
Observations and
Recommendations

By their very nature, historic

house museums encounter challenges

not faced by other types of museums.

In the first place, the physical

integrity and security of the structure

itself and its collections are at greater

risk from visitors. The logistical

difficulties involved in juggling bus

loads of visitors as they move within

the confined spaces of a historic

house raises both security and

pedagogical problems. Lacking the

abiUty to "change" that other museum

have by mounting temporary

exhibitions, reinstallations, or rotating

the permanent collection, and adding

high-tech interactive devices in the

galleries, among other things, house

museums must find alternative ways

to increase repeat visits by school

groups, particularly those in their

local area that may have become jaded

with the experience ofwhole-house

tours over the years.

One way to do this is through

thematic/focused field trips, that

make the point that the past and its

material remains can be studied from

more than one perspective or point

of view. While many house museums

are presenting such tours of the whole

house, too many do not adequately

differentiate the experience as sharply

as they might. Using the same

I

activities, artifacts, or teaching

i methods at various grade levels and

"adapting" them to the appropriate

developmental level, as their bro-

chures say they do, is not enough.

Using different artifacts, tour formats,

teaching strategies, and in particular

i different rooms are ways of really

* making tours distinctive and encour-

aging repeat visits both at the same

j
and different grade levels.

At higher grade levels, an issues-

oriented approach might be taken,

particularly where the house docu-

ments differences in class/status,

gender, race/ethnicity. There is

evidence that some house museums

no longer hmit their interpretation

to the lives of rich or middle-class

white folks. It is encouraging that

places like the Baltimore City Life

Museum, the Francis Land House,

Ellwood House, the Chrysler

Museum's Historic Houses, and

Dom Robotnika (the Worker's Home
Museum run by the Northern Indiana

Center for History) have begun to

address issues of social diversity in

their tours, some ofwhich directly

challenge the consensus history that

has been perpetuated far too long by

house museums.

A day in the Hfe of the servants

of a house could be the focus of a

tour. The house as it reflects the

lives ofwomen who lived there and

the contemporary attitudes on a

range of social and political issues

(i.e. - women, minorities, labor,

immigration) might be other topical

approaches to tours that could

concentrate on a hmited number of

rooms or involve more in-depth study

of selected artifacts and documents

rather than touring the whole house.

Time-of-Day and Season-of-

the-Year tours are yet other options.

In these a tour would focus on those

rooms most heavily in use at a

particular time of day— for example

the kitchen and the dining room at

meal time— and the role ofvarious

members of the household at those

times. Seasonal routines played a

more significant part in peoples lives,

particularly those living in small

towns and rural areas, prior to the

twentieth century than they do today.

Tours like these would provide

opportunities to interpret those

artifacts (cleaning and cooking

technology for instance), some of

which would not normally be on

regular pubhc view. "A Death in

the Family" tour offered in Winter,

for example, would give students

the chance to learn about mourning

customs of the past and see the house

in a very different light. A "Spring

Wedding" tour would present the

house and the activities of its

residents in yet another way. Offering

topical tours on these ritual occasions

and on seasonal chores or routines

only in the season in which they took

place might help to alleviate the

annual May inundation of school

children by spreading school field

trips more evenly over the whole year.

In addition to spreading the

school visits out over the year,

alternatives to whole-house tours

would have pedagogical advantages in

that more in-depth learning would be

possible, and the sensory overload

occasioned by the traditional "walk

By limiting the parts

of the house students

see during their visit,

these two Ellwood

House tours represent

true alternatives to

whole-house tours.
on a tour and

giving it a thematic focus would

provide more time to explore the

social significance of artifacts, their

imphcations for the values, attitudes,

beUefs, and assumptions of the society

that produced them and how their

meanings have changed over time.

The advantages of alternatives to

whole-house school tours both to

historic house museums and to

schools far outweigh the problems

involved in developing them. As

current practices in house museums

reported in this study document, a

good start has been made through

alternative tour formats and methods

in fiindamentaUy changing what

millions of school children experience

when they take field trips to historic

houses. Interpreting a house from

different perspective can do much to

change teachers' perception that

they've been there and done that.

A
Terry Zeller, Ph.D., is professor of

Art andMuseum Studies at Northern

Illinois University, DeKalb, IL.

and gawk" house

tour lessened.

