In Philadelphia, scenes from “Freedom Rising,” a fast-moving sound-and-light show telling the story of the
Constitution from Revolutionary times to today. BELOW LEFT Entrance to the National Constitution Center.

By LINDA GREENHOUSE

HEN you visit the Na-

tional Constitution Cen-

ter in Philadelphia, my

advice is to skip, or at

least defer, the obliga-
tory stop at the gift shop. Not that the Con-
stitution place mats, founding father play-
ing cards and “We the People” T-shirts don't
make fetching mementos of a visit to the
new museum of the American Constitution
on Independence Mall. But by marketing the
Constitution as a cross between tchotchke
and rock star, the shop sells the main event
notably short.

The exhibit itself works hard, and quite
successfully, to avoid that very pitfall, to
celebrate without glorifying, to suggest the
richness and complexity behind the image
of the American system and its origins, at
once icon and cartoon, that most of us re-
ceived as children and have retained in the
recesses of our minds ever since. So head
straight for the orientation program and
“The American Experience,” the museumn's
main exhibit. Thus inoculated, you can sou-
venir-shop without apology as you leave.

The $137.5 million center, authorized by
Congress in 1988, opened on July 4 and
promptly made news when the wood and
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steel frame erected outside for the inaugu-
ral ceremony collapsed, barely missing Jus-
tice Sandra Day O'Connor, There was no
sign of that mishap when 1 visited a week
later with my daughter, Hannah, who
agreed to accompany me as a teenage "'test-
er.” If Hannah, who was busy counting down
the preclous summer days until the start of
her freshman year at Indiana University,
found the visit enjoyable, then I could be
confident in proclaiming the National Con-
stitution Centeér a success.

We made the visit as a day trip from
Washington, taking Amtrak to 30th Street
Station in Philadelphia and then a 10-
minute, five-stop subway ride to Fifth and
Market Streets, near the heart of the city's
historic district. The center’s angular, lime-
stone-clad form, justly acclaimed by archi-
tecture critics, was visible a block away,
across a swath of lawn. I had called ahead to
buy timed-entry tickets for the 17-minute
multimedia orientation program, “Freedom
Rising,” presented in a 350-seat steeply
banked theater in the round. While waiting
for the doors to open, visitors can wander
the hallway that encircles the theater,
where a mural depicts Philadelphia in the
summer of 1787, while the delegates to the
Constitutional Convention were at work
there. Various scenes are accompanied by
audio presentations of “street conversa-
tions" that one might have heard at the time,
Example: mother to son: “General Wash-
ington is the greatest man in America.”
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Fortunately, “Freedom Rising"” is a good
deal more imaginative than that. It was, in
fact, Hannah's favorite part of the exhibit, a
fast-moving sound-and-light show tied to-
gether by a live narrator who, when he de-
clared that the future of the American ex-
periment “depends on you . .. and you . .. and
vou,” had the uncanny ability to make direct
eye contact with many people at once. Han-
nah proclaimed the show a very useful 17-
minute review of her advanced-placement
United States history course. It is also an ac-
curate Introdiction to what comes next, i
its kinetic quality and In its presentation of
the Constitution as a work in progress rath-
er than a finished product, as something to
be proud of but not complacent about. It is
this point that the souvenirs miss, and that 1
give the exhibit's designer, Ralph Appel-
baum, high marks for emphasizing.

The theme is repeated effectively
throughout the main exhibit hall, which is
organized chronologically and conveys in-
formation simultaneously through interac-
tive touch screens, film, audio and life-size
mockups of such artifacts as voting booths
and the Supreme Court bench, There is a lot
going on here, and the guide and map that
visitors receive at the entry is too schematic
to provide much navigational assistance.

Anyone who has seen Mr. Appelbaum'’s
work at the Hayden Planetarium's Rose
Center, the United States Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum or the Newseum, the popular
museum of journalism now moving from







