remained when it was determined that demolishing
the sturdy stone building would be extremely difficult. The Ohio House remaihe as
Centennial Café, a seasonal eatery. The original Horticultural Hallddowven in 1881
although a replacement now sits in its place. The history of MemorialsHdo long
and varied. Until the 1920s it served as home to the Pennsylvania Museum, until that
museum moved to the Benjamin Franklin Parkway and changed its name to the
Philadelphia Museum of Art. The building then became a recreation centergor We
Philadelphia but continued to age as maintenance was deferred. The structure
deteriorated significantly, forcing the need to abandon the building. In 2005 the PTM
chose Memorial Hall for its new location, renovating and restoring it by 2008adé
most of the museum more child friendly with softer textures, brighter colors, and
carpeting, but restored several pieces to their original state, includingtitireved
rotunda areas. The museum retained a 1-192 scale model of the Centennial Exhibition
that sat on the ground floor (see figures 4 antf Sjhe model was gifted to the city in

1890 by Centennial Exhibition Board of Finance member John Baird. In 1901 it was

% Laurel Puchner, et al.

% More pictures of th€entennial Exploratiorexhibit are available on the PTM’s website. Theg copy-
protected and cannot be downloaded for display. h€hey are available at
http://www.pleasetouchmuseum.org/exhibits/centdnaigloration/
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placed in the basement of Memorial Hall after spending several yearsagestarhe
PTM restored it and made it the centerpiece ofietennial Exploratiorexhibit.

Although history is not central to the PTM’s mission, it has always had a historic
toy collection and its staff believes that history is an important part efralfiwareness.
It is difficult, however, to fit history into a children’s museum, especiallywhese
primary audience is children under the age of seven. The museum is presezitpidg
a long range interpretive plan f@entennial Explorationwhich could conceivably
contain new historic interpretation. The present curator of collections, Sadgart,
has asked for specialists in children’s history to help with the design procass. Si
moving into its new historic surroundings, the PTM has also amassed a collection of
historic documents and other artifacts relating to Memorial Hall and thiedeal
Exhibition. Some of these artifacts are integrated into the museum, but most of the books
and documents remain in storatje.

The PTM has four public ways of interpreting the Centennial Exhibition. The
first of these is what they call “grown-up tours.” These tours discuss the lfetiof
Memorial Hall, including its use as the Centennial Art Gallery. The secanckdica of
the torch arm of the Statue of Liberty, first shown at the Centennial ExhibititimgF
with the playful tone of the museum, this replica is made of reclaimed toys. Tdhe thi
way the museum engages with the Centennial Exhibition is through the occasional posts
on “Pinky’s Please Touch Museum” blog. These posts are written through thef eyes

Pinky, a fictional puppet character who lives at the PTM. At the moment tleetena

% “The History of the Please Touch MuseuRigase Touch Museum
http://www.pleasetouchmuseum.org/about/history¢éased Feb 15, 2011].
3'Stacey SwigartH-net Onling 16 December 2009, hnet.msu.edu [Feb 15, 2011].
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posts about various aspects of the Centennial Exhibition, including one on transportation
to West Fairmount Park, and several about objects from the Centennial that are now in
the collection—these are part of the “hide and seek of the week” ¥eries.

The largest, most visible way that the Please Touch Museum interprets the
Centennial Exhibition is through tl&&entennial Exploratioexhibit. Visitors enter the
exhibit through an area known as the “Centennial Depot,” which looks like an old train
station and connects two halves of the museum’s lower level. The main interpretive
space of the exhibit lies behind a set of automatic glass doors. The glassicty192
model of the Centennial grounds dominates the space. Interactive exhibits abcist obje
introduced at the Centennial Exhibition surround the model, including foods, such as the
banana, inventions, such as the telephone, and ideas, such as kindergarten. A train table
is included to commemorate how the majority of visitors arrived at the exhibitidn. Al
these exhibits represent positive progressive elements of the Centenniati&xhi

The exhibit's objective is articulated in two different ways. One isegeiar
parents and the other is geared for educators.

Parents: “By highlighting key themes and innovations from the Centennial

Exhibition of 1876 in Philadelphia, visitors are able to discover and

explore their love for history in a variety of Centennial themed activities.”

It also encourages “fine motor development, cooperative play, and child

directed play.”

Educators: “Introduce concepts of history as it relates to the 1876 Centennial

World’s Fair held in Philadelphia. Centennial Exploration is an exhibit
that serves the range of ages, learning abilities, and cultural

¥ Hide and Seek of the Week is a program wheredheations department encourages visitors to find a
object that is not that visible in the museum.
http://pleasetouchmuseum.blogspot.com/2009/104nicimg-hide-seek-at-please-touch.html
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backgrounds®
The two objectives are similarly worded and accomplish the same purpose. Mhe PT
wants to expose all children to “history” through play. The exhibit attemptskes
history fun while educating at the same time. The interactive piecesfall@wildren to
engage with the exhibit using various types of learning methods: visual, audio, and
kinesthetic.

It is hard to gauge how well the primary audience for this exhibit has understood
the historical message of providing an introduction to the Centennial Exhibition.
Children under the age of seven normally do not write about their visit to the PTM. Their
parents, however, do. Parents give a thorough account of their trip to the museum in
online travel forums and in a survey conducted by Randi Korn and Associates. Both
reveal that, because the PTM is so vast, many families simplZskignnial
Exploration They choose to focus their time on even more interactive parts of the
museum.

Visitors that venture inside the specially climate controlled room typiealoy
the exhibit. The closed doors also help insulate the area from the chaos that is prominent
elsewhere in the museum creating a nice respite for adults and childremiovéaited
by the rest of the museum. These adults love the message about American history and
progress. One parent writes that “there [are] hands-on stations for childrgrioie@-ex
cool stuff like an old telephone, school house, and wooden doll house furniture.” The
survey report discovered that only a quarter of the adults interviewed cahtiexte

exhibit explicitly to the Centennial Exhibition. When asked what the exhibitwvast,

39 «“Centennial ExplorationPlease Touch Museum
http://www.pleasetouchmuseum.org/exhibits/centdnaigloration/ [accessed Feb. 15, 2011].
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one adult visitor commented “it was what Fairmont Park looked like—the Centendial a

a little bit of a glimpse of the world in 1876.” The majority of connected it tcessort

of history, many to the time period of 1876, but not mentioning the Centennial
specifically. Another visitor said “just the history of what was here in dt&ahHall and
Philadelphia and what this whole area—Fairmount Park—is about.” The survey does not
speculate on a reason why many adults might not connect the exhibit to teerant

but it probably is simple. Adults just do not have enough time to take the entire exhibit

in while supervising their children, in fact the survey does discuss signagehibubtige
museum that is routinely ignored because parents cannot take the time towaba it
supervising several young childréh.

The survey reveals another issue with the exhibit. It is not as interacthe as
rest of the museum. Many parents are not impressed by the level of inigracthe
exhibit, and don’t see how the exhibit fits into the rest of the PTM. Consequently they
also believe that the exhibit is designed for adults, especially becausetdrpieee is
the model. Many parents feel that the children’s interactives are justtithieeep them

occupied while the adults view the model.

%0 Jeff, “Please Touch Museum in Memorial Hallit with the Kids Reviev26 October 2008,
http://owtk.com/2008/10/please-touch-museum-merhb@ad-in-philadelphia-the-owtk-review/
[accessed Feb 16, 2011]; Brian Bingaman, “New ‘88eBouch Museum’ opemhe Reporter20
October 2008;
http://www.thereporteronline.com/articles/2008/MMl#e/doc48fcdc006¢c272181636174.txt?viewmod
e=default [accessed Feb 16, 2011]; Natalya Bucuid&ds-On Experience, Philadelphia’s Home for
Childhood Curiosity"dtown 7 January 2011, http://www.dtownmag.com/artmaliigb/day _trip/A-
Hands-On-Experience-Philadelphia-s-Home-for-Chitmth&uriosity.shtml [accessed Feb 16, 2011];
Please Touch Museum Forum Brekaroq http://www.trekaroo.com/activities/please-touchsaum-
philadelphia-pennsylvania?page=1&r_id=13246 [acae$eb 16, 2011]; Randi Korn & Associates,
Audience Research: Understanding Visitors and fTBeperiences at Please Touch Museum at
Memorial Hall, January 2010, pgs. 68-69, www.informalsciencelacgessed April 15, 2011].

