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CHAPTER I.  THE (WHITE) PEOPLEôS PRESIDENT?  INTRODUCTION AND METHODS 

IN STUDYING REPRESENTATIONS OF ANDREW JACKSON 

 

In February of 2017, I ventured onto the Hermitage propertyðthe home of President 

Andrew Jacksonðfor the first time.  I was hesitant to do so, considering the legacy of the man 

who lived there.  Growing up in Southern California, my high school U.S. history class painted 

Jackson as synonymous with the Trail of Tears.  To make matters worse, The Hermitage was a 

sprawling plantation site where Jackson had profited on the backs of enslaved people.  During 

my time in Nashville, I had avoided plantation museums, concerned that I would fund white-

washed narratives of supposedly benevolent slaveowners if I bought a ticket.  The ceremony I 

was there to attend, however, was free of charge and was a Black History Month Memorial 

Service, so I decided I would try. 

When I arrived, the Hermitage Church was packed, the white painted wooden pews full.  

It was standing room only, with a nearly 50-50 blend of Black and white attendees.  Black 

costumed historic interpreters had been invited to perform, and they stood at the front of the 

church singing the words, Wade in the water.  Wade in the water, children.  Wade, in the water.  

Godôs gonna trouble the water.  We laid white carnations on a low memorial wall outside the 

church, each flower bearing a small nametag listing an enslaved personôs name.  As I drove back 

up the road lined with stately Eastern Red Cedar trees, I noticed that the parking lot for the 

museum was full, and the tourists emerging from their cars were almost exclusively white. 

I returned for the 2018 memorialða little earlier this timeðand found myself puzzled by 

the bulletin. The front read ñBlack History Month Memorial Serviceò and bore a logo for The 
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Hermitage, featuring Andrew Jacksonôs signature and the slogan, ñHOME OF THE PEOPLEôS 

PRESIDENT.ò  I turned the bulletin over and was surprised to see that none of the ñUpcoming 

Programsò listed had to do with Black history.  Rather, the month of March would abound with 

the opportunity to ñExplor[e] Your Scots-Irish Genealogy,ò celebrate ñPresident Jacksonôs 251st 

Birthday,ò or participate in the annual Easter egg hunt.  A paragraph above this list of events 

detailed the Andrew Jackson Foundationôs mission, which included engendering understanding 

of the ñcomplex life and times of Andrew Jackson,ò examining their relationship to today, and 

ñinspir[ing] citizenship and prideò in the nation. 

Little did I know that, a year and a half later, I would apply for a position as a costumed 

historic interpreter at The Hermitage and write an institutional ethnography on the museum. I 

entered this dissertation project with a simple empirical question: How and why does a single 

heritage site present so many conflicting representations simultaneously?  This ultimately raised 

further questions challenging the notion of memory as unified, as well as the notion that memory 

production is the result of ideological conflict between competing ñsides.ò  I argue that multiple 

meanings are possible, even within the representations of a single custodian of memory, and that 

memory production is shaped by aesthetic, organizational, historical, geographical, and 

individual factors.    

This dissertation is based on nearly a year of participant-observation as a historic 

interpreter at Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, on latent content analysis of museum materials, 

signage, and websites, and on supplementary in-depth interviews with five staff members in 

middle management positions.  At this plantation site and presidential house museum, I find that 

Andrew Jackson is not represented in a unified manner.  Rather, visitors are met with a barrage 

of competing images of ñthe Peopleôs Presidentò as they relate to his career and family life, as 
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well as his legacies of slavery and genocide amidst democratization.  This dissertation examines 

the manner in which this comingling of contrasting imagesðwhich I term institutionalized 

polysemyð is produced at this historic site, through a combination of aesthetic, historical, 

geographic, and interactional factors. 

I challenge current understandings of social memory as a unified product generated 

through conflict between competing ideologies.  Rather, I argue that multiple representations of a 

given past can comingle in a seemingly incoherent way, and that representations not only shift 

across sites, but within them.  I integrate the Sociology of Organizations, Occupations, and Work 

with current understandings of representations of slavery and genocide by arguing that the 

customer service triangle and competing organizational logics play an underappreciated role in 

social memory production.   

I continue this introduction with further discussion of my workôs theoretical 

contributions.  I then introduce the case of Andrew Jackson and of Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, 

and provide an account of my research questions and methods I used to approach those 

questions.  I conclude by discussing my positionality as a white woman from the West Coast, 

and provide an outline of subsequent chapters. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This work is situated in four literatures:  Social Memory Studies; Sociology of Culture 

and Tourism; Sociology of Organizations, Occupations, and Work; and Crime and Deviance.  In 

this introduction, I offer a broad overview of Collective and Social Memory Studies to situate my 

case within this theoretical, multidisciplinary frame.  As the Hermitage is a heritage museum, I 

then discuss the Sociology of Tourism and the ways my work contributes to this.  Next, I review 
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scholarship on Organizations, Occupations, and Work, and highlight how incorporating 

perspectives from this framework into Social Memory Studies and the Sociology of Tourism can 

strengthen the analytic power of both and reveal things that research in these fields has tended to 

overlook.  Throughout my discussion of social memory, work, and tourism, I integrate 

scholarship on the Sociology of Crime and Deviance as a way to better understand each.   

 

Social Memory Studies and the Sociology of Culture and Tourism:  Aesthetic Management and 

Nesting Geographies as Contributors to Institutionalized Polysemy 

The study of social memory (originally referred to as ñcollective memoryò) was initially 

rooted in the Durkheimian tradition, within which memory is a social phenomenon that unites 

members of a group through shared understandings of a common past.  In his foundational text, 

The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Emile Durkheim (1912) argues that religion is 

characterized by group understandings of a division between the sacred, or ñset apart,ò and the 

profane, or everyday.  Commemorative rituals are key to collective life, as they maintain the 

boundaries between the sacred and the profane. Participants in these rituals reaffirm their shared 

values and common understanding of the nature of the sacredðwhich Durkheim argues is 

actually the nature of the society itself. 

 Maurice Halbwachs was Durkheimôs student and is widely regarded as the ñfatherò of 

collective memory as a concept, and ultimately to the field of social memory studies.  Halbwachs 

argued that memoryðwhich is often viewed as individualðis inherently social.  He asserts that 

ñit is in society that people normally acquire their memoriesò and that society is also the context 

in which ñthey recall, recognize, and localize their memoriesò (Halbwachs 1925, p. 38).  For 
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Halbwachs, collective memory is a ñreconstruction of the past in the light of the presentò 

(Halbwachs 1925, p. 34 of Coserôs introduction).  Social and moral props sustain collective 

memory through religion, family relationships, and other institutions.  Drawing from this 

tradition, I examine the role of heritage sites as conduits of social memory. 

For Halbwachs, a community must ñaccommodate itself to contradictionsò as long as no 

single subculture dominatesðin other words, as long as the majorityôs collective memory 

prevails (Halbwachs 1925, p. 224).  This leaves little room for multiple, conflicting meanings or 

for battles among advocates for alternative meanings.  Later studies in social memory studies 

explore the role of conflict between groups in memory production (Wagner-Pacifici and 

Schwartz 1991), but they tend not to account for the possibility that a given institution may 

present multiple, conflicting images of a single past.  I intervene here by introducing the concept 

of institutionalized polysemy, which understands social memory in terms of processes that 

generate multiple, often divergent, but nevertheless coexisting narratives. 

A key debate in the sociology of collective memory is the debate over Halbwachsô 

presentism.  In his work on the democratization of George Washington, Schwartz (1991) asks 

whether conceptions of the past are truly molded by present social needs, or whether existing 

conceptions endure.  Mead and Halbwachs conceive of the past as mutable to meet present 

needs, while Durkheim, Lively, Shils, Burke, and deMaistre conceive of collective memory as 

outlasting societal changes.  In a middle vein, Schudson (1989) contends that the past is 

ñconstantly being retold in order to legitimate present interestsò but that tradition offers a source 

of resistance to revision (Schudson 1987, p. 15). 
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 To test these competing claims, Schwartz (1991) examines the works of producers of 

Washingtonôs image before and after the Civil War.  He finds that between 1800 and 1865, 

images of George Washington as remote, genteel, and exhibiting flawless virtue dominate in 

biographies; but that after 1865, images of Washington as ordinary and imperfect (and with 

whom common people could identify) emerged.  The Civil War served as a major turning point, 

Schwartz (1991) argues, with more hostile statements arising afterwardðespecially with the rise 

of (even) larger-than-life figures like Lincoln in an ever-expanding nation.  This ñdualism of 

commonness and distinctionò leads Schwartz (1991, p. 232, 234) to argue that with each new 

generation, there is an ñassemblage of old beliefs coexisting with the new.ò In this manner, 

Schwartz (1991) agrees with Shils and Coser and notes that Mead and Halbwachs 

ñunderestimate the presentôs carrying power in sustaining multiple memories.ò  In this manner, 

Schwartz argues that ñthe past is not a foreign countryò and that memory is ñneither totally 

precarious nor immutableò but rather a ñstable image upon which new elements are 

intermittently imposedò (Schwartz 1991, p. 234). 

In focusing on the biographies and works of cultural producers, however, Schwartz 

assumes that their conception of Washington aligns with the publicôs views.  Although Schwartz 

admits that cultural producersô views may have ñimperfectly reflected the publicôs taste and 

values,ò he contends that there is still a general relation to public perception (p. 223).  I would 

argue, however, that this relationship cannot simply assumed but needs to be problematized and 

studied empirically. In the pages ahead, I do just this, exploring how collective memory is 

produced at a heritage site through staff membersô work that is informed and constrained by 

organizational guidelines even as it is constructed in dialogue with the public. The two may 

sometimes pull in the same direction, and sometimes in the opposite. 
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Social Memory Studies and Tourism 

This dissertation project focuses on the representations of Andrew Jackson at The 

Hermitage in the time of Trump, a populist president who may serve as a present analogue to 

Jackson.  What is Jackson known for, and how do both the organization and individuals within it 

contribute to representations of him? 

One of the inspirations for this project is Eichstedt and Smallôs (2002) study on 

Representations of Slavery.  In their study of representations of slavery at plantation museums in 

Georgia, Louisiana, and Virginia, Eichstedt and Small (2002) find that public sites are more 

likely than private sites to provide more information about slavery, but that in general, plantation 

tours focus on the ñhospitality, generosity, and romanceò of the Old South (71).  Eichstedt and 

Small (2002) create a typology of types of representation of slavery:  1) symbolic annihilation, 2) 

trivialization, 3) segregation, and 4) relative incorporation.  Although they note that white-centric 

plantation museums ñemploy strategies for handling or managing a racialized pastò (102), they 

do not examine the role of individual museum educators and administrators in maintaining or 

altering the current ñracialized pattern, or regime, of presentationò (102).   

This project expands on Eichstedt and Smallôs (2002) insights by delving into day-to-day 

interactional strategies of staff members as they seek to balance institutional goals with their 

own, and with those of the public. Rather than focusing on the range of representation, I will 

focus on the micro-level mechanisms and interactionsïincluding conflict within the customer 

service triangleðthat characterize a movement toward acknowledging Andrew Jacksonôs 

enslavement of African-Americans and grave harms to the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, 

Muscogee (Creek), and Seminole tribes. 
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 The anthropologist of tourism, Edward Bruner, asserts that culture, history, heritage, and 

tradition have a ñprocessual, active natureò (2004, 127) and, invoking Foucault, that ñmuseums 

and monuments may be seen as new óknowledgeô that arises in relationships of powerò (127).  

He emphasizes the role of visitors to sites in the dialogic construction of narrative, noting that 

ñwithout a specified audience, narratives have no meaningò (128).  Bruner argues that the 

struggle over meaning at heritage sites provides an opportunity for ñdiverse segments of a 

democratic societyéto express their interests and stake their claimsò (144).  He finds that in 

many cases the meanings of sites are contested not only between competing demographic 

groups, but between museum professionals and historians and visitors who bring their own 

popular interpretations to the site. In his ethnographic work on Abraham Lincolnôs New Salem, 

Bruner (2004) notes contestation in a ñquiet sense,ò as historiansô knowledge of the site as a 

major hub of trade and as less critical to Lincolnôs development as other sites is subverted by 

visitorsô interpretation of the site as an ñold-timeyò dedication to Lincoln. 

In this dissertation, I not only examine contestation in the ñquiet senseò that Bruner 

discusses (129), but also in the very ñloudò sense of deciding whether a former U.S. president 

should be remembered and represented as a hero and truly ñThe Peopleôs President,ò or as a 

staunch opponent of racial equality in the United States. As such, this study intends to contribute 

to a better understanding of this tension between ñquietò and ñloudò types of contestation, and 

the ways in which a destinationôs ñproduc[tion] as a siteò can ultimately ñsubvertéthe main 

message of the professional staff who are the producersò (Bruner 2004, p. 140). Bruner (2004) 

argues that the physical production of the space itself is crucial at quietly contested sites, and this 

dissertation extends that argument to sites of loud contestation as well.  Drawing on the concept 

of aesthetic labor (Warhurst and Nickson 2007, Wilson 2016), and introducing a new concept of 



9 

 

aesthetic management, I ask how the labor of both curatorial and maintenance staff in cultivating 

the nostalgic air of the site relates to educational efforts by staff about the grisly history of 

slavery there. Does the aesthetic beauty of the Hermitageôs mansion, garden, and grounds 

subvert the effort to address legacies of slavery and Indian Removal?  

Contemporary scholarship on collective memory (Wagner-Pacifici 2010, Zerubavel 

2003) challenges the notion of collective memory as a product of consensus.  In addition to 

exploring the ways collective memory unites, this dissertation will explore the manner in which 

ñmnemonic battle[s]ò (Zerubavel 2003) rage over the memory of Jackson, particularly pertaining 

to his relationship with African-Americans and Native Americans.  I also challenge the idea that 

these debates are between two sides, as the case of The Hermitage shows that a single institution 

can produce mixed messages.  I also argue that conflict between representations is not always the 

result of overt ideological or political conflict, as in Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartzôs (1991) 

study of the Vietnam Veteransô Memorial or Linethal and Engelhardtôs (1996) exploration of the 

conflict over the Smithsonian exhibition of the Enola Gay.  Rather, it is often the product of 

organizational and individual factors within a customer service environment.   

 

Social Memory Studies and the Sociology of Organizations, Occupations, and Work:  The Role 

of Conflicting Organizational Logics, the Customer Service Triangle, and Genre in Social 

Memory Production 

This dissertation also seeks to contribute to the Sociology of Organizations, Occupations, 

and Work by examining the role of interactive service work (Leidner 1993; OôRiaian 2010) in 
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producing representations of difficult histories. In this case, I explore the ways that catering to a 

largely white audience with the occasional non-white visitor may generate a shifting 

constellation of representations of ñthe Peopleôs President.ò   I also highlight ways institutional 

contexts inform and constrain museum educatorsô public presentations of history, largely with 

regard to questions of genre (West 1999).   

I invoke DiMaggio and Powellôs (1983) concept of institutional isomorphism in 

discussing the role of competing genres in shaping institutionalized polysemy at The Hermitage.  

Institutions seek to emulate similar ones (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), and in this case, Andrew 

Jacksonôs Hermitage seeks to resemble its presidential museum counterparts while retaining 

aspects of its legacy as a historic plantation site.  This integrates the Sociology of Organizations, 

Occupations, and Work into Social Memory Studies and suggests that the trappings of genre 

shape institutional isomorphism among heritage sites. 

While the traditional sociology of work tends to focus on structural constraints on 

workers, the ñnew sociology of workò emphasizes worker agency in adapting to these structural 

constraints.  In this dissertation, I draw from the concept of the customer service triangle 

(Subramanian and Suquet 2018), to argue that interactions between individual staff members and 

customers contribute to institutionalized polysemy.  The strains of conflicting organizational 

logics (Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Thornton et al. 2012) and the emotional labor of pleasing 

visitors with divergent goals exacerbates this situation.   

Thornton and Ocasio (1999: 804) define organizational2 logics as ñthe socially 

constructed, historical patterns of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by 

 
2 They use the term ñinstitutional logics.ò 



11 

 

which individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space, 

and provide meaning to their social reality.ò  I identify seven dominant organizational logics at 

The Hermitage that historic interpreters must navigate, even (and especially) when they conflict.  

This involves heavy emotional labor (Hochschild 1983) and is complicated at a site where guests 

may have conflicting goals for their visit.  I argue that conflicting organizational logics 

(Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Thornton et al. 2012), combined with the nature of historic 

interpretation as shift work on a rigid timetable, shape institutionalized polysemy, even at the 

level of the individual interpreter on a given day.   

 

Social Memory Studies and the Sociology of Deviance:  Revisiting Neutralization Theory and 

Considering the Impact of Humanization on Human Rights Education 

 The final intended theoretical contribution of this dissertation is the application of Sykes 

and Matzaôs (1957) classic (and individualistic) neutralization theory to the study of human 

rights and social memory.  I argue that producers and consumers of narratives of atrocity at 

heritage sites distance historic figures from human rights violations by invoking individualistic 

techniques of neutralization (Sykes and Matza 1957).  These include Sykes and Matzaôs (1957) 

denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of the victim, appeal to higher loyalties, 

condemning the condemners, which I argue apply across time and space.  Contemporary work on 

neutralization theory, which Maruna and Copes (2017) deem ña theory of its time and ahead of 

its time,ò applies this framework to forms of crime and deviance that did not exist when Sykes 

and Matza developed neutralization theory.  This includes digital and software piracy (Sanhi and 

Gupta 2019; Suponen et al. 2010), cybercrime (Brewer et al. 2019), and personal use of the 
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Internet at work (Cheng et al. 2014).  I argue that neutralization theory is not only useful for 

understanding digital deviance in the present, but collective atrocities of the past.  I also contend 

that neutralization of historic atrocities is reinforced by notions of color-blindness (Bonilla-Silva 

2010) and the ever-present white fragility (DiAngelo 2018) among staff and visitors alike 

 

THE CASE:  ANDREW JACKSON AND THE HERMITAGE 

 To address these questions of social memory production as a customer service transaction 

and tourist attraction, I adopt Andrew Jackson and The Hermitage as a case.  I provide a brief 

introduction to both here. 

 

The Multifaceted Legacy of Andrew Jackson 

 Andrew Jackson was born in Waxhaw (a settlement between North and South Carolina) 

in 1767 and served as president of the United States from 1829 to 1837.  Jacksonôs national 

prominence and his conflicting reputation for being democratic and supporting the ñworking 

manò and for being a supporter of slavery and engineer of genocide make him an excellent case 

for the study of collective memory and reputation over time.   

 

Jackson and Military Heroism 

 Jackson was known for his bravery and heroism in the military arena.  As a child during 

the Revolutionary War, he was struck with a sword by a British solider after he refused to shine 

his bootsða tale recounted in Meachamôs (2009) acclaimed biography, American Lion, and at 
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Jacksonôs 251st Birthday Celebration at the Hermitage this past March.  In his early military 

career, Jackson gained acclaim for his decisive victory over the Red Stick faction of the Creek 

nation in the Creek War, which earned him a rise in rank to a Major General in the U.S. Army 

(Meacham 2009).  General Jackson is perhaps most famous for his role as in the War of 1812 

and for his valor in the Battle of New Orleans from December 14, 1814 to January 18 1815, in 

which the outnumbered Americans managed to defeat British troops with an astoundingly low 71 

casualties among General Jacksonôs troops. 

 

Jackson and Democratization 

                   Jackson was quite popular during his lifetime, defeating incumbent John Quincy 

Adams with 56% of the popular vote in 1828 and being reelected over his rival Henry Clay with 

54% of the popular vote in 1832.  Although some of Jacksonôs critics derisively referred to him 

as ñKing Andrew,ò the nicknames ñOld Hickoryò and ñthe Peopleôs Presidentò have endured and 

remain a part of twenty-fir st century parlance.    

                In his role as the seventh president of the United States, Andrew Jackson has been 

credited with making the United States more democratic, by eliminating property-owning 

requirements for voting and pioneering the two-party system.  The period of movement toward 

more democratic government with the advent of Jackson has since been deemed ñJacksonian 

Democracy.ò  Orphaned during early childhood, Jackson later became a hero in the War of 1812, 

a general, a lawyer, and later, president of the United States, and is remembered by many as a 

rugged, ñself-madeò man who is, as his nickname implies, tough as ñOld Hickoryò (Meacham 

2009).   A man who himself noted that he was ñborn for the storm, and the calm does not suit 

meò (Meacham 2009) and engaged in duels with rivals, Jackson earned a reputation as a rough-
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and-tumble, no-nonsense southern gentleman with great physical and mental fortitude, both on 

the battlefield and in the White House.   

 

Jackson and Slavery 

           In addition to his role as a lawyer, general, and finally, president of the United States, the 

Andrew Jackson owned enslaved African-Americans who worked at his plantation at the 

Hermitage outside of Nashville.  At the Hermitageôs peak, Jackson owned over 150 people on 

the property (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2018), enslaving an estimated 300 people over the 

course of his lifetime.  Throughout his presidency, Jackson simultaneously supported the 

preservation of the Union, as rumblings of discontent arose from southern slaveholding states, 

and the preservation of the institution of slavery (Meacham 2009). 

               In 1804, Jackson published a now-famous ñStop the Runawayò ad offering a fifty-dollar 

reward for the capture and return of an enslaved man in the Tennessee Gazette.  In addition, 

Jackson offered ñten dollars extra, for every hundred lashes any person will give him, to the 

amount of three hundred.ò  As I learned during my time as a historic interpreter, three hundred 

lashes was enough to kill a person. 
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Jackson and Genocide 

Jacksonôs victory in crushing the Creek uprising in 1814 not only earned him a reputation 

for military prowess, but also served as a start of his lifelong policy of displacing and killing 

members of Native American nations in what would become the southeastern United States.  

Jackson had critics of his treatment of Native Americans throughout his career (Meacham 2009), 

with Jeremiah Evarts (1781-1831) being the most well-known (Meacham 2009).  Today, Jackson 

is widely condemned for paving the way for a series of forced removals of members of the 

Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminole tribes between 1831 and 1850, through 

signing the Indian Removal Act of 1830.  During the infamous Trail of Tears, over 4,000 of the 

15,000 Cherokees forced west and 3,500 of the 15,000 Creeks forced west died (History 2018).  

Although the Trail of Tears took place after Jacksonôs presidency, during Van Burenôs 

administration, a removal and genocide was central to Jacksonôs policy agenda, and his 

instrumental role in signing the Indian Removal Act in 1830 made the Trail of Tears possible. 

Figure 1.1:  ñStop the Runawayò ad by Andrew Jackson, published in the 

Tennessee Gazette in 1804, the year the Jackson family moved to the 

Hermitage property.   
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Jackson contributed to the genocide of Native peoples in North America during the early- to 

mid-1800s, including the Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminolesðsometimes 

still referred to as the ñFive Civilized Tribesò (Hine and Faragher 1986) but most commonly 

called the Five Southeastern Tribes.  Despite the negotiation of multiple treaties and Supreme 

Court protection of the Cherokee Nation in Worcester v. Georgia in 1832, Jackson pushed 

removal forward, with devastating consequences for the native peoples of the southeast (Hine 

and Faragher 1986). 

Jacksonôs letter ñTo the Cherokee Tribe of Indiansò is particularly telling, regarding his 

disposition toward native peoples during his presidency.  In this document, published in the 

Macon Weekly Telegraph in 1835, Jackson encouraged members of the Cherokee in the 

southeast to consider the manner in which their existence east of the Mississippi River was 

ñincompatibleò with white society: 

You are now placed in the midst of a white population. Your 

peculiar customs, which regulated your intercourse with one 

another, have been abrogated by the great political community 

among which you live; and you are now subject to the same laws 

which govern the other citizens of Georgia and Alabama. You are 

liable to prosecutions for offences, and to civil actions for a breach 

of any of your contracts.  Most of your people are uneducated, and 

are liable to be brought into collision at all times with their white 

neighbors. Your young men are acquiring habits of intoxication. 

