








As a representational genre, living cultural
exhibitions like the Festival share features with the
200, the local fair, a town meeting, an object-based
museum exhibit, an ethnographic monograph, a talk
show, and a documentary film. The Festival differs
from a book, film, exhibit and concert in that it lacks
linearity.

While the Festival has some highlighted special
events, a daily schedule and structured forms of
presentation, many events happen simultaneously.
Not everyone experiences the same thing. The
Festival offers the opportunity, indeed the
desirability, for people---visitors, staff, participants
---to chart their own experiential routes through it.
The density of the crowd, the symbolic weight of
the location and the significance of the July Fourth
holiday help make this experience memorable. Most
distinctively, the Festival offers the immediacy and
sentient presence of people possessed of knowledge,
skill and wisdom, who can and do speak for
themselves. At the Festival, many different people
speak in a variety of voices and styles. For the most
part, the authority to speak and the content of that
speech is diffuse and shared among participant,
scholar/curator, and visitor.

Despite the challenges to and questions about it, the
Festival of American Folklife continues to represent
our American and human cultural heritage,
presenting it to a large audience in an educational
way, connecting it to real people and communities
in ways that enhance the national civic culture of
our democratic society. In addition, the Festival on
the Mall continues to provide a model for localities,
states, and other nations to present grassroots
cultural expressions to their own citizenry.

It is no surprise that many other events have drawn
inspiration and lessons from the Smithsonian's
Folklife Festival--from the Black Family Reunion to
the L.A. Festival, from a Festival of Hawaiian
Culture to an Indigenous Culture and Development
Festival in Ecuador, from the America's Reunion on
the Mall Festival for the Presidential Inaugural to
Southern Crossroads, a Festival of the American
South for Atlanta's Olympic Games. Indeed, even
the venerable old Smithsonian drew upon the
Festival as genre for the production of its own 150th
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anniversary celebration in a mile-long Birthday Party
held for some 600,000 people on the National Mall
on August 10-11, 1996. Some of the Smithsonian
ancestors might have been quite surprised, but I
think ultimately heartened, to learn that the Festival
genre, historically used to represent others, had
become a successful means of representing
ourselves.
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