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Figure 31. This oversized wooden bead interactive allows visitors to create their own wampum 
belt patterns in the Exhibit Gallery at the Ganondagan State Historic Site’s Seneca Art and 
Culture Center. (Photograph by author, December 2017).  
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Figure 32. Buttons turn on otherwise invisible LED outlines on a small-scale diorama of the 
historic Ganondagan site. (Photograph by author, December 2017).  
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Figure 33. Exterior of the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. 
(Photograph from the National Museum of the American Indian, 
http://nmai.si.edu/visit/washington/). 
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Figure 34. Exterior of the George Gustav Heye Center in New York City. (Photograph from the 
National Museum of the American Indian, http://nmai.si.edu/visit/newyork/). 
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Figure 35. Objects in cases are accompanied by both wall text and video and interactive screens 
at the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. (Photograph by Steve 
Tokar, April 2014, https://stevetokar.wordpress.com/2014/04/07/national-museum-of-the-
american-indian/). 
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Figure 36. A young visitor interacts with a touch screen in the Windows On exhibit at the 
National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. (Photograph by Mara Gorman, 
2011, https://www.motherofalltrips.com/2011/05/visiting-the-national-museum-of-the-american-
indian-with-kids.html). 
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Figure 37. Visitors test out the “The Cusco Experience” touchscreen table in The Great Inka 
Road: Engineering an Empire exhibit the National Museum of the American Indian in 
Washington, D.C. (Photograph by Ideum, June 2015, https://www.ideum.com/portfolio/great-
inka-road). 

  



	  

93 
 

 
Figure 38. Installation detail of Manifestipi, by the ITWÉ Collective, a trans-disciplinary art 
collective dedicated to research, creation, production and education in the field of Aboriginal 
digital culture from Winnipeg and Montréal, Canada, at the George Gustav Heye Center in New 
York City. (Photograph by Joshua Voda, “Manifestipi, (installation detail) 2016 by ITWÉ 
Collective,” 2018. http://nmai.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/item/?id=965). 
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Figure 39. Martha Redbone, a blues and soul singer of Cherokee, Choctaw, European and 
African-American descent, performs at the George Gustav Heye Center in New York City in 
June 2017. (Photograph from Smithsonian Music, https://www.si.edu/spotlight/native-american-
music/videos-of-nmai-performances). 
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Figure 40. Floorplan of Native Peoples of the Americas featuring proposed changes to the exhibit 
layout. (Created by author, April 2018). 
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2. Case Study Notes 
 
Notes on Native Peoples of the Americas, as observed on November 22, 2017, January 12, 2018, 
and February 11, 2018 
 
Exhibit Space 

•   Very dark/low lighting 
o   Lit only by lights in cases 
o   The Rochester’s Business Hall of Fame and Flight to Freedom: Rochester’s 

Underground Railroad exhibits are on either side of Native Peoples and are 
brightly lit 

§   Native Peoples used as a pass-through from one lit area to the other 
o   Not very welcoming/exhibit might look closed to some visitors 
o   Full-scale longhouse scene is too dark 

§   A mother passing by on the way to the bathroom with her children pointed 
at it and said, “Ooh, that’s scary!” and her children hurried past it as fast 
as they could 

o   Exhibit content not in cases hard to read/look at  
•   Carpeted step-ups in front of dioramas 

o   Provides good access for younger visitors 
o   However, could impede viewing by wheelchair-bound patrons or those who use 

walkers 
§   May also be a tripping hazard 

•   Overall signage needed 
o   No sign to indicate the name of the exhibit 

§   However, in the same area there are full-scale signs for the Flight to 
Freedom: Rochester’s Underground Railroad and Face to Face exhibits 

o   Lots of directional signage for bathrooms, and the exhibit’s main purpose to most 
visitors seems to be as a pass-through to the 2nd floor restrooms 

 
Labels/Text 

•   Inconsistency between tenses in different parts of the exhibits 
o   Use of present tense in some cases makes it appear that some tribes/groups still 

live as they did 100+ years ago 
o   Past tense makes others sound as if they no longer exist, even though they do 

•   Term “Indian” used in place of proper names for indigenous groups 
o   What did/do those groups refer to themselves as? 
o   If talking about multiple groups, what is the correct term? 

§   “Native Peoples of [Region]”? 
§   Where appropriate, “Confederacy?” 

