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In 1839 Godey's Lady1s Book published a bit of light fiction titled "A Reverie." As 
the story opens, a woman visits the home of an acquaintance and discovers that the 
mistress is away. Ushered into a drawing room to wait, she rests on a soft ottoman 
and falls into a half slumber during which she dreams that the various items of fur
niture in the room argue over their relative importance to the household. One by 
one, they talk about their distinct purposes in the family's cultural life. Some complain 
about their misfortunes - the carpet whines that it has to support everyone and is 
always getting walked on. Other more favorably situated furnishings express pride of 
place. The center table claims happily that "my mistress sets a great deal by me, and 
leans upon me very much," and the solar lamp observes that "when my master sits 
down of an evening to read his papers, he never pretends to see into the writer's 
meaning without bringing the matter to me." Masked by the light-hearted punning 
and inverted reality is a critical set of dilemmas for material culture scholars: to what 
extent can objects be treated as cultural texts, and how do we assay their meaning 
in the absence of their words? 

The basic questions concerning material culture are easily articulated: why do 
things look the way they do, how did they get that way, and what do they mean? 
The answers prove more difficult, and require an exploration of various personal, 
institutional, and disciplinary approaches to material culture as they have evolved over 
the past two centuries of American history. 

Material Culture Studies before the 1960s 

Contemporary scholars of material culture are indebted to generations of antiquarian 
collectors and the various institutions they created, including museums and historical 
societies, government-sponsored projects, philosophical societies and libraries, and 
preservation efforts both private and public. Well before the emergence of modem 
academic disciplines, a wide range of American antiquarians were assiduously collect· 
ing, classifYing, researching, and interpreting material objects, and often exhibiting 
them to a public eager to view them. 

Preservation efforts and museums laid the foundations for American material 
culture scholarship, beginning in the late eighteenth century. David Brigham ( 1995) 
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has written a fine overview of early museums with a focus on Charles Willson Peale's 
museum and its audience. Charles Hosmer offers a sweeping, two-volume survey 
of the preservation movement from the first state historical societies and house 
museums to the establishment of the National Trust in 1949 ( 1965, 1981 ). Peale 
experimented with many of the programming and exhibition strategies that modern 
museums use, and helped shape public expectations of how museums should gather 
and display objects for the public's benefit. But financing these early efforts remained 
a problem. Peale tried in vain to persuade the federal government to establish 
and support a national museum; he and his children had to charge admission, and, 
when that strategy failed, the museum's valuable collections had to be sold and 
dispersed. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the federal government was beginning 
to play a critical role in collection and research, especially in the area of Native Ameri
can cultures. Exploring parties, government agents and contractors, and military 
servicemen collected material objects, recorded information, and sometimes system
atically studied native cultures. A number of the government-sponsored collections 
and images were deposited in the Smithsonian Institution (established in 1846 ), the 
Library of Congress, and other institutions where archaeologists, ethnographers, and 
anthropologists could study them. Some of these collections became the foundations 
that later generations of historians and anthropologists would depend upon for their 
research. 

The Smithsonian Institution was an exception. By the mid-nineteenth century, 
there were several models for museums and cultural institutions. Antiquarians and 
collectors had formed private libraries, historical societies, and art collections. Entre
preneurs such asP. T. Barnum and artists such as Frederic Edwin Church organized 
exhibits to profit from customers anxious to see curiosities and spectacular artWorks. 
And great cultural fairs such as the Crystal Palace Exhibition in England and the 
Centennial Exhibition in the United States attracted throngs of people who came to 
see new technologies and objects from foreign lands. These models ensured that 
twentieth-century cultural institutions would consider how to balance scholarly and 
entertainment goals for public audiences. 

The growth of industrial capitalism generated large personal fortUnes among a 
wealthy elite, many of whom became deeply interested in material culture scholarship 
and thus invested in it. Some used their fortunes to collect books, manuscripts, art
works, and historical artifacts that became the nucleus for great museum and library 
collections. Wealthy and middle-class collectors supported the operating costs of 
cultural institutions, subsidized research on their collections and endowed chairs in 

' academic departments. The great collectors believed in the power of objects to 
Americanize immigrants, entertain, and elevate public taste; they promoted access to 
their collections through public programming. 

Few efforts in the twentieth century had a greater impact on material culture 
scholarship and the burgeoning field of cultural tourism than John D. Rockefeller, 
Jr.'s restoration of Williamsburg, Virginia. Rockefeller commanded the financial 
means to sustain decades of research in archaeology, architectural history, historic 
crafts, historic furnishings, landscapes, and social and political history. The Wil
liamsburg staff established a tradition of careful planning, field research on objects 
that remained in their original context, and sharing information across disciplines. 



