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Performing Gender Asymmetry:
Material Rhetoric and Representation at the National

Museum of American History
Shersta Chabot

Sometimes | think the only real division into two is between people who diweéagthing into
G2 YR (GK2&aS ¢gK2 R2yQi®
-- Gloria Steinem

{2 L FY OFLdaAKG AYy | KAAZG2NAOIE yYyAIKIGYINB Ay ¢
I OF RSYAOaz: aidzRSydaz NP lajAy3d f2dzRfeé&sx a2 KSN.
-- Louise Bernikow

The NationaMuseum of American History (NMAH) in Washington, D.C. is a maze of gender
asymmetry. For those who understand museums to be deeply entangled within systems of
cultural and political power in the United States, this asymmetry is expressed as a continuation
of those systems. Gender inequality in the U.S. has been well documented over the years, and
is considered by scholars from a range of disciplines to be one of the most fundamental
organizing principles, along with race, upon and through which such systese$i] In the

museum, however, archaeologist Marie Louise Stgensen has argued that gender gains a
YFGSNARFEAGE YR GadzoadlyOSy 60S02ySa Gly3aAiofs
(Sorensen 14). This is due to the inherent rhetoricity of the museum and the museum exhibit,

or the degree to which the museum damuseum exhibit themselves wield influence over the
production of meaning. As museum scholar Sharon Macdonald has observed, "[a]Jny museum or
exhibition is, in effect, a statement of position. It is a theory: a suggested way of seeing the
world. And, likeany theory, it contains certain assumptions, speaks to some matters and

ignores others, and is intimately bound up wittand capable of affecting broader social and

Odzt GdzNI £ NBfFGA2yaéd omnoud

The public nature of national and historical museums drtipular, imbues them with a power

of suggestion that exceeds most other cultural institutions: who or what is included (and
excluded), the focus and scope of the exhibits, how objects are arranged and displayed, the
tone and content of images, text, ather mediag all of these elements become enmeshed in
a cultural and political power struggle over public voice, public presence, and public
representation. Museums, as all memory places, are inherently and powerfully rhetorical: as
Carole Blair, Greg oson and Brian L. Ott argue in their anthology Places of Public Memory,
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such places command attention and consideration due to their partiality, intractable presence,

and situatedness within an assemblage of other powerful tediihe.f I A N2 a rtigulaNJ = A Y
suggests a more meaningful approach to the study of memory places lies via a consideration of
not only the meaning produced, but the way they behave: she asserts that "we must ask not

just what a text [or other rhetorical object] means but, mgenerally, what it does; and we

must not understand what it does as adhering strictly to what it was supposed to do" (23).

| 26 SOSNE oKSNB . fFANI A& AGAfT FLILX@Ay3 | NXS
though they are another kind aéxt, | argue that considering the object or artifact in terms of

its own materiality results in a more richly textured understanding of the relationships in which

it is engaged. This is an approach in line with the tenets of cultural rhetorics, pafidhlase

of story and relations (Powell et al). Using a cultural rhetorics approach requires attending to

both meaningmaking systems and the practices of which those systems are composed (Powell

et al). To separate one from the other would be to lose tsgfltheir inseparability, in the same

way that to study a culture without examining its people and what they create would be

impossible.

Recognizing the material rhetoricity of an object, exhibit, or musewsking what it actually

does- requires atterding to matters of presence and consequence, of story and relations. If, as

Blair argues, rhetoric is material, then understanding that rhetoricity requires attending to the
interaction of an embodied human consciousness with the environment around ite\tfiai

fields of visual rhetorics and material rhetorics have made great strides in recent years,

studying the materiality of images and the rhetoricity of the material world, attending to
NKSG2NROQA YIFOGSNARIFEAGE | &1 hkatas@mbdiied beirys, we a0 SLI T
read space and objects with not just our eyes or minds, but with our entire bodies,

subconsciously collecting information about the outside world in relation to the position,
SySNHex aAl Sz FyR aFSSté¢ 2F (KS GKAy3a ¢S SyoO

