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Southern Plantation Museums and
Narratives of Enslavement

Plantation museums 
traditionally say little about 
enslaved in marketing, exhibits 
and guided tours of “Big House” 

Eichstedt and Small (2002) 
studied 122 plantations  

• Symbolic Annihilation 
(56%)

• Trivialization/Deflection 
(27%)

• Segregation (4%)
• Relative Incorporation (3%)
• “In-between” (10%)
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Social Equity in Tourism

• Research Team: Derek Alderman (UT), David Butler 
(MTSU), Candace Bright (ETSU), Perry Carter (TTU), 
Stephen Hanna (UMW), Arnold Modlin (NSU) and Amy 
Potter (GSU).  

• Research Assistants: Included 8 Mary Washington 
Geography undergraduate students: Meredith Stone 
(2015), Ian Spangler (2016), Xavier Griffin (2016), Phil 
Devine (2016), Christine MacKrell (2017), Sarah Rogers 
(2017), Maiah Bartlett (2017), Meredith Gregory (2018)

• Funding: National Science Foundation: Grant #1359780



Study Regions



River Road Sites
Oak Alley

Houmas House

San Francisco

Fieldwork conducted in March 2015

Laura Plantation



Charleston Sites
Middleton Plantation

Drayton Hall

Boone Hall

Fieldwork conducted in February and April 2016
Magnolia Plantation



James River SitesShirley Plantation

Meadow 
Farm

Berkeley 
Plantation

Fieldwork conducted in July and October 2016

Appomattox
Manor

Bacon’s Castle



Counter-narrative Sites

Whitney Plantation, Louisiana McLeod Plantation, South 
Carolina

Magnolia Plantation Fieldwork conducted in 2015 and 2016



The Plantation Museum Experience



The Plantation Museum Experience



The Plantation Museum Experience



QUESTIONS?



Capturing how Narratives of Enslavement are 
placed within the Plantation Museum 
Experience involved:
• Interviewed visitors

– Pre-tour (243) 
– Post-tour (361)

• Surveyed visitors
– Pre-tour (849)
– Post-tour (936)

• Interviewed 
owners/management (36)

• Interviewing tour guides 
(109)

• Narrative mapping 
(documented 170 tours)



Narrative Mapping House Tours
• “Big House” tours tend to be 

centerpiece of plantation 
museum experience

• Tour route and basic themes 
determined by management

• Each tour is unique however 
because:
– Different guides
– Guides are human
– Visitors change tours

• Ask questions or not
• React emotionally
• Presence of children
• . . . .



Narrative Mapping 
Instrument



Narrative Mapping



Narrative Mapping
Method designed to:
• reveal tendencies and variations in content related to 

enslavement for any one museum including
– Prevalence and consistency of enslavement as a topic;
– Where enslavement tends to be discussed on a tour;
– How enslavement tends to be discussed on a tour;

• summarize narrative mapping results for all sites as 
well as by region

• classify plantation museums by the spatial strategies 
used to incorporate or marginalize the enslaved in 
their tours



Mapping Shirley Plantation’s Tour 
Narratives

Primary Tour Topics: Owner’s   
family history, furniture

Where Primary Topics Discussed:   
every room on (almost) every tour

Presence of Slavery/Enslaved:
mentioned <4 times per tour. Not 
discussed on 50% of tours

Where is Slavery Discussed:
front hall & bedroom. Associated  
with owner’s wealth and Civil War

How is Slavery Discussed:
as labor, no names or biographies,   
sometimes referred to as servants 

Variance Among Tours:
very little Toured 17 times by research team



Roles of Guides, Visitors, and Material 
Culture in Reproducing Shirley’s Past

• Guides: not in character or costume but 
professionally dressed. Some display emotion 
when talking about 11 generations of the 
Carter family who have lived at Shirley. Use 
of humor to keep visitors entertained

• Visitors (93% white, avg. age 58, 59% 
female): ask questions about family history, 
whether furniture is original, where furniture 
was made, who is in portraits, what famous 
visitors. A handful asked questions about 
economics, slavery, architecture.  On some 
tours, slavery only mentioned because of 
visitor questions

• Material Culture:  use family portraits to 
introduce generations in Front Hall, various 
artifacts, architectural features, and original 
furnishings to tell family stories.  These lend 
authenticity to tour narrative



QUESTIONS?



