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Beginning with records of curious superstitions and customs and of popular tales, folklore has become the science of all the manifestations of popular life.
 – Franz Boas, 1904, “The History of Anthropology.” 519-520.

	On January 29th, 2025, the Smithsonian Institute announced that it was closing its diversity office and had frozen hiring in response to the second Trump administration’s crackdown on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) policies (Ulaby 29 Jan. 2025, NPR). On February 7th, 2025, the president announced plans for firing several board members of the Kennedy Performing Arts Center with a plan of installing himself as new chairman, allegedly in response to the Center’s programming of drag events (Factora 10 Feb. 2025, Them). On March 27th, 2025, an executive order known as “Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History” (Exec. Order 14253) was issued targeting any Smithsonian exhibits that display “improper ideology” or are responsible for bringing about a “sense of national shame” (referring to historical racism visited upon ethno-minority groups), forbidding transgender women from being referred to as such, and calling for the reinstatement of removed monuments (referring to Civil War monuments of Confederate leaders and other memorials of Southern leaders which were removed in the wake of the Black Lives Matters movement that followed the George Floyd slaying in 2020). On May 30th, 2025, President Trump posted on his Truth Social online network that he had fired Kim Sajet, director of the National Portrait Gallery (News Desk 2 Jun. 2025, Artforum), a move that it is unclear if he has the authority to make and which the Smithsonian rejected (Pogrebin, Bowley, and Small 9 Jun. 2025, New York Times) before Sajet made the choice to voluntarily resign instead (Chao-Fong Jun 13, 2025, The Guardian). 
While this thesis project was funded over half a year before these events, and had even been rattling around in my head since my time as an undergraduate, the timing of these announcements, correlating to the beginning of finally setting the project down on paper, brought new import to the idea of writing about “the American people’” as presented in our national museums. I now find myself with the task to present a case study of a national museum in a multicultural nation at a time when multiculturalism itself is being questioned more successfully on a federal level than it has been in decades and programming of the arts in downtown Washington, D.C. at national monuments has attracted presidential oversight due to a focus on restricting diversity programming. 
The Smithsonian, in the last few decades of its existence, has begun to utilize the history of repression, resistance, and rebellion of what have been referred to as “folk” cultures in the United States to rethink the national narrative as a culturally diverse story in order to contribute to the currently reigning cultural ideal of multiculturalism. During the course of this thesis, I intend to set out a history of the usage of the word ‘folk’, from its beginnings in Germany as the Volk concept to its adaptation in England and the United States, as well as to show how the concept has been utilized and updated in the U.S. in the subsequent centuries, first as part of American Romanticism and then politicization on behalf of labor movements in the first half of the 20th century and cultural diversity efforts in the second. I will also explore which of these meanings are most relevant to modern presentations in the American national museum, the Smithsonian, and I will discuss the strengths and limits of the multicultural ideal. 
[bookmark: _Toc410652023]This project is an exploration of intersecting developments that began during the long nineteenth century (1789-1918): namely, the birth of revolutionary, anti-imperial nationalism, the creation of the Volk as an entity; the adaptation of the Volk concept to a related yet distinct folk concept in the English-speaking world; and the desire to preserve older lifeways before the onset of modernity destroyed them forever and investigates how these developments are reflected within America’s most prominent national museum, the Smithsonian. This project seeks to understand why folk tradition and cultural heritage coexists with technology and the sciences at the Smithsonian with the goal of understanding how the folk material and cultural heritage presented in our national museum ended up there and how it continues to contribute to modern understandings and promotion of national identity. 
That word ‘modern’ is a more important factor here than might first appear. Folklorist Simon Bronner suggested that Americans in the long nineteenth century viewed folklife as a contrasting image to modernity, one that was particularly important to the storytelling of the long nineteenth century in the United States as people tried to make sense of the many ways in which life was changing (Bronner 1986, 12). Folklife, in this telling, represented the ways of doing things that were being left behind in the march of progress, the things that made way for the disruptions in daily life caused by industrialization and its associated technological innovations and the move to municipalities during the Second Industrial Revolution that occurred in the wake of the American Civil War. 
Self-identified museum presentations of folk cultures in the United States, to my mind, often carry a similar feeling of being a remnant, of being something left over from some increasingly distant time. I do not say this to be disrespectful of this type of presentation, but merely to point out that when many Americans think of material folk culture, we think of preserved things hanging in museums which no one uses or makes anymore. Pottery exhibits will speak of the last living folk potter in a region (if there is one still living at all). Perhaps the phrase “threatened ways of life” will be used somewhere. Folk costumes will be looked at with disbelief by museum guests that anyone ever wore such a thing. Why then, if I recognize the limits of the way that it has frequently been used in museological settings, do I point towards folk as being a valuable term when considering museums and modern formulations of national identity, particularly at national museums such as the Smithsonian? 
My view of folk is dependent on that put forth by influential folk studies theorist Alan Dundes. Dundes viewed folklore as a mirror of culture, a reflection of the people who tell it — it involves the stories that a people tells about itself, both to themselves and to others, and it represents a chance for them to explain the world as they see it and experience it, as distinguished from how others view them. 
Folk can refer to any group of people whatsoever who share at least one common factor. It does not matter what the linking fact is – it could be a common occupation, language, or religion – but what is important is that a group formed for whatever reason will have some tradition which it calls its own. (Dundes, 233).

It is, in his view, “autobiographical ethnography” (Dundes 2007, 55). Dundes views any group of people with a common link as being capable of having a folklore, even likely having one, and this folklore is used to disseminate knowledge about the community throughout the community and outside of it. This view of folklore widens the net, changing folklore and folk practice from a thing most commonly associated with the past into something that is really only dependent upon a shared human experience, something that links a group of people together. 
Folk then, is the recognition that groups of people become communities because they are linked by common traditions that emerge through the passage of time and the creation and usage of social connections. Tradition is the single most important word in the discussion of folk and is the intent behind my frequent usage of the word “folk” as a signifier — to be folk is to be traditional. A folk job, for instance, is a job which sustains and links members of a community over multiple generations, either through the same family or master and apprenticeships, the skills required to do the job are passed down from one generation to the next. Similarly, folklife is about those skills and traditions that are passed down in a community, the ways of life that sustain it.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  While this is most commonly used to refer to communities that are rural or otherwise cut off from outside influence to some degree (such as the Amish or Shakers), the Alan Dundes definition of folk makes it clear for our purposes that it is only important that folklife is the way of life of one particular group of people. ] 

In order to keep things as clear as possible for the reader, I intend to distinguish the Romantic nationalist usage of the word to the original German Volk (more on this in chapter 1.1) from the more common English word folk, which shall here be used to speak of cultural heritage practices and their offshoots, particularly in the United States. These are here defined as being traditional practices that are passed down through oral history, non-academic or commercial learning (familial or master and apprentice one-on-one relationships rather than being taught through a school or factory), and other forms of community-based knowledge (Leach ed., 1996, 255-264). The term cultural heritage will also frequently be entangled with folk, as a cultural shift away from some uses of the word folk to the broader term cultural heritage[footnoteRef:2] has largely redefined rituals, oral traditions, folklore, folk tales, and folk music as being intangible cultural heritage with the intent of sidestepping many older associations with the folk terminology. Some of these associations included the early Volk concept which became problematic in Europe following World War II and, relevant to the United States, questions about whether Indigenous peoples and their culture rightly belonged under the discipline of Folk Studies or Anthropology. Both terms have remained in usage and are frequently used interchangeably, but it is important to highlight here Dundes’ point about folklore existing separately from concepts of ethno-racial identity — folklore depends only on a group in modern academic usage of the term, while cultural heritage is more specific. The Smithsonian’s folk-oriented arm, the Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage, recognizes this difference in its use of both terms.  [2:  This shift is most easily viewed in the language of UNESCO treaties; one from 1989 is entitled “Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore” while a 2003 one is called “Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage.”] 

One of these offshoots, so-called folk art, will also call for clarification, as I will be spending time with two different types of folk art which are often lumped together in museum collections and, therefore, the public imagination (Benedetti 1987, 3). Folk art is defined by folklorists as referring to art that is part of a lineage; the techniques for creating it are passed down by a family member or as part of an apprenticeship, it is traditional, it is communal, it is based on a generational sharing of knowledge (some examples of this type of art are  traditional ceramics, quilting, and embroidery). This differs from the other type, commonly found in modern art museums, which is in many ways its polar opposite. This type of folk art, often also referred to as outsider art, is generally self-taught (indeed it is also called self-taught art), instinctive, and unique to the artist(s) who created it. The differences are many, but it is sufficient for our purposes to recognize that both are referred to by the same terminology and frequently share space in modern museums (including the Smithsonian).  
To apply this usage of folk to our story of American nationalism, the United States has a national folklore that schoolchildren learn, that of larger-than-life, quasi-mythical figures like John Henry, Paul Bunyan, or Johnny Appleseed, derived from tall tales and historical figures (and sometimes tall tales about historical figures), and there is also folklore about the founding fathers, such as tales about George Washington’s wooden teeth or chopping down a cherry tree as a boy, and there are the ever-popular folk tales about Bigfoot and other strange creatures in the woods. But there is also folklore about what it means to be American in the eyes of the citizen. I am interested in how the Smithsonian presents American identity as a story that is being told by Americans, regardless of their place on the political spectrum, regardless of their race, regardless of their gender or sexuality, and sometimes because of these factors, because these things can and do change the American experience. 
[image: A map of the united states
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[bookmark: _Toc203729767]Figure 1: William Gropper's "America, Its Folklore" map c. 1946. https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3701a.ct003098/?r=-0.245,-0.038,1.493,0.778,0

The notion of folklore and folklife in the US is a complicated thing because the US itself is complicated — our national character is not defined by shared race, shared heritage, or even shared language, as the country has no official national language[footnoteRef:3] (though several states have declared English as an official language, none had an official language prior to the mid 1970s[footnoteRef:4]). Despite its prevalence and the efforts of Christian Nationalists, Protestant Christianity is similarly not the US national religion. United States identity is defined, at least in these areas, by pluralism, but nationalism and national identity is typically propagated by a sense of cohesion, the idea that there is a right way and a wrong way to belong. So while English-speaking, White, Anglo-Saxon Protestants have often been the default assumption of American identity, it is far from the only version of American identity there is, and the contributions of folk and cultural heritage practices not only to promoting minority versions of the American identity, but also what these group identities bring to the broader American identity, are important to consider. [3:  President Donald Trump signed an executive order declaring English the U.S. National Language on February 28, 2025 (McGraw 28 Feb 2025, Wall Street Journal). Presidents do not hold the authority to impose an official language, so the act was purely symbolic. It did, however, repeal previous executive order 13166, issued by President Bill Clinton in 2000, which required federal agencies to have plans for granting access to those with limited English proficiency (Ingram and D’Avanzo 24 Mar 2025). ]  [4:  Thirty-two American states and five territories had previously designated English as their official language before the signing of the executive order. ] 

Lastly, time must be spent understanding why this project is a worthwhile endeavor, and why now. America, along with many other countries, has been engulfed in heavy political turmoil over the last decade, owing to perceptions of the limits of neoliberalism and the latest stages of capitalism, the COVID-19 pandemic and the socio-economic lockdown it generated, new internet-driven social justice reform movements and the resulting pushback against so-called “wokeism” and DEI policies. Celebrating multiculturalism has been argued to be divisive, even amongst scholars such as historian David Hollinger, sociologist Nathan Glazer, and art critic Robert Hughes (Klein 1997, 75). Recognizing how a history of oppressions and their partial redress (slavery, the Civil Rights Movement, etc.) has impacted and continues to impact the present has been suggested by some, such as Marcus Klein, as dwelling on past negativity and keeping old wounds open, maintaining divisions that would otherwise have healed over (Klein 1997, 78). Klein asks a question to which I would like to draw particular attention— “what, after all, is the culture of a nation that is multicultural? (Klein 1997, 78)?”
What I suggest is that overcoming tyrannical control, abolishing slavery, the ongoing civil rights battle, and the narrative of America as the Great Melting Pot (and its modern counternarrative of America as a kaleidoscope [Fuchs 2012]) are all presented within the Smithsonian as contributing to modern ideas of American identity. When we present America as the nation of rebellion against oppression in the name of individual rights and liberties, as we so often do in our national mythology, this sense of rebellion does not end with the American Revolution. The history of folk cultures in the United States, as I understand them, is a history of repression, resistance, and rebellion, across racial lines, across class lines, and across gender lines. This resistance has been given voice through art, through crafts, and through collective action. It is my intention to understand and translate not only folk culture’s presence in the narrative of the American national museums, but also how this presence has contributed to the ways that American resistance has become a part of our national identity. In presenting this viewpoint, I recognize the controversial nature of multiculturalism as an ideology and suggest that the narrative of the Smithsonian is one that is not inherently multicultural but is instead rather cosmopolitan due to this overarching narrative. 
	Within this work, I occasionally point towards Neoclassicism in architecture and sculpture as a contrasting narrative because it is strongly rooted in what many of us imagine when we think of material displays of American ideology and because the Smithsonian’s usage of it is somewhat unusual. Downtown Washington, D.C. in particular, where this project is set, is awash in Neoclassical imagery and monumental architecture, some of which is reproduced on our money. We use this imagery to mythologize the “Founding Fathers” and notable presidents and figures (it is important to highlight here that being notable is not the same thing as being fondly remembered). Neoclassicism, in its identifications with Athenian democracy and Roman republicanism and its ties to the fashions of the Enlightenment, represents the prevailing emancipatory ideology of the times in which the nation was founded. As such, it would seem to present a counternarrative to that of the Volk, a story of the Romantic era, but the Smithsonian’s usage of Neoclassicism complicates this story, as shall be explored in chapters three and four. 
[bookmark: _Toc199849073][bookmark: _Toc202021029]1.1   The Volk and the Folk

The terms ‘Volk’ and ‘folk’ have some overlap in history and usage despite being different terms and concepts, so it is worth taking some time to explain how they differ and give a brief historical overview of how the folk concept developed, first abroad and then in the United States. The introduction of “folklore” as an English word and the birth of the Folk Studies discipline is largely credited to William Thoms in 1846, while Volk is used by the Brothers Grimm, a Thoms inspiration, nearly a decade before, in 1835 (Tokofsky 1996, 208), and by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (1778-1852) in 1810 (Kohn 1949, 421). Jahn’s usage in particular is important, because it would be highly influential on the Völkisch movement, the rise of pan-German nationalism. Jahn coined the term Volkstum, the character of a people, particularly an ethno-racial people, believing that the German people, spread out across many different territories as they were at the time, were nevertheless united by this concept of a shared character which transcended not only German divisions across political and geographic boundaries but also class (Tokofsky 1996, 208). The Volk of Jahn and others of his era, such as Ernst Moritz Arndt (1769-1860) and Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), were the people of the nation, crucial to their Romantic conception of nationalism and their hopes for unifying Germany into a single nation state. This definition of Volk suggested that German language and culture was crucial to the national character, and German nationalists such as Johann Gottfried Herder and the Brothers Grimm soon became interested in collecting expressions of German custom and culture, particularly literature. It was also here that the Volk concept first became ruralized, as Herder believed that the rural people had retained a purity of “Germanness” due to their isolation from outside influence, particularly the French influence in the various royal courts of German-speaking territories (Wilson 2006, 113-114) and worked to collect this material before French influence could erode it completely (note the distinctly anti-cosmopolitan flavor to this concept). Later on, the event of Napoleonic rule in German-speaking territories and the short-lived German Confederation (not a nation-state but instead an attempt at replacing the Holy Roman Empire) contributed to notions of a German liberal nationalism based in shared heritage through language and culture, i.e., the Volk concept of a singular people who shared in an ethno-racial destiny.
In England, antiquarian and writer William Thoms is credited with creating the term folklore in an 1846 letter to the editor of the British literary journal The Athenaeum, proposing it as a replacement for the phrase popular antiquities with an eye towards anglicization of the field in the same way that the Grimms had Germanized their collected national literature – indeed Thoms was known to be quite fond of the Grimms, Jacob in particular (Emrich 1946, 360). In its adaptation to English, Thoms maintained the interest in the customs of a nation’s people, but the loss of context of foreign influence on occupied lands seems to have made the nationalism angle somewhat less important to Thoms. Thoms was more focused on collecting English tradition and folklore before it disappeared due to technology and innovation, writing in 1876 that the rise of the railroad was “trampling under foot all our ancient landmarks and putting to flight all the relics of our early popular mythology” (Thoms 1876, as cited by Emrich 1946, 360).  Thoms’ own journal, Notes & Queries, allowed him to discuss anything he liked, and his frequent encouragements to his readership for the collection and preservation of local folklore as well thorough documentation of its provenience (Emrich 1946, 364) allowed the nascent folk discipline to quickly expand beyond the folk poetry of Herder and literature of the Grimms as Thoms turned his attention to superstitions and folk remedies, music, and speech. 
As Simon Bronner notes, the collection of traditional lore in the United States had already begun well before Thoms’ proposal of the term folklore (Bronner 1986, 23). Washington Irving’s 1820 short story, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” was inspired by Dutch folklore collected locally in the Hudson Valley (Hoffman 1953, 427). John Fanning Watson’s 1830 collection, Annals of the Olden Time in Philadelphia, recorded Pennsylvanian oral history, legend, and traditions with the concern of saving the material from the “ebbing tide of oblivion” (Watson as cited by Bronner 1986, 25), mirroring Thoms’ focus on capturing material before it was lost forever. 
As the discipline became more widespread, particularly in the wake of William Wells Newell’s 1888 founding of the American Folklore Society,[footnoteRef:5] controversy followed in the form of questioning whether American folklore was something that even existed. Some critics, such as A.H. Krappe, maintained that the concept was a complete misnomer, believing that American folklore was simply transplanted from elsewhere (Bauman et al 1976, 362-363), while Newell himself suggested that the African American experience had already created a unique American folklore (Bauman et al 1976, 362). The field had already been adapted heavily to make sense in the United States, a development that we will spend more time on in chapter 1.2, but what is important to the criticism and the rejoinder, as Bauman et al note, is that both recognize that American cultural diversity creates a unique American experience — they simply disagreed on whether the result is something that could realistically be called “folklore.” [5:  The founding of the American Folklore Society allowed the field to rapidly gain influence due to the status and influence of several prominent early members already working at universities and museums, such as Francis James Child and Franz Boas, both of whom served terms as the Society’s director (Bronner 1990, 48). ] 

