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The 21st century is a new  
age of wonder. Extraordinary  
accomplishments capture  
our curiosity and enliven our  
imagination. Technology  
envelops us all, but can also  
isolate us as individuals: how  
can we maintain a sense of our 
human connection with each 
other and with our history—

with the people who came  
before us and gave us our  
legacy? Who are the men  
and women in our shared past,  
and in our own time, who  
touch our hearts and minds,  
teach us, and inspire us?
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Its collections and programs bring  
visitors face-to-face with important 
questions about our shared identity,  
our individual place within it, and about 
what it means to be an American. The 
National Portrait Gallery tells stories  
of discovery, achievement, character 
and imagination in fields ranging from  
astronomy to stardom, politics to sports, 
scientific invention to artistic expression. 
It explores the American experience  
“at eye level” by shining a light on 
people who helped shape our history.

One of the goals of the National  
Portrait Gallery is to portray the rich- 
ness and diversity of the American 
experience and to be a place that  
engages people in thoughtful and  
informed dialogue about national  

The Smithsonian’s National Portrait  
Gallery is a place whose purpose is  
to illuminate the American experience  
and help people understand it.

i n t r o d u c t i o n



identity, character and accomplishment. 
We seek to generate excitement, curios-
ity and knowledge about portraiture as  
a vibrant art form and as a unique portal 
into American history and biography 
through informative, thought-provoking 
and innovative programs.

We want visitors to the National Portrait 
Gallery to have an experience that goes 
“beyond the frame”—with people who 
take us beyond the ordinary to remark-
able achievement; beyond the conven-
tional to bold new frontiers; beyond  
the expected to places of limitless  
vision and imagination.

As a complement to the Smithsonian Institution’s broad and 

challenging Strategic Plan, the National Portrait Gallery’s 

Strategic Plan reflects the shared vision and enthusiasm 

of the National Portrait Gallery’s Commissioners, its staff 

and volunteers, its members and donors, and its partners 

throughout the world in the ongoing work of visual biogra-

phy. We owe sincere thanks to those who led this effort, 

especially Commission vice chair John Boochever and the 

Strategy and Finance Committee; Associate Director Nik 

Apostolides and NPG staff teams; and Carole Neves and 

the Smithsonian Office of Policy & Analysis.

Jack H. Watson, Jr., Chairman			 
Martin E. Sullivan, Director

January 2011



The Smithsonian’s National Portrait  
Gallery inspires visitors from around  
the world by spotlighting the American  
experience through powerful images  
that connect people and their stories.
 
 
The National Portrait Gallery will go  
beyond the frame to bring visitors face  
to face with exceptional Americans and 
their remarkable stories across time, place, 
and circumstance. The National Portrait  
Gallery will use diverse approaches in  
visual biography to focus on changing  
notions of American identity and to  
track evolving ideas about who is signi-
ficant and has an impact on American
culture. By 2020, the National Portrait  
Gallery will be widely known as the place 
that sparks thought and conversation,  
and includes the audience as an active 
participant in defining American identity 
through portraiture and biography. 
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›  Bring to light notable individuals who have made significant 
contributions to America in each of the Smithsonian strategic 
plan’s four challenge areas.

›  Inspire people to explore and discover American individuals 
and groups who have influenced the course of our history and 
identity through high-profile exhibitions, collections and exciting 
public programs 

›  Extend the National Portrait Gallery’s reach and relevance by 
employing a range of program delivery methods, including diverse 
technologies, online offerings, traveling programs, and partnerships 

›  Develop greater understanding of the National Portrait Gallery’s 
existing and potential audiences and of how best to engage them 
with America’s history, biography, and portraiture

›  Deliver thought-provoking programs and forums 
for exploring the characteristics of American leadership  
and achievement

 

Become the preeminent 
arena, onsite and 
online, for engagement 
and dialogue about  
national identity and 
accomplishment, and  
the American experience.

s t r at e g i e s

 g o a l





2Illuminate the face  
of American history  
through the power  
of visual biography.  

s t r at e g i e s

 g o a l

›  Break new ground in the application of visual 
biography as an educational tool for exploring and  
expanding knowledge of the American experience

›  Address contemporary issues through the visual 
biography of exceptional people and groups within  
our diverse culture

›  Enhance the way the Gallery tells the stories of 
representative figures as part of the narrative of  
American achievement and history





3Reflect and portray  
the diversity of the 
American experience.