MATERIAL CULTURES 297 

They sought to recreate the material, political, and cultural history of eighteenth
century Virginia, and used their research to guide public interpretation (Hosmer, 
Jr. 1981). It is possible to admire their achievements without glossing over their 
distortions and omissions, especially on the subject of slavery and institutionalized 
racism. 

The Depression era further contributed to the development of material culture 
scholarship as the tederal government increased its role in cultural research by hiring 
scholars for government-financed projects. Several archaeologists from the Williams
burg excavations moved south to dig into colonial Jamestown. Simultaneously, the 
National Park Service that had long administered the big western parks expanded its 
role by creating historical parks such as Gateway Park in St. Louis and Independence 
National Historical Park in Philadelphia; Park staff helped initiate the Historic Ameri
can Building Survey in 1933, to preserve information on the nation's historic struc
tures and landscapes. The goal of these efforts was to promote preservation and 
restoration by assembling reliable architectural and historical information at the local 
and regional level, so that managers and contractors could properly care for their 
historic resources. But until the 1950s, most museum and preservation-related schol
arship focused on the founding fathers. 

After World War II, museum officials and philanthropists grew increasingly con
cerned over the lack of systematic academic training for museum professionals. Most 
had acquired their expertise through a form of apprenticeship. Many had been col
lectors, a few held doctoral degrees in related disciplines, and some had started in 
artistic, business, or various professional careers. In 1952, The Henry Francis duPont 
Winterthur Museum collaborated with the University of Delaware on a graduate 
program that paired the museum's extensive collections of American decorative arts 
with university courses in early American culture. In 1964, the New York State His
torical Association in Cooperstown, New York followed suit, establishing a program 
with the State University of New York that was devoted to folklore and history
museum training. These and other programs that followed had a seminal impact on 
material culture scholarship, training many of the museum professionals and academic 
scholars who would shape the field in the second half of the century. They also pro
moted the study of objects that did not fit the criteria for "high" art (generally 
thought of as European), for ethnographically significant objects, or for classical 
antiquities. 

Most professional historians before and after World War II remained skeptical of 
this persistent fascination with material objects. Their doubts were articulated by 
William Hesseltine at a meeting of the American Association for State and Local 
History in 1957: professional historians, he declared, depended upon documents, 
and would continue to do so, because they could not subject material objects to the 
same critical techniques they used on documents. Objects were best remanded to the 
role of illustrations for ideas gleaned from written texts. His essay encapsulated an 
enduring debate among material culture scholars: in what ways, if any, are objects 
useful to historians, and what methodologies might render them meaningful fOrms 
of evidence rather than illustrations? 

For their part, material culture scholars in the 1950s and early 1960s were busy 
developing new methodologies for material culture study, and cataloging collections 
to professional standards. Charles Montgomery, who had been an antiques dealer 
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before joining the Winterthur staff in 1949, emphasized the value of learning directly 
from the objects. His essay, "Some Remarks on the Practice and Science of Connois
seurship" (1982 [1961]), set down his own approach to material culture and its 
interpretation. His years selling antiques had given him experience with collectors 
who often sought historical information, not just status markers. His approach was 
contextual, emphasizing the necessity of looking carefully at things and situating 
them in time and place; but he also understood that humans respond to things on 
an emotional and aesthetic level. Montgomery's rigorous approach fused concepts 
employed by art historians, historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists, but he 
rarely won approbation from scholars, who disliked the connotation of elitism that 
the term "connoisseur" held. Yet his emphasis as a teacher on careful research (some
times using scientific analysis of materials), attention to detail, and individual agency 
in the production and consumption of objects has remained critical to the study of 
objects. 

At Cooperstown, Louis Jones and Bruce Buckley approached material culture from 
the perspective of folk life. Both valued rigorous fieldwork and a bottom-up approach 
to understand cultural behavior, although their own training pre-dated the fluores
cence of the new social history. Influenced by cultural geography, sociolinguistics, 
and folklore's emphasis on traditional culture, they treated the rural landscape around 
Cooperstown as a laboratory, sending students out to document buildings, land
scapes, craft, foodways, ghost stories, leisure, music, and other aspects of folk culture. 
The program also taught field skills such as drafting, oral history, photography, and 
systematic record keeping. 

The museum-training programs that were pioneering new methodological 
approaches to object study continued to operate outside the orbit of conventional 
disciplines in the 1960s. But students of the era were beginning to challenge aca
demic and political canons, and to embrace the possibilities of interdisciplinary 
knowledge. In an era of civil rights and existential angst, many believed that the 
study of popular culture and marginalized social groups might help restore justice 
and equality. And the study of the decorative arts, visual culture, folklore, and 
material culture seemed to offer a way of understanding popular culture and marginal 
groups who were often underrepresented in documentary records. Material culture 
scholars borrowed methods and ideas from archaeologists (object seriation and stra
tigraphy), cultural anthropologists (ethnography and structuralism), geographers 
(patterns of spatial diffusion), and folklorists (oral and social performance and lin
guistics). Objects were not just works of art; they were symbols situated in historical 
contexts. 

