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International Museum Day reminds us of the importance of our
heritage; that museums keep our traditions, treasures, and
culture safe. Connecting us with the people of our past, they
also promise to do the same for our children and our children’s
children, creating a bridge between past and present. The
theme for this year’s IMD is “Museums for a Sustainable
Society”, celebrating museums for the public educational role
they play. While keepers of our antiquity, museums also help
remind its visitors to take steps to better preserve our
environment as well, making them as equally invested in the
future as they are in the past and present.
America is full of wonderfully kept museums, parks, and
heritage sites that tell stories about different subgroups,
moments in time, trends in art, battles and victories won. Few,
however, are as old and respected as the Smithsonian, the
largest museum and research complex in the world. Founded
in 1846 by an Act of Congress, the Smithsonian is the legacy of
British scientist James Smithson. Smithson was a respected
scholar in Europe who traveled extensively, but never set foot
on American soil. It was his dying wish that his estate – which
equaled 1/66 of the Federal budget at the time – be entrusted
to the United States to establish “at Washington, under the
name of the Smithsonian Institution, an establishment for the
increase and diffusion of knowledge.” Few understood the
reasoning for Smithson’s generosity; some believed that he
appreciated America’s “experiment” with democracy; others
thought he embraced the values of the Royal Institution, which
promoted scientific knowledge as a tool to better the human
condition.
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