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Introduction

As you drove, rode, or walked—or even bicycled—to the library in which you may be
reading this introduction, you moved through a built environment planned and created by
others to accommodate specific activities. Your trip to the library was constrained by street
placement, traffic laws, and traffic lights. Once on the sidewalk, you may have had to
navigate decorative sidewalk planters, benches, fountains, and steps. Once inside the library,
you may have passed through a turnstile or metal detector and stored your backpack. All
along the way, from your home to the library, you were moving within an environment that
not only reflects what was deemed practical and sensible but also mirrors larger social, cul-
tural, economic, and historical patterns: How theories of urban planning altered the way indi-
viduals interacted within cities. How the adaptation of electricity lengthened the day and
made cities attractive. How the manufacture of materials such as concrete, glass, rubber, and
plastic and their uses ease aspects of our lives but create problems of waste. How books work.

The fact is, at every moment of every day, you are surrounded by, interact with, and are
defined by objects made or altered by humans. Whenever you touch things, you connect with
other humans, past and present. Your grandmother’s quilt warms you in the winter and
reminds you of her tenderness. Do you recall how she made the quilt? The pattern she cre-
ated? Did she fashion the quilt of scraps from her other sewing projects, or did she purchase
the material as well as the pattern? Did she sew the coverlet by hand or with a machine? The
bicycle you learned to ride when you were a child brings to mind memories of scraped knees
and the thrill of speed. Perhaps your parents gave you the bike as a much-desired birthday
present. You may not have considered, however, how the bike was designed and manufac-
tured by persons unknown to you. You may not have understood how it came to be sold to
your parents by retailers at a specialty bicycle store or a discount “big box” store.

Material culture encompasses those things that have physical form and presence, whether
an object you can hold in your hand; an environment in which you live, work, worship, or
play; or an image of the landscape you captured with your digital camera as you traversed
a pond or a mountain range. Material culture is, then, culture made material—that is, it is the
physical manifestations of human endeavor, of minds at work (and play), of social, economic,
and political processes affecting all of us. The scholarly analysis of human made or altered

Xi
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environments and things is called material culture studies. It is an awkward phrase, to be sure.
Yet its emphasis on the material to explore and understand the invisible systems of meaning
that humans share—culture—makes it a worthy endeavor. Many people, from university
scholars and museum curators to amateur collectors, explore the past and present not
through documents but through objects and images, buildings and structures, and the human-
altered environment.

This volume introduces readers to the types and forms of American material culture as
embodied in the various approaches adopted by scholars, curators, and collectors. An impor-
tant innovator in the field, art historian Jules David Prown (1982, 2) observed, “the term mate-
rial culture . . . refers quite directly and efficiently, if not elegantly, both to the subject matter
of the study, material, and to its purpose, the understanding of culture.” Where objects are
subjects, material culture specialists may be found. Individuals with training in art, aesthetics,
materials conservation, history, anthropology and archaeology, technology, architecture, eco-
nomics, sociology, museum studies, and library science bring a variety of perspectives, the-
ories, and methodologies to the field. Included in this volume, then, are entries on the
various academic disciplines that incorporate material culture in the study of American society
and culture, past and present. Entries include discussions of theoretical issues, methodologies,
and professional practice—that is, how material culture is organized for the purposes of analy-
sis, interpretation, and exhibition. The majority of the entries engage Americans’ material lives,
from clothing to automobiles to houses to cities to junk.

The entries in this volume exemplify material culture studies as “centrifugal” or a “pattern,”
one that Kenneth L. Ames (1980, 295) described as moving “outward from small issues to
larger, more encompassing, and more fundamental concerns.” The promise of American mate-
rial culture studies has been, and remains, to expand the understanding of human existence
through attention to the relationships between objects and people in what anthropologist
Mary Douglas (1979), speaking of consumption, has called the “world of goods.” To that end,
we endeavored to include entries that engage broadly specific forms of American material
but also entries that reflect how a cultural phenomenon, such as aging or consumption or
ethnicity, may be more fruitfully explored by including things in its study. In short, a consid-
eration of the material culture of Americans’ lives allows us to tell a richer, more complex story
of the nation and its peoples. Indeed, such a consideration changes what we know and how
we tell the nation’s stories.

Material culture studies in the United States has found a professional home both in the
museum and in the interdisciplinary field of American Studies. The alliance of material culture
studies and American Studies is based on the necessity of employing the theories and
methodologies of a variety of disciplines, as well as deriving new knowledge at disciplinary
interstices. Both fields explore the geopolitical unit called the United States of America and
the idea of America. American Studies programs across the nation feature training in material
culture studies, and the American Studies Association hosts the Material Culture Caucus.

History of Material Gulture Studies in the United States

The study of the material culture of the United States is a relatively recent academic field, but
the collection and study of artifacts have taken place since before the nation’s founding. Amer-
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icans have always attempted to understand the world through things and in so doing pre-
served material culture, created collections, and undertook historical and cultural interpre-
tation with tangible things. Men and women living in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and
nineteenth centuries tended to collect “antiquities” of ancient (or at least very old) or extinct
societies, relatively newer relics of historical places and persons, and, of course, family heir-
looms. In 1786 Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827) created his museum in Philadelphia
devoted to the exhibition of oddities and antiquities for the paying public. What gives Peale
a claim to being an investigator of American material culture is that he was interested in cod-
ifying an “American type” through the unique specimens of natural history found only in
North America. In addition, Peale, as an artist, created a portrait gallery of American revo-
lutionary heroes in an effort to characterize an American type distinct from European national
characters.

Thus, American material culture studies began in the hands of collectors, individuals
intent on collecting not only fine art but also objects they believed represented an American
type independent of—or at least different from—other cultures. In the face of the Industrial
Revolution, Americans saved artifacts of Native Americans, “antique” hand tools, and relics
of a past that seemed to be quickly slipping away. As the new nation involved itself in overseas
trade, the souvenirs of distant places and peoples were also objects of curiosity and collecting.
Americans enjoyed creating collections of their own. Children in particular were encouraged
to create “cabinets of curiosities” filled with natural specimens, such as leaves, moss, minerals,
and insects, or “found” objects of interest, such as pictures given as premiums for the
purchase of household goods or souvenirs from visitors. Early historical societies were like-
wise cabinets of curiosities; Peale had employed Linnaean classification to his North American
natural history specimens; the systems of classification that would order later library and
museum collections were not developed until further along in the century.

In 1876, the United States held its centennial in Philadelphia, but interest in colonial-era
American relics had been increasing in New England and the Great Lakes states since the Civil
War (1861-1865), when women adopted historic dress costumes and created “New England
kitchens” as part of United States Sanitary Commission fairs to raise funds for the care of
soldiers. Even before the war southern women were “rescuing” the past; Ann Pamela Cun-
ningham (1816-1875), for example, formed the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association in 1853
to acquire and restore the home of George and Martha Washington. Colonial-era household
furnishings and decorative arts, Revolutionary War—era memorabilia and relics related to his-
toric personages all became desired collectibles by individuals and museums, especially after
the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where the Liberty Bell, among many Revolutionary
War-era artifacts, were displayed.

State historical societies began with the formation of the Massachusetts Historical Society
in 1791. National, state, and local historical societies valued antiquarian material culture, col-
lecting single items with historically valuable provenance. For example, the Smithsonian Insti-
tution, founded in 1846, has the uniform coat, waistcoat, and knee breeches of George
Washington (1732-1799), the first president of the United States. In some ways, this era marks
the beginning of material culture studies, since collectors, borrowing from the methods used
by historians of art and architecture and archaeologists, were interpreting material culture to
understand and narrate the nation’s past.
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That past seemed a simpler time after the devastation of the Civil War and the rampant
industrialization of the Gilded Age. For native-born white Protestants, nostalgia for the past
was a salve against the forces of modernization. Immigrants from southern and eastern Europe
flocked to U.S. cities, presenting to some a threat to American traditions and democracy. The
United States” entrance onto the world stage through war and trade led to the oversight of
colonial populations that, with immigrants at home, brought issues of race, ethnicity, and
equality to the fore. Subjugated peoples became subjects of study. By the 1890s, anthropolo-
gists were also paying sustained attention to Native American cultures, and systematically
investigated the material culture traditions of different tribal groups through fieldwork and
collection. Many scholars and curators involved with the collection activities acted from an
impulse to preserve the cultures they believed to be dying out and thus in danger of being
lost. Today, scholars and representatives of those various peoples point out that these same
practices reinforced racial and cultural ideologies that had originally undermined and some-
times decimated Native American peoples as they were colonized. Current national and inter-
national efforts at repatriating cultural property recognizes these efforts as forms of looting
or plundering; how modern law intersects with differing ideas of ownership, possession, and
rights in the past is only beginning to be examined.

While interest in Native American material culture often stemmed from a belief that those
cultures were essentially “dead” and not integral to the history of the United States, histo-
rians focused on the experiences of white European colonists in a belief that that past consti-
tuted a “real” American story. Though professional historians embraced the “scientific”
method of historical analysis dependent on documentary sources, other individuals, espe-
cially women, focused on the artifacts of everyday life. Alice Morse Earle (1853-1911) wrote
seventeen books on colonial life in British New England. Local and state historical societies,
many of which were founded just after the Civil War, were restructured and began collecting
artifacts as well as documents. National women’s groups often concentrated on the collection
of American relics; the Colonial Dames of America was founded in 1890, and the Daughters
of the American Revolution had a national organization by 1896. Both organizations included
in their activities the preservation of dwellings they deemed historically important. The
emphasis on buildings as biography and history and the perceived preeminence of New Eng-
land as the “birthplace” of American culture were also evident in the entrepreneurial activities
of antiquarian Wallace Nutting (1861-1941) to promote historical tourism and reproduction
furnishings and the establishment in 1910 of the Society for the Preservation of New England
Antiquities (now Historic New England).

In the 1920s, the nation’s wealthy underwrote private and public collections and historic
preservation. Automaker Henry Ford (1863-1947) began collecting historic buildings and arti-
facts for his re-creation of American everyday life now called the Henry Ford Museum and
Greenfield Village in Dearborn, Michigan. Wealthy collector-philanthropist John D. Rocke-
feller, Jr. (1874-1960) provided funds in 1927 to restore what is now Colonial Williamsburg
in Virginia. Extant museums shifted collecting policies from the high arts and culture of
Europe to American art, sculpture, and decorative arts. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New York City added its American Wing in 1924 with the help of donor and collector
Richard Townley Haines Halsey (1865-1942). There visitors could view period rooms—exhibit
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spaces furnished with period-correct interior architectural finishes, wall hangings, furniture,
and other domestic decorative arts.

In addition, major periodicals promoting the interest in collecting were founded in this
decade. The Magazine Antiques, for example, was first published in 1922. Leading collectors
and curators lent their expertise through sensitive examination of not only the physical
attributes of objects but also the historical circumstances of their manufacture, use, and cir-
culation. Today, these individuals are called antiquarians. Their studies are characterized as
overtly nostalgic; indeed, many antiquarians did yearn for a bygone era of supposedly
greater virtue and republican mores. Nevertheless, their emphasis on the things of the past
provided new avenues of historical research.

The study of American material culture was greatly enhanced and democratized through
New Deal funding of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882-1945). The Index of American
Design, containing some 20,000 illustrations of American decorative and utilitarian objects,
employed artists through the auspices of the Federal Art Project. Reflecting the quest to doc-
ument the common folk as well as create a “usable past,” the Index, along with the Historic Sites
Survey, constituted the first comprehensive inventory of the nation’s decorative arts and built
environment. In addition, the Farm Security Administration’s documentary photograph surveys
chronicled the nation’s everyday life. The Federal Writers’ Project employed folklorists, anthro-
pologists, and writers to compile oral histories and ex-slave narratives. The products of these
efforts as well as state guides comprise a lasting record of the material culture of everyday life.

After World War II (1939-1945), material culture studies emerged as an academic field cross-
ing several disciplines. The emergence of the United States as a world power and the per-
ceived necessity of defining American culture as exceptional and apart from the Socialist and
Communist nations during the cold war led to a flurry of studies promoting the somewhat
celebratory idea of “American Exceptionalism.” Although its roots may be traced to the 1930s,
the interdisciplinary field of American Studies was expanded through the establishment of
many university departments and programs. American Studies scholars embraced material
culture studies in their examinations of American literature, the arts, and history.