The New Social History 

In the 1960s and 1970s, as many professional historians set out to explore the lives 
of non-elites and understudied groups- women, slaves, the poor, a variety of ethnic 
groups - they turned to sources that they had once relegated to antiquarians 
and genealogists. Material culture evidence, they discovered, could contribute to 
a more thorough understanding of the past. Femand Braudel's enormously influ
ential Capitalism and Material Life, 140Q-J800 (1967) made a case for studying 
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everyday life - the "enormous mass of history barely conscious of itself' (p. 7) -
across the longue duree, and demonstrated how material objects expressed the 
contributions of people left out of standard histories, marked the boundaries of 
spatial diffusion, opened up and closed off social possibilities in human landscapes, 
and located human behavior in the stratigraphy of time. Three years later, 
John Demos registered Braudel's influence by offering chapters on housing, furnish
ings, and clothing in his study of family life in Plymouth Colony (1970). Material 
culture studies were now part of a larger tool kit for historians asking new questions 
about the past. Federal funding began to foster collaborative, cross-institutional 
research. Museum professionals and academicians could work together to address 
such issues as housing and standards of living, fertility and family life, social rituals 
and consumer behavior, and other topics drawing the attention of the new social 
historians. 

At the same time, material culture scholars began to borrow theoretical approaches 
from other disciplines, such as Claude Levi-Strauss's theories of structuralist anthro
pology and Clifford Geertz's calls for an ethnography of"thick description" (1973). 
They applied them to data amassed by generations of collectors and preservationists, 
and findings from field research. Few scholars in the 1960s and 1970s had a greater 
impact on the links between theory and field evidence than folklorist Henry 
Glassie. Pattern in the Material Folk Culture of the Eastern United States (1968) 
used evidence gathered from an enormous geographical area to suggest how 
traditional forms of cultural behavior persisted across time; by contrast, Folk 
Housing in Middle Virginia: A Structural Analysis ( 1975) used a limited area in 
Louisa and Goochland Counties, Virginia, to draw sweeping conclusions about 
mentalite and cultural change in the Anglo-American world. Folk Housing generated 
considerable controversy, because of Glassie's use rof linguistic theory and structural
ist anthropology to argue that traditional housing in a small section of the Upper 
South could stand in for a larger unit of analysis. He attempted to reconstruct 
the generative grammar used by folk builders in designing dwellings by measuring 
and analyzing house forms, much as an anthropologist might break cultural 
myths into constituent parts to visualize a metanarrative. Though many historians 
found his analysis confusing or implausible, Glassie, who had worked with 
noted geographer Fred Kniffen and at Cooperstown with folklorist Bruce Buckley, 
modeled the importance of linking careful field methods to theory and 
interpretation. 

Another scholar interested in the implications of structuralism and linguistics fOr 
material culture study was Robert Trent. His published catalog of Connecticut tolk 
chairs from 1720 to 1840 (1977) used the ideas of Henri Focillon to justifY the 
importance of studying ordinary objects as artistic achievements, and took a struc
turalist approach to understanding the proportioning and construction systems 
encoded in the chairs. Several years later, Jules David Prown published "Mind in 
Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory" ( 1982 ), urging scholars to 
bridge the interpretive gap between "vernacular" and "high style" ob!ects. In Prown 's 
view, objects were intentional products that encoded cultural behavior, and sch?~ars 
should make "affective contact" with the sensibilities of people in the past. Unttmg 
these two essays was the conviction that it was possible to interpret cultural behavior 

by studying object patterns. 
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Segmentation 

While the enthusiasm for interdisciplinarity and shared theoretical approaches tended 
to hold together the scholarship of material culture in the 1960s and early 1970s, 
the field began to segment in the 1970s and 1980s into such subspecialties as 
vernacular architecture, historic archaeology, consumer studies, decorative arts, and 
visual culture. Some formed their own interest groups, held annual meetings, and 
published newsletters or journals. The Vernacular Architecture Forum, for example, 
started out as a group of friends who shared an enthusiasm for architectural field 
research. They used the term "vernacular" to distinguish their approach from main
stream architectural historians who studied elite buildings and architects. Even as they 
sought a distinctive interpretive stance and method, they broadened their scope to 
include a much larger universe of structures and landscapes that were largely ignored, 
embracing "fishing shacks" as opposed to Frank Lloyd Wright's "Falling Water," in 
one scholar's formulation. Members shared a fondness for field research, and at their 
annual meetings typically spent two days looking at area buildings for every day they 
listened to papers in hotel conference rooms (Carter & Cromley 2005 ). This empha
sis on field- (or collection-) based study has remained important to many material 
culture scholars, who can distinguish between those who understand objects from 
close study, and those who frame arguments about material life that are untested by 
object study. 

