SINGING AND DANCING AT NIGHT




During many of my 35 museum years, I have had the privilege of working with indigenous and minority groups
 who wished to have their story told in a museum setting. Working with colleagues in this way has changed my personal and professional life. Personally, I have come to reunite my spiritual world with my rational self. Professionally, I have come to appreciate that museums can become places where a synthesis between factual and emotive material might be made evident. Furthermore, because of this work, I now firmly believe that public spaces, especially museums, can be sites of reconciliation between strangers who are wary of, but curious, about each other.

Let me begin with a short autobiography. I was born in the United States in the 1930s, the child of an immigrant German-Jewish couple. My early childhood was completely colored by the Second World War and the war’s aftermath—ending in the 1950s with the final settlement of refugees—that allowed the last of my surviving extended family to arrive in the United States.

Immigrant Jewish adults who found themselves in the United States—intentionally or by accidental good fortune—developed an overlay of concerns. They worried about their trapped families in Holocaust Europe; they felt both guilty and relieved at being in the United States; and they were constantly fearful that every Christian they met, at any activity, could become an irrational enemy in the blink of an eye. Like many, my family did not permit any of us to speak German in public, lest strangers become alarmed. For my mother, especially, entering public spaces populated by strangers was a trial. She did not voluntarily go to libraries, museums, or concert halls and even a trip to the supermarket had a certain aura of danger.

My parents and their friends thought that their seemingly legitimate concerns were shielded from their children, who spoke English without an accent; went to public, non-parochial schools; and who, they thought, could pass as “regular” Americans. My parents often wished for the prevailing cultural aspiration of the time: assimilation and majority conformity. 
The norms of beauty, dress, and behavior that my parents wanted for me were accepted by the white Christian world that they simultaneously feared. 

Contrary to the hopes of our parents, our childhood was totally and irrationally consumed by the fear that the surrounding adults exuded. It seemed impossible to resolve the instructions of our parents, to “pass” as Americans, while staying alert to the possibility of immediate danger at every turn. 

Like all religions, Judaism has a spiritual dimension that is based on faith, and a set of customs that does not bear the test of rational scrutiny. Like many Jews in the United States during the 1940s and 1950s, my family tried to resolve the fear of “the other” by rejecting the ancient Jewish ways in order to appear modern. They divorced the spiritual part of Judaism, which they rejected, from the cultural and familial part, which they embraced. 
They identified themselves as culturally Jewish while remaining nonreligious. 

Like all people who occupy peripheral status in majority cultures, I learned to live in two worlds—gingerly in the American one and more comfortably in the Jewish one.

This autobiography, while particular in detail, is comparable to the American childhood of others born within a minority culture and with immigrant parents. It is analogous to the experience of African-American children whose immigration story happened forcibly generations ago. And many would argue that the tale is the same for Native American children, born in their own country from a lineage of ancient people, but isolated and marginalized on reservations.

Social scientists, finding themselves in contemporary polyglot America, keep trying to describe a situation that will allow people with specific cultural heritages to remain true to their values and worldviews, 
while uniting in harmony in a larger society. They wish for all of us to extol our particular strengths, while sharing peaceful coexistence. Over the years, we have grown accustomed to new, sometimes overlapping, and even competing theories—assimilation, pluralism, Americanization, integration, inclusion, “melting pot,” “salad bowl,” “ethnic stew,” multiculturalism, and “cultural mosaic”—which, through proposals to amend social policy, are offered to promote national well-being. Yet the truth remains that this country is always slightly agitated with itself, and a wholesale peaceable reconciliation within our heterogeneous cultural mélange continues to be an unresolved national aspiration.

Over the last half century museums have paid attention to these varying sociological theories, and continuously, through a series of self-conscious adjustments, have tried to reflect the current thinking most in vogue. In the main, during this period, the premise underlying museum display started from the supposition that the majority culture was superior. What followed was a tentative and then more widespread recognition that the descendants of the makers of the objects have a right to share authority in museum display, collections care, and museum management. 

Historically, the makers of objects in museums have been asserting their rights to the disposal and interpretation of their own material for a long time. But only in the last 50 years have the stars aligned worldwide, allowing the voices of minority peoples to become loud enough, and their power to coalesce enough, to cause actual change in museum policies. Museums are learning, in small and sometimes large ways, to share control over their objects.

Sharing authority almost always turns out to be more difficult than anticipated because the parties in question do not have entirely congruent value systems. Sharing authority means understanding, and then accommodating to, an often fascinating, sometimes exasperating, competing worldview. Indeed, upon encountering museums that hold their objects, native peoples often demand that their materials are presented in accordance with belief systems that are an anathema to the institutions’ existing policies.