Yet it was the social and political activism of the 1960s and 1970s that led to the permanent
inclusion of American material culture studies in course offerings. The quest for civil rights
by African Americans, women, and Native Americans, as well as efforts to achieve social jus-
tice for the poor, the uneducated, and the unemployed led scholars, particularly historians,
to question traditional narratives of American history. Borrowing from the “pots and pans”
history of early twentieth-century antiquarians as well as the insights of French scholars seek-
ing to write “total history,” these “New Social Historians” sought to recover the histories of
those Americans who did not leave their own written records. The collections of museums
and historical societies and historic houses became centers for such study, providing through
collecting, exhibition, and interpretation innovative insights into the lives of almost all
Americans, not only the elite. Aiding this investigation were expanded federal and state gov-
ernment programs in historic preservation, as well as the popular curiosity about the nation’s
past centering on the 1976 bicentennial.

Scholarly journals dedicated to American material culture studies were founded in this
era as well and were distinct from earlier antiquarian or collectors’ magazines. Winterthur

www.abc-clio.com ABC-CLIO 1-800-368-6868



XVi MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Introduction

Portfolio, established by the Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum in 1964 to publish
scholarship in American decorative arts, expanded in 1979 to include all American material
culture. Pioneer America: The Journal of Historic American Material Culture, the publication of the
Pioneer America Society, was founded in 1978. The journal is now named Material Culture.
Established more recently were scholarly journals dedicated to the international study of
material culture: the Journal of Material Culture (1999) and Home Cultures (2004).

Objects embody power and thus serve to define relationships of individuals and groups.
The conditions of an object’s manufacture have historically concerned material culture
scholars, but only as far as this knowledge accounts for the physical properties and specific
history of the object. With the insights of cultural studies, material culture scholars are now
interested in distribution systems—economic, technological, commercial—that allow the
study of the allocation and circulation of power within a society. The shift from connoisseur-
ship and artifact analysis to the analysis of objects as cultural commodities and as social rela-
tion is a dramatic and necessary one.

Representation, as another focus of cultural studies scholarship, has also proved influential.
The “message” or “meaning” of an object was understood as stable over time. Reflecting the
adaptation of art-historical formal analysis, material culture studies held to the assumption
that objects worthy of collection and study should be beautiful and that that judgment was
not historically contingent. In short, a thing of beauty in the eighteenth century would
always be a thing of beauty. Today the field acknowledges through its scholarship that
meaning not only shifts over time but also is dependent upon its audience. Objects do not pos-
sess fixed meanings. Individuals, whose responses are structured by an array of factors (social
position, gender, economic background, educational level, race, ethnicity, etc.), “know”
objects in different ways.

For example, an ornate silver service can connote wealth, high status, the mastery of elab-
orate etiquette, and leisure. For the house servant, though, the same set can represent hard,
physical work; long hours of lifting, standing, walking, carrying, and attending to others; and
a different form of mastery: that of exacting preparation and maintenance of domestic and
serving skills. As another example, one of the overriding goals of advertisers is to “fix,” or
stabilize, the meaning of a product. “A motor scooter is fun!” advertisements exclaim. Woe
to the motor scooter manufacturer, however, if teenagers simply reject that message and
instead view motor scooters as nerdy, pitiful, ugly, and worst of all, uncool.

One drawback of cultural studies theory is that its practitioners often do not consider the
physical, tactile “thing-ness” of material culture, emphasizing as it does critical theory and
abstraction. Thus material culture studies offers a vital corrective to this tendency toward gen-
eralization. As Dick Hebdige (1981) asks: Is an image of a motor scooter the motor scooter?
No. The elision of the material object for its visual representation ignores humans’ other senses
(touch, smell, taste, for example) as well as insights to be gained through the physical, and
not virtual, inspection of design, manufacture, and use.

How to Use this Volume

This encyclopedia is not an antiquer’s or collector’s guide. The specificity of guides dedicated
to one type or era of a given object or to a specific maker or type of fabrication furthers our
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knowledge of the object, enhances connoisseurship, and democratizes collection activities.
As much as one purpose of American material culture studies is the encyclopedic survey
of American things, it is not yet possible within the confines of one volume to account for,
describe, and discuss the full wealth of material culture created, used, and altered by various
groups in the American experience. What this volume attempts to provide, however, is a map
of American material culture and its study. Maps outline and describe, providing instruction
and necessary information for further knowledge. We conceptualized entries in three cate-
gories: The first category includes the scholarly disciplines and fields that emphasize or incor-
porate material culture as subjects or evidence, and the documentary evidence that scholars
use to study material life. The second category contains entries defining and discussing var-
ious aspects of human experience within the boundaries of what is now the United States.
The last category contains entries on classes, forms, and types of American material culture—
the stuff itself. The volume reflects the field’s historic emphasis on everyday life and domestic
material culture but also includes entries that push beyond that emphasis.

The bibliography offers listings of journals, the seminal works of American material
culture studies theory and methodology, useful research tools, selected studies on specific
objects, and a general survey of works, categorized by the larger scholarly approaches to the
field. We have attempted to include essays published in journals that remain unindexed in
major journal databases now available on the World Wide Web.

Acknowledgments

We are indebted to many. Miriam Forman-Brunell initiated this project and remains a source
of friendship and wise advice. Susan Garfinkel not only wrote important entries but gener-
ously offered much needed advice at all the right times. With her expertise as editor of Win-
terthur Portfolio, Lisa Lock suggested strategies and authors that were always perfect and
welcome. Advisory board members Simon Bronner, Miriam Forman-Brunell, Susan Garfinkel,
Beverly Gordon, Karal Ann Marling, and Charles McGovern contributed by writing entries
or giving advice and by the example of their excellent work in the field. Early in the process
editor James Ciment provided wise and timely counsel. At ABC-CLIO, Alex Mikaberidze,
Craig Hunt, Cami Cacciatore, and Ellen Rasmussen were patient, good-humored, and always
quick with replies and welcome guidance.

The scope of this project has changed greatly from our initial conception. We thank all the
contributors who not only wrote engaging and informative entries but who, in their initial
responses to our requests and calls, reminded us of what we had not yet or fully considered.
The volume is much the better for all the discussions we have had with contributors. It is a
bit poorer for the entries that went unwritten either for the lack of scholarship devoted to a
certain subject or the unavailability of the appropriate scholar or expert.

We found in the course of our work that many individuals have widely varying ideas of
what material culture means and what its study requires. Though one of the early goals of
American material culture studies was to create a systematic approach to the study of all mate-
rial things, the field remains divided among the imperatives of various disciplines and
between university-affiliated scholars and museum professionals. We hope, however, that
the work at hand helps to further the dialogue about the field, its shape, and its promise. We
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further hope that readers find this volume useful in their own study of Americans’ material
culture.

We dedicate this volume to the memory of Rodris Roth. Rodris, who joined the Smithsonian
Institution as a curator in 1956, was an exemplary material culture studies scholar in and of
the United States. Landmark articles such as her essay on the material universe and etiquette
of eighteenth-century tea drinking contextualized the meanings and uses of the most every-
day things of life. She not only served the discipline of history and expanded the study of
American material culture but she also contributed to the nation’s sense of self through her
decades of work at the National Museum of American History and other institutions, her var-
ied scholarship, and her activities in countless historical groups. That this volume exists at
all is due in part to Rodris’s gracious example of the worth and joy of illuminating the past
for others.
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Adolescence

The transitional period between childhood
and adulthood is adolescence, also known as
the teenage years. In the United States, this
life stage is often perceived as a stressful
phase marked by rebellious behavior, bodily
changes (puberty), and the search for a sense
of identity. While the term was used as early
as the mid-1500s, it was in 1904, with the
publication of psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s
Adolescence, that the life stage was generally
recognized in American culture. Material
culture plays a significant role in adolescent
life, and it functions as a means of expressing
a sense of individual and group identity.
Hairstyles, body piercings, tattoos, cloth-
ing, food, magazines, movies, video games,
music, and increasingly, portable technology
such as iPods and cell phones are markers of
personal expression. Having the “right” hair-
style or brand of jeans is a way of both
achieving acceptance in a desired group and
communicating status. Individual choices
about material culture also intersect with
group identities to which adolescents wish to
conform. Magazines devoted to teen culture
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flourished after World War II (1939-
1945), and continue to be popular.

Adolescence is often marked by rebellion.
Many teenagers try for the first time activi-
ties or substances proscribed by law or
adults: sex, cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs. This
rebellious trend is epitomized by the young
1950s movie star James Dean (1931-1955).
With his cigarettes, slicked-back hair, and
leather jacket, Dean effectively utilized mate-
rial culture to serve as a poster boy for Amer-
ican teen rebellion.

Group activities are an important compo-
nent of adolescent life. Many teenagers are
involved in sports competitions, music,
drama, academic clubs, or other social activ-
ities. Many undergo various life change rit-
uals during adolescence. Religious rituals
like Jewish bar/bat mitzvahs or Catholic
confirmations, both occurring around age
thirteen, represent symbolic steps toward
adulthood. Between the ages of sixteen and
eighteen, most American adolescents learn to
drive and acquire a driver’s license, begin to
vote, and are eligible for military service.
High school graduation, accompanied by a
senior portrait photograph, a prom, and a
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commencement ceremony, signals the pas-
sage from adolescence to adulthood.
Karen McGarry

See also Adulthood; Body Modification;
Childhood; Education and Schooling;
Human Body; Rite, Ritual, and Ceremony
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Adulthood

Human adulthood covers the years from the
late teens to the end of life and is often
equated with sexual maturity. This life stage
interfaces with a range of material culture in
the United States whereby experience, class,
gender, and ethnicity figure in historic and
contemporary definitions of adulthood and
expectations about behavior and responsibil-
ities. These definitions are codified by law
(evident in rules governing military service,
marriage, and alcohol consumption), society
(rites of passage such as debutante balls and
high school graduation), and family and
social custom. Adult humans overwhelm-
ingly design, create, and use material cul-
ture; the “average” human (typically male)
organizes the American built environment
and the dimensions of the objects humans
daily use. Material culture thus orders expe-
rience and defines status based on age and
its attendant meanings and responsibilities.

Secular rituals of American adults employ
distinct artifacts. Historically, adult lifespan
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changes were reflected in clothing (such as
styles specific to courtship, marriage, wid-
owhood, work, and leisure activities);
accommodations (specific to disability, preg-
nancy, and the elderly, for example); and
physical, legal, and social transitions (such as
menopause, divorce, retirement, becoming a
parent or grandparent, and burying a loved
one). Young adults’ material culture includes
artifacts associated with coming of age, such
as a driver’s license or voting card, dating or
getting engaged, and sexual initiation. The
size and style of everyday objects delineate
adulthood: Sports equipment and grooming
devices are fitted to the body, for example.
Often forms change in style to demarcate
adulthood: Boys in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries wore knee breeches
(“short pants”), adopting long trousers upon
achieving manhood. Age-specific music and
magazines in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries reveal the use of life stages as mar-
keting strategy as much as recognizing that
each stage possesses its own consumer
goods to shape identity.

The onset of biological maturity requires
specific material culture in the care of the
body, for example, shaving toiletries, cos-
metics, and birth control medication and
devices. Adult body modification includes
permanent changes such as tattoos, pierc-
ings, and cosmetic surgery and temporary
modification provided by such garments
as girdles, brassieres, support hose, wigs,
and toupees. Other adult activities employ
various sexual aids and contraceptive de-
vices and alcohol, drug, and tobacco acces-
sories, such as shaving toiletries, cosmetics,
birth control medication and devices, and
clothing.

To cope with the temptations and exigen-
cies of grown-up life, adults have gathered
into groups such as the nineteenth-century
men’s secret societies, the anti-vice societies
fueled by the Comstock laws, temperance
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groups, suffrage societies, book clubs, aboli-
tion and anti-lynching associations, unions,
fraternities and sororities, and more recently,
support groups such as Alcoholics Anony-
mous or the Cancer Survivors Network.
Such groups use symbols, ritual artifacts,
and print to secure goals or maintain and
inform membership.

Katherine Ott

See also Adolescence; Human Aging and the
Aged; Human Body; Rite, Ritual, and
Ceremony; Sex and Sexuality
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Advertisements and Advertising

To advertise is to make something publicly
known. With the rise of trade in the nine-
teenth century, advertising was not only
increasingly devoted to making the public
aware of goods and services but to persuade
the public to purchase them. Advertisements
served to reflect the social world and cul-
tural values and to orient individuals toward
new and changing values through the
attachment of values to things. In doing so,
advertisements offer evidence of humans’
attitudes toward and consumption of mate-
rial objects. The history of advertisements is
the history of changing social and cultural
values, media technology, and business
practice.