26



Visitors interviewed for the survey illustrate the problem of conducting kistor
children’s museum. It is a difficult concept, but it would definitely be betterratubzl
if the exhibit chose to interpret a few elements in depth. An online reviewettlHigids
the museum in general lacks in-depth interactions. This reviewer writes:
really wanted to love the museum, was so impressed with the building,
but in the end, was left cold. There does not seem to be layering of
information, it is “spin and run away activities”. If you wanted to gain
additional insight or find activities to do with kids they are not available.
Museums (including Children’s Museums) are keepers of culture, places
for society to strive for the best.
The reviewer points out a problem with the context of all the exhibits. Although
Centennial Exploratiomloes not have a corporate sponsor, the rest of this criticism
applies. This reviewer suggests that the museum does not actually accamplisth of
“learning through play” because it does not layer information well. Hissargntext.
In simple terms, it answers “who, what, where, and when” but also “why and how.” The
PTM's exhibit easily answers the first four, which are the easiesgnmotunters some
difficulty when it approaches why and how. It explains why items were eatlibitthe
Centennial Exhibition, but not how these items came to be exhibited and not others, nor
does it explain the overarching theme of representation.
The PTM exposes children to “history,” however the message provided is
somewhat sanitized. The interactives demonstrate a passive engagemarstory.
While the exhibit is active—the children are encouraged to play—the hatoarrative

is already predetermined. D. Lynn McRainey and John Russick suggest that¢hganes

of a history exhibit for children should be open. Children should determine the facts and

*1 Mark Walhimer, “Please Touch Museum: Exhibit Revi Museum Planningl1 June 2009, accessed
30 January 2011, http://museumplanner.org/pleasehtexhibition-review/
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narrative on their own with help from the exhibit’s interpretation. Using the BTM’
methodology, interaction with the parent in determining the story should also be a
significant part of the project. McRainey and Russick suggest startin@itysical

“entry point.” The Centennial exhibit could have visitors pass through a physical
turnstile and view a video of other multicultural visitors doing the same. A video is
needed because real time entrances would not provide an accurate sampleasaitey
through the turnstile children would be confronted with a mural of visitors waiting to
enter the Centennial Exhibition with color features exaggerated slightlyntéupietive
panel would ask them to contrast the video and the entrance they just passed through with
the mural and see if they realize the difference. A flip-open panel should alsd e
panel in case the children do not understand. Another panel could ask why there is a
difference. A separate “adults guide” should be available so that adults pdadiéhte

the thought process. It could suggest a series of questions prompting children to think
critically comparing modern times to the late nineteenth cefifury.

More historical scholarship was available when the PTM designécietiiennial
Explorationexhibit in 2005 than when the Smithsoniab8¥6: A Centennial Exhibition
debuted. Rydell, Conn, and Giberti had all published their books. Admittedly it is
difficult to incorporate race, class, gender, and nationalism into a childrdmtstex
However, children often understand much more than they are given credit fon, Agai

using books as an example, there are hundreds if not thousands of children’s books on

*?D. Lynn McRainey and John Russick, “Learning Froidsk Connecting the Exhibition Process to the
Audience”,Curator, April 2009.
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difficult issues such as segregation and the treatment of Native Ameheagsuld be
models for an exhibit on the subjétt.

Evaluating the community engagement aspect is harder. As a wholeMhis PT
active in the community. It has a mentoring program for local high school satent
also have staff members whose sole job is to go to local schools and help children learn
and play constructively. In this way it encourages the child’s imaginatiorhanght
processes in ways that regular schools have moved away from due to the effects of the
No Child Left Behind law'* However, these are external programs, not part of the
museum’s exhibit core. The exhibits themselves, an@é&mennial Exploratiomxhibit
in particular, do very little to provide community engagement on a meaningfulfevel

The exhibit could be used for people to truly explore America at the time of the
Centennial, and encourage comparison to America today. This would be extremely
useful considering that the PTM is located in a predominately lower-classam\f
American neighborhood while the majority of its visitors are middle and upges cl
whites by virtue of its steep admission fee alone. In deference to MgRaiderussick
children and parents should be invited to make the comparison on their own through a
series of guided questions and/or more in depth interactives that illuminate the
similarities and differences between the times. A full examinatiomeo€entennial
would only serve to strengthen the exhibit and squarely situate in the musessisim

of “learning through play” and cultural awareness.

43 Amazon.com has over 140 children'’s titles thatus segregation.
http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&keywords=Segregatiti=n%3A4%2Ck%3ASegregation&pa
ge=1#/ref=sr_pg_6?rh=n%3A283155%2Cn%3A!1000%2Cn%3828k%3ASegregation&page=6&
keywords=Segregation&ie=UTF8&qid=1298441092 [acedddarch 3, 2011].

““Museum Advocacy Day Conference,” Georgetown @ogrice Center, February 28, 2011.

45 “Community Outreach,”Please Touch Museyr. 2009,
http://www.pleasetouchmuseum.org/community_outrépmtcessed Feb 16, 2011].
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The PTM as a whole is a successful museum on many levels, liigrtkennial
Explorationexhibit could develop a deeper interpretation of the Centennial Exhibition.
The message about America’s progress at the Centennial is not well undeystioed b
visiting public, complicating the interpretation of the exhibit by incorporagereral
themes from historic scholarship would strengthen the message and emgiteasize t
Centennial Exhibition. This strengthened message would complement the already
significant community engagement aspect of the museum by incorporatingpbigant
piece into the overall running of the museum; instead of relegating it to special

programming.
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Figure 4. The Centennial Main Building in the modé&*®

Figure 5. Children viewing the extensive John Bait Centennial model?’

“8 Flickr.com
47 Citypass.com
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Centennial Exhibition Digital Collection

The third exhibit is the Centennial Exhibition Digital Collection (CEDC), on the
website of the Free Library of Philadelphia (FLP). The FLP’s Print actdri
Collection developed the exhibit in consultation with several content experts imside t
library. TheCEDCfocuses on images of the Centennial Exhibition, of which it has 1,576
digital reproductions of photographs, lithographs, and paintings, accessible on the
internet. Development began in 1999 when the FLP received a “National Leadership”
grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Sciences. The grant'ssgodprovide
21st century knowledge and skills to current and future generations.” The main purpose
of the grant was to digitize images, not interpret th®rvlore recently the images have
been added to the PhillyHistory.org repository, alongside many other historg afiew
Philadelphid’

TheCEDCis organized in five sections. The first is an “overview” which gives
an short introduction to the Centennial Exhibition. The second section is “exhibition
facts” which is also short. It provides facts about size of the Centennial grounds and the
design of the buildings. The third section, “tours” is the richest section of thetekhibi
contains the majority of the pictures and textual interpretation. The fogttbrse
“Centennial Schoolhouse” includes interpretive “teaching resources,” a série
suggestions for teachers to teach the Centennial in the classroom. Theseamcpge
of an account of a child’s visit to the Centennial Exhibition, a list of children’s books

about the Centennial, and instructions for a paper model of Memorial Hall. Taere ar

“National Leadership Granthstitute of Museum and Library Sciences
http://www.imls.gov/applicants/grants/nationalLeestep.shtm [accessed Feb 12, 2011].