This embodied engagement is part of what makes memory places including the NMAH so
compelling. Memory spaces are inherently material, requiring us to walk through them, look at
them, read and think and use our other senses to understand them. Each ofabissis

embodied and carried out in relation to the physical entity or space with which we are engaged.
This suggests that an image, text panel, or museum artifact is not only a visual or textual
element, but a sensory object, measured and reacted tohgyentire body as well as the mind.
What rhetorical studies has tended to leave out in the past is this deep engagement between
the physical body and its physical environment, and by extension a more inclusive
understanding of the ways in which rhetorigaksence and consequence are prerequisites to
full humanity. As philosopher Hannah Arendt has suggested, to be fully human one must
occupy the public spherfii] If this is true, it then follows that the assumptions and values that
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materialize in an embadd study of national history exhibits both contribute to and are

symptomatic of the material, political and cultural conditions of American life.

If Arendt is right, and the occupation of public space is a requisite for full humanity in American
culture and politics, then it is past time for the careful and critical scrutiny of the NMAH, an

institution that advertises itself as the repository and exhibitor of the histories of an entire

nation and its peoples. In the availability, arrangement and presemtaif the material traces

of a national past in the exhibits of the NMAIg gender is made material, performing
FA@YYSGNR Ay ¢l &a OGKFG LINPF2dzyRfe& Ay TFtdzSyOoS i
halls each year. To better understand this relationgiepveen performance and influence, in

2015 and early 2016 | conducted a close investigation of the National Museum of American

History (NMAH), paying particular attention to the performance of gender as constituted by the

Ydza SdzyQa YIGSNRYTABGRI GINRpYa®OCet O2gAy3 /| NBf
of rhetoric[iv]L & 2dzZ3Kid (2 Sy3l 38 SIOK SEKAO6AG & | LN
YSFEYAYy3TFdzAg = O02yaSljdsSyaAalte Syadade 6. fFAN myos
gender- and the story and relations of the culture that producestiv better understand the

meaning and narratives each assemblage constructs as well as the consequentiality of that
production.

To engage the museum as a productive entity, it is necessary toagpit selectively. While it

is true that every element within or related to a museum performs one or more identifiable
functions within the whole, for the sake of specificity in this article | have chosen to focus on
particular elements within three keyiuseum exhibits (American Enterprise, America on the
Move, and The First Ladies) that behave as synecdochical producers of meaning within the
whole. My goal was to engage with these exhibits on an embodied level, to sense and record
the presence and consegnce of women in our national history museum. | then use this
engagement as a starting place to examine meaning production through the lens of gender.
Gender is particularly productive lens due to the way that gender functions as a fundamental
category ofAmerican society, circumscribing and limiting meaning production in many ways. It
is an embodied category, one made visible through the material traces of things that have,
themselves, been gendered. As | discovered, the meanings produced within the NMAH
performed an unexpected gender asymmetry that both reified binary gender narratives as well
as resisted them. By describing this performance, my goal is to illustrate how a deeper
exploration that draws upon embodied perception and material engagementrezde visible
more of the intricate process of meaning production in memory spaces.
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The National Museum of American History and its exhibits are deeply entangled within complex
webs of cultural, political, economic, and otherstems of power. Housing over three million
artifacts, most of which are not on display, the National Museum of American History (NMAH)

is the largest repository of historical objects in the United States. Construction of the museum
began in the late 19%0and opened to the public in January 1964. Originally known as the
Museum of History and Technology, the massive 750,000 square foot building was designed by
renowned architects McKim, Mead and White and cost $36 million to complete (in 1950s
currency). Tie sixth Smithsonian building constructed on the National Mall, the museum was
renamed the National Museum of American History in 1980. Its location on the Mall qualifies it
as a National Historic Landmark, and the building is also listed on the NatexgiateR of

Historic Places. Beginning in 2006, the NMAH underwent aytem, $85 million renovation of