Colonial-Era Print Culture

Advertisements did not appear until the
1600s. These advertisements, at least in Eng-
land and the American colonies, predomi-
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nantly took the form of printed handbills and
broadsides that publicized both social events,
such as fairs, and items for purchase, such as
coffee, tea, and other consumer goods.
Advertisements, which early on were in
the form of descriptive lists presented in a
single column without illustration and in
the same typeface as the news, appeared in
newspapers throughout the colonies as a
means of support for printers to offset sub-
scription rates. Advertisements announced
the availability of coffee, tea, turtles, books,
wigs, wine, and entertainment, as well as
slaves and servants. Notices of lost posses-
sions, including runaway slaves, servants,
and wives, often appeared with the entice-
ment of a monetary reward. Such items
reveal much about the social relations of
colonists as well as their material life.

Nineteenth-Century Industrialization
With increasing literacy and wealth, adver-
tisements became more common in the nine-
teenth century. First appearing in the 1700s,
“personal” advertisements became increas-
ingly common. These notices or cards
ranged from seeking jobs and workers to
pursuing matrimony or declaring divorce.
Advertisements began to appear on passen-
ger vehicles and even on placards that were
carried for display by a person. During the
1830s and 1840s improvements in printing
such as lithography and steam-powered
printing presses resulted in the proliferation
of posters. Posters advertising performances
and services, and to some degree products,
were plastered on public and private build-
ings. Responding to criticism and legal
action, bill posters resorted to working at
night to avoid being caught by police offi-
cers. By the late 1830s billposter plastering
had become so problematic that it was reg-
ulated in many cities.

The rise of mass industrialization intro-
duced many changes in advertising practices.
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Advertising space in newspapers was first
sold in 1864, and in 1867 Lord & Taylor
department store became the first to use
double-column newspaper advertising.
Nationally distributed monthly magazines
began to carry advertising. The emergence of
brand names and trademarks in the 1870s
necessitated informative advertising to win
customers’ loyalty: Borden’s Condensed
Milk, Quaker Oats, Heinz sauces, Singer
sewing machines, and Kodak cameras
became household items. Vividly colored
trade cards, popularized by lithographer
Louis Prang (1824-1909), were mass pro-
duced to sell brand-name goods throughout
the United States. The introduction of
nationally distributed mail order catalogues
in the 1870s brought advertising into more
American homes. The 1884 invention of the
Linotype composing machine increased effi-
ciency and lowered costs of printing and
permitted cheaper color printing. Color (or
chromo) lithography enlivened posters and
billboards. Advertisements were regarded
by many as visual pollution but were
embraced by others as art. Consumer prod-
ucts began to employ beauty and sex appeal
in an attempt to attract a consumer audience.
For example, beautiful women were incor-
porated into advertisements seeking to sell
products as varied as bicycles and cigarettes.
Celebrities such as minister Henry Ward
Beecher (1813-1887) lent their reputations
and words to sell goods—in Beecher’s case,
Waltham watches and Pear’s soap.

Twentieth-Century Mass Culture

and Mass Consumption

By the early 1900s, mass industrialization,
new products, and increased market compe-
tition led advertisers to create not only new
methods to encourage the consumption of
goods but also to establish a profession ded-
icated to that endeavor. Printer’s Ink, a mag-
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azine aimed at advertisers, was established
in 1881. Although Philadelphian Volney B.
Palmer (1799-1864) established the first
American advertising agency in 1841 and
such enterprises were found in major Amer-
ican cities in the Gilded Age, copywriters
(those who wrote advertising text), illustra-
tors, and designers formed a new profes-
sional class in the early twentieth century.
Advertising agencies took advantage of new
forms of cultural technology as well as stud-
ies of psychology, sampling, and lifestyle
consumption to expose large numbers of
potential consumers to their goods and ser-
vices. Advertising in the 1920s began to inte-
grate social identity and the consumption of
goods—it was no longer about encouraging
people to want things, but about enforcing a
feeling of shame or embarrassment for not
possessing certain goods.

Radio shows were advertisements, with
entertainment interspersed with lengthy
commercial appeals from the show’s spon-
sors. (Soap opera is derived from radio broad-
casts of daytime drama programs that were
sponsored by laundry detergent manufac-
turers.) Airplanes were used to advertise
products by flying over vacation and recre-
ation destinations with banners.

Billboards and postings alongside road-
ways began to flourish as Americans em-
braced auto travel; estimates suggest that by
1908 1,610 miles of billboards were erected
across the United States. Beginning in the
1920s, electrified signs and billboards ap-
peared (the earliest, albeit rare, electric signs
date back to the late 1870s). New York City
became known for its electric displays; for
example, in 1930 Times Square had an electric
Wrigley’s Gum advertisement eight stories
high and a block long.

Television commercials, with their ability
to employ moving action, appeared in the
1940s. As with radio, television shows were
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advertisements in themselves, with commer-
cial sponsorship of each program. Typically,
television shows opened with an announce-
ment, “brought to you by . . .” While early
television shows, often funded by businesses
seeking to sell products or services, were
built around product placement, today’s
television advertising is dominated by com-
mercials that appear between programs.
Some remnants of product placement, as a
means of defraying production costs, persist
as films and television shows feature prod-
uct placement within their visual narratives.

In the 1980s advertisers began to take
advantage of the World Wide Web. Adver-
tisements continued to incorporate visually
stimulating tactics, such as vivid colors and
eye-catching pictorials. Advertising can now
“pop up” and appear when one is online.
Internet advertising as yet is subject to little
regulation and is not constrained by geo-
graphic considerations. As Internet use of
search engines has increased, advertisers
have also exploited these Web sites by pay-
ing to position their companies or products
at the top of search lists.

Advertising has evolved from simple
statements of a product’s availability or
virtue to today’s advertising that weds indi-
vidual identity to products. Consumers
often participate in this process, even dis-
playing commerce on their bodies, usually
through clothing emblazoned with logos,
political slogans, and brand names. Con-
sumers are, in essence, purchasing products
and paying for the privilege to serve as
advertisements for other potential con-
sumers. Today, Americans are inundated
with so many advertisements that it is diffi-
cult for any one ad to attract an audience.

Daniel Farr
See also Commercials; Consumerism and

Consumption; Graphic Design; Mail Order
Catalogues; Patents, Trademarks, and
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Brands; Political Ephemera; Popular Culture;
Print Culture; Trade Cards; Trade Catalogues
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Aesthetic Movement

The American Aesthetic Movement was a
short-lived (1870s—1880s), influential effort
to incorporate the principles of art and
beauty into everyday life. Spurred by the
publication in the United States in 1872 of
Charles Locke Eastlake’s (1836-1908) Hints
on Household Taste and inspired by the dis-
play of exotic art and artifacts at the United
States Centennial Exhibition of 1876, men
and especially women dedicated themselves
to learning, creating, and purchasing well-
made and beautiful things. Painting, archi-
tecture, and the decorative arts were the
media of Aesthetic principles.

“Art for art's sake” has often been
employed to describe the Aesthetic Move-
ment’s philosophy. Yet an examination of
the many treatises and decorating manuals
published by its adherents argues that the
quest for the beautiful was a moral one.
George Ward Nichols” (1837-1885) Art Edu-
cation Applied to Industry (1877) called for art
teaching as an antidote to overmechaniza-
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Art pottery was but one product of the Aesthetic Movement. These examples from Maria Longworth Nichols
Storer’s Rookwood Pottery of Cincinnati, Ohio, were displayed at the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair. (Library of

Congress)

tion and the loss of humanity, and Clarence
Cook’s (1828-1900) The House Beautiful (1878)
served as a decorating bible. Middle- and
upper-class Americans created societies and
clubs dedicated to all or one of the decora-
tive arts, and they established magazines
such as The Art Amateur: Devoted to the Cul-
tivation of Art in the Household (1879-1903) to
promote their ideas.

The Aesthetic Movement fostered collec-
tive endeavors. Associated Artists, for exam-
ple, was a decorative firm cofounded in 1879
by textile artist Candace Wheeler (1827-
1923) and artist-designer Louis Comfort
Tiffany (1848-1943). George Ward Nichols’
wife, Maria Longworth Nichols Storer (1849
1932) founded Rookwood Pottery in 1880
after her experience in an amateur art pot-
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tery club in Cincinnati, Ohio, a center of arts
activity in the era.

The domestic interior was the focus of the
Aesthetic Movement. Interiors were harmo-
nious in color and tone (browns, greens, and
grays were popular), but elaborate and often
geometric “surface ornaments” in contrast-
ing vibrant colors covered walls, furniture,
screens, window and door textiles, and other
surfaces. Rejecting the dependency on his-
torical style such as the then-popular Renais-
sance Revival, Aesthetic designers borrowed
freely from the past as well as from distant
cultures such as Japan, India, and Persia.
Nature provided popular textile and silver-
ware motifs such as lilies, sunflowers, pea-
cocks, butterflies, and dragonflies. The
emphasis on authenticity and faithful repro-
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duction characteristic of other art move-
ments was not at work here.

One defining feature of Aesthetic design
was its practice of combining historical
design with the exotic; the asymmetry of
Japanese art influenced ceramic and silver
designs. Americans could also display in
their parlors their taste in japonisme through
the purchase of objects increasingly available
in Japanese novelty stores. Easels, bookcases,
bric-a-brac shelves (“whatnots”), and other
display furniture reflected the Aesthetic
Movement’s penchant for collecting objets d’
art and other curios. Textiles draped mantels,
pianos, and other furniture, and carpets from
Turkey, Persia, and India, sometimes layered
one upon the other, covered floors. In contrast
to the earlier American middle-class practice
of matched suites of furniture, proponents of
Aesthetic design counseled a mix of styles
and the arrangement of furniture in groups to
facilitate various activities. Advertisements
by manufacturers of “art furniture,” such as
that of Herter Brothers (1864-1906), “art
glass,” and “art wallpaper” easily signaled to
consumers the fashionableness of these styles
and designs.

The Aesthetic Movement was a democratic
one in that the movement’s willingness to
embrace machine-made goods allowed many
Americans to purchase artistic wares. The
Arts and Crafts Movement that quickly fol-
lowed rejected the machine and emphasized
form, structure, and materials rather than sur-
face ornament. The sensuous attenuation of
natural forms that characterizes the Art Nou-
veau style would also replace the Aesthetics’
love of geometry and symmetry.

The movement’s legacy is more than its
amazing output of fine and decorative arts.
Aestheticism also offered women new pos-
sibilities for creativity and employment.
Indeed, Aesthetic dress—long, loose gowns
made of velvet, silk, or wool that freed

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 7
African America

women from corsets and bustles—seems a
symbolic portent of women’s increased
political and economic power in the twenti-
eth century. The establishment or enlarge-
ment of museums, museum schools, and
schools of art and design in this era may be
credited to the powerful ideology of the Aes-
thetic Movement.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Art Nouveau; Arts and Crafts
Movement; Eastlake Style; Interior Design;
Renaissance Revival; Style
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African America

The study of the material culture of African
Americans is complicated and enlivened by
issues of race, class, and ethnicity over the
almost 400-year history of Africans in what
is now the United States. How much and
what sort of African cultural traditions per-
sist in African American practice? How did
African Americans create their own cultural
traditions using the objects of other, domi-
nant cultures, despite or because of harsh
conditions of slavery or racial subjection?
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What material objects and uses are based
within an African American ethnic identity?
How have people of African descent affected
the material culture of the broader American
society?

Africans’ and African Americans’ experi-
ences depended on a wide range of vari-
ables: when they arrived in the Americas; to
what degree they were part of a large or
small, homogenous or heterogeneous cul-
tural group; and their access to money and
goods. Scholars have explored these issues
through handicrafts, such as pots, quilts, and
baskets; items of clothing and personal orna-
mentation; houses and yards; foodways; and
the holiday Kwanzaa. Beyond the material
objects that people make or own, scholars
have explored the larger material world and
its effect on African Americans through
access to consumer goods, transportation
systems, and patterns of work.

Scholars use a variety of methodologies to
explore the African American past. Historical
archaeology has opened the doors to a frus-
tratingly silent documentary record about
the lives of slaves and free blacks in early
America. Artifacts from plantation sites often
reveal that slaves had their own preferred
patterns of use for the objects and spaces
allotted to them by their owners. Archaeol-
ogy has proven that the sparse legal descrip-
tions of slave life were merely that, and
slaves almost always had more material
goods than documents would have us know.
Anthropologists use tools of cultural analysis
to trace patterns of language, religion, music,
use of space, or ornamentation. Sociologists
contribute aggregate statistics that help iden-
tify larger population movements and pat-
terns, as well as what falls outside those
larger patterns.

Whether by force or by choice, immigrants
from various parts of Africa came to North
America and created heterogeneous or
homogeneous groups. Many people who
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suffered forced immigration came from West
Africa, in the region stretching from Sene-
gambia to Angola, and included many dif-
ferent cultures such as Yoruba, Kongo,
Bakongo, Vodun, Mande, Ejagham, and Ibo.
Immigrants also came from the interior and
the eastern part of the African continent and
from the West Indies, often by circuitous
means. Later waves of African immigrants
greatly affected how those groups sustained
or adapted cultural practices in their new
home. An early thesis held that African cul-
ture could not have survived the passage to
the New World and the shock of forced
labor. In 1941 anthropologist Melville Her-
skovits (1895-1963) asserted that African-
isms (African beliefs and practices retained
in new cultural surroundings) indeed sur-
vived and influenced American culture dur-
ing and after slavery.

