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Foreword
Edward T. Linenthal

In his book Rewriting the Soul: Multiple Personalities and the Sciences of
Memory, Ian Hacking (1995:5) observed that “we have learned how to
replace the soul with knowledge, with science. Hence spiritual battles are
fought, not on the explicit ground of the soul, but on the terrain of
memory, where we suppose that there is such a thing as knowledge to be
had.” That various terrains of memory have become sites where spiritual
battles are fought seems self-evident, but I suspect most of us do not characterize interpretive conflicts at historic sites in quite this fashion.
However, doesn’t it make sense? Aren’t the vigorous debates at the
nation’s battlefields over the meaning of sacrifice, or over the adequacy of
representation of black Union troops in the Civil War, or over the transformation of shrines into historic sites—at the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, for example—really debates about the spirit of the
nation, the ineffable stuff that makes up who and what we were, have
become, and want to be?
Museum exhibits, memorials, and historic sites are increasingly vibrant
arenas for debates over issues of national identity, and the essays in this
book offer a rich variety of case studies examining the contested landscape
of American national memory. If there are readers who still think about
the past as a storehouse of facts, as a fixed resource, with a single message
to be retrieved by the historian, they will be quickly disabused of this
notion. Rather, these essays make clear what the distinguished historian
Carl Becker observed in his classic book Everyman His Own Historian
(1935:253–54), that history is “an unstable pattern of remembered things
redesigned and newly colored to suit the convenience of those who make
use of it.”
These essays reveal the many kinds of debates over the construction of
a remembered past from this unstable pattern of remembered things.
Comfortable and comforting mythic pasts are created at Jamestown and
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Acadia; the heroic drama of battle conceals other stories and voices at
Antietam, Arlington, and Camden Yards; shameful stories formerly consigned to oblivion at Manzanar and Wounded Knee are now excavated,
and attempts to transform the national narrative to locate them appropriately are underway. The politics of location and authenticity are apparent
in the fascinating stories of The Woman Movement Memorial, George
Washington’s birthplace, and the Lincoln log cabin; the evolution of the
meaning of a monument is evident in the story of the Robert Gould Shaw
memorial, now more popularly known as the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts
memorial.
Notice that these processes of construction, of concealment, of excavation, of contestation, of evolution, reveal the dynamism of these terrains of
memory. The meaning of such places is often a variable one, never frozen
for long. Their lives move in two directions. Like memorials to World War
I, some will become part of what Jay Winter (1995:98) calls a “trajectory
of decomposition, a passage from the active to the inert,” while others will
emerge from the buried past to challenge us with their messages.
Ultimately, the vibrant activity at our nation’s memory terrains reveals
more about our own labors of shaping cultural identity than about getting
the past “just right.” These essays are part of an important literature examining the history of interpretation and the biography of historic sites.
We should be thankful for their contribution.
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Introduction: The Making of
the American Landscape
Paul A. Shackel

Introduction
The goal of this collection of essays is to show the dynamic nature of
creating meanings—past and present—of nationally significant sites and
symbols on the American landscape. Whether internally coherent, or contradictory to the dominant view, memories validate the holders’ version of
the past by sanitizing an event or glamorizing a group. Memories can be
about a moment in time, such as a protest or a riot, or they can be about
a longer-term event, such as a war or a social movement. Memories may
serve individual or collective experiences. Sometimes there are competing
interests that struggle to create a specific memory of national heritage.
Other times people simply ignore dominant histories altogether and do
not contest them on any tangible level. Understanding how and why some
groups tend to remember a particular past, while others forget or ignore a
past, is an important issue for critically evaluating and understanding the
development and meaning of the American landscape.
The systematic study of collective memory was first introduced by
Maurice Halbwachs in 1925 when he “maintained that individuals required testimony and evidence of other people to validate their interpretations of their own experiences, to provide independent confirmation (or
refutation) of the content of their memories and thus confidence in their
accuracy” (Thelen 1989:1122). He noted that people need other people as
a second reference in order to establish subjectivity and create recollection. As a group, people decide which experiences to collectively remember and which ones to forget, as well as how to interpret these experiences.
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People develop a collective memory by molding, shaping, and agreeing
upon what to remember.