With strong passions, and without those habits of restraint, which 

our laws inculcate and render necessary, they are frequently driven 

to excesses which must eventually terminate in their ruin.  

He continued by noting the manner in which wild game are largely eradicated and that, despite 

the need to transition toward agriculture, members of the Cherokee own very little land.  To 

encourage Cherokee to abandon their homeland, he asked:  

How, under these circumstances can you live in the country you 

now occupy? Your condition must become worse & worse, and 
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you will ultimately disappear, as so many tribes have done before 

you. 

Jackson strongly encouraged them to move west and argued that the ñfate of your women and 

children, the fate of your people to the remotest generation, depend on the issue [(that is, 

removal)].ò  Although he signed the letter, ñYour friend,ò the message was clear:  Native 

Americans east of the Mississippi must move west or suffer dire consequences.  

 

Continued Controversy 

With a mixed legacy of slavery, genocide, and democracy, there is fierce debate over 

how Jackson should be remembered.  Does he represent a rags-to-riches story and the triumph of 

the ñcommon man,ò or is he a symbol of racist brutality and exploitation?  President Donald J. 

Trump considers himself a 21st-century protégé of Jacksonðan ñoutsiderò who will ñMake 

America Great Againòðand a portrait of Jackson hangs in Trumpôs Oval Office.  This generated 

major controversy, especially as debate rages on as to whether Harriet Tubman, a Black 

abolitionist, should replace Andrew Jackson on the $20 bill.  Jackson was, and continues to be, 

ñbeloved and hated, venerated and reviledéthe most contradictory of menò (Meacham 2009).   

 

The Hermitage:  A Contested Place for Competing Memories 

Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, ñHome of the Peopleôs President,ò is a heritage site located 

twelve miles east of downtown Nashville.  In 1856, the State of Tennessee purchased 500 acres 

of the Hermitage property to preserve as a ñshrineò to Jackson, and in 1889, the Ladiesô 

Hermitage Association arose to manage the property and accommodate its growing number of 

visitors (National Park Service 2018).  It is currently operated by the non-profit Andrew Jackson 

Foundation.  The Hermitage was originally a plantation and currently houses a visitor center, 
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Jacksonôs Greek-revival-style home, tomb, garden, slave cabins, and sites of slave cabins.  

Jackson lived on this property from 1804 until his death in 1845, with the exception of the time 

he lived in Washington during his presidency from 1829 to 1837.  Its current mission is to 

ñpreserve the home place of Andrew Jackson, to create learning opportunities, and to inspire 

citizenship through experiencing the life and unique impact of Jacksonò (Andrew Jackson 

Foundation 2018).  Since 1889, nearly 15 million people have visited the Hermitage from around 

the world (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2018).  The Hermitage currently stands on 1,120 acres, 

has 27 buildings, and has a staff of 106 (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2018). 

The Hermitage is currently a site of contested meanings; it serves as a ñplaceò for a 

variety of memories.  A memorial to the Hermitageôs enslaved population has been built on-site 

in the form of boulders arranged in the shape of the Drinking Gourd (and sponsored by Cracker 

Barrel Foundation), and an annual memorial service is held in honor of the Hermitageôs victims 

of slavery during Black History Month (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2017).  (See photos below, 

taken by the author at the 2018 Black History Month Memorial at the Hermitage.)  Andrew 

Jacksonôs Hermitage is also deemed part of the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail. 
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At the same time, tours of the Hermitage focus on Andrew Jacksonôs mansion and tomb, 

and the siteôs main tour does not include the slave quarters on the itinerary.  The memorial to the 

enslaved is located near the back of the property, far past the main house, and wedding 

ceremonies are performed in the same chapel as the memorial service.  In addition, last spring 

marked the first Dogôs Day at the Hermitage, a special event for dog-lovers to bring their dogs to 

the Hermitage, attend animal welfare talks, and stop by a pet adoption fair on-site (Andrew 

Jackson Foundation 2017).  Although efforts at memorialization are being made and there is 

increased acknowledgement of Jacksonôs role in slavery and genocide, it can be argued that this 

Figure 1.2:  A white carnation with a name tag reading 
ñUnknown,ò placed on the memorial wall by an 

attendee.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 

 

Figure 1.3:  Collecting the libations 

materials from the wall after the Black 
History Month memorial service.  

Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 
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slavery-era plantation is still largely a site for (white) southern nostalgia wedding celebrations 

and special events (Eichstedt and Small 2002).  

 

 

As a ñplaceò (Nora 1989) for a variety of memories, Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage is a 

symbolically charged site that exploded onto the public stage with the rise of Donald J. Trump in 

American politics.  President Trump made a point to pay his respects at the Hermitage in March 

Figure 1.4:  Jacksonôs Tomb, decorated with a red, white, and 

blue banner and a wreath of flowers, in honor of Andrew 

Jacksonôs birthday.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 

 

Figure 1.5:  A sign outside the Cabin by the Spring building at 

the Hermitage, which advertises the availability of the space 
for ñmeetings, weddings, receptions and other eventsò and 

boasts, ñWinner of the 2014 Perfect Wedding Guideôs 

Diamond Awardò and, ñVoted Nashvilleôs Best Wedding 

Venue.ò  Note the educational signage behind the yellow rope 

at the bottom left.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna 
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of 2017, after his successful (and polarizing) bid for the presidency in 2016.  In April of 2018, 

Jacksonôs tomb was vandalized by an unknown person (or persons), with the word ñkillerò and 

various profanities and anarchy signs scrawled across the graves of Andrew Jackson and his wife 

Rachel (Allison 2018).  Visitors frequently ask about Trumpôs visit and about the vandalism, 

both of which made headlines.

 

PURPOSE, RESEARCH QUESTIONS, AND METHODOLOGY  

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore representations of a controversial political 

figure during tumultuous and polarizing times at a heritage site.  More specifically, I ask the 

following research questions: 

Figure 1.6:  A Facebook post by Andrew 

Jacksonôs Hermitage encouraging 

followers to visit and ñtake your picture 

with the wreath laid by President Trump 

on Jacksonôs tomb!ò  This post gained 

heavy traffic compared to others by the 

museum, with a flurry of both heart reacts 

and angry reacts.  This is one of many 

instances of The Hermitage being placed 

(or placing itself?) in the midst of 

contemporary conversations about 

Andrew Jackson (and perhaps his 

relationship to the current president). 
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1)What factors contribute to the coexistence of conflicting images of a controversial 

figure presented by a single institutional custodian of memory? 

 a)  What role do aesthetics and notions of nostalgia play? 

2)  What strategies have staff members at heritage sites developed to relay difficult pasts 

to visitors?  

a)  To what extent are staff constrained by the demands of the institution and by 

the demands of customers within the customer service triangle? 

3)  How do individualized techniques of neutralization (Sykes and Matza 1957) and 

white fragility (DiAngelo 2018) play out when discussing historic atrocities and staff and 

visitorsô relationship to them? 

 

Methodology 

 To address these questions, I conducted nearly a year of participant-observation as a 

historic interpreter and as a visitor, undertook content analysis of museum materials and texts 

about the museumôs history, and also conducted supplementary in-depth interviews with long-

time staff members and those in middle management positions. 

 

Participant-Observation 

 

I conducted 11 months of participant-observation as a part-time costumed historic 

interpreter at Andrew Jacksons Hermitage.  I began my work as a historic interpreter in early 

July 2018, but visited and recorded notes as a guest several times in the months prior and several 

times after resigning as a staff member.  As a historic interpreter, I dressed in an 1830s 

reproduction costumeða blue day dress with a white pelerine and day bonnet, a blue coal shuttle 
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bonnet adorned with faux flowers in winter outdoors, and a petticoat beneath the dressðand 

provided guided tours of the Hermitage mansion.  During the warmer months, I was also posted 

at outdoor stations on the propertyðincluding near Alfredôs Cabin (where a formerly enslaved 

man who stayed on the property after emancipation lived) and near Jacksonôs tombðto answer 

questions and present supplemental information.  Each interpreter is familiar with all of the 

stations, and rotates from one station to the next every half an hour, typically.  To help me 

remember the exact words spoken during tours, I occasionally recorded audio of my own 

presentations in the mansion.   

The seasons bring dramatic changes, both in the weather and in attendance.  Summers 

bring sweltering heat and humidity and are tremendously crowded, with over 1,000 visitors 

(mostly white out-of-towners, ranging from families with young children to octogenarians) filing 

into the mansion per day.  There is often an hour-long wait outside the mansion for tours.  In the 

fall, the site is flooded with schoolchildren on field trips, some of whom also serve as costumed 

ñjunior docentsò who are posted at outdoor stations for a few hours of their trip.  Attendance 

drops dramatically in the winter, with approximately 200 visitors per day on average.  The poplar 

trees, crepe myrtles, and oaks on the property are bare, and a wet cold descends on the landscape.  

The liminal time between Christmas and the New Year brings a summer-like boost in 

attendance, with 800 to 1,000 visitors on-site.  Attendance is driven largely by school field trips 

and out-of-town visitors. 

In the summer, I tended to work three days per week from 8:45 AM until 5:00 to 6:00 

PM, and in winter, when attendance is lower and daylight hours are shorter, I tended to work one 

day per week from 8:45 AM until 4:00 PM.  Approximately thirty part-time historic interpreters, 

all but one of whom are white, worked at The Hermitage during my time there.  The non-white 
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interpreter is of African-American and Native American descent.  Most interpreters were either 

college students, young professionals who completed Masterôs degrees in history or public 

history, or retirees.                   

 

Access and My Relationship to the Organization 

I obtained permission from the Hermitageôs CEO to make observations, conduct 

interviews with staff and volunteers, and analyze written and visual materials produced by the 

site.  I also sought permission from my individual coworkers to make observations, and to write 

about my experiences working on-site.  To protect participantsô confidentiality, I have changed 

all individual names and altered identifying information.   

I became truly integrated in this occupational communityðcoworkers asked me to hang 

out (although we frequently got busy and many of those plans did not materialize), the CEO 

recognized me and said hello to me when I saw him, and my coworkers supported me through 

several deaths in my family.  We developed inside jokes and formed our own friendships and 

ñalliances,ò if you will.  My fellow interpreters asked me ñhow school is going,ò I included the 

title ñHistoric Interpreter, Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitageò under my ñPh.D. Candidate, Vanderbilt 

Universityò title in my signature on cover letters for fellowship applications.  I began to refer to 

my days at the Hermitage as ñworkò rather than ñfieldworkò and jumped in to help visitors even 

when I am there on my day off, the list goes on and on. 

With this in mind, I would like to make it clear that I write this dissertation not as a 

representative of the Hermitage or any other organization, but as an independent scholar.  

Although I do present my thoughts on current practices at the museum and make suggestions for 
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similarly situated sites, my main goal is to illuminate factors that impact the ways difficult 

histories are presented in the current tumultuous social and political climateðand what guests 

might take away from these presentations. 

 

In-Depth Interviews 

To supplement these data and triangulate my findings on the ground with frontline 

interpreters, I conducted in-depth interviews with five Hermitage staff members in middle 

management positions.  Major points of inquiry during the interviews included the nature of the 

work; interactions with visitors and with the organization; and meaning-making and values 

among staff (see Appendices A and B).  Interviewees were eager to discuss their experiences and 

perspectives, and my interviews lasted from one hour to nearly three hours.  I conducted these 

supplemental interviews during the coronavirus pandemic, which culminated in temporary 

museum closures in Spring of 2020, and for this reason conducted interviews either over the 

phone or over the video chat app FaceTime.  My interview participants ranged in age from early 

30s to early 80s.  All were white, and their time working at The Hermitage ranged from three 

years to 41 years. 

 

Content Analysis of Museum Materials and Texts 

I also conducted latent content analysis of museum materials, including signage, audio 

tour stops, brochures, and guide books.  Primary texts for analysis included books written by 

early members of the Ladiesô Hermitage Association, including Mary Dorrisô (1915) 

Preservation of The Hermitage and Mary Caldwellôs (1933) Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage.  I also 

examined more contemporary publications of the Andrew Jackson Foundation, including 



26 

 

Andrew Jackson:  The Peopleôs President, an illustrated biographical sketch of Jackson 

published in 2016 and Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage:  Official Guidebook to the property, 

published in 2018. 

Analysis 

 My analysis of fieldnotes, interview transcripts, and museum materials was holistic, using 

note-management software with built-in tagging features to support thematic analysis. I 

transferred jottings from my iPhone Notes and field notes from Word Documents into Evernote 

and used Evernoteôs tagging feature to keep track of themes I noticed during latent content 

analysis.  

 

My Positionality 

 My positionality as a white woman in her late twenties undoubtedly shaped my 

experiences in the field.  My whiteness likely allowed me to better understand the ways white 

visitors discuss race and historic atrocity, but kept me from exploring the ways that white visitors 

interact with interpreters who are not white.  Being a woman also shaped my experiences in the 

field, as condescension from male guests was common for me and other women interpreters in a 

way that male colleagues did not report experiencing.  On another note, my lack of a Southern 

accent likely shaped visitorsô perceptions of me as a (non)representative of the region, and my 

California primary and secondary education likely shaped my perceptions of Jackson as I entered 

the field. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINES 

 Chapter 2 is a descriptive chapter in which I outline key ways that Jackson is represented 

at The Hermitage.  I introduce the concept of institutionalized polysemy to describe the 

coexistence of conflicting images of Andrew Jackson within a compressed time frame in the 

same physical space.   At The Hermitage, visitors are presented with a barrage of images of 

Jackson as an orphan, war hero, family man and devoted husband, Westerner, Southerner, foster 

parent to three Native American children, signer of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, champion 

of democracy, and staunch defender of slavery.   I also identify four main domains in which this 

institutionalized polysemy is present:  1) uses of the site itself; 2) tour, program, and classroom 

offerings; 3) the standard presentation itself (in the main museum, the mansion tour, and signage 

and self-guided audio tours); and 4) Museum Store merchandise.   

 Chapters 3 through 5 are analytic chapters in which I seek to account for institutionalized 

polysemy with a range of aesthetic, individual, organizational, historical, and geographic factors.  

Chapter 3 centers on the role of the aesthetics of the site and the optics of a nearly all-white 

frontline staff in producing conflicting images of Jackson.  I find that the beauty of Southern 

plantation imagery contrasts with staff membersô statements about the cruelty of slavery as an 

institution.  This is exacerbated by the presence of evidence of agriculture and of household labor 

at The Hermitage, combined with the conspicuous absence of pervasive visual cues indicating 

that enslaved labor was central to this production.  Drawing from the concept of aesthetic labor, I 

introduce the concept of aesthetic management to describe the manner in which curatorial and 

maintenance staffðas opposed to simply frontline staffðplay a role in co-producing the 

meaning of the historic site, anticipating and responding to visitor reactions. 
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 In Chapter 4, I highlight the role of nesting geographic narratives and competing genres 

in producing institutionalized polysemy at The Hermitage and discuss the manner in which this 

has played out across the siteôs 130-year history as a museum.  I argue that The Hermitageôs dual 

legacy as a historic plantation site and a presidential museum contributes to a bifurcation 

between Jacksonôs career and domestic lifeðthe man and the propertyðthat ultimately results in 

the distancing of Jacksonôs personhood from Indian Removal and slavery.  I illustrate the utility 

of individualistic theories of neutralization of crime (Sykes and Matza 1957) in typologizing the 

abdication of a historic figureôs responsibility. 

 In Chapter 5, I consider The Hermitage as a service industry workplace whose customer-

service orientation contributes to the production of institutionalized polysemy.  I address the 

influence of competing organizational logics, the pressures of the time clock, and the strain of 

emotional labor in interpreter-visitor interactions in producing ever-shifting images of Jackson 

and his legacy.  The tension between introducing difficult histories and achieving high 

attendance, positive visitor experience, and instilling a positive American identity is great, and in 

many cases, difficult histories are omitted for the sake of competing logics. 

In Chapter 6, I conclude by highlighting the theoretical contributions and practical 

applications of my work.  Drawing on Sykes and Matzaôs (1957) neutralization theory, I argue 

that this framework for understanding the justification of individual crime can be applied to 

human rights violations by historical figures.  This, in turn, can help scholars and human rights 

advocates to more precisely identify mechanisms by which we refrain from assigning 

responsibility, particularly when considering them in light of colorblind racism (Bonilla-Silva 

2010) and white fragility (DiAngelo 2018).  
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CHAPTER II.  INSTITUTIONALIZED POLYSEMY AT THE HERMITAGE AND A 

BARRAGE OF REPRESENTATIONS OF JACKSON 

 

 

 It was a sunny late afternoon in April, and the sun cast long shadows on the back lawn of 

The Hermitage mansion.  I marched across the grass to the break room at the end of my shift, 

changed from my costume into leggings and a t-shirt, clocked out, and headed back outside to 

take a look at The Hermitageôs inaugural ñYappy Hourò event for visitors and their dogs, which 

was set to begin at the end of the siteôs regular operating hours.  I sat on a bench under a mature 

magnolia tree facing Alfredôs Cabin, and couldnôt resist greeting a tan pit bull mix whose foster 

parent was parading him around the grounds.  ñHeôs up for adoption,ò she told me, smiling.   

A white woman with a black tank top and blonde hair pulled into a ponytail walked her 

black and white dog along the paved path toward the slave dwelling, pausing momentarily to 

read the signage about Alfred, the headline of which reads, ñALFREDôS CABIN:  A Life of 

Toil.ò  In the foreground of this sceneða woman walking her dog toward a slave dwellingðan 

arrow-shaped placard pointed wedding attendees toward the Cabin by the Spring, where ñSara & 

Alexôs Weddingò was to be held that evening.   
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A wedding celebration, a temporary dog park, and a slave dwelling, all compressed into 

the same heritage museum space?  This may seem jarring, yet this intermingling of imagery and 

land usage is commonplace at Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage.  This juxtaposition of contrasting 

narratives and themes is central to the mansion tour as well.  ñWelcome!  Come on in!  Feel free 

to take a look into both parlors.ò  I began my presentation of the mansionôs Entry Hall with a 

warm greeting, holding the faux-painted wooden door open.  ñThe one at the front is the formal 

parlor, and the one at the back is the family parlor,ò I explained, gesturing widely toward the two 

large rooms off to the left behind glass, as a group of twelve filed in.  I explained that this was 

ñthe way the mansion would have looked in 1837, when Jackson returned from the White 

House.ò   

However, something would have been different in that ñthere would not be a paid historic 

interpreter to greet you at the door.ò  (Guests sometimes laughed in response to this remark, 

which I had initially not intended to be a joke, but later sheepishly smiled at as I spoke.)  Rather, 

during Jacksonôs time, ñan enslaved woman named Hannah would have greeted guests at the 

door and ask if they were óhere to see the General,ôò as Hannah often phrased it.  I routinely 

showed a laminated photo of Hannah and her husband, Aaron, and mentioned that Jackson was 

one of the largest slaveholders in the area, enslaving somewhere around 300 people over his 

lifetime.   

Figure 2.1:  Left:  Dogôs Day at The Hermitage participants walking their dogs on the grounds near 

Alfredôs Cabin.  Right:  A sign directing wedding attendees to ñSara & Alexôs Weddingò on the same day 

as the Dogôs Day event.  Photos by Elizabeth Barna, April 27, 2019. 
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Then I turned to the wallpaper behind me, gesturing toward it and noting, ñHannah would 

have seen this wallpaper.  Visitors to The Hermitage would have seen it.  Jackson would have as 

well.  Rachel Jackson purchased it from a black and white, mail order catalogue from the Defore 

Company in Paris.ò  I noted that the wallpaper is ñoriginalò and ñ183 years oldòi and briefly 

described the technique of wood block printing on rag paper before turning my attention to the 

parlors.  I shared that the formal parlor being a space for Jackson to impress his guests, 

highlighting the genuine marble mantel, ñwall-to-wall wool carpeting,ò and the drapes that ñpool 

onto the floor to show they could afford the extra fabric.ò  I pointed out a ñbayonet taken from 

Chalmette Battlefield during the Battle of New Orleans in 1815ò sitting on the table before 

noting that Jackson was a general, senator, congressional representative, and a judge before 

serving as president, but that ñGeneral was the title he preferred.ò   

Next, the family parlor, and an opportunity to introduce the group to the Jackson family. 

ñAndrew Jackson Junior,ò who is an adopted nephew, and his wife, Sarah, I explained, drawing 

their attention toward the portraits on either side of the Tennessee limestone fireplace.  I 

sometimes mentioned that the Jacksons raised at least twenty boys in the home, including ñthree 

Native American children.ò  One was named Lyncoya, and Jackson sent him to The Hermitage 

ñafter his troops had killed his entire family at the Battle of Tallushatchie.ò  A quick mention of 

Little Rachelôs piano in the cornerðñthe most expensive piece of furniture in the houseò 

sometimes with reference to the cost being equivalent to a blacksmithôs annual wage, and closing 

with an introduction to an enslaved blacksmith named Aaronðand then I sent visitors ñdown the 

hallway, where youôll see Jacksonôs bedroom off to your right, and Junior and Sarahôs room to 

your left.ò   
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On a busy day, I relayed this informationðand these conflicting images of Jacksonðin a 

matter of three minutes or less.  This barrage of images of Jackson would continue in the Side 

Hall portion of the mansion, and then again Upstairs, as historic interpreters mentioned enslaved 

people at The Hermitage alongside stories of Jacksonôs family life and political legacy.  This 

tendency to present a variety of narratives on Jackson manifested itself in the ways the site is 

used and also in the images of Jackson presented on mansion tours, in the museum, and in other 

educational offerings on-site.  Overall, I found that Jackson is represented in the following ways: 

¶ A child of immigrants and an orphan 

¶ A family man, a loyal husband, and a grieving widower 

¶ Humble and wealthyða self-made man 

¶ A military hero 

¶ A Westerner and a champion of the ñcommonò man 

¶ A Southern gentleman 

¶ A ñtypical and unapologetic slaveowner,ò as the Hermitageôs education director Anna 
describes Jackson 

¶ Signer of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which led to the Trail of Tears 

¶ A foster parent to three Native American children 

 

In this chapter, I introduce the varied and often conflicting ways Jackson is presented, and 

provide an overview of ways the representation varies across the site.  The Hermitage is a 

ñplaceò3 (Nora 1989) for a variety of memories, and these memories often butt up against one 

another starkly.  This presents visitors to The Hermitage with a barrage of images of Jackson to 

consume.   

I refer to this phenomenon as institutionalized polysemy4, which I define as the 

presentation of multiple (and often conflicting) meanings produced by a given institution and its 

 
3 Nora defines a ñplaceò or ñsiteò of memory (in French lieu de mémoire) as an artifact or location that has garnered 

such significance in a community that it serves as a ñsymbolic element of the memorial heritage.ò  
4 During an e-mail conversation with Dr. Joachim Savelsberg, my outside reader, he suggested that the various 

images of Jackson, slavery, and genocide presented constituted an ñinstitutionalized poly-semiðopen to many 

interpretations.ò  I agree with his assessment, and I adopt and expand on the concept here. 
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representatives.  The term polysemy derives from the field of linguistics and in its original sense 

refers to the phenomenon in which ña single word form is associated with two or several related 

sensesò (Vicente and Falkum 2017).  Drawing from this practice, I use polysemy to denote the 

presentation of a multitude of meanings attributed to a given historical figure or site.  I term 

polysemy at cultural institutions like The Hermitage institutionalized rather than institutional, as 

the former captures the process by which the setting creates multiple meanings, while the latter 

implies the one-time production of a static set of meanings by the setting.  I have found the 

production and presentation of a barrage of conflicting meanings to be a dynamic process, both 

at the larger institutional level over the course of the museumôs 130-year history and at the level 

of day-to-day interactions between frontline staff and visitors. 