0KS o6daAft RAYIQa OSYGNXt FNBFaxz FRRAYy3I | 3INIF YR
Spangled Banner exhibit, and renewals of several othkibés. Currently, the 120,000 square

foot west wing is under construction, part of a larger project to update the structure and
SEKAOAGA 6dardadarzy 3 | A&0G2NBEDOD

¢ KS Ydza Sdzy Q& S E K Afouk viege Bperaf thedtifde\oOriy midss récgnil \Bsit in
March 2016, comprise a segmented view of United States history organized around specific
themes. The largest exhibits focus on the history of transportation (Axaem the Move),

military history (Price of Freedom), and business (American Enterprise). Smaller but no less
intriguing exhibits narrate a history of invention (Places of Invention, Lighting a Revolution), the
Food Exhibition, The American Presidency &he First Ladies exhibits, money/coinage, and of
course, the incomparable Star Spangled Banner in its dark and hushed display. The African
American History and Culture Gallery was present, but closed during my study in March 2016,
presumably in preparatiofor the opening of the National Museum of African American History
and Culture in September of that same year.

With historical women and their accomplishments largely missing from most national historical

sites, popular media and public memory spapeakl decided my first task was to locate and

engage with representations of women within our national history museum exhibits. One of the
FANBRG GKAy3Ia L NBFEAT SR ¢6Fa GKIFIG GKS RSTAYAGA
not only undefined, bl  dzy Of SI NX» ¢KS ba!l RSLX 2eéa G§KS SN
OFGS3I2NRS FTR2LIAY3 OdzZf GdzNI ft& | dadzYSRY KS3ISY2
cis, straight females as the norm.
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not-overtly-male individuals. My engagement with the NMAH exhibits began by asking a series

of questions including: Where do women appear in the museum, and in what capacity? Which
women appear where in the exhibits? Are wonaantral to the narrative, or marginal? How do
representations of women compare to those of men? What gender relationships emerge from

the museum narratives? | used these questions to focus my analysis, looking for presence in the
material and consequentizonfigurations of gender in selected museum exhibits. Within my

larger goal of reading the museum exhibits in an embodied sense, | used gender as a guiding
concept through an otherwise overwhelming web of meaning production.

As | attended to presencstory, and relations in the museum space, the gender asymmetries
being performed around me began to emerge. Women, as idealized by elite white culture, are
everywhere included in the exhibits of the National Museum of American Higtoigeed,
documentingeach reference was a far larger task than | anticipated. Some, like the American
Enterprise exhibit, managed a relatively diverse presentation of women, men, and diverse
ethnicities. At the same time, | found that women are present in the NMAH in waylarsim

their status in American culture contradictory, frequently stereotyped, confined to domestic
functions and closely associated with the labor of childrearing or, alternatively, as objects of
sexual desire. | also found a pervasive tokenism at warwhich persons of color were vastly
outnumbered by white persons, and no discernable references telbioary genders or LGBTQ
individuals whatsoever. In at least one exhibit, Lighting a Revolution, | failed to find a single
reference to a historical aman of any kind. Altogether, the representation and performance of
gender at the NMAH is far more complex and conflicted than | anticipated, asymmetries built
upon dichotomies made strange by their resistance to simple binary opposition.

In what follows | discuss the presence and consequence, story and relations of materialized
gender in three museum exhibits: American Enterprise, America on the Move, and The First
Ladies. Out of the twentjour NMAH exhibits open for viewing in March 2016, these three
were among the largest, the most popular (based on observed crowd size), and emphasized
elements of gender performativity that were found consistently throughout the NMAH. This
degree of visibility is important to museum analysis, as meaning productaiteis a subtle,

even subconscious process. In the last section of the article, | offer an analysis of the
relationship between asymmetries of gender constituted by and through the materiality of the
museum and the potential consequences such asymmetrige ba the material and

conceptual conditions of American life.
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Performing Asymmetry in American Enterprise

