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HIST1173 (FWS): Animal, Vegetable, Mineral: The Museum in American History 
 

Spring 2014, MWF 10:10-11:00, Sibley Hall Room 115 
 
Amy Kohout      Office Hours: Wednesdays, 11:30-1:30  
alk237@cornell.edu       and by appointment 
505-280-9365 (before 9 PM)      McGraw B1 
             
Course description 
From 17th-century curiosity cabinets to Night at the Museum, artifacts and specimens have offered 
their collectors, curators, and viewers access to multiple ways of understanding the past and the 
present. In this writing seminar we’ll explore the practices of collection and display in a range of 
times and places, including our own. Through materials in history, anthropology, and museum 
studies, we’ll grapple with key questions about American culture: What do we collect and why? 
What are museums for? What do our displays reveal about who we are? We’ll consider dinosaur 
bones and taxidermy, stolen treasure and world’s fairs, even artifacts from Cornell’s myriad 
collections as we examine the ways exhibits tell stories and offer arguments — and craft our own 
in the essays we write. 
 
Course rationale 
“No other children in all the world since the world began had had such an opportunity. So she set 
forth for herself and for her brother the task of learning everything about the museum. One thing at 
a time” (47).  
 
This is how Claudia and Jamie, the protagonists of E. L. Konigsburg’s From the Mixed-Up Files of 
Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, first approach their experience as runaways hiding out at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. But their approach is also helpful for us as we begin a semester-long 
exploration of the history of natural history museums, collecting, and display, especially because 
of the aside Konigsburg’s narrator offers next: “Claudia probably didn’t realize that the museum 
has 365,000 works of art. Even if she had, she could not have been convinced that learning 
everything about everything was not possible; her ambitions were as enormous and as multi-
directional as the museum itself” (47). Our ambitions this spring will also be multi-directional (and 
perhaps enormous): we’ll consider specimens and field books, collectors and their displays, 
dioramas, dinosaur bones, even a whole mastodon (and the museum it’s in). We’ll ask questions 
about the production of scientific knowledge, about the arguments display cases and museums 
make, and try our hands (and brains!) at organizing exhibits—and essays—of our own. We’ll pull 
back the curtain just as the figure of Charles Willson Peale does in The Artist in His Museum 
(1822) and examine what the history of natural history museums can reveal about American 
culture and identity in the past and the present. Together we’ll explore the research and writing 
process—the work historians do—as a kind of curation, of collection and display.  
 
Learning outcomes 
This course is designed to support you in developing your reading and writing skills. Your work for 
this course should demonstrate that you can: 
(a) read and analyze a range of primary and secondary source material 
(b) craft an argument and support it with evidence from your reading 
(c) make thoughtful choices about structure, diction, audience, and syntax in your writing 
(d) articulate and engage with the key questions and themes raised by our readings and discussions  
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Required texts (on reserve at Uris Library) 
E. L. Konigsburg, From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler  
Douglas Cazaux Sackman, Wild Men: Ishi and Kroeber in the Wilderness of Modern America  
Lawrence Weschler, Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder: Pronged Ants, Horned Humans, Mice 
 on Toast, and Other Marvels of Jurassic Technology  
 
Kate Turabian et al, A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations: Chicago 
 Style for Students and Researchers, 8th Edition 
 
These books are available at Buffalo Street Books and can all be ordered through our website at 
www.buffalostreetbooks.com/#!students/cuiy, (please note the little hash-bang thing) by 
telephone (607-273-8246), or by email (firstclass@buffalostreetbooks.com), and will be delivered 
to directly to your class. Please note that there will be no taxes or shipping fees charged for any 
books ordered for class. If you are ordering a full set of books for the class, you can do so through 
the website using PayPal or any major credit card. Any partial orders must be by phone or email. If 
ordering by email, please include your name, a contact phone number, the professor and class 
you’re ordering for and what books you’re ordering. We will also need your credit card number 
including expiration date. Please note, we cannot accept American Express for phone or email 
orders. You can also pick up the books in the store. We are located in the DeWitt Mall on Buffalo 
Street between Cayuga and Tioga Streets in Downtown Ithaca. If you are unable to pay for all the 
books at once, we can place books on hold for you to be purchased throughout the semester. 
 