“9 Phillyhistory.org is a repository of images in ttity of Philadelphia, run by the Philadelphia Depaent
of Records.
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also suggestions for basic history lessons where students use the webaitehtéose
basic facts. Finally a search function locates images through a textuhl s¢€ee
figures 5, 6, and 7 for some views of the websfte.)

The main thrust of the exhibit is visual. As in every archive, however, the
materials are highly interpreted. The archive must choose what to keep ardeprds
then creates metadata, information used to catalogue the image. Images plactt
in a series to makes them easier to access. BEREC the photographs are organized
by building. The fourth is providing a mechanism to make the materials availabé to t
public, such as an online site search or finding aid for non-digital items. fuese
levels of interpretation are used on Phillyhistory.org.

However, the FLP’€EDCwebsite has an additional level of interpretation. As
many images as possible are contextualized with additional information oéthen@ial
Exhibition. Since the series are organized by building, each building has its own page
with a short interpretive piece about the significance of the building. An exasnple i
Memorial Hall. The page includes images from Memorial Hall, and alsoiegtte
“salon” style of hanging art, because Memorial Hall was the art gallene contextual
tour pages do not provide access to every image in the collection, it would simply make
the pages too unwieldy. Many are only available by the catalogingnatmm in the site
search.

Joe BenfordCEDC project manager, indicates that the primary objective of the
exhibit is to make the Centennial images available to the public. The historicaitconte

enhances the photographs and also will provides “a snapshot of the Centennial experience

0 “Centennial Schoolhouse” ddentennial Exhibition Digital Collection
http://libwww.library.phila.gov/CenCol/schoolhouktm, [accessed Feb 12, 2011].
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and give a feel to today’s virtual visitor of what it was like back then and also toléncl
some interesting content for a general audience.” Instead of tergrdee Centennial
Exhibition, the tone on thEEDCis more retrospective. It allows for the ability to
involve the Centennial’s impact, but only if the impact is shown visgally.

Photographs do no convey much of the nuance surrounding the Centennial
Exhibition. Many of the issues discussed earlier, such as the lack of Africancam
representation cannot easily be described in an image, because none exist. The image
heavy style of interpretation used by ®EDC makes it difficult to demonstrate an
absence. The page would have to explain how to look at the image and note that African
Americans are not there. For discussing Native Americans, it isulliffccdescribe how
people viewed the images without providing a larger explanation of the images. oA visit
cannot be expected to understand nineteenth century ideals without first knowing what
those ideals are.

In other cases theEDC follows the same progress narrative that the Centennial
Exhibition does. A good example is the short piece discussing the U.S. Government
building. An exhibit on Native Americans filled a significant portion of the bogdiln
the online exhibit the FLP staff uses one line of text to describe the NativecAmer
section at the Centennial. There is much to be said about the Native American exhibit
that cannot be shown through a photograph with such little contextCHBE does not
discuss the “savage” undertones of the display. Other parts of the exhibit do provide a
level of nuance, especially the section regarding the small buildings sponsored by

individual U.S. states. The exhibit references the fact that many Southtrs @t not

*IE-mail message with Joe Benford, 11 March 2011.
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participate and also acknowledges that no negative comomritsdbe made about the
Civil War at the Centennial. However it does not link this to the reason whyaAfric
American participation at the Centennial was so low. Recall that Africagridans
were intentionally omitted from the Centennial in part to appease SouthesT%tate
The CEDCfirst went online in 2001, ten years after Rydellsthe World’'s A
Fair: Visions of Empire at American international expositiamsl Steven Conn’s
Museums and American Intellectual Life: 1876-19@8e published. Incorporatiml
The World’'s a Faiwould have created a better understanding of the U.S. Government
Building’s Native American exhibit. Rydell's work appears in the “furtieading” list
on the site, but does not appear to be incorporated significantly into the main text on the
website. The website also does not acknowledge scholarship that has been published
after 2001—not even on the “further reading” page. History is not a static dis@ptine
an exhibit whose funding grant was given by the IMLS to “providécghtury
knowledge” should acknowledge and embrace changing history in the é%hibit.
Determining the audience’s perception of the exhibit's message is alifiestt
to determine. There are no usage statistics or visitor comments ORED&from the
FLP or from Phillyhistory.org. The lack of official data makes it diffi¢aldiscern the
success of the collection. There is no feedback form and the FLP site does not even have
a “contact us” e-mail available. The contact form on Phillyhistory.org is usiedyrfa

requesting reproductions. Information is, however, available from other sources,

52 “Tours,” Centennial Exhibition Digital Collectigrhttp:/libwww.freelibrary.org/CenCol/tours-
statebldgs.htm [accessed Feb 12, 2011]; RobertIRydeThe Wolds A Fair: Visions of Empire at
American International Exhibitions, 1876-19168Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984)

%3 Steven Connlyluseums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-19@Bhicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998
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especially blogs. Most provide some sort of brief explanation of the Cententhiat, s
part of the Please Touch Museum (€amtennial Exploratioxhibit) or some other
project, and send people to tGEDC for more information. One blogger lists tGEDC

as a reference for her &ft.Others take a few pictures from the collection to use on their
blogs, from either the FLP website or the Phillyhistory.org portal. From pérsona
experience, many historians refer interested parties to the websitegtatitora of

images. Although most refer visitors to tBEDC for its images, some refer others to the
site for its informative discussion of the basics of the Centennial ExhiBition.

The FLP views the exhibit as a form of community engagement. It reaghts
communities that are not normally attracted by history, such as the art cojmmunit
Interested community members looking for information on the Centennial Exhiargon
provided with an informative explanation that is difficult to find elsewhere. The
“Centennial Schoolhouse” reaches out to teachers and attempts to provide educational
uses for the Centennial, even though they are limited. Communities are “engaded”
are invited to use the exhibit as they wish. However there is no mechanism to share
authority. At a regular museum a visitor can at least leave a commentrainthegesk, in

this case, there is no place to leave a comment. Adding a simple feedback mechanism

> Blogs that reference the CEDC as a resource forrimation: AnitaNH, “Centennial Exhibition Digital
Collection” Collage and Life(blog), Dec 25, 2010, http://anitanh.blogspot.cddi®12/centennial-
exhibition-digital.html; ,Jenny Girl, “Real Life iBooks: Philadelphia’'s Centennial Exposition 1876
from Dangerous Neighbors by Beth Kephakthny Loves to Rea(blog), August 18, 2010,
http://jennylovestoread.blogspot.com/2010/08/rdakh-books-philadelphias.html; Many other blogs
including theMorris Family Paperause pictures from the CEDC to illustrate theirggdout do not
provide a content link. http://morrisfamilypapeverdpress.com/2010/04/23/creating-historic-
preservation-the-morris-family-and-the-deshler-risshouse/

55Aurora Deshauteurs, curator at the Free LibraBhiladelphia informed me by e-mail that they ieee
very little individual visitor feedback. They dowever receive many requests for books and other
published works. Deborah Boyer from Phillyhistong explained via e-mail similar conditions on
that website.
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would greatly improve the ability to converse with the library staff akdjasstions.
Creating a forum for questions about the exhibit would also increase the levealeaf sha
authority, and provide the ability for questions to be answered without the library
dedicating a significant amount of extra staff to the process.

By today’s standards, the website is plain but fairly easy to navigate orBanf
years ago, when many more internet users still used dial-up connections and higl codi
was more difficult, the website is extremely engaging. It follows much of gigrde
advice by Daniel Cohen and Roy RosenzweiDimital History, although that book is
written for individual websites. Its graphics are engaging, the teasiste read, the
images are well formatted, and the navigation makes sense. As a comdreson,
Eugenics Archivehas a similar style and design, and was constructed within a few years
of the CEDC.The Eugenics Archiieowever has more in-depth text, mostly because its
grant was for more than just digitization of images. The grant specifinallyded
interpretation. Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, one of America’s premrestige
research institutions, created the digital archive to explain its troubledipasts little
“filtering” as possible. Both digital archives have not had their main steicipdated
since they were created. HoweWére Eugenics Archivieas a short-lived blog (it only
lasted about one year) where an attempt was made to link the history of etigenics
modern history?

