Q&A/Nov. 19, 2008

National Museum of American History ReOpening
Renovation

Q:
What exactly was involved in your renovation?  How is the museum different, how will the visitor experience be improved?
A:
The transformation project focused on three areas: architectural enhancements to the interior of the more than 44-year-old building, constructing a state-of-the-art gallery for the Star-Spangled Banner and updating the building’s infrastructure (mechanical, electrical, plumbing, lighting, fire and security systems).


Visitors will greatly benefit from the improved basic amenities, including more restrooms, family restrooms, new elevators and more. By opening up the central core; adding a grand staircase and a skylight; improving lighting; adding exhibition space; and reducing clutter, visitors will enjoy a grand, open and easily navigated environment. Artifact walls will allow the museum to display even more objects from its collections than before.

This phase of the renovation concentrates on the core of the museum. There are plans for future projects to renovate the east and the west wings, including updates of the exhibitions and infrastructure.

Q:
Will the museum be completely ready on November 21?
A:
We wanted to open the museum to the public as soon as possible. Our goal was to complete the second floor and to continue putting finishing touches on the first floor and remaining galleries so that by the Presidential Inauguration in January 2009 we can present our First Ladies exhibition, two Lincoln shows for the Bicentennial, completed Artifact Walls and special cases. Our team from Turner Construction Company, its subcontractors, Smithsonian and museum staff and SOM have been working around the clock to get the museum open. The museum will introduce several new exhibitions and programs throughout its reopening year. 
Q:
How much did the renovation cost? Do you have all the monies in hand to complete the renovation?
A:
The current renovation cost is approximately $85 million, of which more than $45 million comes from federal funds, which cover the cost of the infrastructure replacement, restrooms, elevators and protection for the collections during construction. All funds are in-hand.
Q:
Will there be cost overruns?

A:
Once we are open to the public, we know that there will be several months of working on punch lists and completing projects. As of right now, we do not have an accounting of what extra costs may be incurred.
Q:
Will the Ruby Slippers be on view? 
A:
Yes, the Ruby Slippers will be on view as will a number of other objects from our sports, music and entertainment collections in the “Thanks for the Memories” exhibit, including  Muhammad Ali’s gloves, Kermit the Frog, Roberto Clemente’s baseball uniform and Carol Channing’s dress from “Hello Dolly.” 

Q:
What new programming and visitor services will you offer?
A:
The Welcome Center will give visitors an orientation to the building and they can find out all the exciting new offerings. We will also offer self-guides for families and students. The American History museum will be the only National Mall museum where visitors can encounter historic characters every weekend and federal holidays. In addition to living history, there will be talks, tours, theater and popular song programs, history carts on the floor and special programs such as concerts and lectures. 

Q:
Where can the public get up-to-date information?

A:

Information will be available in several ways:  Information and updates about exhibitions, programs and tours will be posted on the Web site and the public may subscribe to a free monthly electronic newsletter at: americanhistory.si.edu to receive information on exhibits and public programs. Visitors can also contact Smithsonian Visitor Information by calling (202) 633-1000, (202) 633-5285 (TTY), or via e-mail at info@si.edu.
Q:
What is there to do with kids at the museum? 
A:
Young visitors can charge their imagination at the Spark!Lab, a hands-on history, science and invention center for all ages; explore the “Invention at Play” exhibition in the Lemelson Hall of Invention; take a highlights tour; see the Dolls’ House with its 23 rooms; Kermit the Frog, Dumbo the Flying Elephant from the Disneyland ride, and “ride” a Chicago Transit Authority car in the “America on the Move” exhibition. Our theater and song programs—offered initially every weekend and daily as we move towards spring and summer—will really help history come to life for our younger visitors. There are also touch stations located in exhibitions and along the Artifact Walls to help learn about the past through hands-on activities – such as cranking up a cotton gin. 
Q: 
Was this a “green” renovation? 