Buffalo Street Books is a community-owned cooperative bookstore, with over seven hundred 
owners. A study by Civic Economics showed that for every $100 spent at local bookstores, $45 
remains in the local economy, compared to $13 for chain bookstores and $0 for online retailers. 
Money spent at local businesses creates jobs, funds more city services through sales tax and 
strengthens an environmentally and economically sustainable centralized downtown. Support for 
independent bookstores also combats the homogenizing effect of corporate big box stores and 
online retailers, while promoting a lively and diverse intellectual discourse, as well as a venue for 
small presses and local authors.  
 
If you have any questions, please contact Buffalo Street Books by phone (607-273-8246) or email 
(firstclass@buffalostreetbooks.com). 
 
PDFs will be made available to you through our Blackboard course website. You are expected to 
print out these readings and bring hard copies to class. I’d recommend printing everything out at 
once and putting it in a folder or a binder during the first week of classes. 
 
Description of required writing 
The writing assignments in this course are inspired by the forms we’ll be both reading and reading 
about: objects and specimens; display cases and exhibits; fiction, nonfiction, and academic 
scholarship. Our focus on artifacts and exhibits will create opportunities for several short, primary-
source-based writing tasks, including artifact descriptions and museum reviews. Some of these 
assignments will be formal, academic papers, while others will offer you opportunities to 
experiment. All will require careful attention to form and content. In addition to these essays, we’ll 
be doing quite a bit of informal writing, some of which I’ll collect, and some of which will be just 
for you. These assignments will help you to develop and refine your ideas, and may serve as the 
basis for more formal assignments. 
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Guidelines for submission of written work 
The work you turn in for this class should be double-spaced, in 12 pt Times New Roman font, with 
1-inch margins. Put your name, the course number (HIST1173), and the date at the top of the first 
page. Please staple your work and number your pages. No cover sheets. Double-sided printing is 
fine (and encouraged, even). When citing ideas and/or texts that are not your own, please use a 
standard citation format. (We will review how to do this in class.) Also, PROOFREAD.  
 
Requirement for conferences 
You are required to meet with me at least twice during the semester – once before week 8, and 
once after. I am available during office hours and by appointment, and am happy to meet with you 
in addition to the required conferences.  
 
Policy on absences and lateness 
You are allowed two absences, no questions asked. Additional absences will impact your grade in 
this class: for each unexcused absence beyond the two you are allowed, your final grade will be 
lowered by 1/3 of a letter. If you do miss a class meeting, you are responsible for finding out what 
you missed and making up the work so that you are prepared for the next class meeting. Please be 
on time; lateness will also affect your grade. If you need to miss class due to illness, emergency, 
athletics, religious observance, etc., please talk with me as soon as you can.  
 
Late work 
Though I do not assign individual essays letter grades, late assignments will factor into your overall 
grade in the course. (Please see my grading policy below.) Also, if you are late to class on a day 
that a draft or an essay assignment is due, the assignment is also late. 
 
The public domain 
This is a course centered on writing, and as such, we will be spending time in class workshopping 
our writing with our peers. All writing in this course may be read and shared by all members of the 
class.  
 
University policy 
I respect and adhere to University policies and regulations pertaining to the observation of 
religious holidays, assistance available to students with disabilities, plagiarism and academic 
integrity, sexual harassment, and racial or ethnic discrimination. Students are advised to 
familiarize themselves with these policies and encouraged to discuss any questions or concerns 
they may have with the instructor. 
 