A blog is a much lower maintenance project than a website. Many history

museum websites are beginning to add blogs as a sort of supplemental elensents di

% Daniel J. Cohen and Roy Rosenswélgital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preservinand
Presenting the Past on the W¢Bhiladelphia: University of Philadelphia Pre2806), 13;The Eugenics
Archive http://www.eugenicsarchive.orgugenics Archive Blaoghe last entry is from September 2010,
http://blogs.dnalc.org/eugenicsarchive/ [accessedl A, 2011].
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issues, such as politics, that do not fit into the organization of the main pages. This
would be perfect for the CEDC to explain issues that do not photograph well. If funding
for a website update can be found, it should, so that scholarship about the conditions
involved in the Native American exhibit, and the Women’s pavilion can be discussed,
and something about African Americans could be added. Unfortunately the funding
climate is tight, and the FLP barely survived a complete closure in 2009. A blog eould b
a low-cost way of increasing the interpretation on the website. It could kmtkhéhe
Centennial to modern conditions, or discuss the Centennial from the point of recent
scholarship’

TheCentennial Exhibition Digital Collectioat the Free Library of Philadelphia
provides a basic understanding of the Centennial Exhibition. The image collection is
extensive but that alone is not enough for a successful interpretation, althoughaod a
start. Context is key, and the context here is simplified and not nearly thorough enough
considering the wealth of information that is available. The exhibit needs to engage
much more significantly with scholarship to improve the context of the images. The
viewing public understands the exhibit's message, which is to provide an oventiasv of
Centennial Exhibition through the use of images placed in a brief textual conitext.
engages the community to an extent, introducing visitors that would not normally visit
history museum to the Centennial Exhibition, however a mechanism needs to be added to

share authority.

" Catherine Lucey, “Nutter: Plan C is Terminate@hjladelphia Daily News]7 September 2009
www.philly.com.
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Figure 6. CEDC homepage

Figure 7. CEDC Overview Page
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Figure 8. Machinery Hall Tour Page.
All other tour pages look similar. There is terttbe left, and photographs on the right.

8 These are all screencaptures from http://libréuijapgov
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CHAPTER
3. FORGING A NEW PATH IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

This paper has already argued that incorporating relevant histohcédusthip
would strengthen the message of exhibits on the Centennial Exhibition by adding a level
of nuance. This section will focus on incorporating the latest in museum theory on topics
such as community engagement, learning, and even economics to mold new ideas tha
will hopefully provide a meaningful experience for visitors to the projects. Ay,
looking at controversies involving past history exhibits will help prevent, or dt leas
cushion, negative reactions to new exhibits that could potentially anger visitors
guestioning the status quo.

Museum theory is constantly evolving. Museums began as private “cabinets of
curiosities” andvunderkammeéwonder cabinets) in Italy and Germany. The owner used
objects of interest to demonstrate the wealth and power and to inspire a sense of wonde
and amazement in all that visited. These spaces usually did not have a unifiedstheme a
museums due today. The first public museums maintained many of the chdrestaris
the cabinet, especially personal control. Like the private cabinet, thes@ulehc™
museums were often founded, controlled, and curated by a single individual. As
museums evolved, a sense of wonder was not enough to sustain a museum—~but it has
never left>®

Even early on, education separated museums from other institutions that exhibited
artifacts. As early museums evolved, they competed with P.T. Barnum and other

sideshow kings. Barnum called his most famous project the American Museum, but its

%9 Edward P. Alexander and Mary Alexandeiyseums in Motion: An Introduction to the Histaryd
Functions of Museum§,anham: AltaMira Press, 2008), 5.
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role was entertain, not to educate. Conversely museums have kept education central to
their mission, even as theories of education have changed. In early museums all
information came from the top down as fact, like schools of the period. Eileen Hooper-
Greenhill suggests that new museum practice involves “a more sophisticated
understanding of the complex relationships between culture, communication, learning
and identity, that will support a new approach to museum audiences.” A successful
museum no longer dictates the message to the visitor. Today’s museum is the @nter of
more active learning process where the visitor learn from the museum, andlvehere
museum learns from its visito?3.

Theories of museum education are constantly evolving, especially asghworie
how people learn change. Greenhill suggests that “education” may no longer be the
proper term for what happens in a museum, and that learning better definestwaby
occurs. She cites the UK’s Campaign For Learning definition of leaasiraggood
summary of what should occur in a museum. It states that learning is:

a process of active engagement with experience. It is what people do

when they want to make sense of the world. It may involve increase in or

deepening of skills, knowledge, understanding, values, feelings, attitudes,

and the capacity to reflect. Effective learning leads to change,

development, and the desire to learn more.

This definition of learning also approximates what Stephen Weil, Michaehi-asd

other scholars including Cathy Stanton advocate for museums. Learning and making

sense of the world have always been important to museums, but the engagement in the

®Edward AlexanderfViuseums in Motior64; TheBelmont Repoiin Stephen WeiMaking Museums
Matter, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Pré&x¥)2), 34 Eileen Hooper-Greenhill
Museums and Educatiqilew York: Routledge, 2007), 1.

42



past has often been passive. Visitors received knowledge but were not alwaysdexpecte
to engage and reflect with that knowledge in a constructive manner.

Theories of learning are not the only catalysts for change in museurpbeiste
Welil documents a change in museums wherein they place less influence on thiemollec
and more on “public service” and making sure that the visitor learns something at the
museum that is relevant to their life today. New exhibits should also share auihibrity
their audiences and through that sharing of authority provide a public service. The
Centennial Exhibition helped concentrate power in the nation-state through the use of
nationalist tropes. To prevent this from occurring again, exhhitstshare authority
with the public so that history redefines authority instead of reinforcing therpmva
central institution. However as the following examples show, sharing autlsoirgught
with perils of its own, a museum can lose control over the planning process of an exhibit,
or an exhibit can fail if those they attempt to share authority with do not coaPerate

In the 1980s and ‘90s, academic historians wrote influential books that challenged
the dominant historical trends. Gradually this manifested in exhibitstthé¢icged
dominant narratives and explored history more fully. At the Smithsonian, maatgrsur
believed that museums could “play a role in reflecting and mediating the daims
various groups, and perhaps help construct a new idea of ourselves as a nation.” In other
words, they sought to develop a greater capacity to reflect on America. degimaing,
it seemed to work. Most visitors and critics liked the new approach. The Smithsonian’s
National Air and Space Museum (NASM) staged several “test balloon” &xhibi

including one that debunked some of the romantic myths surrounding World War |

®1Steven WeilMaking Museums Matte?5.
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aviation. The majority of these were successful, but resistance tol ‘scerace
revisionism” was already growing. Resistance at the NASM peaked Wwaenuseum
tried to embark on a new exhibit about the atomic bomb, featurirtgnibla Gay The
exhibit questioned the need for the atomic bomb, by discussing their impact on the
Japanese. It also questioned the army’s assessment of alternatives deadion to
make the first public tests over cities and not deserted islands. The NASM wanted a
powerful exhibit that would make Americans think about the impacts of dropping the
bomb, not make them “feel gooff"”

The Air Force Association (AFA) and several other veterans groups, however did
not agree with the NASM curators. They felt that the exhibit lacked balance &itd tha
denounced the military. The AFA went public and quickly garnered support from
veterans groups, especially the American Legion. The NASM worked witkRAgethe
American Legion, and military historians to share its authority and malexHilgit more
palatable to everyone. However the public nature of this debate made it extremely
difficult for any side to back down. In the end, the AFA and its supporters had won.
Almost the entire exhibit was scrapped and replaced with a smalleratistall The
“History Wars” are not over. Several skirmishes involving the President’seHmg
Cliveden in Philadelphia are ongoifty.

