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HNRS 110 Museum Analysis

“Giving Voice to Our Histories”

Fall 2007

William Cronon’s essay “A Place for Narrative” argues that all historical accounts are selectively plotted to serve specific purposes. Among the choices we have when we construct a narrative about historical events is whether to make it positive or negative, progressive or declensionist.  This assignment asks you to create both a progressive and a declensionist narrative about one tribe represented in the Our Lives: Contemporary Life and Indentities gallery on the 3rd floor of the museum.

Getting to the NMAI: 

On Friday, Sept. 14th and Saturday, Sept. 15th, GTAs from Honors 110 will accompany students to the NMAI. On Friday the 14th, one group will leave from the CUE bus stop at 10:30 am and the other group will leave at 12:45 pm.  The group going on Saturday the 15th will leave the CUE bus stop at 12:30. If you cannot go at these times or would prefer to go on your own, the NMAI is open 7 days a week from 10 am-5:30 pm. You can find the museum website at http://www.nmai.si.edu/ . Be prepared to take notes while you’re at the museum.

Directions: take the CUE bus from campus to the Vienna Metro station (the bus stop is on Patriot Circle, across from parking lot G on the north side of campus). Take the Orange Line Metro from Vienna to the L’Enfant Plaza stop downtown. You’ll need about $6 for the round trip (you need to show your student ID for a reduced fare on the CUE bus.)  An alternative to the CUE bus is Mason to Metro.  It runs M-F 6:15-9:45 a.m. and 3:15-11:45 p.m.  Go to http://shuttle.gmu.edu/masontometro.htm for details.
Exit the Orange Line Metro at L’Enfant Plaza and go up one floor to the platform for the Yellow and Green line trains. Look for the signs pointing to the exit for Maryland and 7th Avenues SW (it may also say “Smithsonian Museums”). Follow the signs to that end of the platform and go up one more level and exit the turnstiles. Take the escalator to the street level, which is on Maryland Avenue. Walk straight ahead down Maryland Ave. In about a block you should see the NMAI ahead on the left (it’s a sandstone building with curved walls) and the Capitol dome straight ahead. Follow Maryland to where it runs into Independence Avenue. The museum is at the corner of Independence and 4th St. SW.

If you’re going with the group: Walk down the Independence Avenue side of the museum and enter at the staff door half-way down the building. The GTAs accompanying you will have authorization letters to let you enter as a group here.

If you’re going on your own: continue walking down the Independence Ave. side of the museum and go around to the main entrance in the front (facing the Capitol). Please note that the number of people entering each hour is controlled; you may have to wait in line to get in.

To return to campus, you can retrace your steps to the L’Enfant Plaza Metro stop or walk up the Mall (toward the Washington Monument) to the Smithsonian stop (next to the Freer Gallery).  Just be sure you get on an Orange line train (not a Blue line) in the direction of Vienna to return to Fairfax. The round trip to the museum and back should take you about 4 hours.
Overview of the written assignment: 

Your assignment is to write a 4-5 page analytical essay in which you present both a progressive and a declensionist narrative about ONE of the following tribes represented in the Our Lives gallery on the third floor of the museum: either the Pamunkey Tribe of Virginia, the Kalinago of the Island of Dominica (called “Caribs” by non-natives), the Yakama Nation of Washington State, or the Campo Band of the Kumeyaay Indians in California.  In the conclusion of your essay, you should answer the following question: Which narrative is closest to the one the tribe intended to convey to viewers of the exhibit? 

At the museum:

1.  First go to the Our People exhibit on the 4th floor. You will find it across from the door to the Lewawi Theater. When you enter the Our People gallery, go first to the alcove on the left called “Making History” and watch the video presentation. Consider the argumentative points that this presentation makes and the expectations it creates.

2. Next go downstairs to the 3rd floor and enter the Our Lives exhibit.  Take some time to note and consider the information provided on the introductory panels about the ways in which Native American IDENTITIES have been defined. 

3. Then, view the alcove / exhibit of representing each of the following tribes: the Pamunkey, the Kalinago, the Yakama, and the Campo. (There are four other tribes represented in the Our Lives gallery, and we encourage you to look at those exhibits as well, but keep in mind that the assignment must be focused on one of the tribes we have listed here.)  Once you have chosen a tribe to focus on, choose three pieces of evidence from the tribe’s exhibit to support each of your narratives.  (Three for declensionist narrative, and three for progressive narrative = six.  Though in some instances you may find that a given piece of evidence can be used to support both your declensionist and your progressive narrative, be sure to take notes on at least six pieces of evidence). Evidence may include, objects, photographs, videos, curator's statements, textual or verbal representations of events, etc.—anything that is included in the exhibit.  In order to employ a given piece of evidence in your narrative, you will need to be able to describe it in detail.  In order to answer the final question about the tribe’s intentions, you will need to be able to describe where and how each of your pieces of evidence is used in the exhibit.  Take good notes.

Writing the Essay:

After you return from the museum, write a 4-5 page analytical essay in which you present both a progressive and a declensionist narrative about the tribe you have chosen.  Shape each narrative using three pieces of evidence from the exhibit representing the tribe.  Be sure not only to present your evidence in vivid detail, but also to shape your reader’s understanding and interpretation of the evidence to support the narrative.  Do not just assert your interpretation, however.  In order to convince your reader that the narrative you have created is plausible, you must demonstrate the validity of your interpretation of the evidence. In the conclusion of your essay, answer the following question: Which narrative is closest to the one the tribe intended to convey to viewers of the exhibit?  In order to answer this question, you will need to consider the context provided for the evidence by the larger exhibit.  In other words, how does the exhibit (try to) shape your interpretation of the evidence it includes.