Instead of merely

looking at

artifacts in terms

of their materials,

technology,

possible aesthetic

qualities, and

initial intended

use, limiting the

number of rooms

1
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The 'Why ' Question:

Meeting the Challenge

by

Mary

Elizabeth

hings were going well on

my morning student tour

through the galleries ot

Pacific Asia Museum in

Pasadena, California. Happily, there

was no press from the group behind.

My fifth graders were gathered

around the 13th Century sandstone

sculpture ot Buddha, sheltered by

the Serpent King, Muchihnda.

The children had discovered the

multi-headed snake, hovering over

the serene-looking Buddha, and were

Wbefi students ask questions, they are not only involved, they are eager tofind meaning.

photo: Paul Little, Pacific Asia Museum

caught up in my recap of the legend

about him. This prompted a curious

student named Eric to ask, "Why
does Muchilinda have seven heads?"

There it was, the all important

"why" question. From Eric's steady

gaze and tapping foot I surmised that

he wanted a quick and to-the-core

answer. Docents must seize the

minute, much less the day.

A why question implies the need

for an explanation or interpretation,

including what Webster refers to as

the "expressed conception of a work

of art." Questions ofwhat, where,

how, and when (although their

answers may also reflect interpretive

categories) are more bounded and

direct. The

answer to "why"

— e.g., why has

the artist

selected a

particular form

or style—
presents

challenges of

decoding causes

of human

behavior such

as concepts

and motives.

Interpretation

lies at the core

of any docent's

job when

representing a

museum or

institution.

For instance,

in its stated

mission, Pacific

Asia Museum
"preserves,

presents and interprets to the pubUc

the arts and cultures of the Pacific

Islands and Asia in order to promote

increased understanding and appre-

ciation of all culture."

Interpretation, then, is a

high order request, and implies a

responsibihty toward our visitors,

our institution, and the people it

represents. In search of some docent

guidelines to help us in this task,

I discuss three points from the field

of anthropology that I find useful.

The first is the emphasis on close

descriptions for making interpreta-

tions; second, is an awareness of the

tentative nature of our knowledge

according to the model of science;

and third, is the benefit of including

the humanistic viewpoint in our

interpretations.

I draw chiefly on the work of

Clifford Geertz who referred to his

field of social anthropology as "an

interpretive science in search of

meaning." Geertz, an ethnographer

(one who observes contemporary

societies) focused on the ongoing

and complex subtleties of people's

behavior and the public meanings

that surface in daily life. The

production of human-made objects

(some of which we now consider art

although that label may not have been

applied at the time the object was

made) would be included in his

survey of behavior. For those of us

caught up in art and its interpretation,

we need, first, to describe the object

under study.

The Power of Description

The children's scrutiny of the

Buddha with Muchilinda sculpture

introduces our first point. Geertz

states that his work of interpretive

science grows out of the "delicacy of

its distinctions, not the sweep of its

abstractions." Applied to the

n
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interpretation of art, this concept

leads to an emphasis on close

description, which is also recognized

by the art historians. We need to

be firmly grounded. This means

focusing on what is there, and what

the artist created for us to see.

Only then can we venture into

broader interpretations.

As docents, we can first help

our students to be keen observers

and develop a vocabulary that allows

them to talk about the art they see.

Begin by allowing children to tell

you what they see (you'U marvel

at their direct clarity) and then

suggest some other ways of seeing.

Introduce different categories, such as

texture, proportions and scale, and

uses of space. The good observer is

someone who wants and knows how

to see more.

Given a situation where they can

compare and contrast different forms,

students can often make their own

discoveries. For instance, in a gallery

that displays regional images of the

Buddha we can point out the features

that distinguish certain styles. Some

images ofTheravadin Buddhism of

Thailand (beginning the 9th to the

14th Centuries) have a simphcity and

stylization of traits that makes them

appear unreal. Facial features (e.g., a

nose like a parrot's beak) follow

closely the historical scripture from an

earlier form of Buddhism. Mahayana

Buddhist images from Cambodia of a

similar time period, on the other

hand, have realistic proportions, and

the impression of breathing forms

vnth natural, masculine-looking

features. These show the influence of

a region whose rulers adapted a

Buddha image to reflect their god/

king ideology. By pointing out

distinctive styles, we lay the ground-

work for students to identify images

whose features show variation from

the style. We are

then in a

position to

suggest why

there is variation,

perhaps the

influence of

migrating and

competing

groups. Through

keen observation

and description

we can refine our

interpretations.

