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Virginia Museum of History & Culture. Jamie O. Bosket, President & CEO; Adam
E. Scher, Vice President for Collections & Exhibitions. May 14, 2022–Ongoing.
https://virginiahistory.org.

The Virginia Museum of History & Culture (VMHC) sits on the corner of the
former campus of the Robert E. Lee Camp Soldiers’ Home in Richmond. Workers
provided care for Confederate veterans’ bodies here in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries just as others were hard at work in this same city caring for the
future of the Confederate past. At the height of the expression of Lost Cause
ideology, the Confederate Memorial Association built a history museum on this
campus in the 1910s. That building, known as the Battle Abbey, housed paintings
and artifacts telling the story of the US Civil War from a distinctly Confederate
perspective. As recently as 2016, when I last visited, you could still walk through the
former entrance of the Battle Abbey, look up, and see Confederate symbology
etched into the ceilings including the stars and bars of the battle flag and icons
of former Confederate states. Look up in the same room today and you will find
that it has been all painted over.

The VMHC, founded in 1831, and occupying the Battle Abbey building since
1946, commenced a massive “reimagining,” as the museum put it, of their building
and exhibitions in 2020. This was at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic but also,
more significantly, after a summer of uprisings following the police murder of
George Floyd—comprising the largest civil disturbances in the US since the
1960s. During that summer, Richmond activists took public history into their own
hands, reimagining monuments and symbols all across their city: tearing down
statues, tagging pedestals with graffiti, even firebombing the United Daughters of
the Confederacy headquarters next door to the VMHC. Local and state government
responded by swiftly ordering the removal of some of the city’s most iconic
Confederate statuary. The VMHC’s plans were forged in the zeitgeist of this
moment.

In May 2022, the VMHC reopened to the public. One aspect of the museum’s
reimagining is to reorient visitors’ initial encounter with the museum to the rear of
the building, encouraging use of a newly redesigned main entrance that escorts
visitors into Commonwealth Hall, a new grand foyer. You can still enter from the
other side of the building—through the Battle Abbey doors—but that approach is
not encouraged. As you enter through the new entrance, you pass a new museum
café and bookstore. Up the steps at the back of the foyer, visitors will encounter
a new immersive theater playing a fifteen-minute orientation film on a loop. This
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film does what any state history museum is always striving for, which is to cover the
geographic and chronological breadth of an entire state in a very short amount of
time. The film focuses on Virginia as a crossroads of peoples, empires, and enter-
prises, and leaves visitors with the lingering thought that Virginia’s history remains
unfolding and unfinished. I left the theater with the thought that Virginia was and
remains a distinctly colonial project, and that we are still grappling with what to do
about that.

The museum’s newest permanent exhibition is Our Commonwealth. This
exhibit, which breaks down Virginia’s geographic diversity into five regions, each
explored thematically, is a clear complement to the older Story of Virginia exhibi-
tion still on display in the opposite wing of the museum. The Story of Virginia
covers the commonwealth’s history from thousands of years ago to the present in
a strictly chronological flow, without much attention to regional differentiation.
Our Commonwealth does the exact opposite: eschewing chronology for a regional
focus. It is an attractively designed exhibition. There is no clear flow of materials,
thus helping resist any explicit or implicit hierarchy of Virginia’s regions. Perhaps
the most impressive collections and interpretations within each region are drawn

The Virginia Museum of History & Culture as seen from Arthur Ashe Boulevard.
(Photograph by author)
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from the present: a Black Lives Matter protest sign; a coloring book inspired by
Black activists’ reimagining of the former Robert E. Lee monument on Monument
Avenue; a rainbow-colored pussy hat from the women’s march; profiles of activists
and workers with a particular focus on the lives of people of color. Our Common-
wealth represents a noteworthy effort to refocus the museum’s collecting and

Statue of Robert E. Lee in the exhibition “The Lost Cause: Myths, Monuments, & Murals,”
Virginia Museum of History & Culture. (Photograph by author)
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interpretive practices away from the institution’s historic concentration on the lives
and legacies of elite white men.