One of the most informative and diverse exhibits in the museum, American Enterprise depicts

the history of American business from colonial times through the present day. Even this
RAAUGAYOUAZ2Y A& GKS aYvYz2ailé RAODSNEmGendera NBOSEEAY
entrepreneurship, and paid work outside the home; perhaps more so than many of the other

exhibits because of the obvious attempts that have been made to achieve a modicum of race

and gender inclusivity. | say attempts, because after completimgnaerical tally of portions of

the exhibit, the numbers show that the central narrative of American Enterprise is focused on

the business acumen of elite white cis men. Archaeologist Marie Louise Stig Sorensen has

argued that this focus is common in An@ti y Y dza Sdzvay o0& FyR fFNHSZ «a
WOI NNEQ GKS YyINNYGAGS 2F GKS LI ad GKNRBdIdzZAK (KS
Alad NBEIFIGAOS RAGSNBRAGES ! YSNRAOI Q& Y2ald | dzi K2 N
provides strongi dzLJLI2 NIi T2 NJ { 2NByasSyQa [aaSNIiAz2zyao

As | engaged with the exhibit, | was drawn to the long back wall that stretched above my head

and the long length of the space, completely covered with a brightigstallation of colorful

text and image panels higghting individuals assumedly representative of business success.

[ FAR 2dzi Ay OKNRy2f23A0Ff 2NRSNJ FNRY STid (2
(although some hailed from before the organization of the United States, a fact the museum
seems unconcerned about) who purportedly innovated their way into prominence via business
excellence.

American Enterprise Exhibit, Natal Museum of American History, March 2016

constell8cr.com 7
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In standing before and looking at this display, my initial impression was that a relatively large
number of women were represented in each of the five eras into which the timeline was
divided: in the 177@egment, 16 individual profiles were included, 4 of which were women (1
Native American, 1 Chinese, 2 White). The 1850 segment was even more diverse: 26 individual
profiles were included, 9 of which were women (2 African American, 1 Japanese, 6 White). The
1930 segment, and each segment following, were quite sparse by comparison: out of the 11
individual profiles included for 1930, 4 were women, all White; for 1970 (shown above), which
also featured 11 profiles, that number had dropped to just 2 women (itaf American, 1

White); finally, in the 2010 segment, 12 individual profiles were included, with 5 women, 1
Latina, 4 White. Altogether, women of all ethnicities represented approximately 32% of the
profiles featured on the exhibit installation; furtheapproximately 33% of the women
representedwereno KA 1S® DAGSY (KS f2y3 KA&GG2NER 2F 62V
business ownership and other restrictions foreclosing on4sigitus business positions in the
United States, such numbers initially gthe impression of gender inclusivity; after all, in the

250 years represented by this exhibit, women were only full legal citizens for the last century
and only gained the right to own property more recently than that.

However, upon closer examination seal of the women represented in the American

Enterprise installation tend to have tenuous claims (at best) to business success, calling into

guestion the criteria by which individuals were chosen for inclusion: of the 24 women profiled,
oneoftheseisMdAS / I NRZ I FSYIfS OKAfR flF02NBNIT 2yS
noted for the fact that she was brought to the United States in 1834 as a curiosity and exhibited

08 ¢SIflKe LI GNRyYya FT2N SYyiSNIFAYYS@nhoseTlaimy 2 i KS N
to fame includes being forced into an arranged marriage to a Japanese pineapple farmer in

Hawaii. How these women are representative of the history of American enterprise, other than

as pawns in the hands of powerful men, remains unclear.
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American Enterprise ExhibNational Museum of American History, March 2016

Out of the remaining women profiled, most of these are noted for success in occupations that

are overtly domestic in nature: clothing construction or design, hair care products, diet

programs for women, foogreparation, and makers of toys for girls (specifically, the Barbie

doll) are all strongly represented among the businesses referenced. These businesswomen are

f I dzZRSR FT2NJ LJdzZNERdzA §a adAftf Of2asSteée GASRs G2 GKS
housekeeper, wife, mother, and reproductive laborer, regardless of the century in question: the