›  Generate collection growth and diversification to reflect 
change and to better represent the mosaic of people who 
have made significant contributions to America; mine the 
collection more exhaustively to explore their stories

›  Broaden the definition of significant Americans by 
making exhibitions and public programs inclusive of the  
great diversity of people who have contributed to American 
life and culture 

›  Establish programs to energize, broaden, and illuminate 
the facets of diversity in American life through the power 
of visual biography 

s t r at e g i e s

 g o a l





4Generate excitement,  
curiosity, and knowledge 
about portraiture as  
both a vibrant art form 
and a unique portal into  
American biography.

›  Explore contemporary portraiture that extends 
the boundaries of the traditional art form

›  Develop signature programs that take portraiture 
beyond the frame 

›  Conduct research and offer programs exploring 
the portrait as a cultural document

s t r at e g i e s

 g o a l





5Secure resources  
necessary to accomplish 
goals one through four; 
increase capacity  
to engage national and  
international publics;  
respond to changing 
times; and garner  
widespread support 
through exciting and  
innovative programs.

›  Build a sustainable, diversified financial base through 
endowments, gifts, grants, partnerships, in-kind contributions, 
and federal appropriations 

›  Create a visitor-centric organizational culture in which 
the public’s needs and interests drive programming

›  Measure performance to determine whether goals 
are achieved

›  Strengthen the National Portrait Gallery’s Commission 
through more representative membership and active support 

›  Recruit and develop a diverse workforce that produces 
innovative, creative, and high-quality products and services  
for our audiences

›  Creatively market the National Portrait Gallery’s appeal 
to a broad and diverse public

›  Collaborate and partner with internal and external 
organizations in history, art, and culture to bring in new  
ideas, expand capacity, diversify offerings, and  
leverage resources

s t r at e g i e s

 g o a l



Performance measurement —at the individual, team, department,  

and museum-wide levels—will tell us if we have achieved, or are on 

course to achieve, the goals set out in this plan. We will use perfor-

mance measurement to communicate our accomplishments to the 

Smithsonian Institution, the National Portrait Gallery Commission,  

the public, and other stakeholders. The system for measuring perfor-

mance will include gathering data, monitoring progress, and evaluat-

ing results as captured in a set of performance indicators relating 

directly to what the National Portrait Gallery wants to accomplish. 

Examples of such performance indicators include:

 

› Number of collection objects digitized and 
       available to the public

› Diversity of new acquisitions

› Number of collection items on loan

› Number of online visitors

› Percent of evaluated exhibitions with an “excellent” 
      or “superior” rating by visitors

› Percent change in number of people served 
      by educational programs

› Number of new and updated exhibitions

› Percent of exhibitions and educational programs 
      with formative and summative evaluations

› Workforce diversity

› Value of endowment funds

› Percent change in private gifts and grants raised

Slip-cover:  Mikhail Nikolayevich Baryshnikov by Max Waldman (detail), gelatin silver print, 1975; gift of Carol Greunke, © Max Waldman Archives. front 

cover:  Shaquille O’Neal by Rick Chapman (detail) ,  gelatin silver print, 2001 (printed 2002) ;  gift of Rick Chapman and ESPN, © Rick Chapman. images in 

order of appearance :  William Henry Gates III by Gregory Heisler (detail), chromogenic print on polyester base (Ilfochrome), 1997; gift of Time magazine,

© Gregory Heisler. Pocahontas by Unidentified Artist (detail), oil on canvas, after 1616; gift of the A.W. Mellon Educational and Charitable Trust, 1942. 

Barack Obama by Shepard Fairey (detail), hand-finished collage, stencil, and acrylic on heavy paper, 2008; gift of the Heather and Tony Podesta Collection 

in honor of Mary K. Podesta; © Shepard Fairey/ObeyGiant.com. Abraham Lincoln by Mathew B. Brady, salted paper print, Feb. 27, 1860. Judith Jamison by 

Max Waldman (detail), gelatin silver print, 1976; gift of Carol Greunke, © Max Waldman Archives. Laurie Anderson by Robert Mapplethorpe (detail) ,  gelatin 

silver print on paper,  1987 (printed 1989) ;  gift of The Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation, © Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation. Michael Phelps by Ryan 

McGinley (detail) ,  chromogenic print, 2004 © Ryan McGinley. Andre Agassi by Martin Schoeller (detail) ,  digital C-print, 1998 © Martin Schoeller.  back 

cover :  Selena (born Selena Quintanilla-Perez)  by Al Rendon (detail) ,  gelatin silver print,  1993;  gift of Alfred and Elizabeth Rendon, © Al Rendon.
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Who will you meet?