Students with disabilities 
In compliance with university policy and equal access laws, I am available to discuss appropriate 
academic accommodations that you may require. Requests for accommodations must be made in 
the first two weeks of the course, except in unusual circumstances. Students who require 
accommodation must register with Student Disability Services for disability verification and 
recommendations for appropriate accommodation. 
http://www.clt.cornell.edu/campus/sds/index.html 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

Academic honesty 
It is expected that you will abide by the university’s policy on academic integrity. Violation of this 
code will result in a failing grade for the class and possible disciplinary action within your home 
college. Please be sure to familiarize yourself with the university’s policy on plagiarism. If you 
have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism or proper citation, please feel free to ask! 
http://cuinfo.cornell.edu/Academic/AIC.html 
 
Grading policy  
This class offers us a unique opportunity: to focus on both process and product, and as such, your 
grade will be based on the entirety of your written work and class participation over the course of 
the semester. (Note: You must complete all essay assignments and the final exam in order to pass 
this class.) The final exam in this course is an exhibit proposal which will require you to draw from 
smaller assignments completed earlier in the course. I will provide you with detailed instructions 
for your final project in the second half of the class; for now, please note two things. First, because 
this class is both process- and product-oriented, you will not receive letter or number grades on 
individual assignments. Instead, you will receive written feedback from me, and on occasion, from 
your peers. The work you will do in this class is part of a conversation, both with me and with 
your classmates. I like to think of my comments as my part of this conversation about your work. 
Second, a more practical note: make sure you SAVE (and back up!) all of the work you submit this 
semester (drafts and revised versions), in hard copy and digital form, as you will need it for your 
exhibit proposal. 
 
If you do all the work — by participating thoughtfully and regularly in class discussions, fulfilling 
all course requirements, and putting in the time to draft, revise, and polish your essays — you can 
expect to earn a grade in the B range (B-, B, B+). If you not only meet these expectations but also 
exceed them and consistently generate excellent writing, you can earn a grade in the A range. If, 
on the other hand, you do not fulfill these requirements and your work does not meet 
expectations, your grade will be adjusted accordingly. Note: you must complete all of the essay 
assignments in order to earn a passing grade in this class. 
 
Rather than adding to anxiety about grades and performance, my goal with this approach is to 
decouple letter grades from thoughtful engagement with your writing, my comments about your 
writing, and the feedback you offer (and receive from) your peers. I will provide you with an 
approximate letter grade and written comments on your coursework and participation at the 
semester’s halfway point, so that you have a sense of how I think things are going, and things to 
focus on during the second half of the class.  
 
A note on technology 
This course is a seminar, which means that it is grounded in the conversations we’ll have together 
this semester. While I imagine that many of us will utilize computers, tablets, and/or cell phones to 
access course materials and write papers, I ask that you put your technology away during class 
time. Seminars offer us an opportunity to get to know each other, and it can be hard to connect 
across a table or around a room when we’re all looking at screens instead of at the people we’re 
talking with! 
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Calendar (subject to change) 
 
Note: Readings are listed by discussion date; please come to class prepared. 
 
Week 1: What is a museum? 
Jan 22 (Wed): Introductions and Expectations 
 
Jan 24 (Fri): Charles Willson Peale, Discourse Introductory to a Course of Lectures on the  
 Science of Nature (1800), pp. 32-50 [BB] 
 Essay 1 assignment distributed  
 *Books ordered through Buffalo Street Books will be delivered today 
  
Week 2: Objects and their Stories 
Jan 27 (Mon): E. L. Konigsburg, From the Mixed Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (1967) 
 Essay 1 due  
 
Jan 29 (Wed): Samuel J. M. M. Alberti, “Objects and the Museum,” Isis, Vol. 96, No. 4 
 (December 2005), pp. 559-571 [BB] 
  
Jan 31 (Fri):  Object A due 
 Essay 2 assignment distributed 
 
Week 3: Cabinets of Curiosity/Display Cases at Cornell 
Feb 3 (Mon): Listen to radio interview with Anthony Grafton on Cabinets of Curiosity [BB] 
 