The brief summaries of various material
goods and methods of inquiry treated here
are by no means comprehensive, but repre-
sent major trends in thinking about the com-
plex subject of African American material
culture. The experience of slaves differed in
seventeenth-century Virginia, eighteenth-
century Rhode Island, and nineteenth-cen-
tury Louisiana. Some blacks were never
enslaved and/or lived urban lifestyles very
different from rural enslaved blacks whose
first freedom was after emancipation.

Handicrafts

African American handicrafts are often util-
itarian objects that display cultural prefer-
ences for form, design, decoration, or color.
Slaves who made pots augmented their
rationed cookware by adding the forms they
needed for religious practice or for cooking
methods they preferred. Some coarse earth-
enware colono pots from the colonial South
display West African cosmograms (symbols
for the universe, often a pair of crossed lines,
sometimes within a circle) and show evi-
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The open-fired, unglazed earthenware known as “colonoware” has been found through archaeological excavations
of plantations in the Southeast United States. These shards, found at Drayton Hall in Charleston, South Carolina,
were parts of vessels used by African American slaves for cooking and storage. The manufacture and forms of
colonoware resemble West African pottery but also show adaptations to Euro-American forms. (Carter C.

Hudgins/courtesy Drayton Hall, a site of the National Trust for Historic Preservation)

dence that ties them to healing rituals. Slaves
in North Carolina made stoneware jugs with
verses or applied faces that often had
African features.

Nineteenth-century quilts are frequently
treated as folk art. These quilts often reused
fabric, buttons, ribbon, and other materials
and sometimes contained messages in word
or symbol about freedom or Christianity.
Twentieth-century quilts from the small and
long-isolated community of Gee’s Bend,
Alabama, are celebrated for their composi-
tions of vibrant color, visual rhythm, and
exciting patterns that rank them among
important works of modern art. Sweetgrass
baskets woven by women in the South Car-
olina low country echo forms from Africa
and those used in rice cultivation in America
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
The basket weavers rediscovered many
African forms during a craft renaissance
brought about by folk ethnographers who
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interviewed and photographed the weavers
in the 1930s.

Clothing and Personal Adornment

Clothing and personal adornment were often
the only means of individual expression
available to enslaved people. Studies of slave
clothing consider how slaves used the cloth-
ing masters provided, as well as how people
often reused and refashioned rationed cloth-
ing and castoffs. Planters many times offered
special articles of clothing such as jackets or
suits as incentives for good work. Artifact
assemblages from slave sites often include
buckles, beads, buttons, and sewing para-
phernalia that reflect activities of self-fash-
ioning beyond the labors of laundering and
mending. Slaves who had access to commer-
cial stores frequently purchased small items
for personal adornment, such as ribbons,
buckles, fabric, and mirrors. Free African
Americans in northern cities held dress balls
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during the early National period. The white
press often derided these balls, despite the
similar dress and behaviors of the partici-
pants to those at balls attended by whites.

Between the Civil War (1861-1865) and the
mid-twentieth century, blacks used clothing
and personal ornamentation in two distinctly
political and opposite ways. Elite blacks, who
sought to distance themselves from the worst
caricatures that whites had developed about
blacks, adopted the etiquette of white mid-
dle-class Americans in their smoothed hair
and conservative styles of dress—suits and
ties for men and “polite” dresses for women.
Their dress and activities signified that they
did not perform menial labor, that they were
educated, and that they identified with main-
stream American values. In a radical affront,
however, other blacks adopted flashier dress
that proclaimed black identity as outside
mainstream white culture. The zoot suit riots
of the 1940s were the culmination of white
resistance to a swaggering style of dress for
men and women, as were nightclub behav-
iors popular with both young blacks and
Mexicans, which seemed extravagant during
wartime rationing and worrying. The 1960s
and 1970s brought ethnic hair styles, such as
the Afro and braids, and African-inspired
clothing and ornamentation that simultane-
ously asserted African heritage and alle-
giance to the American Black Power
movements. With new trends in fashion,
black entrepreneurs developed special prod-
ucts for black hair and skin, as well as estab-
lished millinery and dress shops that
answered the needs of an African American
consumer population.

Houses and Yards

While houses built for slaves tended to
reflect the functional and design aesthetics of
their white owners, the slaves’ use of the
buildings and the yard space around them
reflected personal and cultural practices.
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Houses and yards show evidence of family
groups, how men and women used yards
differently for work and leisure activities,
and the keeping of gardens and livestock
pens. Following the Civil War, many rural
blacks lived in small, government-built
dwellings that came to be known as freed-
man’s houses, where people found self-
expression in the functional and ornamental
use of yard areas. In the twentieth century,
the houses of many poorer African Ameri-
cans reflected regional building practices,
and how those same people used and deco-
rated their yards and gardens remains a
topic of African American studies. The long,
narrow, single-room-wide and three-or-four-
room-deep “shotgun”-style house came to
be associated with African Americans in
many of the cities, where it supplied whole
neighborhoods of worker housing. (The
name comes from the idea that one could fire
a shotgun through the front door and it
would pass straight through each room and
out the back door.) A shotgun house district
in Wilson, North Carolina, is on the National
Register of Historic Places.

Foodways

Enslaved Africans used many of the cooking
techniques in America that they had known
in Africa, including cooking stewed meals in
a single pot over an open fire or hearth.
While one-pot meals were not unknown to
other cultures, African ingredients—water-
melon, eggplant, field peas, benne (sesame),
yams, and peanuts (carried first to Africa
from South America by the Spanish)—fil-
tered into the American diet. In plantation
kitchens, with access to multiple pots and
methods, black cooks fed generations of
whites during and after slavery. Thus
African tastes for flavor, texture, and ingre-
dients were present in the everyday lives of
many people. The migration that carried
blacks from fields to factories in the first half
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of the twentieth century also brought barbe-
cue (meat baked in a vinegar-, catsup-, or
mustard-based sauce), ribs (pork spareribs
cooked with sauce), greens (boiled leaves of
collard, turnip, mustard, kale, or spinach,
cooked with meat), cornbread, chitterlings
(fried pork intestines), and other soul food to
city restaurants that migrants opened in
their neighborhoods.

Kwanzaa

The holiday of Kwanzaa (December 26 to
January 1) is a modern celebration of family,
community, and culture that uses a specific
set of material objects combining a range of
African concepts and cultures (including
Ashanti and Zulu). Dr. Maulana Karenga,
professor of black studies at California State
University, Long Beach created Kwanzaa in
1966 as a way to unite the African American
community. Each day of the seven-day cele-
bration invokes one of the seven principles,
such as umoja (unity) and kujichagulia (self-
determination). The holiday is marked by the
daily lighting of mishumaa saba (seven black,
green, and red candles) held in a special can-
dleholder called a kinara. The Kwanzaa set
includes a mkeka (straw mat) that symbolizes
the foundation. In addition to the kinara, cel-
ebrants place on the mkeka some mazao (fruit
and vegetable crops) to symbolize the har-
vest and other items representing family.
Through their design and use, the Kwanzaa
objects commemorate African heritage and
reinforce African American community and
learning.

Consumer Goods, Transportation
Systems, and Patterns of Work

The larger material world that includes
access to production, distribution of goods,
public transportation, and the social aspects
of certain kinds of work has also affected the
material culture of African America in pro-
found ways. In the early twentieth century
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black consumers preferred national brand-
name goods when possible to avoid local
store owners who tried to cheat black buyers
with inferior or underweight goods. When
southern whites hired black women as
domestic workers, it was the female cooks,
nurses, housekeepers, and laundresses who
used buses and trolleys to get from their
black neighborhoods to white ones. These
same women were poised to boycott public
transportation and challenge segregationist
policies in the 1950s. African American men
very often worked within their own neigh-
borhood and did not make the same use of
public transportation. Black women also car-
ried on other tasks such as laundry or mend-
ing at their own homes, which had to be
equipped for washing, drying, ironing,
starching, sewing, and keeping clean some-
one else’s clothing.

The architectural fittings of racial segrega-
tion affected African Americans’ use of the
material world. Segregation meant that
many southern theaters, hotels, restaurants,
courthouses, and bus and train stations had
separate entrances, stairs, ticket windows,
restrooms, water fountains, and seating
areas. Some towns had two schools, two
theaters, two shopping districts, and other
mechanisms to separate people of different
races. In many locales, concerned African
Americans invested personally to build new
and better school buildings and community
centers that would serve their families.
Many of these places are now landmarks
and are becoming memorials to the civil
rights movement in the United States.

Recent Scholarship

While much of African American material
culture and fine arts was ignored during the
nineteenth century and viewed as folk or
outsider art during the early part of the twen-
tieth century, the last part of that century
saw the validation of African American cul-
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tural activity in its own right. African Amer-
ica in all its facets grew as a serious inquiry
since the 1960s, when many colleges and
universities added Black Studies (or African
American studies) to their curricula. The
1980s saw both old and new historic sites,
museums, and exhibitions generating the
need for specific knowledge about African
American material culture. Museums dedi-
cated to founding fathers, such as George
Washington’s Mount Vernon (1754-1787),
Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (1769-1809),
both in Virginia, and the Hermitage (1819-
1845) of Tennessean Andrew Jackson, which
formerly celebrated a white, male past,
engaged directly with the histories of the
other people who lived and worked on such
plantations and great houses. The National
Park Service began its African American
Heritage project, and many museums began
archaeological and documentary investiga-
tions to tell about the slaves and free blacks
who worked, lived, raised families, and died
on historic sites. Museums reconstructed
slave quarters, mounted exhibitions, held
homecomings for black and white descen-
dants of ancient families, or otherwise deter-
mined that their sites’” African American
history is significant to the history of all
Americans. In addition, new museums and
historic sites now mark the places and events
of the Underground Railroad, the civil rights
struggle, and other aspects of African Amer-
ican history.

Susan A. Kern
See also African American Foodways;

Consumerism and Consumption; Ethnicity;
Folklore and Folklife; Historic Preservation;

Museums and Museum Practice; Race;
Slavery
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African American Foodways

Food meets a host of human needs—nutri-
tional, communal, economic, and even polit-
ical. It also has a role in power relations,
stereotypes, and assumptions. Foodways—
patterns of procurement, preparation, pre-
sentation, and consumption—are no
different. Any discussion of African Ameri-
can foodways must include how, where,
when, with whom, and why certain foods
have and continue to be a part of the cultural
patterns associated with many African
Americans. Food is part of a cultural system
that involves dietary behaviors, environmen-
tal conditions, cultural meanings associated
with certain foods, and the historical factors
that contribute to the persistence or change
in food behaviors.

Most conversations of African American
foodways begin with the evolution of
African diets in the New World. These early
diets were not singular in form. Rather they
were the result of influences from many dif-
ferent areas over particular periods of time.
Major changes and adjustments in the
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African diet were due in no small part to the
slave trade in the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and early nineteenth centuries. Many
enslaved people experienced malnutrition,
vitamin deficiencies, and even death as a
result of the treacherous, months-long jour-
ney across the Atlantic Ocean. Most were
provided small portions of grains or African
yams. After spending months in this condi-
tion, it would often take a very long time
before they were able to resume eating foods
that would strengthen their health.
Southern plantation diets varied, even
though they were typically sparse. Much
depended upon the provisions given by the
plantation owner. According to slaves’ nar-
ratives, planters’ journals, and travelers’
diaries, most slaves were allocated a small
portion of meal, molasses, low cuts of pork,
and maybe coffee. Depending upon slaves’
geographical location, they might also have
been able to supplement their diet with rice
or fish. Some planters allowed their slaves to
own gardens and have access to livestock,
which provided vegetables and meat (usu-
ally chicken) to eat or to sell. Still other
enslaved people were given permission to
hunt in order to supplement their diets.
These activities were few and far between,
however, because many plantation owners
felt these tasks took time away from work.
The diets of many blacks, no matter the
region they reside in, resemble those of south-
erners because the majority of Africans
entered the New World as slaves in the South.
For this reason, the emphasis is often placed
on African American foodways as part of a
southern subsistence. Even more importance
is given to black people consuming pork
entrails and other low cuts of meat as a result
of their enslaved status. These points notwith-
standing, it should not be overlooked that
there were free and escaped blacks living
across the United States. While many black
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people born in the United States are familiar
with southern foods and cuisines, others have
a greater affinity for diets influenced by
regional foodways of the Southwest, Mid-
west, and New England. African American
foodways are complex and varied, owing to
myriad contributions of peoples and envi-
ronments from Rhode Island to California
and beyond.

