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ABSTRACT — The rapid deployment of air conditioning over the past fifty years nearly guarantees that many Americans 

have had little conscious experience with unconditioned space. This paper considers the potential for historic house mu-

seums to provide that experience and to operate as venues for discovery and interpretation of traditional, building-based 

cooling methods and seasonal cultural practices through the lens of “environmental integrity.” If integrity is defined as the 

“ability of a property to convey its significance,” this paper, as a conceptual exercise, is attempting to assess “environmental 

integrity,” or the ability to convey past environmental practices. To explore this concept in practice, the essay presents 

several case studies in the hot and humid American South to document the sites’ approaches to interpreting historical 

climate-related building designs and practices. The findings of this study are encouragingly mixed. While many sites 

remain completely sealed and air conditioned without acknowledging this inherent anachronism, some are implement-

ing or considering alternative approaches that have potential to change the way Americans think about air conditioning, 

indoor environments, and the past.

Environmental Integrity:  
Interpreting Historic Indoor Conditions
BETSY FREDERICK-ROTHWELL

P e e r - r e v i e w e d  A r t i c l e s

When preservationist and educator James 
Marston Fitch (1990), in his influential 
text Historic Preservation: Curatorial 

Management of the Built World, advised on the insertion 
of new air-conditioning systems into historic buildings, 
he was clear that “such interventions must by definition 
be invisible” (255, italics in original text). Although he 
regretted the loss of “maximum verisimilitude” that 
would come with installing new environmental control 
systems, Fitch concluded that a proposition to leave his-
toric buildings unconditioned would be a nonstarter. He 
reasoned, “Most middle-class American tourists travel in 

the summertime; and just as they would refuse to eat in a 
non-air-conditioned restaurant or stay at a non-air-con-
ditioned hotel, so would they be reluctant to spend much 
time in a non-air-conditioned historic house museum” 
(Fitch 1990, 256). Air conditioning was inevitable, and 
the preservationist’s job was to make it invisible.

 This paper revisits Fitch’s conclusion in an altered 
social context, one that is more concerned with the 
effects of climate change and the contribution of energy-
intensive cooling systems to that change. It proposes 
that a creatively interpreted house museum—one that 
makes historical seasonal practices or contemporary 
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Fitch would perhaps be pleased to know that in recent 
years public discussion has begun to question the extent 
to which we air-condition our buildings and that public 
history is contributing to such discussions. The year 2012 
marked the 110th anniversary of the first installation 
of a “true” air-conditioning system at the Sackett and 
Wilhelms building in Brooklyn, New York. Journalists 
and commenters alike took the opportunity to reflect on 
how America got “cool.” Americans asked themselves, 
“How did we get here?” and “Where will this go?” (New 
York Times 2012; Rosenthal 2012). It has become clear 
to many that an understanding of the specific history of 
air-conditioning and antecedent practices is critical to 
making decisions about the future direction of this tech-
nological path.

Historic buildings can offer a meaningful benchmark 
against which to gauge this significant technological 
and cultural change that has occurred over the past 
sixty years in the United States, but current preserva-
tion practice often obscures this historical transition. 
The rapidity of this change may explain the general lack 
of historical perspective, for the deployment rates of air-
conditioning technology are striking even within the 
span of a single generation. According to the US Census 
Bureau’s American Housing Survey, in 1973—the first 
year the Census Bureau conducted the survey—47 per-
cent of residential units in the US had air-conditioning, 
but by 2011, 89 percent had it (US Census Bureau 2011; 
US Department of Commerce 1975). Corollary to the 

P e e r - r e v i e w e d  A r t i c l e s

CHANGING CONDITIONS

increase in mechanical cooling is the subsequent loss of 
seasonal patterns associated with pre-air-conditioning 
culture. Business hours and foodways rarely change with 
the seasons now, although they frequently did in the past. 
Patterns of seasonal dress, although they still change 
throughout the year, are often rendered meaningless—at 
least for women—in the chilly indoor environments of 
most workplaces (Belluck 2015).