2010 group features Dora Hilda Escobar, a restaurateur; Sara Blakely, the creator of Spanx (a
tight-fitting garment akin to a girdle); Myra Goodman and heslband, organic food growers;

FYR al NAF 5dz2NF 1722 F fF062NJ 2NAHFYAT SN . FaSR 2y
in this exhibit, it is clear that the roles for which American women are and have been venerated

have not changed significantly oviame; they have simply moved into fqrofit arenas.
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1916-2002

Observing her daughter, Barbara,
playing with paper dolls, Handler
had the idea that dolls could be
styled as adults. In 1959, she
convinced her husband, co-owner
of Mattel, to develop an adult
fashion doll, Barbie. TV

made it the world's best-selling toy.

American Enterprise Exhibit, National Museum of American History, March 2016

az2ald OdNA2dzas GKS LISNA2R 0SG6SSYy wmoprgOprdhy R HAMm
Winfrey and Gloria Steinem. As those of us who lived throughderstand, this fortyyear

period was a time of phenomenal growth for women activists, businesspersons, political

leaders, and other innovations and occupations. Yet somehow, a vibrant and widely diverse

segment of business history in the United States been reduced to reference to two women

who, however deserving of a spot on the wall, are nonetheless merely a fraction of the

successful businesswomen who made a name and a fortune for themselves during this time.
Regardless of curatorial intention, tmeanner in which women have been included in this

display is a direct outgrowth of the manner in which white women, women of color, and men

are positioned in relation to each other in American society. White men predominate, while

women are positioned agashthem as supplemental, narrative adais¢ marginal. The
GRADSNEAGEE 2F GKS 1T YSNAOIY 9y UGSNLINAAS SEKAOA
top, then white cis women, and finally persons of color, with women of color included in low
numbersand only as a counterpoint to representations of white cis women. Representation for

[ D. ¢v AYRADARdZ f& aavyLitée R2SayQi SEAAlG 6AGKAY
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It is hard to imagine that just two women (pictured in the first photograph in this section),

perhaps carefully chosen for their race, gendenforming appearance and sexuality, could

sufficiently represent all enterprising women of period. Moreover, the particular challenges

women have historically faced in the business world are not mentionedare the legal and

Odzt GdzNF £ o6F NNASNAR O(GKIFIG fAY3ISNI AyaG2 GKS LINBaSy
simply adding women to a particular historical narrative does not challenge nor alter the

message to a significant degree (33), it is ehfipossible to imagine the American Enterprise

exhibit functioning relatively unhampered even if the women were removed. Somehow, even

present in the exhibit, women are still in some ways inessential to the narrative it constructs

and, by extension, to thenterprise conducted out in American society.

Yet at the same time, the presence of women in the American Enterprise exhibit is completely
essential to the gender and race hierarchies it constructs. That both men and women engage in
business and entere, and have always done so, is made clear through the artifacts and
information on display. Thus a simple public/private dichotomy is made illogical in the face of
the equally significant contributions of both genders. When examined more closely, however,
as my example shows, that dichotomy emerges in convoluted ways, made strange by
positioning women in business as fmrofit domestics in relation to men as simply

businessmen. In this way, gender asymmetry is visibly if rather insidiously performed by
Amaerican Enterprise, limiting the possible futures of women in business by reinforcing the
archaic boundaries of the past. Within the walls of this exhibit, women remain the minority, the
exception, and the reproductive laborers of a culture run by elite evhien.