Psyche Williams-Forson

See also African America; Food and Foodways;
Race; Slavery
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Agricultural Architecture

Agricultural architecture comprises many dif-
ferent structures that accommodate the func-
tions of American farms and ranches and their
human and animal occupants: residences,
barns, stables, carriage houses, chicken
houses, smokehouses, silos, icehouses, green-
houses, and other outbuildings. Farm struc-
tures take a wide variety of forms ranging
from simple sheds to majestic New England
barns to modern factory-farm buildings. Like
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all architecture, agricultural buildings reflect
historical influences, cultural factors, geo-
graphical factors, and behavior patterns;
farms are arranged in accordance with pre-
vailing beliefs about class and gender and
attitudes toward animals and land. In the
United States, agricultural buildings became
symbolic ingredients in the cultural myths
celebrating the rural yeoman, individual
land ownership, and the open spaces of the
West. The characteristic structures and set-
tings of ranches and farms pervade the
iconography of American culture and have
heavily influenced the forms of nonagricul-
tural architecture and artifacts.

Ranches

The earliest extensive European settlements
in North America were established in the
Southwest, where Spanish colonists appro-
priated land that Native Americans had irri-
gated and cultivated for at least 2,500 years.
The Spanish established ranches to raise cat-
tle, goats, sheep, and horses, adapting tech-
niques developed in North Africa and Spain.
In contrast to the compact farms of the east-
ern English and Dutch colonies, ranch build-
ings usually sprawled over many acres.
Spanish architectural motifs such as clay tile
roofs, adobe or stucco walls, and rooms fac-
ing open courtyards were employed in the
many houses built for owners and workers,
stables, workshops, kitchens, and storage
facilities located in several clusters scattered
over the range.

Over the nineteenth century, the western
ranch became a symbol resonant of a vast,
untamed American frontier. Spreading
beyond the original region of Spanish colo-
nization to the Rocky Mountain region and
northwest, ranch buildings were roughly
constructed of local materials, often includ-
ing split logs and stone. Buildings generally
included a main house for the ranch owners,
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one or more bunkhouses for hands, cook
shacks, barns and other livestock shelters,
storage sheds, corncribs, toolsheds, and
workshops for blacksmiths and craftsmen, as
well as still more temporary structures such
as tents and lean-tos. The improvisational
quality of the buildings underscored the
sense that architecture was not the essence of
the ranch; rather, the heart of the ranch was
the almost immeasurable stretch of land over
which the herds and cowhands ranged, a
vast rugged space that reduced the in-
termittent clusters of makeshift buildings to
insignificance. In late nineteenth-century
western novels, the defining trait of ranching
was its rejection of domesticity: The sprawl-
ing, dusty, rough-edged western ranch and,
still more, the solitary cowhand who roved
the endless acres on horseback and slept
under the sky stood for a peculiarly Ameri-
can notion of masculinity, at once united
with and at war with unconquered nature.

Family Farms
The small-scale farms established in the east-
ern seaboard colonies represented continuity
with the colonists’ cultural backgrounds, their
aspirations to a new social order, and their
adaptation to the new environment, including
the climate, available materials, and tech-
niques adopted from Native American con-
struction. Early farms typically consisted of a
modest house and barns constructed of logs
or boards and were similar in form: one-
story rectangles subdivided into two or more
multipurpose rooms (hall-parlor plan) as
necessary, sometimes with attics and shallow
cellars for storage. Logs, woven plant fibers,
and sod substituted for preferred stone,
brick, and boards, depending on what was
readily available and functional in a partic-
ular region.

Over the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, farmers expanded or replaced the ear-
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lier buildings and added more specialized
structures, including smokehouses, wood-
sheds, corncribs, and icehouses. Houses and
barns reflected both the exigencies of Amer-
ican farm life and the emergence of distinc-
tively American identities. The republican
ideal, if not the reality, of the independent
family farm headed by a citizen-farmer
exerted a powerful influence on the develop-
ment of characteristic New England and
Middle Atlantic farmsteads through the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. The
sense that the farmer was an autonomous
individual, rather than one small component
of an interdependent corporate entity, dif-
ferentiated free Americans from European
peasants in popular ideology, even where
women, slaves, indentured laborers, and
minors actually constituted most of the pop-
ulation. Conceptualized as self-sufficient
entities through much of that period, individ-
ual farms not only produced crops and live-
stock but also grew the fodder for the
animals, raised gardens for family meals,
manufactured the tools for maintenance, and
produced clothing and other domestic neces-
sities. Often most of these activities took
place within the two sometimes connected
main buildings, the farmhouse and the barn,
a convenient arrangement in the severe
northeastern climate.

Farmhouse Design

Efficiency was not the sole factor shaping the
form of farm buildings. The assertion of dig-
nity and cultural capital was a driving force,
even for relatively humble farm families. As
early as the seventeenth century, American
farmers incorporated elegant architectural
motifs such as centrally placed doorways,
symmetrical windows, and covered porches
into their dwellings. The egalitarian ideol-
ogy extending the idea of refinement and
elegance to the working farm was still more
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influential in the eighteenth century: Imi-
tating European manor houses, farmers
expanded simple one- or two-celled struc-
tures into Georgian-style, multicelled houses
with specialized spaces, delegating socializ-
ing, sleep, and manufacturing into distinct
units.

In settled regions, the level of architectural
sophistication grew steadily over the nine-
teenth century. Wood clapboard farmhouses
sported Classical Revival motifs, including
pillars, semicircular fanlights, and large,
symmetrically placed windows; interiors
often included several bedrooms, a “front
parlor” for entertaining guests, an informal
sitting room for family and close friends, a
kitchen and pantry, and, at least in some
plans published in agricultural periodicals,
a library. While L-shaped or rectangular
frame houses with gable roofs and clapboard
siding remained popular throughout the
century, upscale agricultural periodicals
such as the New England Farmer (1822-1890)
and The Southern Agriculturalist (1841-1846)
disseminated plans for Italianate and Tudor-
style farmhouses. The periodicals also pub-
lished plans submitted by readers. Farm
women often submitted plans that accom-
modated the work of child care, food preser-
vation, and laundry in the layout of the
house. As the industrialization of textile and
tool production removed some tasks from
the farmhouse to the factory, the house
became a locus of education, morality, and
emotional nurturing as well as a workplace.
Rooms often progressed from more formal
functions at the front, facing the road, to
farm labor at the back of the house, facing
the stable or barn: the parlor nearest the for-
mal front door; an intermediate region of
family rooms in the middle of the house;
and a kitchen and pantry, mud room or sink
room, woodshed, hay barn, and barn as the
“back house.”
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Farmstead Design
Like the farmhouse, the barn testified to the
multiple roles and dimensions of the family
farm. Barns were typically placed within
easy reach of the house, readily available to
family members, since both men and women
had tasks in the barn (although the distribu-
tion of tasks was usually gendered). A single
large barn with several levels, subdivided
into various spaces and including a hayloft
and cellar, became increasingly common by
the nineteenth century. Two basic barn types
were the “English barn,” with doorways at
the center of each long side, and the “Ger-
man barn,” with an opening in the gable
end. Corn and wood might be stored within
the barn or in separate small structures;
some tasks required separate structures,
such as smokehouses for preserving meat
and fish, sugar shacks for boiling down
maple sap, and privies. The barn and out-
buildings, like the house, were designed to
meet or at least indicate high expectations for
the farm family’s convenience and comfort.
Didactic literature paid as much attention
to barn improvement as to residential archi-
tecture. Barns were venues to display the
farm family’s cultivation; prominent land-
scape architect Andrew Jackson Downing’s
(1815-1852) The Architecture of Country
Houses (1850) dedicated a forty-page section
to “Hints for Cottage and Farm Stables,” fea-
turing plans for structures that combined
decorative details like trimmed eaves with
sensible arrangements for a cow barn, sta-
bles, carriage or wagon, grain storage, root
cellar, threshing floor, and hayloft under a
single roof. Small modifications of tradi-
tional barn designs, such as trapdoors for
shoveling manure into a cellar or lower level,
allowed progressive farmers to manure their
fields more conveniently, thereby producing
better fodder crops for their animals. Larger
interior spaces improved ventilation for
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healthier animals. An innovation in the
1880s, cylindrical silos for fodder storage
spread rapidly throughout dairy farms.
Some adventurous farmers promoted polyg-
onal barns as modern solutions. By the end
of the nineteenth century, family farms had
become a cultural icon symbolizing Ameri-
can domestic virtues: self-sufficiency and
public-spiritedness, close-knit family and
community ties, the compatibility of physi-
cal work and mental elevation, and the
promise that effort and thrift would lead to
abundance.

Plantations

While similar aspirations informed some
small farms in the South, the region, which
depended heavily on slave labor, clung more
closely to the model of feudal European agri-
culture. Although yeoman farmers with few
or no slaves outnumbered them, aristocratic
planters dominated the cultural landscape.
Grand-scale plantations represented less
than one percent of all slaveholding family
farms, but the elite estates and the hierarchi-
cal ideology they embodied exerted a formi-
dable influence over southern farm
arrangements. On large plantations, en-
slaved laborers frequently were housed in
minimal one-cell shacks or cabins, while
owners occupied larger buildings imitating
as many elements of aristocratic English
manor house architecture as the owners
could afford. By the end of the seventeenth
century the dwelling of a well-to-do “gentle-
man farmer” might have eight to ten rooms,
including a parlor, and a variety of other
structures for various purposes; over the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, planta-
tion owners’ houses grew steadily more
imposing and elaborate. Although on small
farms slaves sometimes lived in their own-
ers’” houses, the estates of the elite were
arranged to etch clear architectural distinc-
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tions between elegant main houses and the
outbuildings, a category comprising the
actual farmers’” dwellings.

Far more than in the northern states,
southern planters who aspired to refinement
distanced themselves from the actual work of
farming and the workers who performed it.
The “big house” typically occupied an ele-
vated spot toward the front of the property,
often with kitchens and workrooms toward
the back or in adjacent structures. Stables
occupied an intermediate position between
the house and the hog sheds, chicken sheds,
cattle barns, crop storage, smokehouses, tool-
sheds, workshops, and other utilitarian sites
for farm work, in which the slaves” quarters
were included. Owners seldom provided
sufficient means for slaves to approach Euro-
pean standards of elegance. Despite their
marginal status and their poverty, the slaves
who farmed plantations developed distinc-
tive communities. Owners generally dictated
that slave housing take the form of rectangu-
lar gabled cabins, but slaves sometimes
arranged the quarters into close-clustered
villages to facilitate visiting and easy transi-
tions between indoor and outdoor living
spaces. When permitted to design their own
dwellings, some communities incorporated
West African architectural elements, utilizing
local materials to build dwellings with clay
walls, dirt floors, and steep thatched roofs
that were adaptable, easily maintained, and
well insulated.

Modern Era

A farm is currently defined by the United
States Census Bureau as any place that pro-
duces $1,000 or more of agricultural prod-
ucts. Thus, the term can include truck farms,
orchards, vineyards, stables, and even feed-
lots and large domestic gardens. Neverthe-
less, the architecture of the American farm
and ranch now reflects a dramatic shift
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toward large-scale factory farming and the
demise of the family farm over the course of
the twentieth century. Near metropolitan
areas, farms and ranches have given way to
suburban subdivisions and urban sprawl.
In rural regions, many farms are enormous
single-crop or single-animal operations
owned by major international corporations.
Like factories or warehouses, the structures
on such farms are usually large sheet-metal
or cinder block buildings meant to perform
industrial-scale operations with maximum
efficiency and minimal human labor. Hogs
and chickens are for the most part raised
entirely within buildings; feeding and waste
disposal are mechanized using chutes and
conveyor belts. Although dairy and beef cat-
tle still sometimes range over pastures, cows
are milked mechanically in barns, with milk
conveyed through miles of plastic tubing,
and beef cattle are concentrated into en-
closed feed lots to be fattened on grain and
assorted supplements before slaughter. Trail-
ers, mobile homes, and comfortable modern
houses that can be maintained and heated
have superseded farmhouses. These reali-
ties, however, have not dislodged the nostal-
gic imagery of the American family farm.
Advertisements and packaging depict red
barns with cylindrical silos and split-rail
fences rather than the modern reality; tourist
bureaus display images evoking rolling
acres. The housing developments and shop-
ping malls that have replaced farms in
urbanized areas often make architectural ref-
erence to their predecessors, through “ranch
houses” and “colonials,” split-rail fences, or
wooden outbuildings. These nostalgic ges-
tures do little to arrest the gradual disap-
pearance of the traditional farm and ranch
from the landscape.

