Evaluation of Mihtohseenionki (The People’s Place) is based on visitor surveys and visitor observations taken on weekdays and weekends in November 2002, December 2002, and January 2003.  The results are promising: on weekdays, visitors tend to average about 30 minutes in the gallery.  On weekends, visitors’ time in the gallery nearly doubles, with many visitors spending close to an hour in the gallery.  Based on gallery observations, visitors find one or two elements of the exhibit that particularly interest them.  For example, some visitors ignore the bays, but read the timeline in its entirety.  For some, the converse is true; they spend their time examining the objects, reading the panels, and looking through the curators’ notebooks.  Others sit down and watch all the videos in the bay.  Observation suggests that although visitors are not necessarily taking in the entire gallery at once, they examine at least one element thoroughly and presumably walk away having had a valuable experience.  

Random visitor surveys corroborate these observations.  Out of thirty-three surveys, twenty-two responded that the main ideas in the gallery are that Native cultures of Indiana are still here, that living cultures change and stay the same, and that Native Americans of Indiana were here in the past and are here today.  This is fantastic news: of our random sample, an overwhelming majority are walking away from Mihtohseenionki with the messages we are trying to send.  The survey asks visitors to circle words that best describe their experience in the gallery.  Two of the most-circled words are “sad” and “informed.”  One woman, aged 50 – 64, added: “…something that didn’t seem ‘personal’ when I was in school in the 60s and something I didn’t want to believe was as bad as I thought some ‘bleeding hearts’ described it since then.” [sic]  Other visitors commented that they noticed the tribes are trying to maintain their traditions in crafts and language, and one man added that he would now be following the current events of the Pokagon Band with interest.  

Positive visitor experiences are not exclusive to age or gender.  On one Saturday, a mother took two young girls through the gallery, pointing objects out to them, reading from the timeline, and working on the hands-on stations with them.  Many younger children take an immediate interest to the interactive map.  People of every generation try their hand at the basketry interactive.

Museum studies, public history and anthropology classes at IUPUI also participated in evaluation of this exhibit.  Because these students had to look more carefully at the exhibit, most of them went through the gallery at least two times.  This brought out an interesting observation: most students felt that they did not fully appreciate or comprehend the gallery on their first tour.  After going through the gallery only once, some were confused by the side-by-side placement of historical and contemporary objects (such as moccasins and cell phones).  By their second tour, however, most students found that this side-by-side placement gave a unique continuity to the story of Native American in Indiana.  Most agreed that the mixing of past and present helped them to see that Native Americans are still here today, and felt that it was important to tie the past and present together.  Many students noted that this exhibit offers information in many different ways, so that people of different interests and learning-styles can all take something from the exhibit.  The curator’s notebooks, for example, describe objects in greater depth for those who are interested.  The videos in each bay cater to visual learners and, according to surveys, were very effective.  One woman said that they allowed her to see “the beauty and intelligence of [Native Americans’] words and ways as never before.”  Students described the Native quotes as being very powerful and one student said, “It is refreshing to look at one’s own history from a different perspective.”

What do our visitors want to see?  Several visitors indicated that they were interested in current events, and wanted more information on the continuing struggle of Native American tribes to retain their land, culture, and identity.  Many visitors have expressed interest in sections on Native American dance/music and plants/medicine.  Visitors also enjoy opportunities to talk to Native Americans today.  When there have been artists-in-residence, nearly all visitors take the time to talk to them, and anecdotal evidence suggests that their experiences have been overwhelmingly positive.  Surveys show that visitors would like to see more Native Americans in the gallery to talk to about their crafts and culture.  Visitors also want to see more information about their hometowns, such as Native names for towns and rivers.  Negative comments have been rare and usually come in the form of complaints about the sound (too many noises) or the low light levels.   The vast majority of survey results and student summaries indicate that visitor experiences have been largely positive and educational.

Some quotes from the student analysis papers are below:

I must admit when I saw this assignment to visit the Eiteljorg, I was less than enthusiastic about the prospect of spending large amounts of time there.  I remembered the past visits for art appreciation and Native studies and how dry and boring those visits were.  I wanted nothing more than the teacher’s voice saying “It’s time to board the bus!”  Fortunately, this most recent visit to the Eiteljorg was a complete different matter, for I found it a most enjoyable experience.  The “Mihtohseenionki” exhibit is a wonderful example of how a new museum administration can bring life to a formally dull facility.…  All in all, I think that the installation of this permanent gallery is a positive addition to the Eiteljorg and has nothing to do but to become better.  Before the exhibit, there was too much emphasis on art and the visitor had to be an aficionado of Western art to appreciate the museum.  With the addition of a gallery space that focuses solely on the history and culture of Native Americans in Indiana, the Eiteljorg becomes more accessible to people of all interest and backgrounds, whether their interests are in art, history or culture.

 

Robert Heinlein titled his 1964 classic novel “A Stranger in a Strange Land.”  When confronted with the prospect of visiting the Eiteljorg Museum’s Mihtohseenionki exhibit as a 21st century white man, I felt a certain kinship to Heinlein’s protagonist Valentine Michael Smith.  I expected to be treated as if I too, were a stranger in a strange land.  Instead I found an exhibit that was educational and inclusive, that ultimately left me feeling emotionally moved and grateful to the exhibit’s designers.

 

[talking about Scott Shoemaker’s film]

In it, Mr. Shoemaker is filmed as he is in life.  He lives in a home that could belong to anybody and he wears the same clothes that millions of people in American wear.  The film shows no separation from his everyday modern existence and his participation in the traditions of his culture.  To me the film dismissed the sense that the Indian’s past and present are separate.

 

I felt as if I gained a better understanding of Native Americans as people, and a culture in their own right.  Not as a component of my history, but as a distinct people with their own history, with their own future.

 

A thoughtful and inviting approach has been given to a topic which has been poorly represented for decades, both in terms of how it has been presented to the public and in terms of the iniquity of voice allowed to Native Americans.  The exhibit both challenges existing stereotypes about Native Americans and invites visitors to learn from generous teacher with authority.  Visitors should leave this space enriched and with an open mind to indeed add their experiences to the pond and understand history from a Native American point of view.

 

Mihtohseenionki – it is truly a “people’s place.”

 

The Mihtohseenionki exhibit brings the artifacts to the next level by providing the audience with history about the artifacts and why they are so important to that culture.

 

Mihtohseenionki left me feeling emotionally moved.

 

This exhibit respects visitors enough to trust them with its central message:  Indians are real contemporary people.  Their lives are not separate from non-Indians.  Their traditions are not anachronistic reenactments.  They participate in their culture’s traditions just as they participate in our entire society and always have.

 

This exhibit left me feeling, for the first time, what I have known philosophically and intellectually:  That Indians are real people who are wholly part of our world and that they do not celebrate and practice their culture to separate us from them.  Rather, because it is a real and important part of their lives, they wish to share their culture with everyone.  This message touched me deeply.

 

This exhibit spoke to me.

 

