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The controversy about the National Air and Space Museum at Smithsonian Institution
— Its historical background and the exhibits today —

m AR R F
Eiju MATSUMOTO

Abstract
This paper gives a brief history of the National Air and Space Museum (NASM) from its beginning
to the foundation and reviews some of the criticism attracted by the displays of the museum.

In May1995, the Enola Gay, the B—29 bomber used in the atomic mission that destroyed Hiroshima,
went on display at the Smithsonian’s NASM. The planning of the exhibit provoked much criticism
and as a result, the museum bowed to public opinion and reduced the scale of the display. Throughout
the history of the Smithsonian Institution and NASM, there have been cases where the intentions of
the Institution have conflicted with universally accepted views and the feelings of society. and it fi-
nally gave way. The Enola Gay issue is one such example ; another was the discord between Wright
brothers and Langley, the third Secretary of the Institution.

NASM started as a museum which mainly displayed only heroes and inventions glorifying national
achievements in air and space world. Since its policy has recently attracted rigorous criticism from
historians, the museum is becoming critical of its traditional policy. However, the retreat by the mu-
seum following the controversy generated by the exhibit shows just how difficult it is for a museum to
change its character.

The author had an opportunity to stay at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History
from 1993 to 1994 as a visiting fellow. Based on the his experience during his internship, He wrote in
the Journal of the Museological Society of Japan that the science and technology exhibits in Japan
should learn from NMAH. This paper reports not only criticism but also what we can learn from the
history and the present status of NASM.
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When the airplane released its heavy load,
banked shraply, and turned toward home,
history turned with it. By the time its tires
touched the earth again, the world had en-
tered a new age.

Fifty years later it seems almost larger than
life ; as much an icon, now, as an airplane.
After all this time it still evokes intense
emotions, from gratitude to grief, its pol-
ished surface reflectiong the myriad feelings
and meanings and memories we bring before
it.
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