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Trends in Historic House Initiatives:
Architecture & Artifacts to Stories & Relevance



Five Key Movements 
Impacting Historic Houses • Mid 20th c. rise of social history in academia 

and public history
• U.S.A. bicentennial preservation movement to 

a historic house sustainability crisis in 21st c. 
• Public history adoption of pluralism and 

multicultural curriculum moved interpretation 
towards social justice themes
• 21st c. Aims for historical relevance for local to 

global communities and for site’s economic 
sustainability, HRC
• Rise and ubiquity of technology and 

electronic mass communication
• What does it mean for a museum to engage 

with decolonization as an ongoing process of 
positive self-reflection and change?



Shifts in Interpretation and Social Aims

President Lincoln’s 
Cottage

Harriet 
Beecher 
Stowe Center

Life of Paul 
Jennings



History Museum Trends
• Grapple with difficult histories
• Recognize that commemoration is couched in education
• Provoke social responsibility and active empathy
• Support learners’ moral development 
• Stronger emphasis on museum’s relevance to social issues
• Serve as advocates for social justice and responsible citizenship
• Fueled by financial and ethical necessity
• Respond to global, national, and regional audiences’ growing 

demands for relevant difficult history in museums and historical sites



What does interpretation transition look like?

• How do changes to historical interpretations magnify race and identity 
tensions for audiences and history workers?
• How do changing historical slavery interpretations impact internal 

institutional culture?



Paradigm Shift: Language of 
Decolonization in Museum Practice

• Representations of a patriarchal legacy uses a colonizing 
ideology that defines black and white “ness” (power)

• Decolonized representations multiple perspectives:
– Elevates & expands historical presence of enslaved Africans 

and African Americans within historical plantation landscape

• Colonizing psychology; “othering” historical characters



Othering Psychology
Goals of active empathy: 

• Visitors demand to know more 

• Visitors are moved to care and respond

• Difficult history is not supplementary

• As if not THE main theme 

• Do not accept complacency 

“…We must be cautious never to domesticate the memory of [slave life] by 

making it more comfortable. This memory is difficult and unbearable, too difficult 

to take in psychologically at times. We must never assimilate the memory into 

our own life world but perhaps live alongside it: to remain a stranger to it. We 

must never make the strange familiar” Marla Morris  



Constructing Historical Interpretations 

• Be self-aware 
• Search for personhood
• Think critically 
• Ask, “Whose voices are 

heard?”
• Ask, “Whose voices are 

marginalized?”



We are talking about difficult 
subjects
• What do you consider:
– the tough stuff to interpret in a 

museum or historical site setting?
– key traits that make a history difficult?

• What words or actions have you 
observed that indicate visitors’ 
difficulties, hesitations, or resistances 
to engaging in a difficult topic?



Interpreting Difficult History

• Define difficult history
• Risks and Benefits 
• Commemorative Museum Pedagogy (CMP)
• A sensitive approach to engage visitors in 

learning difficult histories
• Loss in learning
• 5Rs address learners’ resistances 

• Ethical Representations 
• Three building blocks

• Implementation
• Commitment



Slave life interpretation at 
Magnolia Mound Plantation

How did I come this project?



Who lived here?

How to recall this complex history? 



Interpretations vs. Representations

– Historical representations are the symbols
or signifiers of a thing, person, event, idea. 

– Historical interpretations are explanations
or descriptions of the meanings of events 
or ideas. 

Through historical interpretations, 
collectivities attempt to identify the causes, 
effects and significance of the traumas or the 
historical suffering. 