Many historic sites, especially those functioning as 
house museums, from the 1960s forward installed air-
conditioning systems to protect artifact collections and 
to draw in visitors they feared would stay away if their 
buildings remained unconditioned. Consequently, many 
historic indoor environments were significantly altered; 
they may have looked like the past, but they did not feel 
like the past. Although dropped ceilings and large vents 
appeared in historic buildings throughout the United 
States, air-conditioning as an interpretive topic was 
largely ignored. Now, with the installation of small-duct 
air-conditioning systems in historic house museums, 
as in the recent renovation of the Hemingway House 
museum in Key West, Florida (Gonzales 2016), it has 
become almost invisible.

A recent visit to a small house museum in Austin, 
Texas, highlighted this situation. The museum’s primary 
structure, a small mid-nineteenth-century wood frame 
building, has been equipped with central air-condition-
ing. The primary purpose of this environmental control 
system is to protect the small collection of period furni-
ture housed in the building; the secondary purpose is to 
provide a “comfortable” environment for visitors. While 
the museum’s choices are typical of most house museums, 
and in fact until recently considered the most respon-
sible approach by professional museum organizations, 
it is nonetheless surprising that neither the museum’s 
interpretive materials nor its docents point out the air-
conditioning system as an anachronistic element. This is 
especially remarkable given that not only do they make a 
great effort to point out even small items of tableware that 
are not from the museum’s chosen period of significance, 
but also that the building itself is one of the few elements 
in the collection that is actually original to that period. 
Unintentionally, this de-emphasizes the strategies, build-
ing elements, and practices that its occupants historically 
used to manage their comfort and indoor environment.

Fortunately, the conditions are changing yet again. 
In addition to the public debates about air-conditioning 
like those that appeared in 2012, professionals in archi-
tecture and cultural resources conservation are through 

technological choices more explicit—could instead be a 
“starter” of conversations about current and future meth-
ods of indoor environmental control. In order to obtain 
a preliminary understanding of preservation practice in 
these terms, this paper documents the environmental 
conditions and interpretive practices at a select group 
of historic house museums in the American South, 
examining to what extent they communicate how past 
inhabitants lived with or without air-conditioning tech-
nology. Although the observations and analysis in this 
essay are not intended to be understood as conclusive 
or representative of preservation practice, they nonethe-
less suggest that significant, positive shifts in materials 
conservation theory and practice that allow for environ-
ments that more closely approximate historical indoor 
conditions still leave many opportunities to interpret 
historical practices and contexts more explicitly.
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their discourses revisiting past practices and priorities 
and revising guidelines, aiming toward a more nuanced 
approach to environmental management in both new 
and old buildings. Interest among many architects in 
sustainable passive cooling techniques such as natu-
ral ventilation, operable windows, solar chimneys, and 
shaded facades has grown in recent years, and pres-
ervation advocates have been relatively successful in 
promoting historic buildings as inherently sustainable 
(e.g., Elefante 2007).1 Professional cultural heritage con-
servation groups have more self-consciously begun to 
reevaluate museum standards and guidelines that pre-
scribe narrow temperature and relative humidity ranges 
for preservation of museum artifacts and historic build-
ing materials, although revisions to these standards and 
modified practices are still the subject of debates within 
the discipline (Hatchfield 2011; Maekawa, Beltran, and 
Henry 2015). Both of these movements draw a critical eye 
to contemporary air-conditioning practice and point to 
a possibly less-conditioned future, but they do not often 
incorporate a complementary effort to interpret features 
or environments in the context of the daily social and 
cultural practices.

Sociologist Elizabeth Shove suggests that the path 
towards a “lower carbon way of life” will likely involve 
not only technological innovation but also reintroduc-
tion and revival of some historical practices along with 
the new (Shove 2012). Historic sites have the potential 
to be a venue for exposure to such historical practices, 
but because they are unfamiliar to most, they require 
deliberate elucidation. Thus, the concern of this paper 
is not primarily with whether historic sites do or do not 
install air-conditioning in their buildings, but rather 
how preservationists interpret this technology and its 
historical alternatives.