Most native people acknowledge that they are animists who believe that things/objects have emanations and power beyond that which can be seen with the eye. They make no apology for combining their passionate, spiritual worldview part of their thinking with their more factually based, daily selves. 

Not unlike my own family, most museums are dedicated to maintaining a clear separation between the knowable and factual and the spiritual part of life. Museums have  traditionally presented material, even religious material, as inanimate and interesting, but without power. Scientific thinking and seemingly fact-based impartiality are  held in such high status in museums that veneration of objects of any religion is generally not accommodated within museum displays. Veneration is safely relegated to the place where such behavior is expected—the church, the synagogue, the mosque. To overtly embrace the passion inherent in or the ritual prescribed by the objects within a museum setting is to acknowledge the non-rational aspect of thinking.

But things are changing for museums, and for me. When the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum opened in Washington, D.C., in 1993, the memorial space was designed to allow people to light candles, and the Dalai Lama, who was the first public visitor to enter the museum, immediately created a ritual there. Yet, as people began to say the Jewish prayer for the dead in a federally funded museum, I, the museum’s then deputy director, became alarmed about the constitutional separation of church and state and sought to have a sign made saying something ludicrous, like “No Praying.” Fortunately my director had no such qualms and sent me to my office to reconsider this request. A similar conflict arose for me when the board determined that the museum would be closed on Yom Kippur. I pointed out that, as a federal museum, we could not determine the closing dates based on the religious practice of a victim group. Again, the director prevailed and, again, I understood that the integration of spiritual practices into a museum setting was beginning to happen. There is now a historic church placed within the European history section of the Canadian Museum of Civilization, which is comfortably used for services, just as the Maori Marae
 is used inside Te Papa, the National Museum of New Zealand. So things have begun to change.

The tone of most curated labels during much of the past century intentionally  distances the writer from the maker by use of third-person references: “They believe. . . .” This disassociation presumably allows the writer to be perceived as rational and objective, while the maker of the objects is cast as a believer and, perforce, inferior and misguided. The explanatory information associated with the objects in question - is presented as myth.

This belief, in the higher order of non-emotive, factually based thinking,  does not stop curators (the writers of such labels) from participating in their own personal religious observances. Nor  does it stop their churches from insisting on belief in their articles of faith. However, the curator  separates the Friday, Saturday, or Sunday worship from the job at hand the rest of the week. The separation is not necessarily easy or free from ambiguity. Traditional civic practice includes many customs and rituals that originate in religion. The tradition in the United States of opening each congressional session with a prayer (a practice which is deemed not to violate the separation of church and state) is a notable example.

I am not naïve enough to think that all native peoples have fully realized and satisfying lives. Nor do I believe that individual or societal attempts to integrate spiritual non-rational thinking and evidentiary scientific thinking make all edges of contention disappear. On the contrary, new edges appear, and these new edges make it very interesting for those of us in museums to operate and negotiate.

These edges raise intriguing questions for which museum administrators, I among them, are not prepared to answer. Questions like: “What is the appropriate storage system for an object that needs to sing and dance at night?” Or, “If the spirit of an old destroyed object is passed along to a newer one, how old is the new object?” Or, “If the story my elders have told me about this object is discordant with scientific information, which information shall we use in the records?”
 Fascinating and unresolved questions such as these are on the negotiating table whenever museums work to reach mutual accommodation with representatives of the cultures that made the objects.

As with all complex questions, contradictory views often have equivalent justification, no matter what the opposing proponents might assert. Therefore, the only way to resolve conflict and reach a common ground is to keep working together, over and over, with people of conscience and tenacity, on an individual-to-individual basis, with good will and an open mind. Complex negotiated settlements are difficult to reach and contrary to a Western presumption of “winner take all.” Yet over the last half-century, negotiations on matters of native material have successfully occurred in many museums and in many countries. The outcome has often been accompanied by the emergence of increased respect on all sides.

Take the issue of human remains. It is true that when skeletal remains are reburied, bones will decay and forensic scientists will permanently lose access to more scientific information. But the issue of reburial is really one of balancing sets of priorities, and those priorities involve more than science. The proponents of reburial almost always cite a belief in the spirit and the afterlife—notoriously nonscientific issues. And indeed, for almost everyone, the deciding argument (regardless of whose bones are in question) becomes, in the end, a spiritual one: we want our loved ones to repose in peace.

