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Smithsonian Institution
Renwick Gallery

CELEBRATION: A WORLD OF ART AND RITUAL

The Smithsonian Institution is planning a major exhibition and folklife
program entitled '"Celebration: A World of Art and Ritual' which will show
how different peoples celebrate the important events and cycles in their
cultures. These events will take place during a 15-month period in
1982-1983 at the Smithsonian's Renwick Gallery in Washington. The entire
cost of the project will be $1,478,734.*

The Theme of ''"Celebration"

In recent years there has been a tremendous explosicn of interest in
traditional culture among Americans. People in different regions, states
and communities have been rediscovering their indigenous arts and traditionms,
and attributing new values to them. People increasingly want to know the
traditions and history of their own families both in this country and in
their countries of origin.

The Smithsonian has helped to stimulate this interest in folklife and
ethnic tradition, largely through its Festival of American Folklife, which
has attracted millions of visitors in its 15 years of public presentation
of traditional craft demonstrations and performances. Now the Institution
is planning to bring together for the first time a major museum exhibition
with live f¢ <life presentations built around a specific theme.

The universal phenomenon of celebration will form the conceptual
framework for the entire project. People in all cultures use shared events
to mark the special occasions in their lives. These occasions are connected
to life experiences (such as birth and marriage), to work (harvest time and
quilting bees), to seasons of the year (Christmas), to religious beliefs
(Jagannath shrines and Twelfth-night), to individual status (African
staff ornaments and potlatch), to shared community celebrations (Thanksgiving
and seder). Some of these events are centered in the family, others in the
neighborhood or entire community. Certain costumes, music and dance, games,
food, and objects are associated with each ritual, ceremony, or festival.

and tilm showings will concentrate on celebrations characteristic of the
United States and show parallel celebrations from other cultures around the
world. Thus, the emphasis is at once American and international.

* This figure does not include in-kind services.




The Exhibition

"Celebration' will occupy the entire 7500 square feet of exhibit space
in the Renwick Gallery. More than 600 objects associated with acts of
celebration in 62 diverse cultures will be displayed.

The exhibition will be divided into seven sections. The first section
will serve as an introduction and will show how sometimes mundane objects
assume special significance through their use in particular ceremonies
and events. The second section will present the elements that make up
celebrations -- costumes, dance, feasting, etc. The remaining five sections
will treat different types of celebrations, from presidential inaugurals
to quilting bees. The Renwick's Grand Salon will be filled with scheduled
folklife presentations and other public programs. A more detailed description
of the plan of the exhibition is attached.

The objects will be taken from the collections of a number of the
Smithsonian's museums, including the National Museum of Natural History, the
National Museum of American History, the National Museum of American Art,
the National Portrait Gallery, the Museum of African Art, the National Air
and Space Museum, and the Cooper-Hewitt Museum., the Smithsonian's national museum
of design in New York. The great majority uf the objects (approximately 95%)
have never been exhibited before. These objects span a 300-year period
and include among their numbers masks, shrines, parade regalia, furniture,
textiles, and puppets.

""Celebration' will be a significant departure from traditional museum
installations. Art museums have rarely exhibited objects chosen for their
aesthetic merit in the context of their making and use in society. It is
one thing to see an artifact beautifully displayed, but quite another to
walk away from that artifact with an idea of process, and of life. 'Celebration'
will emphasize the intrinsic beauty of the folk objects, as well as the
context from which they draw meaning. This will be done by incorporating
sound, film and live performances into the Gallery.

Film and audio stations will be positioned in each exhibit space. In
this way, discussion of dance, drama, or games will not be limited to the
three dimensional objects -- as powerful and expressive as they can be --
but sound and process will stand in tandem with related objects or clusters
of artifacts.

Tha CATL11€fa Duacantantdnn~

For five days in each of seven months, the Gallery will be brought to
life with traditional craft presentations such as Navajo sand-painting or the
construction of Carnival floats. During the last three days of this period,
performances of celebratory rituals, including pageant, parade, and dance
will be brought from various ethnic and Native American communities
throughout the United States. Groups who customarily perform in their own
communities will transport their paraphernalia and activity to the halls of
the Renwick.