Some subspecialties of material culture form within the disciplines, which shape 
both the questions and intellectual uses of the resulting scholarship. For geographers 
concerned with spatial patterns, material culture can demarcate regional and ethnic 
behavior. To study the diffusion of the Pennsylvania German bank barn (Ensminger 
1992) or flurkucken house (Weaver 1986) was to follow the movement of people 
from a continental hearth to a colonial hearth and thence to the backcountry. For 
historical archaeologists, trash pits, potshards, and soil stains reveal human actions in 
specific associational relationships. The objects that James Deetz recovered at Plym
outh, Massachusetts, and "Flowerdew Hundred" plantation (1977, 1993), that lvor 
Noel Burne studied from "Martin's Hundred" (1982), or that Lyle Stone examined 
from Fort Michilimackinac (1974) represented vicariously the men, women, and 
children, whites and blacks, free people and slaves, rich and poor, savants and idiots 
who all left their marks in time as ghosts in the dirt, akin to the shadows on Plato's 
cave walls. No matter the care with which archaeologists measured and recorded the 
past, they could only see the shadows, not the actions that had made them. The 
stories they told had to conform to the boundaries of the available evidence and 
reasonable interpretation. 

The plethora of public and private documents for long-lived early New Englanders 
made the study of family and community life in that region very fruitful even before 
historians resorted to historic archaeology (although such institutions as Historic 
Deerfield, Plimoth Plantation, and the Society for the Preservation of New England 
Antiquities had conducted important archaeological work). Further south, however, 
archaeology played an indispensable role in the study of colonial life. Seventeenth
century Virginia's and Maryland's documentary records were scarcer than New 
England's, but the archaeological excavations funded for over 40 years by private 
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foundations and federal, state, and local governments found new applications in the 
1970s and 1980s. In the late 1950s, Colonial Williamsburg had reinvigorated its 
archaeological program under the direction oflvor Nod Hume, who recovered a huge 
collection of objects from Williamsburg sites, then excavated Wolstenhome Towne in 
the 1970s and 1980s (1982, 2001). Further north, Mark Leone and his students had 
dug sites in Annapolis, and Henry Miller and a group of professional historians had 
embarked on an interdisciplinary study of St. Mary's City (Leone 2005; Miller 1989). 
Elsewhere in the Tidewater region, archaeologists studied a number of other plan
tation sites - some famous (Mount Vernon and Monticello), and others obscure 
(Flowerdew Hundred and Kingsmill Plantations) (Deetz 1993; Kelso 1984). 

This archaeological research was collaborative, inter-institutional, interdisciplinary, 
and, because it was so expensive and labor-intensive, government-funded. It was also 
fruitful. The artifacts recovered from these excavations, when combined with the 
work of demographers, historians, architectural historians, and curators, reshaped 
Tidewater historiography. The cultural life of seventeenth- and early eighteenth
century Southerners proved more complicated than most scholars had previously 
realized, and seemed almost an inversion of New England patterns. Until the mid
seventeenth century, the majority of Tidewater homes were impermanent post-in
the-ground houses, while most New England dwellings built within a few years after 
settlement were of solid timber-frame construction on foundations. In the first half 
of the century, gender imbalance and high mortality were endemic to the Chesapeake 
region, while New Englanders enjoyed comparatively good health and rapid popula
tion growth from high fertility rates. Datable artifacts from the seventeenth-century 
South are comparatively rare, while New England furnishings and artifacts have sur
vived in some abundance. Nevertheless, Southerners, including some slaves, had a 
richly textured material life, and were important consumers of English goods traded 
throughout the Atlantic world. The dig at Martin's Hundred, for example, uncovered 
European armor, silver threads from clothing, leaded window glass, inlaid cutlery, 
and Rhenish stoneware - objects that told a story of cultural consumerism (Noel 
Hume 2001). 