Jane Weiss

See also Agricultural Work and Labor; Animals;
Architectural History and American
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Architecture; Domestic Architecture; House,
Home, and Domesticity; Slavery; Work and
Labor
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Agricultural Fairs and Expositions

The United States currently has slightly more
than 2,600 agricultural fairs, occasionally
called expositions. Most began as agricul-
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tural displays and competitions; all but a few
still give much of their attention to agricul-
ture, an emphasis that sets them apart from
other big exhibitions, but most devote large
shares of their space and their patrons’ energy
to a host of other subjects and entertain-
ments. Fairs are and always have been enor-
mously diverse and relatively inexpensive.
Important state fairs, such as Minnesota’s,
entertain more than a million visitors each
year, and popular county fairs, such as that
in Elkhart County, Indiana, report more than
a quarter of a million in attendance.

European Roots

Modern fairs trace their ancestry to com-
mercial fairs, or festive markets, which flour-
ished nearly everywhere in ancient and
medieval times. At that time, in the Oxford
English Dictionary’s words, a fair was almost
universally understood to be “a periodical
gathering of buyers and sellers, in a place
and at a time ordained by statute or by
ancient custom.” By the 1700s those com-
mercial fairs were supplanted by agricultural
shows, such as the one that the Society of
Improvers in the Knowledge of Agriculture
began in 1723 in Edinburgh, Scotland. The
new shows were not without buying and
selling, but they focused on innovations,
especially new breeds of sheep, and com-
petitions among exhibitors for prizes, or
premiums.

Early History of American

Agricultural and State Fairs

Those new events, which would take the old
name fair from the early nineteenth century
onward, spread west of the Atlantic soon
after the American Revolution. In 1809 a
handful of leaders in the Federal District (the
District of Columbia), Maryland, and Vir-
ginia organized the Columbia Agricultural
Society, which began a short series of semi-
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annual exhibits that included sheep shear-
ings, other exhibits of livestock and wool,
and demonstrations of new plows. The
Columbia shows stopped during the War of
1812 just as similar events were proliferating
in the North.

The northern fair tradition began with
Flkanah Watson (1758-1842), a Massachu-
setts entrepreneur who organized the Berk-
shire (Massachusetts) Association for
Promoting Agriculture and Manufactures,
which staged its first livestock exhibition in
1811. The Berkshire County shows were
quickly imitated by other county organiza-
tions, particularly in New England and New
York. These shows, inspired by similar
efforts in England, included, after the spon-
soring society’s private election of officers, a
parade to church, prayer and oratory, and
then judging of exhibits located on the town
common. The best exhibits won premiums,
usually cash prizes. In the early years, all of
this activity could be done in one day, but
the events soon grew in length.

The cost of premiums also rose. So the
Berkshire society pursued a state subsidy
and received $200 in 1817. When the Mass-
achusetts, New Hampshire, and New York
legislatures began to subsidize all of their
states” agricultural societies two years later,
fairs (as the shows were increasingly called)
further developed in the region. State subsi-
dies were unreliable; agricultural societies
and fairs multiplied when funds were pro-
vided, and they became inactive, or died,
when they were not. But in the long run
growth was enormous.

Initially local, fairs broadened their mes-
sages and their audiences after 1838, when
the New York State Agricultural Society
attempted the nation’s first state fair. State
fairs proliferated from 1849, when Detroit
hosted Michigan’s first, until 1861, when
Oregon, despite the Civil War beginning
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back East, joined the parade. Only the “Great
Fair of St. Louis,” which began in 1856 and
went bankrupt in 1894, seriously rivaled the
state fairs” popularity. St. Louis drew huge
crowds in the 1860s and even more in the
next decade with beautiful landscape archi-
tecture; agricultural exhibits so impressive
that farm journalist Norman Jay Colman
(1827-1911) wrote that farmers really had to
attend. When the great St. Louis fair col-
lapsed, Colman blamed incompetent man-
agement. Surely the fair had been damaged,
as were others in the Midwest, by competi-
tion from the Chicago World’s Columbian
Exposition of 1893 and an economic depres-
sion that lasted until 1897.

Criticism
As fairs grew and multiplied, agricultural
journalists, whose business was also grow-
ing, reported that fairs had abandoned their
original progressive purposes and become
vulgar entertainments. In 1857 The American
Agriculturalist’s editor wrote that he had
attended few fairs that year; those offered lit-
tle more than horse races, which discour-
aged him from attending others. Other
journalists fretted specifically about women
who competed in horse races at some fairs.
Despite criticism fairs prospered into the
early twentieth century. Most of the nation’s
local and state agricultural societies (no
fewer than 912) sponsored fairs by 1858. The
number of societies rose to 1,367 in 1868 and
2,740 in 1913, hosting as many fairs as they
do today. Relative to population, the states
from Ohio to Nebraska had more than their
share of agricultural societies and fairs in
1858, as they still do. Middle Atlantic and
Pacific states had nearly their shares; New
England had a few more. The South, except
for the border states (notably Kentucky),
had much less than its share. Fairs came to
the South mostly after the Civil War, when
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Yankee-influenced state legislatures began
to subsidize them in the northern manner.

Race and Region

Southern fairs demonstrated the complexity
of the region’s race relations. For example,
black and white North Carolinians enjoyed
their state fair together until 1891, when
North Carolina started to have a “colored
day,” which did not keep some black people
from attending on other days as well. In 1890
South Carolinians started a “colored state
fair,” and then Booker T. Washington’s
Tuskegee Institute began to host shows that
were widely imitated around the South. Seg-
regation showed fresh energy in the 1920s,
when Mississippi’s “Negro State Fair”
began, but it was far from absolute. In
Neshoba County, Mississippi, for example,
Choctaws, whites, and blacks attended their
famous fair together through the first half of
the twentieth century. In 1954, when the
Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board
of Education of Topeka, Kansas inspired a fresh
civil rights crusade, some fairgoers observed
that black people were absent. Despite aware-
ness, segregation continued.

Racial diversity also made a mark in the
West, where Indians organized some of their
own fairs. The most important and earliest
example was the Indian International Fair in
Muskogee, Indian Territory, which Cherokee
and Creek leaders started in 1874. Kiowa,
Comanche, Arapaho, Cheyenne, and some
of the “civilized” peoples from the territory’s
east participated in 1875. Federal officers
approved the fair and its purpose, which
clearly was acculturation. A Kiowa banner
stating “We need Schools, Cows, and
Ploughs,” was typical of other slogans used
at the event. But the fairs had widespread
Indian support and continued until the
Muskogee Fair, not distinctively Indian but
an occasion for both Indians and whites to
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see horse races, took its place. In the twenti-
eth century, probably starting in 1938 with
the Navajo Nation Fair of Window Rock,
Arizona, some fairs offered expressions of
Native American culture along with other
attractions that people expected at fairs. Cul-
tural expressions, notably dance and rodeos,
are also characteristic of powwows; the fairs’
attention to agriculture and their early sup-
port of acculturation, however, set them
apart from powwows.

Reform and American Fairs’

“Golden Age”

In 1909 sociologist Kenyon Butterfield,
describing “farmers’ social organizations”
in Liberty Hyde Bailey’s authoritative Cyclo-
pedia of American Agriculture, judged that
fairs had experienced a “golden age” in the
mid-nineteenth century. He also wrote that
the fairs’ critics had been, and still were,
right to think that growth had brought trou-
ble. Fairs were originally intended to
improve agriculture. Desperate promotion
had made them mere entertainments. If fairs
were to be valuable again, they had to be
called back to what critics believed was their
original purpose.

In fact, revival efforts had begun not long
after the Civil War, during the fairs” golden
age. The Order of the Patrons of Husbandry
(the “Grange”) created exemplary fairs with-
out horse races or alcohol soon after its
founding in 1867 and well into the next cen-
tury. Some Grange efforts quickly failed, but
others continue to this day. Now the numer-
ous Grange fairs in Massachusetts are chiefly
small, brief, and without livestock, but
Grangers also have exhibits at many big
northeastern fairs, including the Eastern
States Exhibition in West Springfield, Mass-
achusetts, and conduct a few ambitious
shows of their own, notably the Durham
Fair in Connecticut, the Connecticut Agricul-
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tural Fair, the Grange Encampment and Cen-
tre County Fair in Pennsylvania, and the St.
Joseph County, Michigan, Grange Fair.

The most important fair reform effort
came from, and continues to be led by, 4-H.
(The four Hs stand for hands, head, health,
and heart.) Formally organized mostly after
World War 1, 4-H traces its origins back to
the last few years of the nineteenth century,
when agricultural college leaders made var-
ious efforts to overcome the discouragement
with farming that they feared was spreading
among rural children. Devoted to extension
work (reaching beyond their campuses into
the countryside), they helped to create clubs
of farm youngsters that operated little
instructional farms. The clubs spread all over
the country. By the 1910s and 1920s juvenile
farm clubs began to exhibit their products at
fairs. Then the 4-H movement, which was
the union of those clubs, seized control of
many local fairs or, in some states, all of
them. A fairly typical example of that seizure
happened in Elkhart County, Indiana, where
4-H was vital to the fair from the 1920s
onward. In the 1940s, when the financially
troubled Fair Association turned the fair
over to the American Legion, which refused
to ban liquor from the fairgrounds, 4-H
began to have its own separate fair.

Finally, in 1955, the new Fair Board, on
which 4-H clubs were and are heavily repre-
sented, took charge of the fair system. The 4-
H organization shares leadership, especially
of the biggest fairs, with the people whom
historian Wayne Caldwell Neely in 1935
called “professional fair managers.” In
1891, during a brief period in which a great
many professional organizations were
founded, fair managers created the Interna-
tional Association of Fairs and Expositions,
which is still at work. It keeps managers of
about half the nation’s fairs, and most of the
big ones, aware of national trends. It also
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subjects them to advertisements, notably of
entertainers who would like to appear at
their fairs, and keeps them in touch with
midway companies that provide the types of
amusements that most interest many fair
visitors. Future Farmers of America, 4-H,
the National Grange, and other earnest peo-
ple have kept the fairs” progressive, educa-
tional tradition alive. But fairs, managers
understand, are also popular shows.

Modern Visitors, Modern Changes

The fact that fairs have continued to draw
throngs of visitors, even though the number
of people who have experience in and
knowledge of agriculture has precipitously
dropped, has inspired some to suggest that
fairs drop the pretense of being primarily
agricultural. Ohio acted on that idea in 1961
when authority over its state fair passed
from the state’s venerable Board of Agricul-
ture to the new Expositions Commission,
which took a very broad view of the fair’s
purpose. The Farm Bureau staved off such
change in neighboring Indiana. Then Indi-
ana’s state fair has lately attracted about
three-quarters of a million visitors each year.
Ohio’s state fair counted almost a million
attendees in 2000, which was down from its
attendance in the mid-1980s.

Fairs have broadened their focus, but seri-
ous agricultural displays with instructional
intentions continue. Some of that activity
takes place at specialized agricultural events,
such as the Vermont Farm Show, which
invites farmers to display competitively their
honey, eggs, maple produce, and other
goods in Barre for a few days each January.
Similarly, the Pennsylvania Farm Show, also
held in January, is a purely agricultural and
home economics spectacle. Other kinds of
instruction are attempted at typical fairs,
with all of their frivolity, where experts offer
small agricultural lessons to people who are
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unlikely ever to see a cow milked or a sheep
sheared anywhere else. The American Dairy
Association draws crowds to watch a milk-
ing parlor at the Minnesota State Fair; many
organizations and some government agen-
cies offer instructional, or what they hope are
persuasive, exhibits. Such efforts surely
attract much less attention than do midways
and musical performances, but they main-
tain continuity in the history of agricultural
fairs and expositions in the United States.
Donald B. Marti

See also Animals; Consumerism and Con-
sumption; Leisure, Recreation, and Amuse-
ments; Native America; Race; Tourism
and Travel
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Agricultural Work and Labor

Agricultural workers and laborers are instru-
mental in bringing domesticated plant and
animal products to market. Most agricultural
workers toil on farms and nurseries, while
others handle farm and ranch animals, oper-
ate farm equipment, and sort and process
raw agricultural products. Farmworkers and
farm laborers are distinguished from farmers,
who own and operate their agricultural
enterprises.
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American farms have always relied upon
the use of paid or unpaid laborers. African
slaves were forcibly imported into the
colonies to labor on farms and plantations;
indentured servants, usually Europeans,
were also put to work on small family farms.
Prior to the Great Depression, most farm
laborers were unpaid family members, local
residents (“hired hands”), or slaves. Tempo-
rary farm laborers reflected the diversity of
the nation, especially the less privileged
groups. African Americans (both before and
after slavery); Mexicans and Mexican Amer-
icans in the Southwest; and Chinese, Japan-
ese, and Filipino immigrants in California all
found a bare subsistence working on farms
and ranches. Children, whether family mem-
bers, enslaved, or those of workers, have
always been a source of farm labor. Family
farms have periodically experienced eco-
nomic crises, notably in the 1890s, 1920s—
1930s, 1950s, and 1980s. These economic
downturns pushed many farm owners into
the roles of paid farm laborers. For example,
the Dust Bowl of the 1930s created the
exodus of farm families from Oklahoma to
California, chronicled in novelist John Stein-
beck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939) and in the
documentary photographs of the federal
government’s Farm Security Administration.
Many attempts to organize or unionize farm
workers have been made; the most notable
of these efforts is César Estrado Chavez’s
(1927-1993) and Dolores Huerta’s National
Farm Workers Association (now United Farm
Workers).