Since the 1980s, scholars have increasingly explored the interrelationship between history and memory and its use in Western culture. In archaeology some of the important scholarship that critically evaluates the
production of history includes that written by Trigger (1989), Leone et al.
(1987), and Shanks and Tilley (1987). These works evaluate the management and use of prehistoric and historic resources. They view the production of historical consciousness as an outcome of the struggle between
groups.
In much the same way, the authors in this book—public historians and
archaeologists—rely on some of the more influential works in public history. For instance, the Journal of American History in 1989 dedicated an
entire issue to the topic of memory. The subject has also appeared with
increasing frequency in Public Historian (see for instance, Glassberg
1996:7–23; and the comments by Lowenthal 1997:31–39; Frisch 1997:
41–43; Linenthal 1997:45–47; Kammen 1997b:49–52; Shopes 1997:53–
56; Blatti 1997:57–60; Archibald 1997:61–64; Franco 1997:65–67). In
cultural anthropology Handler and Gable’s The New History in an Old
Museum (1997) serves as an excellent example of deconstructing the production of history in a museum like Williamsburg’s.
While the study of memory is not new, there is a difference between the
scholarship a half century ago (see for instance Smith 1950; Miller 1953),
and the recent work that has been influenced by the writings of David
Lowenthal (1985), Michael Frisch (1990), David Glassberg (1990),
Michael Kammen (1991), John Bodner (1992), and Edward Linenthal
(1993). No longer can we assume that all groups, and all members of the
same group, understand the past in the same way. The same historical and
material representation may have divergent meanings to different audiences (Glassberg 1996:9–10; Lowenthal 1985). For some groups, history
may be important to justify a particular agenda, while others do not care
to create their own history.
The essays in this book focus on how individual and collective memories develop through dialogue. The individual memory is closely linked to
a community’s collective memory, and there is sometimes a struggle to
create or subvert a past by various competing interest groups (see, for
instance, Peterson 1994; Neustadt and May 1986). Different versions of
the past are communicated through various institutions, including
schools, amusements, art and literature, government ceremonies, families
and friends, and landscape features that are designated as historical.
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Therefore, collective memory does not rely solely on professional historical scholarship, but it also takes into account the various individuals and
institutions that affect and influence the versions of histories that have
become part of the collective memory.
The authors in this book show how groups create and control the collective national memory of revered sacred sites and objects. Different
group agendas may clash, causing the established collective memories to
be continuously in flux. While some subordinate groups can subvert the
dominant memory, other groups compromise and become part of a
multivocal history. Others fail to have their story remembered, while others do not care to have their history recognized. The tension between and
within groups who struggle for control over the collective public memory
is ongoing, since the political stakes are high. Those who control the past
have the ability to command social and political events in the present and
the future.
Control over the uses and meanings of material culture can be accomplished in several ways. Memory can be about forgetting a past, creating
and reinforcing patriotism, and developing a sense of nostalgia to legitimize a heritage. These categories, although not complete, serve as an organizational point for this book, although many of the chapters can easily fit
into more than one section. While we recognize that objects and landscapes have different meanings to different people at different times, the
essays demonstrate how the memories associated with highly visible objects are always being constructed, changed, challenged, or ignored.

An Exclusionary Past
Memories can be public as well as private, and they serve to legitimize the
past and the present. Public history exhibits, monuments, statues, artifacts, national historic parks, commemorations, and celebrations can foster the myths that create a common history that allows for divergent
groups to find a common bond. Therefore, a shared history and the creation of community become a very complex set of interactions. Elements
of the past remembered in common, as well as elements of the past forgotten in common, are essential for group cohesion (Glassberg 1996:13).
While collective memory can be about forgetting a past, it often comes
at the expense of a subordinate group. Those who are excluded may try to
subvert the meaning of the past, or they may strive for more representation in the form of a more pluralistic past. Sometimes they may not even
call attention to their absence in the collective memory. When we reflect
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on the traditional meanings associated with a collective national memory,
it has focused on elites and traditional heroes. The perception is that
American history is linear and straightforward. This uncomplicated story
occurs only when we leave “others” out of the picture. This “sacred story
with strong nationalist overtones . . . derived much of its coherence from
the groups it ignored or dismissed” (Leff 1995:833; also see Nash et al.