Of course,

we have to be

aware that our

descriptions

themselves can

be interpreta-

tions and may

reflect our need to see things a certain

way and thereby confirm our precon-

ceived categories. Geertz pointed out

the blurred Hne between description

and explanation.

This brings us to the second

point in our job of making interpreta-

tions. We need to pay attention to

Geertz's inclusion of the word science

in the definition of his work.

A Lesson from Science
Most social scientists look upon

science as a method by which to

pursue knowledge. They state

theories and present hypotheses with

the understanding that these con-

structs need to be continually tested

with the available data for their

useflilness and adequacy. A reading

of Geertz's work on contemporary

societies reveals the search for

meaning as an ongoing and often

illusive process. Seeking neither laws

nor rules of behavior, he was inter-

ested in stating his observations in an

inspectable form so that others could

review his work.

Docents can discuss conflicting interpretations orpoint out gaps in knowledge that may

stimulate a dialogue with passive onlookers. photo: Paul Little, Pacific Asia Museum

Geertz's understanding of the

tentative nature of our knowledge

about people is important when we

address Eric's "why" question about

the Buddha Sheltered by MuchiUnda.

When we presume to speak the mind

of a stranger, in this case a Thai or

possibly a Khmer artist of the 13th

centur)', we need to remember that

we can at best make educated guesses.

The art piece, after all, was the artist's

expressed interpretation (also an

informed guess) about what was

going on at the time. Docents in turn

try to make interpretations of the

artist's projection ofwhat needed to

be said. Admittedly, we stand on

uncertain ground.

Archaeologists (anthropologists

who study prehistoric finds) are aware

of the difficulty in trying to assign

meaning to objects from ancient

cultures. Louis Binford's work on

expanding the field of archaeology

from observation and description to

explanation brought with it the need Continued on

for precise methods and rigorous next page,

testing. Only by stating hypotheses

13
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The Why^ Question: Meeting the Challenge

Continued from

previous page.
in a form that allows them to be

tested can the archaeologist make

interpretations about material finds.

Even then, the interpretations are

tentative and remain subject to

revision with the introduction of

other sets of data.

The search backward through

time lor the complexity of the human

mind brings with it some practical

ways for docents to honor the

scientific model. It is important that

we present our ideas in a way that

others are able to foUow and to

critique our Hne of reasoning.

For some listeners we will have to

keep the names of specific sources in

mind. (Here, it is helpful that the

institution have an updated research

Hbrary or internet access to resources.)

It is also important that we avoid

presenting our information in a

dogmatic manner. In fact, we can

bring up conflicting interpretations or

point out the gaps in our knowledge

that may inspire a budding scientist

to imagine his own contribution to

the knowledge search. Ideally, the

explanation wiU stimulate a dialogue

that captures passive onlookers and

allows them to enter previously

unimagined worlds.

For Eric and his question of

"why the seven heads?" we need

to tailor the discussion to the age,

attention span, and availabihty

of time. It may go as follows:

"Scholars aren't sure what this artist

was expressing when he sculpted the

Buddha with Muchihnda figure 700

years ago. Based on what they have

studied about that time and place

they can offer us some suggestions.

One group thinks the artist may have

based his image on scripture that he

had learned. The seven heads may

have expressed the mighty power of

Muchilinda. Or, the artist may have

wanted many heads to suggest the

movement of a Hving thing and

capture the awe of those who came

to view the sculpture in a temple.

Keep in mind, in that time there were

no movies with special effects that

children see today. Another scholar

thinks that as Buddhism spread in

Southeast Asian countries it took

different forms and the many heads

may have stood for those diverse

ways. Perhaps you have another

idea?" Unburdened by academic

debate, a young girl wondered if

maybe the artist had modeled it in

clay first and decided to use seven

heads because they "made a nice

shape." Indeed, the simplest answer

may be quite reasonable. Children

begin to learn that the answer to

"why" questions may involve several

hues of reasoning.