George Strait by Michael O’Brien (detail), Digital inkjet print, 1991 (printed 2009); gift of Bill and Sally Wittliff,  

© Michael O’Brien; Albert Einstein by Philippe Halsman (detail), gelatin silver print, 1947 (printed c.1979) © Philippe  

Halsman Archive; Marilyn Monroe by David D. Geary (detail), color positive transparency, 1954; gift of David D. Geary; 

Audrey Hepburn by Philippe Halsman (detail), gelatin silver print, 1955 © Philippe Halsman Archive; Rachel Carson  

by Una Hanbury, bronze, 1965; Benjamin Franklin by Joseph Siffred Duplessis, oil on canvas c.1785; gift of the Morris 

and Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation.

Jessye Norman by Irving Penn (detail), platinum-palladium print, 1983 (printed 1985); gift of Irving Penn, © 1983 The  

Conde Nast Publications Inc.; Daniel Patrick Moynihan by Richard Avedon (detail), gelatin silver print, July 12, 1976; 

this acquisition was made possible by generous contributions from Jeane W. Austin and the James Smithson Society, 

© Richard Avedon; John Coltrane by Roy DeCarava (detail), gelatin silver print, 1961 © Roy DeCarava; Irene Castle by 

Baron Adolph de Meyer (detail), photogravure, 1919 © Estate of Ernest DeMeyer, Represented by Sotheby’s New York; 

Julia Child by David A. Marlin (detail), gelatin silver print, 1971, acquired through the generosity of Ann M. Shumard  

in honor of Thomas D. Matteson, © David A. Marlin; Sequoyah by Henry Inman (detail), oil on canvas, c. 1830.  

Stanley Kubrick by Dmitri Kasterine (detail), Digital inkjet print, 1969 (printed 2009) © 2009 Dmitri Kasterine; Katharine 

Graham by Richard Avedon (detail), gelatin silver print, Mar. 11, 1976; this acquisition was made possible by generous 

contributions from Jeane W. Austin and the James Smithson Society, © 1976 Richard Avedon; Woody Allen by Philippe 

Halsman (detail), gelatin silver print on paper, 1969; gift of Steve Bello in memory of Jane Halsman Bello, © Philippe 

Halsman Archive; Hillary Rodham Clinton by Ginny Stanford (detail), Triptych—Center panel: acrylic on canvas 

stretched over a wood panel; two side panels: gold leaf on wood, 2006; gift of of Ambassador Elizabeth F. Bagley and 

Mr. Smith Bagley, Robert B. Barnett, Susie Tompkins Buell, The Boeing Company, Buffy and William Cafritz, David V. and 

Judith E. Capes, Albert and Claire Dwoskin, Catherine Spitzer Gidlow, Jill and Kenneth Iscol, Ambassador and Mrs. Philip 

Lader, Ruesch Family Foundation, Corky Hale and Mike Stoller, and Leon and Mary Strauss; Anna Eleanor Roosevelt 

by clara Sipprell (detail), gelatin silver print, 1949; bequest of Phyllis Fenner; Barbra Streisand by Philippe Halsman 

(detail), gelatin silver print, 1965 © Philippe Halsman Archive.  

Jay-Z (born Shawn Carter) by Dan Winters (detail), Digital pigment print, 2003 (printed 2010), gift of Bill and Sally  

Wittliff, © Dan Winters Photography; Anna May Wong by Nickolas Muray (detail), color carbro print, 1937 © Nicko-

las Muray Photo Archives; Martin Luther King, Jr. by Robert Adelman (detail), gelatin silver print, 1963 © Robert 

Adelman; John Singleton Copley (Self-portrait), oil on canvas, 1780-1784, gift of The Morris and Gwendolyn 

Cafritz Foundation and matching funds from the Smithsonian Institution; Sir Winston Churchill by Yousuf 

Karsh (detail), gelatin silver print, 1941 © Yousuf Karsh.

Who are the men and women in our shared past, and in our own time, who touch our hearts and minds, teach us, and inspire us?  
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