If we museum workers truly believe that bones are inanimate, as we often assert, what difference would it make? Not surprisingly, at the beginning of the NAGPRA
 negotiations, most museum staff took a position in favor of science. The issue was seen as one of science against religion (and so it remains in the legal arguments about the disposition of Kennewick Man). (Lepper, 2001)
Yet, in Western societies, it is often in matters of death and funerary practice that our underlying belief in the power of inanimate materials (e.g., bones, the sites where deaths occurred, the memorials in remembrance of dead people) becomes evident. Why else do people make small, spontaneous shrines by the side of a road to mark a fatal automobile accident? Why else do people leave talismans recalling lost soldiers at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, where nobody is buried? I find it interesting that some museums are now considering burying their “white” skeletons in order to give them a “Christian burial.” (Epps, 2004)
For museums, the ongoing dialogue about ownership, shared authority, secret wisdom, and so-called myth involves, of course, much more than bones and funerary objects, and continues as the descendants of the makers of the materials and the museums who care for those materials keep on negotiating. Museums have become slightly more comfortable about keeping native materials in accordance with descendants’ wishes and are beginning to present both scientific and spiritual information on an equal footing for the visitor to contemplate in exhibitions.

When I first began negotiating with individual native people over such matters, I was at first disbelieving, next skeptical and intrigued, and finally comfortable with the different frames of reference I encountered. In the process I learned a great deal, and I found in that dialogue an approach to research and exhibition that museums also have begun to pursue as a way of enriching their work.

Museums, no matter their subject matter, have begun to look at issues originally brought to the table by native people as being relevant to all the materials they hold. Thanks to prompting from indigenous peoples, museum staff are reconsidering such emotive questions as: “Why do people stand hushed and overwhelmed when faced by pictures of sublime beauty?” “Why did people flock to museums right after Sept. 11?” “Do performance, music, and speech, which evoke emotional responses, need to be separated from the spaces where objects are presented?” “Can we allow religious or spiritual services inside our museums?” “What is the real reason visitors care about seeing (and often long to touch) the real thing?”

All humans, no matter their background, have a range of emotions, beliefs, and spirituality in their lives. In the past, most Westerners, while valuing spirituality, compartmentalized it, relegating its practice to settings clearly removed from daily life. In addition to places of worship, emotional responses of many sorts were permitted in certain other civic spaces—crying at the movies, cheering at athletic events, applauding at concerts. Native people have demonstrated that museums can be added to the list of places where emotional and spiritual responses are both appropriate and welcome. 

Museums do not yet know quite how to realize all aspects of spiritual inclusion in their policies, practices, and public spaces. This is not particular to the native material in their collections. Quite the contrary, many museums informed by faith struggle with the same issues. 
Because the rules of observance demand that desecrated Torahs are to be buried, the presentation of  a Torah desecrated during Kristallnacht in the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum required consultation with both religious leaders and scholars to ensure that the display would not violate religious practice. I predict that soon every artifact once created for any religious ceremonial use and now displayed in a museum will require new presentation skills that respect the underlying spiritual information as well as the more dispassionate content. We have indigenous peoples to thank for introducing us to this profound new dimension of possibilities.

I left the National Museum of the American Indian to work at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum
. I went, albeit reluctantly, because my American Indian colleagues taught me th
at “When the elders ask you to come home to help, it is your obligation to go.” Had it not been for that teaching and the encouragement of my Native American teachers, I would not have been able to face up to my own past and work in a museum that helped bring my own family’s story to public view. I want to thank my native colleagues for showing me a way to reconcile my own non-rational heritage with my life in public. This gift from 
elders not my own would surprise my ancestors. I hope it makes their spirits more tranquil.
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�This is apparently a working note to yourself...probably not worth the mention


�This sentence is odd to me.  Upon re-reading,it seems acceptable.  "...behavior that my parents wanted for me were to be seen in the white Christian world..." That segment makes me ask "Were to be seen as what?"But perhaps 'seen' is all that matters.  I thought "accepted by" might be more precise than "seen in." Truly subjective.  Your call.


�In order to describe this schism I thought this sentence could use some rearranging.  However, I'mhaving a hard time ironing it out..."They identified themselves as nonreligious,and as Jewish only culturally."That is a little clunky, too - with the 'only culturally...'or "They identified themselves as culturally Jewish while remaining nonreligious."


�"...uniting in harmony in..."seems awkward to me.  Do we 'unite with' or 'unite in' ?  "Uniting in harmony" reads well to me - but then "in harmony in a larger.."  does not.I'm not sure if there are rules, but I suggest"...remain true to their values and worldviews, while uniting in harmony with a/the larger society."


�I don't understand why this example of the "articles of faith along with the Mormon relicson display" demonstrates any struggle.  This must be due tomy ignorance on CJCLDSaints and the Mormons.This could use a little more to ensure that readersunderstand how this display decision for The Museumof Church History was a struggle to reach.


�"..elders not my own..."This is a more poetic approach and could be preferable for the closing statement.If you would prefer a more sterile approach to language:"This gift from elders other than my own...""This gift from the elders of others...""This gift from other peoples' elders...."