As a result, one of the most important differences that developed out of the American interest in folklore and culture was that anthropologists and folklorists became more interested in specific groups of people, rather than the nation’s people as a whole, as was important in the original Volk concept. These groups were (at least initially) largely still rural (as Herder’s permutation of the Volk concept had been) but tended to be identified with peoples that were either relatively freshly immigrated to the country and were therefore not yet completely assimilated, or were otherwise set apart in some way that allowed them to maintain their original cultural traditions longer, either through geography, as with the settlers of mostly Irish and Scottish heritage who moved into the Appalachian mountains (cutting themselves off from other parts of the young country), or religion, as with the so-called Pennsylvania Dutch, and those who were set apart by others, as with those Africans brought over in the North Atlantic slave trade and their descendants, and sometimes a mixture of both, as with Native American tribes. Identifying these groups for study allowed for collecting folklore as a comparative, i.e. preserving lore as it is in the process of mutating to American variants or disappearing entirely[footnoteRef:6] as well as identifying groups who had already created uniquely American lore.[footnoteRef:7] It is, however, important to note that this concept is still national, devoted to studying the peoples of this nation and what they contribute to the national cultural diversity (Bronner 1990, 50). Over time, world power status of the United States and the rise of globalization has made the nation attractive to more and more immigrant groups who have moved to the United States for economic reasons, in search of refuge, or any of a number of other reasons, increasingly making this national focus appear quite global in scope (the Smithsonian Folklife Festival, explored in chapter three, is a particularly dramatic example of this).  [6:  This was mainly but not exclusively for European immigrant groups where an easy comparison was possible thanks to folkloric work previously done, sometimes even within the United States, as with Harvard folklorist Sir Francis James Child’s work on collecting English folk ballads, which pop up frequently in the Appalachian folk tradition. ]  [7:  The African American fusion of African and European traditions, such as the usage of the African-derived banjo to sing songs learned from European slaveowners, is an excellent example of this. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc199849075][bookmark: _Toc202021030]1.2   American Romanticism and the Construction of an American Identity 

	The United States as a political entity is well known to be dependent upon Enlightenment thought, with its founding explicitly framed with Enlightenment principles in mind and some of its most important documents, such as The Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights, fully outline these principles. But as Ruprecht notes, the story is actually significantly more complicated than this, as there is a division between these Enlightenment principles and the Romanticisms of the following era (Ruprecht 2010, 210). This division means that the grand ideals of the Enlightenment of equality and an individual’s rights against majoritarian power as they are set down in these documents are in conflict with certain Romantic notions of the nation state, particularly one that is grounded in an ethno-racial conception of national identity (Ruprecht 2010, 210). That is not to suggest that this clash is a vicious cycle of endless warfare, but rather that it is an always renewing source of contested meanings, sometimes moving in one direction and sometimes in another, as most obviously seen in the modern era as the left-right power struggle of politics. 
	Romanticism was a response to the Enlightenment and to the beginning of 
industrialization in the West, arguing for natural beauty over the encroachment of cities, 
the warmth of feeling and passion over the coldness of reason, and an interest in the collective rather than the individual. The alienation of the industrial age isolated humans from each other even as they lived closer together and in greater numbers than they ever had before, as the shift from agrarian life to factories meant, amongst other things, working in factories with strangers instead of family and a downsizing of the family away from the extended model into the nuclear family. The Romantic principle of nationalism, as exemplified by what Benedict Anderson refers to as the imagined community (more on this in chapter two), attempts to treat this isolation by forging new senses of connection between people with a togetherness-in-principle that may or may not serve as a togetherness-in-reality, particularly as nationalism’s emphasis on boundaries and proper places for peoples created new kinds of us and them from questions of where people “belong”. The Volk, then, were essential to the creation of the Romantic notion of the nation, as the Volk concept allowed for the argument that people who shared in a culture also shared in a national destiny; these people simply belonged together, within the boundaries of the nation, they were in their right place. It was therefore the duty of the newfound nation to extend its borders to the places where these people lived, regardless of what it took to get there, a duty that would have massive implications in the two World Wars and still reverberates in modern day conflicts such as the ones currently happening in Ukraine and Israel-Palestine. 
If a folk song speaks to you, they said[footnoteRef:8], it is because the people who made it were Germans like yourself, and they spoke to you, who belong with them in the same society; and because they were Germans they used particular nuances, they used particular successions of sounds, they used particular words which, being in some way connected, and swimming on the same great tide of words and symbols and experience upon which all Germans swim, have something peculiar to say to certain persons which they cannot say to certain other persons. The Portuguese cannot understand the inwardness of a German song as a German can, and a German cannot understand the inwardness of a Portuguese song, and the very fact that there is such a thing as inwardness at all in these songs is an argument for supposing that these are not simply objects like objects in nature, which do not speak; they are artifacts, that is to say, something which a man has made for communicating with another man. (Berlin 1965, 68) [8:  The ‘they’ in question is Herder and those he influenced. ] 


	When it comes to considering Romantic Nationalism in the United States, it is obvious that the Volk concept of a people of shared language, culture, and history as presented in the German context that Isaiah Berlin describes above does not neatly translate to an American context, as even before the founding of the nation, the land had been inhabited by Native Americans and colonized by multiple countries. The most successful of these colonies, the thirteen British colonies that rebelled against British rule and formed the foundation of the United States, had been founded less than two centuries earlier. The colonies were composed of settlers from not only different parts of the British Isles, but also several other European powers as well as the West African enslaved peoples forcibly brought over by the Transatlantic slave trade, each with their own language and culture, and the Native Americans who would be forcibly pushed further and further into the margins over the following century. American culture had simply not had time to meaningfully diverge from its European beginnings and coalesce into something truly singular, but American Romanticism found its inspiration in the unique beauty of its landscapes. 
A Romantic view of the sublime, the awe-inspiring and terrifying manifestations of nature in all its power, had already been gaining favor amongst the European elite and soon made its way to the young United States, where artistic depictions of the sublime originally focused on Niagara Falls (Doak 2002, 15), but soon picked up an Americanism. As noted by Robert Doak, the American version of the sublime soon shifted away from a focus on the violent aspects of nature to quiet and repose (Doak 2002, 17), the spiritual and reverential qualities of nature when it is at its quietest, distinguished from the picturesque in its near deification of Nature and designated by scholar Earl Powell as “the transcendental sublime” (Powell 1980, 69).[footnoteRef:9] Doak suggests that this Americanism away from the sublime into the transcendental sublime represented an awareness of the power of nature that was more real for Americans than it was for the European elite (Doak 2002, 18); the Americans were still expanding into territories that were wild (to them, if not the Native American tribes who lived there) unknown. Nature’s power still held real power in its ability to destroy and tear apart, something a young nation possibly felt the need to respect and shy away from artistically.  [9:  As might be guessed, the transcendental sublime was heavily inspired by Ralph Waldo Emerson, with Doak pointing to Emerson’s usage of the word sublime to mean reverential (Doak 2002, 16).  ] 

	It is at this point in the story that American Romanticism’s usage of capital-N Nature as a concept truly begins to coincide with the story of Folk Studies, as here once again we find the idea that Nature is being devastated, crushed by the wheels of industry. 
The axe of civilization is busy with our old forests, and artisan ingenuity is fast sweeping away the relics of our national infancy. What was once the wild and picturesque haunts of the Red Man, and where the wild deer roamed in freedom, are becoming the abodes of commerce and the seats of manufacturers…Yankee enterprise has little sympathy with the picturesque, and it behooves our artists to rescue from its grasp the little that is left, before it is forever too late. (The Literary World, May 15, 1847)

The quote above, from the New York-based periodical The Literary World, brings this into focus. Here, American industry is a devouring beast of modernity, intent on destroying all in its path. Commerce is destroying old ways of life, nature, and the homes of Native Americans (themselves aligned with Nature and [sometimes] folk[footnoteRef:10]) all in one fell swoop. Bauman, Abrahams, and Kalčik note that that the collection of folklore in America was effectively an act of creation; American folk culture was “fabricated out of the pioneer experience” (Bauman et al 1976, 360) in order to overcome the American diversity of language and culture. Here we can point to such phenomena as the concept of Manifest Destiny (the idea that Americans had been given a divine right to go west and conquer the land), the resulting Turner Doctrine on the importance of the American Frontier to shaping the American character, and the popular anthropological concept of the soon-to-be extinct Native American (which we’ll revisit in chapters 3 and 4). It is no coincidence that this same period produces so many of the American tall tales, both imaginary (Paul Bunyan) and real (Davy Crockett, Johnny Appleseed, Casey Jones, John Henry); Americans were mythologizing frontier heroes in real time (while also erasing Native American history and culture).  [10:  Native American incorporation into Folk Studies has historically been disputed as Bauman, Abrahams, and Kalčik point out; Folklorists had long argued that Native Americans were not part of American society in a way that made sense to the Volk concept, even compared to African Americans, and folklore had traditionally been applied to the traditional but dying ways of “civilized” cultures rather than ongoing, contemporary habits of still extant ones. Native American culture has often been cordoned off into Anthropology or Mythology instead (Bauman et al 1976, 364). The modern incorporation of Cultural Heritage sidesteps this problem completely.] 

	 Now that we’ve established that the stories of American Romanticism, American nationalism, and American folklore all share a common root in the concept of Nature’s disappearance before American technology and commerce, we can begin to think about where the 20th and the first quarter of the 21st centuries have taken us, a story dependent on the diversity of origin and experience that had already made itself known in the sagas of American folklore and nationalism but which shall become even more prominent in the latter part of the 20th century. 
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[bookmark: _Toc199849079][bookmark: _Toc202021032]2.1   Understanding Nationalism
	
Benedict Anderson theorized that nationalism is a social artifact that emerged out of the specific milieu of the long nineteenth century which has managed to endure and thrive thanks to an inherently “modular” nature (Benedict 2016, 2) which allows aspects of nationalism to be applied to a variety of settings, reliant on a concept of social cohesion that he refers to as the imagined community, a group of people that sees itself as being connected to each other through perceptions of a shared identity, culture, language, folklore or other social and heritage practice[s]. 
Viewed in this way, Anderson presents nationalism as something that should be viewed less as a political movement and more analogous to classical anthropological understandings of kinship or religion (Anderson 2016, 4) — identity markers that bind humans together through a shared sense of something greater than the sum of its parts. This sense of belonging is complicated by the fact that it is impossible (or, at the very least, highly unlikely) for most members of a modern nation to know each other, which, for Anderson, is what makes this community imaginary, as the sense of that belonging becomes reliant on mental assumptions of what the other members of this community are like. Folklorist Roger D. Abrahams points to this sense of community as being what makes folklore inherently useful to the nationalist mentality, in that it is both, theoretically, what makes the nation originally possible (in the nationalist Romantic sense of a nation emerging from shared culture) and also what makes a nation endure through building a communal sense of cohesion (Abrahams 1993, 20). 
As we have already seen, the long nineteenth century saw the creation of a uniquely American take on national identity and folklore out of the conquering of the frontier and the spread of industrialization, innovation, and commerce.[footnoteRef:11] The United States has also made folklore of the founders an important part of our national mythology, as seen in our monumental architecture such as the Washington Monument and the placement of depictions of early and consequential presidents (as well as eternal outlier Benjamin Franklin) and their memorials on our money, and we also claim previous eras such as (mainly, but not exclusively) British colonialism as part of our history. Indeed, while most non-Native Americans do not claim Native American monuments as part of their personal heritages[footnoteRef:12] in the ways that, say, a British person may identify with the builders of Stonehenge (even if the chances of actual ancestral derivation are similarly low), Native American monuments are also claimed as part of our national heritage, usually for the purposes of tourism and pilgrimage. There is also identification with the land itself, the capital-N Nature as identified in early American Romanticism and preserved in the American National Park system (itself a Romantic construct in its association with protecting spaces of Nature from commerce), but also in its ability to nurture folk communities such as in the Appalachian Mountains, and an awareness that before this country was dominated by encroaching colonialism and subsequent nationalization, it was all Native American territory (see chapter 1.2 for more on this).  [11:  Although this thesis will not be spending much time on this aspect, the Smithsonian’s prominent displays of American-invented technology and industry at the National Museum of American History and the National Air and Space Museum shows the focus on American ingenuity is still with us and being mythologized. ]  [12:  Many Americans do claim Native American heritage of some kind, with likely a much higher number claiming it than is actually true, with white Americans in particular often speaking of familial folklore of having a Native American descendent. While DNA testing has challenged some of these assertions in recent years, it should be remembered that DNA testing of ancestry is typically not accepted as valid proof of one’s heritage (or lack thereof) by physical anthropologists. Tribal autonomy also means that individual tribes are able to make up their own minds about who does or does not belong, with tribes relying on a range of criteria, including the Blood Quantum rule, lineal descent, and continued contact with tribe members (“Tribal Enrollment Process.” Accessed June 12, 2025.)] 

Roger D. Abrahams also makes mention of the Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger concept of the invented tradition, a term used to refer to a tradition that is consciously created rather than one that springs up organically over time. Like nationalism, the invented tradition often appeals to an authority that is not quite there in its suggestion of ancientness for traditions that are actually quite modern (indeed, many of Hobsbawm’s examples were from the nineteenth century). For Hobsbawm, the invented tradition is a ritual intended to encode certain values and norms within a society (Hobsbawm and Ranger 2013, 1), creating social cohesion and passing along the creator’s chosen values. The appeal to history complicates these invented traditions for Hobsbawm, as it does not appear to be particularly relevant whether the historical device being appealed to actually existed, as in the case of the rebuilding of the British Parliament (Hobsbawm and Ranger 2013, 1-2), or was essentially spun out of nothingness, as with Hugh Trever-Roper’s example of the creation of Scottish clan tartans (Hobsbawm and Ranger 2013, 15-42), so long as a convincing case can be made for the invented tradition’s prior existence when promulgating it to its intended audience. 
	An important aspect to note when considering the invented tradition, particularly in 
terms of folk and heritage practice, is Hobsbawm’s distinction between the tradition and 
the custom. For Hobsbawm, tradition is immutable in a way that custom is not — a tradition has 
boundaries that must be adhered to (Hobsbawm and Ranger 2013, 2-3) while custom is inherently flexible out of necessity. As many folk scholars would suggest, a folk practice typically only remains in usage so long as it is useful to its community; once it loses this use value, a loss in use status is frequently not far behind. While both tradition and custom therefore can be seen to maintain themselves through an appeal to the past, custom is more pragmatic in Hobsbawm’s contention — an argument can be made for its usage as to why it is done the way it is, as with his example of the bright colors used to mark hunters versus the question of why British judges wear black robes and wigs (Hobsbawm and Ranger 2013, 3-4). It cannot be argued that these latter accoutrements carry a functional usage, they are present merely to symbolize the judge’s authority and must be understood as ritualistic, while a hunter’s bright colors are functional in that they make him more visible to other hunters, protecting him from being mistaken for prey. We can add a third type of value to this discussion for our purposes, Walter Benjamin’s concept of exhibition value (Benjamin 1935), which recognizes that there is a significance to an artifact that makes it worth presenting to the public. Traditions and customs may or may not have exhibition value; folk costume and art such as ceramics have the most exhibit value and thus are the types of custom most commonly found in museums, but the Smithsonian has experimented with ways of creating exhibition value from material (particularly folk music, but also folk jobs and even labor movements) that is not easily displayed in museums, as shall be explored in Chapter 3. 
	The promotion of national identity often relies heavily on the invented tradition in order to advance forms of social cohesion within the nation. Like Benedict Anderson’s imagined communities, invented traditions form cohesive communities through the idea of shared practice or belief rather than the reality, as well as appealing to a historicity that may or may not exist. Ritual and symbol are adapted by both to spread ideologies that did not exist prior, even if the rituals and symbols did, blurring the lines between the ancient and the modern. The Romantic era’s spread of conceptions of national identity was reliant on these invented traditions partially through the collection of the aforementioned customs, but the act of collection hardwired the more flexible custom into immutable tradition. As we have already seen, the creation of American identity (and folklore) itself is arguably an invented tradition composed out of American innovations in industry and technology, the conquering of the American frontier (and related tales of American individualism such as the pioneer and the cowboy), and the disappearance of Nature and pre-urban ways of life. As we will see in chapter 3, much of this tradition will be instantly visible in the Smithsonian’s collections, particularly in the Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM). What is also important to this concept is that of the melting pot, the notion that immigrant groups will eventually blend into the overall society. As we saw in chapter 1.1, early American folklorists such as Newell felt it was important to collect lore from immigrants quickly, as it was believed that within a couple of generations, it would simply be too late to do so, as these groups would become assimilated into the cohesive whole and lose their traditions. To this concept we can also add the “vanishing Indian myth,” the long-lasting (but particularly prominent during American Romanticism) idea that Native Americans were doomed to die out, through their inferiority and unwillingness to adapt to the ways of the white man (Berry 1960, 53) and the encroachment of Civilization (we’ll revisit this concept with Smithsonian examples, particularly The Last of the Tribes by Hiram Powers, in chapter 3); again it was important to preserve the ways of a vanishing people for posterity, an early version of what would eventually become salvage archaeology. 
Richard Bauman adds a wrinkle to Anderson’s concept of national imaginary communities in his suggestion of the concept of differential identity, which is identity that is defined by its recognition of its difference from that of other groups, particularly a society or nation’s dominant group. Minority groups are aware that they are not part of the dominant group of society and sometimes must define themselves not simply as what they are, but what they are not, and must occasionally perform difference so that they can reinforce it. Bauman uses the example of jokes about an ethnic group, told exclusively by members of that ethnic group, but not exclusively to that ethnic group (Bauman 1971, 35). 
This performance of difference draws a line in the sand against the dominant culture which the minority group controls, but differential identity is not invisible to other groups, merely restricted. As Roger Abrahams notes, differential identity implies that there is not simply one identity but a plurality, even within the confines of what might otherwise be considered stable identities — there is both the group identity that is defined for itself and the group identity defined in relation to other groups (Abrahams 1993, 23-24). Taken further, there can also be the national identity, the familial identity, the occupational identity, all of which are related but different, overlapping in some ways while remaining separate in others. 
The differential identity, then, is quite complex, as it must encompass an identity which is defined in opposition to other groups, as well as a public-facing group identity, that which wants to put the best foot forward in order to represent itself. Differential identities must then show the endurance and strength that has been necessary under the political domination of others but also showcase what makes the group unique. In the case of the Smithsonian, these differential identities, in their focus on the public-facing aspect of ethno-racial identity, arguably make up a large part of what is being curated at the National Museum of the American Indian and the National Museum of African American History and Culture, which we shall explore in chapters 3 and 4. 	
[bookmark: _Toc202021033]2.2   Neoliberalism, Identity Politics, and Multiculturalism