INTERPRETING CLIMATE AT HISTORIC HOUSE MUSEUMS

As a conceptual proposition, this paper posits that 
historic house museums could be valuable venues for dis-
covery and interpretation of traditional building-based 
cooling methods and seasonal cultural practices. In order 
to understand some of the creative ways that preserva-
tionists are thinking about this issue, visits were made 
to nine historic house museums in three locations in the 
American South (New Orleans, Louisiana; Charleston, 
South Carolina; and Savannah, Georgia) to document 
the museums’ physical state of conditioning and, more 
importantly, how they interpret that state to visitors. The 

sites that will be discussed in detail in this essay are the 
Pitot and Gallier Houses and the Williams Residence in 
New Orleans, and Drayton Hall, the Joseph Manigault 
House, and the Aiken-Rhett House in Charleston, South 
Carolina. Three sites in Savannah, Georgia, the Owens-
Thomas, Davenport, and Andrew Low Houses, will be 
discussed in brief.

It should be emphasized that these findings represent 
only the first phase of a larger research effort to character-
ize interpretation of this type at historic sites in the United 
States. This should be understood as an exploratory 
effort, comprised of a series of case studies, conducted to 
develop a preliminary picture of the range of conditions 
and interpretive approaches in the field. The method for 
selecting sites involved review of preservation publica-
tions, assessment of online resources provided by city 
tourism boards and preservation advocacy groups, and 
discussion with preservation professionals familiar with 
the chosen cities. The only criteria that a historic site had 
to meet to be included in the study were that it had to be 
open to the public and offer some kind of public tour. The 
group of sites does not include every interpreted historic 
house museum in a given city. Rather it provides a pic-
ture of conventional historic interpretation practices in 
each city, from the perspectives of multiple mainstream 
preservation organizations. The author interviewed cura-
torial, executive, or otherwise designated staff at each site 
and took the standard house tour offered to the public. In 
one case (Pitot House), staff members offered the author 
an individual tour, informally tailored to address the 
author’s specific interests. This afforded the author an 
opportunity to inquire about interpretation approaches 
to specific elements of the house. All tours and interviews 
with historic site staff took place between July 17 and  
July 30, 2013.

A range of interpretation approaches were identified 
through observations in the field, but for the purposes of 
this pilot study, they can be described as following two 
general strategies: narrative and experiential. Narrative 
approaches showed, demonstrated, or described past sea-
sonal practices or particular building features through 
interpretive text or tour script. They engaged primarily 
through visual and verbal means in an air-conditioned 
setting (Gallier, Williams, Owens-Thomas, Davenport, 
and Andrew Low Houses). Experiential approaches 
included in the public tour some form of unconditioned 
indoor space that approximated environmental condi-
tions in the historical period of interpretation, although 
it should be noted that these unconditioned spaces were 
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not generally interpreted as representative of the period 
(Drayton Hall, Pitot, Manigault, and Aiken-Rhett 
Houses). While the experiential approach was never the 
exclusive approach at any one site—all included or priori-
tized narrative elements—it had the benefit of engaging 
the thermal and tactile senses of the visitor. No sites 
included a hands-on element that would encourage visi-
tors to manipulate buildings features or environments. 
Certainly, neither narrative nor experiential approaches 
are unconventional in terms of preservation practice, but 
the presence of both demonstrates there are a variety of 
ways to interpret the theme, regardless of the presence or 
absence of air-conditioning at the site.

NEW ORLEANS: PITOT HOUSE—
VERNACULAR INTERPRETATION

The Pitot House, a late eighteenth-century Creole 
country house, is operated by the Louisiana Landmarks 
Society (Figure 1). It is restored to the period around 
1815, when its most prominent occupant, James Pitot, 
the first post–Louisiana Purchase mayor of New Orleans, 
occupied the house. The furnishings at the house are not 

original to the Pitot family, but they are antiques selected 
to represent the period of interpretation (Figure 2). 
The house is open for tours many days of the week, but 
because of the house’s relatively small size and location 
somewhat distant from the city’s tourist center, the house 
tours are not scheduled and can be fairly informal. Tours 
may be given by a Landmarks Society staff member or a 
volunteer docent.

In its current state, the majority of the Pitot House is 
fully air-conditioned, but the Landmarks Society has 
restored or preserved many of its original passive cool-
ing features, such as exterior window shutters—very 
common in New Orleans—and open loggias on the lower 
and upper floors, partially enclosed by louvered shut-
ters (Figure 3). Because the tour at the Pitot House was 
informal, the author was able to inquire at length about 
these features of the house. The tour guide was able to 
demonstrate the operability of the exterior shutters and 
to describe or demonstrate a variety of other elements.