Controversy sometimes benefits museums. These two recent controversies have
pushed museums to acknowledge African Americans. Both concern the Colonial era and

involve with the present trend of uncovering slave history. The first is thel®nési

2 Edward T. Linenthal, “Anatomy of a Controverdyfstory Wars: The Enola Gay and Other Battles for
the American Pas{New York: Metropolitan Books, 1996), 11
%3 Edward LinenthalHistory Wars 58
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House site in Independence National Historic Park. Located one block from
Independence Hall, the actual house was demolished long ago to create Indeppendenc
Mall. ®*

The controversy began when the National Park Service (NPS) developed an
interpretive plan for the National Liberty Center (LBC) that focuseelyoin the bell
and ignored the issues of the site on which the LBC stands—directly over or irtetyedia
behind the slave quarters of the President’s House. Slowly a groundswell oéhsstor
including Edward Lawler and Gary Nash raised an alarm about the incorporasianef
history into the LBC. Nash gave an interview on WHYY in March 2002 making the
dispute public, but the debate did not gain full public recognition untPkil@delphia
Inquirer published a story about slavery on the site of the LBC. Nash argued that the site
did not acknowledge that George Washington kept slaves while he was the Padsident
the United States. Buoyed by this new support for history related to slavery, the
Avenging the Ancestors Coalition (ATAC) joined the offensive. This controversy
continued after construction finished on the LBC and the NPS began designing the new
President’s House interpretive cerfter.

ATAC pushed for a full monument to slavery at the President’s House. Progress
was slow and at times backwards, but with determined groups like ATAC and the
Independence Hall Association, the official community “watchdog” of Independence
National Historical Park, fighting for the inclusion of a significant meatdo slavery,

something was included in the final design. Some have complained that the new site

% Edward Lawler Jr. “The President’s House Revigjtdthe President’s House in Philadelphi®ay
2006, www.ushistory.org [accessed March 18, 2011].
®History of the ControversyThe President’s House in Philadelphiavw.ushistory.org [accessed March
18, 2011].
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acknowledges the history of slaves to the exclusion of all other history, but not ATAC. It
will not rest until the entire site is dedicated to slavery. This controversgpdraased
and perhaps overcharged the history of downtrodden in Philadelphia. ATAC’s proposals
for the site have at times appeared to prioritize the history of slavery gveten
history. Actually ignoring it, much the way that other groups have ignored theytogtor
slaves. There is a middle ground, and that is the path that must be taken to tell the whole
story, and not only one paf.

The NPS is not the only Philadelphia institution that is dealing with issues of
African American representation in museum exhibits. Cliveden of the Natiounstl &
much smaller historic site in Philadelphia’s Germantown neighborhood, is in theamidst
interpreting its own slave history. A few years ago Cliveden received atgrartcess
the Chew family papers and in the process learned much more about the Chew family.
The Chews built Cliveden in the 1700s and owned the house until the 1970s. The
number of slaves the Chew’s owned was extensive and the wealth generated by their
labor was enormous. They continued to own slaves in other states well after slase
abolished in Pennsylvania in 1780. Redevelopment plans are underway for Cliveden.
The National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (N'COBR#praached
Cliveden’s staff to form a partnership for redesigning its interpretive proginag. The
process has not always been smooth. N'COBRA has tended to disregard Cliveden’s
narrative outside of slavery. For instance, on one meeting, its memhbdesidbe

project’s use of slavery rather than “enslaved Africans.” These sambeargalso

% Stephan Salisbury, “For Michael Coard, activisnestot end with the last victory”, 28 February 2011,
www.philly.com, [accessed March 15, 2011].
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became upset whenever the speaker referred to the Chews in a positive ligimg insist
that a family owned a large number of slaves could not has any positive g§alities.
Despite these disconnects, or perhaps because of the dialogue they create.
Cliveden’s staff has embarked on a massive community engagement projatit. It w
revolutionize the way that slavery and other such deeply buried parts of Amestay hi
will be presented to the public. At least N'COBRA claims it will be revohary, and
David Young, Cliveden’s director, seems to agree. The project has begun witls @ferie
“conversations” on Cliveden’s full history, and a new interpretive plan is undéfway.
Adding new elements to the existing narrative of the Centennial Exhibitiordshoul
not be as contentious as Cliveden, President’'s Hougsada Gayexhibits. However,
contention and provocation are important parts of the philosophy of many public
historians, and other museum professionals. Fremont Tilden started this proeghs as e
as 1957 when he wrotsterpreting Our Heritagdor the National Park Service. Two of
his guiding principles were that “the chief aim of interpretation is provocasiodthat
“interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part and must addletss its
the whole man rather than a pha$t.Today most museums do aim to provoke and to

tell a whole history.

67«A Controversial EventFondly, Pennsylvania: Notes from Archives and Comsi®n, 19 October
2009, www.processandpreserve.wordpress.com, [axatédarch 20, 2011].
% Ari S. Merretazon, “N'COBRA and Historical TrusigBs an Accord for Racial Healingl’ COBRA
Philadelphig www.ncobraphiladelphia.org, [accessed March 08,12
% Tilden’s other principles are
1. Any interpretation that does not somehow relatetusbeing displayed or described to something
within the personality or experience of the visitall be sterile.
2. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Iptetation is revelation based upon information.
But they are entirely different things. Howevdl rterpretation includes information.
3. Interpretation addressed to children should nat Haution of the presentation to adults, but
should follow a fundamentally different approadfo be at its best it will require a separate
program.
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Fred Wilson took provocation a step further at the Maryland Historical Society.
Wilson is not a historian, and broke some of Tilden’s principles while engagihg wit
others. Wilson cast history in a fictional light, creating settingswbatd never have
existed in the historic narrative , such as placing a KKK white hood inside a baby
carriage being pushed by a black mammy. Although a fictional display, thensehis
the same as the historic period, where white racists are nurtured from birthday
American women.Mining the Museumvas more than what a public historian should do,
but not much. David Young perhaps put it best:

If we do our jobs well, we’ll probably have a little bit of something to challenge and
potentially offend a variety of audiences and in a way that’'s what a histeraught to

do, it ought to make people think in ways that consider their own role and their own sense
of what the past mean$.

The offense still has to be measured because no engagement will happen if a visitor
walks out before understanding what offended them. If the visitor is so offended that
they leave without understanding the exhibit’s full message, then the exhibit did not do

its job in provoking the visitor. Instead it offends unnecessarily and prevemsépar

The new exhibit ideas that follow use new concepts in museum theory and public
history to better explain the Centennial. Special care needs to be taken to naghparrot
message of the Centennial Exhibition, but interpret it, and provide some new context for
the event. Other museum controversies should be kept in mind to prevent repeats.

Concepts such as shared authority are often fraught with issues from sharing too much, or

not enough, and a difficult road between the two must be developed for a good exhibit.

°Seth Bruggeman, “Rethinking the Past at ClivedethefNational Trust,” Youtube
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ReXZnAGTmCM&featurefu_in_order&list=UL [accessed
April 1, 2011].
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CHAPTER
4. NEW IDEAS FOR EXHIBTING THE CENTENNIAL

| have several new suggestions for exhibits on the Centennial Exhibition. My
goals are to use the scholarship written by historians on the Centennial to enter the
dialogue on America in the Gilded Age and to redress the issues of represeantditi
nationalism that were problematic at the Centennial. These exhibits mustatb “g
history,” meaning they should use the best available research while alsarfgllow
principles of modern museum theory outlined prior. They also must share authority with
the visiting public and provide a level of meaningful community engagement.