Feb 5 (Wed): NO CLASS. Instead, EXCURSION #1: Display cases around campus 
 
Feb 7 (Fri): WRITING WORKSHOP 
  Essay 2 due 
 
Week 4: Collecting and Collectors 
Feb 10 (Mon): William Leach, “Yankee Butterfly People,” in Butterfly People: An American 
 Encounter With The Beauty of The World (2013), pp. 3-49 [BB] AND Annie Dillard, 
 excerpt from An American Childhood, pp. 136-149 [BB] 
 
Feb 12 (Wed): Jim Endersby, “Collecting” in Imperial Nature: Joseph Hooker and the Practices of 
 Victorian Science (2008), pp. 54-83 AND Mark Barrow, “The Culture of Collecting” in A 
 Passion for Birds: American Ornithology After Audubon pp. 9-18 [BB] 
 
Feb 14 (Fri): Michael R. Canfield, “Introduction,” Field Notes on Science & Nature, pp.1-18 [BB] 
 Object B due 
  
Feb 15-19 FEBRUARY BREAK 
 
Week 5: Cornell Collectors (MEET IN RMC IN OLIN LIBRARY THIS WEEK) 
Feb 19 (Wed):  Sally Kohlstedt, “Nature, Not Books: Scientists and the Origins of the Nature-Study 
 Movement in the 1890s,” Isis, Vol. 96, No. 3 (September 2005), pp.  324-352. [BB] 
 Essay 3 assignment distributed 
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Feb 21 (Fri): Gene Stratton-Porter, Chapter XIV, “WHEREIN A NEW POSITION IS TENDERED 
 ELNORA, AND PHILIP AMMONS IS SHOWN LIMBERLOST VIOLETS.” in A Girl of the 
 Limberlost (1909), pp. 211-221 [BB] 
 PRIMARY SOURCE WORKSHOP 
 
Week 6:  Specimens 
Feb 24 (Mon):  Essay 3 draft due WRITING WORKSHOP  
 
Feb 26 (Wed): Steven Conn, “‘Naked Eye Science’: Museums and Natural History” in Museums 
 and American Intellectual Life, 1876-1926 (1998), pp. 32-73 [BB] 
  
***Feb 28 (Fri): MUSEUM OF VERTEBRATES FIELD TRIP 9:00-11:30 
 
Week 7: The Field and the Museum 
Mar 3 (Mon): Essay 3 due 
 
Mar 5 (Wed): Jeremy Vetter, “Cowboys, Scientists, and Fossils” Isis, Vol. 99 No. 2 (June 2008), pp. 
 273-303 [BB] 
 
Mar 7 (Fri): Michael Rossi, “Fabricating Authenticity: Modeling a Whale at the American Museum 
 of Natural History, 1906-1974,” Isis, Vol. 101, No. 2 (June 2010), pp. 338-361 [BB] 
 Object C due 
 
Week 8: Dinosaurs and Dioramas 
Mar 10 (Mon): Donna Haraway, “Teddy Bear Patriarchy: Taxidermy in the Garden of Eden, 
 New York City, 1908-1936,” Social Text, No. 11 (Winter, 1984-85), pp. 20-64 [BB] 
 Essay 4 assignment distributed 
 
Mar 12 (Wed): NO CLASS. Instead, EXCURSION #2: Museum of the Earth 
 
Mar 14 (Fri): NO CLASS 
 
Week 9: Taxidermy 
Mar 17 (Mon): WRITING WORKSHOP  
 Essay 4 draft due 
 
Mar 19 (Wed): Rachel Poliquin, “Spectacle” in The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and the Cultures of 
 Longing (2012), pp. 77-109 [BB] 
 
Mar 21 (Fri): Object D due 
 
Week 10: Physical Anthropology 
Mar 24 (Mon):  Essay 4 due 
 
Mar 26 (Wed): Ann Fabian, “News from the Feegees” in The Skull Collectors: Race, Science, and 
 America’s Unburied Dead (2010), pp. 121-162 [BB] 
 