The topic of consumerism has energized material culture scholarship over the past 
25 years. While scholars in a variety of disciplines had long debated the timing and 
implications of capitalism, much of the discussion had focused on production -
changing labor, technology, and business practices and their resonance throughout 
the world- and studies of consumerism had followed Veblen's theory of status envy 
(1912), or Simmel's concept of social-boundary maintenance grounded in social 
structures ( 1904). Comparatively few scholars had examined the cultural changes 
wrought by consumer demand. But in 1982, Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. 
H. Plumb's The Birth of a Consumer Society contested the notion that English con
sumer behavior largely postdated industrialization. Preindustrial consumers had dif
ferent consumption habits than their descendants, but they helped establish an 
Atlantic world economy that circulated people and commodities within a remarkably 
sophisticated understanding of aesthetics, production strategies, costs, and profits. 
Eighteenth-century families- including some Native Americans and other non-elites 
-drank imported beverages, wore professionally tailored clothing of imported fabrics, 
peed in imported chamber pots, ate off English pewter plates, used Sheffiel~ ~d 
Birmingham tools, and depended on an array of powders and pomades to mamtam 
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proper deportment (Nod Hume 2001). Some of these items made their way into 
the middens of colonial America. 

As professional historians became more interested in consumer behavior, some 
began to examine more closely the sorts of things people bought. Pots emerged as 
a key marker of human action, mapping imperial power outward from the confines 
of London, Liverpool, and Staffordshire, and signifYing the shifting boundaries of 
political and ideological relationships as people started switching from pewter to 
ceramic plates. Pewter was the archaeologist's "missing artifact"; though it could 
survive in the ground, it had significant value to recyclers, and thus was rarely dis
carded. Ceramic plates, by contrast, became a datable horizon line in the expansion 
of capitalism around the Atlantic world (Martin 1989; Noel Hume 2001). Consumer 
demand in British colonial America was driven by the needs of a nation of immigrants 
whose mobility distanced them from their native communities. For the colonists, 
consumer behavior and deportment communicated social intentions and values to 
those around them (Carson 1994 ). The evidence in the ground yielded information 
about individual sociability as people responded creatively to the prescriptions of the 
dominant cultural system. 

These studies that trace the consumer revolution to the colonial era are based on 
a deep understanding of objects by material-culture specialists. By contrast, most 
historical studies that attribute mass consumerism to advanced industrialization rely 
primarily on the textual and visual evidence of advertising, as well as the impact of 
mass production on the quantity and price of consumer goods. While Robert and 
Helen Lynd's famous study Middletown ( 1929) does include information about what 
people were purchasing, many key works on mass consumption focus on the market
ing strategies developed by businesses to persuade consumers to buy their products. 
Roland Marchand's Advertising the American Dream (1985) examined the world of 
ad men through thousands of advertisements, rather than the consumers who received 
their messages. Susan Strasser's Satisfaction Guaranteed (1989) and Richard Ted
low's New and Improved (1990) also relied heavily on advertisements, though they 
disagreed on the effects of mass marketing: while Tedlow argued that mass consump
tion expanded the range of products available to people of limited means, Strasser 
emphasized a darker side of mass merchandizing in which corporations shaped public 
buying habits to their own ends. 

The richness of this scholarship on advertising, and its participation in contempo
rary arguments about capitalist ideology and policy, are compelling, but the meth
odological differences between document- and object-based research are analogous 
to the distinctions between writers and readers. As Michel de Certeau observed in 
The Practice of Everyday Life ( 1984 ), writers inscribe their view of the world in texts, 
while readers appropriate selective readings of texts to their own tactical ends. 
Whereas documentary research on advertising reveals vigorous efforts by powerful 
people to impose their hegemony over others, field research in housing and archaeo
logical sites often uncovers the ways in which people selectively interpreted and used 
the manufacturers' and marketers' products. William Rathje provides an example of 
the complex relationships between material culture, marketing, ideology, and politics 
in Rubbish!: The Archaeology of Garbage (1992), a report on the University of 
Arizona's long-term excavation of a modem landfill to discover patterns of late 
twentieth-century consumption. 
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Another sector of material culture study has focused on issues of race and ethnic
icy, within two broad categories: research on ethnic history and material life, and a 
fascination with surviving traditions of art, craft, and aesthetics. Studies of Latino, 
Asian American, Caribbean, Jewish, and Inuit material cultures are growing, particu
larly in areas of the country where population densities are large and cultural tradi
tions are most visible. The challenge of this research is to work through the ways in 
which the dominant national culture absorbs and effaces ethnic traditions over time 
as well as the means by which ethnic populations resist total assimilation. The larges~ 
body of literature considers African Americans. 

Early studies of African American artifacts concentrated on making the case for 
including them in the canon of American arts. In 1943, James Porter argued in 
Modern Negro Art that enslaved African Americans had made many important con
tributions to American art, some of which had their roots in African cultures brought 
to the "new" world by slaves. More recently, Richard J. Powell's Black Art: A Cul
tural History ( 2003) surveys key figures in African American art and the contexts in 
which they worked. But the best starting point for students seeking an introduction 
to this field remains Theodore C. Landsmark's "Comments on African American 
Contributions to American Material Life" (1998), which reviews the historiography 
and surveys a broad range of objects including decorative and fine arts. 