Any country could stage an exhibit on the Centennial Exhibition because the
entire world technically participated. However most of the scholarship andsoigsitte
in the United States. Within the U.S. there are two logical cities: PipladeP.A., and
Washington, D.C. Philadelphia is home to the original Centennial Exhibition and has the
largest concentration of potential visitors that are already aware ottiter@ial’s
impact. This city also contains the most interesting artifact of the @eate the scale
model at the Please Touch Museum. The model shows the huge size of the Centennial
grounds and the innovative designs used in creating the buildings. Memorial Hall is als
the largest building remaining, but is tiny compared to the now demolished Main
Building. The PTM is not the only logical site for the exhibit, but specialings of the
model and lectures about the design of the grounds should be conducted there in
conjunction with the institution that stages the exhibit. The exhibit itself could be
presented at a variety of Philadelphia institutions, including the Framisiitute of
Science, where technology and machinery are discussed, or the PhiladelphienMiise
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History, where the history of Philadelphia (in which the Centennial playeahaiment
part) is featured. Or even at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, which owes its very
existence the Centennial and its first home in Memorial Hall. Another pagsitauld

be a “blockbuster” style exhibit on a stand-alone site. A final possibildyliaborative,
each institution takes responsibility for a piece of the exhibit that followsitiberest. If
the exhibit is conducted between May 1 and October 31 most all possible simvede s
by the PHLASH tourist trolley*

The second city, Washington D.C., houses the largest concentration of museums
in the United States, especially those who might be able to contribute to this.eXhibit
ideal Washington home would be an exhibit gallery at the National Museum ofcamer
History, with contributions from National Museum of African American éhgtand
Culture, the National Museum of the American Indian, the National Museum ofalNatur
History, and the proposed National Women’s History Museum. The Smithsonian has
already produced a show on the Centennial, and despite the low number of original
objects at its older exhibit876: A Centennial Exhibitiom still probably has the largest
number of artifacts from the Centennial Exhibition of 1876.

Outside of these two cities, another institution that may be willing to host such a
exhibit is the National Museum of Industrial History. This institution is now in
possession of many of the items from the Smithsonian and has the space to produce a
large exhibit. However this institution is itself still in the planning stages,is unlikely

that it would be able to produce an exhibit of its own any time in the near future.

" PHLASHhttp://www.visitphilly.com/tours/philadelphia/phdb/
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However it could be a further host of the digital elements, or at least a lendihgiorst
that would provide artifacts to the museum that runs the process.

An immediate way to begin reinterpreting the Centennial is through aapnagr
moderated conversations, similatGbveden Conversatiorabout slavery. Th€liveden
Conversationsliscussed race relations with the community of Germantown as part of a
pilot program in Fall 2011. The conversations included the history of slavery, how the
history can be interpreted, and a piece on modern race relations. Each included a
scholarly presentation followed by moderated community discussion. For the@ahte
a series of conversations about nationalism, its role at the Centennial, andiits role
general society could be discussed. The same model can be used for discussing
representation of various groups at the Centennial. African American catiwesscan
discuss their exclusion and what inclusion might have entailed, also how exclusion from
events such as the Centennial affected the evolution of their nascent American
consciousness. Native American conversations can discuss their savagalfostpeegd
usher in the end of their livelihood, and their treatment for the subsequent century.
Conversations on the role of women can do the same about the role of women in the
Centennial Exhibition and the general time period. Each of these discussions should
include a portion on what progress has meant to these various groups and what it should
mean to them.

These discussions should fully explain all sides of the issues, both past and
present. At the end the moderator should provide some sort of closing statengént base
on what has been discussed that night, and then share any scholarly information that has
not already entered the conversation. The moderator should also ensure that the
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conversation stays on the topic at hand, and that facts are accurate. Evers@eme pre
should be allowed to participate, but the end result should still be productive. If the
resulting conversations are not productive in exposing the history a short lecthes by
moderator or another scholar, followed by a long question and answer period could be
provided. This concept is not cheap, as honorariums will have to be paid to the
moderators and other scholars involved, but it is still much cheaper than a full exhibit.

The audience for these “conversations” is varied. Tourists interested in a bit of
history not usually on the normal historic tours should be encouraged to attend. They can
be notified by advertising these at Independence Visitor Center and othstr tour
information centers throughout the city. Philadelphians interested in historlyaand t
attend similar events would probably make up the bulk of those attending, simply
because they are the most knowledgeable about the Centennial. Notifying|piidexte
could occur through various online forums, including Facebook and Twitter, as well as
the local newspaper€.

The conversations concept should quickly drum up support for a new full exhibit.
Conversations alone are a temporary interpretive element, as a convessatibhelpful
to those who did not attend or know someone who did. A much more permanent
interpretation would be a museum exhibit. This exhibit would be a retrospectiviay simi
to the National Building Museum’s current exhibigsigning Tomorrow: America’s
World’s Fairs of the 1930sObjects in that exhibit, such as building models, artifacts
from the fairs, advertising material, and film footage, reside issdi@nt exhibit cases,

with interpretive panels explaining why the object has been placed on displag and it

"2«Cliveden ConversationsAvenging the Ancestors Coalitiomww.avengingtheancestors.camocessed
20 March 2011.
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importance to the event. The panels also demonstrate the impact of the event on society
in this case a series of world’s fairs during the Great Depression. djbemarrative of
this is the role of these events in progress and providing optimism in the doldrums of the
Great Depression. For situations where an object is not available, a textqpdaielse
the issue. This combination allows the whole story to be told, outlining all the
consequences of the fairs, good and bad.

A new Centennial exhibit would be much smaller than the previous Smithsonian
1876: A Centennial Exhibitignvhich would hopefully alleviate some of the previous
project’s complications, including the problems of having enough objects to display and
the ability to exhibit objects that cannot be restored to original appearamgelaFitems
from the Smithsonian should still be exhibited, such as Lincoln’s patent modeérdf t
is still not enough objects, replicas of items could be displayed. This would dgpeeial
true for the larger objects, such as the Corliss Engine, that probably would not fit in the
space. These replicas could be juxtaposed with photographs that demonstragedhe si
the objects in the original display. Although using the same methodology of display from
the Centennial will not work (the Smithsonian exhibit is an example of that) thatexhi
should provide an explanation of this old style, both “object based epistemology” and
how the space would have looked and felt.

A retrospective exhibit is not limited to the objects that were on display in 1876.
Involving just those objects is not a true retrospective exhibit, which should examine
impact as much as the event itself. A good way of demonstrating impact would s copie

of newspaper ads that demonstrate that exhibition at the Centennial seavedjas
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selling point for products. This area could be designed similar to the packégingAs
Seen on TV” item, which has replaced the exhibition in advertising.

Every attempt should be made in these sections especially to share somgyauthor
with the visiting public and not discount its ability to understand a complex situation.
Nationalism is a good example of a section that would benefit from sharing authority
While extreme nationalism is often a proximate cause of war, a little prigition can
also be a productive part of society. Visitors should have the ability to weigh in o# issue
that scholars are still debating. America’s present push for democracy dneumorid
is a form of nationalism. It uses an argument that America’s system efrgoent is the
best in the world, therefore it should be exported all over the world. This concept is not
new. Itis as old as the “White Man’s Burden.” A comparison could be made between
the more recent treatment of nations around the world and their treatment at the
Centennial. A prominent place at the Centennial was given to Great Britaie Giima
was given a much less preferable location. Japan, already industrialiasgple to
demonstrate its nearly equal status with European countries, something tattirased
until today.

Succinct summaries of the major points of the argument (what nationalism does,
how it was endemic to the Centennial) should be placed on interpretive panelspacludi
a map that outlines the floor plan of the Centennial. Actual objects definingetimsrel
are difficult to envision, but quotations from newspaper and diary accounts are more
available, and could be presented in newsprint that mimics fonts used in 1876. In-depth

information should be available on nearby computer terminals, or some other form of
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information kiosk. The computer terminals will also provide access to online discussion
forums that would also be available to visitors from their homes.

