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WELCOME TO THE HISTORIC HOUSE AFFINITY
GROUP NEWSLETTER

Thank you all for “tuning in” to
the first AASLH Historic House
Museum Committee
Newsletter. The Committee has
been very busy over the last
several years. you are probably
i familiar with the Sustainability

: IS8  Kit for Historic House
Museums published in 2008. The Kit is designed to get the staff,
board, and volunteers of house museums and historic sites thinking
critically about what they are doing and how it is being
accomplished. In these new and uncertain economic times, it is
especially important that we all assess the viability of our sites and
evaluate the needs and expectations of our audiences. Even the
most well-funded sites with top flight staff can benefit from a little
belly-button contemplation now and then!

The Sustainability Kit was the first of many ventures the Committee
will be undertaking in the coming years. Presently, we are looking
at new models for historic house museums. Several years ago,
AASLH heard from Barb Silberman and others affiliated with the
house museums in Philadelphia. They were actively assessing the
number of house museums in Philly and making some excruciating
decisions to close, sell, or re-purpose some of the houses. The result
was the Living Legacy Alternative Stewardship Project—a
wonderful model that is being studied by other areas that have a
plethora of historic structures and a finite resource pool to manage
them.

Historic New England is conducting a similar exercise, and, with
some houses being reinterpreted, they are reenergizing their historic
house holdings. This topic is of special interest to the Historic

IN THIS ISSUE

WELCOME TO THE
HISTORIC HOUSE
AFFINITY GROUP
NEWSLETTER

THE GREAT MAN TOUR
IS ALIVE AND WELL
(UNFORTUNATELY)
Historic Site Resources
About the AASLH
Historic House Affinity
Group

fl&]in

Historic Site Resources

Click here to download a
list of resources for
sustainable house
museums.

To subscribe to the
Historic House Museums
Listserv, click here.

About the AASLH
Historic House Affinity
Group



House Museum Committee, so we hope to have a session at the
2011 AASLH Annual Meeting to share information that we have
gathered.

Last spring, the Committee sent a survey out via our listserv and the
AASLH historic house database. The data you supplied was very
helpful and has provided the Committee with much fodder for
future discussions and endeavors. Click here to access the results of
the survey. In the near future, we will be issuing a follow-up survey
to delve more deeply into some of the concerns expressed in the
survey comment section. Please look for that in your inbox and
help us be of service to you.

Michelle Zupan, Curator
Hickory Hill & the Tom Watson Birthplace
Thomson, GA

THE GREAT MAN TOUR IS ALIVE AND WELL
(UNFORTUNATELY)

Like many of you, I curate a
historic site that was founded
to promote and promulgate
the legacy and letters of a
famous dead white guy-the so
-called “Great Man” house.
Like many of you, I have
struggled to diversify the
message, to include women,
children, and minority voices
throughout the
interpretation. What is
fascinating is how pervasive the “Great Man” historiography is,
regardless of where the house is located.

In a recent Google search, I entered the term “Great Man House
Museum,” seven million results later I was presented with websites
from house museums around the globe. In Shanghai is located the
residence of SunYat-Sen; according to the website, the residence of
this “great man” witnessed his enthusiasm and contributions to the
Chinese revolution. The Handel House Museum, really a flat,
located in London, England, sheltered not one but two “great men”-
George Frederic Handel and Jimi Hendrix. In 2009, Zimbabwe
announced it is turning the home of nationalist Dr. Joshua Nkomo
into a house museum devoted to the “great man.” Jumping across
the Pond we come to the Ignacio Barrios House in Carmelo,
Uruguay, which has been preserved since 1975 so that the life and
history of the “great man” may be appreciated for years to come.
Not to be outdone, the United States and Canada turned up
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frequently in this search with the term “great man” appearing on
dozens if not hundreds of house museum websites.

Ford Bell, President of AAM, was quoted recently in an
ArtDaily.com article about Monticello’s re-interpretation that,
“historic sites and museums are now reflecting a more multicultural
approach, turning away from the ‘great man theory’ that
spotlighted only the achievements of Jefferson and other historic
figures.” If that is true, then why are there still so many house
museums in America advertising themselves as the homage to the
“great man?” Why do women, children, African-Americans,
immigrants, and other “minorities” still feel so absent on tours?
Why are we still giving the dead white guy tour? I'm not a rabid
feminist, but I would like to know what the ladies and servants
were up to whilst the men were out saving the known world!

The Lower Eastside Tenement Museum is doing a fabulous job of
picking up a bit of the slack and interpreting the lives of immigrants
in a sensitive and thoughtful way, but they are a rarity rather than
commonplace, though the immigrant experience is one that
spanned the U.S. border to border. Recently, many well-known and
well-respected house museums from Dumbarton to Monticello to
the Longfellow House have been reinterpreting their houses to be
more inclusive of the people who lived, worked, or were enslaved
there. Historic New England pushed the reinterpretation envelope
even further and gone for the “great gay man” interpretation at the
Beauport House. This is an edgy move, but one that has worked
well for them and is based on primary sources. But too few sites
seem to be up to the challenge of locating these alternate voices.

Historic houses can be wonderful educational tools. They are THE
location where a visitor may be surrounded by history and become
immersed in the story. In an age where we are experiencing slumps
in visitor numbers and are frustrated that the majority of our
visitors are still middle and upper class whites, why not make the
leap and reinterpret? Why not let the cook or the maid tell the

“great man’s” story from her perspective? Perhaps a new audience
may be drawn into our web of history.

Michelle Zupan, Curator
Hickory Hill & the Tom Watson Birthplace
Thomson, GA
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