Mainstream southern historians have long considered various aspects of slave mate
riallife - usually through the lens of written documents. Thus, Eugene Genovese's 
Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made ( 1972) included sections on housing, 
gardens, and clothing, based largely on written texts. Charles Joyner engaged a wider 
range of material culture topics in Down By the Riverside: A South Carolina Slave 
Community (1984), focusing on the task system employed at rice plantations along 
the Waccamaw River, and uncovering the ways in which slaves became agents in 
shaping their own material worlds. More recently, Philip D. Morgan's magisterial 
Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake and Low
country (1998) included an entire chapter on slave material life that addressed slave 
housing, dress, and diet. One of the problems associated with the study of slave 
material culture, however, is distinguishing the ambiguous boundary between master 
and slave, between standards ofliving imposed from above and those actively created 
by slaves and free blacks in the interstices of a world dominated by whites. 

It is not difficult to find evidence of hard usage and ill treatment in the material 
lives of slaves; it is more challenging to understand from an emic perspective how 
African American families creolized the world of objects, preserving some traditions 
of ethnic sensibility while acculturating to an initially alien culture. In Uncommon 
Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 165D-1800 ( 1992), Leland Fergu
son illuminates how slaves in the Lowcountry of South Carolina expressed their own 
cosmology through symbolism inscribed on the bottoms of pots that were then 
broken and hidden under water. Such distinct forms of expression were, however, 
comparatively rare in everyday life. Though collectors seek out objec~ such as ~ots 
or quilts that they associate with African American artistry, most Africa~ Amencan 
families lived with and desired the same sorts of objects owned by wh1tes. In the 
Valley of Virginia, to cite one example, black workers used ov:rtime wages to ~~y 
the clothing accessories and domestic wares common to both white and black famd1es 

in the region (Dew 1994). 
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Museums have sponsored important research on African American material folk 
culture. John Michael Vlach's well-known study The Afro-American Tradition in the 
Decorative Arts appeared first as a museum exhibition in 1978, and was reissued as 
a book in 1990. In it, he discusses the persistence of African culture and sensibilities 
in objects such as shotgun houses, sweet grass baskets, ironwork, and pottery. In 
1991, the Museum of the Confederacy sponsored an exhibition and catalog, Before 
Freedom Came: African American Life in the Antebellum South, that explored themes 
of African American history and material life (Campbell, Jr. 1991). More recently, 
scholars have studied the quilts and quilters of Gee's Bend, a community formed by 
ex-slaves after the Civil War that has maintained a tradition of expressive quilt making 
(Beardsley et al. 2002 ). These volumes catalog and interpret important objects and 
share data that scholars will continue to build upon. 

Decorative arts scholarship has also grown vigorously and has further sub
divided into areas of specialty associated with particular genres of collecting and 
connoisseurship - visible in such publications as the Chipstone Foundation's serial, 
American Furniture (1993-present), and Ceramics in America (2001-present), or 
the Costume Society of America's Dress (1975-present). These serials complement 
a number of important exhibition catalogs on specific private and museum collec
tions. But with a few important exceptions, cultural historians have tended to ignore 
this scholarship, which seems removed from the scholarly conversations to which they 
are accustomed. 

Yet this work often provides valuable information on material objects, and chal
lenges cultural historians to come up with more sophisticated interpretations of 
subjects such as aesthetics, art, commodification, craft habits, social customs, and 
patronage. Linda Baumgarten's study of "the language of clothing" in early America 
(2002), written for an exhibition at Colonial Williamsburg, pairs well, for example, 
with Richard Bushman's chapter on "Bodies and Minds" in his Refinement of America: 
Persons, Houses, Cities ( 1992 ), because Baumgarten unpacks the visual and material 
culture of fabric and design, now obscure, that once shaped the posture and position 
of men and women throughout the Anglo-American world. Similarly, Ken Ames's 
Death in the Dining Room and Other Tales of Victorian Culture (1992) amplifies C. 
Dallett Hemphill's Bowing to Necessities: A History of Manners in America, 1620-1860 
( 1999). Ames shows the complex meanings and behaviors encoded in decorative arts 
objects, while Hemphill demonstrates how manners simultaneously liberated and 
ensnared Americans in codes of conduct rooted in aristocratic European conventions. 
Etiquette could stultifY social relationships through ritual, but it could also mask rank 
for those who learned what the codes meant and how to manipulate them through 
objects. 