This chapter is largely a descriptive one, in which I outline the various representations of 

Jackson presented at The Hermitage and the various domains in which the site represents him 

and his era in conflicting ways.  The three chapters that follow are analytic chapters that seek to 

account for the institutionalized polysemy I describe in detail here.  This descriptive chapter may 

feel like a mere list, but I want to ensure I provide a thorough series of examples of 

institutionalized polysemy at The Hermitage, so that I can better use the remaining chapters to 

explain how and why these various conflicting representations of Jackson emerge and persist.   

A cursory glance at the Hermitage website reveals this polysemy, as the ñAndrew 

Jackson:  Tough as Old Hickoryò section is divided into four major categories:  Orphan, General, 

President, and Legend.  Similarly, the ñMansion and Grounds:  Home of the Peopleôs Presidentò 

section is divided into The Mansion, Garden and Grounds, Jacksonôs Tomb, and Slavery.  Note 
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that Slavery is included along with ñMansion and Groundsò rather than Jackson himself, and the 

Indian Removal Act of 1830 is discussed under the ñPresidentò tab. 

 

 

 

During my participant-observation as a historic interpreter and a visitor at The 

Hermitage, I observed this institutionalized polysemy in a variety of other domains, namely: 

¶ Uses of the Site Itself 

¶ Tour, Program, Classroom, and Exhibit Offerings 

Figure 2.2:  A screenshot of The Hermitageôs main webpage under the ñLearnò tab, which 

delineates ñAndrew Jacksonò (and his family and legacy) from ñMansion & Groundsò (and 

slavery).  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the Trail of Tears are discussed on the 

website (under ñPresidentò), but do not merit their own tab here. 

Figure 2.3:  Thumbnails for 

each of the ñAndrew Jacksonò 

and ñMansion & Groundsò 

options.  Note that Orphan, 

General, President, and 

Legend are the four images of 

Jackson highlighted on the 

website, while the enslaved 

are included under ñMansion 

& Grounds.ò 
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¶ The Standard Presentation Itself (in the main museum, the mansion tour, and 

signage and the audio tour on the grounds) 

¶ Museum Store Merchandise 

 

I will discuss each in turn, and in subsequent chapters I will account for this presence of 

competing images by analyzing a range of individual, organizational, and historical factors.  

 

USES OF THE SITE ITSELF 

Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage is a multi-use site that embraces a variety of communities, 

purposes, and events.  From Ghost Tours that are sold out from mid-September through 

November, to Family Fun Days and Presidential Easter Egg Hunts, to yoga classes to Yappy 

Hour for guests and their dogs, to Battle of New Orleans and Jacksonôs Birthday celebrations, 

The Hermitage hosts a variety of events designed for family and seasonal fun, as well as 

historical education.  The Hermitage is also a venue for public and private events, and is a top 

wedding venue in the Nashville area.  At the same time, The Hermitage holds events related to 

chattel slavery on-site, namely the Black History Month Memorial held every February and a 

celebration of emancipation on Juneteenth.  Indeed, this 1,120 acre property serves a variety of 

purposesðfrom mourning to outright celebration.  
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Table 2.1 provides a rough typology of the types of events held at Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage:  Holiday/Seasonal, Group/Event Venue, History, Patriotic/Political, Fundraising, and 

Outdoor.  There is plenty of overlap between categories, however, as this is a series of ideal 

types (Weber 1904).  For example, I categorize Vintage Baseball as an Outdoor Event, but it can 

easily be argued that this event evokes Nostalgia and provides participants insight into the 

History of the sport.  A single event has the potential to appeal to multiple audiences and 

integrate entertainment with education, while allowing participants to have different purposes for 

participating in the activity and to derive different meanings from it. 

 

Figure 2.4:  A selection of Hermitage Tweets advertising upcoming events on-site, including Dog 

Days, yoga, Pumpkin Glow, and Juneteenth. 
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Table 2.1:  Typology of Hermitage Events 

Event Type Examples 

Holiday/Seasonal Presidential Easter Egg Hunt 

Pumpkin Glow 

Ghost Tours  

Hauntings at The Hermitage (discontinued 

event) 

Christmas Market 

Candy Egg Decorating Workshop 

Motherôs Day Tea and Fashion Show 

 

Group/Event Venue Sons of the Confederacy Meetings (cemetery 

on property, use conference room) 

Weddings 

Memorial services 

Donelson family picnic/reunion  

Reunion for Alfred Jacksonôs descendants 

Professional Photographerôs Association 

Buddy Walk (and mansion tour for children 

with disabilities) 

 

History  Black History Month Memorial 

Black History Month Lectures 

The Slave Dwelling Project 

Juneteenth 

Battle of New Orleans celebration 
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Jacksonôs Birthday 

Jacksonôs Funeral 

Edgar Alan Poe, Charles Dickins, and 

Washington Irving living history readings 

Presidential Trivia 

Exploring Your Scots-Irish Genealogy 

Conversations with the Classics Series  

 

Patriotic/Political  Veterans Day  

Presidentsô Day 

Presidential Speeches and Visits (Donald 

Trump most recently) 

 

Aesthetic/Nostalgic/Relaxing  A Shot of History (presented by Clayton 

James Tennessee Whiskey) 

Yoga 

Painting with the President  

Pinot with the President 

Scots-Irish Festival 

Fall Fest 

 

Fundraising  Gala 

Spring Outing 

 

Outdoor  

 

Vintage Baseball 

Dog Days at The Hermitage 
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Yappy Hour 

Family Fun Days (themes include on the 

farm, games and kites, and gardens and 

plants) 

 

Another example of a polysemous event is the annual Presidential Easter Egg Hunt and 

Egg Roll, which is held on the neighboring Tulip Grove property, a plantation site where 

Jacksonôs nephew and his family lived.  Hermitage staff members led the Easter egg roll on the 

front lawn, and kids could also color Easter eggs and decorate spring-themed sugar cookies.  I 

volunteered to help with the event and staffed the ticket booth and also a table where children 

and their guardians could write ñCards for the Troops.ò  Egg hunts were held for three age 

groups, and attendees of all ages could take a photo with Colonel Easter, an Easter bunny 

wearing a War of 1812 military outfit amidst large novelty eggs and colorful pinwheels.  

During my time staffing the Easter Egg Hunt and Egg Roll, a white woman in her mid-

thirties approached me on the porch of the mansion with her young son, asking if they could 

have a look inside the building.  She explained that she wanted to show her son where she got 

married.  Slavery and Native American history were not mentioned as part of the programming 

for the day, however.  This event constituted a blend of Aesthetic/Relaxing/Nostalgic, Outdoor, 

and Patriotic/Political activities, with a touch of History, as the Easter egg roll is a longstanding 

White House tradition and the bunnyôs costume provided the opportunity to talk about Jacksonôs 

role in the War of 1812.   
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The Hermitageôs annual Black History Month Memorial Service is also quite 

illuminating with regard to institutionalized polysemy.  The event is held every February at the 

Hermitage Churchðwhich is also one of the propertyôs three wedding venuesðand concludes 

with a wreath and flower-laying ceremony at the adjacent Memorial to the Enslavedðwhich was 

installed immediately next to the Donelson family cemetery and a Confederate cemetery. 

Upcoming programs listed on the back of the bulletin for the memorial service are not related to 

slavery or Black history, but instead include Exploring Your Scots-Irish Genealogy, celebrating 

ñPresident Jacksonôs 251st Birthday,ò learning about the role of Jacksonôs niece and daughter-in-

law in ñHosting The Peopleôs House,ò and participating in the siteôs annual Easter Egg Hunt.  

Furthermore, The Hermitageôs logo is posted on the front and back of the bulletin with the 

slogan ñHome of the Peopleôs President.ò  In this manner, images of Jackson as a democratic 

hero and a slaveholder exist in tension with one another, providing visitors to The Hermitage 

with a barrage of competing images of Jackson and his time period. 

Figure 2.5:  A photo of the author posing with Colonel Easter 

at the 2019 Presidential Easter Egg Hunt and Roll.  This 

event is held on the lawn of the neighboring Tulip Grove 

mansion and plantation site.  Colonel Easter is wearing a War 

of 1812 uniform, reminiscent of Jacksonôs famed Battle of 

New Orleans.  Photo by an anonymous passerby. 
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TOUR, LIVING HISTORY, AND CLASSROOM OFFERINGS 

 In addition to hosting a range of events on site or sponsored by the Andrew Jackson 

Foundation, The Hermitage presents conflicting images of Jackson within single events and tours 

as well.  In addition to the traditional mansion tour and long-term museum exhibitions, The 

Hermitage hosts a variety of special living history programs, classroom programs, temporary 

exhibitions, and additional tours, which contribute to expanded opportunities for meaning-

making at the site.  

 

Additional Tour Options 

Figure 2.6:  Black History Month Memorial Service bulletin/handout (front and back).  ñBlack 

History Month Memorial Serviceò contrasts starkly with the listed upcoming events on the back 

of the handout, including ñExploring Your Scotts-Irish Genealogy,ò ñPresident Jacksonôs 251st 

Birthday,ò and ñEaster Egg Hunt.ò  In addition, the title ñBlack History Month Memorial 

Serviceò casts doubt on the logoôs characterization of the site as ñHome of the Peopleôs 

Presidentò immediately below.  Photos by Elizabeth Barna. 
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Wagon Tour and ñIn Their Footstepsò Tour 

 The primary additional tour The Hermitage offers is its Hermitage By Wagon tour, most 

commonly referred to by interpretive and ticket office staff as simply the ñwagon tour.ò  The tour 

is offered seasonally, through a partnered local contractor, Carriage Rides Through Timeð

although the content of the tour was vetted and approved by Hermitage education staff.  On its 

website, the museum advertises this $12 add-on tour as offering ña look into The Hermitageôs 

past from a unique perspectiveòðthat of the enslaved community and stops at archaeological 

sites ñassociated with slavery and farming.ò  At the same time, in addition to providing ñstories 

of the enslaved community who once lived and worked here,ò the wagon tour is touted as an 

opportunity to ñenjoy the nostalgia of a carriage rideò and to absorb the ñbeauty of a once 

prosperous plantationò (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2019).    In this manner, enslaved peopleôs 

humanity and agencyðas implied by the use of the term ñenslaved communityò and the absence 

of mention of Jackson as perpetratorðis presented side by side with appeals to Southern 

nostalgia. 

 

Figure 2.7:  A Tweet by The 

Hermitage on September 13, 

2019, advertising the Wagon 

Tour as an opportunity to 

ñenjoy this fall weather.ò   
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 Partway through my dissertation writing period and after my period of official 

participant-observation ended, The Hermitage poised to launch its ñIn Their Footstepsò tour 

about the lives of enslaved people at The Hermitage.  The coronavirus crisis arose before the first 

official tour could be held, but lead interpreter Mark informed me that this tour will present 

visitors with information about individuals enslaved at The Hermitage in a way that 

complements the Wagon Tour, rather than replicating the existing tour given by Carriage Rides 

Through Time (i.e., duplicating or competing with the tour provided by the private contractor).  

During my in-depth interviews, when I inquired about conversations surrounding slavery, all five 

interviewees referenced ñIn Their Footstepsò as a way the site is discussing slavery. 

Garden Tours 

 Another seasonal tour option is a weekend garden tour, given by volunteer docents.  The 

tour leaves from the garden gate to the east of the Hermitage mansion and winds through 

Rachelôs Garden, ending at Andrew and Rachel Jacksonôs tomb, the family cemetery, and 

Alfredôs grave.  The tour is ñmore historical than horticultural,ò said volunteer Roger as he 

pitched his tour to guests awaiting their mansion tour on benches facing the front porch.  It 

includes the financial troubles Andrew Jackson Junior faced after his father died, as well as the 

manner in which a formerly enslaved wagoner named Alfred became a tour guide and tenant 

farmer and was buried in the garden next to General Jacksonôs tomb.   

Ghost Tours 

 Ghost tours are common and fraught part of heritage tourism across the South, and the 

Hermitage is no exception (Miles 2015, Gentry 2007).  The Hermitage offers ghost tours 

Thursday through Saturday nights at 7 and 9pm, from mid-September through mid-November.  
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These wildly popular tours nearly always sell out and boast an opportunity to ñexplore the 

haunted side of history,ò including ñghosts of the Battle of New Orleansò and Jacksonôs 

ñinfamous meeting with Tennesseeôs Bell Witch!ò  Ghost tours tend to vary from interpreter to 

interpreter, with some core staples consistently included throughout:  the Bell Witch, early 

Ladies Hermitage Association membersô encounter with the ghost of Jackson, sightings of an 

enslaved nanny named Louisa, and the ñcreepyò dolls in Little Rachelôs bedroom.  Interpreters 

who believe they have had supernatural experiences of their own freely share those tales on 

ghost tours as well. 

 Slavery and Jacksonôs relationship with Native Americans are covered during ghost 

tours, including tales of past visitors seeing an enslaved nanny named Louisa sitting on Little 

Rachelôs bed upstairs and of past Native American visitors hearing voices emanating from 

ñwitness treesò collected from sites of battles Jackson fought in.  The education director also 

includes gruesome facts that are ñstranger than fiction,ò such as Jacksonôs practice of having his 

troops remove dead Native Americansô noses after battles to ensure an accurate count of enemy 

casualties.  When presenting the story of Louisa on ghost tours, I have deemed it ñpoetic justiceò 

that she would be seen sitting on the bed, as she was forced to sleep on the floor at the foot of 

Little Rachelôs bed or in the hallway during her lifetime.   

Living History Programs 

 In addition to the mansion tour, museum, and grounds, Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage 

offers two regular living history programs to guests:  The Duel and The Horse Race.  The Duel:  

Art of the Southern Gentleman (most frequently referred to simply as ñThe Duelò) is a thirty-

minute living history program debuted in 2018 in which interpreters demonstrate the process of 
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dueling in the Jacksonian Era.  The Duel is held Thursdays through Sundays at the top of every 

hour, from 10am to 3pm.  ñKeep your friends closeéand enemies closerò is a tagline used to 

advertise the duel, which is enacted by younger male interpreters and includes audience 

participation as each duelistôs ñsecondò (assistant). 

   

 

Wager to Win (Formerly called The Horse Race) debuted in the spring of 2019 and 

illustrates the art of placing bets.  To complement The Duel, Wager to Win is offered at the 

bottom of every hour, Thursdays through Sundays.  This programming includes women 

interpreters as well, and discusses the role of enslaved people (including children) in the 

development of the sport and in jockeying.  This program was a past lead interpreterôs pet project 

for several years, and part of the motivation for its development was 1) to integrate more stories 

of the enslaved into the siteôs programming, and 2) to provide an opportunity for women 

interpreters to participate in living history programs (Women didnôt duel, but they did bet). 

Although an actual thoroughbred race does not happen during the thirty-minute program, 

visitor participation is encouraged in placing bets on horses, and a thoroughbred horse was 

recently brought on site for the purpose of the program.  In this manner, Wager to Win marries 

Figure 2.8:  Advertisements for ñThe Duel:  Art of the Southern Gentleman.ò    
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southern nostalgia with historical education, and includes representations of both Jacksonôs cult 

of personality and of enslaved peopleôs lived realities.   

 

 

Classroom Programs 

 The Hermitage also provides resources to K-12 students, including Homeschool Days 

and school programs with ña range of classes to further explore Jacksonôs life and legacy.ò  

Classroom programs include Archaeology at The Hermitage, Christmas at The Hermitage, 

Generalôs Children, I Spy the Past, Junior Docents, Origin of the Specie:  Andrew Jackson and 

the Bank War, Slavery at The Hermitage, The Corrupt Bargain, The Importance of Andrew 

Jackson, Trail of Tears, War of 1812, and What is America?  Slavery at The Hermitage and Trail 

of Tears focus on the realities of slavery and Indian Removal, respectively, but several of the 

other presentations engage with questions of slavery and Indian Removal as well.  Christmas at 

The Hermitage, for example, compares and contrasts the holiday experiences of the Jacksons and 

those of the enslaved.  The Importance of Andrew Jackson includes the Trail of Tears as a key 

component of Andrew Jacksonôs legacy. 

Figure 2.9:  Advertisement for The Horse Race:  

Gentlemen of the Turf (later renamed ñWager to 

Win:  Art of the Southern Gentlemanò). 
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These classroom options are consistent with Tennesseeôs K-12 standards and with the 

siteôs new interpretive plan, which encourages questions about what it means to be a citizen and 

also incorporates histories of women, Native Americans, and African-Americans.  The education 

director informed me that of all of the programs, Trail of Tears is the most popular because 

ñteachers donôt know how to talk about it.ò  Slavery at The Hermitage and The Importance of 

Andrew Jackson are also frequently requested. 

The Hermitage also hosts Homeschool Days for homeschooled children in the area.  

Homeschool Days offerings include a Get Back to Nature program on the Hermitage landscape 

itself, A Presidential Toast presenting ñhistoric table etiquetteò and James Monroeôs visit to the 

property in 1819, and Christmas at The Hermitage, highlighting Christmas celebration among the 

Jacksons and the enslaved people of The Hermitage. 

 

THE STANDARD PRESENTATION ITSELF 

The standard elements of a touristôs Hermitage visit include the museum building (officially 

called the Andrew Jackson Center), the mansion, and various audio tour and signage stops 

around the property.  Each of these also presents conflicting images of Jackson, contributing to 

institutionalized polysemy. 

After purchasing a ticket at an outdoor kiosk, visitors are encouraged to watch a 20-minute 

film on Jacksonôs life and legacy (including slavery and Indian Removal, in addition to his 

championing of the ñcommon manò) in the museum building, pick up an audio or multimedia 

tour from the front desk, and explore the museumôs main exhibit, Andrew Jackson: Born for a 
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Storm.  The exhibit provides a timeline of Jacksonôs biography, focusing on his military and 

political achievements.  The Battle of New Orleans and weapons of the time period are featured 

prominently.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 is discussed on a panel that is small in 

comparison, and includes a touch-screen timeline of Native American history in the United 

States.    A panel on Jacksonôs election addresses questions of popular vote versus the electoral 

vote and alludes to the contested election of George W. Bush over Al Gore.  Jacksonôs original 

ornate black presidential carriage stands grandly behind velvet rope, across from a screen that 

shows interviews with presidential historians Jon Meacham and Daniel Feller talking about 

Jacksonôs complex legacy, on a loop.  

When I mentioned the subject of my dissertation to a coworker in Guest Services, she drew 

the front of the exhibit to my attention.  There, a modified version of a 19th-century lithograph of 

the Hermitage mansion erases the presence of enslaved people greeting guests in front of the 

mansion, as shown in Figure 2.10.  Down the hallway from this, however, an interactive kiosk on 

stories of enslaved individuals at The Hermitage, raising questions as to why the enslaved figures 

were erased from the wall mural.  This, in turn, stands across from a timeline covering the War 

of 1812, as well as the Creek Wars.  Multiple images of Jackson, democracy, slavery, and 

conflict with Native Americans stand in tension with one another within the museum space, with 

images of Jacksonôs ruggedness, perseverance, and strong personality predominating. 



49 

 

   

 In addition to the permanent ñBorn for a Stormò exhibit documenting Jacksonôs 

biography and legacy, The Hermitage also presents temporary exhibits.  Past exhibits have 

included the History of the Ladies Hermitage Association, an exhibit on President James 

Monroe, one on African-American History and slavery at The Hermitage, and one covering his 

death and funeral (ñFarewell, General Jacksonò).   

 

The Mansion Tour 

Tours of the Hermitage mansion provide competing images of an admittedly complex 

historic figure and personality.  As mentioned, throughout the tour, regardless of the guide 

presenting, Jackson is represented as a combination of the following: 

¶ A child of immigrants and an orphan 

¶ A family man, a loyal husband, and a grieving widower 

Figure 2.10:  Left:  The original image, featuring enslaved people interacting with 

visitors in front of the fence.  Right:  A portion of the image, as presented in the Andrew 

Jackson Center.  Note the erasure of the enslaved in this use of the image.  Curiously, a 

Hermitage guidebook features the unaltered photo, with the caption making the caveat 

that it would not have been typical for the enslaved to greet visitors on the main road.  

Photo taken by ticket office staff. 
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¶ Humble and wealthyða self-made man 

¶ A military hero 

¶ A champion of the ñcommonò man 

¶ A ñtypical and unapologetic slaveownerò 

¶ Signer of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which led to the Trail of Tears 

¶ A foster parent to three Native American children 

 

With the tours themselves lasting roughly fifteen to twenty minutes on average, this is quite a 

few narratives!  They are often presented one on top of the other, in quick succession, with little 

elaboration on the contradictions between them.  On some interpretersô tours, slavery is a key 

component, but on others, an enslaved woman named Hannah who greeted guests at the door is 

the only reference to slavery.  Similarly, while some guides note that the Trail of Tears ran 

through Nashville or that Jackson killed men, women, and children during the Creek War, 

othersô only reference to indigenous history, if any, is mentioning three Native American 

children Jackson raised (without mentioning how they were orphaned by Jacksonôs troops). 

In our interpreter handbook outlining key learning objectives and talking points for each 

station, the education director included the following points of interest for interpreters to be sure 

to mention in the Entry Hall station (which itself includes the entry hall, formal parlor, and 

family parlor): the wallpaper, the bayonet from the Battle of New Orleans, the family portraits, 

and Hannah.  A presentation at a given station tends to last seven minutes or more during ñslowò 

times (i.e. when there is no wait to tour the mansion), five to seven minutes during ñregularò 

times (when the wait outside is about twenty minutes), and as little as three minutes during busy 

times.  This means that representations of Jackson as a military hero, as a president, as a devoted 

grandfather, and as a ñtypical and unapologetic slaveownerò (as the education director, Anna, 

puts it) are often presented in a three-minute-period. 
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Indeed, my visitor experience on a slow day contrasted sharply with my visit as a guest on 

General Jacksonôs March 15th birthday (the second busiest day of the year, as admission is free).  

On a slow day in the summer of 2017, a tall, young man with a booming voice (Tony, whom I 

later shadowed when I was hired as an interpreter in 2018) opened his commentary on the 

grandchildrenôs upstairs bedrooms by loudly proclaiming, ñMake no mistakeò and noting that in 

Jacksonôs day, the Hermitage property not a fantasy land but a ñworking plantation.ò  He then 

continued by saying that Jackson was able to amass the wealth he had by ñtreating people made 

in the image of God like cattle.ò  

The large crowds on Jacksonôs birthday, however, sped the pace of the tour dramatically.  On 

March 15th of 2018, I found myself rushed and disappointed when I visited the mansion, and 

heard only one mention of an enslaved person.  The doors opened, and we went inside.  A 

middle-aged woman in period attire with brown eyes and a badge reading ñLead Interpreterò 

(who upon being hired, I would later recognize as Janet) greeted us and told us that, if we were 

visiting The Hermitage during Jacksonôs day, Hannah would be the one to open the door and 

greet us.  From what I remember, this was the only reference to slavery during the house tour, 

and I donôt even think she used the word ñslaveò to describe Hannah.  The interpreter discussed 

the cost of whale oil originally used to burn the lamps in the chandelier overhead.  In my notes, I 

expressed feeling ñoverwhelmed by the speed of the tour and how it differed from my last.ò 

Even during times of moderate flow, in the entry hall of the mansion, interpretersô 

announcement that ñan enslaved woman named Hannah would have greeted you at the doorò 

quickly transitions into conversation about the original (then) 182-year-old wallpaper that 

ñRachel Jackson picked out of a black and white mail order catalogue from the Defore Company 
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in Paris.ò  During my first few months as an interpreter, I would show a black-and-white photo 

of Hannah and her husband Aaron to the group, then turn it over when transitioning to talk about 

the wallpaper, as I felt uncomfortable showing a photo of her while talking about antique 

wallpaper, crystal chandeliers, and Jacksonôs military career.   