The Landmarks Society has considered fully uncondi-
tioned alternatives for the house museum. In 2011, the 
Pitot House, with a grant from the National Center for 

P e e r - r e v i e w e d  A r t i c l e s

Fig. 1. Pitot House southwest (bayou) elevation. (Photo by author.)
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Preservation Technology and Training (NCPTT), hosted 
a workshop, “Preservation Re-engineering: Finding 
Green Environmental Management in Vernacular 
Historic Buildings in a Hot and Humid Climate.” The 
stated purpose of the workshop was to “evaluate sustain-
able twenty-first century alternatives to conventional 
twentieth century structures,” but the workshop partici-
pants weighed several challenges facing the Landmarks 
Society in its operation of the Pitot House: modest fund-
ing, small staff, minimal opening hours, high utility bills, 
and a malfunctioning air-conditioning unit causing con-
densation damage.

The workshop participants, many of whom were preser-
vation architects and engineers with extensive experience 
in traditional passive cooling techniques, recommended 
a new direction for the Pitot House museum. Specifically, 
they proposed including the building’s climate adap-
tive features in the interpretation program, prioritizing 
“building comfort over visitor comfort,” and using repro-
duction instead of period furniture. Some workshop 
groups proposed even more radical possibilities: remov-
ing the existing mechanical systems and making the 

Fig. 2. Pitot House interior with period furniture. (Photo by author.)

Fig. 3. Pitot House second floor loggia with louvered-shut-
ter enclosure. (Photo by author.)
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Fig. 4. Gallier House northwest (street) elevation. (Photo by 
Kerri McCaffety, courtesy The Woman’s Exchange.)

P e e r - r e v i e w e d  A r t i c l e s

building an “experiential learning resource,” where 
“visitors will have an authentic experience of historic rou-
tines regarding operation of a home in response to daily 
weather patterns” (Louisiana Landmarks Society 2011, 
2). The Landmarks Society did not enact the recommen-
dations of the 2011 workshop. Instead, the organization 
chose to replace the malfunctioning air-conditioning 
system, and the building remains fully conditioned, albeit 
with a better control system. Staff informants were not 
certain why the organization’s board took this direction, 
but they speculated that the board members, many of 
whom did not participate in the workshop, maintained 
understandably more conservative views than those of 
the workshop participants.

NEW ORLEANS: GALLIER HOUSE—SUMMER DRESS

The 1857 Gallier House museum is currently operated 
by The Woman’s Exchange, a local preservation group 
(Figure 4). The Gallier House also represents a restora-
tion approach, interpreted to 1860, when it was occupied 
by its original owner and designer, James Gallier, Jr., a 
prominent New Orleans architect of the period. The fur-
niture and artworks exhibited in the museum reflect the 
mid-nineteenth century, but the pieces themselves did 
not belong to the Gallier family.

In its current state, the Gallier house museum is fully 
air-conditioned. Although the museum does not actively 
acknowledge the air-conditioning system, the museum 
guides as part of their standard tour introduce many of 
the building’s passive cooling strategies. They point out 
items such as walk-through windows, wide outdoor gal-
leries with canvas shades for summer occupancy, and 
some features unique to Gallier’s design: a ceiling ven-
tilator in the master bedroom and a ventilating skylight 
in the library space created in an enlarged hallway near 
the central stair.

Given the Gallier House museum’s emphasis on its 
extensive furniture and decorative arts collection, it is 
not likely to remove the air-conditioning system any time 
soon. However, since its opening in the mid-1970s, the 
museum has every year presented a unique exhibit called 
“Summer Dress” that interprets the household’s yearly 
adjustments to the hot and humid New Orleans sum-
mers (Figure 5). For the exhibit, the museum covers the 
furniture in canvas slip covers, removes heavy drapery 
from the windows, lays grass mats on the floors, wraps 
chandeliers and elaborate picture frames in protective 
netting, and installs mosquito netting over the family 

beds. Although the exhibit has been scaled back over the 
years—once a whole-house exhibit, it is now limited to 
the parlors on the first floor—it remains generally popu-
lar with visitors. Interpretive staff noted that while some 
visitors express disappointment that they are not able to 
see clearly the elaborate furniture and decorative items 
while they are in summer dress, most react positively to 
the exhibit.