	Nationalism scholar Eric Storm highlights the 1970s oil crisis and subsequent failure of Keynesian economic policy, as well as the beginning of the decline of communism, when considering two factors that are fundamental to the current form of nationalism in the United States; neoliberalism and identity politics. Keynesian economics, the notion that government intervention in the economy would stimulate growth in good times and smooth out the impact of recessions, was replaced by calls to let the market regulate itself, an ideology derived from economic philosopher Friedrich Hayek’s 1944 book The Road to Serfdom, in which Hayek argued that government intervention constituted a threat to individual and market freedoms (Storm 2024, 281). The elections of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher in the United States and the UK (in 1980 and 1979, respectively) brought neoliberalism to power in two of the largest economies in the world, slashing taxes, deregulating business, and weakening labor movements in order to strengthen their economies. Despite its emphasis on global economic competitiveness and its weakening of labor power, allowing for the outsourcing of labor to cheaper foreign markets, the rise of neoliberalism was also strongly nationalistic, utilizing nationalist rhetoric, emphasizing local military and industrial strength in the national character, and the demonization of other ways of life (such as communism) in order to sell voters on the merits of neoliberal ideology. 
	The onset of neoliberalism was accompanied by an increasing reliance on identity politics, a parallel movement that began during the 1970s. Socioeconomic groups such as worker unions lost power and influence, leading to a decline of the welfare state which had previously cared for the American lower classes, particularly ethno-racial minority groups who faced systemic discrimination. Over the course of the decade and beyond, social movements moved on from the initial rights gained during the American Civil Rights movement of the 1960s to addressing issues of unequal shares in attaining cultural power, money, and status. These movements were based in a belief in the importance of multiculturalism, a recognition of the presence of multiple different cultures within a society. Multiculturalism suggested that cultural heritage and pride was important to the preservation and maintenance of cultures within the broader culture, which, as Storm notes, was in counter to the older American ideal of the melting pot (Storm 2025, 305). 
On the political right, a global rise of religious fundamentalism had begun during the late 1970s (Bruce Lawrence 1989), and conservatives in the United States embraced (Christian, particularly Protestant) fundamentalism as a method of courting the new religious right (Harvey 2005, 49). One of the leaders of the new American fundamentalism, the Reverend Jerry Falwell, preached a “pro-life, pro-traditional family, pro-moral, and pro-American” agenda that easily slotted in with the conservative nationalism of Reagan. “Culture wars”, the back-and-forth tug of war between different political entities either hoping to spread their beliefs or win rights on behalf of (ethno-racial but also gender and sexuality based) minority groups became an increasingly important part of politics over the next few decades, a process that has intensified with the rise of the internet and social media. 
	The problem of the culture wars was apparent in neoliberalism early on and have become particularly problematic in the 21st century. Right-wing populist efforts have depicted multicultural policies as a threat to the national moral integrity (particularly when concerning gender and sexuality) and identity and implemented anti-immigration measures while the left has failed to resolve problems of systemic discrimination, preferring to focus on inclusion efforts rather than addressing economic concerns, as well as the neoliberal redistribution of wealth upwards into the wealthiest portions of the population. Historian David Hollinger proposed moving beyond the identity politics of multiculturalism as early as 1995, decades before the current extreme division of American politics had fully blossomed, arguing in his book Postethnic America that new forms of solidarity were needed to overcome the explicit boundaries being put into place between races in the name of pluralism and cultural diversity. Hollinger’s argument was not that preservation of cultural identity was a bad thing, but instead that it had the potential for unintended consequences such as working as a new, gentler form of segregation, cutting off the creation of new identities in favor of preserving old ones that may or may not still be relevant or could even potentially be stifling to members of the affected community, especially when the nation attempts to set cultural diversity into law. 
Hollinger instead looks to cosmopolitanism, the “rootless” nature of older, often imperial societies, which emphasized the empire (or the nation) over other forms of allegiance (Hollinger 2000, 3). Hollinger, in suggesting the idea of post-ethnicity, trades this rootlessness for what he calls a rooted cosmopolitanism (Hollinger 2000, 5), a solidarity based on voluntary communal identity to not only one’s ethnicity, but also to other forms of community such as class or nation while also maintaining kinship and ethnic communities, which Hollinger has proposed relabeling as communities of descent (Hollinger ix, 2005). It should go without saying that the importance of community in Hollinger’s writings gives it a strong folk bent, and a particularly interesting one in light of Hollinger’s emphasis on the need for community commitments to be voluntary, while also being suggestive of Marxian class-consciousness and, of course, highly applicable to national identity. 
While Hollinger was mainly concerned with ethno-racial identity and class, suggesting that the US focus on culture wars had resulted in small, inexpensive changes that had no real results in dismantling systemic inequality (Hollinger 2000, 15), there has since been an expansion in scope of the culture wars, now broadened to include gender and sexuality. This focus on “small inexpensive changes” has only resulted in backlash from both conservatives and liberals and entrenched both sides into hard line thinking, solidifying political identities into Democrat and Republican, each with their own view of what it means to be American, each appealing to national and cultural identity (including ethno-racial identity) in their own ways, sometimes with unexpected results, as with the move to the right by many (typically reliably Democrat-leaning) Black and Hispanic voters in the 2024 presidential election. 
As Eric Storm has noted, academic understandings of ethnicity and culture have also changed, with the older anthropological understanding of cultures as being internally homogenous with clearly identifiable boundaries and structures now being seen as myopic, incomplete, and overly restrictive (Storm 2024, 315), but this is not consistent with how nationalism, populists, or, importantly, many ethnic groups, view their cultures. Indigenous peoples, in particular, have long struggled with academia over perceptions that academics misunderstand their cultures (intentionally or otherwise). Certainly, groups such as many Native American tribes have a right to be suspicious, as they have seen academics declare them to be on the brink of extinction (see chapters 2.1 and 3), have had their physical remains kept in universities, hospitals, and museums as learning aids, and endured their sacred objects being put on display. 
Other minority groups have cause towards insularity as well. African Americans have had to endure the horrors of chattel slavery and the indignities of Jim Crow laws, Asian Americans, the racism of the “yellow peril” scare and World War 2-era suspicion and concentration camps, Latin Americans, particularly Mexicans, with ongoing vilification regarding their immigration status and right to work that goes back to at least the Great Depression, just to name a few of the more obvious instances of minority groups being persecuted in this country (and that’s focusing purely on ethno-racial groups, to say nothing of religious or sex/gender/sexuality-based persecutions as well as the long history of ethnic groups coming to the US and needing to prove their “whiteness”, as with the Irish, Italians, Greeks, etc.). These struggles have reinforced Bauman’s concept of the differential identity, allowing minority groups to envision themselves as being united in a shared identity, an identity that then becomes part of the American story – the sagas of minority struggle and endurance, of perseverance through the hardest times to get to where they are today. These identity-based narratives have now become sufficiently important to the story of American national identity that they have become a part of the Smithsonian, as manifested in the National Museum of African American History and Culture, the National Museum of the American Indian, and the upcoming museums of the American Latino and Women’s History. The next chapter will explore how these museums tell these stories and how they are presented as part of the American national identity. 


[bookmark: _Toc199849080][bookmark: _Toc202021034]THE SMITHSONIAN

	During the summer of 2024 I was able to spend some time visiting the Smithsonian 
Museums thanks to a research grant provided by the Dr. George S. Kleris Memorial 
Scholarship. As my visit only spanned a week’s time, I was unable to visit every single Museum. Additionally, the iconic Smithsonian Castle, the very first Smithsonian Museum, is closed for 
renovations for the next several years, as is the second oldest, the Arts and Industries Building. 
My experiences with the Smithsonian should therefore be considered a snapshot of the 
particular time when I was there, of a particular set of Museums within the broader 
Smithsonian, as most visitors would experience it[footnoteRef:13]. Although this work is concerned primarily  [13:  A 2017 survey conducted by the Smithsonian stated that 1 in 3 visitors who visited a Smithsonian museum on the National Mall had visited another Smithsonian museum that day (The Smithsonian Institute, 2017). ] 

with heritage and American national identity, I was not able to visit during the time of the 
Folklife Festival, an annual event organized by the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage typically scheduled from the last week of June through the first 
week of July so as to coincide with the American Independence Day on the 4th of July, as I was 
still in school during this period and had to make the journey up from Atlanta to D.C. a few weeks later instead. 
	I will instead place my focus on the handful of museums that I identified ahead of time as housing a large number of potentially relevant “folk” and cultural heritage objects or exhibits. These include the National Museum of American History (NAAH), the National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC), the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), and the Smithsonian American Art Museum and Portrait Gallery (SAAM). I will also discuss the broader architecture of these and other Smithsonian buildings and consider what they bring visually to the National Mall. I will begin with a brief history of the early years of the Smithsonian Institution and then give a brief overview of the individual museums that I spent time with, highlighting pieces that I identified as having some relevance to concepts of folk and cultural heritage. Most of the pieces I have identified are truly traditional material as defined by folklorists, such as traditional, communal arts and crafts as well as music (some of which is truly “folk” in that it is traditional, non-popular music, and some of which is more cultural heritage) and even folk jobs (particularly in the National Museum of African American History and Culture. There are also some pieces that are not “folk” in the traditional manner but are instead folk art of the outsider variety, as well as material from the nineteenth century that is not folk but does speak to an attempt by the Smithsonian to re-contextualize ideas of American Romanticism and Neoclassicism into more modern understandings of cultural diversity. My decision to include all of this material and not simply the most “folk” was influenced by the fact that all of this material sits together and is utilized to contextualize each other (particularly at the Smithsonian American Art Museum). 
[bookmark: _Toc199849081][bookmark: _Toc202021035]3.1   The Early Years

	James Smithson’s will stipulated that his bequest to the United States be used “to found 
at Washington, under the name of the Smithsonian Institution, an Establishment for the 
increase & diffusion of knowledge among men” (Smithson 1826). Smithson’s fortune was 
originally meant for his nephew, Henry James Hungerford, with the money only going to the 
United States if Hungerford should die with no heirs. Hungerford passed a mere six years 
after Smithson and the clause went into effect, causing then-president Andrew Jackson and the 
United States Congress to take up the debate about what to do with the money, particularly arguing what it meant to “increase and diffuse knowledge among men,” an argument that 
continued long after the founding of the Smithsonian Institution in 1846 (ten years after the 
United States had accepted the money for it). 
The Institution’s first Secretary, Joseph Henry (1797-1878, Secretary from 1846-1878), a physicist with little interest in collections, argued in favor of the Institution being primarily set up as a research facility, arguing that the maintenance of a museum would quickly deplete the funds provided by Smithson and concerned that the Smithsonian would soon become subject to political influence if it had to rely on funding from Congress (Nichols 2021, 56). This was an argument he slowly lost, largely thanks to his own second in command, Assistant Secretary (and second Secretary of the Institution) Spencer Baird (1823-1887, Secretary from 1878-1887). Baird’s profession as a naturalist meant that he was much more interested in collections than Henry, and he began seeking rare plants, bodies of animals, minerals, and Native American-made objects from throughout the young nation (Nichols 2021, 60), slowly accumulating the beginnings of the collection during Henry’s tenure before ramping up efforts during his own. 
	Despite Joseph Henry’s initial reservations, a museum was eventually founded in 
the Smithsonian Castle (built 1847-1855), a site that had previously been set aside simply for offices and research, with the collection falling under the aegis of Baird’s Natural History Department. Despite following Henry’s directives, Baird disagreed with Henry’s quibbles regarding collecting and the collections quickly expanded, particularly following Henry’s death when Baird took over the Museum’s leadership. The new nation’s interest in exploring and charting its new land holdings also contributed to collecting, as military personnel and surveyors alike were instructed to bring back examples of whatever new and interesting things that they might encounter, laying the groundwork for the expansive collection that exists today (Nichols 60).  
For several years this initial collection was kept entirely within the Smithsonian Castle, the first building built for the Institution, before expanding past the point of being confined to one building alone, particularly one that was not originally designed as a museum, as was the case with the Castle. There are now seventeen Smithsonian museums, most of them on the National Mall in Washington, D.C.
3.2   Architecture
Much of the modern Smithsonian dates to the post-World War II period, with a few older buildings from the 19th century, the most important of which, the Smithsonian Castle and the Arts and Industry Building, are currently closed for renovations. The Smithsonian as a whole is an eclectic mixture of different styles, reflecting the diversity of the time periods in which the individual museums were built as well as different viewpoints on what the Smithsonian should or could be. Architects designing the Smithsonian have had to consider not only what these buildings are bringing to the Institution, its constituents, and the city of Washington, D.C., but also have to contend with what they bring to a sense of national identity, as the Smithsonian is tasked with reflecting the people(s) of the nation in addition to the usual concerns of most metropolitan museums. The Smithsonian is also somewhat unusual in its status as not being a single museum, but a group of museums — a single museum must not simply reflect its own values, it must reflect those of the Institution as a whole. 
	The National Mall is the large park in downtown D.C. that is home to much of the Smithsonian (there are exceptions, such as the original National Museum of the American Indian in New York, and collection caretaking facilities elsewhere) and several of the historic U.S. monuments. The Mall starts at the Capitol Hill grounds on the eastern side of the park and extends to the Washington Monument at its western edge. While Capitol Hill itself is in the traditional Neoclassical style (“Neoclassical” AOC.gov, accessed June 27, 2025), much of the National Mall was intentionally crafted in a “Beaux-Arts” style, a French variety of Neoclassical architecture taught at the École des Beaux-Arts from the 1830s through the end of the century, and was designed by New York firm Carrère and Hastings (“Beaux-Arts” AOC.gov, accessed June 27, 2025) in the first decade of the 20th century. The Beaux-Arts style incorporated influences from Greek and Roman antiquity mixed with French and Italian Baroque features and an emphasis on sculptural decoration, particularly prominent on the outside of buildings. In America, these sculptural elements are strongly rooted in the American Greek Revival of the 19th century and are often tied with columns and long gabled roofs to complete the impression of buildings that could perhaps have existed in antiquity, were it not for the Baroque influences that also pop up on occasion, which themselves are tied to a late 19th century revival of Baroque grandeur in architecture (Rovelstad 1999, 244), but there is another association as well. Thomas Jefferson’s large collection of books became the basis of the Library of Congress and in 1886, the choice was made to construct the Thomas Jefferson Building of the Library of Congress to house the collection, which had been through multiple buildings without enough space to contain it (“Thomas Jefferson Building” AOC.gov, accessed June 27, 2025). The Thomas Jefferson Building was designed to pay tribute to Jefferson’s own architectural taste as evidenced by his own residence at Monticello in Virginia, itself designed by an Italian Renaissance architect drawing on Neoclassical styling. Many of the older monuments on the National Mall are themselves in Neoclassical stylings; the Lincoln Memorial is a tribute to the Parthenon (National Parks Service, accessed June 26, 2025), the Washington Monument is styled after Egyptian obelisks (Van Brunt 1879, 7), the White House is inspired by the designer of Roman-influenced country houses, Italian Renaissance artist Andrea Palladio (David L. Stubby Aug. 26, 1973). The early buildings of the Smithsonian, then, are intriguing in that they specifically do not follow this style. 
[bookmark: _Toc199849082][bookmark: _Toc202021036]3.1.1   The Smithsonian Castle
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[bookmark: _Toc203729768]Figure 2: "The Smithsonian Castle". Charles Hoover ca. 1933-1943. Oil on canvas. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/smithsonian-institution-building-10748