Mar 28 (Fri): TBD 
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SPRING BREAK: Have fun, be safe, AND start reading Douglas Sackman, Wild Men: Ishi and 
 Kroeber in the Wilderness of Modern America (2010), pp. 55-114 
 
Week 11: Collecting and Displaying Cultures 
Apr 7 (Mon): Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 114-145 
 Essay 5 assignment distributed 
 
Apr 9 (Wed): Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 146-179 
 
Apr 11 (Fri):Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 180-207 
 Object E due 
 
Week 12: Brains 
Apr 14 (Mon): Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 208-247 
 
Apr 16 (Wed): Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 248-286 
 Wilder Brain Collection Tour 
 
Apr 18 (Fri): Sackman, Wild Men, pp. 286-298 
 
Week 13: Ownership and Contestation 
Apr 21 (Mon): Selected newspaper articles about NAGPRA/repatriation [BB] 
 Essay 5 due 
 
Apr 23 (Wed): Steven Conn, “Do Museums Still Need Objects?” in Do Museums Still Need 
 Objects? (2010), pp. 20-57 [BB] 
 Final project assignment distributed 
 
Apr 25 (Fri): FINAL PROJECT WORKSHOP 
 
Week 14: Contemporary Curiosity Cabinets 
Apr 28 (Mon): Lawrence Weschler, Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder: Pronged Ants, Horned 
 Humans, Mice on Toast, & Other Marvels of Jurassic Technology (1995), pp. 1-68 
 
Apr 30 (Wed): Weschler, Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder, pp. 71-109 
 
May 2 (Fri) FINAL PROJECT WORKSHOP 
 
Week 15: Museums of the Future?  
May 5 (Mon): George Brown Goode, “The Museums of the Future” (1891) in Sally Kohlstedt, 
 editor, The Origins of Natural Science in America: The Essays of George Brown Goode 
 (1991), pp. 321-348 [BB] 
 
May 7 (Wed): Wrap up 
 
Exam Period: Final Project due during our assigned final exam slot. (To be scheduled by Cornell 
after shopping period concludes.) 



HIST1173 Object Assignments 
 
Throughout the semester we’ll be doing our own exercises (experiments?) in curation. 
These object assignments will form the basis of these activities, so make your selections 
with care. 
 
The task:  
(1) Locate an object that fits the particular assignment’s category in a digital or physical 
repository. (Suggestions for where to look are below.)  
 
(2) PRINT OUT an image of the object. Make sure your image will fit on one side of a 5x8 
index card. 
 
(3) Write a 150-word object description, formatted according to the following 
specifications: single-spaced, with narrow margins so that your paragraph can be cut out 
and glued to the back of a 5x8 index card. (I’ll provide the index cards.) 
 

Your description will require you to distill the information you locate to the 
details you think are most important for your reader to know. Do not simply 
copy whatever you find accompanying the document, but do a little digging 
to flesh out your understanding of the item. What is interesting about your 
object? What or who is it connected to? Think about what you’d most like to 
know about this object if you were to encounter it in any kind of museum.  

 
 You should follow at least 3 leads to see what you can figure out. Your object 
 description should include three citations: 
  [1] citation for your object and its image 
  [2] citation for source consulted to write your object description 
  [3] citation for source consulted to write your object description 
  
Wikipedia can be a great place to go for leads, but let’s try to draw on more reliable 
sources. 
 
For Object A, Due 1/31: 
 
This one is as open as can be. Bring in something located in a museum or an archive. You 
don’t have to choose the first thing you find — one of the things we’re practicing here is 
how to find objects on the internet. Make sure you choose something you’re excited about. 
After all, this is the first in a series of objects you’ll be collecting, and you’ll want 
everything you select to at least be a candidate for the exhibit you’re going to design as 
part of your final project. Be prepared to talk about the process of locating it, why you 
chose it, and what makes it interesting to you.  
 
SAVE COPIES OF WHAT YOU BRING TO CLASS FOR YOUR FINAL PROJECT. 