NEW ORLEANS: THE WILLIAMS RESIDENCE—
LAYERING OF TECHNOLOGY

The 1889 Williams Residence is currently operated as a 
house museum by The Historic New Orleans Collection 
(THNOC), which takes a preservation approach to the 
site (Figure 6). The interiors and furniture were left as-is 
when the Williams family moved out in 1963, and they 
are interpreted to the time when the Williamses occupied 
the residence in the 1940s and 1950s. Regularly scheduled 
tours are typically given by volunteer docents.

The house museum itself is not particularly unusual, 
but its tour was the one on which the guide, without 
prompting, pointed out the air-conditioning units and 
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ducts within the house as a conscious part of the inter-
pretive framework (Figure 7). This corresponds with the 
museum’s preservation approach because the house’s 
first air-conditioning system was installed in the 1940s, 
within the museum’s period of interpretation. It also 
supports one of the overall interpretive themes of the 
house, namely the Williamses’ own midcentury pres-
ervation model marked by the self-conscious display of 
repurposed antique objects. Whether a Napoleonic vase 
converted into a lamp or an 1889 house converted into an 
air-conditioned space, the philosophy is consistent, and 
the museum interprets it as such.

CHARLESTON: DRAYTON HALL—A BALANCING ACT

Drayton Hall is one of twenty-seven National Trust 
for Historic Preservation sites (Figure 8). Its preservation 
approach is rather unique for its total lack of building 
technology (no electricity, plumbing, or mechanical sys-
tems), and the museum has no plans to install any form 
of mechanical conditioning in the house. The museum’s 
gift shop, located in the Victorian-era former caretaker’s 
cottage, is air-conditioned and tour leaders point this out 

Fig. 5. Gallier House 
interior in “sum-
mer dress.” (Photo 
by Kerri McCaffety, 
courtesy The Woman’s 
Exchange.)

Below, Fig. 6. 
Williams House 
northeast el-
evation. (Photo by 
author.)
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to visitors primarily for pragmatic reasons—as a place for 
visitors to escape the heat during their visit—not for the 
interpretive purposes of emphasizing historical contrast.

Currently, there is no formal narrative program to 
interpret how the building or the building occupants 
managed the heat in the summer months, although the 
tour guide leading the large-group tour that the author 
attended was able to answer in detail questions about 
certain building features traditionally used to temper 
the heat. Nonetheless, the experience of the indoor envi-
ronment at Drayton Hall, while certainly very different 
from air-conditioned settings, does not necessarily repli-
cate the experience of historical inhabitants. Because the 
organization must responsibly balance the preservation 
of unique and valuable historical building materials with 
“maximum verisimilitude,” it cannot manipulate the 
building envelope in the way past inhabitants presumably 
would have throughout the day and seasons. For example, 
to prevent extensive water infiltration in the event of rain, 

only one window in each room is regularly open during 
operating hours, preventing any cross-breezes that might 
develop with two open windows. Rather, modern electric 
fans are used to push air through the building (Figure 9).

For the purposes of materials preservation, Drayton 
Hall has experimented with sophisticated environmental 
monitoring systems, but these have not been fully inte-
grated into the interpretive program from the perspective 
of its historical inhabitants. In 2001, Drayton Hall spon-
sored the installation of an environmental monitoring 
system that could both measure potential material-dam-
aging conditions (temperature, humidity, light intensity) 
and advise the staff when to open or close the building’s 
windows, doors, and shutters to mitigate these adverse 
conditions. The capacity of the advisory system was never 
fully realized, however, because its dynamic scheduling in 
some instances conflicted with tour schedules and condi-
tion requirements (Henry 2007). That said, Drayton Hall 
has a robust and active interpretation program (Lavin 
2002), and with growing public interest in passive and 
low-energy buildings, it is possible that in the future the 
organization may develop an interpretive program that 
integrates the manipulation of the building’s envelope 
not just from the perspective of materials conservation, 
but also as a way to understand how people did so in the 
past. Such a program could also invite conversation not 
only about how, but also about who maintained the envi-
ronment and thereby better connect visitors with the 
perspectives of the former household staff.