	The Smithsonian Castle is not currently open to the public as it is the midst of a multi-year renovation, so it will not form a large part of this thesis. Nevertheless, its historical status makes it worth spending a bit of time with, as it was the first building to be built for the Institution. The Castle was not originally specifically meant to be a museum but was instead built in the period between James Smithson’s bequest and the decision by second Smithsonian Secretary, Spencer Baird, that the Smithsonian needed more space to house its collections (1845-1881). Much of the rest of monumental D.C. was already well underway by the time of its construction, with the White House, the Capitol building, the Treasury Building, and the Old Patent Office Building (eventual home of the Smithsonian American Art Museum) all present already on the National Mall in full Neoclassical splendor, marking the Smithsonian Castle’s red sandstone material and medieval design as a departure from the city’s reflection of Neoclassical forms. 
The architectural style of the Castle is instead partially based in the Gothic Revival and partially in the collegiate Romanesque style of the ancient British university such as Oxford or Cambridge (Ewing and Ballard 2022, 30). The academic institutional gestures here are obvious, particularly considering the initial expectation that the building was to serve, not as a museum, but as a home for scientists and their research. The Englishness of the style is also interpreted as being an homage to James Smithson, who attended Oxford, and the style of the building as a whole was meant by architect, James Renwick Jr. (1818-1895), to convey a sense of the picturesque, a Romantic aesthetic sense of finding the beauty in natural landscapes and overgrown monuments, frequently associated with conceptions of nationalism in its emphasis on romanticizing the natural beauty of a nation, suggesting that the tourism that has come to define the modern Smithsonian has been baked into the concept from the start, even if unintentionally. 
[bookmark: _Toc202021037]3.2   The Smithsonian Museum of American Art and National Portrait Gallery

	Like the Smithsonian Castle, the building that currently houses the Smithsonian Museum 
of American Art and National Portrait Gallery (SAAM) was not originally constructed as a museum. Unlike the Castle however, the building was not originally meant for the Smithsonian Institute at all, but was originally created for the US Patent Office. The Old Patent Office Building, as it has come to be known, was one of the Greek Revival buildings that dotted the city before the Castle was ever built, with construction beginning in 1836, a full decade before Congress authorized the creation of the Smithsonian Institute. The Institution took ownership of the building in 1958 and was the first separate home of the Institution’s already extensive arts collections, as they previously had been forced to share space in the Arts and Industries building and then the Natural History Museum. 
[image: A large stone building with columns

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

[bookmark: _Toc203729769]Figure 3: The Smithsonian Museum of American Art Exterior. https://americanart.si.edu/visit

	The building’s Greek revival columns and gabled roof are matched in modern times with 
an enclosure of its central courtyard that was added in 2007, linking the American Art Museum 
to the National Portrait Gallery. This enclosure of glass, steel columns, and extensive lighting provides a visible touch of modernity to the newly enclosed space while maintaining the Neoclassical facades of the original buildings. This sense of combining the modern and the ancient is carried through to the Robert and Arlene Kogod Courtyard that it houses, a space filled with trees in elaborate marble planters set against the Greek revival architecture of the building. 
	The inside of the building tells another story, as rather than following the Greek revival 
of the outside, the inner space is an amalgam of styles due to its frequent renovations
necessitated by both age and misfortune. Two wings, the Model Hall and the Great Hall, largely 
destroyed by fire in 1877, were rebuilt by Adolf Cluss (1825-1905) in a style known as “modern Renaissance” which mixed Romanesque faux-marble and columns with Renaissance-inspired arches, vaulted ceilings, and staircases complete with elaborate balusters. These halls are considerably more cheerful than the ones that retained their earlier design thanks to additional skylights and are awash with color provided by the stained glass and geometric floor tiling.
The building’s original status as home to the Patent Office and its own large collection of patent models meant that even at that early date it was frequently considered both a “museum of curiosities” and a “temple of invention” (Ewing and Ballard 2022, 83), a phrase that likely grew out of its resemblance to an ancient Greek temple (thanks to its fluted Doric columns), but it is interesting to consider this phrase in the present day as a commentary on the ways that America sees itself.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729770]Figure 4: A Native American sculpture of Hopi folk legends Coyote and Turtle housed within the American Art Museum. Unknown artist. After 1930. Carved, varnished, and painted walnut. 

While American innovation in technological fields is celebrated elsewhere 

(both in the National Museum of American History and the Air and Space Museum), SAAM and 

the Portrait Gallery offer a unique relevance to considering the question of American 

nationalism. It is important to note that the Portrait Gallery is not simply filled with the 

expected pictures of American presidents, though certainly some of the most famous portraits 

of American presidents are here. What is more interesting is who else is here, 

celebrities from the worlds of music and other performing arts (in the “Bravo!” gallery) and 

sports (a matching “Champions” gallery), as well as scientists and philanthropists — The Portrait 

Gallery must be understood as a place for Oprah Winfrey and Albert Einstein alike, just as the 

United States is. 

	SAAM, like many art museums, does not always inform the visitor what its curatorial intent is or how to interpret the pieces that are chosen, as signage is often minimal compared with other types of museums. Particularly important artists might get a biography text, or historical background of a period might be provided, but individual pieces are typically left open to interpretation. An interesting example of this is SAAM’s folk arts section which, like many art museums, does not particularly distinguish between what is academically known as folk art, art which typically has a communal purpose and requires some form of communal training, and so-called outsider art, work made by untrained artists, even when such a distinction would be helpful to visitors who are not familiar with the two different streams. SAAM’s folk art section presents traditional yet highly elaborate quilts of unknown American provenance (Figure 7) alongside equally elaborate but very non-traditional pieces of religious sculpture created from cardboard and tin foil that take up the better part of a room, made by the African American artist “Saint” James Hampton (1909-1964) (Figure 5). Both are identified by SAAM’s folk arts section text (Figure 8) as likely being rural in origin and as coming from African American artists, but they are otherwise quite different, and it is interesting to consider what it means for these things to share a space — shared heritage cannot be the only story here, as non-African American artists such as Emery Blagdon (1907-1986) (Figure 6) are also found here, so what is the greater commentary at play? 
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[bookmark: _Toc203729771]Figure 5: James Hampton's “Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations’ Millenium General Assembly,” Mixed media, 1950-1964.

Personally, when I see the religious artwork of an African American man dating from the 

early to mid-20th century, particularly one with a Christian derived nickname, my mind goes to a 

certain kind of folk practice, the country blues music tradition of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

where figures such as the Reverend Gary Davis and Blind Willie Johnson sang songs with titles 

such as “I Am the Light of This World” and “Death Don’t Have No Mercy.” Certainly, these 

impulses towards a certain type of cruciform ministry would have both grown out of the 

Southern Black church, but the connection is never made in the exhibit; American 

folk music does not appear here, it appears in the National Museum of American History and 

the Museum of African American History and Culture. Visitors from the American Southeast or 

blues aficionados may make this connection, but it is interesting that the museum itself does 

not point to the existence of this tapestry of faith-influenced work. To this tapestry we can also 

add Blagdon, as his Healing Machine (a series of small, delicate sculptures made from cast off, 

everyday materials such as ribbons, beads, and magnets that he created from the 1950s until 

his death) was designed to channel natural energies into healing illnesses. While Blagdon’s work 

may not have fallen under a typically Christian framework, his machines still seem to fit into a 

framework of a spiritual folk practice.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729772]Figure 6: “Healing Machine(s)” by Emery Blagdon (1907-1986). Mixed media. 
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[bookmark: _Toc203729773]Figure 7: African American traditional quilts of unknown artistry on display in the Smithsonian American Art Museum. Textiles.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729774]Figure 8: Folk Arts Primary Text

	David Drake, a.k.a. Dave the potter (c. 1800 – 1870s), was an enslaved African American folk potter who lived in the Edgefield pottery district of South Carolina. Drake is thought to have lived just long enough to have witnessed the Civil War and to have seen the end of slavery, after which he took the surname of Drake after his first owner, Harvey Drake, a local pottery business owner, before dying sometime in the 1870s.[footnoteRef:14] Dave worked at Harvey Drake’s pottery where he learned to make alkaline-glazed stoneware jugs.  [14:  Drake’s name is recorded in the 1870 United States Census but not in the 1880 one, according to biographer Leonard Todd (Todd, accessed Jun 9, 2025). ] 

Sometime while he was still enslaved,[footnoteRef:15] Drake learned how to read and write and began not only signing his name to his works. but inscribing them with (typically quite short) poems that he would write. The one in SAAM (Figure 9) for example, reads “A noble jar for pork or beef, then carry it a round to the Indian chief,” followed by a date of November 9th, 1860.  [15:  The first known Dave poem is dated July 12, 1832. Drake was likely taught how to read and write by Harvey Drake, a religious man who likely would have wanted Dave to be able to read the Bible (Todd, accessed Jun 9, 2025). ] 
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[bookmark: _Toc203729775]Figure 9:"Untitled (verse jar)" by David Drake (c. 1800 -1870s). Ceramic. 1860.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729776]Figure 10: SAAM wall text contrasting the lives and careers of African American artists Robert Duncanson and David Drake. 


	Drake’s work is juxtaposed with that of another Civil War era African American artist, Robert S. Duncanson (c. 1821 – 1872). Unlike Drake, Duncanson was born free, the grandson of an enslaved African American man named Charles Duncanson who had been freed by his owner and left the South. Duncanson’s father started a painting business and apprenticed all five of his sons under himself and other painters, with Robert emerging as a clear talent. Duncanson took up first portraits and then landscape paintings, becoming fascinated with the Romantics of the Hudson River School of landscape painting. Duncanson and fellow Cincinnati, Ohio-based Hudson River artists, T. Worthington Whittredge and William Louis Sonntag (both white men), would take trips together around the young country to sketch inspiring nature scenes to bring home to their studios. Duncanson quickly became internationally famous for his picturesque images, most of which were pastoral in nature, which, as we saw in chapter 1.2, would have been identified with the more sedate American version of the sublime concept. 
A few of Donaldson’s pieces, such as Vulture and its Prey (1844) (Figure 13), which is part of this exhibit and another, Robbing the Eagles Nest (1856) (Figure 11), in the National Museum of African American History and Culture, presented ventures into capturing a seemingly more European interpretation of the sublime in their depictions of the violence of nature, showing a vulture bloodily devouring its prey and men attempting to rob an eagle’s nest of its eggs and being repelled by the ferocity of the eagle’s protection. This European/American split, as well as the presence of one of these paintings in the NMAAHC, a museum not overly devoted to art, demands a moment of attention. The NMAAHC’s own caption suggests that the piece might have been recognized at the time of creation as depicting an allegory for the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854,[footnoteRef:16] but is unclear about further details.  [16:  The Kansas-Nebraska Act repealed the Missouri Compromise, allowing states to decide for themselves (i.e., by white male settlers) whether or not they would allow slavery in their territories rather than the previous attempt at balancing power between slave-states and free-states. The repeal of the Missouri Compromise has been identified as being one of many decisions that would act as preludes to the American Civil War (United States Senate, accessed Jun 9, 2025). ] 

Duncanson painted Robbing the Eagle’s Nest at the height of his career. The work reflects the popular 19th-century practice of collecting wild birds’ eggs. Duncanson’s decision to represent two men attempting and ultimately failing at collecting eggs from an eagle’s nest may have been viewed by his audience as an allegory. It referenced the 1854 debate over slavery in the new western territories following implementation of the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The law abrogated the Missouri Compromise by allowing white male settlers in the new states of Kansas and Nebraska to decide for or against slavery. (National Museum of African American History and Culture, accessed Jun 9, 2025) 

While this description reads to me as being somewhat obscure, a link on the SAAM website led me to the work of Molly K. Eckel, a Joe and Wanda Corn Predoctoral Fellow at SAAM who wrote a currently embargoed dissertation of the work of Duncanson. Eckel suggested that the painting was consistent with depictions of the Biblical kingdom of Edom which joined Babylon in the ransacking of Israel and returned captured Israelites who had managed to escape from the Babylonians (Payer Fall 2024, Panorama, Eckel 2025). A conversation with Eckel over email confirmed for me that the text was based on Eckel’s work. Eckel’s association of the piece with the Edomites quickly led me to a passage in the Book of Obadiah which lays out the association quite clearly. 
	The pride of thine heart hath deceived thee, thou that dwellest in the clefts of the rock, 
whose habitation is high; that saith in his heart, who shall bring me down to the ground? Though thou exalt thyself as the eagle, and though thou set thy nest among the stars, thence will I bring thee down, saith the Lord. (Obadiah 1:1-4 KJV)
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[bookmark: _Toc203729777]Figure 11: “Robbing the Eagle’s Nest.” Robert S. Duncanson (c. 1821 – 1872). Oil on canvas. 1856. https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2009.13ab

	Interestingly, the work of Duncanson has another link with concepts of American nationalism; his piece Landscape with Rainbow (1859) (Figure 12) was chosen to be displayed during President Joe Biden’s Inauguration. The piece, created two years before the outbreak of the American Civil War, is thought to represent a hope for peace in hard times; its usage in a Presidential Inauguration in the midst of what would become a tumultuous back-and-forth between Presidents Trump and Biden over the direction of the country presents obvious symbolism of Biden’s position on the previous Trump era.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729778]Figure 12: "Landscape with Rainbow" by Robert S. Duncanson. 1859. Oil on canvas.   
https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/landscape-rainbow-7601
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[bookmark: _Toc203729779]Figure 13: Robert S. Duncanson "Vulture and its Prey." 1844, oil on canvas.


	William H. Johnson (1901-1970) was an African American painter from South Carolina who is commonly associated with folk art (Powell 1986, 400, SAAM 2025, Hampton University Museum 2025), but Johnson was educated at the prestigious National Academy of Design. Johnson and his wife, Danish artist Holcha Krake, spent much of the 1930s in Scandinavia while Johnson explored modernism and African American folk art as well as the European folk traditions by which Krake was inspired (Poesch 1995, 368), before moving back to the States and landing in Greenwich Village. His work carries the handmade, unfinished quality of so-called outsider art, instantly calling to mind the works of figures such as Georgia artist Howard Finster. 
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[bookmark: _Toc203729780]Figure 14: "Booker T. Washington Legend" by William H. Johnson. 1944-1945, oil on plywood. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/booker-t-washington-legend-11561

Johnson was also an important figure in the Harlem Renaissance, teaching art in the Harlem Community Art Center, but his mental health began to decline after the death of his wife in 1944. He began his final and most well-known series of paintings, largely portraits of influential African American figures such as Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, and white abolitionist John Brown, in this period before his final exhibition in Denmark where friends noticed his rapid decline and he was entered into hospitalization — he would remain hospitalized for twenty-three years. This period of obscurity ensured that his work as an artist was underappreciated at his death, but his works have become highly valued since, and the Smithsonian now claims to own over one thousand pieces of his work, with several being on display at the time of my visit as part of an exhibition on the contributions of African Americans to the national story. 
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[bookmark: _Toc203729781]Figure 15: "Three Great Abolitionists" by William H. Johnson. 1945, oil on paperboard.  https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/three-great-abolitionists-lincoln-f-douglass-j-brown-12109
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[bookmark: _Toc203729782]Figure 16: Text for this exhibit clearly identifies its focus on African Americans to the national story.


[bookmark: _Toc203729783]Figure 17: Shaker-made ceramics.

	Out of all the exhibitions in the Smithsonian, the room of Mount Lebanon Shaker Society home furnishings is one of the most traditionally “folk” (as outlined in chapter 1, early conceptions of folk in the United States were based in rural groups that were somehow set apart from mainstream society, retaining their traditions). The Shakers, a Christian offshoot group originating in England in 1747 and arriving in the United States in the 1780s, reached their popular peak in the nineteenth century before nearly dying out in the early part of the twentieth, putting their history in the U.S. roughly concurrent with the long nineteenth century, with only one Shaker community left today.[footnoteRef:17] The Shakers are ascetics who prefer to keep separate from mainstream society and preserve “older, simpler ways” of life as well as the importance of virginal purity (even to the point of abolishing marriage) but are also pacifists who believe in racial and gender equality. A strong work ethic characterizes Shaker society in a similar manner as the Amish and other Pennsylvania Dutch and the Shakers became known for the integrity and straightforward ethos of their crafts, preferring plain design, quality construction and a demand for perfection.  [17:  Although they still allow interested converts, Shaker membership relied on signing the Shaker Covenant, which was closed in 1957. Younger people occasionally choose to live as Shakers but cannot be given full membership. As a result, there are only two surviving ‘actual’ Shakers as of 2024. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc203729784]Figure 18: A Shaker-made grandfather clock and rocking chair. 