On the Humanistic
Viewpoint

My third suggestion for docents

who make interpretations comes from

anthropologists who are humanisti-

cally inchned. Geertz's work in

Southeast Asia convinced him of the

need for an interpretive approach to

understanding the arts, languages, and

performances of people in that area.

He understood that these forms

expressed a broad spectrum of social

life, including its economy, politics,

and rituals. The arts, performances

and languages were a reflection

ofwhat was important to people.

This awareness, when used cautiously,

can enrich our presentations of art in

the galleries.

We are fortunate at Pacific Asia

Museum to have a fine collection

of Southeast Asian ceramics. The

research on these wares is relatively

recent. We find in our galleries

examples of objects that are described

in a growing collection of art books

on the subject. Of particular interest,

especially to children, are the 11th

and 13th Century ceramics of the

Khmer Empire.

Exhibiting a distinctive appear-

ance from other Southeast Asian

wares, the Khmer pots, glazed in rich

chocolate brown or greenish-buff

color have a variety ofwhimsical,

gourdhke shapes. Some have human

or animal appendages giving a

primitive look sparked with wry

humor. They were apparently made

at kilns near outlying satellite temples

as the Khmer Empire expanded.

Generally shunned by the elites at

the capitol of Angkor, they were used

and traded by the common people of

the region.

The pots have led scholars like

Virginia Dusslemyer to theorize on

their humanistic fiinction in that

society. Using a variety of data from

archaeological sources and ethno-

graphic analogies to similar

humanistic uses of ceramics, she

projects their sacred properties and

their ability to ward off harmfiil

influences. For instance, she notes

earlier examples of potsherds being

used as covers in burials. She also

mentions extant cultures who believe

that as pots become transformed by

fire from clay to durable ceramic they

assume symbolic power.

As docents, we are privileged to

use information to help involve our

visitors with the lives of ancient

strangers. It is important to keep in

mind, however, that these interpreta-

tions are creative acts of imagination.

Supporting data has been amassed

because of a strong conviction in the

possibility that this was how the

wares were used. For our own

interpretations and when using the

interpretations of others, we need to

apply criteria of evaluation. Thus, we

need to question the closeness of the

analogy to the situation under

/4
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discussion and whether the inter-

preter (including oneself) has the

experience and scope on the subject

to give comment.

When done well, we can

incorporate scholars' work on

humanistic data in our own lessons.

We can excite our visitors without

misleading them. We can present an

array of possibilities ofhow the wares

were used without assigning specific

causality. Part of the docent's job is

to transmit to students the scholars'

creative acts of imagination including

the belief in their possibiUties.

Alternatively, we risk sharing only

part of the story. As Dofflemyer

states, we risk omitting "evidence of

the existence of criteria that might

differ dramatically from ours."

That is, we may evaluate the

ceramics solely on their technological

proficiency (e.g., the temperature

range of their kilns and the quality

of glazing) and miss the cultural or

religious implications.

We owe it our visitors to update

our information as new ideas come

along. Much of this new data is

concerned with the humanistic

explanations of how the ceramics

were used in the society. It is an

attempt to record the humanistic

viewpoint of past lives and to suggest

what might be said by a piece of art.

Targeting the Future
Although I have presented my

points in the context of Southeast

Asian objects of art, it is hoped that

they will be useful for a range of

docent situations. We need, first,

to base our interpretations on what

the artist has provided for us to see;

second, to present information not as

static facts but as a developing system

of analysis; and third, to be open to

new dimensions ofwhat the material

objects may have meant to the

people who made and used them.

These three points form guidelines

as we attempt to interpret art to

the pubhc.

Perhaps our most important

job is to capture the imagination of

a new generation of appreciators.

After all, they are the potential

lifelines of our museums and

educational institutions. To all our

students, and certainly those curious

ones who ask the "why" questions,

we owe the best answers we can find.

A

Mary Elizabeth Crary is a cultural

anthropologist, and serves as a docent at

the PacificAsia Museum in Pasadena,

California.
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Sharing successful techniques, thoughts, and ideas.

JPH, s we move into the 21st

JTmCentury, interpreters have the

obligation of carrying audiences

beyond the level of simple awareness.

We must communicate the message

that this earthly environment

nourishes the very bodies we live in

and sustains our spirits. We must

develop environmental respect and

practice what we preach.