The material culture of agricultural work
and labor is twofold. First, the machinery
and technology of farming has directly
affected the work lives and economic fates of
farm laborers. Mechanized farming literally
put thousands of farm laborers out of work;
the experiences of migrant farm workers
during the Great Depression reflected
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weather conditions, general economic reali-
ties, and the introduction of tractors on
farms. Fertilizers, improved farming tech-
niques, and other technologies have also
changed how agricultural work is per-
formed. Farm work is one of the most dan-
gerous occupations in the nation: chemicals,
heavy air particulate matter (dust), machin-
ery, repetitive motion, and taxing physical
labor contribute to the threats to workers.
Second, farm laborers and workers have
shared a unique material culture, embodied
in the temporary housing they have tradi-
tionally inhabited. By the mid-1800s, many
larger farms that relied upon migrant or
temporary farm labor built houses for their
workers. From the nineteenth century to the
present, this housing has been remarkably
consistent: simple rectangular boxes made of
wood, with a front door and two windows,
usually slightly elevated from the ground.
These work camps, as they were known dur-
ing the Great Depression, offered substan-
dard living conditions. Today, temporary or
migrant agricultural laborers find housing
locally, take up residence in traditional work
camps, or live in trailer housing provided by
the farm owner.
Helen Sheumaker

See also Agricultural Architecture; Poverty;
Slavery; Technology; Work and Labor
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Air and Space Transportation

The history of the air and space transport of
humans in the United States is often dated to
1903, with Orville (1871-1948) and Wilbur
(1867-1912) Wright's sustained, mechanized
flight of an airplane at Kitty Hawk, North
Carolina, on December 17, 1903. Before that
time, however, humans had been able to
travel through the air via the lighter-than-air
balloon and, to a lesser extent, the glider and
early forms of the helicopter (ornithopter).
Dirigibles—airships consisting of control-
lable balloons filled with hydrogen and later
helium—date from the early 1900s. The
Wright brothers had experimented with glid-
ers and were inspired by European efforts to
create steam-powered, heavier-than-air
“aerials” or “air carriages.” The Wright
brothers” use of an internal combustion
engine set off rapid development of machine-
powered aviation in the United States.
Capital investment in this new technology
was matched by popular fascination with
manned flight in the next several decades,
making heroes of those who set landmarks
in flight, including Calbraith Perry Rodgers
(1886-1955), Charles Lindbergh (1902-1974),
and Amelia Earhart (1897-1937).
Commercial aviation began in the late
1920s. Unpressurized cabins, the inability to
fly at night, constant refueling stops, and
other impediments made air transportation
uncomfortable and unattractive for nearly
everyone but businessmen, adventurers, and
pilots. In the 1930s, the introduction of com-
fort and flight attendants, as well as larger,
more dependable airplanes, aided the ever-
increasing numbers of (mostly upper-class)
Americans who traveled by air. Not until
the latter half of the twentieth century, how-
ever, was air travel democratized: technolog-
ical improvements (including jet engines,
metal alloys, fuels, and radar); the expansion
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of airports and increased competition to
lower airfares; the promotion of safety; and
the promise of comfort provided by pres-
surized passenger cabins, restroom facilities,
media entertainment, and food services con-
vinced many Americans that flight was an
efficient and enjoyable travel choice.

The military utilized airplanes beginning
with World War 1. At first, early fighter
planes were not equipped with weaponry,
and pilots were given pistols to fire upon
enemy planes and soldiers. Fixed weapons
on airplane wings were used by the end of
the war. The Air Corps was established in
December 1941 to bolster defenses against
German U-boats during World War II. Dur-
ing the Korean and Vietnam wars, the use of
the helicopter was vital in difficult terrain for
medical, supply, and troop transport pur-
poses. Corporations such as McDonnell
Douglas, formed in 1967, capitalized on the
rising needs of military aviation, as well as
the burgeoning space program and civilian
airliners.

An important offshoot of aviation devel-
opment has been the space program, begin-
ning with the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration in 1958. The space pro-
gram used former stunt and Air Corps pilots
in testing the possibilities of space travel. The
success of the Soviet space program acceler-
ated the American effort, and on July 20,
1969, American astronauts in Apollo 11
landed on the moon. Many attempts at
launching satellites and manned missions
into space failed, but on April 10, 1981, the
Space Shuttle Columbia successfully launched
into an orbit around Earth. Recent space mis-
sion failures such as the Challenger explosion
of January 1986 have cast doubt as to the
efficacy of space travel, even as tourists have
since traveled in space.

See also Land Transportation; Technology;
Tourism and Travel; Water Transportation
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Alternative Foodways

Alternative foodways define different sets of
material practices and foodstuffs than the
foodways of the dominant culture. Through
prescription or proscription they represent
modifications to the hegemonic food system
in order to attain some combination of
improved physical health, greater economy of
time or money, environmental sensibility,
enhanced American identity, higher spiritual
quality, or more virtuous character. Inter-
twined in the concept are the physical body,
national body, spiritual being, and body of
the land itself. Simply put, theorists and prac-
titioners of alternative foodways aspire to
create better modes of production and con-
sumption than the foodways of the masses.

The history of alternative foodways is
arguably as old as any other pattern of
acquiring, preparing, and eating food.
Whether owing more to folk wisdom, mag-
ical thinking, or the best and worst of con-
temporary scientific thought, alternative
foodways and the healing arts and sciences
have been, and remain, inextricable. The
ancient Greek philosopher Hippocrates (ca.
460 BCE-380 BCE) echoed common human
sensibility when he wrote, “Thy food shall be
thy remedy.”

Nicholas Katers Studies of native cultures reveal contend-
ing “American” foodways before the arrival
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of Europeans. Early explorers such as Bar-
tolomé de las Casas (1484-1566) remarked,
with variable accuracy, on Native American
foodways, and subsequent arrivals charac-
terized them as savage and uncivilized and
native lands as untilled and unimproved.
These attributes have been alternatively
reviled and emulated, laying the foundation
for an enduring conflict between the wild
and the cultivated as reified in food, such as
reformers’ continuing debate between nat-
ural, or brown, and processed, or white,
foods.

Thus begins a long tale of competing
visions of American foodways, and of the
adoption or avoidance of foodways to
improve physical and mental well-being and
perhaps to enhance spiritual aspirations.
These alternative foodways were conceived
and prescribed to achieve environmental
ideals, set cultural boundaries, define iden-
tities, and maintain or subvert group associ-
ations. Alternative foodways may be
categorized as (1) the foods themselves,
including natural or organic foods but also
processed foods such as graham flour,
peanut butter, Corn Flakes, and Grape Nuts;
(2) food additives; (3) food practices such as
Horace Fletcher’s (1849-1919) chewing pro-
tocol, fasting, or food combining; (4) food-
related paraphernalia and establishments,
from patent weight-loss devices to Sylvester
Graham's (1794-1851) vegetarian boarding-
houses and sanitaria such as that in Battle
Creek, Michigan; and (5) marketing and
packaging materials relating to the vending
of alternative foodways, including countless
tracts and publications, catalogues, and
“expert” testimonials.

To the extent that the United States was
founded as an ideal alternative nation and
culture, its many and varied foodways have
tended to be represented as ideally alterna-
tive. American foodways are notoriously
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hard to define, but there are certain central
tenets. They are innovative, plentiful,
portable, pure, simple, authentic, contradic-
tory, and contrary. Many alternative food-
ways arose out of utopian or religious
movements, such as the Seventh-Day
Adventists and John Harvey Kellogg (1852—
1943), who founded the Battle Creek Sanitar-
ium; Shaker dietary precepts; and Eastern
religious influences on the foodways of the
1960s counterculture. The American Revolu-
tion had a similar creedal influence on
American foodways, as Thomas Jefferson
(1743-1826) wrote extensively on ideal food
habits and diet, as did Benjamin Franklin
(1706-1790). Franklin may well represent the
quintessential American relationship with
alternative foodways, as he related that he
adhered to the vegetarian philosophy of
Thomas Tryon (1634-1703) until reflecting
that fish eat other fish so why should he
refrain from eating them: “So convenient a
thing it is to be a reasonable creature,” he
wrote in his autobiography, “since it enables
one to find or make a reason for everything
one has a mind to do.” This quixotic, mal-
leable stance continues to characterize Amer-
ican alternative foodways.

Netta Davis

See also Food and Foodways; Utopian
Communities
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Animals

Animals are living, sensate material beings
with the legal status of property in the
United States. Humans are animals, too, but
the focus here is on nonhuman animals and
their place in the material culture of humans.
The nature of animal cognition, intelligence,
and consciousness is still the subject of
intense debate. Nonhuman mammals espe-
cially raise for humans many questions
about the very nature of humanity. Human
thought about nature and culture, about sub-
ject and object (the Cartesian dualism of
Western philosophy), about the origins of
our natural world, and about other large
questions invariably include reflections on
nonhuman animals.

People use animals in many of the same
ways as and for many of the same reasons
that they use other material objects—some-
times for instrumental purposes and some-
times for expressive, symbolic purposes.
Instrumental purposes include work and the
provision of food and shelter. Expressive,
symbolic purposes range widely, from the
custom of keeping pets to the role of animals
in providing entertainment or education to
the role of animals in our human religions
and mythologies.

The Consumable Animal

Animals played a key role in human prehis-
tory and history. Native Americans relied
heavily on hunting and on domesticated ani-
mals (dogs and horses) for sustenance.
Hunting and fishing provided animal flesh
as food, but animals also provided hide and
fur for clothing, shelter, and bedding. Other
animal parts—such as bones, teeth, horns,
and even the bear’s penis bone—provided
material for tools, for the decoration of bod-
ies and of clothing, and for purely ritualistic
or artistic creations. The holistic approach
of Native American cultures does not distin-
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guish between the instrumental and sym-
bolic uses of animals; the hunting, fishing,
killing, and consumption of an animal was
both instrumental and symbolic. Native
American creation myths and other tradi-
tional narratives (e.g., Navajo coyote stories)
involve animals, which are represented in
the art, song, and dance used to perform the
narratives. Animals appear in the masks,
costumes, and other ritual objects associated
with native ceremonies.

European immigrants to North America,
as well as Africans brought as slaves, carried
with them new customs using animals, and
these customs often blended into new forms.
The Europeans brought hunting traditions,
including the material culture associated
with hunting, from firearms and knives to
butchering traditions to duck decoys and
duck calls. Traditions regarding the building
of hunting blinds, platforms, and even the
hunting camp cabin are part of the material
world of hunting. Hunting dogs themselves
could be considered material objects used
in the hunt, as hunters breed and train the
dogs to be extensions of the hunter.

Europeans, Africans, and other immi-
grants also brought foodways involving
meat and fish. Throughout American history,
some Americans have consumed wild game.
Domestic cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, and fowl
came to provide the bulk of animal protein
in the American diet, and the variety of food-
ways involving meat and fish touches on
issues of gender, ethnicity, region, religion
(food taboos), and the urban/rural split. Cer-
tain cuts of meat have come to be so central
to some ethnic identities that the eating of
the meat in traditional ways (e.g., “soul
food”) constitutes an important performance
of group identity. Traditional foods are
among the last vestiges of ethnic identity to
be lost in the Americanization of immigrant
groups in the United States. The belief that
the consumption of certain animal parts
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(powdered animal horn, bull testicles, oys-
ters, and so on) bolsters male virility com-
bines folk foodways with folk medical
beliefs.

Humans also consume animal bodies for
personal adornment. Animal skin, feathers,
and fur are central to clothing. Animal feath-
ers adorn hats (threatening bird species
extinctions that led to strict governmental
controls on hunting birds for feathers), bear
claws and shark’s teeth are worn as necklace
charms, and exotic animal parts (e.g., alliga-
tor hides) are used as fashion accessories.