[bookmark: _Toc199849083][bookmark: _Toc202021038]3.2.1   American Neoclassicism

The work of Hiram Powers (1805-1873) and a few of his contemporaries deserves special discussion here for what they say about American national identity and cultural heritage, both in the nineteenth century and the present. All pieces are in a Neoclassical style, something of a rarity for the Smithsonian, and many are either full or partial female nudes. Powers was born in Vermont but would begin his career in Washington, D.C., quickly earning a clientele and local commissions like his bust of Andrew Jackson before moving to Florence in search of more easily accessible marble and the hope of learning stone carving skills.[footnoteRef:18] Despite his expatriatism, Powers remained a favorite in D.C. for marbles, and Powers’ work clearly shows a nationalistic viewpoint, but it appears to have been a nuanced one.  [18:  Powers was not alone in this, moving to Florence for materials, comradery, and apprenticeship was a rite of passage for many Neoclassical sculptors of his generation (Tolles, Oct 1 2004, The Met).] 


[bookmark: _Toc203729785]Figure 19: " Greek Slave" by Hiram Powers, plaster and metal pins. Modeled 1843. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/greek-slave-20061

There are multiple versions of Powers’ piece Greek Slave (modeled 1843, marbles 1844-1860s) (Figure 19) owned by the Smithsonian, including the original plaster and metal pins cast from 1843 that was used to create the many other versions[footnoteRef:19] as well as several smaller casts of it. Greek Slave is one of the most famous statues of the nineteenth century and likely the most famous to emerge from the United States. Powers’ choice to depict a nude, chained Greek Christian woman captured by Ottoman forces during the War of Greek Independence (1821-1830) in Greek Slave caused a stir (Hyman 217, 1976), but the statue quickly became famous and American viewers flocked to see it. Abolitionists associated the statue with the local chattel slavery, using its depiction of an enslaved white woman, complete with Christian cross and a locket (to show her devotion to a presumably lost love), to show the moral wrongness of the institution. A reverend viewing the statue wrote that the nudity was allowable because she was “clothed with sentiment” — the woman depicted was nude, but not by choice, and her faith brought her strength and holiness, making the nudity acceptable (Hyman 217, 1976).  [19:  Sculptors in this time typically made an original clay version of a piece that would then be used to create a plaster cast with metal pins for support and then turned this plaster version over to outside artisans to carve into marble. This allowed for easy creation of multiple copies for sale to collectors. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc203729786]Figure 20: Hiram Powers' "The Last of the Tribes" (1876-1877).

Another Powers work, The Last of the Tribes (Figure 20), depicts a Native American girl, but the statue was modeled after an Italian woman and is found in a section of the museum that is primarily devoted to depictions of Native Americans. The Last of the Tribes is true to its name in that the statue was influenced by a common nineteenth century idea that Native Americans would soon be extinct, as explored in chapter 1.2. As the museum’s text for the piece states, Powers felt that “the time is not distant when the last Indian will pass away,” a familiar idea in contemporary anthropology and folklore of the vanishing yet noble savage — Powers’ decision to sculpt a neoclassical Native American woman, running for her life before the onset of the forces of modernity, cannot help but evoke those thoughts. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729787]Figure 21: Hiram Powers' "America" (bust version) https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/11788.

SAAM houses two versions of the final Powers piece I’ll be discussing, America (Figure 21), an attempt by Powers to create a statue that would stand in the U.S. Capitol. Powers was initially unsuccessful in attracting the U.S. government as a buyer, so its current location within the national museum would likely have pleased its creator. The depiction of a lovely woman standing proudly with a diadem upon her head as a personification of America is reminiscent of both the Lady Liberty, the modern female representation of the American nation, and Lady Columbia, Lady Liberty’s predecessor. Her crown with thirteen stars for the original thirteen colonies/states suggests that Lady Columbia was at the very least a strong influence, as Columbia was often represented with a Phrygian cap that bore the thirteen stars. Powers presents his depiction of the feminine America as a Greek goddess in a himation, quite similar to John Gast’s depiction of Columbia as the Spirit of the Frontier in American Progress, though Gast’s “star of empire” upon Columbia’s brow is replaced with the thirteen-star diadem.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  While Gast’s American Progress was not in the NMAH, there is a reproduction of it in the NMAI. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc203729788]Figure 22: "American Progress" by John Gast (1842-1896) presents a similar depiction of Columbia as Powers' "America." 1872, oil on canvas. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/0/0f/American_Progress_%281872%29_by_John_Gast.jpg/1600px-American_Progress_%281872%29_by_John_Gast.jpg?20141031022154




[bookmark: _Toc203729789]Figure 23: "The Libyan Sibyl" by William Wetmore Story (1819-1895), marble, 1868.

	William Wetmore Story’s The Libyan Sibyl (modeled 1861, carved 1868) (Figure 23) is one of the very few other Neoclassical marbles on public display in the American Art Museum. Like the Hiram Powers pieces, it is a distinctly American take on Neoclassicism – Story’s Libyan Sibyl is pictured contemplating the fate of the African people who had been brought over to the Americas and their descendants, with the piece intended as a condemnation of the institution of chattel slavery. The piece was modeled in 1861 at the onset of the American Civil War and this version of the piece was carved seven years later,[footnoteRef:21] two years after the ending of the institution of chattel slavery in the United States, bringing new meaning to The Libyan Sibyl’s contemplation of the future of African Americans.  [21:  There are multiple carvings of The Libyan Sibyl in existence, I have been able to find three of them in public art museums, all on the East Coast. SAAM has this one dated 1868, the High here in Atlanta has a much later one from 1878, and the Metropolitan Museum in New York has the earliest from 1861. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc202021039]3.3   The Smithsonian Cultural Centers

	One of the most important ways that the Smithsonian curates folk and cultural heritage material is through its cultural centers. One of these, the Smithsonian Latino Center, merged with the still in-progress National Museum of the American Latino in 2022, leaving two others — the Smithsonian Asian Pacific American Center and the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage. These centers are not museums in the traditional sense and are not open to the general public, but are instead committed to research, public outreach, and operating in an advisory capacity to other parts of the Institution, overseeing exhibits and depictions of the groups to whom they are dedicated. The Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage also is responsible for running a folk-oriented record label and the Smithsonian Folklife Festival, an annual two-week event coinciding with the Fourth of July American Independence Day holiday, held on the National Mall.
As the music of the people, folk music provided a way to understand “where we came from, the trials and tribulations of those who came before us, and the good times and the bad.” Seeger argued that the music also enabled Americans to understand their fellow citizens—the ones with whom they most likely would never interact—by asking, “How many white people have rediscovered their own humanity through the singing of American Negro songs? How many town dwellers have learned a bit about a rougher out-door life from songs created by men with calloused hands?” In short, folk music introduced Americans of many walks of life to each other, thus rendering the “imagined” national community more tangible. (Donaldson 1) 

The Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage motto “of the people, by the people, and for the people,” in its allusion to President Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” (and its own allusion to the Preamble to the United States Constitution) and conspicuous usage of “the people,” not only reflects both Enlightenment and Romantic sensibilities, it also suggests a sense of open-endedness — the Center is flexible in defining who “the people” are because the people themselves are those who create it. What is certain is that these people are American, whether through birth or naturalization, and that they have a stake in defining what the Center does for them. 
	The CFCH is divided into three branches, the Smithsonian Folklife Festival, the Folkways Recordings record label, and the Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections, which consists of the archival material associated with Folkway Records and the records of exhibitions and events sponsored by the Center such as the Folklife Festival.
[bookmark: _Toc199849084][bookmark: _Toc202021040]3.3.1   The Smithsonian Folklife Festival 

	The Folklife Festival happens every summer in downtown Washington D.C. and usually runs for about two weeks around the Fourth of July American Independence Day holiday (though it has sometimes lasted longer, as with the 1976 Bicentennial celebration when it ran for a whopping twelve weeks, or shorter, as with the 2019 festival, which was affected by the 2018-2019 federal government shutdown and only ran for two days; unsurprisingly, the 2020 edition was virtual). Every year festival curators choose a theme or program, most commonly focusing on one region/country and its folklore — 2024 was a celebration of Indigenous Voices of America, while 2023 saw The Ozarks. This theme is not exclusively American, as 2022 saw a focus on the United Arab Emirates, nor is it always so specific, as this year’s theme will be Youth and the Future of Culture, and 2026 will see a 250th anniversary of America celebration. Some years see multiple programs, as with 2023, where the Ozarks program shared billing with Creative Encounters: Living Religions in the U.S., a program about how religions contribute to communal belonging, and Soul of Tengri, a program about Kazakh heritage. 
	Individual themes and programs are much like other large museum special exhibitions in that they are broken up into different sub-exhibits and sub-themes that contribute to the whole. The Living Religions theme, for example, saw a cooking exhibit entitled Kitchen Theology, devoted to the act of expressing faith through food, as well as one called Sound Religion, which covered everything from African ritual drumming to Christian choirs, and another about how religions are navigating challenges related to cosmopolitan identities where various religions are encountered on a frequent basis and younger people growing up less inclined to faith-based identities. 
	The festival is typically an international event, with participants invited from all over the world to speak on their traditions, give demonstrations or performances, cook meals, or lead group participation. It is in many ways an update to the older practice of the World Fair or universal exposition in the emphasis on global cultures, particularly the early versions with a heavy anthropological “culture exchange” basis, though the Folklife Festival is heavily refocused as being presented from the perspective of the groups featured rather than about, at least on paper. 
[bookmark: _Toc202021041]3.4   The National Museum of American History

	The National Museum of American History is the most likely place that many Smithsonian visitors would encounter the work overseen by the Smithsonian Folklife Center, the Ralph Rinzler Archives, and the Smithsonian Folkways Recordings label. The American History Museum houses exhibition space for two changing exhibits, one a Smithsonian Libraries gallery and the other an Archives Center gallery, with the two current shows being Music HerStory, highlighting the works of women in folk and popular music and presented by the Smithsonian Libraries, and Treasures and Trouble, a showing of Blues-related archival material collected by Robert “Mack” McCormick, curated by the Archives Center.[footnoteRef:22] Both present an attempt to curate the inherently invisible intangible cultural heritage of (mostly but not exclusively folk) music in a visual way; both attempt to present portraits of the cosmopolitan nation, but their methods vastly differ.  [22:  Although it’s not particularly obvious, this gallery also serves as the public entrance to the Archives Center itself, though touring the archives is by appointment only and usually requires notice at least a month in advance. ] 

	Music HerStory is the more straightforward of the two exhibits and largely focuses on women in folk and country music, presenting a display with Smithsonian Folkways Recordings vinyl recordings from bluegrass pioneers, Hazel Dickens and Alice (Foster) Gerrard, folklorist and traditional Appalachian folk musician, Jean Ritchie, and “Queen of Tejano” Lydia Mendoza, as well as early 20th century sheet music for Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s “negro spirituals.” Feminism and issues that face women in music are suggested through a book on Dolly Parton entitled Dolly Parton: Women and Country Music and a magazine clipping regarding Loretta Lynn’s controversial pro-birth control 1975 country hit “The Pill” (Figure 25). The Olympia, Washington-based Riot Grrl punk rock scene of the 1990s, which focused on third-wave feminism and LGBTQ+ issues, gets multiple entries thanks to a display on zine culture (Figure 24) and covers the most recent figures in the exhibit. Music from the figures presented is available to listen to on interactive stations that also provide historical context and artist biographies. 
 		 
[bookmark: _Toc203729790]Figure 24: A display on the heavily zine-oriented Riot Grrl scene of the 1990s.



[bookmark: _Toc203729791]Figure 25: Loretta Lynn's "The Pill" proved highly controversial in 1975 for its pro-birth control theme. https://library.si.edu/sites/default/files/exhibitions/music-herstory/section-2/bk_2.1.7_001.jpg



[bookmark: _Toc203729792]Figure 26: A display in the "Music HerStory" exhibit showcases folklorist and musician Jean Ritchie's dulcimer and a Smithsonian Folkways Recordings vinyl record of her material.

	Treasures and Trouble is, true to its title, distinctly more problematic, as it presents a window into the life’s work of Robert “Mack” McCormick, a self-trained folklorist and one of the most famous white collectors of African American blues and folk music, working from the mid-1950s until his death in 2015. The exhibit is highly reflexive, as McCormick is an example of how modern anthropologists and folklorists are trained not to interact with their informants, as McCormick would borrow material from his informants and their friends and families with no intention of returning it, ignoring pleas for return, as with a rare photo of famed bluesman Robert Johnson which his family had long requested to be returned (Edgers Oct. 14 2023), and is also said to have outraged family members by trying to gain exclusive control over surviving Johnson material. His field notes even suggest taking liquor to loosen up his informants to make collecting easier, something that would generally be considered a clear ethical violation in modern relationships with informants. The Institute has had to track down heirs for returns of long requested and withheld material in McCormick’s archive, and the exhibit on McCormick necessitated a sign explaining the Smithsonian’s modern “ethical return” policy. 
McCormick was obsessed with keeping his work for himself, slipping fake material in with real work as a way of obscuring what was real and what was not so that he would instantly know if a rival folklorist had “stolen” collected material from him, but also proved a hopeless perfectionist, incapable of finishing his own studies for broad consumption. Biography of a Phantom, a long labored-over book on Robert Johnson, for instance, only emerged after McCormick’s death and the Smithsonian had acquired the material, finally freeing the work from McCormick’s constant tinkering. 
Despite all the criticism of McCormick, the exhibit still chooses not only to acknowledge him, but to place a focus on him, presenting a story that is intrinsically about McCormick much more than it is Robert Johnson or the artists that McCormick “discovered” like Mance Lipscomb or Lightnin’ Hopkins. The exhibit is also not the work of only one arm of the Smithsonian but is instead a collaboration between the American History Museum, the Smithsonian Archives Center, and the Folklife Center, making all three curators and stakeholders alike. The exhibit does not attempt to tell the complete tale of McCormick (leaving out, for example, the time he shut off Bob Dylan’s electricity at the Newport Folk Festival[footnoteRef:23]) but rather to speak to what it means to be a folklorist, and how the field has changed since McCormick’s heyday when he had stopped collecting in the 1970s (he spent the rest of his life focusing on working with the material he already had). It is a story about Black men (almost exclusively men) through the eyes of a white man in ways that are not the common, violence-laced story of Black and white men interacting in the 1950s and 60s, particularly in the Southeastern part of the United States where most of McCormick’s field work was done, but it is still a story of paternalism and ethical violations.  [23:  An event that is often exaggerated; Dylan was not actually performing for an audience at the time but rather rehearsing with his temporary backing band, the Paul Butterfield Blues Band. McCormick wished to use the rehearsal area for a rehearsal of a group of former convicts he’d brought together to sing prison work songs and had never sung together before. When Dylan refused to yield the rehearsal space, McCormick pulled the plug. Dylan’s reception by folk musicians and folklorists was famously chilly but the legend of Pete Seeger and an ax appears to be just that; a legend (Grimes Nov. 25, 2015, The New York Times). ] 

Placing this story within the walls of the American History Museum (and contrasting it with a more straightforward representation narrative like Music HerStory) not only asks the question of what national museums are and can be for (is front-facing reflexivity something commonly associated with massive, federally-funded museums?) but the exhibit, properly read, also suggests that it is not enough merely to be not racist; anthropologists and folklorists must also be ethical. Robert McCormick was not a trained academic, but he worked and was accepted as a folklorist, and the issuing of his work in recent years through folkloristic channels such as Smithsonian Folkways continues this acceptance even as it carefully rejects the parts that are not acceptable in modern academia. It may not be a story about America, the nation, but it is a story about what is and is not acceptable in modern America in terms of identity politics.

[bookmark: _Toc203729793]Figure 27: A wall of fieldwork maps and pictures and posters of blues musicians from the exhibit "Treasures and Trouble."