The Lens of Learners

• Visitors
• Stakeholders 
• History workers
• Board members
• Supporting community



Difficult History: 
Definition
Mass violence
Oppression
Trauma

War, Slavery, Genocide, Racism, Oppression
Stories of evil, immorality, inhumanity, 
injustice, inequality, wickedness, unkindness, 
suffering
Subjugated History: Difficult history in the 
learner’s external world that has been 
marginalized



Tough Stuff: Grappling with 
anxiety, loss, grief, shame

Difficult Knowledge:
• Asks the learner to recognize how 

implicated by the new knowledge

• Asks learner to reorganize self-
identity, inciting a response to 
psychological self preservation

• Disrupts how the learner understands 
morality and external world

• Learner resists the historical 
information, image, or topic

(Deborah P. Britzman, 1998. Lost Subjects, Contested 
Objects: Toward a Psychoanalytic Inquiry of Learning, 
Albany, State University of New York)

New information that is 
shocking, upsetting, and too 
much to bear 



Difficult History: Risks and Benefits
Why interpret histories that can be too 
hard to bear?

-Controversies, resistance, denials, apathy
-Shock, implicate, shame, pain, discomfort
-Jeopardize funding, public safety, apathy

-Social justice, education, moral development
relevance, grieve, hope, honor, authentic,
-Compassion, commemoration, basis for social structures

Calls for commemoration and remembrance Never Forget! 
Never Again! are expressions of…
-Mourning and meaning making for survivors, descendants, 
society
-Productive tensions for learning, active empathy for 
changed behavior



Passion for 
Ignorance

Not knowing the pain and 
suffering of the Other keeps 
me from feeling pain, keeps 
me from needing to respond.

(Shoshanna Felman, 1987. Jacques Lacan and 
the Adventure of Insight: Psychoanalysis in 
Contemporary Culture. Harvard University 
Press)



Resistance: An active dynamic
• Ignorance is not opposed to 

knowledge.
• “Ignorance, in other words, is not 

a passive state of absence, a 
simple lack of information: it is an 
active dynamic of negation, an 
active refusal of 
information”(Felman).



Loss in Learning: 
Working Through Difficult knowledge causes a internal 

psychological loss.

Mourning : Working through loss bit by 
bit = accept loss

Melancholia: Unable to work through 
loss = foreclosure

How can I reconcile my ego’s desire for 
the status quo (my understanding)



Loss in Learning Difficult Knowledge
Learning Crisis

Stable Ego Difficult 
Knowledge

Dissonance 
incites a 
learning crisis

Working 
Through

Stable Ego has accepted 
knowledge; enlarged 
understanding of the world



Commemorative 
Museum Pedagogy

• Commemorative: 
remembrance couched in 
education

• Sensitive learning strategy 
to support and encourage 
resistant learners 
experiencing loss in 
learning

• Nonlinear process of 
working through difficult 
knowledge



5Rs Working through Losses & Discomfort

• Reception

• Resistance 

• Repetition

• Reconsideration

• Reflection



Reception: 
We’re here!

• Verbal expressions demonstrate 
receptiveness to new 
information. 
• “Who is our guide?” “Where do 

we start?” “Who lived here?”
•Demonstrate engagement: eye 

contact, questioning, looking, 
listening. 
• Elevated levels of expectation 

and anticipation. 



Resistance: 
I am not going in there!
• Want to avoid or contest the disruptive 

or painful knowledge
• Verbal expressions & body language are 

clues that visitors are experiencing a 
learning crisis

• Denials, challenges, sarcasm, 
indifference, jokes, dismals

• Repressing new knowledge 
• Risk of shutting down, foreclosure



Try not to judge, 
but assist
Resistance is:
• a personal response.
• a healthy intellectual responses to 

contemplate  information. 
• not always indicative of learner’s lack 

of knowledge, rather the difficult 
knowledge is impacting that learner 
in a new way. 

• can arise from the most learned 
visitor to the most inexperienced 
visitor.



Repetition: 
I need to read that again!
• Listen for questions and 

expressions of ambivalence, 
learners find ways to repeat 
disruptive information.

• Process of reality testing is 
when learner is making 
sense of the new 
information bit-by-bit



Reflection: 
Aha! 

“I remember when that happened.”
“So many people suffered!”

