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New Exhibition Tracks Progress of Civil Rights in America  
By Lea Terhune | Staff Writer | IIP Digital/U.S. Department of  State  

Washington ð The 

Smithsonianôs national 

museums of American 

History and African 

American History and      

Culture have teamed 

up again to mount a                

t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g    

exhibition, Changing 

A m e r i c a :  T h e       

E m a n c i p a t i o n         

Proclamation, 1863, and 

T h e  M a r c h  o n       

Washington, 1963. The 

exhibition will run for 

most of 2013, an impor-

tant anniversary year for both events. 

ñYou have two pivotal events that are linked together in 

many ways. They are linked together in this long trajectory 

of a struggle of people seeking justice, freedom and        

participation in the American experience,ò exhibition             

co-curator Harry Rubenstein said. The events are linked, 

he added, because the leaders of the march ñtook         

advantage of the anniversary of the Emancipation       

Proclamation to make their point ever stronger.ò 

The exhibition entrance features dramatic, life-sized     

photographic murals. An 1863 crowd of African Americans 

faces a similar group at the 1963 march, several          

generations and a few feet distant. The intention of the 

curators was to ñput the two snapshots of the two           

moments together and let the visitor fill in the in-between,ò 

according to Rubenstein. 

Ample stimuli for thought are on display. The            

Emancipation Proclamation component offers powerful, 

evocative artifacts: advertisements for slave auctions; 

shackles that were used to chain child slaves; the Bible 

of 1831 slave rebellion leader Nat Turner, opened to a 

page in Revelation; abolitionist Harriet Tubmanôs     

belongings; and the ivory cane admirers presented 

John Quincy      Adams for his ultimately successful 

opposition to the ñgag ruleò prohibiting discussion of 

slavery abolition in          Congress. 

Lincoln memorabilia include his black suit, frayed at 

the cuffs from signing hundreds of documents, and the 

top hat he wore to Fordôs Theatre the night he was   

assassinated. More important to scholars is a letter in 

which he      declared his support for black suffrage, 

written to     Michael Hahn, newly elected governor of 

Louisiana after that state applied for readmission to the 

Union. Lincoln publicly aired this view in his last 

speech, three days before his assassination. 

Photos and artifacts illustrate how a backlash to     

slaveryôs abolition in the Southern states came through 

the passage of discriminatory, segregationist ñJim 

Crowò laws and violence against African Americans by 

such groups as the Ku Klux Klan. Poll taxes barred the 

poor from voting. Yet abolitionists continued to press 

for civil rights. New Yearôs Day became Emancipation 

Day and commemorative parades kept the spirit alive. 

Videos made in collaboration with the History Channel 

explain the significance of the Emancipation          

Proclamation and the March on Washington through 

the words of historians and participants. 

The March on Washington element of the exhibition 

introduces the visitor to the tumult of political action. A 

continuous video plays clips of speeches and          

performances given at the march. The curators wished 

to recreate the sense of being in that diverse crowd of 

250,000 people on August 28, 1963. 

An unidentified Union soldier 

poses with his wife and     

daugh te rs .  Many  A f r ican     

A m e r i c a n s  c e l e b r a t e d         

emancipation by formalizing 

their marriage ð an act denied 

under slavery.  
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