[bookmark: _Toc203729794]Figure 28: A reproduction of a map of Mack McCormick's 1968 field work trip collecting material on the way to the Smithsonian Folklife Festival. (https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/legendary-bluesman-robert-johnson-had-demons-so-did-his-biographer-180982027/)

	NMAH is by no means limited to these couple of rooms, of course, and some other important and worthwhile material is present, such as a haunting exhibit based on the murder of Emmett Till and a thoughtful one about scientific and medical skepticism, but much of the rest of the museum is dedicated to American contributions to technology (remember the focus on American innovation and the creation of American Romanticism and Folklore described in chapter 1.2), the changing fashions of First Ladies, and pop culture. The first curated exhibit of the Museum of the American Latino, “¡Presente!: A Latin History of the United States,” is here as well, though it seemed to be closed during my visit, so I do not have firsthand experience with it. The museum’s website promises a gallery that is rotated every six months (perhaps explaining its closure) and an emphasis on exploring how people of Latin heritage have shaped the country. I will return to “¡Presente!” in the next chapter, as it has been highly controversial in the time that it has been open. 
	The National Museum of American History, opened in 1964, was the first new Smithsonian museum in over forty years, the first since the Freer Gallery’s opening in 1923. The museum, originally referred to as the National Museum of History and Technology, was commissioned by President Eisenhower as early as 1955, at the height of the Cold War. The opening of NMAH would establish a boomtime for Smithsonian museums; the Anacostia Community Museum (1967), the American Art Museum and Renwick Gallery (1968), the Hirshorn Museum and Sculpture Gallery (1974), the Smithsonian Design Museum in New York (1976), and the National Air and Space Museum (1976) would all quickly follow.
The architecture of the NMAH building is an intriguing mixture of Neoclassicism and midcentury modern tastes, Smithsonian architecture scholars, Ewing and Ballard, note that it is built on a broad, terraced base in much the same way as an ancient temple (Ewing and Ballard 2022, 73), again showing a clear reference to Greco-Roman design influence in National Mall architecture. Interestingly, it is also the last of these gestures, as despite its status as the first of many new Smithsonian museums, no more new Neoclassical buildings would be built to house them, with newer museums either being built out of renovated older structures, such as the National Postal Museum, or if built from scratch, would follow more modernist design principles, as with the next couple of museums to be explored. 
[bookmark: _Toc202021042]3.5   The National Museum of the American Indian 

The Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), which opened in 2004, is one of the two most recent Smithsonian additions to the National Mall, alongside the National Museum of African American History and Culture. The creation of the museum was authorized in an act of Congress in 1989, and involved the transfer of a pre-existing collection from a museum in New York (also known as the Museum of the American Indian) to be moved to D.C. Due to the prominence of the older museum in New York, which had been founded by George Gustav Heye seventy years earlier, it was decided that the Smithsonian would also open a branch of the American Indian Museum in New York in the Alexander Hamilton Custom House in the Bowling Green park in Manhattan, therefore necessitating the construction of three new structures; the branch in D.C., the branch in Bowling Green, and a third in Maryland responsible for overseeing care and restoration of the collections. 
	Unlike many earlier Smithsonian museums on the National Mall, the Museum of the American Indian does not have any detectable Neoclassical influences. The museum was instead designed to reflect Native American principles, with a Canadian architect from the Blackfoot tribe named Douglas Cardinal[footnoteRef:24] hired to work with the Philadelphia firm Geddes Brecher Qualls Cunningham. Although Cardinal eventually left the project[footnoteRef:25] the project, his design was largely kept for the final version. Cardinal is interested in European Expressionism, a modernist architecture movement that is known for being closer to the Gothic style of architecture than Classical, using distortions of form to provoke emotional response, and emphasizing natural forms in an interesting throwback to Romanticism.  [24:  Cardinal began his academic career studying at the University of British Columbia, but was forced out of the program due to anti-indigenous racism and concerns about Cardinal’s ideas regarding making buildings reflect nature, causing him to finish his degree at the University of Texas at Austin. Interestingly, Cardinal was also trained as a cultural anthropologist. (Hall (14 July 2014 Toronto Star). ]  [25:  Cardinal claimed that the project required extra resources not covered by the initial contract while the Smithsonian claims that Cardinal and his firm failed to deliver technical drawings on time. There also seems to be some debate whether he left of his own volition or was removed, with the Smithsonian’s official Guide to Architecture saying the former and the New York Times the latter. ] 

[image: A row of flags from a window
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[bookmark: _Toc203729795]Figure 29: Flags representing various Native American tribes welcome visitors to the NMAI.

Indeed, the museum’s form is intended to evoke an earthen, rock-like feeling, with outer walls made of Kasota limestone, a type of dolomitic rock typically found in Minnesota. The inside lobby of NMAI is filled with flags of various Native American tribes represented in the museum (Figure 29) and a totem pole, entitled Eagle and the Young Chief, by Tshimshian artist David Boxley and his son David Robert Boxley (Figure 30). 

[bookmark: _Toc203729796]Figure 30: A totem pole carved by David Boxley (b. 1952) and son David Robert Boxley (b. 1981) of the Tsimshian tribe of the Northwest. 2011-2012. Red cedar, latex paint. 

	“Why We Serve: Native Americans in the United States Armed Forces” was one of the first actual exhibits I encountered in the NAMI (Figure 31 and 32). The (supposedly temporary)[footnoteRef:26] exhibit consists of a series of text panels depicting the history of Native American service to the country, with a panel representing every major conflict in US history and special attention paid to the question of why Native Americans might have chosen to serve during every conflict, with the desire to protect access to tribal lands from American settlers being the major factor up until the Civil War, with a tradition of service being the most commonly cited factor cited after.  [26:  NMAI’s website lists the exhibit as running from November 10, 2021-November 30, 2023, but it was still up when I visited in July of 2024. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc203729797]Figure 31: NMAI’s “Why We Serve” exhibit depicts the history of Native in the United States Armed Forces. 




[bookmark: _Toc203729798]Figure 32: The narrative of Native American service is told through a series of text panels representing major conflicts in U.S. history.

[bookmark: _Toc203729799]Figure 33: NMAI’s hall displays of animals is highly unusual in its lack of identification of tribal or regional origins for the figures.

	The D.C. version of NMAI is slightly unusual for a museum in that, at least during my visit, it had a fairly light number of artifacts on display. The bulk of artifacts presented here are also not in the main galleries but instead out in the halls, greeting visitors making their way up the stairs or exiting the elevators before entering the galleries proper. The halls are filled with exhibits of two kinds; animal depictions share one long case, beadwork shares another. Artifacts of the first variety (Figure 33, 34, 35) appear to be grouped by type of animal; groupings of ducks appear in one place, rodents such as mice and squirrels in another, predatorial birds in another. The NMAI does not identity the artifacts’ tribal origin, age, or region — the only piece that is even referred to concretely in the section text is a stone spider that is said to be a fake (this lack of tribal identification will be a surprisingly constant theme throughout NMAI with only a few exceptions). 

[bookmark: _Toc203729800]Figure 34: Animals cont. from Figure 33.



[bookmark: _Toc203729801]Figure 35: This helmet depicting Betty Boop, a semi-nude woman, a buffalo, and other animals is one of the more unique pieces on display in the Animals exhibit, and its somewhat psychedelic design suggests it originates in the 1960s or 70s, possibly the Vietnam War. 

	The exhibition on Native American practices of beadwork (Figure 36), though it is also found outside of the main galleries, is much smaller and more concise. Only a few examples are shown, between one and three per display case, and all are attributed to their artists and, unusually for NMAI, tribal origins. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729802]Figure 36: The exhibit on beadwork is much more typical of a museum display than the nearby one on animals.

	The galleries proper are devoted to a mixture of art and history. One exhibit, “Unbound” explores storytelling through art, a tradition practiced by Native Americans from the Plains region encompassing what is often referred to as the American Midwest, stretching from the Rocky Mountains to the Appalachians and up into the northernmost part of Canada. 
                         
[bookmark: _Toc203729803]Figure 37: The first piece within the "Unbound" exhibit of narrative art is a shirt made of deerhide and a range of materials from human hair to paint and pigment. The shirt was purchased by original Museum of the American Indian founder George Gustav Heye. Circa 1840, unknown artist, mixed media. 

Plains narrative art is a wide field, with mediums ranging from graphite on paper to ink on muslin to deerhide, human hair, and pigment, and the breadth of approach is wide ranging – some of the pieces, like the shirt of deerhide seen at the very beginning of the exhibit (Figure 37) and the Kiowa battle dress (Figure 38), are very traditional, but others such as the graphite on ledger paper depiction of Sponge Bob Squarepants (Figure 39) are quite modern, even when using traditional techniques of creation. 
“Unbound” is interesting in another way: it is the only exhibit specifically devoted to Native Americans from one particular region. Native American identification is typically a specific thing, individual Native Americans generally identify first with a tribe, then perhaps with a region of tribes who have long-standing political and socio-historical ties which have influenced each other over time, and only then to Native American identity as a whole. The presence of only one exhibit that addresses cultural identity as something unique to a particular area is quite an unusual choice for the NMAI to have made. A perusal of the NMAI’s past exhibits on their website shows that they have occasionally hosted other regional exhibits, including ones on the Inka, the Taìno of the Caribbean, and the sovereign kingdom of Hawaii, but it is interesting to note that the first two of those are not based in the United States (though the Taìno are in a U.S.-occupied territory). 

[bookmark: _Toc203729804]Figure 38: A traditional Kiowa Battle Dress (2000-2006) by artist Vanessa Jennings b. 1952. Mixed media.  


[bookmark: _Toc203729805]Figure 39: "A Cruise Through Bikini Bottom" (2012) by Northern Arapaho/Seneca artist Dallin Maybee b. 1974. Paper, graphite, colored pencil, ink, glue. The presence of this piece in NMAI brings an interesting contrast of modernity to the highly traditional story of Plains narrative arts. 

	NMAI presents a small display on Native American activism (Figure 40, 41) at the end of a larger exhibition on treaties with the United States. Unlike NMAAHC which, as we shall see, presents activism as a long running tradition, NMAI presents Native American activism as a relatively recent movement, originating in the 1960s, that was inspired by the African American-oriented Civil Rights movement and centuries of broken treaties with the United States government, leading Native Americans to try new tactics. This 1960s origination aligns Native American traditional activism with the early beginnings of the multicultural movement in the United States as discussed in chapter 2.2. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729806]Figure 40: Native American Activism is linked most strongly with the 1960s but draws on events from much earlier, such as the massacre of Pine Ridge Indians at Wounded Knee in 1890. Wounded Knee would be the site of a large Native American protest in 1973 of the government’s treatment of Native Americans.


[bookmark: _Toc203729807]Figure 41: Native American Activism cont. Note of particular interest the idea of Native Americans coexisting with the nation as a separate, independent people. 

One of the most captivating displays in NMAI (Figure 42 and 43) is not truly about Native American life or culture, but instead about its perception and presentation by outsiders. A large room, empty of artifacts and furniture other than benches placed in the middle, is painted black and covered over with slatted walls allowing for the hanging of a dizzying number of images pulled from advertisements, stills from movies, television shows, and cartoons, comics, magazine covers, and product labels, all depicting Native Americans (or white people dressed up as Native Americans). This display emphasizes the point that images of Native Americans are used to sell everything from butter (Land O’Lakes) to tobacco and guns to beauty products (something called “Sleepy Eye Cream”). A pinup model is shown wearing a stereotypically Native American headband with a single feather to present a sexualized depiction in one image, while army helicopters with Native American words as names (such as “Comanche”) present a violent, macho image in another. Native Americans get cast as Thanksgiving saviors by Snoopy and Woodstock just as easily as they are presented as savages in gun advertisements. 
 
[bookmark: _Toc203729808]Figure 42: A large room-sized display presents Native Americans as depicted in American popular culture.

[bookmark: _Toc203729809]Figure 43: Native Americans depicted in pop. culture cont.

	A small exhibit called “As We Grow: Toys, Games, Traditions,” focused on Native American childhood, is located just outside the NMAI children’s activity center. True to its title, “As We Grow” is focused on traditional childhood items and is therefore one of the more old-school “folk” (and anthropological) displays found in NMAI, and one of the most straightforwardly material culture-oriented exhibits in NMAI. The exhibit is broken down into three sub-themes: Clothed in Tradition (Figure 44), Learning by Playing, and Games Bring Us Together (Figure 45), featuring children’s and infants traditional clothing, Apache playing cards, and balls and accessories from a variety of games. As is the case elsewhere, the exhibits depict various tribes rather than homing in on any one particular tribe or region. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729810]Figure 44: "Clothed in Tradition" presents traditional childhood clothing amongst various tribes of Native Americans. This section was one of the most old-school “folk” on display anywhere in the Smithsonian. 


[bookmark: _Toc203729811]Figure 45:"Games Bring Us Together" presents various childhood Native American games. As with Figure 44, this exhibit is one of the more obvious “folk” exhibits in the Smithsonian. 

[bookmark: _Toc202021043]3.6   The National Museum of African American History and Culture 

The National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC), opened on September 24, 2016, in a ceremony featuring the first African American President, Barack Obama, and civil rights icon and Congressman, John Lewis, is currently the most recent of the Smithsonian’s museums. Like other recent Smithsonian additions, the design of the NMAAHC is strikingly modern in its presentation, with three jutting layers visible from the outside, meant to evoke the tiers of a crown, referred to as the Corona, which is meant to resemble a specific piece of wood sculpture carved by Olowe of Ise, a Yoruba craftsman from the early 20th century, depicting a man wearing a three-layered crown. The angles of the Corona are said by the Smithsonian to be matched to the angle of the nearby Washington Monument, and the metallic weave-work depicted on them are said to be an homage to African American artisans of the American South (Smithsonian, n.d.).
 
[bookmark: _Toc203729812]Figure 46: An example of a metalwork Corona panel that lines the outside of the NMAAHC. Designed by Freelon Adjaye Bond/Smith Group. (https://nmaahc.si.edu/sites/default/files/styles/max_1300x1300/public/images/captioned/2016_41_3_mwm_hero_001.jpg?itok=1oL94Ala)

Interestingly, NMAAHC also has an African American folk architectural element to its design, in that the south facing entrance facing the Washington Monument is graced with what is referred to as “the Porch.” Porches are well known elements in American Southern shotgun housing, a type of housing popular amongst free African Americans in the nineteenth century and said by some scholars, such as John Michael Vlach, to have been imported from Africa by way of Haiti, recognizing that the houses began appearing in New Orleans shortly after an infusion of Haitian immigrants (Vlach 1976, 47) based on a Yoruba form. Porches in the American South presented a shaded place for residents to meet with friends and family, tell tall tales and jokes, and generally escape the Southern heat while still getting a bit of breeze. The intentional incorporation of a “porch” into NMAAHC tips its hat to this cooling vernacular element, even incorporating a reflecting pool of calm waters. Ewing and Ballard suggest that the Porch is meant to stand out as a welcoming contrast to the “imperial classical temple fronts and grand stairs” of other Smithsonian museums on the National Mall (Ewing and Ballard 2022, 146), a feeling that is meant to continue into the smooth modernist surfaces and refracted lighting (courtesy of the Corona latticework) indoors. 
Intriguingly, over half of the museum is actually below the first floor rather than up in the heights of the Corona — guests must journey downward, into the depths of the History exhibits, where they will encounter the grizzly truths of American chattel slavery before coming back up, incorporating the narrative of rising with the African American experience after the end of the Civil War and Emancipation, the Civil Rights movement, and into the modern day. The upper levels of the sun-dappled Corona are dedicated to African American culture, incorporating a research center where African American visitors can attempt to trace their family histories (Figure 47), educational spaces, even a library, as well as Community and Culture galleries dedicated to regional narratives and African American contributions to broader American culture such as famous musical figures and sports stars. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729813]Figure 47: The NMAAHC incorporates a variety of spaces meant to serve the African American community, such as the Robert Frederick Smith Explore your Family History Center.

	NMAAHC is perhaps the most overtly tradition and community focused of the National Mall museums, making it a prime target for exploring folk and cultural heritage material. Indeed, the focus on traditions is unmatched anywhere else, vastly overtaking NMAI, its most logical counterpart of the current museums; time will tell how the new museums on Women’s History and the American Latino will stack up once they make their debuts.



[bookmark: _Toc203729814]Figure 48: NMAAHC exhibit presenting activism as African American traditional practice.

	 NMAAHC unsurprisingly puts a heavy emphasis on the importance of activism to the African American story, with a large wall display devoted to “A Tradition of Activism” (Figure 48). Text panels devoted to various campaigns give short overviews of movements like a 1930s one referred to as “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” (Figure 49), a successful movement to create new jobs by putting economic pressure on companies that would not hire African Americans, a practice that would later be highly influential on the Civil Rights movement in showing that it was possible to produce positive change out of social and economic protests. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729815]Figure 49: A sign from the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaign says that "If Negro men can carry guns for Uncle Sam, surely they can drive milk wagons for Bowman Dairy.”

	Other panels focus on the famous Brown v. Board of Education (the Supreme Court decision ending legalized segregation), and the Niagara Movement, an early 20th century rights organization that would sponsor attempts to fight Jim Crow laws in court in the years immediately following the 1906 Atlanta Race Riot and would be an immediate predecessor to the NAACP, with many supporters and members of leadership jumping ship to the new organization following another race riot in 1908, this time in Springfield, Illinois, which led to a call for change amongst white civil rights activists and the formation of this new organization with a majority white (and therefore, more social power in the hierarchy of the period) leadership. 


[bookmark: _Toc203729816]Figure 50: One of the more straightforwardly “folk” exhibits in NMAAHC is devoted to African American watermen on the nearby Chesapeake Bay.

NMAAHC also presents the category of “Enterprise,” a variety of exhibits dedicated to African American work practices, many of which were traditional, relied upon ways of life in their communities for multiple generations. “Making a Way Out of No Way,” an exhibit dedicated to workers of the local Chesapeake Bay (Figure 50, 51), for example, focuses on the period between Emancipation and the Civil Rights era, but the tradition of Black watermen predates Emancipation, as Maryland had been home to the largest number of free African Americans in the entire country (a full 58% of the Black population). Seafood offered both economic opportunities and the ability to feed the large local communities, at least until the impacts of overfishing began to be felt in the 1970s, the same time when new economic opportunities began to open up elsewhere thanks to the Civil Rights movement and the following focus on identity politics (chapter 2.2). NMAAHC presents this narrative mainly through the eyes of Ira Wright, an African American oysterman. The exhibition is composed of Wright’s personal tools and oral narratives of his life (accessed on nearby monitors) collected by the Smithsonian, presenting both material and ethnographic elements of the story. 


[bookmark: _Toc203729817]Figure 51: A marine license panel from an oyster boat owned by oysterman Ira Wright, displayed in the "Making a Way from No Way" exhibit. https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2012.59.3?destination=/explore/collection/search%3Fedan_fq%255B0%255D%3Dname%253A%2522Wright%252C%2520Ira%2520Samuel%2522



[bookmark: _Toc203729818]Figure 52: An exhibit on African American midwife practice.