• When the leaner is moved beyond 
refuting new difficult knowledge and 
is piecing together information and 
memories 

• Evident through conversations and 
through quiet solitary moments

• Making connections between the 
exhibit and the learner’s life 
experiences and previous knowledge 



Reconsideration:
“I did not know this part 
of the story. I want to 
read more about this.”
• The learner who can work through his 

or her internal disruptions can be 
moved to respond. 

• The learner has changed in some way. 
• The learner demands to know more.
• Revelations, resolutions, and other 

forms of active empathy seen 
learners’ remarks and actions.



Three Building Blocks for 
Ethical Representations
• The Face
• The Real
• The Narrative

Multidimensional representations
Active voice personhood 
Increasing personhood increases learners’ 
discomfort yet increases tension for 
empathetic engagement & responses



The Face

Emmanuel Lévinas: “the face” or “the face-
to-face encounter” as the ethical response to 
know someone who was or is person.

The “Face” calls the learner to “give and 
serve” the Other by responding 
empathetically.

Understanding the personhood of the Other 
through his or her experience. 

Who was he, the person? Who was she, the 
person?

Lévinas explains that knowing ““the face” of 
the Other orders and ordains us to respond.



Developing the Face
• Multidimensional representations: 

relationships, lived experiences
– Single vs. multiple dimensions

• Active Voice
– The silver was polished.
– The slave polished the silver.
– Charlotte, an enslaved house servant, 

polished the silver while she watched her 
daughter play with the planter’s children.

• Aggregate of the Anonymous 
(collectives)
– Cameos
– Statistics



The Real
• Empirical evidence
• Material Culture
• Vetted data, rigor, peer reviewed
• Authentic
• Original
• Partial nature of the real: e.g. 

documents, artifacts, buildings, 
oral histories.



The Narrative
Visitors ask, “What happened to people?” 
Key components: 

• Storytelling
• Recognize partiality and biases
• Demonstrate how the history 

matters
• Empathetic unsettlement: tensions 

necessary to keep caring
• “The End” not an option 
• Dialog: safe respectful spaces; 

timing; provide opportunities to 
talk

“[I]n dialogue, the intention is not to advocate but to inquire; not to 
argue but to explore; not to convince but to discover.” Louise Diamond 



Ethical Representations: Brush History Against the Grain

• How are experiences to be understood? What 
information will reorient learners’ perspectives? 

• How does this information enable or constrain 
personal and social possibilities?

• What is my view of the historical Others or the 
event? Other views?

• What traces of the historical oppression appear 
today? 

• To what responsibilities to the difficult history 
am I, a history worker, held answerable and to 
what responsibilities are visitors accountable?



Homewood Museum

• Carroll Family history
• 1800-1837
• Museum opened 1987
• Enviable house
• Wealth, privilege, success
• American model of taste



Challenges and 
Opportunities •What are the resistances to 

changes to iconic meanings of 
historic sites, artifacts and 
historical landscapes?
• At JHU?
• At Homewood?
• In Baltimore?
•Who are the stakeholders and 

whose voices have been 
historically marginalized?



Commitments to 
interpreting 
difficult history

• Include board members, staff, volunteers, partners, 
community stakeholders and audiences

• Responsibly interpret difficult histories 

• Justly commemorate the memory of those who 
suffered

• Recognize the sensitive and disruptive nature of the 
project 

• Recognize learning difficult history can be a long, 
mournful, controversial, and unpredictable process

• Encourage group dynamics: listen deeply, respect 
speakers, allow for difference



CMP Implications: 
What do we do?
CMP = 5Rs + 3 building blocks
• Recognize the history as a difficult history
• Allow for the dynamics of the 5Rs
• Develop ethical representations of difficult history
• Observe and use learners’ responses
• Use gradual timing, use patience, nonlinearity
• Allow tensions, active empathy emerge
• Exhibit design (non linear routes, space to reflect, 

opportunities to talk…)
• Provide safe and respectful environments for 

learning
• Institutional and individual commitment to interpret 

difficult history