CHARLESTON: MANIGAULT HOUSE— 
HYBRID STRATEGY FOR RESTORED HOUSE

Designed in 1803 for wealthy planter Joseph Manigault, 
the Manigault House is a restoration, interpreted to the 
early nineteenth-century period when the Manigault 
family occupied the home (Figure 10). The current care-
taker, the Charleston Museum, has furnished the house 
with late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century furni-
ture, much of it made in Charleston. With the exception 
of a few modest pieces, none of the furniture belonged to 
the Manigault family. It offers regularly scheduled group 
tours, led by trained docents.

In its current state, the Manigault House museum is 
partially air-conditioned. The only conditioned public 
room is the first-floor dining room, where guided tours 
begin. The rest of the house is cooled by passive means, 
with operable windows and adjustable interior shutters 
(Figure 11). The museum did not deliberately pursue 
this hybrid method as an interpretive approach. Rather, 

Fig. 7. Williams House interior with exposed air-condition-
ing ducts. (Photo by author.)
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Fig. 9. Drayton Hall interior, fan needed to move air  
because only one window in each room is open. (Photo  
by author.)

the choice was financially and functionally strategic. At 
the time of restoration, the museum could not afford to 
install a central air-conditioning system, and there was 
little space in the house to accommodate hidden ducting. 
An interpretive staff member noted that the philosophy 
toward the exhibited furniture is also pragmatic. Because 
the furniture collection was assembled primarily from 
houses in Charleston, many pieces had long adjusted to 
the region’s varying climate.

Although the tour guides at the Manigault House do 
not regularly call out the lack of air-conditioning, the 
open windows often draw questions from visitors about 
how the family stayed cool in summer. Museum staff 
noted that while some summer visitors express surprise 
at the lack of central cooling, most seem to make the asso-
ciation with how the Manigault family lived when they 
occupied the house.

CHARLESTON: AIKEN-RHETT HOUSE—HYBRID 
STRATEGY FOR PRESERVED HOUSE

The circa-1820 Aiken-Rhett House is operated as a 
house museum by the Historic Charleston Foundation 
(HCF), which takes a self-conscious preserve-as-found 
approach to the structure (Figure 12). The house is 
sparsely furnished; many of the pieces exhibited once 

Fig. 8. Drayton Hall south elevation. (Photo by author.)
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belonged to the Aiken family. The Aiken-Rhett House 
offers a self-paced audio tour and places docents at key 
locations along the tour path to answer visitors’ questions.

Like the Manigault House, the Aiken-Rhett House is 
partially conditioned, and this state is not deliberately 
interpreted for visitors. Only the house’s single-room art 
gallery and its renovated basement level, which includes 
staff, service, and retail areas, have air-conditioning. The 
rest of the house remains unconditioned and its indoor 
environment mitigated by passive means. The content of 
the audio tour does not address these features or their use 
directly, but the self-paced nature of the tour does allow 
for extended experience in unconditioned spaces as well 
as for quick escape—something which is not as easy on a 
formal guided tour.

A recent feasibility study stated that the HCF has 
resolved not to install a central cooling system at 
the Aiken-Rhett House (Building Conservation 
Associates 2013). The feasibility study’s environmental 

management section, authored by the firm Watson 
& Henry Associates—also the developers of Drayton 
Hall’s monitoring and advisory system—observed that 
the unconditioned state of the house is “not only key to 
understanding the sensations and thermal comfort of 
occupants past, but also to understanding the architec-
ture of the building as a sophisticated assembly of passive 
and operational features for moderating the effects of the 
Charleston climate,” (Figure 13), but the report’s recom-
mendations for improving the interpretative practices 
at the house, authored by a different firm, did not carry 
forward this message (Building Conservation Associates 
2013, 69). Rather, the recommendations for integrating 
the thermal environment into the interpretive program 
focused on the effects on materials and finishes pres-
ervation, not the daily and seasonal operation of the 
building’s elements by past inhabitants. However, the 
Historic Charleston Foundation takes issues of environ-
mental responsibility seriously, and there is potential 
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Fig. 10. Manigault House south elevation. (Photo by author.)
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for a change in practice. The HCF has recently begun a 
campaign throughout Charleston promoting traditional 
passive cooling practices and even enacting them at its 
own offices, which are housed in an eighteenth-century 
historic building. The HCF promotes this initiative with 
interpretive signage, and a similar approach could be 
taken at the Aiken-Rhett House (Figure 14).