	A similar exhibit on African American midwife practices was also present (Figure 52), with the material culture present consisting of a typical nurse uniform owned by Registered Nurse and midwife, Maude Callen, medical licenses granted in Virginia and Mississippi, pictures, and another screen of ethnographic evidence with former midwifes telling their stories. Entrepreneurship is also highlighted in an exhibit about African American cookbooks (Figure 53), a field where traditional African American folklife has been highly celebrated for its contributions to American cuisine. Food “huckstering,” the art of street vending, was in many places a strictly Black affair, with the act showing up not only in the United States, both in the free north and the southern slave states, but also in the Caribbean and South America. The Smithsonian exhibition (Figure 54) notes that huckstering was an early form of African American enterprise, particularly in the north, where the most successful hucksters were able to make the move into restaurant ownership. 


[bookmark: _Toc203729819]Figure 53: African American cooking, often referred to as “Soul Food,” is an important part of traditional life for many Black Americans that has been turned into a thriving business.


[bookmark: _Toc203729820]Figure 54: The tradition of “Huckstering” was an early form of entrepreneurship for African American freedmen and enslaved peoples alike. 


[bookmark: _Toc203729821]Figure 55: African American traditional quilting makes an appearance here in a colorful quilt proclaiming FREEDOM! African American traditional quilting can also be found in the American Art Museum. “Freedom Quilt” ca. 1975, cotton, created by Jessie Bell Williams Telfair (1913-1986). 

	Some exhibits showed clear overlap with other Smithsonian museums. African American folk quilting makes a reappearance here (Figure 55, see chapter 3.3 on the American Art Museum for more information) with a special celebratory quilt, jubilant in its red, white, and blue livery, shouting “Freedom!” in large bold letters. Exhibitions on African American contributions to music also provide many places for repeat appearances of important figures. A guitar owned by blues musician, Lightnin’ Hopkins (Figure 57, Hopkins was ‘discovered’ by Mack McCormick – see chapter 3.5), and a modern reproduction of the book of sheet music by early gospel star and proto-rock n’ roller, Sister Rosetta Tharpe (Figure 56, also chapter 3.5), appears here as well. 

[bookmark: _Toc203729822]Figure 56: A copy of a book of Sister Rosetta Tharpe spirituals, identical to the one on display in the American History Museum, makes another appearance here in a display about gospel music.

[bookmark: _Toc203729823]Figure 57: A guitar owned by blues musician, Lightnin' Hopkins. Hopkins was discovered by Mack McCormick, a figure profiled in the American History Center by the CFCH. 

	Now that we’ve seen a selection of the material on display at several of the Smithsonian 

museums, we can begin to think more in-depth about how this material is presented and how it 

relates to the matters of national identity set out in chapters 1 and 2. 


[bookmark: _Toc199849085][bookmark: _Toc202021044]FINDINGS
The Smithsonian is highly modern in its presentation of folk material, which is to say, it is very much focused on ongoing, living traditions rather than cultural remnants of the type that early folklorists would have recognized. Of the material that I encountered and identified as folk in origin, folk art, or folk-inspired, arguably only the Shaker-made furniture and some material from the African American and Native American museums, such as the Chesapeake Bay Watermen, represented a folk tradition in the way that folk material would have been presented in museums a half century ago (and how it is often presented in purely “folk” oriented museums now, as I mentioned in chapter 1). 
This shift can be explained by factors such Alan Dundes’ widening of the folkloric umbrella to include any kind of communal tradition as well as by the academic change in recent years away from the folk label to the more common modern terminology of cultural heritage, which opens the field even further, the sad decline in the United States of Folk Studies as a potential field of study, and of course, the art world’s subsumption of folk art as a label, but what does it mean for the United States national museum to make this shift? Reviewing the pieces on display within the Smithsonian highlights curatorial attention to questions of identity politics and multicultural identity. Folk cultures and cultural heritage are largely treated interchangeably and, at least in the summer of 2024, the Smithsonian’s version of national identity was reliant on both. 
As we left our story of the folk narrative in the long nineteenth century, let’s quickly play some catchup. While folk associations with concepts of nationalism have most typically been associated with the arch-conservative ethnonationalist variety, the American folk concept was, as outlined in chapter 1.2, culturally diverse from the start as well as being pro-Nature and arguably anti-Commerce. This gave it what was initially an unusually non-political bent before folk music was utilized by the American left during the 1930s as support for labor during the Great Depression. As outlined by Eyerman and Barretta (Eyerman and Barretta 1996, 507), Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal institutionalized the Left’s support for the folk concept by hiring fieldworkers such as John Lomax (father to Alan) and Charles Seeger (father to Pete and Peggy) to “document the culture of the ‘common people,’” again hoping to preserve a culture that was presumed to soon by disappearing (in this case because of the faith in the transformational properties of the New Deal), creating a canon of music and culture that would prove influential. While the blacklisting of McCarthyism would prove devastating to the American Left and particularly American folk revival musicians and folklorists such as Pete Seeger and Alax Lomax, the end of the 1950s brought the beginnings of a revival that would result in mainstream popularity during the 1960s for young revival artists like Bob Dylan who would associate themselves with the civil rights movement. This thirty-year period of association of the Left with folk music, the most mainstream visible form of folklore, as well as the baked-in concepts of cultural diversity, naturalism, and anti-commercialism previously discussed, has effectively married American Folk Studies with the Left (by which I mean both the neoliberal center-left such as the Democratic Party and those further left such as Social Democrats, who are more closely aligned with the pre-neoliberal Left of Roosevelt’s day), an association that continues to this day and shall be visible in the embrace of ideas of multiculturalism. Interestingly, this often puts folk scholars on an opposite side of the political spectrum of some actual folk groups who are more often associated politically with the American right-wing, as is the case with the American rural working-class outside of city centers in the Southeast. 
A 1989 article by CFCH acting director[footnoteRef:27] and cultural anthropologist, Richard Kurin, written in reaction to a popular book by conservative philosopher Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, posits the festival as an advocate for human cultural rights and diversity. A particular Bloom passage that Kurin reacts to is illustrative in its contempt for the concept of events like the Folklife Festival. [27:  He would be appointed director the following year, a position Kurin held until 2009. ] 

The 'ethnic' differences we see in the United States are but decaying reminiscences of old differences that caused our ancestors to kill one another. The animating principle, their soul, has disappeared from them. The ethnic festivals are just superficial displays of clothes, dances and foods from the old country. One has to be quite ignorant of the splendid 'cultural' past to be impressed or charmed by these insipid folkloric manifestations...And the blessing given the whole notion of cultural diversity in the United States by the culture movement has contributed to the intensification and legitimization of group politics, along with a corresponding decay of belief that the individual rights inundated in the Declaration of Independence are anything more than dated rhetoric. (Bloom 1987:192-3) 

Kurin’s response is interesting in its toolset, as it is an appeal not only to the Smithsonian’s original founding as dedicated to Enlightenment principles and the Smithson will’s stipulation that the Institution be devoted to the “increase and diffusion of knowledge among men” (Smithson, Kurin 1989, 10), but also the older anthropological ideal of preserving a record of cultures before they disappeared. Kurin’s usage of this older anthropological ideology is particularly fascinating in the ways that he updates it, drawing a connecting line from the destruction of cultures through the concept of manifest destiny and industrialization to modern destruction of cultures through climate change and genocide; for Kurin, these are the same problems, but they are rarely presented the same way, as modern anthropologists tend to present earlier destruction of culture narratives as reductive towards the people they affect (notice also how many of these exact narratives have already been invoked in the course of this thesis, with Kurin mostly updating the list to include climate change and genocide). 
More importantly, Kurin also makes an important point about cultural diversity – minority cultures persist regardless of the attention paid to them by the mainstream culture, including proponents and critics of identity politics. Most first-generation immigrants still use their native languages at home with their families and others from their ethnic group (Kurin 1989, 12). It is also rare for immigrants to cut off all ties to the land from which they emigrated, it frequently takes generations to lose those types of cultural ties without some sense of intentional, focused assimilation, and any attempts to force assimilation rarely go as intended. Kurin suggests that it is instead the Smithsonian’s job to act as a force for conservation and representation in order to recognize that cultural diversity is not something that can simply be ignored and that conservation efforts can have a positive impact on declining traditions as new attention is paid to them. 
Large-scale curation of identity, the creation of entire museums dedicated to a single minority group, might largely be considered a 21st century movement, but its origin is actually much earlier, in the early 20th century. As mentioned in chapter 3, NMAI was originally not a part of the Smithsonian, nor was it on the National Mall. It was instead a museum in New York, the Museum of the American Indian, built by George Gustav Heye in 1916 and later acquired by the Smithsonian, becoming part of the Institute in 1987. Already facing a need to address this newly acquired collection, Congress was forced to act when controversy erupted two years later after it was revealed that the Smithsonian was in possession of over 12,000-18,000 Native American remains (a later count from 2017 states that the number identified is actually higher, 18,568). Senator Daniel Inouye (D-HI) proposed the National Museum of the American Indian Act in 1989, a bill intended to authorize the creation of a new National Museum of the American Indian and force the Smithsonian to begin the inventory and repatriation of Native American and Hawaiian remains and funerary objects.[footnoteRef:28] Senator Inouye’s NMAI Act passed in the 101st Congress with Democratic majorities in both houses, becoming law and authorizing the creation of two museums (The George Gustav Heye Center and NMAI proper, both part of NMAI) with the original Museum of the American Indian material becoming the core of the new museum’s collection. This collection is said to have originally contained over one million objects, with over a third of the initial collection having been repatriated since the passage of the NMAI and NAGPRA. The collection was first moved to the George Gustav Heye Center in the converted Alexander Hamilton U.S. Custom House building in New York, opened in 1994, before much of it made its way to the new D.C. NMAI, opened in 2004.  [28:  The NMAI Act was later amended in 1996 to incorporate more categories of objects that the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990 had identified as being subject to repatriation, such as sacred objects and other objects of high cultural significance (referred to as “objects of cultural patrimony” in NAGPRA phrasing).  ] 

NMAAHC faced a similarly long gestation period. Attempts to get a national museum exploring African American history had begun as early as 1915, when veterans of the Union Army first formed a committee to explore the concept of creating some type of memorial building to African American achievements in the arts and sciences. In 1929, Herbert Hoover put together a committee for a memorial building but was unable to sell the concept to Congress. There the idea stayed for the next forty years, occasionally being kicked around Congress with little support, until a National Afro American Museum was approved in 1981, to be located in Wilberforce, Ohio. This approval emboldened attempts to bring a similar museum to downtown D.C., and in 1985 Representative Mickey Leland proposed a national museum on the Mall which passed the House of Representatives, but not the Senate. Leland would try again a few years later alongside Representative John Lewis, even proposing that the museum could share space with the proposed NMAI which was then also being debated in Congress. Congress’ concern about the cost of the new museum kept the museum from being approved for the next decade, and there was pushback from conservatives, as well as other African American-oriented museums and even, occasionally, the Smithsonian itself regarding whether the Institute should even build an African American museum. It took until 2003 for NMAAHC to finally win Congress’ approval, and then another decade to be built, with the museum opening to the public in 2016. 
[bookmark: _Toc199849086][bookmark: _Toc202021045]4.1   Curating Ethno-racial Identity 

	Ethno-racial identity is currently the most visibly curated field of identity within the Smithsonian. The National Museum of African American History and Culture and National Museum of the American Indian are both relatively recent additions, and the National Museum of the American Latino is in the works, with curators already presenting Latin American exhibits in other Smithsonian museums such as the “¡Presente!” exhibit in the Molina Family Latino Gallery of the American History Museum. There is also the National Museum of Asian Art, a somewhat curious museum for the Smithsonian in that its focus is not specifically on Asian Americans, but all forms of Asian art, and is something of a historical remnant, having been founded as two separate museums of Asian art to house the donated collections of Charles Lang Freer and Arthur M. Sackler. Due to specificities within Freer’s will, the Freer collection is unable to be broken up and the Gallery unable to host any other exhibitions. Asian American specific representation is managed by the Asian Pacific American Center (APAC), a Smithsonian cultural center like the CFCH which guides representation and Asian American depictions in other Smithsonian museums.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  As mentioned elsewhere, there was a similar cultural center for Latin American representation until it was merged with the new Latino American museum in 2022. ] 

Considering ethno-racial identity in regards to some of the choices made in actual curation is fascinating. As mentioned elsewhere in this work, Neoclassicism is abundant in the architecture of downtown D.C., a stylistic choice that the Smithsonian has occasionally embraced but just as often rejected. When considering the collection on display, Neoclassical art, i.e. marble statuary, is incredibly rare, a surprising choice considering the Neoclassical association with the Enlightenment and Romantic eras — one has to go to the National Gallery of Art, a non-Smithsonian museum, to view typical examples of this period, but this does not mean that the Smithsonian is devoid of Neoclassical marbles outside of the handful discussed in chapter 3. 
The Smithsonian American Art Museum houses quite a few more pieces of Neoclassical art, including several more pieces by Hiram Powers as well as Biblical and Greco-Roman mythology-inspired works by Paul Manship (1885-1966) and Edmonia Lewis (1844-1907). Some of this material is viewable on the upper floors of the museum, in the Luce Foundation Center. The Luce Foundation Center is what is known as an “open-storage” facility, a space for storing pieces that may be of interest to museumgoers but are not considered to be part of any of the current exhibitions — they are essentially uncurated pieces, making them not part of the current Smithsonian narrative. The Luce Foundation Center shares space with the Lunder Conservation Center, a space where visitors can view (through glass walls) conservators at their work in preservation of the Smithsonian’s art collection, furthering the atmosphere of a visible liminal space, a peak behind the curtains, interesting to those who wish to learn about the process but also perhaps appealing only to a certain set of people (even I, a museum scholar, mostly breezed through the space, already exhausted by the other floors, as most visitors will be). This combination of open storage and conservation suggests that the Luce and Lunder centers and their associated statuary present their own narrative, removed from that of the rest of SAAM, one worth exploring on its own merits but only incidental to this one. 
Setting aside the question of the Luce and Lunder centers, we are now left with the question of what was on display in SAAM proper, a much smaller collection of Neoclassical statuary composed primarily of William Westmore Story’s The Libyan Sibyl and Hiram Powers’ The Last of the Tribes and The Greek Slave. This trio of statuary (and the absence of other Classical or Neoclassical pieces to compare them with) form a distinct narrative when placed in a national museum, particularly one with such a clear contrast between the collections displayed within the museum and the Neoclassicism of monumental Washington D.C. Here, long 19th century Neoclassicism is utilized to point to the multicultural nation rather than the expected busts and statues of American founders, of which the Smithsonian owns many, several even sculpted by Hiram Powers (there are multiple of these pieces in the not-quite on display open storage section of the Luce Center). This emphasis on the multicultural over the explicitly national works as a subversion of the expected, with SAAM showcasing the idea that even Neoclassical marble works were more diverse than might typically be expected, and that even white artists as well-known as Powers and Story used their work to protest slavery and the plight of the Native American (even if done in what now would be recognized as a problematic fashion as The Last of the Tribes undoubtedly is), but it also can be seen as a rejection of universally acknowledged American national imagery in favor of multiculturalist messaging, as the pieces did not coexist on display with the busts of founders, they were there instead of them. This is not to suggest that the Smithsonian is wrong to highlight one over the other, but simply to note that it is a curatorial choice that was made, and one that is related to the current administration’s concerns about multicultural ideology in the Smithsonian. 
Speaking of this last point, it should be noted that one exhibition in the SAAM has been cited as attracting particular attention to the Smithsonian from the current administration, The Shape of Power. This exhibit opened a few months after my visit, but it is worth a quick mention here. The Shape of Power is mentioned on the Smithsonian’s website as examining the role statue plays in constructing ideas of race. The Trump administration rejects the current academic understanding of race as being a social construct that is unsupported by biology, an idea that is referred to in the exhibition’s text panels and refers to the exhibit in the executive order targeting the Smithsonian as an example of the Institution spreading “improper ideology.” I will not go much further into this exhibit as it was not on view when I was there and the exhibition’s website is far from complete, but perusal shows that Greek Slave is currently displayed within the exhibition, as is another interesting Neoclassical marble statue from 1875, Hagar, by artist Edmonia Lewis (Figure 58), an artist of mixed African American and Ojibwa Indian parentage who moved to Rome[footnoteRef:30] and began working with marble. Hagar as a character has often been interpreted as Black, due to being identified as Egyptian, but a master’s thesis on Hagar by Amy Elizabeth Kruse suggests that Lewis intended the white marble to depict Hagar as white because the character had so often been used to present a racial narrative of Black women as being overtly sexual and immoral, traits identified with Hagar as a character due to the character’s usage in proslavery fiction of the era and her depiction in the Bible of giving birth to Ishmael, son of Abraham (Kruse 2023). Hagar was a servant of Abraham’s wife Sarah, a barren woman who asked her servant to carry a child for her husband. Sarah then became jealous of Hagar and had her banished. The piece’s creation in 1875, a decade after the American Civil War, Lewis’ status as a Black woman, and the well-known practice of white slaveowners raping their female slaves makes the reasoning behind the decision to reference this story clear. Kruse also points to Hagar as being in reaction to Greek Slave, a piece Lewis would almost certainly have been familiar with, noting that Greek Slave appears nude while Hagar is fully clothed, suggesting that Lewis then was rejecting the inherent sexualization that Greek Slave received in awareness of this depiction of Black women as being hypersexual (Kruse 2023, 43). The presence of Hagar and Greek Slave in the Smithsonian again puts the two in conversation as reference points for the Black story in the United States. [30:  Lewis was again part of the generation of American artists who moved to Italy, in this case Rome. Recall that Wetmore Story and Hiram Powers also moved to Italy. ] 