Performing Asymmetry in American on the Move

Of the numerous exhibits at the NMAH available for analysis, it is important to include an
Fyrfteara 2F GKFG Aa Fd GKS KSENL 2F GKS da! YSN.
the U.S. Ameca on the Move is an exhibit on the first exhibition level that moves the museum
visitor through the history of transportation in America from hoid@wn wagons to the

(relatively) modern automobile. The sensory appeal of this exhibit was quite powelidst. of

us have experience with driving or riding in vehicles of different kinds, and can draw upon those
experiences when engaging with vehicles unfamiliar to us. Our bodies remember the feelings of
movement experiences while using transportation, therattons, acceleration, and centripetal
forces that act upon us as we move through space. The size of the artifacts in this exhibit also
make for a memorable encounter: locomotives, buses, trolley cars, subway cars, and wagons
and vehicles of all shapes asides are carefully positioned within narrative vignettes and in
relation to groupings of lifesize human mannequins (painted a monochromatic grey) in a

variety of poses, genders and ethnicities. Walking through the exhibit space, the senses are
overloadel with opportunities to understand the displays in relation to the physical body. The

11
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exhibit provides a wealth of text and images to accompany and complement the rrore 3
artifacts, as well as a selection of digital interactives and audio features. @rmeotanly see,
but hear and touch the information on offer as well.

American on the Move Exhibit, N@tal Museum of American History, March 2016

The theme of the exhibit is not overtly gendered; as we are expected to know, men and women
have long used various modes of public and private transportation, and in large numbers. While
women may have had additional restrictions on their travel (due Yargety of factors), the

exhibit shows them riding bicycles, driving cars, and as passengers on trolleys and buses. For
this reason, the impressions created here, when compared to American Enterprise, are more
difficult to quantify. Women appear in a vatyeof ways and performing a number of roles,

from a text panel detailing the first woman to drive across America (Alice Huyler Ramsey,
completing her trip in 1909) to driving a minivan full of children down a modern American
highway.

However, given the mvalence of white men, the impression one inevitably makes is that they
outnumber women (of all races) by at least two to one. The white men, identifiable by their
Anglicized features, are posed as engineers, drivers, and operators; they are preseiht in eac

YR S@OSNE aO0OSyINAR2>X gKSGKSNIAG 6S NARAYy3 | Y2
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distributed within the vehicles on display; of these, 3 are female, ardi®an African

American male. In a vignette directly across from this display (shown below), a white couple

02yS YIFIHEST 2yS FSYFHES0O aArAd FONR&aa FTNRY | 6KACG
directly behind their position is peopled with 8 figs;, two of which are female (one driver,

one passenger). Based on these two proximal examples alone, women (of all races) represent
roughly five out of seventeen, or 29%, of the figures present.

American on the Move Exhibit, National Museum of American History, March 2016

But just as a closer look at who the women of American Enterprise were, and how they were
being presented, lends a distinct insight into current attitudes about American women and

their relationship to the world of business and enterprise, the women of #gaen the Move
overwhelmingly perform roles which are stereotypical and unimaginative; even in the display of
a travel trailer, the white male figure sits outside in a lawn chair, reading the newspaper, while
an adult female and young girl figure cooldaset the table inside (pictured below). His leisure
clearly communicates his privilege. Or in the car dealership display, where a pregnant woman
sits beside her husband (both white) while he negotiates the price of a new car with a white
salesman, the aud playback an animated negotiation between two male voices. While
certainly representative of some historical moments, the gender performed in and through

constell8cr.com 13
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America on the Move is insidiously influential in the way that, as Evelyn Nakano Glenn has
argued, i renders the category of white male as the transparent but powerful core around
which the exhibit weaves its narrative of progress (13). There is no public/private divide here;
yet that does little to correct the unequal distributions of power the exhibifies and
reconstructs.