Decorative arts scholars also ask questions about the sensations evoked by objects. 
Thus, Katherine C. Grier examined the development of spring-seat upholstery and 
the physical sensations that redefined middle-class notions of comfort in Culture and 
Comfort: People, Parlors, and Upholstery, 1850-1930 (1988). Her study examined the 
canonical objects of middle-class domesticity, but she also included how people of 
lesser means adapted found materials to selectively embrace cultural norms. Jonathan 
Prown and Richard Miller explored how themes of sexuality were covertly encoded 
into furniture in "The Rococo, the Grotto, and the Philadelphia High Chest" (1996), 
emphasizing that all objects convey mixed messages. The historical challenge of such 
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visual analysis of art is to strike a proper balance between the concerns of the present 
and the people in the past who created and used these objects. 

Decorative arts scholarship encompasses many different objectives and consumers: 
from the trained scholars who spend years piecing together the life and work of 
D~ncan P_hyffe, to the devotees of Antiques Roadshow eager to learn whether a family 
hetrloom ts worth a small fortune at auction. Knowledge of the decorative arts is not 
restricted to academic conversation; it can affect both demand and market value in 
a realm where objects are commodities. 

Although the study of visual culture is often associated with the work of art his
torians, it is as much an interpretive approach as a scholarly discipline. As the new 
cultural turn gained traction in the 1980s, many material culture scholars set out to 
explore contested ideological boundaries, seeking to reveal the ways in which ideas 
fixed in society's superstructure a canonical rendering of the world deployed by the 
powerful against the weak or uninformed. By unmasking hegemonic ideas expressed 
through objects, scholars could recover the politics of social control. A controversial 
exhibition at the National Museum of American Art, The West as America, explored 
the visual imagery of the West as a tool in America's politics of manifest destiny 
(Truettner & Anderson 1991 ). Similarly, Angela Miller's Empire of the Eye: Landscape 
Representation and American Cultural Politics, 1825-1875 ( 199 3) considered Ameri
can landscape paintings as complex ideological expressions of regional and nationalist 
identities and hegemonies. Visual culture was polyvocal, and layered with symbolism 
and metaphors that competing groups employed as they jostled for power and 
position. 

Subsequent efforts modified the determinism implicit in these efforts by recon
structing the dense network of social relationships that influenced aesthetic produc
tion and circulation. Objects helped organize the public sphere by shaping personal 
identity and social exchange. The elite women whose "salon culture" Susan M. 
Stabile recovers in Memory's Daughters: The Material Culture of Remembrance in 
Eighteenth-Century America ( 2004) used objects to communicate social bonds, intel
lectual aspirations, and taste. Most recently, Margaretta Lovell explored the linkages 
between portraiture, artists, and artisans in Art in a Season of Revolution: Painters, 
Artisans, and Patrons in Early America (2005). She considers art and material culture 
as "the residue of the intentions and collaborations of dozens, even hundreds of 
people making individual decisions, making them in an enormous network of intended 
and unintended actions and consequences ... " (2005: 267-8). Culture shapes the 
strategies of human expression, but individuals adjust tactically and creatively to the 
situations they confront. 

Interpretation 

Material culture scholars sometimes make sense of what they see by trying to recon
struct relationships: between producers and consumers and sometimes everyone who 
has used the object in the years since it was created. In Reading the Past:. Current 
Approaches to Interpretation in Archaeology ( 1986 ), Ian Hodd~r noted that ~nterpre
tation involves a process of testing in which scholars evaluate tdeas for conststency_
ideas must make sense - and congruency - arguments should be grounded m 
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evidence rather than rhetoric. Sound interpretation demands that researchers pass 
both tests. But even when an interpretation passes these tests, material culture schol
ars are captive to their own and their subjects' modes of communication. In studying 
houses, for example, they measure and map plans and landscapes to record systemati
cally human and spatial relationships; but they understand that the floor plans they 
draw to record the information are conventions that stand in for what they observed. 
Living people do not experience life in the form of floor plans; they encounter it as 
a set of articulated spaces through which they move. As they do, their perspective 
constantly shifts as portions of the material world appear or recede. Thus, the infor
mation they command is redundant, overlapping, chaotic, contingent, and episodic 
by turns and simultaneously, depending on how people sort it. It is culture that helps 
them decode and assign significance. 

Viewed from afar, cultural patterns often seem more salient than individual varia
tion, but scholars who walk a historical landscape or examine closely a piece of fur
niture can sometimes gain understanding of the idiosyncratic decisions made by 
individuals and groups coping with particular contingencies anchored in sequences 
of time. How does one account for or theorize about human idiosyncrasy and taste? 
Culture is strategic, rooted in shared values, beliefs, and manners; individual behavior 
is tactical, connected to the contingencies that people encounter in everyday life. 
Cultural history is a mixture of the two. 