These presentations will be managed by the Smithsonian's Office of
Folklife Programs, which has been instrumental in reviving national interest
in our varied ethnic heritage through the annual Festival of American
Folklife and its other research and educational activities conducted across
the country. The Festival has brought thousands of performers and crafts-
persons to Washington, where they have been seen by millions of visitors.
See the attached document, "A Festival History', as well as a brochure on
the Office of Folklife Programs.

"Celebration' represents a continuation of previous successful

cooperative efforts between the Renwick and the Folklife Program, although
it is the most ambitious effort to date.

Time Schedule

The exhibition will open in two phases covering a 15-month period,
in order to prevent the Gallery's being entirely closed down to the public
during installation. In March, 1982, the first floor of the exhibition will
open; in August, 1982, the second floor will open. ‘The folklife presentations
will begin with the opening in March and six additional presentations will
be scheduled during the course of the exhibition. The two exhibit floors
will close at the end of June and the end of February, 1983, respectively.

Personnel

In order to establish a link among the many cultures with which the
project is associated, the eminent anthropologist Victor Turner of the
University of Virginia was selected as Guest Curator. Turner's study of
ritual and celebration and his sensitivity to both ethnographic and
aesthetic considerations made him the ideal candidate. A theme statement
on the exhibition by Professor Turner is attached.

The staff of the Office of Folklife Programs has had the responsibility
of developing the content of the exhibition with the Guest Curator and the
curatorial design staffs at the Smithsonian. An extensive inventory of
the Smithsonian collections related to the exhibition has been completed.

A list of the objects being considered is attached.

The Smithsonian's Folklife Advisory Council, consisting of scholars

in folklii and anthropol« ou .de ;n

hsonian departr v wiwn Trelated S ms, 1s
providing guidance to the project. In addition, 35 curators from nearly all
of the Smithsonian museums have contributed their efforts to the project.
Registrarial and other staff members from these museums will continue to
be involved during the next two years. Design and installation of the
exhibition will be under the control of the National Museum of American Art.
The folklife presentations will be organized by Ralph Rinzler, Director of
the Office of Folklife Programs.




Guide to Local Celebrations

The Smithsonian Press will also publish a guide to celebrations in
the Maryland, Virginia, and Washington Metropolitan . area. This guide will
be organized by month and will give a description of and directions to each
of 250 local annual fairs, festivals, and celebratory events.

The Renwick Gallery

The Renwick is a department of the Smithsonian's National Museum of
American Art, created as a showcase for American creativity in crafts,
design, and the decorative arts, as well as selected foreign exhibitions.
Since opening in 1972, the Renwick has shown more than 50 temporary exhibitions,
including "Signs of Life: Symbols in the American City,' ''Shaker," 'Americas:
The Decorative Arts of Latin America in the Era of the American Revolution,"
and ""The Art of Russia 1800-1850." The excellence of its installations has
been recognized in Print magazine's casebook of exhibition design. Film
programs, lectures, demonstrations, and other activities augment the
exhibition schedule.

Situated adjacent to the Presidential guest house (Blair House)
and across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House, the Gallery is located
in a building designed in 1859 by James Renwick, architect of the Smithsonian
""Castle'. The building was built to house the original Corcoran Gallery of
Art and later was used, for almost 65 years, as the U.S. Court of Claims.
It was deeded to the Smithsonian in 1965 and has received several awards for
excellence in restoration.

This will be the first time that the entire Gallery building will be
dedicated to a single exhibition. The Renwick Gallery is open 364 days a
year, with free admission.

Promotion

A variety of promotional activities are being planned. A Smithsonian
staff publicity specialist will be assigned specifically to the task of
promoting the exhibition and folklife presentations in the newspapers and
other media. A series of posters of the exhibition will be produced and a
large banner will be made for the exterior of the Renwick Gallery. On the
onening =~ " of the ‘hibition, tla 1 :ep! vl

tk 1d lon.

It is expected that public visitation will exceed 1,000 persons per day
with adequate promotional effort. The promotional campaign will be directed
at the local Washington and the sizeable transient visitor populations.

The Smithsonian complex is already well known to both groups, attracting
some 20 million visitors in 1980 alone.




Book on the Fvhihitign

A lavishly illustrated book will accompany the exhibition, explain
its content, and share its title. Celebration: A World of Art and Ritual
will be a scholarly work comprised of a collection of essays by noted
folklorists and anthropologists discussing the universal phenomenon of
celebration. Victor Turner, the exhibition's guest curator, has edited the
book and has written the introduction.