America on the Move Exhibit, Naial Museum of American History, March 2016

wlkE iKSNE (GKS SEKAOAG LISNF2N¥XYa F 1AYyR 2F 3ISYRSN.

other exhibits; where women are represented, they are defined by their relationships to men

and a malecentric society, and even while traveling, white women in gaiter are frequently

tied to domestic roles. For example, | was amused to discover a display of act@8@sivan,

inside of which sat lifsized figures of a white woman for the driver, an infant in a child safety

seat, and two other children, cleady2 YS2y SQa ARSI 2F NBLINBaSydl A

Within the same display, an African American woman drives alone in-addaocar, as well as

at least six white men. Elsewhere in the exhibit, a lone figure of an African American women

identified as Carlotte Hawkins Brown (pictured below) sits waiting for a bus. The presence of
NREgys> | 1Se@&@ FAIdNBE Ay ! FNAOIY ! YSNAOIY SRdzO!

strategy in the early 1900s, in an exhibit on transportation seems to be a nod to lisict

| SNJ O2yySOiGAz2y (2 GKS SEKAOAUG asSSvya G2 aidsSy ¥
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people into the norms of white society, a tenuous and deeply troubling link, at best. Yet her
very presence requires that we attend, and perhaps even sit toelxér, trying to understand
her importance within such a powerful memory space.

While white men and even women of color were shown as traveling alone, white women are
predominantly shown accompanied by a white man or with one or more chilg@rboth. In

this way, white cis women are represented as persons who travel in the course of their
domestic duties, counterbalanced by women of color who do not. Like the white men, women
of color are often depicted alone, but not as engineers or bus drivers. ilhait a marginal
space within the exhibit, a token inclusivity that, in practice, changes little of the overarching
narrative of white male superiority. The white men are always already the historical actors in
this narrative; white women, children ardomen and men of color are participants, essential
for the contrast they provide and the supporting role that functions to further elevate the
purported innovativeness and exploratory nature of white men. Such positioning echoes the
hierarchies of the Amécan Enterprise exhibit, a clear indicator of larger social patterns at
work.

G/ KINI 230S | Américdioyl the MoweBEBNIBIE, Blational Museum of American
History, March 2016
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America on the Move clearly conveys the idea that innovations in mechanized transportation in
the United States have undoubtedly offered freedoms for all who can afford to jpeatég
regardless of gender; however, the terms and constraints upon that participation as produced
through the exhibit clearly favor the narrative of the innovative and independent white man
conquering both machine and distance with his mettle. The freedotravel is clearly a

privilege provided by white men, a freedom in which women, children and people of color
participate, but do not have ownership rights. This, in effect, reifies the normalized hierarchy of
power that maintains white males as the dorant figures of American culture, both past and
present.

Performing Asymmetry in The First Ladies

Perhaps the most obvious example of overtly gendered exhibits at the NMAH is The First Ladies
exhibit. Because this exhibit has been lauded as one of the only national history exhibits to

focus exclusively on women, it is an important inclusion. The ékifilod Y+ Ay RN} g A a
of the First Ladies of the United States, past and present. By using the gowns, which are so

closely related to the physical body, the exhibit maintains a lasting popularity for an

international public who are curious about theomen who lived the moments in history we

can now only peer at through glass. The exhibit is also one of the few with such an embodied

theme, and as such is best understood in those terms.

Centered on Exhibition Level 3, the exhibit shares an entranca éimeilme with The American

Presidency exhibit: a glimpse of the person(s) who, over the entire history of the United States,

held the highest political office in the countiyi]The First Ladies exhibit as it exists today is the

work of curator Edith P.Ma2 2 K2 AY wMpdH NBLRNISRf& aRSQOSt 2
2y LRTAGAOIET YR a20AFf KAAU2NBEé ODNFYRRE | YR
KFra 0SSy RA&ALIFTE@SR AY 2yS F2NX 2N Fy20KSNJ aAy
IFRASaQ Of2GKSa Aa OAGSR Fta GKS YFE22N Y23A01 GA
redesigned exhibit (Graddy and Pastan, 11).

lf2y3 gA0GK | NBO2YTFAIdNY GA2Y 2F GKS RAALIX I & &
further insight into the prson and political activity of the featured first ladies, an attempt to

shift the focus of the exhibit away from a costume gallery and toward the role of first lady itself.
C2NJ SEIFYLX ST | LINRBYAYSyid GSEG LI ySwoménzadl G§SR A
t2f AGAOaXé F20dzaSa SEOfdaAir@gsSte 2y GKS FF0Od GK
having few legal and civil rights of their own (The First Ladies). The inclusion of such a text panel
does offer some insight into the politicalfresS 2 F a2YS 2F | YSNROF Q&4 T A N&A
visitors a glimpse into the complexity of their lives. However, the words on this panel and other
ONAST YSyGAzya 2F LREAGAOIT OOGAGAGE T NB Syida
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artifacts generate, the story of women filling a role defined by a contradictory domesticity that
is somehow at once both public and private.