 
[bookmark: _Toc203729824]Figure 58: "Hagar" by African American/Ojibwa artist Edmonia Lewis (1844-1907). Carved marble, 1875. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/hagar-14627

	Moving away from SAAM to the two currently completed museums of cultural identity, NMAI and NMAAHC, concepts of folklore are abundant yet fluid. There’s an interesting disparity in how the two museums approach the traditional that likely stems from the individual difficulties faced by the two groups and the challenges faced in accurately presenting them to an audience. NMAI can, at times, feel very large-scale, and as a result, somewhat impersonal — much of the museum is focused on Native Americans’ struggles with the American government, emphasizing broken treaties and the trauma of the Trail of Tears, as well as the ways that American culture views Native Americans rather than on how Native Americans view themselves. NMAI is also faced with the difficulty of presenting hundreds of different tribes, each with their own identities and opinions on how Native American culture should be presented to a non-Native audience, and the museum seems to have chosen a path of avoiding highlighting tribal difference (as discussed in chapter 3). NMAAHC, by contrast, is much more based in Black heritage and culture, as well as in understanding how Black culture has impacted America. That large exhibit in the NMAI on how American culture views Native Americans offers a stark contrast when placed next to the African American musicians, actors, and inventors highlighted at NMAAHC; one presents itself as this is how we are seen by you, another as this is what we have given you. Both are perfectly valid ways for a museum to present culture to an audience, but they have different messages and narratives behind them and are designed to accomplish different goals for two peoples with complimentary but divergent histories, presenting a visible example of how differential identity (discussed in chapter 2.1) can be impactful on acts of curation in museum spaces. 
Unsurprisingly, both museums made space for specifically folk traditions in their curation of cultural heritage. Of the two, NMAAHC perhaps had a heavier emphasis, particularly when it came to folk jobs; those fields which offered multi-generational opportunities for employment and became integral to local communities, such as the Chesapeake Bay watermen, but also to cooking, craftwork (such as quilts), and music, but NMAI also exhibited folk clothing and games of children, and presented Native American folk art as an ongoing process that is capable of taking on new forms in its exhibit on Plains narrative art. Intriguingly, both museums presented resistance as tradition, an integral aspect of their respective communities’ cultural heritage, even if the two sometimes differed widely in the forms that resistance took, partially because parts of the Native American community rethought their approach in the wake of African American success with the Civil Rights movement.
One final word on the subject of ethno-racial identities at the Smithsonian — white, rural or working-class identity is only lightly represented. Folk musicians Jean Ritchie and Hazel Dickens and Alice Gerrard Foster appear in Music HerStory (more on that in the next section), as do country superstars Dolly Parton and Loretta Lynn. Certainly, the Shakers who created the lovely furniture on display at SAAM have historically largely, but not exclusively, been white (there are many documented Black Shakers from the Mt. Lebanon community), and there were a few examples of the white European immigrant experience or white rural life in paintings in SAAM, such as Scots’ Day at Kennywood (Figure 60), a 1933 painting by Scottish immigrant John Kane (1860-1934) depicting a Pittsburgh amusement park’s day for Scottish immigrants, and Grandma Moses Goes to the Big City (1946) by Grandma Moses (1860-1961) (Figure 61), an American folk artist who began painting at the venerable age of 78. But there were no white Southern potters of face jugs as would be found at Atlanta’s High Museum, only one white outsider artist in Emery Blagdon, no attention was called to the working-class labor movement of the early 1930s. Protest movements in general, were quite lightly curated (Figure 59) outside of NMAAHC and NMAI, where they were presented as being traditional (or having become traditional in the latter part of the 20th century) for their communities. Similarly, Black folk jobs were curated at NMAAHC, but something like coal mining in the Appalachians or even the (more culturally diverse than historically depicted) cowboys in the American West was not, a surprising fact when considering the long-term story of the construction of American identity that was discussed in chapter 1.2. This is not to suggest that white people are absent from the Smithsonian in any way, of course (they are not), but it does mean that the white immigrant groups that went into the melting pot are not highlighted in any meaningful way, nor is the history of American labor (an unsurprising absence in the neoliberal era). 

[bookmark: _Toc203729825]Figure 59: This small collection of political protest pins at NMAH comprises all that I saw of American protest movements outside of NMAAHC and NMAI.
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[bookmark: _Toc203729826]Figure 60: "Scots' Day at Kennywood" by John Kane (1860-1934) in SAAM is one of the few depictions of the immigrant experience I came across (1933, oil on canvas).



[bookmark: _Toc203729827]Figure 61: "Grandma Moses Goes to the Big City" by Grandma Moses (1860-1961), oil on canvas. 1946. 

[bookmark: _Toc199849087][bookmark: _Toc202021046]4.2   Gender and Sexuality at the Smithsonian

The music exhibits in the American History Museum present white folklorist Mack McCormick’s view of Black music and a cultural overview of women in music, two large topics in very small spaces, with the Music HerStory exhibit getting even more crowded by the fact it is also not only ethno-racial, it is also encompassing LGBTQ+ issues — interestingly, this small subsection was also one of the most prominent depiction of the LGBTQ+ community present in the Smithsonian. This last point is worth spending some time with. When considering all the current Smithsonian museums and the two planned future ones, the Smithsonian Museum of the American Latino and the Smithsonian American Women’s History Museum, ethnic groups are the primary focus of the more recent developments, with only the planned Women’s History Museum focused on the question of gender. While the LGBTQ+ rights movement is still relatively young, certainly compared to the women’s liberation movement and Feminism, it raises an important question; just how long does it take to earn national museum status, and what level of consensus must a minority reach before they’re qualified to have one? This question is one that is particularly relevant in the current climate, as current U.S. President Donald Trump has threatened the planned Women’s History Museum over issues of gender, suggesting in the March 27th, 2025 executive order aimed at the Smithsonian that the museum must not create exhibitions that “celebrate the exploits of male athletes participating in women’s sports,”  i.e. trans women, a key Republican talking point in the current culture war against trans people that partially led to his re-election. 
[bookmark: _Toc199849088][bookmark: _Toc202021047]4.2.1 “Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.)”

Though it did not open until a few months after my own visit to the Smithsonian, the recent controversy over the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery’s presentation of Felix Gonzales-Torres’ Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) is worth mentioning. The piece, a pile of candy weighing 175 pounds, is meant to represent the artist’s deceased partner when he was alive and healthy shortly before wasting away to the horrible effects of the AIDS virus. The piece was presented at the National Portrait Gallery with no mentions of Gonzales-Torres’ partner, AIDS, or homosexuality, suggesting that some important topics (such as sexual identity) are still considered taboo in the national museum, but Gonzales-Torres’ work is also complicated by its current representation. Writer Ignacio Darnaude points out that this is not a uniquely Smithsonian problem, as the same piece was presented at the Art Institute of Chicago in a similar fashion, and notes that the deceased artist’s estate has been accusing of attempting to disentangle the work from tricky, depressing, and presumably less profitable questions like the AIDS epidemic (Darnaude Jan 25, 2025). 


[bookmark: _Toc203729828]Figure 62: The National Portrait Gallery's interpretation of Felix Gonzales-Torres' piece "Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.)" 1991. https://www.out.com/gay-news/felix-gonzalez-torres-smithsonian-untitled

The text accompanying the Smithsonian version of the piece (Figure 62) replaces the AIDS iconography with more art museum-focused questions of “can I eat a portrait? Is it okay to take something from a museum? Is this art whether or not I do these things?” These may be valid questions in some contexts, but there is no doubt that they completely change the meaning of Gonzales-Torres’ work in a way that fans of the piece and gay activists were unlikely to accept — indeed, they already had protested at the Art Institute of Chicago, causing the Institute to have to replace the text after public outcry on Twitter, a process that costs time and money in addition to the hit to the museum’s reputation when devoted fans of the artwork noticed the change from being AIDS-focused to museum-specific. 
In a Chicago Tribune article about the AIC controversy, Hannah Edgar quotes a Northwestern professor of performance studies, Joshua Chambers-Letson, who does indeed suggest that Gonzales-Torres’ estate is responsible for the changes, but Chambers-Letson reminds audiences that Gonzales-Torres had always trusted curators to put on his works in the ways that they saw fit, as well as to modernize them and their interpretations, and also knew the benefits of being “strategically oblique in order to infiltrate spaces where he might not otherwise be able to work” (Chambers-Letson as quoted by Edgar, Oct 6 2022, Chicago Tribune). There is certainly room for nuance here, something that online spaces like the former Twitter have not historically been associated with, but the decision to ignore the controversy and ensuing response at the AIC and again attempt to present the piece altered in a manner with no explanation given is certainly curious on the part of both representation and curation. 
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	National identity cannot help but be an object of curation at a national museum, as the act of display in something called a national museum carries with it the burden of expectations. Visitors from across the United States and foreign tourists flock to its museums every day with the trust that they will be told something about American life, about what it means to be an American, about what the country has accomplished in its history and as a physical place. 
	Folklife in America is not only part of that tale; it is a crucial aspect. The American Romanticism’s usage of folklore to create American identity out of a culturally diverse people that previously did not obviously have a shared tradition resonates throughout the Smithsonian, but it has been supplemented by modern definitions encouraged by the 20th century’s focus on cultural diversity. The modern definition of folk provided to us by Alan Dundes allows us to re-imagine the imagined community of American nationalism as something that allows us to incorporate this sense of cultural diversity into the American identity in a way that not only gives us shared identity and tradition, as having a national character that is quintessentially American, and to find this character in national institutions such as the Smithsonian, if we have the ability, the knowledge, and the desire to look for it. David Hollinger, in arguing for his post-ethnic perspective, argued for the creation of new, voluntary solidarities that transcended communities of descent and incorporated people regardless of their ethno-racial backgrounds (Hollinger 2000, 1). The creation (and support) of these new kinds of solidarity, a solidarity that transcends communities of descent into wider forms of community, is a task that national museums can be argued to be uniquely suited to in their representations of the national community. 
	There can certainly be no doubt that the Smithsonian utilizes multiculturalism to tell the story of American identity. NMAAHC and NMAI (and eventually, the Museum of the American Latino) exist specifically so that they may tell stories of the minority communities of descent that they represent. But the Smithsonian’s occasional nods to the contribution of communities of descent to the national narrative is also suggestive of something else, a push in the direction of creating Hollinger’s solidarities through the recognition of American identity as a holistic concept rather than a multicultural one. This perhaps shouldn’t be surprising; it is a museum’s job to convey something about its subjects to all visitors, to make attempts at connection and opening potential pathways for conversation — national museums must make an attempt to appeal to all visitors, and this is more easily done if visitors can be convinced that they are viewing an important part of the national narrative, not something that’s only relevant to a certain subsection of the population, such as a particular ethno-racial group. Whether the current Smithsonian model of individual museums for different minority groups is an effective means to this end is more questionable. 
It is certainly true that there is something of a never-ending carousel to the question of “how many museums must there be to represent everyone,” even when ignoring gender and sexuality and simply considering ethno-racial identity, and tomorrow always has the potential to bring new identities. As it stands now, Asian and Arab Americans are not truly represented in a museum of their own (recognizing that the Freer and Asian Art Museum are art museums, not museums devoted to their communities of descent in the way that NMAAHC or NMAI are), and consolidating all of those communities into one museum would likely be even more difficult than the current NMAI’s attempt at representing all American tribal groups. The length of planning involved in Smithsonian museums, as well as the necessary Congressional movements necessary to get one approved and funded, means that any such museum would likely be at least two decades away, assuming one is not proposed until well after the two currently planned museums have opened. An LGBTQ+-oriented museum, assuming one should ever happen, may be even further away, particularly with current debates over transgendered people being what they are. 
While some may argue that it would potentially be more effective to highlight minority groups’ contributions to national identity within other parts of the Smithsonian, as we have seen, that is something that the Smithsonian already does. The Shape of Power, that exhibit that raised so much of a fuss from the Trump administration, did not appear in one of the museums devoted to communities of descent, but instead in SAAM. The Neoclassical pieces highlighted in chapters 3 and 4 were also in the SAAM, as were the William H. Johnson pieces. Folk objects from Native American, African American, and Latin American groups all found a home in SAAM, as did the Shakers’ religious folk crafts. Folk material from multiple groups was also present in the CFCH’s curated spaces in the National History Museum, and the annual Folklife Festival presents even more still in its celebration of living traditions. 
There’s an interesting post-ethnic conundrum here, as the argument then becomes a question of whether individual museums dedicated to communities of descent are needed when so much of the other Smithsonian museums are already devoted to exhibits on minority groups, but it should also be remembered that I was visiting these museums in 2024, four years after the George Floyd slaying and subsequent mass popularity of the Black Lives Matter movement when many parts of society began rethinking their approaches to communities of descent, and one year before the current backlash where many of the same places are now going back on their earlier BLM-derived promises. Having specific museums focused on particular minority groups does not entirely protect these groups from being un- or misrepresented in times of political backlash, as museums can be closed or otherwise decommissioned, but it does provide some sense of protection from the vagaries of everyday politics — even Donald Trump has not, as of yet, floated the idea of closing a Smithsonian museum, only censoring one (here is where one is reminded of Joseph Henry’s concerns about being reliant on funding from Congress as discussed in chapter 3). The current political climate of extreme division, when simply acknowledging the lack of biological differences between races can become a flash point for public and political backlash, does complicate matters, however, as the creation of the types of solidarity that Hollinger proposes is dependent on accurately dismantling the old-school notions of race as a biological reality that academia (and anthropology in particular) has tried its best to leave behind. Simply put, as long as these ideas still have mainstream acceptance, these museums will have a valid reason for existing. 
Many museums have recognized the need for this change, resulting in exhibits like The Shape of Power, but the second Trump administration’s attempts to control the Smithsonian and other academic sources of information points to an attempt to finesse the narrative. Restricting what NMAAHC and its fellow Smithsonian museums are and are not allowed to show will likely only entrench concepts of differential identity as communities of descent are targeted and unable to integrate into broader solidarities, preserving the notion of an “us” versus “them” rather than leading to “us and them.” 
It also reinforces difference in the eyes of visitors outside of the community of descent — the notion of there being inherent, insurmountable biological differences between races is one that keeps people from fully identifying with each other even when other issues are recognizably the same. This may be agreeable to those with political power, but it is not something that should be allowable in academia or reflected in museums. People working in these fields now are not perfect, and will get things wrong, but the vast majority of museum professionals and scholars are where they are because of a desire to help and educate, and to do so as ethically as possible, something that does not cohere with misrepresenting the current academic consensus of race not being rooted in biology. 
Folk tradition and cultural heritage in museums present a unique opportunity when constructing national narratives because they are specific to a country yet malleable. In Nazi-era Germany, concepts of folk have been used for propagandizing white supremacy, while in the US they are now more often used to celebrate diversity, as we discussed in chapter 4. As such, they present an opportunity for museums to decide how they wish to shape narrative — do they wish to reinforce difference for the sake of difference (and to be clear, this can apply to both sides of the political divide of multiculturalism), or for considering how many parts add up to a whole of the modern American culturally diverse identity? If it is the latter, as I believe many museum professionals would suggest, then perhaps it is on us as museum professionals to go even further with this narrative; to incorporate communities of descent into the national story as frequently as possible when telling stories of American history and accomplishment. We are currently in a (long overdue) corrective phase where these contributions are highly stressed, but we also need to begin making plans for the next phase, where we look to how all communities of descent and minority groups contribute to the whole — American history is full of examples of trends, fashions, and innovations that begin in one community before being adopted by another, either the mainstream culture or a different community of descent, which then reshapes it in its own image. Stories of American cooperation where no one group is central, but each contributes to the whole (and crucially, each is given their due credit), is one potential path for national museum curators wishing to build new solidarities can take. 
Regardless of where national museums go from here, it is important in our current moment that we recognize that national museums possess a power to shape national identity, one that has been recognized by those in power across the world in their attempts to shape narratives of identity to their wishes. Museums, particularly national museums, are faced with difficult decisions about how they wish to utilize this power so that they accurately depict the national narrative, while also recognizing that they also have a certain duty as the most public-facing arm of academia and scholarship to present the most modern findings. 
The vast majority of Americans may never read a scholarly paper but will likely, at some point in their lives, visit a museum on a school trip, on vacation with their families, or just on a nice day out. It is our duty as museum professionals and scholars to both entertain and educate, to present the world and our nation as we currently understand it, something that the attempt to score political points inherently interferes with. While many museums face the need to appeal to stakeholders in order to continue daily operation (and so may at times avoid controversial subjects), this is different from outright lying from the academic standpoint, as would be the case if the team at the Smithsonian were to take down The Shape of Power and replace it with an exhibit devoted to racial science. It is important that this distinction is maintained in the years to come so that all Americans may receive the benefits of national museums in all their forms. 
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