Catalogue nf the Exhibition

The catalogue of the exhibition will also be illustrated profusely.
It will contain approximately 75 color and 200 black and white plates of
objects in the exhibition. It will include as well Victor Turner's
introductory texts for each section of the exhibition and the labels for
the exhibition objects written by consulting scholars and reviewed by the
Smithsonian's curatorial staff. This handsome and informative catalogue
will prove an impressive resource for folklorists and anthropologists, and
for all those interested in the universality of celebrations.

Checklist of the Exhibition

A checklist of all the objects in the exhibition is planned as a guide
to the exhibition for those who cannot afford the catalogue. It will
include all the label text which appears in the catalogue, but it will
have no more than ten black and white photographs. The checklist will be
available to visitors to the exhibition for a minimal charge.

Brochure on the Exhibition

A brochure will be produced for free general distribution to publicize
the exhibition. It will provide a brief introduction to the exhibition, an
explanation of the exhibition's different sections, and a calendar of the
folklife presentations.

The Smithsonian Press will publish a manual to orient teachers and
students to the educational possibilities inherent in the exhibition. This
workbook will be distributed free of charge to 600 primary and secondary
schools in the Washington vicinity. It will be accompanied by slides of 24
objects in the exhibition, an exhibition poster, and descriptive brochures.
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mtroduction

Victor Turner
Guest Curator for the Exhibition

tion. This exhibition is a selection, made by anthropologists and

All human societies celebrate. They mark with ceremony and ritual,
in places and times separated from everyday routine, their triumphs,
joys, and sorrows. Religious and political groups commemorate their
founders, saints, martyrs, and heroes with feasts and fasts. The cycli-
cal agriculture year is punctuated with festivals of planting, first-
fruits, and harvest. Hunting and fishing cultures celebrate exceptional
kills and catches. Individual lives are seldom neglected as sources of
celebration: birth, puberty, marriage, elderhood, and death provide oc-
casions for rites of passage.

In celebrations people think and feel more deeply than in everyday
life. They express the meanings and values of their societies in special,
often vivid ways. Among these are the making of beautift and strik-
ing objects that owe their existence to the fact that human beings
create them in celebrating themselves.

The Smithsonian museums contain many objects used in celebra-

folklorists, from among their rich, often randomly collected holdings.
Naturally, it cannot be claimed to be fully representative or inclusive.
There are obvious gaps and omissions. Indeed, no musew; has sys-
tematically collected items on celebration on a worldwide and cross-
cultural scale. The objects shown have mostly been collected since
Independence, by travelers in America or abroad, and have found their
way, by gift or purchase, to the Smithsonian. The aim of the exhibition
is simply to bring before the public a sample of what women and men
anywhere can do when they are moved to celebrate.




Cat*'ﬂ O‘Tue Of the The catalogue is arranged in six catego-
- e o o ries: Objects Speak, Components of
EX]:llb]_tlon Celebration, Rites of Passage, Celebra-

tions of Increase, Religious Celebra-
tions, Celebrations of the Polity.

Measurements are in inches (and
centimeters), height preceding width
and depth.




Objects Speak

The objects shown here, whether beau-
tiful or bizarre, are themselves a kind of
speech, eloquent in their silence. They
come from various cultures, some liter-
ate and complex, others preliterate and
simple. In their original settings some
relate to celebrations of joy, others to
mourning; some are sacred, others secu-
lar. Several are beautiful in the eyes of
any beholder, others strike the attention
of strangers but remain, unless decoded,
baffling and mysterious. One task of the
exhibition is to decode them and thus
make them speak to us, for these ob-
jects are all symbols, things that stand
for other things. Each is much more
than it seems. The key to its meaning is
in what those who made it say about it,
how they use it, 1 how together they
behave toward it.

What we think strange, another cul-
ture thinks familiar, and of course the
reverse is also true. Celebratory objects
of our own, like the Christmas tree, are
perhaps of all things most familiar to us.
Yet another society’s major objects of
celebration sometimes impress us as
being among their most peculiar fea-
tures. A rich diversity of forms both
conceals and reveals our common hu-
manity as we celebrate.























































FAIRS AND FESTIVALS: A SMITHSONIAN GUIDE
TO 250 ANNUAL CELEBRATIONS IN MARYLAND,

VIRGINIA, AND D.C.
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