As time went on, I developed the strategy of continuing to show the photo, but explicitly 

mentioning her in my transition to talking about items in the home:  ñThis wallpaper is one of 

our six rooms of original paper in the home.  Hannah would have seen it, Jackson would have 

seen it, and guests to The Hermitage would have seen it.ò  Some interpreters simply mention that 

ñan enslaved woman named Hannah would have greeted you at the door,ò and do not discuss 

slavery in the Entry Hall beyond that.  This softens the starkness of institutionalized polysemy in 

the mansion, but also has the effect of softening discussion of slavery. 

 Another special tour offering is the VIP tour, which is an extended version of the 

traditional mansion tour that includes time in the museum, a guided visit to Alfredôs Cabin and 

Rachelôs Garden, and time on the balcony of the mansion.  A ñstep aboveò a VIP tour is a 

Behind the Glass tour, in which The Hermitageôs CEO or other high-level staff member takes 

visitors behind the glass panels in the doorways and into the rooms in the mansion.  The content 

of these special tours is similar to the traditional mansion tour, with competing images presented 

in succession.  It does not feel quite as compressed, however, as time in the mansion amounts to 

approximately 45 minutes to an hour, as opposed to a mere fifteen to twenty.  Lead interpreters, 
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who often give VIP tours, expressed to me that they enjoy the ability to have more nuanced 

conversations about Jackson during these extended tours.5 

Signage and Audio/Multimedia Tour around the Property 

 The Generalôs Tour is the standard Hermitage ticket price and includes a self-guided 

audio tour device.  The Presidentôs Tour provides a multimedia device for an added fee.  The 

stops are color-coded, with ñredò stops signifying stops about Andrew Jackson and the site (also 

called ñThe Generalôs Tourò), ñgreenò stops focusing on Rachel Jackson (ñRachel Jacksonôs 

Tourò), and ñblueò stops noting a kidôs audio tour stop (ñPoll the Parrotôs Tourò).  The kidôs 

stops are narrated by Poll, Andrew Jacksonôs parrot.  Most stops correspond to a given place on 

the property marked by the same number on the map and signage, serving as a way to ñnameò 

and ñframeò the location for the visitor, in the absence of a live human guide (MacCannell 2013).  

There is great contrast between the adult and childrenôs tourôs coverage of slavery, as The 

Generalôs Tour weaves the role of the enslaved throughout the tour stops, while Poll the Parrotôs 

tour reserves emphasis on slavery for Alfredôs Cabin, with acknowledgement also in the Kitchen 

stop.  The contrast between the childrenôs and adult tours is another example of institutionalized 

polysemy, in which narratives of slavery and 19th century domestic life are either highlighted or 

downplayed. 

In addition to these location-based stops, there are six ñAnywhere Stopsò on The 

Generalôs Tour and one on Poll the Parrotôs Tour.  Two of the six Generalôs Tour Anywhere 

Stops explicitly signal discussion of slavery (ñWho Were Andrew Jacksonôs Slaves?ò and 

ñJackson as a Slave Ownerò), while the rest engage with the stories of women, religion, the 

 
5 I will discuss the role of the time clock, conflicting organizational logics, and demands of customer in producing 

institutionalized polysemy in the standard mansion tour in Chapter 5. 
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preservation of the site, and the relationship between Andrew Jackson and Rachel (ñAndrew and 

Rachel Jacksonôs Lettersò).  The childrenôs tour Anywhere Stop is about ñChildren at The 

Hermitageò and includes a comparison of what life as a kid was like ñdepending on the color of 

your skin.ò  These Anywhere Stops serve to either a) achieve dislocation by divorcing the 

commentary from a given spot, or b) mark the entire property as relevant to that particular 

information.  In either case, this generates institutionalized polysemy by providing multiple 

images of Jackson and 19th century life at a given location. 

 

MUSEUM STORE MERCHANDISE 

Finally, the bricolage of competing narratives and images is also evident in the Museum 

Store (staff are discouraged from referring to it as a ñgift shop.ò).    The Museum Store, in 

addition to the mansion, is a space in which romantic and critical images of the slavery-era South 

coexist in tension with one another.  Handmade soaps, recipe books, dried bolls of cotton, and 

decorative figures of Jackson are sold alongside W.E.B. DuBoisô Souls of Black Folk and books 

on Native American history.  A shirt on display quoting Jackson read, ñI was born for a storm, 

and a calm does not suit meò and another alluded to The Duel presentation with the words, 

ñKeep your friends closeéand enemies closer.ò  Southern nostalgia, the force of Jacksonôs 

character and military heroism, and stories of marginalized people of color are all on the shelf.   
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On my way out of Jacksonôs birthday celebration in 2018, I quickly ventured through the 

Museum Store, in which many representations of Jackson and the slavery-era South and West 

Figure 2.11:  A display at the Museum Store, showcasing romantic 

novels cataloguing Jacksonôs relationship with his wife, Rachel, as well 

as nonfiction works on the Underground Railroad and the Trail of Tears.  

A packet of information about The Hermitageôs enslaved workers 

(adapted from a temporary exhibit on the Hermitage enslaved), as well as 

devotional candles featuring Harriet Tubman, are displayed for sale on 

the bottom shelf.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 

Figure 2.12:  Shirts sold in the museum store evoke a sense of Jacksonôs 

ruggedness, as in the childôs shirt on the left, as well as his presence on the 

$20 bill and The Hermitageôs duel program and Rachelôs Garden (right).  

Photos by Elizabeth Barna. 
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mingled.  A line of six or seven people waited as Andrew Jackson VI was signing large novelty 

$20 bills, after having given a speech about his great-great-great grandfather at the tomb earlier 

that day.  Jackson biographies covered a front table, and handmade soaps, Southern recipe books, 

decorative figures lined shelves toward the back of the store.  Dried cotton stalks with bolls of 

cotton abounded, and ceramic and metal tabletop fountains brought the ambiance of a creek to 

the front of the store.   

 

 The Museum Storeôs website includes a selection of products, and its division of 

categories is telling:  Books, Collectibles, Home Décor, Gourmet Gifts, and Corporate Gifts.  

The Hermitage also partnered with two Tennessee staples, Goo Goo Clusters and Old Hickory 

Bourbon, to produce a special-edition ñAndyôs Candyò to sell in the shop as a distinctly 

Tennessee souvenir.  Institutionalized polysemy is also crystallized in the display of bobbleheads 

of Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson alongside one of Confederate 

General Robert E. Lee (see Figure 2.14).  Historical education and Southern nostalgia are 

presented side by side for visitors to consume at their discretion. 

Figure 2.13:  A section of the museum 

store focused on Southern and 19th-

century cuisine, with cookbooks and 

roasted nuts for sale. 
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CONCLUSION 

 The Hermitage presents a barrage of images of Jackson, the plantation, and 19th-century 

America.  This pattern of institutionalized polysemy is evident in the organization of The 

Hermitageôs website; in uses of the physical site itself; in special living history programs, tours, 

and classroom programs offered; in the standard museum and mansion presentations for tourists; 

and in merchandise sold at the Museum Store.  Within each of these domains, there is often a 

striking juxtaposition of competing narratives within a compressed space or time frame:  Jackson 

as a slaveowner, as a devoted family man and adopted father, as a passionate general and 

advocate for the ñcommon man,ò and as a destroyer of indigenous peoples. 

Following German studies and collective memory scholar Daniel Reynoldsô (2018) focus 

on the possibilities for visitor experience in his study of the production of Holocaust tourist sites, 

I will consider potential responses to this barrage of representations presented in this polysemous 

environment.  Visitors may find the conflicting images of Jackson jarring (both emotionally and 

morally) or exhausting, or they may find it pleasant to be able to connect with certain aspects of 

Figure 2.14:  In the Museum Store, a 

bobblehead of Abraham Lincoln is sold 

alongside one of Robert E. Lee.  

Benjamin Franklin, ñUncle Sam,ò and 

Presidents Washington and Jefferson 

bobbleheads are also available. 
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Jacksonôs identity or of The Hermitageôs programming that they identify with.  In Chapter 5, I 

will explicitly discuss visitor responses to the siteôs programming and the ways in which varied 

visitor reactions to Jackson and his legacy encourage polysemy rather than a unified 

representation.   

 In the chapters that follow, I explore factors that contribute to this institutionalized 

polysemy at Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, particularly with respect to representations of slavery, 

genocide, and democracy.  I begin by discussing The Hermitage as place, and specifically, 

produced place, focusing on the manner in which the aesthetics of this visually pleasing green 

space contrast with staff statements about the cruelties of slavery, and in which the optics of a 

nearly all-white interpretive staff contrast with the realities of Jacksonôs time.  Then I discuss the 

The Hermitage as institution, examining how a complicated institutional legacy that oscillates 

between historic house museum and presidential site leads to the representation of multiple 

nesting geographies simultaneously.  Finally, I will discuss The Hermitage as a service industry 

workplace, analyzing the manner in which interactions between staff members and visitors, and 

the nature of the customer service relationship, shape representations of difficult histories on site.   
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CHAPTER III. THE IMPACT OF AESTHETICS, OPTICS, AND NOSTALGIA 

 

 

ñMake no mistake.  This may look like a fantasyland, but during 
Jacksonôs time, this was a working plantation, where people made in the 

image of God were treated like cattle.ò 

-Tony, historic interpreter while presenting upstairs 
 

ñThe grounds are beautiful and relaxing.  I just donôt care for him as a 

person.ò 
-Commenter on a Facebook advertisement for Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage 
 

 

To put it simply, The Hermitage is a beautiful place.  With lush lawns and a park-like 

setting, a wooded area with a creek running through it, a small cotton field and vegetable 

gardens, and a large ornamental garden that belonged to Rachel Jackson, the grounds are 

unmistakably gorgeous and impeccably maintained.  The well-preserved Greek Revival style 

mansion with over 90 percent original artifacts inside is visually impressive as well, especially 

when decorated for Christmas.   

   

 During Jacksonôs time, however, the Hermitage property looked, sounded, and felt quite 

different.  It was not a park-like green space, but a ñworking plantationò where over 150 people 

were enslaved at a time, as interpreter Tony frequently reminded visitors during his tours.  There 

Figure 3.1:  A view of lush lawns, blooming crepe 

myrtle trees, and a blue sky from the back porch of 

the mansion.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 
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are currently three intact slave cabins onsite, yet they stand quietly and peacefullyðnot crowded 

with 20 or more people each.  They are situated on lush lawns rather than massive fields of 

wheat, corn, or cotton or bustling work yards echoing with the voices of enslaved families or the 

crack of an overseerôs whip.  The brutality and embodied reality of slavery fades, and nostalgic 

images of Southern and rural charm rise to the forefront.  This raises the question of the role 

aesthetics play in presenting multiple representations of Jackson and his legacy, and in sending 

conflicting messages to visitors about the realities of 19th-century life for African-Americans in 

particular. 

In this chapter, I highlight the role of aesthetics and optics in creating institutionalized 

polysemy in The Hermitageôs representations of Jackson and of 19th-century America, 

particularly with regard to agriculture and chattel slavery.  Here, I use ñaestheticsò to refer to the 

beauty and ambiance of the site and air of southern hospitality, and ñopticsò to refer to the 

messages presented by the way historic interpreters appearðparticularly their demographic 

characteristics.  In various domains, aesthetics evoke a sense of nostalgia, and clashes between 

the messages on signage and the beauty of the landscape present visitors with multiple ways of 

interpreting their experience on-site.  When discussing aesthetics and optics, I focus primarily on 

the mansion, garden, grounds, and slave cabins, and save my discussion of the Andrew Jackson 

Centerôs ñBorn for a Stormò Exhibit when discussing museum genre in Chapter 4.  I reserve my 

discussion of the legacy of Indian Removal and Jacksonôs relationship with Native Americans 

for the subsequent chapters on geography and genre and on the siteôs strong customer service 

orientation.   
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Following sociologist of art Howard Becker, this dissertation ñdoes not itself make 

aesthetic judgments,ò but rather ñtreats aesthetic judgments as characteristic phenomena of 

collective activityò (p. 39).  At The Hermitage, staff and visitors alike make meaning of this 

simultaneously preserved and embellished 19th-century landscape through a 21st-century lens, 

and the site has been described by individual staff, institutional documents, and guests as 

ñbeautiful,ò ñpeaceful,ò ñrelaxing,ò ñstunning,ò ñtranquil,ò and ñgorgeous.ò  In this manner, 

aesthetics and optics encompass not just the visual or otherwise sensory experience of visiting 

the site, but also a ñcoherent and defensibleò set of built and embodied characteristics that 

ñstabilize values and thuséregularize practiceò (Becker 2008, p. 134).   

The establishment and maintenance of a given aesthetic on site allows for the 

establishment of ñregular patterns of cooperationò (Becker 2008, p. 134) in the production and 

consumption of The Hermitage as a historic plantation site.  This collective understanding of the 

site as a beautiful green space, combined with contemporary understandings of Jacksonôs era and 

slavery presented on modern-day signage, audio tour material, and presentation by costumed 

interpreters, contributes to institutionalized polysemy at the site.   

I also draw on the concept of aesthetic labor (Warhurst and Nickson 2007) and introduce 

the concept of aesthetic management to outline the manner in which the labor of both frontline 

and curatorial and maintenance staff contribute to the nostalgic imagery and ambiance of the site, 

even as the formal materials presented at the site by these same staff highlight the individuality 

of enslaved people and the reality of slavery at The Hermitage.  This builds on anthropological 

work on tourism that explores the ways that a destination ñis produced as a siteò can ultimately 

ñsubvertéthe main message of the professional staff who are the producersò (Bruner 2004, p. 
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140).  What impact might the beauty of Rachelôs Garden or the tranquility of its grassy fields 

have in subverting educational efforts by staff about the legacy of slavery at the site?  Bruner 

(2004) argues that the physical production of the space itself is crucial at ñquietly contestedò 

sites in which the staffôs messaging about the site contrasts with visitorsô preconceived notions of 

the site.   

 

BEAUTY, SOUTHERN NOSTALGIA, AND INSTITUTIONALIZED POLYSEMY AT THE 

HERMITAGE  

 As I noted above, there is a disconnect between The Hermitageôs 21st-century appearance 

as a tourist attraction and its 19th-century appearance as a slavery-era plantation.  Yet linkages 

between the two, namely through the presence of costumed interpreters, original buildings and 

artifacts, the ownership and maintenance of nearly Jacksonôs entire original property by the 

museum, and reproduction items to make the site feel ñalive,ò seek to blur the distinction 

between then and now.  Here, I outline key elements of aesthetics and optics that can produce a 

sense of nostalgia, which when paired with interpretersô and signageôs presentation of slavery 

and limited reference to Indian Removal, contributes to institutionalized polysemy at Andrew 

Jacksonôs Hermitage. 

Here, I define nostalgia as a feeling of longing for a ñsimplerò past and for 19th-century 

imagery and craftsmanship, particularly in our postindustrial age of postmodernity.  Nostalgia in 

this conception entails both a warm orientation toward an agrarian, pre-industrial past and can 

include a sense of sadness or loss in the present absence of it.  This is consistent with Davisô 

notion of nostalgia as a sense of sadness and longing in his 1979 book, Yearning for Yesterday.   
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In my conception, nostalgia can both build and reflect identity, which aligns with contemporary 

notions that nostalgia is key to a sense of self and can be beneficial in an ever-changing world 

(Wilson 2005). 

 

The Hermitage Mansion 

 The Hermitage mansion is decorated and restored to appear as it would have to ña guest 

in 1837, when Jackson returned from two terms in the White House,ò as interpreters often share 

with visitors when they open their tours.  Over 90 percent of the non-fabric artifacts in the home 

are original, ñnot only to the time period, but to the Jackson family,ò I would often boast to 

visitors before they entered the historic home.  Original paintings of Jackson and his family, a 

19th-century guitar that belonged to Jacksonôs daughter-in-law, and a robe and slippers that 

Jackson wore are several points of interest in the mansion. 

 Using objects in the mansion to highlight key elements of 19th century life is a major 

component of mansion tours, which can have a nostalgia-generating effect through guide naming 

and framing of the object (MacCannell 2013).  Interpreter Lorraine presented to a group of 

young, mostly white school children with two or three adult chaperones by showing the 

wallpaper in the entry hall and asking, ñDoes anybody know how old it is?ò and adding that 

Rachel Jackson ordered it out of a catalogue.  ñHave you all studied the Battle of New Orleans?ò 

and then directed the group to have a look at the bayonet on the table in the formal parlor.  ñHeôd 

talk about it for a long time, and you had to sit and listen to him,ò she added with a chuckle.  She 

gestured toward the lamp and revealed that the lamp used to burn lard.  ñDo you know what lard 

is?  Hardened grease like for pork chops.  Come on over here.  This is the family parlor.ò  The 
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group peered into a room furnished with a pianoforte, a French guitar, and a flute.  ñDo you think 

they played video games in there?  No?  Maybe?ò 

Visitors, too, often anticipate seeing original items that actually belonged to the Jacksons.  

As a teenage boy joked with his companion as they waited in a long line, ñMaybe weôll see a 

desk,ò and mocked a potential interpreter saying, ñThis was the Generalôs favorite candlestick.ò  

He appeared to bring expectations from other historic house toursðwhich focus on the family 

and the objectsðto his experience at The Hermitage, and those expectations are largely realized 

during a mansion tour at the site.   

Mansion Tours, Hospitality, and Positioning Visitors as White 

 A large component of a visit to The Hermitage mansion is not only the ability to view 

original items from Jacksonôs lifetime, but to also experience the ñSouthern hospitality.ò  The 

rooms and artifacts in the mansion are kept safe and temperature controlled with glass panels, so 

that visitors can look into the rooms but not enter them.  This, reads a staff memo on costuming 

and interpretation, makes it necessary for the interpreter to make guests feel like they are at home 

and actually there.  This both addresses the needs of visitors who feel nostalgic for a ñsimpler 

timeò and generates nostalgia among those who donôt enter the site feeling it6.  

Part of generating nostalgia through a 19th-century aesthetic is performing Southern 

hospitality.  During training, lead interpreter June said that one of the first things we as 

interpreters should do when guests enter the mansion is to ñmake them feel welcome.ò  She 

suggested saying, ñCome on in!  Itôs warm inside,ò and encouraging guests to ñLet your eyes 

adjustò under the dim light of the original chandelier in the entry hall.  ñYou have such a 

 
6 As my chair Shaul Kelner suggested during a conversation about nostalgia, ñEven people who arenôt nostalgic 

know that there is such thing as óGone with the Windô nostalgia, and can enjoy playing with it for a bit.ò 
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soothing voice,ò lead interpreter Janet complimented me, and lead interpreter June frequently 

complimented me on my ñsweet smile.ò  Interpreters with Southern accents had an advantage in 

producing a sense of being ñat homeò at a Southern plantation, with the accent being an artifact 

in and of itself7. 

One interpreter described the Jacksonsô use of expensive but clean-burning whale oil in 

their chandelier as ñSouthern hospitality at its best.ò  Seasoned interpreter Maryanne, who was 

born in Tennessee and is in her early eighties, assured visitors that Jackson was known for his 

hospitality and that ñwhether you were dirt poor, wealthyéyou were always welcome here.ò  

She described the lavish meals guests would be invited to in the dining room, and conceded 

good-naturedly that ñpoor Betty the cookò was ñalways busy,ò without mentioning Bettyôs 

enslaved status.  For Cameron, an interpreter in his mid-seventies, hospitality was the most 

important thing to convey to visitors. 

There were limits to appealing to nostalgic images of the Old South, however,  Education 

director Anna lamented one day that there was an older interpreter who ñsounded so southernò 

and would say things like, ñsweet little Hannah,ò referring to the enslaved housekeeper, or 

declare that, ñThere were happy times at The Hermitage!  Happy times!ò8  Similarly, interpretive 

manager Robert admonished the room of staff during a morning meeting, that we should not try 

to mimic the dialect of an enslaved person when presenting the history of the enslaved.  The 

younger interpreters in the room and I looked at each other in shock, while the older interpretersô 

response seemed a bit more muted.   

 
7 Lead interpreter Janet, from Mississippi, said that a man once told her, ñI could just sit here all day and listen to 

you talk.ò  This occasionally veered into sexual harassment, as she noted that ñmen have their fantasiesò about 

women in historic costumes, and that one man once asked what was under her day dress.   
8 This interpreter was fired after a very short tenure at the site, largely because he could not retain many of the 

details about the mansion and family. 
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Perhaps most importantly, mansion tours at The Hermitage implicitly position all visitors 

as white, regardless of their race.  This is achieved by welcoming tourists of all races and 

ethnicities through the front door of the mansion and painting a verbal picture of what a visit to 

ñthe Presidentôs homeò may have been like in 1837.  This tension between the positioning of 

visitors as white and the occasional presence of a Black or otherwise non-white guest was 

particularly apparent when Lorraine, a middle-aged interpreter with shoulder-length reddish hair 

and a light blue dress, shared with me on our first day of training that the director of education 

told her that she should not say, ñYou would have sat in that parlor,ò but instead use the word 

ñguestsò or an alternative to speaking in the second person.  In other words, The Hermitage 

sought to keep this implicit whitening from being made explicit by interpreters.  This positioning 

of all visitors as white is necessary in providing a nostalgic hospitality and a recreation of a 19th-

century visit to The Hermitage, but grates against museum content and staff discussion of the 

realities of slavery and racial inequality in Jacksonôs era.   

This tension between recognizing the race of enslaved people as African-American while 

striving for whitening during contemporary tours in the present suggests that colorblind racism 

(Bonilla-Silva 2010) and white fragility (DiAngelo 2018) can operate in an internally 

inconsistent manner when relaying histories of enslavement to diverse contemporary audiences.  

This includes the counterintuitive notion of implicit whitening of visitors at a plantation site 

where notions of race governed status and social interactions.  

 

The Hermitage Garden, Grounds, and Slave Dwellings 

 The Hermitage grounds and historic buildings are well-kept, pristine, and largely quiet in 

the absence of guests.  During Jacksonôs lifetime, up to ten or so Jacksons and 150 enslaved 
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people lived on the property at any given time.  The Hermitage was not a managed historic site, 

but a slavery-era plantation, where cotton was the main cash crop, and where corn, wheat, oats, 

hemp, and tobacco were also grown and dairy and beef cattle, hogs, and chickens were raised 

and slaughtered.  Here, I discuss the tensions between past and present-day uses of the site, as 

well as tensions between what historic interpreters say about the Jacksonian era and what visitors 

see at the site itself.  Even at a site that places increasing importance on interpreting slavery, 

these tensions generate a multitude of conflicting meanings and allow for a variety of 

interpretations of Jacksonôs life and legacy, and of 19th-century life more generally. 

 The Hermitage property is currently 1,120 acresðnearly all of the 1,200 acres Jackson 

owned at the plantationôs peakðand is mostly open grassy fields and some woodlands.  These 

fields and woodlands are punctuated by the mansion, three intact slave cabins and the footprints 

of six others, and by Rachelôs ornamental garden, a two-acre cotton field, and several small 

vegetable and herb gardens (maintained by the Master Gardeners of Davidson County).  The 

Hermitageôs website presents the garden and grounds as ñAndrew Jacksonôs retreat,ò as opposed 

to Andrew Jacksonôs Former Plantation, or A Site of Enslaved Labor, 1804-1864.  This 

characterization affirms many visitorsô notions of plantation sites as sites of relaxation and 

nostalgiaða step into a ñsimplerò timeðby framing it from Jacksonôs perspective rather than 

that of those he enslaved.   
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 At the garden, mansion, and grounds alike, there is tension between presence and 

conspicuous absence, particularly in terms of original items, reproductions, and evidence of 

agriculture, and discuss the manner in which this tension contributes to institutionalized 

polysemy at Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage. 