NOTES


� This chapter was originally published in .� ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Gurian</Author><Year>2004</Year><RecNum>800</RecNum><record><rec-number>800</rec-number><ref-type name='Book Section'>5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Gurian, Elaine Heumann</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Sullivan, Lawrence E.</author><author>Edwards, Alison</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>Singing and Dancing at Night</title><secondary-title>Stewards of the Sacred</secondary-title></titles><pages>89-96</pages><dates><year>2004</year></dates><pub-location>Washington D.C.</pub-location><publisher>American Association of Museum in cooperation with Center for the Study of World Religions, Harvard University</publisher><isbn>0931201926</isbn><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��GURIAN, E. H. (2004) Singing and Dancing at Night. IN SULLIVAN, L. E. & EDWARDS, A. (Eds.) Stewards of the Sacred. Washington D.C., American Association of Museum in cooperation with Center for the Study of World Religions, Harvard University, 89-96.�


� I have been a consultant to the following museums and have worked with the indigenous, minority, or culturally specific group that were part of the constituency of each of these museums: National Museum of Australia; Te Papa -- National Museum of New Zealand; Canadian Museum of Civilization First Peoples Hall; Reinstallation of the Native American Collection of the Denver Art Museum; National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution; Agua Caliente Museum; Mashantucket Pequot Museum; National African American Museum Project, Smithsonian Institution; African American Museum of Art and Culture; Underground Railroad Museum; U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum; Jewish Museum Berlin; Japanese American Museum; and Cirma (the National Archives of Guatemala).


� “The Marae offers a unique experience within Te Papa and is also unique within New Zealand. It is Te Papa’s response to the challenge of creating an authentic yet inclusive marae (communal meeting place) for the twenty-first century…. It is also a living exhibition that interprets for visitors the meaning of the marae experience, and acts as a showcase for contemporary Māori art and design….Like other marae, this Marae is about identity - here, it is our nation's bicultural identity that is addressed. The Marae embodies the spirit of bicultural partnership that lies at the heart of the Museum, and is based on the idea that Te Papa is a forum for the nation. All people have a right to stand on this Marae through a shared whakapapa (genealogy) and the mana (power) of the taonga (treasures) held in Te Papa Tongarewa's collections….All cultures can feel at home on this marae.”� ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Te Papa</Author><Year>1998</Year><RecNum>798</RecNum><record><database name="BOOK 2004 BIBLIOGRAPHY.enl" path="E:\BOOK 2004 BIBLIOGRAPHY.enl">BOOK 2004 BIBLIOGRAPHY.enl</database><source-app name="EndNote" version="8.0">EndNote</source-app><rec-number>798</rec-number><ref-type name="Electronic Source">12</ref-type><contributors><authors><author><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Te Papa, </style></author></authors></contributors><titles><title><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Maori Marae</style></title></titles><pages><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Maori Marae </style></pages><volume><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">2005</style></volume><number><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">25 January 2005</style></number><keywords><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Te Papa</style></keyword><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Native</style></keyword><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Marae</style></keyword><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Maori</style></keyword><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">Singing and Dancing</style></keyword><keyword><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">spirituality</style></keyword></keywords><dates><year><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">1998</style></year></dates><publisher><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">National Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tangarawa</style></publisher><urls><related-urls><url><style face="normal" font="default" size="100%">http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/TePapa/English/WhatsOn/LongTermExhibitions/TheMarae.htm </style></url></related-urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>��TE PAPA (1998) Maori Marae, National Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tangarawa <http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/TePapa/English/WhatsOn/LongTermExhibitions/TheMarae.htm >  (25 January 2005)�


� These sentences are paraphrases of actual questions put to me during the 12 consultations I attended for the planning of the National Museum of the American Indian in 1990.


�� ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>NAGPRA</Author><Year>1990</Year><RecNum>666</RecNum><record><rec-number>666</rec-number><ref-type name='Government Report or Document'>46</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>NAGPRA</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act</title></titles><volume>PUBLIC LAW 101-601</volume><number>104 STAT. 3048</number><edition>NOV. 16, 1990</edition><keywords><keyword>Native</keyword><keyword>Repriation in context</keyword><keyword>Singing and Dancing</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1990</year></dates><publisher>101 Congress, US</publisher><urls><related-urls><url>http://www.cr.nps.gov/nagpra/SITEMAP/INDEX.htm</url></related-urls></urls><access-date>January 15, 2005</access-date></record></Cite></EndNote>��NAGPRA (1990) Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, 101 Congress, US, 104 STAT. 3048, PUBLIC LAW 101-601, � Is the United States federal law that governs the disposition of Native American human remains, secret and sacred material and grave goods held in museum repositories.


� From 1990 to 1991 I served as Deputy Director for Public Program Planning of the National Museum of the American Indian, from 1991 to 1994 I was the Deputy Director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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