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“Through the African American Lens: Selections  

from the Permanent Collection” Opens May 8 

Exhibition Showcases Trailblazers, Innovators, Visionaries and History Makers 

African Americans have survived slavery, fought for their freedom in the Civil War, for the 

freedom of others in subsequent wars and created lives of meaning for themselves, their families and 

their country. Since its creation in 2003, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American 

History and Culture (NMAAHC) has been collecting items—large and small—to tell the story of 

expanding America’s freedom from the African American perspective. The museum’s eighth 

exhibition, “Through the African American Lens: Selections from the Permanent Collection,” will 

showcase stories of trailblazers, innovators, visionaries and history makers who helped to shape this 

great nation. The exhibition will open May 8 in the NMAAHC Gallery at the Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of American History.   

            In 2003, when President George W. Bush signed legislation to establish the NMAAHC, there 

was no collection; curators started the process from scratch. The museum now has holdings of more 

than 33,000 artifacts, including items from the period of slavery, Reconstruction, the civil rights era, 

the two world wars, the Harlem Renaissance and contemporary art, music and culture. These items 

were selected to document African American involvement in a wide range of areas from politics, the 

military, religion and sports to education, popular culture, film and the visual arts.  

   “Through the African American Lens” will use the museum’s collection to show how the 

African American story is quintessentially an American one. This exhibition was made possible in 

large part by more than two dozen families of well-known and lesser-known history makers who 

graciously donated their family treasures, establishing the building blocks of the museum’s 

collection.         
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Visitors will see approximately 140 collection items belonging to freedom fighters, unsung 

activists and servicemen, sports and entertainment legends and prominent artists and designers. 

Among the artifacts on display will be the following: 

 Personal items belonging to Harriet Tubman  

 Prints from “The Life of Toussaint L’Ouverture” by Jacob Lawrence (1986) 

 Uniform of a Pullman Porter worn by a member of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters, the first African American labor union established in 1925  

 School desks from the Hope School, a Rosenwald school in South Carolina 

 Dining room table owned by Lucinda Todd that was used by Brown family and NAACP 
Legal Defense Fund during preparation for the Supreme Court Case, Brown v. the Board of 
Education of Topeka 

 Dresses designed by renowned fashion designer, Ann Lowe 

 James Brown’s electric organ and red jumpsuit  

 Dresses worn by R&B musical group, En Vogue  

 Carl Lewis’ 1989 Santa Monica Track Club speed suit  

 Althea Gibson’s tennis racket 

           “The exhibition is filled with great stories and inspiring artifacts that will have meaning for all 

our visitors,” said Jackie Serwer, chief curator at NMAAHC and co-curator of the exhibition.   

  “The history of African Americans is full of nuance and complexity,” said Rhea Combs, 

curator of film and photography at NMAAHC and co-curator of the exhibition. “The objects and 

stories highlighted in this sweeping exhibition provide a window into the myriad ways blacks have 

navigated this complicated terrain—sometimes through strife, sometimes with jubilance, but always 

with strength.” 

Scheduled for completion in 2016, the National Museum of African American History and 

Culture broke ground in February 2012 on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. The 400,000-

square-foot building is being built on a five-acre tract adjacent to the Washington Monument at a cost 

of $500 million. While construction is moving forward, the museum is hosting public programs, 

organizing traveling exhibitions and producing books and recordings. Its newest publication is Double 

Exposure: Through the African American Lens, the first in a series of four books showcasing the 

museum’s photography collection. An array of interactive programs and educational resources is 

available on the museum’s website nmaahc.si.edu.  
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