Parks are slices of the natural

world. And in the natural world

there is danger. Visitors to parks

should know what a park is and isn't

before they commit themselves to

spending their vacation or a weekend

there. They should know if it's going

to be rough and primitive— and if

they want the rough and primitive,

fine. Interpreters have an obligation

to inform people honestly. It would

be wrong to plane down aU the rough

spots, shoot all the touchy animals,

fence off all the cliffs, and offer

visitors a park experience akin to the

comfort of their own living room.

As interpreters, we should

forever be mindM of the words of

Mark Twain: "To do good works is

noble. To teach others to do good

works is nobler, and not trouble."

Janson L. Cox, Superintendent

Charles Toivne Landing-1670 State Park

Charleston, South Carolina
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Lessons from the Homefront

Interpreting World War II

by

Kristin M.

Szylvian

PPp5w(| etween 1989 and 1995,

V museum educators

; f"' \ throughout the United

\i ^ States created interpretive

programs for exhibits marking the

fiftieth anniversary ofWorld War II.

Lessons learned from these educa-

tional initiatives can be applied as

new programs and exhibits are

developed on this important part

of history.

There ispublic supportfor

interpretiveprograms that examine

all aspects ofWWII-related history.

Museum educators should develop

programs that focus not only on the

mihtary and diplomatic implications

of the war, but the pohtical, economic,

social, and cultural aspects as well.

Interpretive programs on aspects of

popular culture such as movies and

music, can be used to initiate public

discussion of a wide variety of issues.

A lecture on the wartime housing

shortage, for example, was used to

launch audience discussion of racial

segregation and other complex

economic and social issues at the

Museum of the Cape Fear in

FayetteviUe, North Carolina.

Interest in WWII-related history

is not confined to the generation ofmen

and women who served in the armed

forces or lived on the homefront.

Support for interpretive programs

related to WWII cuts across genera-

tional, social class, racial, gender, and

ethnic lines or distinctions. There is a

demand for interpretive programs and

exhibits that consider the war's impact

on families and communities— the

average Americans, including enlisted

men and women, industrial and

agricultural workers, African-

Americans, American Indians,

immigrants, adolescents, and children.

A symposium co-sponsored by the

North Carolina Division of Archives

and History and the North Carolina

Literary Society laid to rest the myth

that the only people interested in the

experiences of minority groups are

other members of those groups. The

entire audience hstened with great

interest as African-American veterans

described their desire to be treated

without regard for color, and how

they responded to racism.

Museum educators must avoid

over-simplification in interpretive

programs on WWII. Three North

Carolina institutions, the Onslow

County Museum, the Museum of the

Cape Fear, and the Bellamy Mansion

Museum of History and Design Arts,

developed exhibits that were valuable

educational tools because they

weighed both the positive and

negative aspects of life on the

homefront. Each exhibit showed

how, although the war brought

unprecedented economic growth and

pohtical influence to North Carohna's

cities and towns, the war boom

resulted in complicated economic and

social problems that defied quick or

easy solutions.

Interpretiveprograms should

help visitors relate the war to their

every day lives. The Bellamy Mansion

Museum's exhibit, "A Journey

Through Chaos: World War II

Invades Wilmington," showed how

the federal government responded to

local wartime needs by financing the

construction of housing, schools,

medical facilities, shopping centers,

and recreation centers. Wartime

infrastructure improvements helped

create the economic foundation for

the dramatic postwar grov\^h of

North Carolina.

Interpretiveprograms on WWII
should involvepersons who served

in the armedforces or lived on

the homefront. Veterans of the

WWII battlefront and homefront

should be consulted in the early stages

of program or exhibit planning. They

can offer suggestions on program

topics, approach or method, and the

location of documentary and photo-

graphic sources of historical evidence.

"World War II in Beaumont:

Remembering the Homefront,"

a panel discussion co-sponsored

by the McFaddin-Ward House

and the Tyrrell Historical Library in

Beaumont,Texas, involved fourteen

persons who lived on the WWII
homefront. Dozens of other people

were, however, consulted in the

process of conceptualizing the

program, identifying and tracking

down panelists, and publicizing

the program.

Veterans organizations, religious

groups, senior citizen and retiree

organizations, and nursing homes can

offer museum educators assistance

in locating persons who served in

the armed forces during the war

or worked in defense industry.