Rachelôs Garden 

 Rachelôs Garden is a centerpiece of the Hermitage property, featuring a reproduced 

English-style garden with geometric quadrants of herbs and flowers enclosing small lawn areas.  

Andrew and Rachel Jacksonôs tomb stands in the back righthand corner of the garden, where 

there is a small family cemetery with 17 graves, as well as the grave of Alfred Jackson, a 

formerly enslaved man who became a tenant farmer upon emancipation and a tour guide when 

The Hermitage opened as a museum in 1889.   

 Squirrels scurry through the garden, browsing for food, and interpreters routinely feed 

them nuts.  The garden blooms with peonies, oak leaf hydrangea, tulip tree, and foxglove in the 

spring, and butterflies in a wide array of colors flutter through the Mexican sunflowers in 

summer as stately crape myrtles bloom.  ñItôs a beautiful garden,ò a middle-aged woman wearing 

an event vendor lanyard noted during Fall Fest in October.  Cardinal couples perch together in 

Figure 3.2:  The ñGarden & Groundsò segment 

of The Hermitageôs website, featuring a banner 

image of spring flowers in Rachelôs Garden, and 

a subtitle describing the property as ñAndrew 

Jacksonôs retreat.ò  Screencapped November of 

2019. 
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the quince tree near the family cemetery, and unseen birds chatter and whistle to one another 

between the willow and quince trees.  The fragrance of roses greets visitors to the garden in 

spring, and in summer the ageratum unveils its tiny blue pincushion blooms beneath the willows 

beside the tomb.  An overnight security contractor, hired after Jacksonôs tomb was vandalized in 

April of 2018, declared, ñI could sit here all day and take pictures!ò when I relieved them by 

coming to the garden for an opening shift.   

Indeed, Rachelôs Garden was one of my favorite stations in the summer because of its 

beauty and relative quiet, as compared to working at the mansion with its steady flow of visitors.  

A volunteer name Roy came into the garden one morning where I was stationed, saying ñI hope 

Iôm not interrupting your solitudeò as he joined me and explained that he ñwanted to see if they 

did anything with that area in front of the garden.ò  He declared that the space, once littered with 

dying seasonal plants, had been cleared out and ñlooks much better.ò  Immediately after 

Jacksonôs tomb was vandalized, an interpreter was scheduled to be the ñopenerò for the day and 

began their rotation in the garden, long before any guest would arrive.  A peaceful post and with 

the promise of leaving earlier in the day, this was a vied-for positionðespecially among 

interpreters who were avid readers. 

 

Figure 3.3:  The center of Rachelôs Garden in 

early spring.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 
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Jacksonôs Tomb and Alfredôs Grave 

The Tomb of Andrew and Rachel Jackson is a centerpiece of the garden and features as a 

highlight of the tours. It is one of many places on the property in which Jackson is presented as a 

humble high-achiever, as a rough-and-tumble general, and as a devoted husband with a sensitive 

side.  The simple engraving of ñGeneral Andrew Jacksonò on Andrewôs grave and the lengthy, 

poetic epitaph on Rachelôs signals to visitors that Jackson was a humble ñman of the peopleò 

who deeply loved his wife.  It is also a site that concentrates sentiment, becoming a focal point 

for strongly held emotions about what Jackson represents to people: Visitors have left candle lit 

beside Jacksonôs tomb as a gesture of reverence.  On the opposite end of the spectrum, one or 

more people secretly entered The Hermitage property at night and spray painted on the tomb in 

April of 2018.  The Hermitage as an organization never revealed to interpreters what the graffiti 

said, but it was rumored to have been ñIndian Killer,ò along with ñprofanityò and ñanarchy 

signs.ò  In this manner, vandals recognized the aesthetics of the tomb as key to The Hermitageôs 

enshrinement of Jackson and decided to challenge this with spray paint. 

The small headstone marking Alfred Jacksonôs grave, positioned roughly three yards 

from the tomb, is one of the most explicit reminders of the presence of the enslaved during 

Jacksonôs time. The plot is marked off with a simple black chain and four posts, and the stone 

itself reads,  

 

UNCLE ALFRED 

DIED 

SEPT. 4, 1901 

AGED 

98 YEARS 

FAITHFUL SERVANT OF 

ANDREW JACKSON 
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The signage accompanying Alfredôs grave presents him to visitors as ña former 

Hermitage enslaved workerò who ñrequested that the Ladiesô Hermitage Association bury him 

next to Jacksonôs tomb.ò A black and white photo portrait of Alfred sits to the right of the 

caption, which itself is included on a larger sign interpreting ñRachel and Andrewôs Tomb.ò  

Discussion of Alfred and of the enslaved more generally tends to focus on the individuality and 

humanity of each enslaved person, as opposed to framing the enslaved as victims of a systemic 

racial hierarchy or Jackson as an individual perpetrator.  It seems that humanizing enslaved 

people is a sensible organizational goal in a society that has historically degraded and animalized 

Blackness.  However, this restoration of humanity, when combined with downplaying the abuses 

of slavery as a system of race-based oppression, serves to mask the systemic.   

As one might imagine, the presence of the antiquated language of ñfaithful servantò and 

ñuncleò generates a range of possible interpretations by guests.  While working in the garden as 

an interpreter, I witnessed countless visitors exclaiming excitedly ñUncle Alfred!ò or reading the 

title matter-of-factly on the stone.  The Hermitage has sought to distance its current position from 

the language the Ladiesô Hermitage Association used in 1901 by explaining in the audio tour that 

the Andrew Jackson Foundation decided to keep the original stone in place as an ñeducation 

tool,ò and noting on the signage that ñThe marker reads óUncle Alfredô because in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, the terms óuncleô and óauntieô were considered a polite 

way of addressing elderly black people,ò adding that ñNo longer used today, these terms are now 

seen as derogatory.ò   

Still, the tension between the original stone and contemporary museum materials is often 

lost on visitors, who base their interpretation of Alfredôs experience on the carved stoneða clear 
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and concrete visual that to some visitors, speaks for itself.  A visitorôs TripAdvisor photo of 

Alfredôs gravestone in October of 2019 includes a caption, ñSpecial grave for one of Jacksonôs 

slaves,ò which suggests that some visitors either enter with a (mis)understanding of slavery as 

benevolent, or that they gain this (mis)understanding by prioritizing the artifact over educational 

scaffolding as a source of knowledge.  However, I also frequently observed visitors highlighting 

Alfredôs humanity and agency amidst structural inequality, noting ñHe was a smart man,ò after 

listening to the audio tour segment about Alfred trading items he had bought from the Jacksons 

post-emancipation for this burial spot.  The relationship between what visitors see and what they 

hear is complex, and multiple interpretations of Alfredôs burial in the garden are possible. 

     

 

 

 

Figure 3.4:  Alfredôs gravestone adorned with stones (left) and a flower picked from the 

garden (right), presumably by visitors but possibly by a volunteer or staff member.  I 

saw his stone adorned in this manner on at least three occasions over the course of my 

fieldwork.  Photos by Elizabeth Barna. 
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The Hermitage Grounds 

The present-day appearance of the grounds also present visitors with a largely nostalgic 

view of this plantation site as tranquil and beautiful.  The view from the back porch of the 

mansion is of sprawling, well-manicured lawns rather than the busy work yard, domestic 

animals, and massive cotton fields that would have been present and visible in Jacksonôs time.  A 

mile-long ñnature loopò guides visitors past a babbling stream and a spring to the footprints of 

four slave quarters located at the back of the property, and the present-day site of the former 

cotton gin and field greets guests with a picturesque field of tall grass. 

 

 

Figure 3.5:  Deer are a common sight on the 

Hermitage grounds on a spring morning.  Photo 

by Elizabeth Barna. 
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The quietness and tranquility of Rachelôs Garden and the Hermitage grounds belie its 

history as a space maintained by enslaved workers under the threat of force.  Some historic 

interpreters highlight the differences in the site during Jacksonôs lifetime, emphasizing that this 

was not a ñfantasylandò but a place of brutality where ñpeople made in the image of God were 

treated like cattle,ò as historic interpreter Tony put it during a tour of the upstairs portion of the 

mansion.  Yet even with staff noting the distinctions in aesthetics, there is a question of how 

much horror one can imagine amidst beauty.  As Janet once told me during training, ñVisitors 

wonôt remember everything you say, but they will remember what they see.ò     

 

Figure 3.6:  A spring held sacred by many enslaved people at The 

Hermitage who observed West African traditions.  Called Muddy 
Spring by white settlers, the spring has never run dry in The 

Hermitageôs history.  The spring feeds a stream that runs near the 

field quarters.  Photo taken by Elizabeth Barna, November 15, 2019. 

 

Figure 3.7:  Photo from The Hermitageôs 

Wedding and Event Rentals site, of a bride and 

groom posing at the site of a former cotton field 

on the property. 

https://thehermitage.com/event-rentals/jamison_brideandgroom-101/
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Intact Slave Dwellings 

 There are three intact slave cabins at The Hermitage, including Alfredôs Cabin and The 

First Hermitage (a set of two buildings, one of which was once a two-story cabin where the 

Jacksons lived before the mansionôs construction).  The First Hermitageôs buildings are not 

furnished, but instead have informational signs on the walls, elements of the architecture 

(chinking and hidey holes) exposed, and archaeological artifacts in class cases.  Alfredôs Cabin, 

on the other hand, is furnished with reproduction items to appear as it was around the time of 

Alfredôs death in 1901.  A simple four-poster bed, a basket with sewing materials, and a drinking 

gourd (which the lead curator put in as ñartistic licenseò in reference to the spiritual ñFollow the 

Drinking Gourdò), as well as a pot of reproduction beans and a plates of faux fish and vegetables 

are some items on display.  Both The First Hermitage and Alfredôs Cabin contrast with the 

interior of the mansion, in which over 90 percent of the non-textile and non-food items are 

original.9 

   

 
9 This is largely due to the history of the museumôs 130-year history and the Ladiesô Hermitage Associationôs 

emphasis on preserving Jacksonôs legacy, not those of the enslaved. 

Figure 3.8:  Guests approaching Alfredôs Cabin and 

reading the signage along the way.  Photo by 

Elizabeth Barna, November 15, 2019 
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As compared to the mansion, there is a relative lack of historic interpreters present at the 

slave dwellings on-site.  ñCoveringò the interior of the mansion by having an interpreter in each 

section of the house to present to guests and protect the original artifacts is the first priority.  The 

First Hermitage has no interpreter present, and it is not included as a rotation for interpreters, and 

Alfredôs Cabin is an optional station only available in the summer when there is a large staff 

presence that day.  This dearth of direct interaction between historic interpreters and members of 

the public at slave dwellings makes it harder to combat visitor misconceptions about slavery, or 

to supplement visual input from the siteôs aesthetic with qualifying information.  For example, 

there is only one bed in Alfredôs Cabin as it stands today and as it was in a photo of Alfred in his 

cabin around the time of his death after emancipation, when he was a tenant farmer and tour 

guide.  During the time of slavery, however, ten people would have lived in that room.  If visitors 

do not read the accompanying signage closely, they may draw from preconceived understandings 

of a ñslave cabinò and assume that a slavery-era dwelling is what is being presented.  

 

The decision to furnish Alfredôs Cabin to appear as a post-emancipation dwelling was 

also challenging. Members of the curatorial team explained to me that they did not want to 

unintentionally make Alfredôs Cabin or the other cabins to look ñtoo niceò and give a false 

impression of enslaved life or life soon after emancipation, yet they also didnôt want to make it 

Figure 3.9:  Photo of the interior of 

Alfredôs Cabin taken by a 

TripAdvisor reviewer and posted in 

April of 2018 with the caption, 

ñCottage for the helper.ò  

Screencapped November 19, 2019. 
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so poorly furnished that it appeared to guests that the museum didnôt care about the enslaved or 

their history.  Regardless of the manner in which the cabin was furnished, there is a chance that 

guests would interpret the outcome as ñwhitewashing historyò or as degrading the legacy of the 

enslaved.  This suggests that visitors acknowledge aesthetics as something that the organization 

produces rather than something that ñjust is,ò and that agency on the part of curatorial and 

maintenance staff and of visitors are key to the generation of institutionalized polysemy through 

aesthetics. 

 

 

The Memorial to the Enslaved 

 A Memorial to the Enslaved stands toward the very back of the property, immediately 

beside the Hermitage Church, the Donelson family cemetery, and the Confederate cemetery 

associated with the confederate soldiersô home on the property.  This memorial was added to the 

Hermitage landscape in 2009, after the remains of 61 enslaved people were uncovered during 

Figure 3.10:  The fireplace in Alfredôs Cabin, with lemons, 

beans, fish, and other foods believed to have been available.  

Photo by Elizabeth Barna, April 7, 2019. 
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development on the former site of the neighboring Ingleside and Cleveland Hall Plantations, 

owned by the Donelsons, in 2006.  The bodies were exhumed and moved to the Hermitage 

property, because of the close relationship between the Jacksons and the Donelsons, an 

administrator explained.   

 The bodies were interred under a low rock wall encircled with large boulders and trees 

planted in the shape of the Drinking Gourd.  The design for the memorial, titled ñFollow the 

Drinking Gourd,ò was derived from a design contest sponsored by The Cracker Barrel 

Foundation, as administrator Joseph Edwards explained during the 2017 Black History Month 

Memorial Service.  This exhumation and reinterment of enslaved peopleôs bodies, and the 

construction of the memorial, is a particularly compelling form of aesthetic management, 

especially since the location of The Hermitageôs enslaved cemetery is unknown.  The presence 

of the memorial immediately next to a Confederate cemetery and the cemetery of a slaveholding 

family further contributes to institutionalized polysemy on-site.   

 

Seasonal Changes in Aesthetics and the Role of Aesthetic Management in Crafting Visitor 

Experiences 

 The appearance of the Hermitage mansion and property is not static throughout the year, 

however, but rather changes seasonally through shifting weather conditions and also through 

staff effort.  I term this staff effort at generating a seasonally appropriate aesthetic for the site 

aesthetic management.  Examples of aesthetic management include decorating the mansion for 

Christmas, covering the mansionôs mirrors in a black shroud to commemorate Rachel Jacksonôs 

death, opening the mansion at nighttime in the fall to lead ghost tours, and holding a Victorian 

Easter egg workshop.   
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 Aesthetic management entails managing a tension between faithfulness to historic 

accuracy and ñartistic licenseò to curate the mansion in a manner that provides visitors with 

something to learn and something they might expect seasonally.  The curatorial staff do not place 

a Christmas tree in the mansion, as the Christmas tree did not become popular in this part of the 

United States until the ñVictorian Christmas explosionò later in the century, but a group of staff 

and volunteers did arrive early in the morning soon after Thanksgiving to weave artificial 

evergreen garland and faux fruit along the rail of the cantilever staircase and on the mantles and 

to hang a magnolia wreath on the front door.   

Chief curator Wanda admitted that this was likely more décor than the Jacksons would 

have had, but that visitors come from Opryland or other Nashville tourist sites and wonder, 

ñWhere is the Christmas stuff?ò  Truer to Jacksonôs era, curatorial staff also place faux sillabub 

(a 19th-century foamy drink), bundt cakes, and candies in the parlors and reproduction 

firecrackers in the grandchildrenôs rooms to commemorate Christmas, and Rachel Jacksonôs 

bonnet (bloodied from bloodletting procedures) in Jacksonôs bedroom to remind visitors that 

Rachel died on December 22nd and was buried on Christmas Eve. 

This aesthetic management of the site by curation staff, security, and maintenance team 

couples with emotional labor by frontline interpreters to produce varying emotional responses in 

visitors to the site.  The script in the mansion varies from season to season, and from tour to tour, 

based on these changes as well.  The shift in built and natural environment and in frontline staff 

presentations need to align in order to generate a cohesive aesthetic. 
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The week of the anniversary of Jacksonôs death, for example, the tomb had black shrouds 

hung on the fence, and a magnolia wreath graced Jacksonôs grave.  In the museum, a sign printed 

on poster board with foxing read ñFarewell, General Jackson!ò with a portrait of him seated in 

the center, hands folded.  Text on the sign included, ñOn June 8, 1845 America said farewell to 

one of the countryôs most legendary figures, President Andrew Jackson.  With nearly three 

thousand people in attendance, President Jackson was buried in the Hermitage garden next to his 

beloved wife beneath an ornate cupola in the family cemetery.ò  Outside the mansion, 

interpreters wore sprigs of rosemary in their pockets to demonstrate the manner in which 

attendees of Jacksonôs funeral would have masked the odor of decomposition.  An empty 

cylindrical cage with a couple of red and gray feathers serves as an object interpreters can point 

out to talk about Poll, Jacksonôs African Grey parrot who swore at the funeral so persistently that 

he needed to be removed.  

Figure 3.11:  Photo of sample Victorian Easter eggs and baskets of chocolate for workshop attendees 

(left), and the authorôs Victorian Easter egg, featuring three bunnies and a bouquet of flowers topped 

with a bluebird (right). 
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As one might imagine, seasonal shifts in the artifacts and décor can present a challenge in 

terms of relaying information to guests in a given amount of time (I discuss this further in the 

chapter on customer service).  Lead interpreter Lorraine encouraged us to ñJust mention one or 

two thingsò when family heirlooms were laid out in the family parlor as Christmas presents.  

ñDonôt stress yourself out over it.  Incorporate it into the narrative.ò  Giving an example, she 

continued, ñThe aquamarine necklace belonged to Sarah.  We think it was passed down from 

Rachel to Sarah, after her death, through Junior.  It makes sense she would have a March 

birthstone.ò  Inserting a snippet of seasonal narrative into the broader narrative in the mansion 

introduces an element of institutionalized polysemy by adding a seasonal layer to the plethora of 

other representations of Jackson, slavery, genocide, and 19th-century life represented at the site. 

Figure 3.12:  Jacksonôs bedroom (left) with 19th-century medicines and a lancet for bloodletting on the 

table and the mirror shrouded in lack, for The Hermitageôs ñFarewell, General Jacksonò exhibit on the 

anniversary of his death.  The formal parlor (right), similarly outfitted with black shrouds and candles, to 

make it appear as though his body had just been removed from the room and buried.  Photos by 

Elizabeth Barna, June 8, 2019. 
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THE OPTICS OF HISTORIC COSTUMING AND STAFF DEMOGRAPHICS, AND THE 

PRODUCTION OF INSTITUTIONALIZED POLYSEMY THROUGH AESTHETIC LABOR 

AND MANAGEMENT 

Historic costuming and staff demographics are another domain in which we see presence 

and conspicuous absence that contribute to the overall aesthetics and optics of the site, and to 

institutionalized polysemy.  Interpretive staff also contribute to the aesthetics and optics of the 

site, both through costuming and their personal demographic characteristics.  As lead interpreter 

Robert expressed, ñPeople want stories.   Bringing living history in. Thatôs what people want to 

see,ò and to which interpreter Charla nodded in response.  During a staff training on historic 

costuming toward the end of my time at The Hermitage, Robert shared that the site was at risk of 

losing the costumes (a move that many similarly situated sites have made10) and ñweôve got one 

shot to get it right.ò  Robert continued, ñIôll tell [the president and CEO] right to his faceò that 

without the costumes, ñthe site is dead.ò  A subsequent staff policy handout reiterated that 

costumes make up for the items in the mansion being behind glass, and that costumed 

interpreters help compensate for the disappointment among guests of not being able to enter the 

rooms. 

 
10 Interpreters I have talked to about costuming believe that this shift is due to the cost of purchasing or making 

historically accurate costumes.  I do wonder, however, what role the optics of white nostalgia might play in this 

decision as well. 
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Historic interpreters bring a nostalgic aesthetic to mansion tours at the Hermitage.  We 

wear historically correct costumes, with women in 1830s day dresses, bonnets, pelerines, and 

petticoats, and men in 1830s vests and slacks.  Costumes provide a tangible look into the past 

and allow guests to engage in conversation and ask questions about what life was like during 

Jacksonôs time.  Indeed, an older white woman visiting The Hermitage with a friend posted a 

photo of themselves with a male historic interpreter in an 1830s reproduction cloak and black top 

hat to TripAdvisor, with the pillars and dome of Jacksonôs tomb visible in the background.  Her 

review was titled, ñSee How Life Was.ò   

A visitor I spoke to on the front porch said that when interpreter Maryanne spoke in the 

mansion, ñit was like you were there.ò  Maryanne has worked at the site for over forty years and 

has sewn all of her own costumes.  That day, she wore a magenta day dress with a white lace 

pelerine and a white bonnet.  Beneath the dress, she wore black loafers and black socks, which 

are comfortable but not visible to the public.  Her Tennessee accent likely enhanced the 

Figure 3.13:  Articles of reproduction womenôs clothing (left) and bonnet and costuming 

books (right) on display during a staff training on historic costuming. 
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experience for this visitor, as Janet who is from Mississippi shared with me, ñsometimes the men 

just want to listen to you talk.ò 

Wearing and maintaining a historic costume requires extensive labor, both on an off-site.  

Warhurst and Nickson (2007) coined the term aesthetic labor to encompass the process by which 

employers require workers to manage their faces, physiques, body modifications, voices, hair 

styles, and other embodied features in order to ñenhance the economic value of the service being 

providedò (Pietrykowski 2019, p. 61).  Aesthetic labor is crucial to the work of historic 

interpreters at The Hermitage, with the older women staff members frequently fixing younger 

interpretersô bonnets or letting them know if their petticoat was showing.  Janet showed me that 

there was a drawstring on the top and bottom of my bonnet and asked if it was ñtoo tightò after 

she adjusted it.  ñYouôre so pretty,ò she assured me as I nodded, my ears slightly squished.  Ellen 

shared that she puts her hair in an especially high ponytail beneath the bonnet to make the bonnet 

ñpoof.ò   

Rose and I, who are roughly the same age, admitted to one another that we wore leggings 

or jeans underneath our petticoats to stay warm on cold days.  Janet was relieved to find a plain 

red scarf she could wear with her costume, since it was the only thing she had that was 

ñpassableò for a historic scarf.  Gwen frequently asked if her pelerine adequately hid the small 

tattoo on her neck, and purchased wire rimmed glasses during her tenure at The Hermitage that 

were ñhistorically ambiguousòðin other words, passable in the eyes of the average visitor.  

Although historical accuracy was a goal, comfort and cost-effectiveness were acceptable 

compromises, so long as the given article matched with visitorsô sense of a 19th-century 

aesthetic.  
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Indeed, the costumes were widely perceived as ñout of placeò beyond the Hermitage 

property.  Gwen frequently shopped in her costume after a shift at the mansion, and ensured to 

keep her nametag on so that passersby understood that the long, patterned dress and petticoat 

were for work.  She had become accustomed to being stared at, until finally many of the staff at 

her local store recognized her.  I asked her what she thought of the costumes being a work 

requirement, and she said, ñIf it werenôt for the costumes, I wouldnôt work here.ò  For her, they 

are a major part of the fun of the work itself.  Annette, too, enjoyed historic costuming and had 

extensive experience in hand-sewing and modeling Regency-era wear.   