1998:100). Those who disagree with a multicultural history have claimed
that “it is difficult . . . to see how the subjects of the new [social] history
can be accommodated in any single framework, let alone a national and
political one. . . . How can all these groups, each cherishing its uniqueness
and its claim to sovereign attention, be mainstreamed into a single, coherent, integrated history?” (quoted in Nash et al. 1998:100–1).
We often find that while accounts of ordinary people and subaltern
groups do not necessarily find their way into official accounts, they do
become part of the private memory (see, for instance, Wachtel 1986:2–
11). While many federally funded museums extol the glories of economic
and social progress as a result of industry, many members of the working
class view the preservation of old buildings and ruins as an attempt to save
a degrading phase of human history. Robert Vogel of the Smithsonian
Institution notes: “The dirt, noise, bad smell, hard labor and other forms
of exploitation associated with these kinds of places make preservation [of
industrial sites] ludicrous. ‘Preserve a steel mill?’ people say, ‘It killed my
father. Who wants to preserve that?’” (Lowenthal 1985:403). Therefore,
while there are individual dissenting views on the true benefits of industrialization, the federal government remains strong in propping up the idea
of the glories of industrial progress at national parks such as Lowell and
Saugus in Massachusetts, Hopewell and Steam Town in Pennsylvania, and
Harpers Ferry in West Virginia.
Collective memory can be challenged, as competing groups celebrate
contrasting values. Whether the challenge to the collective memory succeeds depends upon the political strength and perseverance of the subordinate group. Sometimes challenging the entrenched views of powerful institutions such as the federal government can be an overwhelming task. Such
is the case of the Lakota’s struggle to take control of their history at
Wounded Knee (see Gail Brown’s essay on Wounded Knee, chapter 5).
Their history of the event has been overlooked, because it serves EuroAmerican needs to dehumanize the Lakota and justify conquest. Recently,
the site became a symbol for American Indian sovereignty and rebirth,
while Euro-Americans view it as a place of rebellion and unlawfulness.
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Many local Lakotas fear losing control of their past if the site is commemorated as a National Historic Site.
Understanding the constructed nature of landscapes is important for
understanding how we remember our past. At sacred American sites like
Jamestown, the story often focuses on the wealthy, and alternative histories are often forgotten. In another example, the views and histories of the
Appalachian people living in the Shenandoah Valley have also been intentionally forgotten by the federal government (see “Of Saints and Sinners,”
chapter 1, by Audrey Horning). In the 1930s the federal government condemned lands and displaced many communities to make Shenandoah
National Park. The government created a history that described these
lands as historically pristine and claimed that destiny dictated that the
lands should be used as a recreational area for those living in urban areas
like Washington, D.C. By contrast, historical and archaeological surveys
identify displaced people proud of their early heritage and trying to reestablish their voice in the history of the area.
Creating a linear history and excluding others is also evident at
Manassas National Battlefield Park. There, the National Park Service
(NPS) commemorates two Confederate victories but has selectively ignored the histories associated with some of the people who once lived
within the current park boundaries (see Erika Martin Seibert’s “The Third
Battle of Manassas,” chapter 3). In particular, not only have the stories of
agriculturalists and African-Americans been ignored, but also any traces
of their existence after the Civil War have been removed from the landscape by the NPS. Archaeology at these sites is beginning to promote these
previously ignored histories.
In many cases the subaltern group has a choice. It can subscribe to the
dominant interpretation, ignore the dominant view, or fight for representation in the public memory. In the case of The Woman Movement,
women fought to have representation in the Capitol by honoring three
prominent advocates of the women’s movement (see Courtney Workman’s
“The Woman Movement,” chapter 2 herein). While the statue was presented and displayed in the U.S. Capitol in the early 1920s, the Capitol
architect soon moved it to a basement closet and later to the crypt. From
the 1920s, many women fought to have the statue again displayed in the
Capitol. They finally won the right in the 1990s to have it on display,
although this move appears to be temporary.
In the case of Manzanar National Historic Site, Japanese-Americans
continue to fight for the official memory to recognize the atrocities prac-