•   Not a lot of contextualization 
o   Need for object interpretive labels 

•   Faded, handwritten object labels in some cases 
o   No standard font/format for labels across entire exhibit 

 
Thematic Elements 
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•   Exhibit broken up by region, with no accounting for overlap of tribal/nation territories 
o   Makes it seem as if all peoples in the same region were members of the same 

tribe/nation 
o   Replace broken, scratched up maps of regions with new, potentially interactive 

map 
•   Native American voice is lacking, pretty much non-existent 

o   Remove very outdated video about how the Native peoples of the Rochester 
region “lived” (passive voice, makes it sound as if there are no members of these 
communities left, while simultaneously, portraying them as still living as they did 
over 100 years ago) 

§   Replace with video of contemporary Native Americans speaking about 
aspects of traditional customs/practices that are still employed in their 
everyday lives 

 
A Few Notes on At the Western Door for Comparison... 

•   Active voice in labels 
•   Clear intro panel 

o   Admittedly, only one entrance/exit, as opposed to two 
•   Visitor engagement questions in text 
•   A more recent video (when was the video made?) 
•   Touch screen to scroll through labels for two cases 
•   “Hands on” interactive 

o   Mortar and pestle 
•   Audio 

o   From Native perspective 
•   Openly addresses European impact on Native cultures 

o   Contrasts cultures 
 
A Few Notes on Face to Face for Comparison… 

•   Juxtaposition of objects from different cultures to highlight both the universality of larger 
concepts and the different facets and values of the individual cultures 

•   “Micro” exhibits that all explore one overarching theme 
o   Expressions of human identity 
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Notes on the Exhibit Gallery in the Seneca Art & Culture Center, Ganondagan State 
Historic Site, as observed on December 20, 2017 
 
Exhibit Space 

•   Dynamic design 
o   Use of color and pattern to connect separate sections/elements and make the 

exhibit space feel cohesive 
•   Facsimiles/surrogates of objects that are too fragile or absent from collection 

o   Also allows for visitors to touch/interact with some objects 
•   Multiple examples of 1 type of object to show variety/variations or evolutions of design 
•   Interactivity in the form of tactile items (such as an oversized bead model), a light up 

diorama of the site, and a light up longhouse model 
•   1 section rotates approximately every 2 years 
•   Audio guides 

o   Use adequate volume 
o   Provide Native voice 
o   Also, a section with audio, pronunciation guide, and word meaning 

•   1 video on loop 
o   Can be heard throughout entire exhibit space 
o   Other videos on smaller touch screens 

§   Provide modern context for customs/rituals/traditions 
•   Modern and 20th century images 
•   Interactive/touchscreen map showing changing Seneca territory over time 
•   Pull-out drawers for documents 

 
Labels/Text 

•   Thorough labels w/ explanations of object uses and ideological concepts 
•   Still quite a bit of passive voice 

 
Thematic Elements 

•   Examination of different means of “knowing” history 
o   Written European accounts v. Native oral history v. modern archaeological 

research and discoveries 
•   Asks questions of visitors 
•   Native artifacts shown alongside European contemporaries 

o   Establishes visual contrast 
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3. Notes from Interview with Kathryn Murano Santos, Senior Director for Collections and 
Exhibits, RMSC, January 12, 2018 
 
What are your thoughts on the exhibit as it currently exists? 

•   The chronology of local Native groups often isn’t viewed as chronological 
o   Ends abruptly with the Owasco culture, and offers no connections to modern 

Seneca 
•   Items from burials are labeled as such 

o   Beyond the ethical issues this presents regarding the display of these items, they 
also shouldn’t be indicated specifically as coming from a burial context versus 
items not from a burial context 

•   Murals in the backs of cases are problematic, because they don’t show the full range of 
human expression 

o   Makes it look like the Native Americans were never happy 
o   Perpetuates the stereotype of the “stoic Indian” 
o   Don’t really add to the educational value or aesthetics of the exhibit 

•   Lack of Native input 
•   Dioramas offer rich and strong connections to the past, opportunities for inquiry and 

interpretation 
 
What do you envision the overarching theme(s) of the exhibit to be and how does it fit with 
the rest of the Museum and its mission? 

•   Human rights 
o   Why are these exhibits still relevant? 

•   DNA testing 
o   Cultural ownership 

•   Ways of knowing 
o   Oral histories, written accounts, formal documents, archaeological and scientific 

evidence 
•   Cross-cultural flow of ideas 

o   Between native cultures, between Europeans and native cultures 
•   Food/Shelter/Clothes 

o   Necessities of life that everyone can connect/relate to, exist across all cultures to 
some degree 

•   All relate to human innovation in some way 
 
What portions of the exhibit as it currently exists would you specifically like to retain? 

