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In 2010, I first met Lonnie G. Bunch, III at the current headquarters for the Smith-
sonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC), 
of which Bunch is the founding director. With poetic diction, musical spirit, ef-
ficient management, and clarity of vision, Bunch guided his team and ours (that of 
the American Folklife Center of the Library of Congress) through complex ques-
tions of inclusion and interpretation as we labored to lay the groundwork for the 
Civil Rights History Project — a Congressionally-mandated effort to document the 
aging, hidden, and disappearing voices of the grassroots participants in the Civil 
Rights movement. Lonnie Bunch’s powerful physical and intellectual presence in 
that conference room is no less palpable in the pages of this collection of insightful, 
articulate, personal, and challenging essays. Through the lens of his first and pri-
mary muse — history — Bunch uses his experiences as an African-American and as 
an internationally acclaimed museum curator to engage issues of race, memory, the 
politics of interpretation, globalization, and social development. These 15 selected 
essays, spanning 27 years of historical and museological thought, will be of interest 
to any cultural heritage professional — not just those in culturally specific institu-
tions — because they explore challenges of historical interpretation in a variety of 
settings as well as provide insight into the professional life of one of the museum 
profession’s leading writers and thinkers.
 Presented in three chronological sections, the essays are organized from the 
most recent to the oldest. In the first section — The Recent Past — Bunch brings 
together essays that explore his own history, his own memory, and his reflections 
on the current state of museums in the United States. The second section — Writ-
ings 1995–2005 — includes examples of Bunch’s professional publications, which 
are weighted heavily towards the field of museums and the struggles museum pro-
fessionals face in terms of race issues and interpreting the recent past, especially 
where those two issues intersect in museum exhibitions and acquisitions. The final 
section — Writings 1984–2004 — highlights Bunch’s skill as a historian. With a keen 
sense of nuance and a willingness to see success where others see failure, Bunch of-
fers excerpts of his academic efforts to illuminate the darker edges of the known his-
tory of the African American communities in and around Los Angeles in the early 
20th century. 
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 Some essays are stronger than others (a few are one- or two-page opinion 
pieces from Newark newspapers), and one could have been left out of this collection 
altogether (a dated response to the economic outlook for museums after 9/11 that 
speaks neither to interpretation nor to race), but altogether the collection as a whole 
is strong, engaging, informative, humorous, and rich with wisdom. Highlights in-
clude the opening essay, “Remember My Past: The Wisdom of Not Trying to Fight 
Uphill,” written specifically for this collection in which Bunch reflects on his own 
life and on the history of his family in order to situate his love of history, his desire 
for a better future, and his methods for marrying the two in his work. Here Bunch 
sets the tone of this book and locates himself in a tradition of struggle, resilience, 
perseverance, and optimism in a country where bigotry and discrimination have 
left deep wounds. In the study of history, Bunch finds his weapon — or his oint-
ment — against these wounds.
 Another highlight is the essay, “And I Was Never the Same: My Global Trans-
formation,” in which Bunch illuminates the potential transformative power of inter-
national travel for both personal perspective and professional capacity. Reflecting 
on visits to a number of countries — including, among others, South Africa, China, 
Ghana, Australia, New Zealand, and Israel — Bunch encourages U. S. museum pro-
fessionals and historians to embrace a global understanding of their work, to re-
think assumptions, but also to recognize the limitations of the power of the past. 
The power of memory is strong, which plays to the advantage of museums, but often 
social memory is too strong for museums to overcome. Remembering is both an 
agent of freedom and limitation.
 Four essays from 1992 to 2005 exude Bunch’s continuing desire for museums 
and historians to embrace ambiguity, diversity, and dialogue in practice and in phi-
losophy. Bunch calls for museums to transcend “the rosy glow of the past” and to 
challenge the happy endings of monolithic history. In doing so, he also hopes to see 
the museum profession embrace diversity in the workforce with more action and 
less rhetoric. But, as we learn in these four essays, the greatest danger a museum 
faces, according to Bunch, is that of self-censorship. Bunch calls for museums not to 
falter in the face of public and political scrutiny. Museums must explain their inter-
pretative positions to the public, wield politic and power when necessary, remem-
ber past achievements when times are difficult, and always continue to wrestle with 
issues of inclusion, race, and gender in America’s history through exhibitions that 
promote debate and dialogue and that do not soften the edges of the past. In Bunch’s 
view, museums must “stand against the wind and tide.”
 Two very thoughtful and introspective essays reveal the workings behind the 
scenes of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History (NMAH) and 
place Bunch in his habitat as museum curator. “Curating the Recent Past: The Wool-
worth Lunch Counter, Greensboro, North Carolina,” takes the reader on a journey 
of acquisition and exhibition. Through the lens of race in the United States, Bunch 
explores the complexities that he and his colleagues at NMAH encountered with 
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the purchase and subsequent exhibition of the lunch counter from Woolworth’s de-
partment store in Greensboro, North Carolina, where the first of the famous sit-ins  
occurred in 1960. In this meticulous account, he asks museum professionals to chal-
lenge as well as celebrate, to educate as well as entertain, and to stimulate thought 
as well as sustain tradition as they encounter and interpret the recent past in their 
work. Similarly, in “The Gaigin are coming! The Gaigin are coming! An Ameri-
can Curator’s Odyssey in Japan,” Bunch provides another intimate look behind the 
scenes as he and his colleagues at the NMAH prepare a major collaborative interna-
tional exhibition with two large Japanese conglomerates. Bunch opens his personal 
journal and exposes fully his humor, his strenth as a leader, his doubts about the 
effort, and his expectations for both failure and success. This international examina-
tion of racial expectations and collaborative interpretation is a must for all museum 
curators.
 The dominant subject, however, in this collection is that of history, specifi-
cally that of African American history in the early 20th century. Five rigorous essays 
explore grassroots scenarios in Newark, New Jersey, and in Los Angeles, California. 
Here Bunch shines as a passionate historian who stresses the importance of remem-
bering, the importance of looking back, and the importance of remembering what 
was both good and bad about the past, for one without the other is of minimal 
veracity. In “The Greatest State for the Negro: Jefferson L. Edmonds, Black Propa-
gandist of the California Dream,” Bunch explores the life and work of Jefferson L. 
Edmonds, using The Liberator, Edmonds’ paper, as a means to uncover the racial 
history of Los Angeles and southern California in the 1910s. Continuing the explo-
ration of this region and era, “A Past Not Necessarily Prologue: The Afro-American 
in Los Angeles” is a strong historical examination of African American communi-
ties in Los Angeles in the 1920s, in which Bunch highlights some negative impacts 
of racial integration on the cohesiveness of cultural communities. In two closing 
treatments, one of the Allensworth race colony that prospered from 1912 to 1915 
outside of Los Angeles and the other of the first trans-continental flight from Los 
Angeles to New York City by African American pilots, Bunch reevaluates notions of 
failure and success, focusing instead on the concepts of character, effort, and inten-
tion, in which dreams of uplift, of proving equality through skill and accomplish-
ment are revealed. Regardless of failure or success, these actions have lasting effects 
on society and are worthy of analysis. Bunch reminds us in his approach to the past 
and in his practice as a museum professional that history is not a closed book. There 
is always something else to be learned from the past, if only we have the eyes to look 
and the willingness to listen.