As critical theory reshaped cultural history, material culture scholars seized the 
notion that culture was contextual and mutable, discursive rather than fixed. Robert 
B. St George's Conversing by Signs: Poetics of Implication in Colonial New England 
( 1998 ), for example, used objects to uncover the unspoken but visible assumptions 
English men and women and New Englanders used to make meaning in their world. 
Moving across time and space, he examines a series of objects and stories that impli
cate beliefs and values - a farmstead in Connecticut, the relationship of the body to 
buildings, attacks on houses, the paintings of Ralph Earl, and the tensions between 
commerce and faith. Dell Upton's Holy Things and Profane: Anglican Parish Churches 
in Colonial Vi13inia ( 1986) examined the relationships of secular and religious life 
by first cataloguing Virginia's colonial Anglican churches, and then exploring how 
they expressed both religious faith and social rank before a community. Finally, 
Bernard Herman reassembled the meanings of housing, landscape, and family life in 
the great cedar swamp of southern Delaware in The Stolen House (1992). His meth
odology is a version of archaeological cross mending (akin to the process of re
assembling the fragments of a pot scattered about a site) in which he uses a detailed 
court case and a careful study of buildings and landscapes to situate intention and 
meaning in a place where the value of land is lodged in the timber growing on it. 
Whereas removing the timber degrades the value of the land by eliminating its most 
valuable commodity, leaving it uncut squanders the heirs' return on their capital. The 
meaning of court testimony is made visible through the linkage of objects and texts. 
Objects are not just illustrations of litigious exchanges; they are freighted with sym
bolic weight. 

While thinking about objects as a form of text predisposes scholars to conceptual
ize culture as a semiotic system, the material in most material culture imposes a 
burden of tangibility in which words do not fully stand in for things. As Grant 
McCracken pointed out in Culture and Consumption: New Approaches to the Symbolic 
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Character of Consumer Goods and Activities (1990), the ability to combine a small 
number of sounds and symbols into words, sentences, and paragraphs is a far more 
flexible way to communicate than making an artifact. People create objects from a 
wide range of materials in an endless parade of styles and forms, but the communica
tive power of these objects rests in their conformity to - or violation of - cultural 
expectation. The meaning of an ambiguous artifact cannot be decoded through 
simple analogies to shared experience. Thus, objects are at their most powerful when 
conveying relatively simple messages that resist change over time. The fenced yard 
in front of the Miles Brewton house in Charleston, South Carolina sends a clear 
message that the owners will defend their domain. The top of the tence, made of 
iron cheveaux-de-Jries- used by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century armies to break 
up charges on battle lines or trenches - lays bare the vulnerability of slave owners 
and the potential for violence in a society filled with latent insurgents. Brewton's use 
of a military device in his fence symbolized his connections to political instruments 
of coercion and rendered the consequences of an attack brutally clear. 

If postmodern theory has exposed the ways in which ideological and political 
systems can shape cultural behavior, it has also helped illuminate the various ways 
individuals and organizations redefine expectations and standards to their own ends. 
Objects are laden with pattern and ambiguity. Ambiguity cedes power to individuals 
or groups by conveying the opportunity or even the right to experiment with alterna
tives. The process is visible in Jack Crowley's history of the word "comfort" in The 
Invention of Comfort: Sensibilities and Design in Early Modern Britain and EarZv 
America (2001). Originally denoting a tradition of moral support, "comfort" gradu
ally became identified with physical comfort and social progress on the ambiguous 
moral and political ground between luxury and poverty. Industrialization complicated 
the debate about cultural values by simultaneously increasing the gap between the 
rich and the poor and raising material standards of living for almost everyone during 
a brief moment in time - a theme Ruth Schwartz Cowan explored in More Work for 
Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave 
(1983). The majority of Americans- rich and poor- went from chamber pots and 
privies to flush toilets, from candles and oil lamps to the electric light bulb, and from 
letters and face-to-face chat to the telephone, in less than a century. Material life was 
not a zero-sum game in which the rich got richer and the poor got poorer. It was 
more often confusing and paradoxical as changing technologies and costs led to 
debates about what was necessary, possible, or desirable. 

The recursive relationship of individuals and their objects complicates cultural 
interpretation because all objects have an aesthetic dimension that material culture 
scholars and cultural historians struggle to understand and theorize. Reading a recipe 
for apple pie is not the same as eating it to learn how it tastes. Some people's pies 
taste better than others· some manufacturers succeed and others fail because consum-

' ers' judgments are based on a host of variables that are difficult to quantifY or even 
express. Thus, power is not lodged inevitably in the political asymmetries of a cul
ture's superstmcture or in the metanarratives of social relationships; people artful.ly 
lead their everyday lives in the midst of objects that can either open up or constram 
their possibilities. The author of "A Reverie" uses witty dialogue to teach readers 
about the function of objects in parlor culture, but words alone cannot capture the 
complex and often ambiguous meanings of lamps and center tables. At some level, 
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all humans who explore their world by reaching out to touch it are scholars of mat
erial cui ture. 
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