Figure 3.14:  Photo of me with a fellow interpreter, posted 

on Facebook by the interpreter and used with her 

permission.  This photo was taken in the early months of 

my fieldwork, when I still wore modern-looking red 

acrylic glasses (which guests frequently noticed and 

commented on), before a seasoned interpreter gave me her 

blue coal scuttle bonnet to wear over the white day cap, 

and before I realized that the white day cap has draw 

strings to make it smaller on my headðand that I should 

wear it further back on my scalp.  
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I wore my costume to work to save time on dressing when I arrived, but often changed 

clothes before heading home at the end of the day.  On my way to work one September morning, 

I got into a fender bender less than a mile from my home.  I was wearing most of my costume 

(the day dress and petticoat) and got out of the car.  It ended up being a hit and run (much longer 

story than is relevant here), but when a passerby, a Black woman in her late forties, asked if I 

was okay, I thanked her and said, ñI was on my way to work.  Iôm in my costume and 

everything.ò  ñOh!ò she said, her eyes lighting up.  ñI bet you thought I was an Amish woman 

trying to drive for the first time!ò I realized jokingly, and she laughed.  ñI have the rest of my 

costume in the car.  I could put my bonnet on!ò I joked.  The woman roared with laughter and 

said, ñThat would be even more distressing.ò  In the case of the hit and run, I actually changed 

out of my costume in a port-a-potty at a construction site across the street before I called the 

police. 

 However, although the staffôs costumes reflect life at the plantation in the 1830s, their 

demographics donôt.  The interpretation staff is almost exclusively white, with only one person 

of color (who often passes as white) on the interpretive staff during my observation period.  

Ticket office, garden, and grounds staff are also nearly exclusively white.  During Jacksonôs 

time, enslaved Black residents of the Hermitage outnumbered white residents by a ratio of at 

Figure 3.15:  Selfie of the author in 1830s 

reproduction period dress, including a blue 
flower-patterned cotton day dress, a white 

lace pelerine around the collar, a cameo 

brooch, and a day cap.   
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least 10 to 1.  With an almost exclusively white staff in historic dress, it becomes difficult for 

guests to interact with and understand a history that does not center white experiences.   

 

Challenges and Efforts at Representing Enslaved People through Living History 

 At the time of this writing, The Hermitage as an institution has begun actively recruiting 

Black historic interpreters, but no Black interpreters worked at The Hermitage during the course 

of my fieldwork11.  Several Black interpreters had worked at the site previously, and I learned 

from current white interpreters that guests often questioned or challenged Black interpreters.  

Historic interpreters wore the same costumes, regardless of race, and guests would say to Black 

interpreters, ñYou wouldnôt be wearing that back then.ò  Amy, a middle-aged security guard, 

recounted a time when she heard a guest remark about a Black interpreter returning to the break 

room, ñLook at the slave going back to the slave cabin!ò  Although The Hermitage as an 

organization has historically sought to ñwhitenò visitors and staff alike, there is no guarantee that 

visitors will do the same.  This renders Black historic interpreters vulnerable to racist treatment 

by guests.   

Members of the Slave Dwelling Project, a collective of experienced Black historic 

interpreters, were invited to The Hermitage to commemorate Juneteenth in 2019 with living 

history demonstrations, a conversation about slavery and contemporary America, and also for a 

sleepover in a slave dwelling.  Megan, a Black Slave Dwelling Project member with Gullah 

Geechee ancestry, shared during her visit that she had left her previous job as an interpreter at a 

plantation site after the trauma of absorbing racist comments from guests.    

 
11 With the exception of Shauna, a graduate student who worked at The Hermitage during my first summer there.  

She was Black and Native American, but often passed for white among both staff and visitors.   
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 As The Hermitage seeks out Black interpreters and considers introducing first-person 

interpretation of Black history, Robert mentioned the concern of hiring the ñright personò to 

depict an enslaved person.  Robert wanted to ensure an authentic representation of the time 

period and to incorporate diverse narratives, but also feared that, with the wrong interpreter, a 

living history program on the enslaved might veer into caricature of slave dialect and mannerism.  

In the meantime, Robert has focused his efforts on recruiting third-person Black interpreters at 

career fairs at local historically black colleges and universities.  During a panel presentation on 

representations of slavery at plantations, he admitted that these efforts have been challenging, as 

many attendees see the name ñHermitage,ò scoff, and walk away.  ñI canôt blame them,ò Robert 

sympathized, and continued saying he felt it was a duty and obligation to recruit a more diverse 

staff. 

  

 In the meantime, living history programs are performed by white interpreters like Carrie, 

who makes the caveat during her demonstration of 19th-century laundry that this ñwould have 

been done by an enslaved person on the propertyò and that ñIôm just showing you and weôre 

talking about the techniques.ò  Visitors occasionally note the discrepancy, with one white man 

asking me on the back porch, ñWhere are all of the Black staff here?ò  Similarly, interpreter 

Figure 3.16:  Slave Dwelling Project interpreter Rachel 

demonstrates cooking beans and chicken over a hearth, as 

enslaved people would have done for themselves and their 

enslavers during Jacksonôs time.  
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Kimberly recounted a story she joked she should include in a book titled, Weird Things People 

Have Said to Me at the Hermitage.  In this instance, she was walking through the garden with a 

basket, picking flowers in her red day dress and straw poke bonnet, when a white man passing 

her remarked, ñShouldnôt you be black?ò  ñWhat?ò Kimberly inquired, bewildered, to which he 

replied, ñA slave.  Shouldnôt only slaves be in the garden?ò   Although Rachel Jackson and other 

white family members would have enjoyed the garden and done some light work, it is true that 

the majority of the work was done by enslaved African-Americans.  

  

PRESENCE AND CONSPICUOUS ABSENCE IN PRODUCING INSTITUTIONALIZED 

POLYSEMY 

 

 As alluded to above, despite evidence of the presence of 19th-century life, there is a 

conspicuous absence of visual, living history representations of the enslaved, when compared to 

representations of white plantation residents (largely through costuming and staff demographics).  

Here, I will discuss instances of the tension between the presence of evidence of plantation site 

labor and the conspicuous absence of representations of those who would have done the labor in 

Jacksonôs time. 

Evidence of Agriculture and the Absence of Representations of Enslaved Workers 

 The Hermitage museum has present-day features that reflect its agricultural and 

horticultural past, including Rachelôs Garden and a two-acre field of cotton that visitors are free 

to pick.  Hay is grown and harvested at the adjoining Tulip Grove property.  A plant sale is held 

annually, and guests can purchase irises, fig trees, and other plants grown in Rachelôs Garden.  

ñItôs the novelty of it!ò lead interpreter Rosie said as she went to the front of the mansion to pick 
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up a fig tree, to which interpreter Rachel agreed, ñWho wouldnôt want something from the 

Hermitage?ò   

A herd of eight to ten Belted Galloways, a breed of cattle used for meat production, 

grazes in a field beyond the garden and, as lead interpreter June told me with a sad smile, ñThey 

sell them.ò  Interpreter Andrew frequently ventured up to the fence separating the lawn from the 

cattle field, and observed the cows during breaks or quiet moments in the garden.  Lead 

interpreter Robert previously worked at a museum with an expansive living history program, 

complete with animal husbandry and traditional plowing technique demos, and has made it a 

personal goal to expand living history at The Hermitage.  Carriage Rides Through Time hosts a 

wagon tour, in which guests take a 19th-century form of transportation around the property as 

they learn about the lives of enslaved people at The Hermitage. 

 

Figure 3.17:  A plowing and planting demonstration 

at the educational cotton field on site.  Photo by 

Elizabeth Barna (from a very far distance, since I 

was working and stationed on the back porch). 
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 Although there is evidence of agricultural labor and production on the property, 

however, there is no regular living history representation of the brutality and racial inequity that 

made Jacksonôs plantation so profitable in the 19th century.  On the day of the plowing 

demonstration, which I watched from a far distance, a guest on the back porch asked me candidly 

of the staff, ñWhere are all the Black people here?ò  I admitted that it was a problem and a 

frustration and gesturing toward the demonstration, said offhandedly, ñI bet everyone doing the 

plowing demonstration is white.ò  Indeed, I later learned it was the white staff members of 

Carriage Rides Through Time who gave the plowing and planting demonstration with two of the 

Figure 3.18:  Visitor TripAdvisor 

photo, posted in September of 2018, 

of a view from the wagon on a 

carriage ride with Carriage Rides 

Through Time, which contracts with 

the Hermitage and provides wagon 

tours discussing the experiences of 

the enslaved.  Screencapped 

November 19, 2019. 

Figure 3.19:  I stepped in some ñevidence of 

agricultureò (or rather, of 19th-century 

transportation) on the mile-loop trail near the 

field quarters.  This is the route for the wagon 

tour, led by an uncostumed staff member from 

Carriage Rides Through Time, with two 

Percheron horses pulling a wagon of up to twelve 

people.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna, November 

15, 2019. 
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Percheron horses they owned.  Similarly, new living history programs in the garden are 

presented by exclusively white interpreters. 

   

Figure 3.21:  Harvested hay rolled into round bales at 

Tulip Grove, a property adjacent to The Hermitage that 

has been absorbed into the historic siteôs purview. No 

living history demonstrations related to hay production 

are offered.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna, November 15, 

2019.  

Figure 3.20:  Last summer, The Hermitage began 

having a historic interpreter who not only engages 

with guests in the garden, but also performs 

gardening duties on-site in costume.  This 

screenshot is of a Facebook post in anticipation of 

a Giving Tuesday garden fundraiser, encouraging 

followers to learn more about herbs for cooking 

and medicine in the 19th century.  Screencapped 

December 5, 2019. 
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Reproductions and ñThenò and ñNow,ò and the Absence of Representations of Enslaved 

Workers 

 In addition to the preservation of original artifacts in the mansion and the maintenance of 

park-like grounds, the preservation and interpretation staffôs use of plastic reproduction food and 

other items generates a sense that one is looking into a ñstill lifeò of a nostalgic past.  Guests can 

use reproduction cotton cards to straighten out a cotton sample on the back porch, hold the 

duelistsô reproduction dueling pistols out on the lawn, and gaze at reproduction fruits, vegetables, 

breads, ham hocks, and even a cracked egg on the floor of the Hermitage kitchen.  Where 

original artifacts are not available, The Hermitage provides realistic reproductions in an effort to 

make it feel as though visitors are walking into Jacksonôs home as it was in 1837. 

 

Figure 3.22:  Visitor photo of other 

visitors (who appear to be white) 

picking cotton in a two-acre plot, 

posted on TripAdvisor by a visitor 

in January of 2019.  The First 

Hermitage, which was used as a 

kitchen and slave cabin before the 

mansion was complete and solely as 

a slave cabin after the mansionôs 

construction, stands in the 

background.   Screencapped 

November 19, 2019 

Figure 3.23:  A Hermitage visitorôs 
TripAdvisor photo from June 2018, featuring 

a costumed interpreter leading The Duel 

demonstration.  A visitor watches in the 

background (benches are positioned in front 
of the interpreter, so most of the audience is 

not pictured.)  Note the reproduction dueling 

pistols on the stump in the bottom left corner.  

Screencapped November 19, 2019. 
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 Despite the presence of reproductions that provide a view into 19th-century life, traces of 

the enslaved who cooked the food, sewed the clothing by hand, and kept the mansionôs eleven 

fireplaces running are conspicuously absent.  Interpreters can choose to pass around a photo of 

an enslaved woman named Hannah and her husband Aaron, and are encouraged to ñmention an 

enslaved person by name in each room of the house,ò as interpretive manager Robert exhorted 

us, there is no visual representation of the enslaved doing the work that kept the mansion and 

plantation running.  

 

 

Figure 3.25:  A visitor photo of the 

Hermitage kitchen, which is 

outfitted with a faux ham hock and 

faux fruits and vegetables, as well as 

a 19th-century commercial butter 

churner (to the left of the hearth).  

Posted on TripAdvisor in September 

of 2018.  Screencapped November 

19, 2019. 

Figure 3.24:  Post-emancipation photos of 

Hannah (left) and of Hannah and her husband 

Aaron (right), kept in a basket at the entry 

hall station to be shown to visitors.  Photo by 

Elizabeth Barna. 
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VISITOR AGENCY IN EVALUATING AESTHETICS, PRESENCE, ABSENCE, AND 

REPRESENTATIONS OF ENSLAVED LIFE 

 

 One day, when I observed at The Hermitage as a visitor (in plainclothes), I stepped into 

Alfredôs Cabin and overheard a guest huff to his companion, ñThereôs no way that pot and those 

bowls were that full when he was alive!ò as he gestured toward the overflowing baskets of faux 

food near the hearth in the slave dwelling.  Indeed, although The Hermitage presents guests with 

a variety of images of 19th century life through its maintenance of the siteôs aesthetics, visitors 

frequently exercise agency in accepting, rejecting, or qualifying the images presented. 

 

Visitor Recognition (or Lack Thereof) of Historical Presence of the Enslaved  

 Although the enslaved are no longer alive and present on the property, signage and 

photos of members of the enslaved community, as well as staffôs references to enslaved African-

Americans, seek to ensure that visitors recognize the historical presence of enslaved workers on 

the property.  However, visitorsô previous conceptions of slavery and of race often make it 

difficult for them to recognize the presence of the enslaved or the harsh realities of slavery as an 

institution.  The presence of pristine grounds contributes to the reinforcement of visitorsô 

misconceptions in the latter, and the appearance of enslaved workers in historic photos often 

leaves visitors with confusion regarding racialization and chattel slavery, as opposed to 

indentured servitude. 

For example, the interpreter presenting in the entry hall often displays a photo of an 

enslaved housekeeper named Hannah, and her husband, Aaron, a blacksmith enslaved on the 

property.  Visitors frequently look puzzled as they scan the photo, as Hannah and Aaron have 

light skin and, to some visitors, pass as white.  One day while I presented in the entry hall, I 
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noticed a woman mouth, ñDoesnôt look black,ò to her companion, and on other occasions, I have 

been asked regarding Hannah and Aaron, ñWhat race are they?ò  Similarly, a visitor asked, 

ñWere they indentured servants or slaves?ò and in response to my answer, they divulged, ñI 

asked because I wasnôt sure what race they were.ò   

Visitors rightly understand that enslaved people in the United States were African-

American (with the exception of indigenous slavery, which is another topic in itself), yet the 

image of Hannah and Aaron conflicts with their understanding of Blackness.  When visitors 

asked, I explained the one-drop rule, that many African-Americans have light skin, and that the 

rape of Black enslaved women by white slaveowners was common.  However, I canôt help but 

wonder how many times visitors ask themselves, ñAre Hannah and Aaron black?ò without 

expressing this out loud. 

 

Visitor Nostalgia for Slavery as an Unintended Use of the Space 

 The Hermitageôs efforts at presenting information about slavery and members of the 

siteôs enslaved community, coupled with the aesthetics of the site and the optics of its historic 

costuming and staff demographics, may have an unintended consequence of fulfilling a sense of 

nostalgia not only for a ñsimpler timeò or for ñhospitality,ò but explicitly for slavery.  In a 

particularly extreme example, a group of young white supremacists in their early twenties came 

into the mansion for a tour while I was presenting in the side hall.  One tall man with reddish hair 

in a Richard Spencer-esque style and a celtic cross around his neck snickered when I mentioned 

an enslaved seamstress named Gracy, and his companions followed suit.  They cast sidelong 

glances at one another, as though they knew something I didnôt. 
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When I mentioned that Jackson exploited enslaved people for everything he did on the 

property, from growing corn, cotton, wheat, oats, hemp, and tobacco, and for carpentry 

blacksmithing, and other skilled trades, he remarked with interest and irreverence, ñThey had 

enough land for all that?ò  When I mentioned that there was once a Confederate soldierôs home 

on the property and a cemetery for those soldiers, he grinned and asked, ñCan we still go see 

that?ò  The group was visibly disappointed when I stated that the soldierôs home is no longer 

standing, but that the cemetery is still at the back of the property.  As I quickly wrapped up my 

presentation in the side hall, the leader of the group proclaimed as he stood on the staircase, ñItôs 

just amazing to be at the place where it all happened.ò  Similarly, my fellow interpreter who 

worked in the entry hall noted that they seemed ñalmost too interested when I showed them the 

picture of Hannah.ò  I will return to the white supremacistsô visit later, in my discussion of a 

customer service orientation as a contributor to institutionalized polysemy. 

 

MAINTAINING THE AESTHETICS OF THE SITE 

 Allow me to depart from the issue of aesthetics and institutionalized polysemy for a 

moment to discuss the ways that aesthetics are maintained on-site, since this, in turn, contributes 

to institutionalized polysemy.  The Hermitage as an organization takes great pride in the polished 

appearance of the site and the preservation of artifacts, and goes to great lengths to maintain the 

siteôs aesthetic.  A full-time maintenance staff, as well as a part-time garden staff, attends to the 

grounds, and a small preservation staff cleans the artifacts in the mansion periodically and cleans 

the carpets in the mansion routinely.  If there is a spill or accident in the mansion, then 

interpreters are to call the preservation team to use specialized equipment and cleaning supplies 

to address the issue.  (When a child threw up in the mansion hallway during a field trip, however, 
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preservation did not answer lead interpreter Carrieôs radio call, so she retrieved the supplies and 

instructions from the closet under the stairs and undertook the loathsome task.) 

Ensuring the site is protected is a key part of every staff memberôs job, whether they 

work in preservation, security, maintenance, or education and interpretation.  Interpretive staff 

are trained to ensure visitors follow a series of rules to preserve the mansion, including ñNo food, 

drink, or chewing gumò (or chewing tobacco or smoking) inside the mansion, ñStay on the 

carpetò (to avoid wearing the original tulip poplar floors), and to ñNot touch anythingò because 

ñover 90 percent of the artifacts in the home are original.ò  As historic interpreter Annette noted, 

the job entails ñpreserving the site first and foremost,ò as well as ñcustomer serviceò and ñthen 

knowing historical facts and information.ò   

Similarly, when a group of children were getting too close to a grave marker in the 

garden for a garden staff memberôs liking, he yelled out across the garden, ñDo not!  Touch!  The 

marker!ò and let out a loud whistle.  Impressed, I asked him, ñCan you whistle like that again?ò  

ñNo, I shouldnôt,ò he muttered in response.  ñIt should be quiet out here.  People are trying to 

enjoy the garden.ò  He continued on, dismayed that ñThey [(garden staff)] just raked the gravel.  

They [(the kids)] just kicked dirt right through it!  Kids need to behave; thatôs what they need to 

do.ò  In that instance, I found myself thinking, Asshole, as I am much gentler (and admittedly, 

passive) when directing children.  However, this instance illustrates that maintaining the integrity 

and aesthetics of the site is something many staff take seriously, and that the garden is intended 

to be a place of quiet, solitude, and ñretreat.ò  In the past, a junior docent had broken a tombstone 

in the family cemetery, and in my notes on my rotation in the garden one fall day, I jotted, ñKids.  

Behaved today.ò   
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Although guests often do what they can to bend the rulesðrubbing the bust of Levi 

Woodburyôs bald head, running their fingers along the wallpaper, and in the case of a frustrated 

toddler, even kicking the 183-year-old wallpaperðmany agree that the preservation of the items 

and the tranquility of the site are important.  The question ñIs this original?ò is a common one, 

and guests frequently comment that preserving sites like this is preserving history.   

During the Highland Games, a Scots-Irish heritage festival at The Hermitage, a rugby 

team played in the open field adjacent to the garden and tomb.  While I spoke with guests in my 

blue day dress and bonnet near the tomb, a rugby ball suddenly whizzed past my head, nearly 

hitting me.  Another ball flew toward the far end of the garden, and yet another landed in the 

small fenced-in area surrounding the tomb.  One of the visitors observed that a rogue rugby ball 

ñcould damage it,ò referring to the tomb.   

 

Aesthetic Management in Response to Vandalism 

 A particularly compelling example of the museumôs efforts to maintain the aesthetics and 

integrity of the site is its response to vandalism of Jacksonôs tomb in April of 2018.  The 

Hermitage hired specialists to use lasers to remove the profanities and anarchy signs spray 

painted on the Jacksonsô graves, and all traces of the vandalism were lasered clean from the tomb 

within eleven days of the incident.  Immediately after the vandalism and prior to the restoration 

and celebratory tomb unveiling afterward, The Hermitage placed a black shroud over the tomb.  

The choice of a black shroud invoked a sense of somberness around the vandalism and blended 

more seamlessly with the image of a tomb than would white plastic sheeting.  When discussing 

the state of the museum nearly a year later, a staff member noted that the ñonly way The 

Hermitage has been attacked has been with spray paint.ò 
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WEDDINGS, SPECIAL EVENTS, AND INSTITIONALIZED POLYSEMY 

Another component of aesthetic management in the production of institutionalized 

polysemy is maintaining an ambiance amenable to hosting weddings and special events.  Staff in 

middle-management positions noted that hosting weddings and special events is crucial to 

ensuring income flows to the site.  This, in turn, helps fund the maintenance of the siteôs 

aesthetic, which, in turn, allows for more weddings and special events to be held there.  In 

addition to the pristine 21st-century preservation of the 19th-century site, the Hermitageôs practice 

of using the site for weddings and special events reinforces notions of nostalgia and, combined 

with its increased effort to acknowledge and educate about slavery and Indian Removal, 

contributes to institutionalized polysemy.  

On the page ñEvent Rentals at The Hermitage,ò the site announces that it is ñproud to 

host weddings and events year roundò and has been ñvoted the #1 wedding venue in Nashvilleò 

(Andrew Jackson Foundation 2019).  It advertises four venues on-site:  The Cabin by the Spring, 

the Hermitage Church, Tulip Grove, and Gardens and Grounds.  The Hermitage entices potential 

wedding and event clients with the Cabinôs view and adjacency to history ñoverlooking a 

Figure 3.26:  Visitor photo of 

Andrew and Rachel Jacksonôs tomb, 

posted on TripAdvisor in May of 

2018.  The tomb is shrouded in black 

after being vandalized with spray 

paint in the month prior.  

Screencapped November 19, 2019. 
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wooded glen with the Jackson familyôs original stone Spring House,ò set within eyeshot of the 

ñdramatic Hermitage mansion, its lush gardens, original log farmhouse and expansive grounds.ò  

Note that the First Hermitage, which served as both Jacksonôs home and a slave quarter, is 

described as an ñoriginal log farmhouseò rather than an intact slave dwelling.   

References to slavery are erased on the museumôs event rental page, while references to 

aesthetically pleasing surroundings and historic buildings connected to the Jacksons are 

emphasized instead.  The Hermitage highlights Tulip Groveôs ñexquisite architecture both inside 

and outò and presents would-be clients with the image of ñstroll[ing] down the boxwood path 

and onto the grounds.ò  The section pitching a wedding or event in Rachelôs Garden notes that 

ñRachel, Andrew Jacksonôs beloved wife, took special interest in the gardensò and that the 

present-day grounds crew maintains the garden year-round ñin respect to her.ò  It guarantees that 

guests will be ñenchanted with flowing Weeping Willows, magnificent Magnolia trees, and a 

wide variety of beautiful, blossoming flowers in each quadrant of this historic garden.ò  Despite 

noting that the garden is historic, Hermitage Events fails to note the presence of original bricks 

fired by enslaved workers or of Alfredôs Graveðor Jacksonôs tomb and the family cemetery, for 

that matterðin the garden.   

The Hermitage Church is a particularly interesting case because its use for a variety of 

events impacts the role of aesthetics and visitor understandings of slavery as atrocity.  The Event 

Rentals page advertises the Hermitage Church as a ñhighly sought venue for couples that seek an 

intimate and historic site in which to exchange their vows.ò  The Hermitage Events page notes 

that the church was ñconstructed in 1823 from funds donated by Andrew Jackson and others,ò 

but does not mention that some members of the enslaved community attended the church.   
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The presence of the enslaved at the Hermitage and their membership in the church is 

noted, however, at the annual Memorial Service to the Enslaved, held in the very same 

Hermitage Church.  The Memorial to the Enslaved, a physical memorial located just outside the 

church, is not mentioned on the Events Rentals page, and the adjacent Confederate and Donelson 

family cemeteries are also omitted.  In this key instance of institutionalized polysemy, the event 

venue and education/public programming departments highlight and suppress differing aspects 

of the site to generate divergent meanings for their given audiences.  The stark white walls and 

absence of artwork in the Hermitage Church itself renders it a blank canvas, easily transformed 

for the purpose of white celebration or Black grief and commemoration.   