SAVANNAH: OWENS-THOMAS, DAVENPORT, 
AND ANDREW LOW HOUSES

The Owens-Thomas (1819), Davenport (1820), and 
Andrew Low (1849) House museums are thoughtfully 
operated by a local museum foundation, a local preser-
vation foundation, and a national preservation society 
respectively (Figure 15). All of the houses represent a res-
toration approach, and all are fully air-conditioned. All 
offer traditional guided tours, and none introduce climate 
adaptation or passive cooling practices in a substantial way.

Nonetheless, a few practices are worth noting in this 
context. In their regular programs, all three houses 
interpret seasonal housekeeping practices, such as those 
carried out on a larger scale at the Gallier House museum. 
The Low House presents one of its bedrooms in “summer Fig. 11. Manigault House interior with open windows. 

(Photo by author.)

Fig. 12. Aiken-Rhett House southeast elevation. (Photo by author.)
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dress,” and another in winter form, and the Davenport 
and Owens-Thomas Houses partnered to interpret 
summer and winter dress at the whole-house scale. The 
Davenport is interpreted to summer and Owens-Thomas 
to winter. Interpretive staff at the houses do not explain 
the appearance of these rooms on the regular tour, and 
management staff at both locations acknowledge that this 
interpretation is likely lost on most visitors.

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR INTERPRETATION

Historic house museums are simultaneously the most 
familiar for visitors and the most challenging for preser-
vationists. Richard Moe, in his provocatively titled article, 
“Are There Too Many House Museums?” has issued a 
stern warning: the number of house museums is grow-
ing, and the funding for them is shrinking (Moe 2002). 
All contributors to the recent publication Interpreting 
Historic House Museums recognize that house museum 
interpretation has too long relied on “interesting facts” 
and must shift to thematic approaches clearly articulated 
within the historical context beyond the walls of the 

Fig. 13. Aiken-Rhett House first floor walk-through windows with exterior shutters. (Photo taken by John McWilliams in 
1990. Source: Historic American Buildings Survey HABS SC-269.)

Fig. 14. Sign interpreting passive cooling practice at Historic 
Charleston Foundation offices. (Photo by author.)
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house (Donnelly 2002). Equally important is the weav-
ing of formerly neglected stories of race, gender, and 
landscape into historic house interpretation. Many sites 
have done this with new interpretive programs, such as 
sophisticated multiperspective tours, where a single site 
offers several tours, each through the eyes of different 
inhabitants of the site.

The interpretation of historical approaches to cli-
mate mitigation offers a similar opportunity to multiply 
the dimensions of history made available to the house 
museum visitor. Until recently, this type of interpretation 
was complicated by narrowly defined environmental con-
trol guidelines and concerns about visitor resistance to 
unconditioned environments. Yet with changing public 
perspective and the rethinking of these guidelines and 
the development of alternative methods for environmen-
tal management (Maekawa, Beltran, and Henry 2015), 
it is becoming possible for house museum managers to 
be responsible stewards of historic materials while still 
providing visitors with a thermal environment more rep-
resentative of the past.

Key to this new direction is thorough interpretation 
of these thermal environments as historical resources 
themselves, not just as an alternative means of preserv-
ing and conserving material artifacts. The case studies in 
this essay suggest creative approaches that connect people 
with experiences from the past and that may help them 
navigate the difficult decisions raised by climate change 
and a desire to reduce energy consumption.

RESOURCES FOR INTERPRETATION

The houses at historic house museums are valued 
as interpretive tools. The tendency is to see structures 
through the lens of historical styles; a building’s functional 
design or its regional or climatic context is secondary. 
Intentional or not, the choice is perhaps understandable 
as the resources to develop a functional understanding of 
historic indoor environments are limited. Architectural 
historian Reyner Banham’s (1969) text, Architecture of 
the Well-Tempered Environment, is considered the stan-
dard history of indoor environmental technology, but 
it is future oriented and accepts mechanical cooling 

Fig. 15. Owens-Thomas House northwest elevation. (Photo by author.)
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dense set of themes introduced at historic sites, it may be 
necessary to integrate both interpreters and visitors more 
actively in the process of research. Sites may have to rethink 
their traditional hands-off approach, instead letting visi-
tors manipulate the building envelope and feel, rather than 
just see, the effects.