But as a large institution with its own legacy rooted in slavery and the Jim
Crow era, the VMHC plods forward while carrying the great weight of its past.
This is best represented in the former Battle Abbey, which today comprises just
one wing of the modern museum, gobbled up by a near-century of architectural
expansions. The history of the Battle Abbey is told in just one room with a new
title, The Lost Cause: Myths, Monuments, & Murals. Here, Charles Hoffbauer’s
famous 1921 history paintings of the Civil War, an illustrative glorification of the
Lost Cause, remain splashed across four walls. New interpretive paneling has
been installed on all sides in front of the murals. In the center of the room there is
a new addition: the Robert E. Lee statue from Statuary Hall in the US Capitol that
the commonwealth of Virginia removed in 2020. (Virginia is replacing the Lee
statue with one of Civil Rights activist Barbara Johns.) It is interesting to see an
intact, untouched Robert E. Lee standing sentinel in this room, as all of his
Confederate brethren—including a much-mightier version of himself—have
since been removed from their pedestals on the surrounding streets. The VMHC
has buttressed this Lee with important interpretive texts, but he still stands
noticeably not broken, not tagged with graffiti, quite unassailable. As I left the
museum through the Battle Abbey doors, I noticed what appeared to be private
security guards standing outside of the United Daughters of the Confederacy
headquarters next door. These buildings are like fortresses protecting our
past—protecting it from us.

The VMHC has taken great strides in their reopening to become a museum that
demonstrates respect and care for the diversity of all Virginians and our compli-
cated histories. They have grappled with the legacies of their own institution, too,
and of their building, in work that is ongoing. The remodeled exhibition and
gathering spaces should now be used for greater community collaboration and
participation, particularly with activist groups and organizations invested in the
reimagining of these stories. The VMHC is attempting to tell all of Virginia’s stories
all at once, but perhaps their most pressing work remains in the struggle against
institutional legacies of racism and white supremacy. That, too, is the story of
Virginia.

G. Samantha Rosenthal, Roanoke College
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Harry S. Truman: An Ordinary Man, His Extraordinary Journey. Permanent Exhibit,
Harry S. Truman Library & Museum, Independence, MO. Truman Library staff
project team; Gallagher & Associates, The Clark Enersen Partners, JE Dunn
Construction Company, Monadnock Media, MAD Systems, 1220 Exhibits and
Schuler Shook lighting design. July 2, 2021–Ongoing. https://www.trumanlibrary.
gov/museum/ordinary-man/home.

Shock and uncertainty greet visitors at the new Harry S. Truman Library and
Museum permanent exhibit. The exhibit’s first gallery, an immersive theater space,
shows a video of Truman’s surprise vice-presidential nomination at the 1944

Democratic National Convention. Then, disaster strikes without warning. A siren
interrupts the nomination video and the darkened space flashes with bright light as
visitors learn that incumbent President Franklin D. Roosevelt is dead. Harry S.
Truman, a former senator from Missouri most known for ties to the Tom Pender-
gast political machine, inherited the presidency during a world war. Truman did so
with little preparation—as the video notes, he was vice-president for only eighty-
two days and had met Roosevelt alone just twice. Skeptical newspaper editorial
quotations flash across the screen, deriding Truman’s lack of experience, capabil-
ities, and fitness for the presidency. The harsh words draw audible laughter from
the exhibit audience. The video ends with a question: What in Truman’s past
prepared him for the Presidency?

Primed from the introductory video, visitors enter the exhibit’s first full
section, “Plow to Politics.” Visitors examine artifacts from Truman’s boyhood
home and view genealogy charts for both the future president and his beloved
wife, the former Miss Bess Wallace. Truman and his wife were both regular
letter writers and their correspondence surrounds an illuminated pillar. These
displays allow visitors the opportunity to read a few pages of their communi-
cation on the pillar, peruse the printed material, or snap a QR code that links
to the library’s online archives and collections. Another area interprets
Truman’s World War I service as a respected officer in an artillery battalion,
complete with an informational video on the war and a video-game interactive
detailing the mathematics and trial-and-error process for firing artillery. The
game is a bit underwhelming, an outlier among dozens of otherwise clever
interactives that pepper the exhibit.

After interpreting Truman’s failed haberdashery business (all historians love
a detachable collar), the exhibit details Truman’s rise to national politics from
Kansas City’s Pendergast political machine. Here the designers include a pair of
cogs and three reproduction ballot boxes. As visitors spin one cog, it rotates the
other, showing how machine politics achieved political ends through unethical
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means. Then visitors can pull the tabs on the ballot box to learn about the many
ways that officials rigged municipal elections in Prohibition-era Kansas City.