AH WWII veterans and workers are

not, however, suitable candidates for

participation in interpretive museum

\6
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programs. Museum educators must

discreetly screen potential program

participants in order to identify those

most likely to effectively communi-

cate with the public. They should

meet with each participant before the

program to explain its format and

educational objectives. Educators

should provide examples of the kinds

of insights and experiences the public

is likely to derive the greatest benefit

from while at the same time being

careful not to color or influence the

participant's perceptions or interpre-

tations. Beaumont panelists who
worked in war industries such as

shipbuilding, were, for example,

encouraged to go beyond a simple

description of their job responsibiU-

ties and discuss the physical and

mental demands of their work,

working conditions, and the nature

of their relationship with their co-

workers and employer.

Museum educators should conclude

interpretiveprograms on WWIIby

commenting on the extent to which the

learninggoals identified at the outset of

theprogram were realized. They

should summarize the questions or

issues that were raised, and the range

of opinions expressed. Museum
educators may wish to discuss how
the program suggested directions for

future educational initiatives.

Interpretive programs should

also conclude with suggestions for

further study ofWWII history.

A traditional bibliography should

be supplemented with a listing of

museums and historic sites, films

and videos, addresses of sites on

the World Wide Web, and other

upcoming events and programs

pertaining to World War II.

Programs can be concluded with

a set of specific suggestions as to how

audience members can further the

documentation and interpretation of

WWII history. For instance, a

WWII coastal artillery re-enactment

program held at Fort Fisher [North

Carolina] State Historic Site closed

with a brief discussion of how the

museum planned to give increased

attention to the collection, conserva-

tion, and interpretation of artifacts

and archival material pertaining not

only to WWII, but the entire

twentieth century. This appeal was

made after research brought to light

the fact that while many museums

visitors recognize the nostalgic value

of a shipyard employee's identification

badge, or a USO dance program, or a

letter written from "somewhere in the

South Pacific," they often overlook

their historical value.

Museum educators should evaluate

the effectiveness ofWWII interpretive

programs. Written surveys and exit

interviews are among the means that

can be used to determine whether a

program or exhibit successfully

conveyed its message or messages.

It should, however, be noted that

interpretive programs encourage

visitation, donation, volunteerism, and

institutional loyalty and support long

after they are over. As a result,

museum educators and administrators

need to utihze many different

measures or yardsticks for assessing a

program's success.

In summary, even through the

fiftieth anniversary ofWWII has

passed, museums will continue to

offer interpretive programs on this

subject. There is an on-going need

for public education about America's

last total war and its impact on the

nation as a whole, as well as its

regions, states and territories, and

local communities.

Planning and implementation of

interpretive programs on WWII
should be geared for audiences who
have little or no

knowledge of the

causes of the war,

the major military

engagements,

the economic,

pohtical, and

social implica-

tions at home

and abroad,

the personalities

involved, and—
if the current

generation

of university

students are any

guide— even the

outcome of the

war. As the

generation of

men and women
who li\'ed through WWII passes

away, the need for "front-end"

research that identifies exactly what

visitors know and do not know about

WWII, can no longer be ignored.

The entire audience

listened with

great interest as

African-American

veterans described

their desire

to be treated

without regard

for color,

and how
they responded

to racism.

Kristin M. Szyhianjoined thefaculty

ofWestern Michigan University in 1996.

She served asAssociute Professor and

Coordinator ofthe Public History Program

at the University ofNorth Carolina at

Wilmingtonfrom 1989 to 1996, and as

Associate Historianfor the Pennsylvania

Historical andMuseum Commissionfrom

1987 to 1989. Szylvian received a Ph.D.

in Historyfrom Carnegie Mellon University.

She has served as consultant and board

member at numerous museums and

historic sites.
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Building Bloclts of History

I ow does a historic site

I
interpret a past that is

I
still very much the

Ml subject ot study and

research? At Riverside, the Farnsley-

Moremen Landing in Louisville,

by Kentucky, we chose to invite some of

PStti Linn youngest visitors to participate in

that process. And, we developed a

couple ot simple activities to round-

out their experience.