A: 
One of the biggest operations and maintenance costs for any government facility is the amount of money needed for cooling and heating. As part of the central core renovation, the museum replaced aging and inefficient heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems with more modern, cost-effective and efficient versions. The same is true of the museum’s electrical systems. Additionally, we greatly expanded our energy savings program by replacing bulbs and ballasts in nearly 3,800 lighting fixtures with higher efficiency types, providing a new high-efficiency chilled water plant and updating the domestic water heating system. This will result in $1.6 million annual utility cost-savings to the Smithsonian, a reduction in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions and elimination of nearly 8,000 pounds of obsolete, ozone-depleting refrigerants. 


The food service operations will be as green as we can make them. We are eliminating disposable plates and utensils and using real plates and silverware; recycling plastics and cans, the carpeting and chairs are made out of recycled materials, installing energy-efficient lighting and using locally grown and/or organic foods and produce where possible. For the café chairs, the frame consists of 80% recycled aluminum and they are manufactured in Hanover, Pennsylvania – so even transportation costs/fuels are minimal.

Star-Spangled Banner

Q:
What is the cost of the SSB conservation, what is the cost of the new gallery?

A:
The conservation of the flag cost approximately $7 million, including takedown; research and consultants; conservation equipment, materials, staff; lab design and construction; environmental systems; Web site, promotion and educational outreach.

The estimate for the new state-of-the-art climate-controlled gallery is approximately $19 million, including design, construction and installation of the gallery with its façade, flag chamber and exhibits. All together, SSB project is projected to cost close to $30 million. This includes an endowment for the maintenance of the flag gallery and the continued preservation of the banner.

Q:
The Star-Spangled Banner has been at the museum since it opened in 1964. What is different about this display?

A:
The transformation of the museum is not only physical but intellectual – we are finding new ways to present American history.  In the past when the Star-Spangled Banner was hung in Flag Hall, there was really no interpretation. Now when you walk into the gallery, you will learn the story of the Battle of Baltimore, the Capture of Washington, the significance of the war of 1812 and who was Francis Scott Key and what inspired him to write the poem that became our national anthem.

When you leave the gallery after seeing the flag, you’ll learn more about what happened to the flag after the Battle of Baltimore. How was it saved? How did it come to the Smithsonian?  How did the Smithsonian save the flag for the last 100 years? So it’ll be a much richer and more meaningful experience than we’ve been able to provide in the past.

Q:
Is it worth it to spend that much time and money on one artifact?

A:
There is only one Star-Spangled Banner and it is a priceless artifact with immense historical significance to the American people. The commander of Fort McHenry realized immediately after the battle that this was no longer an ordinary flag and he instilled this sentiment in his family. They cared for it and then entrusted it to the Smithsonian to preserve it and encourage the American public to visit their flag. We honor this trust that was placed in us. 

The banner represents not only the struggle for democracy but it embodies what the American people have believed in; what it has meant to be an American and what the country stands for. And we hope that it will touch hearts and teach history for a long time to come. You can’t put a price on this kind of inspiration.

Donors
Q:
What donors have contributed to the renovation? How many corporate donors do you have?
A:
We are in a $180 million capital campaign, for which we have raised just under $155 million, including the funding for the current renovation. Of the $80 million that philanthropist Kenneth E. Behring pledged in 2000, $16 million was applied toward the renovation. A portion of the $41.7 million received from the Jerome and Dorothy Lemelson Foundation supports the Lemelson Hall of Invention. The A.P. Møller and Chastine Mc-Kinney Møller Foundation has given $5 million for “On the Water: Stories from Maritime America.” The Morris and Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation provided $2.5 million in support of the overall renovation and the gift will be recognized at the Abstract Flag, above the Star-Spangled Banner gallery entrance. 

Extensive support has also come from current and former museum board members including Susan and Elihu Rose for a changing exhibition gallery, Nina and Ivan Selin for the Welcome Center and the Samuel and Ethel LeFrak family for the Carmichael Auditorium lobby. The museum has received 11 other donations at the $1 million level.

Approximately 16 percent of our funding comes from corporations. Polo Ralph Lauren, History channel, American Express Historic Preservation Fund, Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch and the New York Stock Exchange are our major corporate donors. 
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