Narrative Mapping Results:
Overall and by Region

Percent of main tours on which topics were discussed

Topics 
Discussed

River Road Charleston James River All Sites and Regions

Discussed 
on:

top 3 topic 
on:

Discussed 
on:

top 3 topic 
on:

Discussed 
on:

top 3 topic 
on:

Discussed 
on:

top 3 topic 
on:

Owner's life 
and Family 

History
85% 49% 95% 78% 92% 65% 90% 64%

Furnishings 82% 41% 68% 51% 89% 53% 81% 52%

Enslaved 
people and 

Slavery
95% 53% 85% 15% 85% 6% 80% 21%



River Road: Laura and Whitney had most tours 
featuring significant information about enslavement
Laura Creole Plantation Whitney Plantation

Louisiana’s
Code Noir

Visitors 
entering
Kitchen 
building



Charleston: Separate slavery-themed
tours or programs

Middleton Place “Beyond the 
Fields”

Magnolia Plantation: 
“Slavery to Freedom”

Boone Hall



James River: Resource Issues

Appomattox Manor
Laundry Building

Bacon’s Castle slave dwelling

Meadow Farm Kitchen



Spatial Strategies for Incorporating the 
Enslaved (not mutually exclusive)

• Separate slavery exhibits:
– James River: Berkeley and Shirley
– Charleston: Boone Hall
– River Road: San Francisco and Oak Alley

• Separate slavery-themed tour/presentation
– Charleston: Magnolia, Middleton, and Drayton

• Segregation within main tour
– River Road: Laura Plantation

• Inconsistent Incorporation
– James River: Appomattox Manor, Bacon’s Castle, Meadow Farm
– River Road: Houmas House

• Making enslaved central
– Charleston: McLeod Plantation
– River Road: Whitney Plantation



Separate Slavery Exhibits: Boone Hall



Separate Slavery Exhibits: Boone Hall



Separate Slavery
Exhibits:
Oak Alley



Separate Slavery Exhibits: Oak Alley



Separate Slavery Exhibits

Berkeley Plantation
Shirley Plantation



Separate Slavery Tours

Magnolia Plantation:
“From Slavery to Freedom”

Middleton Place: “Beyond the Fields”



Middleton Place:
“Beyond the Fields” Tour



Mapping 
Magnolia’s

Tour Narratives:
Slavery to 

Freedom Tour



Mapping Magnolia’s “Slavery to Freedom” Tour 
Narratives

Primary Tour Topics: Slavery, agriculture, gardens

Where Primary Topics Discussed: Throughout tour but mainly in presentation 
pavilion and cabins

Presence of Slavery/Enslaved: Slavery mentioned 36 times per tour; marked as 1st 
most discussed topic on 5/7 tours

Where is Slavery Discussed: Throughout tour but mainly in presentation pavilion 
and cabins

How is Slavery Discussed:  Agricultural labor, connection to Middle Passage, some 
attempts to get visitors to identify with enslaved. But also presence of loyal 
slave/kind master myth

Variance Among Tours: Not much but surprisingly slavery was not main topic on 2 
of 7 tours. 



Segregation with Tour: Laura Plantation

Narrative Mapping: Laura Plantation



Segregation with Tour: Laura Plantation



Inconsistent Incorporation: Meadow Farm

Many tour groups included young children. 
Enslavement on these tours rarely mentioned
in most rooms



Making the Enslaved Central:
McLeod Plantation



Making the Enslaved Central:
Whitney Plantation
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