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f for nothing else, the revisionist exhibition of

paintings and other images of the American
West at the National Museum of American Art in
Washington, D.C., deserves credit for the commo-
tion it has raised among sell-styled guardians of
the American past. "The West as America” drew
protests from indignant conservative reviewers,
from outraged congressmen who never bothered
to see the show and from the former head of the
Library of Congress, historian Daniel Boorstin,
whose books celebrate America as a society art-
fully fumbling along without serious problems.
And, judging by the comments in the visitors'
book, quite a few of the unsuspecting folk who
trekked their way through the image-and-text-
laden galleries also took offense at the unex-
pected messages of the show’s wall labels,

The organizers of the show may have winced
at the various accusations leveled at them, which
included just about everything short of treason,
but they shouldn't have been surprised. They
might have expected that their efforts to disman-
tle the cherished belief in the “winning of the
West" as America's epic, and western art as its
sublime portrayal, would draw blood. After all,
the myth of Manifest Destiny is, along with the
landing of Columbus, Plymouth Rock and
Thanksgiving, the Battle of the Alamo and the
“War Between the States,” one of the foundation
myths of American nationalism. Manifest Desti-
ny was the belief, popular in the 1840s and "50s,
that the United States was impelled by provi-
dence to expand its territory westward. You don't
mess with such sacred subjects in the galleries of
the government-funded Smithsonian Institution
with impunity.

Art works have played a central role in form-
ing national myths. When we think of emblemat-
ic national events, what comes to mind are 18th-
century American history paintings, works
whose fame derives less from their status as
serious art than from their endless reproduction
in high school history books. Can we think of the
signing of the Declaration of Independence with-
out recalling John Trumbull's painting? Can we
envisage Daniel Boone crossing the Cumberland
Gap without the aid of George Caleb Bingham?
Can we imagine the Old West without seeing
before us Charles Russell’s vision of cowboys and
Indians? If we add to these countless lesser
works—engravings in periodicals, illustrations in
books, photographs in old albums, stereo cards
and picture postcards—we can reconstruct a
graphic equivalent to the nation's official version
of its past, the past as depicted in the giant
murals of the Capitol rotunda, for example, or in
statehouses throughout the country.
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Whether people believe that the past actually
looked like these depictions matters less than the
fact that such images call up whole narratives
deeply etched in our collective memory by scores
of movies, billboards, commercials and textbook
illustrations. Paintings and other modes of visual
art ritualize our sense and idea of the past, of
American nationality. Just look at Time maga-
zine’s Fourth of July cover story, “Whose Ameri-
ca? (July 8, 1991), and you'll see, once again,
details taken from the usual famous paintings
dished up as examples of the history now under
revision in the name of multiculturalism.

In “The West as America,” wall labels were
used to suggest that such overtly nationalistic
images ought not to be taken as the gospel truth.
This is a message one would think unnecessary
for viewers of any sophistication. [ronically, how-
ever, the outrage prompted by the show precisely
confirms the curators' assumption that some
beliefs about art, history and nationality lie too
deep merely to prod—they must be blasted,
jolted, even at the risk of offending.

To be sure, some viewers left the show grate-
ful for enlightenment. Remarks in the visitors’
book suggest that many were made aware of
expansionist and racist ideologies disguised as
exotica in George Catlin's portraits of Indians, as
natural beauty and adventure in the grandiose
canvases of Albert Bierstadt and as down-home
work and play in Bingham's genre scenes. The
appreciative comments were outnumbered about
three to one, however. True believers reacted
with pain, disbelief and anger at seeing adven-
ture and settlement recast as expansion and
conquest: with the terms reversed and revalued,
pride became an occasion for shame.

No one should be upset by all the fuss, For the
organizers, it's a sign of success, in a manner of
speaking. Of course, the melodrama might turn
ugly if Sen. Ted Stevens makes good on his threat
to investigate Smithsonian policies and funding.
But planners of the show have stirred up genuine
controversy about American art and its relation
to nationalism, and that is all to the good.

t would be unfortunate, however, if the com-

motion deflected attention from the exhibi-
tion's fundamental revisionary aims, the most
important of which was to interrogate the role of
art within nationalist ideology. While the exhibi-
tion did not foreground nationalism as such, its
deflation of western myths inevitably broached
questions about the cultural basis for establish-
ing and fostering a particular version of national
identity.

How, exactly, did the exhibition threaten the
sacred grounds of nationalism? Principally, it
suggested that 19th-century territorial expan-

sion, justified at the time as the fulfillment of
Manifest Destiny, included military conquest and
outright theft of lands from native peoples. It
also pointed out that this imperial aggression
was justified by an ideology that described
Indians as “savages"—inferior peoples whose
only hope lay in adopting the white man's ways;
otherwise, extinction. Equally important was the
belief that the contiment's breadth virtually
invited the push to the Pacific shore as inevita-
ble, good and natural.

Even at the time of the American Revolution
and the Early Republic, ideas and images of the
western lands had teased the imagination of
white Americans. As Yale professor of history
Howard Lamar points out in his superb historical
essay in the exhibition catalogue, the West has
been a screen for many projected ideals. One was
that because of free land in the West, America
would be different from Old World societies,
exempt from the hold of the past and especially
from the grinding class conflicts of Europe. Did
not the seemingly virgin lands beyond the Missis-
sippi beckon European settlers to turn them-
selves into freeholders and the plains into a
garden where the annoying facts of history and
strife need not interfere with happy labor and
abundant rewards? People like James Madison in
the Revolutionary period and Horace Greeley two
generations later argued that free lands in the
West would serve as a safety valve against the
social upheavals that afflicted the festering cit-
ies of Europe.

Springing from the Puritan belief in a cove-
nant promising a New Jerusalem in America, this
idea of American exemption—often called Ex-
ceptionalism—has been evoked to explain why
socialism and other revolutionary movements
have failed to gain a foothold in the US. By
virtue of its fluid opportunities and upward
mobility, the argument goes, America escapes
from the economic analysis of Karl Marx and
others who argued that capitalism breeds inevi-
table social crisis. Throughout the 18th century,
the seemingly inexhaustible lands west of the
Appalachians and the Mississippi were cited by
advocates of expansion as a warranty of perpetu-
al exemption from Old World evils.

In 1893, when the census bureau announced
that the frontier had closed, that it was no longer
a discernible line on the American land, the
historian Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his
famous paper on “The Significance of the Fron-
tier in American History," This powerfully
influential essay lamented the end of a process
Turner saw as fundamental to American national
identity, the process of discarding the past and
setting one's face to the future. According to












