
The Message Is The Media
By Stephanie Levin-Gervasi

Spirit Magazine

When word leaked out that a bunch of media people in Washington, D.C., were contemplating a 
museum to examine and celebrate the news business, skeptics' eyes rolled. After all, public 
opinion polls had indicated that many Americans, turned sour over the past couple of decades by 
some media practices, would rather live on a landfill than next door to a reporter. 

Yet five years and $50 million later, the Newseum is more than a byte of hype. Since the 
museum's opening in April 1997, more than 600,000 people have visited the 72,OOO-square-
foot facility in Arlington, Virginia, just across the Potomac from the Capitol. 

Such initial success has had many people scratching their scalps. "The Newseum is 
unconventional," admits communication coordinator Beth Tuttle. "We weren't sure what the 
reaction was going to be. [But] there seems to be a natural curiosity about media institutions and 
the news they create. News threads us together; it affects our daily decisions from the stock 
market to the supermarket." 

Unlike the Getty or Guggenheim museums, which are built around personal or permanent items, 
the Newseum owns no collection. It's a media melting pot, wedding technology and artifacts to 
news stories. It is funded by the Freedom Forum Foundation, a nonpartisan, nonprofit 
international organization founded in 1991 by Allen H. Neuharth (founder of USA Today) that is 
dedicated to free press and First Amendment rights. The organization's endowment, established 
in 1935 by a $100,000 donation from Frank E. Gannett, now amounts to more than $800 million. 

The spacious, split-level museum sits wedged between two office buildings in Arlington's 
business district, two blocks from the Rosslyn Metro station. Designed by Ralph Appelbaum, 
creator of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the space evokes visceral, provocative 
responses. A master storyteller, Appelbaum carved out an ideal medium to deliver millions of 
messages. "Appelbaum turned the original idea of a news museum on its head," says Joe Urshell, 
executive director of the Newseum. "We had envisioned a news archival museum in the strictest 
sense - artifacts, captions, and passive participants." 

Instead, the Newseum devotes an entire floor to interactive technology and another to media's 
prolific history, chronicling events from 100,000 B.C. to the present. The atmosphere inside the 
museum evokes the industry it examines: candid, inspirational, and interactively hip. 



A high-definition television theater just off the lobby presents "What Is News?," narrated by 
Charles Osgood of CBS News' Sunday Morning. The ten-minute film opens with a booming 
blastoff of the first manned moon rocket, segues into snippets of national tragedies and triumphs, 
and concludes with a gauche quote from Madonna insisting that freedom of speech is better than 
sex. 

Features in the facility include a high-definition video theater that seats 220, the largest such 
facility in the Washington area; the most comprehensive collection of icons and media gathered 
under one roof; and press nostalgia such as Pub lick Occurrence (1690), the first newspaper 
published in British North America, which was suppressed after one edition. 

The nerve center of the museum, though, is a 126 foot long video news wall, which features nine 
panels of current news stories from around the world. Below the video screen, newspaper front 
pages from every state enable visitors to see how news stories are reported - or ignored, and a 
lighted "zipper" displays current headlines from The Associated Press. 

High-tech buffs will want to take the glass elevator to the level-three interactive section, where 
there’s definitely no ink staining the floor. Computer games spark imagination as they re-create 
real-life media conundrums. One game casts visitors as reporters or editors. Reporters are 
expected to track a story and file it quickly. Editors must contend with cranky reporters who 
demand that their stories appear on the front page. The game involves all the nit-picking, behind-
the-scenes frustration one might encounter in a genuine newsroom. Players sift through facts, 
investigate leads, follow up, and figure out who is telling the truth. Otherwise, the computer 
won't allow them to advance. 

"The only unrealistic component of this game," says Amy Maddox, producer of the interactives, 
"is that everyone wants to give you documents. In real life, no one wants to hand a journalist 
documents." 

In the Ethics Center, touch-screen computers enable visitors to make some of the same news 
judgments that often ensnare members of the media. Examples include whether the media should 
have announced that the late tennis pro Arthur Ashe had AIDS or published the Unabomber's 
manifesto. 

Interactive recording studios make ideal settings for broadcast wannabes. Kids glom onto 
microphones and, with minimal coaching from the museum's staff of "news producers," read the 
evening news or baseball scores from a TelePrompTer. Seconds later, their newscasts appear on 
monitors installed in the room. Participants also can buy a videocassette of their performance to 
take home. 



The News History Gallery conveys the journalist's drive to deliver news and the human desire to 
consume news, even back in the days when there was no way to disseminate it in written form. 
The sound of drums conveys the story of a death in Africa; the Incan quipu, a device of knots and  
cords from fifteenth-century Peru, keeps track of deaths, births, and crop yields; and clay tablets 
pictorially recount military battles of the Sumerians. 

National Public Radio moderators Susan Stamberg and Bob Edwards narrate those and many 
other stories, noting significant events such as the printing of the Gutenberg Bible in 1455, the 
surreptitiously obtained 1928 New York Daily News photograph of Ruth Snyder in the electric 
chair that signaled the rise of the tabloid press, and examples of memorable moments from 
America's newspapers, including the famous "Peace!" front page from the August 15, 1945, 
edition of the Los Angeles Times and "Nixon Resigns," from The Washington Post of August 9, 
1974. 

Outside in Freedom Park, a tiny patch of concrete that's connected to the museum, there are 
poignant pieces of art: a headless statue of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, the first ballot box used in 
South Africa's 1994 election, bits of the Berlin Wall. A path in the park leads to a spiral glass wall 
towering above the Potomac, where prisms highlight the names of a thousand journalists who 
lost their lives covering a story. It is the world's only memorial wall dedicated to reporters and 
photojournalists. 

According to Eric Newton, who gathered much of the information for the exhibit, "The 
Newseum is not designed to tell visitors what to think about news, but to foster a better 
understanding between those who consume news and the institutions." 

The Newseum is at 1101 Wilson Boulevard, Arlington, Virginia 22209; (703) 284-3544 or 
www.newseum.org. Open Wednesday through Sunday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. From Washington, D.e., 
take the Metro's Blue or Orange Line to Rosslyn Station.