IN MEMORIAM

Nancy Davis Reagan
July 6. 1921-March 6. 2016

First Lady 1981-1989

The First Ladies Exhibit, National Museum of American History, March 2016

The First Ladies exhibit boasts an elegant black and grey color scheme that provides a visual
F20dza F2NJ 0KS 3A2¢6ya yR OKAYIl LI I OS aSaiAay3a
At the time of my visit in 2016, a row of lféze photographsf five First Ladies and a memorial

placard, dedicated to Nancy Reagan (who passed away just before my arrival in Washington,

D.C.), dominated the entrance. Other than the text on the memorial placard, which simply

NBI Ra aLYy aSyY2NRI YNy ®IoAL®arch®, 2@ 4. Rirs&ly 81y >

My dZ¢é¢ FyR GKS SEKAOAG yIYSET (KS SyiNIyOS o2t
60St 260 2FFSNBR I 3IFftAYLAS 2F (KS SEKAOAGQA F2
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former and one current fst lady gaze out at the curious observer. Of the five, Betty Ford on the
left and Nancy Reagan in the center were easy for me to recognize, while two of the others
pictured were less so. Michelle Obama, pictured with her husband (the only one to be $0) wa
also there, on the right (pictured, below).

The First Ladies Exhibit, Natibhduseum of American History, March 2016

The artifacts on display in The First Ladies exhibit are organized along two principal themes: the
inauguration or other gowns worn by selected first ladies for official state functions, and

samples of the White Hese china service selected and used by each woman filling this role.

The gowns are displayed on i&ed, headless mannequins behind fldorceiling glass panels.

Raised slightly off the walkway floor, this large display is divided into several seatidbns

arranged in thematic vignettes, rather than in chronological order. Each gown is accompanied

08 Ly AYF2NXNIGA2Y LI yYySt oSySHGK AG GKIFIG RSaON
construction. For example, in the section of display picturedwgefoom left to right the gowns

of Grace Coolidge (circa 1920s), Mamie Eisenhower (circa 1950s), and Lucy Hayes (circa 1880s)

are arranged and described.
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The First Ladies Exhibit, Natibhduseum of American History, March 2016

Despite the large size of the gown displays, only a fraction of the gowns acquired by the
museum are on display at any given time (Graddy and Pastan 11).

As Mayo remarked, public fascination with the gownthis display continues to be strong. No

doubt part of this continuing appeal can be attributed to a cultural interest in fashion and
52YSYyQa FFGUGANBT K2gSOSNE | AAIYATFAOLY G FI OhG2N
way that people tend t@xplore and understand their environment with their bodies, engaging

with objects and structures in terms of the size, shape, and functions of the human body.

Clothing, as a close proximate and the articles most often in the closest proximity to the

physi@al body, offers an uncanny glimpse into the physicality of an individual long removed

from mortality. For this reason, displaying the gowns of women in pyeligrivate roles is

interpreted as an invitation to relate, personally, physically, to the yedsndividual

dzy RSNY Sl GK® 9y O2dzy i SNAY3I KA&aG2NER GKNRdAAK (GKS
Ladies exhibit are offered an illusion of intimacy while keeping any true knowledge of the

women represented tantalizingly out of reach. By fongsbn gowns, the exhibit also maintains

a strong focus on the bodies of the First Ladies, relegating all else about her (including their
accomplishments and public activities) to a distant second.
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