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The National Portrait Gallery as a History Museum
: The Purpose and Process of its Establishment

RIL et
Saki YOKOYAMA

Abstact:

This paper examines the purpose and process of the establishment of the National Portrait
Gallery, Smithsonian Institution (NPG). The NPG was set up by Public Law 87-443
(National Portrait Gallery Act, 1962) and opened to the public on October 7, 1968. In this
process, the major figure involved was David E. Finley, and Senator Theodore Francis Green
who helped him push the project forward. Their correspondences and papers show how they
directed the NPG as a history museum and viewed its purpose as “educating the public in
American history and fostering patriotism” by exhibiting the portraits of historial
individuals.

This stated purpose implies some critical issues on representing history. Being a history
museum and not a Hall of Fame, the Gallery gives priority to a setter’s historical importance,
as well as the portrait’s artistic merit However, this This policy includes a controversial poiht:
whether “not being a Hall of Fame” can be compatible with representing the American
history through individuals. In other words, given that NPG is not a Hall of Fame but a
museum that conveys the personality of American history, would it be possible to accept the
individuals who represent shadowed side of history as a part of American history and
patriotism. This inevitably questions the notion of “representing the history of a nation state
through individuals” itself. The NPG opened its doors as a history museum with some
fundamental issues in its purpose.
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