Riverside opened to the public

in October, 1993. Its centerpiece is

a recently-restored farm house built

circa 1837 on a beautifiil stretch of

the Ohio River. The museum was

organized to interpret historic farm

lite on the river. However, all of the

outbuildings, such as the barn, smoke

house, wash house, ice house, and

detached kitchen, were lost years

ago to benign neglect. The staff

continues research into documentary

sources and oral histories while

extensive archaeology is being

conducted to learn more about the

outbuildings and life on the farm.

Long-range plans call for the

eventual reconstruction of

outbuildings.

As excited as we were about

the research in progress, our staff

and volunteer guides faced difficult

questions as we tried to help elemen-

tary students find meaning in the

incomplete farm site. How could

we help children understand that this

was a farm if only the house survives?

How could children gain an under-

standing ofwhat archaeology is?

How could they appreciate the

valuable role artifacts, documents,

and photographs play in interpreting

the past? In response to these

questions, we developed a fiall-day

field trip called "The Building Blocks

ot History" with help from archaeolo-

gist Jay Stottman of the Kentucky

Archaeological Survey.

Betore students start digging at

the site of a long-lost outbuilding,

we want them to get a sense of the

big picture. A brief question and

answer period led by an archaeologist

gives the children an opportunity to

learn what archaeologists do. The

archaeologist also asks the children to

think about how the particular site

explain that they are not digging with

random abandon. Students are able

to see that careful attention to the

level and context of the artifacts often

reveals important information about

the artifacts age and use. Although

each "Building Blocks" participant

gets to take a trowel in hand and dig,

they also screen and wash artifacts.

It time permits, they work with an

archaeologist to do a preliminary sort

of the artifacts recovered. Before they

Riverside, the luinisely-Moremen Landing is a restoredfarm house that no longer has

any oj its outbuildings. As students investigate what can be viewed and what is missing,

they learn aboutprimary sources and archaeological techniques, and how bothfactor into

the process ofreconstruction.

photo: courtesy of Riverside, the Farnsely-Moremen Landing.

was chosen for excavation. With the

right guidance, students frequently

offer the sources of information that

were indeed used to locate the site:

maps, photographs, old documents,

and family stories.

We want participants to come

away with an idea of the methods

used in archaeology. Their guides

leave the site, students learn that the

artifacts they found will be analyzed

and the findings written up in a

report. We also stress that the

artifacts found will wind up in our

museum and not in a private

individual's hands.

Like all visitors to Riverside,

participants in "Building Blocks"
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tour the historic Farnsley-Moremen

House. Tour guides in the house ask

children open-ended questions to

help them make connections to the

missing elements of the farm. For

example, they ask, "Why do you think

the kitchen was a separate building?"

In addition, guides point out family

fiirnishings, documents, and photo-

graphs on the tour. They encourage

students to share ideas about what

these artifacts may reveal about the

lives of the people who called

Riverside home. This reinforces the

notion that what we know about the

past is based on how we interpret

what has survived into the present.

Finally, participants in "Building

Blocks" get their hands and bodies

moving once more by working clay

into small quick-drying bricks that

are taken home at the end of the day.

The children learn about an impor-

tant artifact left behind by Gabriel

Farnsley, the builder of the farm

house. Farnsley etched his name

into the wet clay of a brick before it

was fired. The brick wdth Farnsley s

signature was discovered in the

cornice of the house during

restoration.

We encourage each student

to etch his/her own name— or a

message onto their bricks. Their

guides ask them what someone who

might find their brick in the fiiture

could learn through that artifact.

Students are also asked to think

about how our knowledge of the past

builds through the addition of

information, just as our house was

built brick by brick.

"Building Blocks" is giving

Riverside a chance to involve students

in research critical to interpreting the

history of the farm. Participants

come away with a better understand-

ing of the process of interpreting the

past— and a better understanding

of the history of the site. Also

important, we are building an

audience that will revisit Riverside

as the years go by to see how the

outbuilding reconstruction has

progressed and how the interpretation

of the site has evolved. These

participants literally helped to

uncover some of the information

and they are helping us to build

our fiiture.

A

Patti Linn has been the Site Manager

ofRiverside, the Farnsley-Moremen

Landing in Louisville, Kentucky, since 1 994.

She holds a Master ofArts in Teachingfom

the University ofLouisville and a Bachelor

ofArtsfrom Murray State University.

Ms. Linn has experience as both a public

school teacher and a museum educator.
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