
A MUSEUM WITHOUT WALLS
WHERE PAST MEETS PRESENT

CITYWIDE EXHIBITIONS  PUBLIC PROGRAMS



TWELVE YEARS THAT SHOOK & SHAPED 
WASHINGTON: 1963–1975 

A Project of the Smithsonian Anacostia Community Museum  
in collaboration with the Southwest Neighborhood Assembly 

Against a background of civil rights, black power, anti-war protests, feminism and President Johnson’s 
“Great Society,” Twelve Years That Shook & Shaped Washington: 1963-1975 captures the 
tumultuous changes that reshaped Washington and led to the dynamic multiethnic and multiracial city 
of today. 

A major exhibition and public programs at the 
Smithsonian Anacostia Museum during 2015-2016 
will provide a center around which the Southwest 
Neighborhood Assembly (SWNA), in collaboration 
with the Arena Stage at the Mead Center for American 
Theater, radio station WAMU 88.5, the University of 
the District of Columbia (UDC), and three sites to be 
designated, will host coordinated exhibits and public 
programs highlighting the monumental events that 
transformed Washington during these critical years.

In direct and compelling ways Twelve Years That Shook 
& Shaped Washington: 1963-1975 lays out the rapidly 
changing racial, political, cultural and built landscapes, 
as Washington experienced the destruction and 
reconstruction of whole neighborhoods, developed 
new public and private institutions, took steps to 
home rule, and gained an expansive arts scene 
embracing street life, the city’s historic jazz heritage 
and a deepening environment of high culture. 
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Arena Stage at the Mead Center for American Theater, 2014



The exhibition at the Museum and 
community sites will use sound, lights, 
 and still and moving images as well as artifacts 
to offer an integrated and holistic experience 
of Washington’s transformation. Linked 
through web- and smart phone technology, and 
supported with extensive public programming, 
the project imagines a citywide “museum 
without walls,” reaching audiences in different 
places and settings with an inclusive experience 
that illuminates a shared, community-based 
historical narrative. 

Why Now?
Never has there been a more important moment to engage Washingtonians in the 
history of the city and especially of its immediate past. 
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Change in the urban landscape is happening in every quadrant, most dramatically in the Northeast, near 
Northwest, Southwest and Southeast along the Potomac and Anacostia waterfronts. Avenues once scarred 
with burnt-out relics of the April 1968 riot today shine with new buildings and landscapes. 

The Southwest Waterfront, flattened and rebuilt during the 1950s and 1960s to become one of the nation’s 
notable centers of modernist architecture, is again being transformed by new development. Capitol Hill has 
been revitalized, the trolley car is being tested on H Street, and gentrification has begun to move “across the 
river” into Anacostia. Even the highways are undergoing a transformation as the American vision has gained a 
new urban living perspective and Washington’s population is growing. 

Today’s changes reflect, express and elaborate on the events and personages marking the twelve years covered 
by the project. Yet, the contribution of the 1960s and 1970s to this new Washington is hardly visible to the city’s 
many newer residents who fill jobs in the knowledge industries, hospitality and government, or to the “empty 
nesters” who have rediscovered urban life. They experience a fait accompli, a vibrant city throbbing with life, full 
of galleries, museums, clubs and theaters that mark it as one of the nation’s most desirable urban environments. 

Groundbreaking for the Wharf development, 2014
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Three major themes shape the narrative. 
• Alterations to the physical landscape – including

urban renewal, the construction of interstate
highways and of Metro, and the 1968 riot – changed 
the look and feel of large sections of the city,
especially Southwest, Southeast, and near
Northwest and Northeast.

• Steps to home rule enabled Washingtonians to
begin practicing local politics in a way that most
Americans have taken for granted for two centuries.

• An explosion of the arts and an enlargement
of public education gave broad expression and
appreciation to a wider range of values, images
and sounds and offered residents new career and
life options.

Capturing the Era

Tiber Island apartments in the new Southwest, 1970s
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Exhibitions
The main exhibit at the Smithsonian Anacostia Community Museum will present the key events, people 
and shifting circumstances that gave the period its rich cacophony. Moving images from film and television,  
photographs, scrapbooks, advertisements and artifacts of life during the ‘60s will mingle with the sounds of 
people’s stories, political speeches and street life that dominated the period.

The Southwest Neighborhood Assembly (SWNA) will coordinate a series of community-based exhibits to 
expand on, comment and connect with the exhibition at the Museum. Each community site will highlight its 
unique collections. 

Urban redevelopment in Southwest.