Digital search ideas (this is not an exhaustive list): 
 
Digital Public Library of America: dp.la 
 
Smithsonian Institution: collections.si.edu 
 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art: http://www.metmuseum.org/collections 
 
The Field Museum: www.fieldmuseum.org 
 
Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard: mcz.harvard.edu 
 
The Ernst Mayr Library at the Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard: 
library.mcz.harvard.edu 
 
The Biodiversity Heritage Library: biodiversitylibrary.org 
 
The Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University: ansp.org/research/library 
 
The Wagner Free Institute of Science: www.wagnerfreeinstitute.org 
 
The Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History: peabody.yale.edu 
 
 



HIST1173 Spring 2014 
 
Essay 6: Exhibit Proposal (Final Project) 
Due: Monday, May 12, 4:30 PM  
 
I will be in my office from 3:00-4:30 PM on May 12th to receive your projects. 
 
We began this semester with Peale’s museum, and we’ll conclude it with a discussion of 
George Brown Goode’s nineteenth-century vision for the future of museums, but in 
between we’ve encountered everything from the Met through the eyes of two precocious 
runaways to interactive pterosaur games, whale models, taxidermied lions, dinsoaur 
bones, and the “Feegee mermaid.” We’ve explored the politics and practices of natural 
history collecting and display, and we’ve considered how viewers interact with and make 
meaning out of a diverse range of exhibits — including cases where the exhibits are 
people like Veidovi and Ishi. We’ve explored the narratives and arguments on display in 
small exhibits and whole museums in both the past and the present, and we’ve wrestled 
with ideas about representation, authenticity, education, and expertise along the way. 
 
At various points during the semester I’ve asked you to be a museum-goer, a collector, 
and a critic. Now I’m asking you to become a curator. For Essay 6, you’re going to put 
together an exhibit proposal with three parts: an exhibit plan, a visitor’s narrative, and a 
reflective essay. 
 
(1) Exhibit Plan 
 (a) It should have a title and there should be a description of the exhibit as a whole 
 (300 words max).  
  
 (b) Your exhibit should consist of somewhere between 6 and 10 “objects” where 

“objects” might be something other than the kinds of specimens and artifacts we’ve 
been collecting over the course of the semester. Use at least one of the objects 
you’ve prepared for this semester’s object assignments. (You can use more if you’d 
like.) You are free to use the format we used for our object assignments, but if 
you’d like to represent your objects differently, that’s fine, too. 

  
 (c) Each “object” should have a label that goes with it (150 words max for each 

label). What goes on this label is completely up to you. Cite the sources you use. 
  
 (d) Some sort of visual representation of your exhibit — a map or a blueprint? A 

drawing? A shoebox diorama? Something mixed-media? Totally up to you. 
(Remember, this is just one piece of the assignment, and this is a WRITING 
seminar.) 

 
 



(2) Visitor’s Narrative. Write a narrative account (2 pages max) of a visitor’s experience of 
your exhibit.  
 
(3) Reflective Essay. You are the curator of this exhibit. Write a 4-6 page rationale that 
explores the process of putting together your exhibit and engages with course themes and 
texts. Use AT LEAST three of our course readings in your essay. (One of these needs to be 
from the last three weeks of class: Conn, Weschler, Goode.) Cite your sources using 
footnotes formatted in the Chicago Notes-Bibliography style.  
 
This assignment has a lot of pieces, so please find some way to keep everything together. 
(It’s okay if the visual representation of your exhibit is separate.) 
 
These are the requirements — everything else is up to you. Your exhibit can be tiny in 
scope, or it can be epic.   
 
Remember to PROOFREAD all of the pieces! 
 
Key Dates: 
 
We have workshop sessions scheduled for Friday, 3/25 and Friday, 5/2. 
 
Please come to our final class session on Wed, 5/7 prepared to share (very briefly) with the 
class the title of your exhibit and the key issue(s) or question(s) it explores. 
 