   
 

    

Figure 3.27:  Photos from The Hermitageôs Wedding and Event Rentals site, of the four venues:  

Cabin by the Spring (top left), Tulip Grove (top right), and Hermitage Church (bottom left), and the 

Hermitage grounds (bottom right). 

https://thehermitage.com/event-rentals/davie-498-sm/
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CONCLUSION 

 During my time working and observing as a historic interpreter, our staff took several 

field trips to other local historic house museums.  One such house was the Belmont Mansion, the 

antebellum vacation home of Adelicia Acklen, who became wealthy through her first marriage to 

slave trader Isaac Franklin.  During the tour, I found myself enchanted by the intense colors of 

the wallpaper and velvet furniture, the ornateness of the mouldings, and the multitude of 

paintings and red-stained glass panels throughout the mansion captivated my imaginationðand 

helped me channel my fantasy of filling my own home with antiques.  Yet I felt a tug of rage, 

terror, and guilt as I acknowledged that Adelicia Acklenôs money was ñhuman trafficking 

money,ò as I called it during a conversation fellow interpreters Gwen and Robert.  ñI find myself 

amazed by all of the beauty but horrified by where it came from,ò I admitted to Robert, 

struggling internally as I fawned over two sleeping lion statues set outside the mansionôs front 

steps and thought of the reproduction pallet on the floor of the childrenôs room and the photo of 

an enslaved woman hanging in the hallway.   

   

Through an interplay between presence and absence, the aesthetics and optics of Andrew 

Jacksonôs Hermitage contribute to the production of a barrage of competing representations of 

Figure 3.28:  The author exploring the kitchen of 

the Tulip Grove Mansion, owned by Andrew 

Jackson Donelson and his wife Emily, who 

served as the White House hostess at the 

beginning of Jacksonôs presidency.   
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ñthe Peopleôs Presidentò and of 19th-century life as it relates to slavery.  The preservation of the 

siteôs original artifacts, the impeccable maintenance of a park-like setting, semblances of its 

previous agricultural life, and the conspicuous absence of representations of enslaved people 

amidst the prevalence of white historic interpreters in costume contribute to institutionalized 

polysemy at The Hermitage.  The use of the site for seasonal and celebratory events, when 

contrasted with the siteôs efforts at educating visitors about slavery, also generates the potential 

for both nostalgic and traumatic images.  The tension between the aesthetic beauty of the site and 

the brutal realities of life as an enslaved person, as well as between past and present uses of the 

site, contributes to the opportunity for conflicting impressions of 19th-century life as well. 

Both aesthetic labor and aesthetic management by curatorial and frontline staff are key to 

generating varied sensory experiences for visitors seasonally and recreating a 19th-century 

aesthetic consistent across the landscape, the mansion, and the interpreters themselves.  

Curatorial and maintenance staff weigh tension between historical accuracy and visitor 

expectations of the site, and front-line interpreters generate nostalgia in their historic costuming, 

their marking of original objects in the mansion, and their performance of Southern hospitality.  

Visitors co-produce this institutionalized polysemy by forming their own conclusions about 

slavery, Jackson, or the antebellum South, either by relying on the aesthetics of the site or by 

noting contradictions between visual cues and the educational content provided.  The use of the 

site for weddings and special events reinforces nostalgic notions of the Southern plantation, and 

the prohibition of using slave dwellings for weddings or celebratory events serves to 

simultaneously acknowledge and mask slavery on the property.  This tension between 

acknowledging and masking further contributes to institutionalized polysemy on-site. 
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 In the chapter that follows, I will move beyond aesthetic factors to discuss the manner in 

which The Hermitageôs institutional identity as both a historic house museum and as a 

presidential museum generates competing images of Jackson, and in which The Hermitageôs 

overlapping geographic identification with Nashville, the South and West, and America as a 

whole produces conflicting representations as well.  It is not only what the visitor sees in the 

moment, but also the siteôs legacy of using objects to tell regional and national stories, that 

shapes representations of slavery, genocide, democracy, and Jackson himself. 
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CHAPTER IV. THE IMPACT OF DUAL MUSEUM GENRES AND COMPETING 

GEOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVES 

 

 

ñThis week, the [storm] downed a number of limbs and trees, some 

old and steely, at The HermitageéWhile we are saddened to lose 

any part of our beautiful landscape, we are thankful that the 

mansion was not harmed and that none of the trees were planted in 

the Jacksonian era.ò 

-President and CEO, from ñStorm Updates from The Hermitageò 

e-mail to Hermitage members, 2020 

 

ñFor 131 years, across 23 presidential administrations and through 

world wars, severe weather, economic growth and recession, 

Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage has persevered.  Today is no 

different.ò 

-Andrew Jackson Foundation, ñDonôt Miss the Big Payback!ò 

fundraising e-mail, 2020 

 
ñSee to it that no modern enterprise breaks in upon the hallowed 

spot and changes itéAs the home of Gen. Andrew Jackson, in 

which he lived and died, future generations will desire to see it as it 

was when he lived and lingered there.  Let there be one spot in all 

our State dedicated to patriotism.ò  

-Mrs. Mary C. Dorris, founding member of the Ladiesô Hermitage 

Association, 1915 

 
 Aesthetics are a critical reason for institutionalized polysemy at The Hermitage, as the 

disconnect between aesthetics of the site and discourse surrounding chattel slavery.  Yet both 

aesthetics and discourse are deeply rooted in genreðin this case, the overlapping and sometimes 

competing genres of historic house museum and presidential museum.  The e-mail excerpts 

above illustrate the dual institutional identity of The Hermitage as a historic house museum 

whose landscape is part of its originality and authenticity (as emphasized in first) and as a 

presidential museum with a national scope (as in the second).  Mary Dorrisô exhortation to 

current and future stewards of the Hermitage property illustrates the manner in which the lines 
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between historic house museum and presidential site are blurred12.  Overlap and tension between 

the two genres, and between local, regional, and national geographic scope of the museumôs 

narratives, generate a multitude of images of Jackson and 19th-century America, including 

legacies of slavery and Indian Removal. 

In this chapter, I do not provide an exhaustive history of the Andrew Jackson Foundation 

(originally the Ladiesô Hermitage Association) as an organization or of The Hermitage as a 

tourist site, but rather identify the manner in which its 131-year history of straddling genres and 

geographies contributes to institutionalized polysemy.  In some cases, threads of narrative have 

persisted from the museumôs founding to the period in which I worked as a historic interpreter, 

and in other cases, the narrative has shifted dramaticallyðparticularly with regard to difficult 

histories. In both cases, I discuss the way The Hermitageôs lengthy institutional memory, dual 

institutional legacy, and overlapping geographic coverage produce a bricolage of competing 

narratives.   

I also introduce the concept of bifurcation to describe the way conversation around 

Jackson is often starkly divided at The Hermitage, with conversation about the man and his 

career dominating in the museum and discussion of domestic life and the property in the 

mansion.  Within this pattern of bifurcation, the Andrew Jackson Foundation generally 

categorizes Indian Removal as a subsection of Jacksonôs career and presidency and chattel 

slavery as a subsection of his domestic life and property. 

 
12 Dorrisô use of the title ñGeneralò for Jackson may appear to detract from the presidential image, but it is in fact 

essential to it.  Even in his retirement, Jackson preferred to be called General rather than President, as he felt 

ñgeneralò was a title he had earned as opposed to having it bestowed upon him.  Ironically, calling him General 

Jackson contributes deeply to his presidential image as ñthe Peopleôs President.ò 
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INSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY AND DUAL GENRES:  HISTORIC PLANTATION HOUSE 

AND PRESIDENTIAL MUSEUM 

 Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage straddles the world of historic plantation house museums 

and presidential museums, with a recent shift toward prioritizing presidential history rather than 

the ñhome of a dead white man filled with his brown furniture,ò as administrator Roger Edwards 

put it.  During a ñBriefing with the Bossesò Q&A session with him this spring, I asked if The 

Hermitage as an organization identifies primarily as a presidential museum, a plantation 

museum, or both, and how this may have shifted over the siteôs history.  Edwards replied, ñI 

think first and foremost it is a presidential museum.  And itôs the reason I took the job.  I donôt 

think I would have made the move to Nashville to go work at a plantation.ò   

Edwards, who has a graduate degree in architectural history and historic preservation, 

came to work at The Hermitage twelve years ago, after fifteen years as an executive director at 

two historic sites in the Eastern United States and experience interning at an early presidential 

site.  In 2014, The Hermitage underwent a massive rebranding, changing the directing 

organizationôs name from the Ladies Hermitage Association to the Andrew Jackson Foundation 

and, based on a detailed report from a consulting firm, decided to redirect the site to a focus on 

presidential history.  In 2018, The Hermitage also hired a chief of museum operations with 

eleven years of experience as a deputy director at a presidential library13 in the Midwest.  For 

Edwards, the main mission of The Hermitage is ñto focus on Jackson, Jacksonian America, and 

Jacksonôs presidency.ò   

 
13 The Hermitage is not a part of the presidential library system, which is run through the Office of Presidential 

Libraries, which is part of the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA).  However, historic 

interpreters will often joke that Jacksonôs study is ñthe closest thing we have to a presidential library.ò 
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At the same time, however, The Hermitage has a 131-year legacy as a historic house 

museum and plantation site.  Edwards believes The Hermitageôs role as a plantation museum ñis 

also important and cannot be discounted.ò  He volunteered that ñthe institution has evolved as 

our country in our social thinking has evolved,ò and that that includes discussion of slavery.  

Museums are particularly ñsensitive to ideological and aesthetic fashionsò (Becker 2008, p. 286), 

and The Hermitage is no exception.   

 

The Landscape of U.S. Presidential Museums and Association with Historic House Museums 

In the United States, the National Park Service oversees two dozen national monuments 

and national historic sites associated with presidents, and the Office of Presidential Libraries (in 

the National Archives and Records Administration) governs a system of fourteen presidential 

libraries (Federal Depository Library Program 2020)14.    The American landscape is also dotted 

with privately run historic sites and organizations dedicated to presidential legacies, including 

George Washingtonôs Mount Vernon and Thomas Jeffersonôs Monticello.   

In her seminal work Domesticating History (1999), public historian Patricia West 

outlines the history and politics of presidential museums in the United States.  The first 

presidential museums in the United States were privately run by ladiesô organizations who 

preserved early presidentsô former plantation sites.  In 1853, Ann Pamela Cunningham founded 

the Mount Vernon Ladiesô Association (MVLA), thereby launching the genre of historic 

presidential house museums in the United States (West 1999, MVLA 2020).  The MVLA was 

 
14 The presidential libraries system was created under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1939, when he 

donated his presidential and personal papers to the federal government.  This system was expanded under the 

Presidential Libraries Act in 1955, during Harry S. Trumanôs presidency.  Presidential libraries are ñprivately 

erected and federally maintainedò (National Archives 2020), while Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage is privately run and 

funded. 
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the LHAôs inspiration, and Mount Vernon served as an example as a ñrecreated domestic 

environment memorializing a mythologized white male political figureò (West 1999, p. 5).  

These museums serve to buttress the domestic realm of women while also instilling national 

pride (West 1999). 

The significance of authentic items to historic house museums continues into the present.  

When issuing the preservation requests on the line, historic interpreter Edith announces to the 

group, ñWeôre the best preserved early presidential mansion in the country,ò with over 90 

percent of the artifacts being original.  Other interpreters explicitly boast about the authenticity 

of the mansionôs artifacts compared to its competitors, noting that The Hermitage has more 

artifacts original to the family than Mount Vernon and Monticello combined.  I, too, emphasized 

the originality of the items in the mansion, ñnot only to the time period, but also to the family.ò   

As national histories evolve, public perceptions of past leadership figures evolve as well 

(Schwartz 2000).  Some presidential legacies are marked by controversies that the public did not 

allow to be ignored.  The Richard Nixon Library & Museum, for example, opened to the public 

in the summer of 1990 and installed a gallery on Watergate in 2011.  Monticello began 

acknowledging Thomas Jeffersonôs fathering of Sally Hemingsô children after DNA evidence 

from descendants and public pressure placed pressure to begin that conversation.   

The Hermitageôs administrators appear to view the siteôs peers not as local plantation 

museums, but as Mount Vernon, Monticello, and other early presidential house museums that 

happen to have been plantations.  In this instance of institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio and 

Powell 1983), the Andrew Jackson Foundation seeks ñto achieve rationalityò amidst ñuncertainty 

and constraintò by emulating the content of similarly situated institutions, thereby contributing to 

a ñhomogeneity of structureò across institutions.  Professionalization within a field (normative 
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pressures) and uncertainty of oneôs status as an institution (mimetic processes) are two potential 

mechanisms for isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) between museums. 

As each of these sites began to discuss slavery in more detail, The Hermitage followed 

suit, ensuring that, as Howard Becker might say, the siteôs ñexisting aesthetic [was] kept up to 

dateò and would continue to ñvalidate logically what audiences experience as important 

[museum] workò (Becker 2008, p. 138).  The Hermitageôs adjustment of its interpretation of 

slavery to keep pace with peer institutions is consistent with Beckerôs institutional theory of 

aesthetics.  Its failure to innovate, as Mark complained during our interview, is also consistent, as 

making dramatic changes to a given aesthetic form comes with risk in how consumers receive it 

and also requires a ñlogical and defensible legitimation of what [museum professionals] are 

doingò and also for how they are perceived by peer institutions (Becker 2008, p. 162). 

The names of tour options reflect and highlight key parts of Jacksonôs career trajectory 

and the focus on Jackson as a national figure.  The Generalôs Tour, which is the general 

admission tour offered, includes access to the visitor center museum exhibits, a mansion tour, 

and a self-guided audio tour of the grounds.  The Presidentôs Tour is an option for visitors who 

want the addition of an upgraded multimedia device ñwith period images, maps, and an exclusive 

interactive timelineò and a 10% discount at the Museum Store.   

 

Local and National Pride, Valuing Domesticity, and a ñShrineò To Jackson 

As outlined in the introduction of this dissertation, Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage became 

a historic house museum in 1889, when the Ladies Hermitage Association (LHA) formed to 

preserve Jacksonôs estate as a ñshrineò for future generations.  In her 106-page history titled 
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Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, LHA member Mary French Caldwell deems The Hermitage ñone 

of the most priceless treasures of Tennessee and the nationò (Caldwell 1933, p. iv) and dedicates 

the book to ñpatriotic women whose untiring labors made possible the preservation, in its 

entirety, of Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitageò (Caldwell 1933, p. iv) and to those who continue to 

protect the site in the future.   

John DeWitt, the president of the Tennessee Historical Society at the time of the bookôs 

publication, concurred that the history presented in Caldwellôs history ñshould be eagerly 

obtained and carefully studied by tourists as well as by all other Americansò and that ñ[t]hey will 

profit by it in culture and in patriotismò (Caldwell 1933, p. v).  In this manner, Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage was preserved as a museum in large part as part of American civil religion (Bellah 

1967, Durkheim 1912), with ñiconography of óGod, home, and countryôò (West 1999, p. 3).  

Today, The Hermitageôs mission statement includes not only preserving Jacksonôs home and 

providing education, but also ñinspir[ing] citizenship through learning about his life and unique 

American historyò (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2018). 

The persistence of some narratives surrounding Jackson over 130 years is rooted in the 

museumôs long-reaching institutional memory and the power of institutional identity and genre.  

For example, in 1915, Mary Dorris described Jacksonôs bedroom as ñthe room in which óOld 

Hickoryô diedò and continued noting objects in the room: ñéthe bedstead on which he rested, 

the washstand, the bureauðall were there.  Over the mantel was the portrait of his beloved wife, 

of whom he said, óheaven would be no heaven to me were she not there,ô and on which his dying 

gaze restedò (Dorris 1915, p. 29).   

During his tours of the mansion when the museum first opened, Alfred Jackson also 

mentioned the portrait of Rachel and its relation to Jacksonôs death, presented here as Mary 



113 

 

Dorris, one of the founders of the Ladiesô Hermitage Association, chose to record it:  ñDatôs de 

picture oô Misô Jackson over de mantelpiece dar.  Dat was de lasô thing he looked at ófore he 

diedò (Dorris 1915, p. 140).  105 years later, during a Virtual Visit posted on The Hermitageôs 

Facebook page in the spring of 2020, director of interpretation Robert stood in the side hall of the 

mansion.  He encouraged the camera to focus in on Jacksonôs bedroom and the objects within it: 

Inside this room, you see the very bed that the man slept and died 

in in 1845éThat portrait up there is a portrait of Rachel 

herselféHe would say that that portrait needs to be in a place of 

honor so itôs the first thing he sees in the morning and the last thing 

he sees at night.  Still the same here at home in his retirement. 

The parallels between early narratives surrounding the Jacksons, the mansion, and the objects 

within it are striking.  The centrality of original artifacts as a vehicle for storytelling is a key 

feature of historic house museums (West 1999), and The Hermitage is no exception15 (Dorris 

1915).  The valuation of domesticity (West 1999), (white) womenôs labor and cultural 

contributions (West 1999), and ñcordial hospitalityò (Dorris 1915, p. 210) are central to the 

Ladiesô Hermitage Foundationôs legacy and continue to shape contemporary mansion tours.   

   

 
15  Dorris (1915) recounts Alfredôs use of objects to tell stories about Jacksonðand his frustration when those 

objects had been moved:  ñAs soon as Uncle Alfred entered the hall he missed the pictures.  To his defective vision 

they were nothing more than dark blurs upon the wall, but he had missed the blur.  He had incorporated them in his 

story and did not approve of their change of positionò (p. 147). 
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 In this manner, Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage has a dual identification with the historic 

house museum and presidential museum genres, in many ways returning to the roots of early 

presidential museums as historic homes run by ladiesô associations.  With this blend of genres, 

The Hermitage strives to meet the standards of presidential house museums by recounting a 

presidentôs biography in a way that generates 1) national pride with relation to his career and 2) 

nostalgia and the valuation of domesticity with relation to the home itself.  This generates 

institutionalized polysemy by encouraging competing representations of a single figure.  The 

section that follows addresses the way genre shapes institutionalized polysemy at The Hermitage 

through an organizational strategy I term bifurcation. 

 

BIFURCATION OF MUSEUM AND MANSION, OF CAREER AND DOMESTIC LIFE, 

AND OF MAN AND PROPERTY 

 This tension between historic plantation site and presidential museum genres contributes 

to bifurcation, or the intentional division of representations of Jackson into career and domestic 

life, and of man and property.  The museum and its ñBorn for a Stormò exhibit focus primarily 

on Jacksonôs career and on the man himself, while the mansion serves as a space for the 

discussion of Jacksonôs domestic life and property.  This also entails the division of discussion of 

Indian Removal into conversation around Jacksonôs presidency, slavery into discussion of the 

property and domestic life, and Jacksonôs fostering of Lyncoya into a blend of both realms 

Figure 4.1:  The Smokehouse, circa 2019 (left, photo by author) and 1970 (right, as pictured in cookbook Hermitage 

Hospitality).  The importance of the original buildings and of reproduction food items to create a ñdioramaò of 19th-century 

life remains constant.  Representations of the role of the enslaved in 19th-century life has changed dramatically.  In the 1970 

cookbook, Rachel Jackson is presented as teaching the enslaved how to cook certain dishes, and the enslaved are artifacts of 

the time period rather than free agents.  In the present, The Hermitage emphasizes the agency and personhood of the enslaved, 

often at the expense of highlighting details of the reality of being human chattel. 
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(related to the Creek War in which he was orphaned, and to The Hermitage property where he 

was raised).  Here, I outline manifestations of this bifurcation, and later in the chapter, I return to 

the impact of bifurcation on representations of difficult histories. 

One distillation of this bifurcation is the Andrew Jackson Foundationôs publication of two 

separate guidebooks:  Andrew Jackson:  The Peopleôs President in 2016 and Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage:  Official Guidebook in 2018.  Andrew Jackson serves as a guide to Jackson himself 

and ñhighlights a complex, dynamic manò who brought ñboth controversy and lasting change to 

the countryôs fabric.ò  The guide lists Jacksonôs accomplishments of becoming ñan attorney, 

major general of the US Army, and finally, the seventh president of the United Statesò on the 

back cover and proclaims that Jackson ñdefin[ed] an entire era of American history.ò  Section 

headings capture stages in Jacksonôs storied career, including ñBecoming Old Hickory,ò ñA 

National Hero,ò ñThe Peopleôs President,ò and ñA Devastating Decisionò (a chapter on Indian 

Removal). 

This stands in stark contrast to Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, which provides a guide to 

the property and the museum itself.  Although the back cover features the title ñHome of the 

Peopleôs President,ò the guidebookôs points of emphasis are the ñsites and exhibits, captivating 

images, and fascinating historic facts.ò  Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage frames the site as ñone of 

the countryôs oldest and most visited presidential museumsò (emphasis added) and provides a 

brief account of Jacksonôs career, but focuses primarily on Jacksonôs domestic life and on the 

property itself.  Main section headings include ñWelcome to The Hermitage,ò ñHome of the 

Peopleôs President,ò ñThe Mansion,ò ñLandscapes,ò ñThe Plantation,ò ñOther Buildings and 

Sites,ò and ñPreserving the Past.ò  
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Events held on-site also illustrate the bifurcation between man and property, and between 

political and domestic lifeðas well as efforts to merge them together to integrate elements of 

both historic house and presidential museum genres into its marketing and identity.  The 

Hermitageôs annual Easter egg hunt, for example, is officially called a Presidential Easter Egg 

Hunt.  Activities for the 2019 hunt included a ñCards for the Troopsò table and a photo op with 

an Easter bunny dressed in War of 1812 attire, who education staff member Anna affectionately 

dubbed ñColonel Easter.ò  This integrates presidential themes and Jacksonôs biography into an 

event that would otherwise be largely focused on nostalgic imagery and the property itself. 

Similarly, a list of upcoming programs listed in a Hermitage membership e-mail included 

the following:  Life in Jacksonôs Tennessee, which reflects a focus on Tennessee (and the 

West/South in Jacksonôs time); Dog Days at The Hermitage, which provides an opportunity to 

explore the property and grounds themselves; and Road to the White House, which reflects the 

national reach of the Jackson story.  The listing of presidency-related events Tennessee 

Presidential Trail Trivia, President Andrew Jackson Trivia, and Monroe Exhibition Trivia, 

alongside property-related autumn events for ñFamily Funò demonstrates The Hermitageôs 

presentation of both presidential and domestic images of Jackson, and signals the representation 

of man and property as separate.  I will return to the concept of bifurcation later in this chapter 

when discussing institutionalized polysemy related to slavery and genocide at The Hermitage. 

 

NESTING GEOGRAPHIES 

In addition to spanning genres that sometimes compete and sometimes complement one 

another, The Hermitage lays claim to nesting geographies as well.  There are multiple ñlayersò of 

history presented at The Hermitage, across time and space:  Nashville, Tennessee, the South, the 
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West, and the United States as a whole.  The site on which The Hermitage stands is presented as 

the West (as it was considered during Jacksonôs lifetime), the South (as it was considered from 

the Civil War into the present), and as the nation itself (particularly when discussing Jacksonôs 

experiences in the Revolutionary War and his presidency).   

        

This array of nesting geographies was part of the organizationôs identity from its 

inception.  Mary Dorris, one of the founders of the Ladiesô Hermitage Association, wrote in 1915 

that the site is ñthe one spot that all visitors to the city [of Nashville] are shown by their hosts,ò 

especially with the rise of the automobile (p. 101).  She also described the brick mansion as ña 

perfect and handsome type of the old Southern homesteadò and the First Hermitage as ñat once a 

reminder of pioneer days as well as a reminder of Andrew Jacksonò (Dorris 1915, p. 67). 