The exhibit could also serve as a far-ranging critique of representdtvarious
minority groups over time. Sections discussing representation can be used a¥ a way
engaging with communities that have traditionally been left out of Centennialtsxhibi
The piece discussing the representation of Native Americans could atianadya
significant amount of objects, originals if they are available, or repiitpgeces of the
exhibit in the United States Building if the originals no longer exist. Homeagain
guotes and other documentation will be required to place the artifacts in the gybper li
For example, a modern visitor might not understand how the Native American exhibit is
savage, and the role it played in the overall narrative of the exhibition. Providing
artifacts for a piece on African Americans would be more difficult, asdoest exist.

Quotes from the time would be interspersed with a the statistics oaAfAmerican
involvement compared to their size of the population, and preferential treatment of
Southern Whites.

The exhibit should not address the Centennial Exhibition in a vacuum. The issues
of the Centennial are reflective of society as a whole during the Gilded AgeexHité
at the very least should mention this fact, but if space allows a larger connectidihe
constructed. Quotes from the Centennial, such as the savage “red man’edisasisr,
could be juxtaposed with quotes that have no direct connection to the Centennial, except
that they are contemporary to it. The Centennial’'s brand of racist nationalisdnbe
described in conjunction with rising tensions between imperial powers, including the
small skirmishes and large scale wars that broke out over competition betwers.na
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Providing some lighthearted touches, such as the “As Seen on TV” themed area
and discussing the plethora of new inventions introduced at the Centennial should
hopefully temper some of the darker elements of the exhibit. The represeaitand
nationalism issues could be placed near the end of the exhibit after visitoeieadky
understood the basics of the Centennial. Another possibility would be to intersparse the
throughout the exhibit space thus diluting the message and making it more palatable in
smaller doses to not overwhelm the visitors. The exhibit could interpret the iteahat
character of the exhibitors, followed by the problems with the nationalisages$Vhile
examining who from America exhibited and attended the Centennial it could algssdisc
those who did not, or were not allowed, to be involved. The actual design should have
some community input, to determine what would be the most beneficial.

Another element could be a “community gallery.” Andrea Whitconf®an
Imagining the Museumiscusses this concept. An community group is invited to curate
its own exhibit using whatever collection it chooses. In this case the commalhéy
or galleries would share authority on the Centennial message. Various modernsyomen’
African American, and Native American groups should be invited to curate their own
exhibits on accomplishments and what was left out of the Centennial Exhibition and
related themes, using collections that they develop. Whitcomb also addresssgdabe
with this concept, it can also serve to limit authority, because the museumsdebate
groups can use the space. Museums are also reluctant to give up the level ofacantrol t
completely independent institution, with good reason. The museum’s name is still
associated with the gallery, and many visitors would probably not make thetaistinc
between the museum and the independent gallery, as they are under the same roof.
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Instead of deciding that a specific group of people can use the space, ar“call f
proposals” should be issued and the best, chosen by the museum, picked to be staged in
the gallery. To prevent accusations of partiality an outside committee ofdmstori
should also be included in this process. While not completely disregarding amgthem
the museum should also be able to suggest different ways of interpreting if the
community group suggests something that is too confrontational or historically
inaccurate. Inevitably, the museum must retain some authority in the pfocess

While a “brick and mortar” exhibit would take several years to fundraise and
open, a digital exhibit could begin much faster. As I've already discussed iections
on theCentennial Exhibition Digital Collectiorg blog is a low maintenance and quick
way to establish an online presence and could probably be established withiamone ye
Entries on the blog should discuss all parts of the Centennial, following a sintiGanpa
to the exhibit. Posts could be written by prominent scholars, such as David Blight,
Robert Rydell, Steven Conn, and Gary Nash. The blog could be hosted by the
Smithsonian, giving it a truly national audience, or the PHM as the Centennial did have a
tremendous impact on Philadelphia, or even the PTM as a way of engaging visitors who
would hopefully visit the museum, and partake of their revenue generatingigqowv
Centennial themed tours. TB&EDC could host the blog as part of updating its
interpretation. Yet another possibility would be a combination of multiple sites
contributing funding and expertise in a collaborative process, each museum involved

being responsible for part of the content.

3 Andrea WhitcombRe-Imagining the Museum: Beyond the Mausoldttew York: Routledge, 2003),
82.
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A blog has its drawbacks. It is a linear design, normally organized by ddtdl. A
website as an online exhibit would provide much more flexibility for organizationfout
a linear, date based paradigm, and be more flexible and larger. It could beexgani
similar to theCEDC at the FLP but have more interpretation. The website could use a
similar organizational style to the museum exhibit, so it could serve asuagmeor
companion. Photographs of as many original objects as possible should be used to
describe the events of 1876, and physical replicas should also be created ohpteses t
no longer available, they would appear much more realistic and believable than a
rendering would. Again, this website could be hosted by any number of institutions with
an interest in history, or developed by a consortium of museums.

Unlike some websites that are static once they are placed on the web, both the
blog and digital exhibit would be maintained and updated. New scholarship is wtitten al
the time, and it should be included in these exhibits as it is produced. Additionally there
should also be a forum where a visitor can post questions and comments about the
Centennial, this should be moderated to ensure that posts remain civil and fsenseore
by visitors are accurate.

Confrontation in these exhibits is intentionally mild, to prevent the knee jerk
reactions that have come with excessive confrontation in the past. Another ceason t
keep confrontation mild is that a museum is almost by nature a consensus organization.
Most decisions must be approved not only by the museum staff, but by its Board of
Directors, a group that like most governments, rules by consensus more than
confrontation. However that does not mean that confrontation cannot exist at all in the
museum.
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The Centennial, while not as cherished as colonial history—which is part of the
problem for both the President’s House and Cliveden—is still part of a cherished
progress narrative. In the present polarized political climate it is podsalart attempt
to complicate the progress narrative could be viewed as an attack on Amernicarsipat
and suffer a similar fate to titenola Gay especially if the exhibit develops a high
profile. Even a group of planners dedicated to fully exploring the Centennial’'sverrat
may suffer if the issue becomes a tug-of-war. The public should be notifiedoearly t
identify and remediate public relations issues. If interest in the pisjext, less energy
should be spent on project input and more on project promotion. Community input
sessions are useless without the community to give its input. But if intelhggi igpublic
comment sessions should be frequent to properly serve the audience. Also, a committee
of historians outside of the institution that produces this exhibit should have thetability
comment on the project and help guide its development. Ultimately however, whatever
institution that embarks on this project should have the final say. The institution knows
its abilities and resources the best, and should not be asked by an outside group to
produce an exhibit that they do not have the resources for.

There is a chance that the exhibit will not be well received, especialydte
critical of nationalism. As parts of Western Europe unpack their past as tohasizrs,
the history is sometimes controversial. This is especially true in Belgihere the
“Congo Free State” was essentially the private domain of King LeopotdoKta strong

leader, Guido Gryseels, willing to take a stand and defend himself and tHe Roya
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Museum of Central Africa against attacks that a new exhibit criticBeigium’s
colonial rule of the Congo was “politically correct’ leftist revisionisffi.”

The collaborative process combined with the fact that this exhibit is not
foreclosing on any side of the issue, will hopefully temper any confrontahahsduld
happen. Not all politicians and interest groups will understand these. If some of the
issues that affected tfola Gayor thePresident’s Housdevelop it may be wise to
have a museum that receives minimal government funding and that has a strong leader
willing to fight for this vision should produce the exhibit. A museum that does not rely
on the government combined with a strong leader would hopefully be able to weather
some of the criticism that forced tB®ola Gayexhibit to change so drastically before it
opened.