•   Dioramas 
o   Recontextualize or incorporate into theme being explored in its specific section 

•   Local chronology 
 
What portions of the exhibit as it currently exists would you specifically like to remove? 

•   Gruesome fixation with death/burial present in portions of the exhibit 
 
What would you like to add to the exhibit? 

•   Incorporate work from local schoolchildren 
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o   Have them work on modern profiles of local Seneca to add a modern chapter to 
the local chronology 

•   Add spotlighting when and where necessary, to enable better viewing of exhibit 
components located outside of display cases 
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4. Visitor Observation Notes 
 
November 22, 2017  
2:00 to 3:00pm 

•   14 visitors  
o   7 adults, aged approximately 18 to 35 
o   7 children, aged approximately 4 to 10 

•   Behaviors and Interactions 
o   Most on their way to the restroom or goofing off (running through exhibit, in and 

out of exhibition “bays”) 
o   Older adults linger, especially if they are alone, but not for long, as there is little 

to read/interact with 
§   Even less for younger children, who seem to prefer areas of the museum 

with more hands-on activities or interactive elements 
o   Mother to her 5 children, “[I want you to each learn] one cool Indian fact [to share 

with Grandpa tomorrow [Thanksgiving]].” 
o   Boyfriend to girlfriend, looking at igloo diorama, “Babe, do you think seal tastes 

good?” Girlfriend’s reply, “It is protein.” 
§   Same girlfriend to boyfriend, pointing to a pair of hide boots in one of the 

cases. “Oh, look at the cute boots.” 
o   Girl to her friend, pointing to a different pair of hide boots in another case, “I 

want those.” 
o   A mother passing by on the way to the bathroom with her children pointed at 

longhouse diorama, which has no lights in it, and said, “Ooh, that’s scary!” and 
her children hurried past it as fast as they could because they were afraid. 

 
January 12, 2018 
10:15 to 11:30am 

•   20 visitors  
o   13 adults, aged approximately 25 to 35 
o   7 children, aged 4 or under 

•   Behaviors and Interactions 
o   Mother reading myths to her daughter 
o   Different mother instructing her son about the longhouse diorama 

§   “This is a longhouse. They lived in those.” 
o   Father and son looking at longhouse interior 
o   Another mother answering her daughter’s questions 

§   Gave made-up (somewhat inaccurate)  
o   Little girl stopped at Plains Indian diorama, pointing out the “cow-horse” (paint 

pony) and “tent” (teepee) to her mother 
o   Handicapped group 

§   Man in a wheelchair had difficulty approaching the igloo diorama because 
of the step in front of it 

•   However, earlier, small children need the step to reach the diorama 
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February 11, 2018 
2:00 to 3:10pm 

•   34 visitors 
o   19 adults, mix of age ranges and genders 

§   6 approximately in their 20s 
§   7 approximately in their 30s 
§   5 approximately in their 40s-50s 
§   1 approximately in his 60s 

o   15 children, aged between 4 and 12 
§   Some were younger, with one being an infant in a stroller 

•   Behaviors and Interactions 
o   Older man moving quickly through the chronological regional history section, not 

really reading anything (but, then, there isn’t much to read except the basic object 
labels for each item) 

§   Didn’t go to geographical section (didn’t know it was there? Didn’t know 
it was part of the same exhibit?) 

o   Father (30s) with three children (maybe 4, 6, and 9) 
§   Explains to daughter (6) that the cradleboard in the full-scale longhouse 

diorama is “like the first Baby Bjorn.” 
§   Daughter also asked why the longhouse was so dark and  
§   Son (9) yells, “I found a naked little boy!” when looking at the Algonquin 

diorama.  
o   Woman (30s) on phone in archaeological dig diorama (b/c the exhibit is quieter 

than much of the rest of the museum) 
o   “This is us. This is longhouses,” a 20-something man to his two friends (based on 

the conversation that followed they had built longhouses as a project in school) 
o   20 something boyfriend to 20 something girlfriend while looking at pueblo 

peoples diorama, “Dang, this is tight. They had a whole village. They had houses. 
Like houses houses, like what we know as houses.” 

o   Mother and father dragging tired son (maybe 4) through exhibit. 
§   “This is what they wore to keep warm.” 
§   “Lookit, Caeden. [insert object here].” (mother repeated this phrase while 

the child tried to curl up on a padded bench to nap). 
o   Daughter (maybe 8) to mother, “Looks like Moana!” in Northwest Coast diorama 

area. 
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