Figure 4.2: 

Left:  Jackson statue outside of the Tennessee State Capitol.  Identical statues stand at Jackson Square in New Orleans and in 

Lafayette Square in Washington, D.C., signaling a linking of Jacksonôs biography to state, southern, and national politics.  

(Note:  An enslaved apprentice named Phillip Reid contributed profoundly to the sculptor, Clark Millsô work.)  Photo by author. 

Middle:  An image of the statue also appears on the cover of LHA member Mary French Caldwellôs 1915 history of The 

Hermitage. 

Right:  Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitageôs website has used a silhouette of this statue as an icon on the browser tab.  Screengrab 

taken April 26, 2020. 
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With regard to The Hermitageôs claims to national identity, a meeting report quoted in a 

local newspaper around the time of the museumôs founding suggested that the organization 

overseeing the site ñbe a national association, not to be confined by any geographical limit, as his 

great name knew no such boundariesò (Dorris 1915, p. 23).  In its Appeal to the Public to garner 

support for the preservation effort, the Ladiesô Hermitage Association proclaimed that The 

Hermitage ñwill be a national museum, inviting pilgrims from the North, the South, the East, and 

the West, who will delight to honor the memory of him who said:  óThe Federal Union must and 

shall be preservedôò (Dorris 1915, p. 52).  Dr. C.D. Elliot also perceived Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage as a site with national significance, stating that the site is a ñnatural Mecca, a shrine 

where only óI am an American citizenô gives the right to worshipò (Dorris 1915, p. 40). 

 

Tension between Geographies 

Tension between regional and national identity has been a part of The Hermitageôs status 

as a museum from its inception.  The Hermitage interprets not only Jacksonôs life and legacy, but 

also the history of the site itself.  A confederate soldiersô home was built on the property after the 

Civil War, and a cemetery for those retired soldiers still exists on the property.  In her discussion 

of the establishment of The Hermitage as a museum, Dorris (1915) noted the challenges of 

garnering support for a presidential site during a time in which Confederate veterans were aging 

and struggling after the Civil War, lamenting that the public often wanted ñóeverything for 

charity, nothing for monumentsôò (Dorris 1915, p. 23).  In her discussion of the LHAôs 

compromise with the State of Tennessee, which included an agreement to buid a confederate 

soldiersô home on a part of the property not owned by the museum, Dorris noted that ñColonel 

Jackson [(Andrew Jackson III)] was a Confederate soldierò (Dorris 1915, p. 23).   
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Both of Jacksonôs grandsons fought for the Confederacy in the Civil War, and discussion 

of this is part of the interpretive script for the grandchildrenôs bedrooms upstairs.  To a large 

degree, this legitimizes the presence of seemingly out-of-place souvenirs associated with the 

Confederacy, including a bobblehead of Robert E. Lee and a placemat featuring Confederate 

generals.  These fit with the situating of Tennessee as a former Confederate state and of 

Jacksonôs grandsons as Confederate soldiers.   

Yet in 1830, long before rumblings of the Civil War, Jackson was reported to have said, 

ñOur federal union, it must be preserved!ò and The Hermitage carries on this tradition.  This 

identification of Jackson as Southerner and as a supporter of the Union generates uncertainty as 

to where Jackson would have stood if he had lived to see the Civil War.  Visitors frequently ask 

what side Jackson would have allied withðthe ñUnionò (United States) or the Confederacy.  

Interpretersô responses vary, ranging from a matter-of-fact, ñHe was a Unionist!ò or ñHe tried to 

keep South Carolina from nullifying federal law,ò to the more nuanced reply that Jackson 

supported the Union but also supported the system of slavery and that it is difficult to know for 

sure.   The complexities of geographic identity contribute deeply to institutionalized polysemy 

on-site. 

 

Case-in-Point of Nesting Geographies:  Marketing Collaboration with Local and State Partners 

With a massive tourism boom in Nashville as it became known as an ñit city,ò 

collaborations between The Hermitage and other local and regional companies and sites have 

emerged.  The debut of Andyôs Candy in 2019 marked a partnership between Andrew Jacksonôs 

Hermitage and two Nashville-based companiesðGoo Goo Cluster and Old Hickory Bourbonð

to produce an Andrew Jackson-inspired candy.  The Andrew Jackson Foundation President and 
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C.E.O. noted that ñthis candy brings together a unique flavor combination and serves as a nod to 

a few Tennessee legendsò (Standard Candy Company 2020). 

 

Similarly, the introduction of the Tennessee Presidential Trail on Presidents Day of 2020 

illustrates the marketing of The Hermitage as a site of local, state, and national significance.  The 

trail links three presidential sites in Tennessee:  Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage, President James 

K. Polk Home & Museum (in Columbia), and President Cemetery (associated with President 

Andrew Johnson, in Greenville).  Through this combination of marketing and local and state 

partnerships, the Andrew Jackson Foundation positions The Hermitage as a site for local, state, 

and national memory.   

Figure 4.3:  Andyôs Candy displayed by a cardboard cutout of Andrew 
Jackson in the museum store.  The candy was develope in partnership 

with Goo Goo Cluster candy company and Old Hickory Bourbon, 

both based in Nashville. 
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Case-in-Point of Nesting Geographies and Overlapping Genres:  The Museum Store  

The museum store is one place where the narratives of national and local significance, of 

Jackson and southern nostalgia, meet.  A large sign on either side of the museum store entrance 

advertises an opportunity to ñBring History Home With Youò;  the one on the left features a 

photo of the cover of the ñOfficial Hermitage Guidebookò featuring a photo of the front of the 

mansion framed by Eastern red cedar trees, and the one on the right displays images of the cases 

for the two ñOfficial Hermitage DVDs.ò  Both DVDs feature images of Jackson, with one titled 

Andrew Jackson:  Perspectives, and the other Jackson:  The Introductory Film.   

Postcards of Nashville illustrate The Hermitageôs place in the local tourism economy; the 

presence of blackberry jam, apple cinnamon jelly, peach cobbler syrup, and books dedicated to 

ham, pecans, and other ñSouthernò ingredients reflects nostalgic images of the South; the old-

timey Jacobôs ladders and simple toys reflect 19th-century frontier life in the West; and the 

bobbleheads of Jackson alongside other U.S. presidents reflect the national scope of The 

Hermitage as a presidential site.  In this manner, nesting geographic coverage by the Andrew 

Jackson Foundation contributes to the barrage of competing images of Jackson and the timeð

and placeðin which he lived.   

Figure 4.4:  The Tennessee Presidential Trail logo features three stars at 

the bottom, which is reminiscent of the Tennessee state flag, as well as 

the profiles of U.S. Presidents Andrew Jackson, James K. Polk, and 

Andrew Johnson, all hailing from Tennessee.  The color scheme signals 

American identity (and it could be argued, Tennessee identity, as the 

Tennessee State flag is also red, white, and blue). 
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The Museum Store also brings institutionalized polysemy of a dual plantation and 

presidential site beyond the site itself.  This allows visitors to take a multitude of representations 

of Jackson and his era home with them to ñsupplement the museumôs educational prioritiesò 

while ñreturn[ing] to the everyday world of familiar objectsò (Shao et al. 2019).  In this manner, 

Museum Store customers ñenhance and spread intangible values of cultural resourcesòðin this 

case, a polysemous collection of values (Palu et al. 2018).  This includes a polysemous collection 

of books, with lionizing Jackson biographies and nostalgic novels on Andrew and Rachelôs 

romance coexisting on the shelf with books on Native American history and the history of 

slavery.  This tension between romantic, presidential, and traumatic realities and between local, 

regional, and national histories is distilled and reproduced in the Museum Store. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5:  Museum store offerings allow visitors to ñmake your memories lastò with 

items associated with the presidency, with Southern nostalgia and the Western frontier, 

and with Nashville. 
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REPRESENTING SLAVERY AT A BIFURCATED SITE OVER TIME 

At a bifurcated site like The Hermitage, museum professionals must decide whether to 

discuss slavery in terms of Jacksonôs character and career or in terms of his property and home 

life.  Early in Ladiesô Hermitage Associationôs history, N.E. Alloway16 categorized the enslaved 

as part of Jacksonôs property, citing that The Hermitage had ñone hundred negroes, besides stock 

of all kindsò (Dorris 1915, p. 41).   

 

 

Links to the Enslaved and Romanticizing the ñOld Plantation Daysò  

Mary Dorris noted that ñthose old plantation days were not so badò (Dorris 1915, p. 123) 

and that a formerly enslaved man named Alfredôs Jackson was ñof great assistanceò in helping 

the Ladiesô Hermitage Association replace furniture in the house and to provide accounts of 

Jacksonôs life during his own tours.  Alfred Jackson became the first tour guide when The 

 
16 Dorris does not mention Allowayôs relationship to Jackson, and I have not found that information elsewhere.  It 

does appear, however, that Alloway felt it was important to protect Jacksonôs image.  In the same note published in 

the American, Alloway contended that ñGeneral Jackson was not in debt when he died,ò in response to claims that 

he was. 

Figure 4.6:  Options under the ñLEARNò section of The Hermitageôs website.  Note the division into ñAndrew 

Jacksonò and ñMansion & Grounds.ò  Slavery falls under Mansion & Grounds, and discussion of the Indian 

Removal Act of 1830 and the Trail of Tears can be found within the ñPresidentò section on Andrew Jackson.  

Screengrab taken April 7, 2020.   
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Hermitage opened to the public as a museum in 1889 and remained in this guide and caretaker 

role until his death in 1901.  Alfred served as a living link between Andrew Jackson and visitors, 

as he had been enslaved by Jackson and knew him personally.  He exercised great agency during 

his tours, telling the stories of the Jackson family as he remembered them and correcting visitors 

when he believed they were wrong (Dorris 1915).   

During the early years of the museumôs history, however, Alfredôs presence as a tour 

guide also suggested that ñthose old plantations were not so badò and that ñgenuine affection and 

esteemò were possible between an enslaved person and their enslaver (Dorris 1915, p. 123).  

Alfred himself was both an agent and object in the context of an early historic house museum in 

the American South, with Northern visitors seeing him as ñan object of the greatest interest,ò as 

ñhis type and reminiscences of old slave daysò were a ñnoveltyò (Dorris 1915 p. 138).  This 

generation of nostalgia for slavery is no longer an institutional goal of the museum, but it is 

important to note that nostalgia for slavery and romanticizing the institution was acceptable to, if 

not endorsed by, the early Ladiesô Hermitage Association. 

 

Archaeology and the Unearthing of Narratives of the Enslaved 

Although contemporary representations of the enslaved emphasize the humanity and 

agency of the enslaved, discussion of slavery and Jacksonôs participation in the institution still 

decidedly falls within the domain of property at the museum.  Museum signage and some staff 

cite the archaeological research in the 1970s as a major catalyst to presenting histories of the 

enslaved.  Near the First Hermitage, a placard entitled ñAbandonment and Preservation:  Stories 

Lost, Then Found Again,ò states that ñSince the early 1970s, historical and archaeological 

research on the farmhouse and nearby kitchen has revealed a wealth of new informationò after 

the First Hermitage had fallen ñinto ruinò prior to the founding of the Ladiesô Hermitage 
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Association.  ñThis information,ò it continues, ñtells much about the enslaved African Americans 

who lived here, as well as the appearance of the house during Jacksonôs residency.ò   

This signage also illuminates the dual focus on Jackson and the property, on the president 

and the enslaved: ñAlthough restored as slave cabins, we now tell both storiesðthat of Andrew 

Jacksonôs life here, and that of his enslaved workers.ò  Note that it does not read, ñand that of the 

people he enslaved,ò which implies Jacksonôs passivity in perpetuating the system of chattel 

slavery. 

Similarly, Holly, the chief curator who has worked at The Hermitage for over three 

decades, told me that the archaeological research in the 1970s was a major turning point in 

talking about slavery at The Hermitage.  Yet several founders of the Ladiesô Hermitage 

Association, including ñLittleò Rachel Jackson Lawrence and Amy Jackson (Andrew Jackson 

IIIôs wife), likely knew much about the enslaved community at The Hermitage.  Although the 

field quarter had been uncovered during archeological excavations17, it was not labeled on the 

visitor map in the Hermitage guidebook published by the LHA in 1979.   Alfredôs Cabin (then 

labeled ñUncle Alfredôs Cabinò) is on the map, however, which reflects Alfredôs legacy as the 

first tour guide and as an artifact of the site in and of himself.  The incorporation of enslaved 

peopleôs biographies into the mansion tour that acknowledged their status as slaves as opposed to 

ñservantsò did not begin until roughly a decade ago, however. 

This suggests that a ñlack of knowledgeò was not the sole (or perhaps even primary) 

reason for excluding stories of the enslaved.  Norms surrounding representations (or lack thereof) 

of slavery in museums and public discourse alike may be a better explanation.  For example, in 

 
17 It is still not entirely clear to me what the original goal of the archaeology project was, or whether a 

desire to tell narratives about the enslaved gave rise to the project or vice-versa.   
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December of 1996, journalist Christine Kreyling illuminated ñThe Shocking Truthò about 

Jackson in a Nashville Scene article.  The subtitle of the article did not allude to slavery or to the 

Trail of Tears, however, but rather to restoration work done by the Ladiesô Hermitage 

Association and the ñunexpected pairingsò of colors present in the restored mansion.  Kreyling 

did mention ñdifficult marking out for hero worship the guy who more or less invented the Trail 

of Tearsò and having a ñproblem with the public figure Andrew Jackson carved for himself on 

the frontier,ò but neglects to mention slavery.  She described him as being a ñself-taught 

agrarianò and as someone who ñstood for óthe peopleô as he knew them, the white Anglo-Saxons 

who were trying to get aheadò before encouraging Jackson to ñRock on.ò  It appears that, even 

though extensive archaeological research had been conducted at the site of slave quarters at The 

Hermitage, slavery was not a dominant part of public or organizational conversations 

surrounding Jackson. 

A Cultural Shift in Presidential and Plantation Museums and Reworking Narratives of Slavery 

If it feels as though contemporary narratives about slavery on-site are simply being 

ñtacked onò to narratives about Jacksonôs family, career, and the items in the mansion and their 

authenticity, this is trueðat least in part.  Broad erasure of histories of slaveryðat plantation and 

presidential museums and in the wider (white) public consciousnessðultimately shifted in 

roughly the past decade and a half, leaving the dilemma of how to incorporate these new 

narratives into preexisting stories of domestic bliss and public heroism.  As presidential 

plantation museums began to interpret slavery in a more sustained fashion, The Hermitage kept 

pace.  In 2006, an archaeological discovery combined with an institutional commitment to 

representing slavery resulted in the establishment of an Enslaved Memorial on the Hermitage 

property in 2009.   



127 

 

Prior to the coronavirus-induced shutdown in March of 2020, The Hermitage was poised 

to launch a new 90-minute walking tour offered three days a week, called ñIn Their Footsteps:  

Lives of the Hermitage Enslaved Tourò that focuses on the lives of the enslaved at The 

Hermitage.  It complements Carriage Rides Through Timeôs Wagon Tour while providing 

different content that does not render the wagon tour obsolete, per lead interpreter and former 

Carriage Rides Through Time Guide, Mark.  On the tour, ñexperienced guidesò share with 

visitors ñhow vital the lives of the enslaved were to the operation of the farm,ò in addition to ñthe 

harsh reality of the enslaved systemò and the ways ñthese men and women endured until gaining 

their freedomò (Andrew Jackson Foundation 2020).  The design of the tour was in its infancy 

during my time as an interpreter, and I remember interpretive manager Robert mentioning that 

they are going to specially train interpreters for this tour and that they must receive additional 

training on how to discuss slavery with visitors. 

Depictions of the enslaved at The Hermitage highlight their individuality and agency.  

Interpretation manager Robert exhorted us during a morning staff meeting to ñmention an 

enslaved person by nameò (emphasis original) in every part of the house.  In doing so, they 

emphasize the humanity of enslaved people and emphasize that they are people, first and 

foremost, and that ñslaveò is not their identity, as Edith shared with a woman who asked why 

interpreters use the term ñenslaved person.ò  However, in emphasizing the personhood of the 

enslaved without simultaneously highlighting slavery as a racialized system of inequality, 

Jackson is not painted as a perpetrator of atrocity.  Hannah, for example, is often framed as 

someone who has quite a bit of ñpowerò or ñauthorityò in the mansion in her role as head 

housekeeper.   She is presented most often as a person first and foremost, with little discussion of 

the system of racial oppression she lived under, with the exception of referring to her as 
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ñenslaved.ò  During the Black History Month Memorial Service, the presenters discuss the 

hardships of the enslaved, but do not name Jackson as the person who chose to participate in this 

system of racial domination.   

 

 

Slavery in Presidential Terms 

 Although discussion of slavery is generally associated with the plantation itself, i.e. 

within the genre of plantation museum, the emphasis on Jacksonôs presidency creeps in and 

some staff members frame slavery in presidential terms.  Administrator Roger Edwards, for 

example, noted that prior to the Emancipation Proclamation, owning slaves provided early 

presidents with ñthe revenue that they needed or the wealth that they neededò to ñfreeéthem up 

to serve the sort of public life.ò  Similarly, lead interpreter June argued in a conversation with me 

Figure 4.7:  Current interpretation of slavery at The Hermitage centers around the humanity, skills, 

and individuality of the enslaved and their presence on the property as a community.  This laminated 

guide to ñHermitage Slave Families and Occupationsò is kept in a cloth bag on the back porch for the 

interpreter stationed there to show to interested visitors.  Photo by Elizabeth Barna. 
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that not all slaves were ñbeaten and raped,ò and that the public needs to consider all that Jackson 

ñhad to doò to become president.  Implicitly, slavery fell into this category of ñhave toò for both 

Edwards and June. 

 In a similar vein, administrators consider slavery to be an important part of Jacksonôs 

legacy in its own right.  Edwards explained that ñaspects of [presidentsô] liveséshaped their 

thinking and their policies to a degree,ò and gave the example of Franklin D. Roosevelt: 

I would say if youôre looking at Roosevelt as president, you canôt 

really disassociate him from the Depression, or you canôt 

disassociate Roosevelt from World War II, or the Japanese 

internment camps.  óCause thereôs so much woven into the story of 

that individualized president that itôs part and parcel of the same 

story.  And the same is true with Jackson and owning a plantation 

and owning slaves.  Itôs an aspect of their lives, but itôs really quite 

important. 

 

In this manner, Edwards frames enslavement in relation to the presidency rather than to the 

Hermitage property itself.  As the Andrew Jackson Foundation solidifies its multifaceted 

institutional identity as a presidential as a historic house, plantation site, and presidential 

museum, I predict that this framing may become more common. 

 

REPRESENTING NATIVE AMERICAN RELATIONS AND THE TRAIL OF TEARS AT A 

BIFURCATED SITE 

 Discussion of Indian Removal is limited in the mansion, and to a large degree minimal in 

the museum.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 is considered part of Jacksonôs role as president, 

not of his individual character.  Some interpreters do reference Jackson ñfighting Indiansò during 

the Creek Wars to illustrate his ruggedness and to provide imagery of frontier life, but generally 

do not mention the Indian Removal Act of 1830.  His raising of three Native American 
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childrenðLyncoya, Theodore, and Charleyðon the Hermitage property, however, are 

considered part of his domestic life and of the story of the Hermitage property.  The story of 

Lyncoya was a prominent narrative in the mansion in the 1970s, most likely inspired by the 

popularity of Margery Everndenôs 1973 fictionalized historical novel Lyncoya, which tells the 

story of Lyncoyaôs ñadoptionò by the Jacksons from Andrew Jackson Jr.ôs perspective.   

The centrality of Lyncoya to mansion tours has faded with the rise of dominant public 

images of Jackson as responsible for the Trail of Tears, but interpreters of all political 

orientations mention Lyncoya todayðeither emphasizing his role as ñpart of the familyò or 

emphasizing the context in which Lyncoya came to the Hermitage.  As Gwen put it, Jackson and 

his troops had killed his entire family, which is the reason he was orphaned in the first place.  

Older white visitors frequently ask about Lyncoya unprompted, generally phrasing it as some 

derivative of, ñDidnôt he adopt anéIndian boy?ò  Public knowledge of Lyncoya and his 

residence at The Hermitage cements him as a regular point of conversation in the mansion, and 

the framing of that conversation by interpreters serves to project an image of Jackson as either 

paternal and sentimental or ruthless and self-deluded. 

 In spite of the rise in public recognition of the Trail of Tears, discussion of the Trail of 

Tears is generally reserved for the museum and also for classroom presentations by the education 

department.  When I asked the education director Anna why the Trail of Tears is not discussed in 

detail in the mansion, she posed the absence of artifacts related to Native American history as a 

possible reason.  Jackson had been gifted items by members of the various Southeastern Tribes 

earlier in his career, but that these items had not been preserved by the Ladiesô Hermitage 

Association.  This explanation fits within understandings of the historic house museum genre as 
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one that relies on stories of domestic life, as told by recounting family histories and by pointing 

out objects.   

The Andrew Jackson Foundationôs increased alignment with the presidential museum 

genre, combined with the publicôs widespread association of Jackson with the Trail of Tears, 

suggests that Indian Removal may become a more dominant conversation.  Per conversations 

with mid-level managers, increased interpretation of the Trail of Tears and Native American 

history is a current organizational goal.  In 2019, The Hermitage hired a recent graduate of an 

archaeology Masterôs program to work as a lead interpreter, and through a conversation with a 

part-time interpreter, I learned that the candidateôs experience working alongside Native 

American tribal representatives was a major appeal of her application.   

I predict that, as historic sites increasingly acknowledge difficult histories and as The 

Hermitage turns to a presidential focus and a national scale, coverage of Jacksonôs role in the 

genocide of the Five Southeastern Tribes will feature more prominently in the siteôs 

programming.  Although displaced Native Americans did not cross the Hermitage grounds on 

their painful and deadly journey West, the Northern Route of the Trail of Tears cut through what 

is now downtown Nashville.  By capitalizing on its geographic claims to Nashville and of the 

Southeast, The Hermitage can discuss the Trail of Tears without needing to use the property 

itself as a vehicle for interpreting the history. 

 

TOWARD INTEGRATION OF NARRATIVES? 

At the time of this writing, there is preliminary evidence of an emerging trend toward 

integrating genres and geographies into cohesive narratives that tie elements of each into a 
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coherent representation in which institutional polysemy is still present but more intentionally 

integrated.  The Hermitageôs new ñWager to Win:  Art of the Southern Gentlemanò program is 

one such example of this.  This living history program covers the process of placing bets, 

Jacksonôs intense interest in thoroughbred racing, and enslaved jockeysô role in defining the 

sport.  The subtitle ñArt of the Southern Gentlemanò suggests that this is part of the same series 

as the established duel program.  

  A Facebook post in March of 2020 encourages visitors to come to see ñour new and 

improved Wager to Win,ò which covers ñJacksonôs role in the most popular sport of his day and 

the men, women, gamblers, and enslaved jockeys who made horse racing history.ò   

 
 

The confines of an existing institutional standard ñare not totalò (Becker 2008, p. 33) and 

can be changed.  With ñincreased effortò or the willingness to risk ñdecreased circulation of your 

workò (Becker 2008, p. 33), organizations can develop new content that breaks its previous mold 

and step outside protective strategies of mimetic institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio 1983).  

Although Andrew Jacksonôs Hermitage has begun to generate coherent narratives that are 

Figure 4.8:  An online poster advertising The 

Hermitageôs new ñWager to Winò program on 

the process of placing bets, Jacksonôs intense 

interest in thoroughbred racing, and enslaved 

jockeysô role in the sport.   






































































































