Public Programs
Critical to success of this project is an engaged 
community. An ongoing series of public programs 
will begin in 2015 and extend through 2016 at the 
Museum and at community sites.  

They will:

• explore how historical events have shaped the 
contemporary city

• create an inclusive dialogue that allows the broadest 
range of voices to articulate the city’s history

• record new stories about Washington’s past

• find the images and voices of people who made  
our history 

• plan for the future from the community’s 
remembered past 

• strengthen relationships between the Museum and 
community groups, making the exhibition the basis 
for longer term museum/community collaborations 

• uncover documents, artifacts, videos, home 
movies, photographs and memorabilia about the 
period in personal, familial and organizational 
collections that will enhance the Museum’s 
collection

• transform the Museum’s archive into a repository 
and an agent of community history

Major Activities during Year I (2015)
• Researching and developing the exhibits 

• Creating and launching the public programs

• Establishing community connections

• Engaging community support and resources

• Finding and recording community voices

• Uncovering hidden artifacts

Major Activities during Year II (2016)
• Launching exhibitions at the Smithsonian 

Anacostia Community Museum and six 
community partner sites 

• Hosting public programs at the Museum and 
partner sites

• Solidifying community connections

• Building future collections and collaborations
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Graduation day at Washington Technical Institute (WTI), 1970s
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• Arena Stage at the Mead Center for
American Theater’s costume collection
and archives about the history of live
theater in the District.

• WAMU 88.5’s audio collection including
interviews and commentaries on major
figures and events of the period.

• UDC print and film archives from DC
Teachers College, Federal City College,
Washington Technical Institute and the
David Clarke Law School. Also the UDC
Jazz Archives.
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Lead Institutions
Smithsonian Anacostia Community Museum
The Smithsonian Anacostia Community Museum 
is mandated to “challenge perceptions, broaden 
perspectives, generate new knowledge, and deepen 
understanding about the ever-changing concepts  
and realities of  ‘community’  while maintaining its  
strong ties to east of the river communities and the  
DC metropolitan region.” 

The Museum achieves its work through development  
of its collections, the mounting of engaging exhibitions, 
conducting research and documentation that examine 
the development of communities and offering diverse 
community and educational programming. 

As a pioneer in community museology, the Museum 
has presented groundbreaking exhibitions. Recently it 
presented Reclaiming the Edge: Urban Waterways and 
Civic Engagement, an exhibition that explores the issues 
and impacts that have turned the Anacostia River from 
a healthy waterway into a rank sewer, and the efforts of 
local citizens to reclaim and restore the river. The urban 
waterways research initiative inspired a Smithsonian 
Institution-wide focus on waterways. 

The Museum has presented more than 120 stimulating 
public programs annually. Offerings includen programs 
that interpret current exhibitions on social and cultural 
themes; focus on music, dance, and art; and explore 
family and community history and the environment. 

The Southwest Neighborhood Assembly 
(SWNA)  
The Southwest Neighborhood Assembly (SWNA) will 
coordinate the community exhibitions and public 
programming for the project. Currently celebrating 
its 50th anniversary, SWNA is one of the city’s earliest 
integrated civic associations. Structured around five task 
forces – currently youth activities, history, technology, 
scholarship, and emergency preparedness – SWNA is 
governed by an elected civic council and directed by its 
President.

SWNA is a preeminent community advocate,  
whether testifying before the city council or organizing 
campaigns such as the Winning Goal Coalition, or 
fiscally sponsoring emerging organizations like the  
local PTA and dog park group. 

SWNA is heavily involved in promoting the 
community’s heritage. It is in the process of authoring 
a history book with Arcadia Publishing, submitting 
applications for local structures to the National Register 
of Historic Places and developing interpretive panels 
that highlight community history.

As publisher of the Southwester community newspaper, 
SWNA is the voice of DC’s waterfront communities of 
Southwest and the Navy Yard. It organizes community 
events – monthly meetings and debates on topics of 
prevailing interest as well as special events such as 
Titanic 100, which attracted national and local  
television coverage. 

Photos: front cover, Cecille Chen; p. 2, Andrew Lightman; p. 3, UDC 
Archives; p. 4, UDC Archives; p. 5, DC Public Library; p. 6, Andrew 
Lightman; back cover, Prague Writers Festival
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Kael Anderson 
Southwest Neighborhood Assembly 
president@swna.org

Sharon Reinckens 
Smithsonian Anacostia Community Museum 
reinckens@si.edu

For more information contact: 
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Museum Guest Co-Curators:
Marjorie Lightman, PhD
William Zeisel, PhD

For more information contact: 