The next section, “First Four Months,” uses an innovative series of constricting
spaces to represent the pressures of Truman’s early presidential term. The black
and red color scheme create a clear sense of increasing pressure and anxiety.
Visitors funnel into a stark chamber addressing Truman’s most controversial

Harry Truman and Bess Truman’s correspondence is featured as a decorative element
surrounding the center pillar and in printed form on the table. QR codes provide links to the
library and museum’s archival collections. (Photo by author)
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decision: the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The green safety plug
removed from the bomb dropped on Nagasaki floats hauntingly in a pillar at the
center of the room. Unlike other areas of the exhibit, where scripted videos provide
neat summaries, here the focus is on primary sources. Label text acknowledges the
controversy but does not take a definitive position. Instead, the exhibit challenges
visitors to reach their own conclusions based on primary source testimonials and
provides a guest book inviting them to share their conclusions.

Moving on from the solemnity of the bomb, the exhibition details “The Hard
Problems of Peace” in a section entitled “Postwar World.” The entrance to this
section centers on an oversized globe with lighted cracks that transition between
blue and red. The highlight in this section is a video that uses the Berlin Airlift as an
explication for the nascent Cold War. The video space is unfortunately easy to miss,
hidden away in a corner. It combines projections, moving images, and a pile of
rubble that transforms into a map of Europe when illuminated during the film.

Following sections explore Truman’s decision to recognize Israel, his surprising
reelection in 1948, “Fair Deal” domestic policy proposals, and his efforts to prevent
the Korean War from escalating into a World War III. Each of these sections centers
on a video explaining the events and includes interactives and kiosks where visitors

The museum and its curators faced controversy head-on with interactives about political
corruption and the Pendergast machine. (Photo by author)
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A visitor reads information on Truman’s first four months, each displayed on consecutively
shrinking spaces. The cylinder in the distance holds the safety plug removed from the
nuclear bomb that destroyed Nagasaki on August 6, 1945. (Photo by author)

Visitors entering the “Hard Problems of Peace” section encounter a large globe with lights in
the distressed cracks. The globe also serves as a screen for contextual image and film
projection. (Photo by author)
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can post reactions. The “Fair Deal” display effectively outlines Truman’s desired
domestic policies and uses simple but effective flip panels to explain how much of
his proposed agenda was ultimately not implemented. Additional areas focus on
Truman’s Korean War decisions such as bypassing a congressional war declaration
and eventually dismissing General Douglas McArthur for failing to respect the
authority of the president.

This area also intersects with the original 1950s main entrance to the library and
museum, including a mural by Thomas Hart Benton, a noted Missouri artist. Dis-
plays around the mural educate viewers on the form and function of American
government. This section is no doubt helpful for student tours, as permanent
exhibits at presidential libraries most effectively feature evergreen educational
content and leave the latest scholarship to temporary exhibits. The exhibition ends
with a section on Truman’s impact, including a wall display connecting unrealized
“Fair Deal” goals with modern efforts, and a “Look Who’s Quoting Truman”

A visitor holds their preferred Truman quote for a photograph near the exit to the
permanent exhibition. (Photo by author)
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display that invites folks to select a Truman quotation and photograph themselves
holding it up to share on social media.

Harry S. Truman: An Ordinary Man, His Extraordinary Journey provides a com-
prehensive account of a president whose decisions and impact remain contested.
Its design is moving—especially the sections surrounding “The First Four Months”
and “The Postwar World.” The deft handling of the atomic bombing provides
an innovative, primary source-focused strategy for addressing one of the most
controversial topics in American history.1 A recording of the president from the
original museum shares Truman’s hope “that the exhibits in this library will give
you, and especially the young people among you, a better understanding of
the history and nature of the presidency and the government of the United States.”
The new permanent exhibit delivers all Truman hoped for—and more. As a prac-
tical man who appreciated accountability, Truman would have agreed with the
decision to showcase his successes, failures, and controversies. With its candor and
transparency, the exhibit is a model for future interpretive spaces that address
contentious issues by educating visitors and trusting them to formulate their own
evidence-based conclusions.

Matt Reeves, Linda Hall Library

1 Edward Tabor Linenthal and Tom Engelhardt, History Wars: The Enola Gay and Other Battles
for the American Past (New York: Metropolitan Books, 1996).
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