Lisa Heschong (1979) argues in Thermal Delight in 
Architecture that people have strong emotional and cultural 
ties to places with distinct thermal qualities. Although 
Heschong’s book focuses on exceptional uses—the sauna, 
the public bath—her point resonates: people enjoy, and 
even seek out, variation in their thermal experiences, and 
these experiences are often part of long traditions. This 
essay argues a variation on her point: caretakers of historic 
sites, rather than viewing the unique indoor environments 
of their buildings as a liability, could capitalize on their 
properties’ distinctive conditions. Historic sites could pro-
vide an important experience: time in an “unconditioned” 
space, which counters everyday environments’ invariabil-
ity and uniformity with air-conditioning.

One of the most critical questions today is, in the face of 
rising energy costs and shifting world climate conditions, 
should Americans change their air-conditioning habits? 
This paper posits that with active interpretation at historic 
nonconditioned spaces, it is possible that Americans may 
come to know, value, and use historic spaces specifically 
because they are not air-conditioned, and that the expe-
rience may alter the frame through which they perceive 
“modern” conditioned space as well. Here, reflection on 
recent shifts in ideas about contemporary food produc-
tion may be instructive. Many cite the sensual experience 
of eating their first farmers’ market tomato as the moment 
they began rethinking today’s mechanized and rational-
ized modes of providing food. Historic buildings and sites, 
with meaningful interpretation, could provide an analo-
gous experience and play a significant role in sparking a 
similar cultural shift in American conditioning habits.
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as a technological given, limiting the book’s relevance 
in understanding specific cases of nineteenth-century 
design. Robert Bruegmann’s (1978) lengthy article trac-
ing early heating and ventilating technologies is valuable 
in other contexts, but it focuses on broad trends mostly in 
Britain, making it difficult to extrapolate to local condi-
tions in different climate regions.

Architectural guides for passive climatic design, such 
as Victor Olgyay’s (1963) seminal book Design with 
Climate, are admirable for their holistic approach to 
localized design, but they are aimed at design profession-
als and highly technical in their graphical representation. 
A more recent and promising variation on this resource 
type is A Manual for the Environmental and Climatic 
Responsive Restoration and Renovation of Older Houses in 
Louisiana (Cazayoux 2003), sponsored by the Louisiana 
Department of Natural Resources. It is written for a lay 
audience and carefully documents traditional patterns 
and techniques of passive design for a particular region.

However, these architectural guides often present gen-
eralized conditions that lack detailed social and cultural 
context. Works by historians such as Katherine Grier 
(1997) and John Crowley (2001), who write about cul-
tural constructions of comfort from the perspective of 
social history and anthropology, offer complex and pro-
found readings of material culture. Yet the fundamental 
challenge of interpretation at historic sites persists: how 
to make these complex concepts meaningful to visitors 
through the medium of the site. Methods developed by 
designers and architects working consciously within 
vernacular contexts may offer new ways to interpret com-
plex, contingent, and multidimensional histories through 
material rather than rhetorical means (Heath 2009).

THE CLIMATE OF INTERPRETATION FOR 
THE INTERPRETATION OF CLIMATE

Evoking past climate-adaptive and seasonal practices is 
particularly challenging because primary resources docu-
menting past techniques, patterns, and impressions of 
passive cooling are slim to nonexistent. This is not surpris-
ing because when people did not know they were “uncool” 
(i.e., before air-conditioning made it possible to be cool at 
all times), they rarely articulated in detail how they man-
aged the climate, and with technological change, material 
remnants of past practices were actively erased. Given this 
lack of conventional documentation, comprehending past 
climate adaptation may require alternative approaches. 
Instead of simply adding another layer to the already 
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ENDNOTES
1  Elefante (2007) and Moe (2002) were reprinted in Forum Journal 
(Fall 2012) as part of an issue of the journal devoted to “game 
changers,” articles that had a significant influence on preservation 
thought.
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