Many of the issues from previous exhibits are difficult to control, but at the
moment they are not the most difficult issue facing museum professionalgerémnial
issue of funding is the largest issue that must be overcome, it has becomeficate di
given the present economic climate. In fact, the 2011 economic climates&hthgt
this project is being written) is so dire that anything requiring more thaina capital
outlay is probably out of the question for several years, unless it attracttetit@atof
one of the few philanthropic organizations that have survived the current depletion of
endowments and donations. Government resources are nearly non-existent.
Pennsylvania, home to Philadelphia and where interest in the 1876 Centennial is highest,
has drastically cut funding for the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Coimmiss

among other cuts to non-profit sector funding. Without funding for materials, let alone

"William H. Truettner, “Museums and Historical Amig'sMuseums and Differenced. Daniel J.
Sherman, (Bloomington: Indiana University Pre€)8) 354-374.
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staff and development, it is nearly impossible to build any new exhibits. The only
alternative is package the exhibits in a way that is palatable to ficklieipols.
Museums and new exhibits are a “must have” that provide a massive amount of economic
development®

Funding is only one key issue that would face an exhibit on the Centennial
Exhibition. Many museums, including the PTM, have begun installing memorial plaques
as a way of raising funds. Ideally, a board of plaques at the entrance afrtbgiexhibit
would raise funds, however these boards often do not raise enough. Sponsorships could
be cultivated from the local community of both businesses and individuals to have their
name placed on the interactives and seating throughout the space (i.e. thra Wiiex
bench, or the William Miner computer station). Another way to raise funds would be to
appeal to companies that owe their success to the Centennial. Telephone companies
would be a good group to solicit funds from, as they owe their very existence to an
invention from 1876, the telephone. The same concept could be used to entice the Dole
or Chiquita corporations because bananas were featured at the Centenmatsitpst
could also be cultivated with African American and Native American grouguld be
argued that parts of the exhibit are a way of making reparations for misgtreéatheither
of these groups.

A large scale project should have several designers developing differest piece
There should be one liaison at the institution who knows all aspects of the exhibit, and
knows enough about design that two groups understand each other. This person is

responsible for scheduling meetings to keep the rest of the institution informed,and als

'S Information from the 2011 Museum Advocacy Day upgort of continued funding for the IMLS and
museum’s in general.
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making sure that each designer knows what the other is doing. Also there should be a
general idea of what sort of special programming the exhibit space will Rotd.

example, if you want to be able to hold a sit-down discussion with visitors, there must be
a place for visitors to sit down. The exhibit's audience should not be forgotten. No
matter the age group, ample seating should be provided for reflection and rese  Ampl
space should also be provided for circulation, so visitors can see the displaysattheir
speed. Many museums often forget these physical design constraints, leatong vis

with tired legs and a fear of cramped spaces.
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CONCLUSION

Re-examining the Centennial Exhibition is important to help America leam f
the past and the present in order to make sense of the world around us. Evaluating past
and present exhibits is important because if they are not changed, they wiliedat
restate the flawed narrative of the Centennial Exhibition of 1876. New exhibits are
necessary as America enters the second decade of the twenty-fusy.cent

Existing exhibits on the Centennial serve as models for how to proceed. Each
serves as a good base, but exhibits need to share more authority with their aadignce
incorporate more scholarship into the interpretation. Sharing authority will not only
make the exhibits interesting to a wide variety of visitors, but will alengthen the
message and help to redress some of the problems from the Centennial. Additionally
museums must take special care to ensure that the audience understartuis exialbit
is about, otherwise the message is lost and the exhibit does not achieve its goal, this
seems to be a problem affecting several Centennial exhibits.

The Centennial Exhibition occurred during a critical time in Americaotyistit
is a tremendous opportunity to examine the role of progress in American history. Some
new exhibits will help provide a look back on the Centennial, while also helping America
look forward. Others will reinterpret the Centennial through a new betegnéttonal
Exhibition that will calm international tensions; or at least be extresm@hrtaining.

In a time when funding is tight, exhibits on the Centennial should be funded
because of the lens the open into history of the Gilded Age. Almost every issue of that
tumultuous period in American history can be described through one event. The number
of new concepts and inventions from the exhibition is innumerable, and had a massive
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impact on American history. If all my new ideas are incorporated into an gxhibi

would create such a buzz that it could reinvigorate communities driven to apathy by the
present economic and political climate. The feeling of empowerment granke to t
whole of society, instead of a small section is in itself a reason to fund a largedal
exhibit. Combining this empowerment with the evaluation of the Gilded Age, the time
when America’s industrial and commercial economy is just forming makesxhilsit a
“must have.” In a time when America’s politics are again almost dangjgrpolarized,

and the economy is again transforming to an almost complete post-industriahstate
appreciation of the start of industrialization may help provide ideas forex btire

with less segregation and global competition, and more cooperation.
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APPENDIX
PLEASE TOUCH MUSEUM INTERNSHIP

In the summer of 2010 | was an intern at the Please Touch Museum working with
the curator Stacey Swigart and under the overall direction of the Vice Preside
Education, Jen Bush (the curatorial department at the PTM falls under the purview of
education). My main job was to provide research on “grown-up” topics, especially the
Parkside neighborhood that surrounds the PTM while also learning some about the
workings of a museum. | was not, and still am not, a specialist in children’s history.

The Please Touch Museum became involved with the Parkside community the
moment they decided to move to Memorial Hall. Most community organizations
welcomed the museum with open arms because they realized the opportunities it could
provide for the community. James L. Brown IV—known as Jim Brown—head of the
Parkside Historic Development Corporation approached the PTM about collaborating on
an exhibit about the history of Parkside. Additionally, Claudia Setubal, a stafb@nen
PTM’s Community Programs, Outreach, and Partnerships division, had already begun
crafting an oral history project chronicling the neighborhood’s history. Becdiisese
two initiatives the museum became extremely interested in the history Batkside
neighborhood.

My main research job was to provide as much material as possible on the history
of the neighborhood. This actually proved quite difficult. It became cleay tpirtkly
that the level of information available on some other Philadelphia neighborhoods, such as
the Germantown area, was not available for Parkside. As such, the majority of
information provided were newspaper articles fromRh#adelphia Inquirer, Evening

67



Bulletin,andPhiladelphia Tribune.To attempt to find more information | spent much
time in Temple University’s Urban Archives, finding that any item | waifrtech another
institution was also available there. Several days were spent pouring owgrethts in
the Philadelphia Jewish Archives Center division, attempting to find scardénmeés to
Parkside synagogues as the PTM was specifically interested in th loisthe
neighborhood from its Jewish era.

| was able to track down an amateur historian in the community. This resident
recently moved to the area, but loved the German style historic architectureathaof
the houses still had, although they had fallen into a state of disrepair. The ream of hi
work was extremely small, he literally concentrated on what he could sedisom
windows. It was interesting to take the depth of research that he had conductedsn cens
records and other research that is specific to a single house or group of homesyand wea
it into a larger neighborhood narrative. Additionally | discovered that one of my
supervisors from another position, the education and programming director at Historic
Rittenhousetown, had family that originated in the area. From her | was abbetiogpr
several pictures involving a large and thriving cleaning establishment, thtePAdk
Cleaners, and provide a contact should the PTM wish to conduct oral histories in the
future.

Researching the Centennial Exhibition did not play a large part in my inigrns
However | was able to put prior research on the Centennial to work cataloguing the
museum’s collection of memorabilia that it had amassed in anticipation of itstmove
Memorial Hall. This was especially helpful for identifying stereoviewd photographs
that were unlabeled. The cataloguing was the only time | spent a sighifieriod of
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time working at the museum, the rest of the work was either done at home or from the
archives. While | was cataloguing | also shadowed the curator, attendegtgigs and
watching how she worked. | learned a significant amount about the internal fumgtioni
of a museum, especially about how programming is created, funded, and actually
performed. Additionally the curator would when possible explain other ways && the

pieces to be carried out if conditions within the museum were different.

69