The Working Animal

Humans domesticated some species of ani-
mals for the work they could do. Horses,
donkeys, mules, and oxen are in this cate-
gory (Americans usually only eat the oxen),
as are working dogs, from herding dogs to
dogs that assist disabled people to police
dogs to disaster rescue dogs. In some cities
police ride horses for mobility and for phys-
ical intimidation when needed; elsewhere
horses and mules pull buggies and carriages
for carting tourists.

The Pet Animal

Sixty-three percent of United States house-
holds in 2005 had a pet. Pet animals occupy
the important symbolic space between what
is wild and what is tame. Unlike wild ani-
mals or those kept for labor or food (includ-
ing milk and eggs), pets often occupy the
domestic space of the humans. Americans
name their pets, and in general Americans
do not eat the animals they name. Not quite
animal and not quite human, pets are for
many Americans a primary mediator
between nature and culture.

People keep pets for a variety of reasons.
Pets provide companionship and protection;
dogs can serve as the eyes, ears, and limbs of
disabled people; dogs can accompany a
hunter and can protect the home; and hav-
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ing pets can be the means for teaching chil-
dren to take responsibility for a living thing.
Pets are part of the material world for own-
ers (or guardians, as they are sometimes
called) in two important ways: as material
displays of identity and as objects at the cen-
ter of a system of consumption and display.

Pets that serve no utilitarian function may
have use as part of a person’s performance
of individual or group identity. Many people
see a similarity between their own personal-
ities and the sort of pet they own, so the
choice of pet (including the breed within the
species) and the open display of that pet to
others becomes an important element in the
performance of identity. People who share
the same taste in pets may feel they belong
to a group that shares other attributes. Some
sorts of rare or exotic pets can serve the sta-
tus functions economist Thorstein Veblen
(1857-1929) first described as “conspicuous
consumption.”

Veblen’s insight suggests the second
important aspect of the material world of
pets—objects bought for pets. Americans
spent $17 billion in 1994 on their pets, and
that number increased to nearly $36 billion
in 2005. The pet business is the seventh
largest retail area in the nation, and the num-
ber of businesses selling pet-related com-
modities increases every year. The material
culture of pet keeping parallels the material
culture of humans—from food and shelter to
clothing, jewelry, toys, and pet cemetery
grave markers.

The Animal as Spectacle

Another category of animal that mediates
between nature and culture, between the wild
and the tame, is the animal that is the object
of human gaze. Natural history museums
began in the United States with Charles Will-
son Peale’s (1741-1827) museum in Philadel-
phia (opened 1786). An artist and naturalist,
Peale displayed stuffed animals in natural
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groupings. The Smithsonian Institution
(founded 1846) had limited display of ani-
mals, but the American Museum of Natural
History (founded 1868 in New York City)
became the first great natural history
museum in the United States, featuring sci-
entifically accurate dioramas of animals and
plants in natural groupings and poses. The
California Academy of Sciences (1874) and
other great natural history museums fol-
lowed the model established by the Ameri-
can Museum. In these museums, animals
are displayed as would be any other object
thought worthy of a museum presentation,
and the museum gift shop emphasizes the
commodity value of the displayed animals
in forms the visitor can take home as a sou-
venir of the visit. Historians note that the
three great institutions of accumulation and
display—the museum, the department store,
and the world’s fair—all emerged in the last
three decades of the nineteenth century in
Great Britain and the United States, and all
were doing the same cultural work of creat-
ing consumer desire suitable to sustain the
economy’s transformation from a produc-
tion-oriented economy to a consumption-
oriented one.

Zoos and wild animal parks accumulate
and display live animals. Zoos in Europe
and the United States arose in the mid-nine-
teenth century as an institutional response to
developments in natural history, including
Darwinism (Charles Darwin, The Origin of
Species, 1859). The first zoological gardens in
Europe opened in the 1860s and 1870s, and
the Philadelphia Zoological Garden opened
in 1874 (in Fairmount Park, the site of the
United States Centennial Exposition two
years later). American zoos were created in
the decades when increasingly urbanized
Americans sensed a loss of the frontier and
of wild nature. Zoos gradually evolved from
displaying animals in small cages to large
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natural habitats (always with scientific and
educational purposes at the forefront), and
some large wild animal parks let the animals
roam freely while the visitors are confined to
vehicles moving through the park. Anima-
tronic animals at Disneyland and Disney
World are essentially the mechanical ver-
sions of these wild animal parks.

Animals are also the object of the human
gaze in performance. Some wild animal
parks feature performances by animals—
among the oldest of these are porpoise
shows at tourist attractions like Marineland
in Florida, but performing animals would
also include rodeo animals, circus animals,
and animals used in other entertainments
(e.g., in magic acts). Animal rights activists
and others launched a critique of all of these
settings—zo0o0s, circuses, wild animal theme
parks, and rodeo—beginning in the 1980s,
and they have at one time or another been at
the center of controversy as communities
debate how animals shall be treated.

Sport hunting rose in the late nineteenth
century, in part as a romanticized perfor-
mance of the self-reliance and masculinity
thought to be threatened by modernity and
by the feminization of American culture. As
opposed to subsistence hunting, sport hunt-
ing should be treated as another setting
where the animal is a spectacle, both during
the hunt itself and as a trophy to be dis-
played in the hunter’s home.

Toy Animals

Besides living pets, inanimate animals
occupy many homes. Oral, written, and
visual stories have used animals as charac-
ters and as moral actors. The rise of mass-
mediated images continues this use of
animals as the substitutes for humans in
fables. Walt Disney (1901-1966) did not
invent the genre of the natural history film,
but he popularized the genre in film and on
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television. He also popularized storytelling
with animal characters in animated films,
and Disney marketed the animal characters
in every way possible, including as dolls
and miniaturized animals.

In America, some of the earliest play-
things—from wooden hobbyhorses to
stuffed bears—represent animals. Fitting the
aims of the moral instruction of children, a
hand-carved Noah’s Ark with animals was
a common child’s toy. The machine manu-
facture of toys increased the sorts and num-
bers of animal representations, and some of
these toys reveal gender preferences. Reflect-
ing in part gendered toy marketing, girls
collect “My Little Pony” and other horse-
related figures far more than do boys, who
might collect miniature dinosaurs, wild ani-
mals, or fantasy animals (e.g., dragons).
Adults also collect material objects repre-
senting animals. It was not only children
who fed the Beanie Baby (pellet-filled, bag-
like small animal dolls) craze of the 1990s,
and adults are the main market for collec-
table animal figurines in plastic, porcelain,
ceramics, and glass.

The Souvenir Animal and the Market

Tourism is a primary economic resource for
many American communities, and since the
late nineteenth century animals have played
an important role in marketing tourist sites.
Alligators, for example, have helped market
Florida for more than a hundred years, just
as armadillos have helped market Texas, or
lobsters Maine. Tourists can carry away from
the experience a souvenir that often assumes
the shape or image of the animal associated
with the site. States designated official state
animals (even more precisely, state mam-
mals, reptiles, birds, etc.), and these animals
appear on state license plates and other
material objects advertising the state. Some
state flags bear images of animals, such as

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 29
Anthropology and Archaeology

California’s (a vestige of the brief “Bear Flag
Republic” with its grizzly bear emblem). Vis-
itors to zoos, animal theme parks, natural
history museums, and other animal-based
attractions carry away souvenirs with the
likeness of animals, whose symbolic power
(perhaps as totems) survives the modern
touristic experience. Sometimes the con-
sumer does not even need to enter the wild
or visit a tourist site to collect the material
object associated with wild animals. A trip to
the shopping mall will suffice, where the
shopper will find The Nature Store or
another other retailer specializing in natural
history merchandise.
Jay Mechling

See also Agricultural Fairs and Expositions;

Children’s Material Culture; Children’s Toys;

Consumerism and Consumption; Ethnicity;

Folklore and Folklife; Food and Foodways;

Native America; Popular Culture; Souvenirs;
Sports; Tourism and Travel; Work and Labor
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Anthropology and Archaeology

Anthropology is the holistic study of human-
ity, and as such concerns every aspect of
human existence. Anthropology, especially
the subfield of cultural anthropology, which
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explores symbolic behavior, has a long his-
tory of involvement with material culture,
which serves both as a component of various
theories of social analysis and interpretation
and as objects produced in the human past
retrieved by archaeological excavations sub-
mitted to systematic description and scien-
tific analysis. Both prehistoric and historic
archaeology as scientific and historical fields
seek to recover (often through excavation),
document, classify, and analyze material and
human remains with other environmental
data and other records to explain human
culture and history.

Theoretical Beginnings

The interweaving of anthropology and
American material culture studies began
with the foundation of the first academic
department of anthropology at Columbia
University in 1895 under German immigrant
professor Franz Boas (1858-1942). Boas
brought with him experience working in the
Royal Ethnological Museum in Berlin with
physical anthropologist Rudolf Virchow
(1821-1902) and ethnologist Adolf Bastian
(1826-1905), scientific training in physics,
and prior fieldwork studying the Inuit peo-
ple of Baffin Island in the Canadian Arctic.
His view of the cultural value and signifi-
cance of material objects went beyond the
mere gathering of exotic items as isolated
and curious specimens of human creativity,
an idea reflected in many museum collec-
tions in the nineteenth century when ethno-
graphers began to view made objects as
expressions of specific cultural behavior.
Boas understood the necessity of analyzing
not only objects’ physical properties but also
the clearly defined context of meanings and
use given them by their makers. This empha-
sis on what Boas termed the historical method
was in part a response to the sometimes inse-
cure data used as the bases for other theoret-
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ical approaches to the study of human cul-
tures and stressed obtaining as many specific
bits of information about a society as possi-
ble, a transfer of the mind-set of the physical
sciences to the new field of anthropology.
This was in contrast to the approach to cul-
tural study promoted by the Bureau of
American Ethnology under the direction of
explorer John Wesley Powell (1834-1902),
who considered the evolution of cultures
from one stage of development to a more
complex successor to be illustrated by,
among other things, the material objects
fashioned by local technologies. The collec-
tion and description of artifacts from across
the world contributed greatly to the growth
and diversification of the holdings of the
major museums of the United States and
created a pool of potential data sources for
later generations of material culture scholars.

Boas’ view of material culture heavily
influenced his students, one of whom was
Margaret Mead (1901-1978). Within Ameri-
can anthropology, material culture was uti-
lized as a source of information until the
1920s, when it became merely a part of
anthropological description and was only
treated as a special field as related to (what
was then termed) primitive art, technology,
and aesthetics. Its continuing use as a
research component, however, made it nec-
essary by the 1930s to place it within the lan-
guage and theory of the field. The earliest
formal definition of material culture appeared
in 1937 in an essay written by Clellan S. Ford
(1909-1972), which states that “the actions
... of manufacture, use and nature of mate-
rial objects constitute the data of material
culture. . . . Artifacts themselves are not cul-
tural data, although . . . they are often the
concrete manifestations of human actions
and cultural processes” (Ford 1937, 226). This
focus on material culture as manufactured
object held sway from the 1930s into the
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1950s and became more limited still, center-
ing on technologies used by a group of peo-
ple to survive in a particular set of environ-
mental conditions.

A second and widespread application of
material culture was as the basis of culture
areas, to illustrate cultural diversity and to
establish categories of meaning and the dif-
fusion of objects (most effectively when strict
geographic and chronological limits had
been set). An inventory of the material cul-
ture of the group being studied also became
a standard feature of any ethnography. The
absence of a generic working definition did
not seriously hamper the concept’s applica-
tion to field research in anthropology, and
this approach remained an integral part of
American cultural anthropology, with the
precise interpretation of material culture
varying according to each researcher’s goals,
until the appearance of the writings of
Claude Lévi-Strauss in the 1970s. He consid-
ered material culture to be a pattern express-
ing a deeper level of structure and meaning
not directly accessible to conventional field-
work, in effect recovering the complete
mind-set of people distant in both space and
time, taking the level of analysis one step
beyond merely what the people called an
object or for what it had been used.

Archaeological Applications

Paralleling the theoretical discussions within
anthropology, archaeologists in the 1970s
also discussed the potential of material cul-
ture by expanding ideas first expressed by
historical archaeologists. Material culture
has the advantage for archaeologists of being
the only form of culture that remains intact
over time. A sharp contrast is made between
prehistoric archaeology, where excavated
material serves as the only source of infor-
mation on a particular culture and its people,
and historic archaeology, the sites of which
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date from a time when the societies in ques-
tion were literate and capable of recording
their own pasts and internal affairs in a
range of surviving and accessible documen-
tary sources. In the American context, this
field is concerned with the development of
a distinctive national culture since the seven-
teenth century, its collisions with and bor-
rowing from the Native American societies,
and its relationship to European sources of
manufacture. James Deetz (1930-2000), in
his book In Small Things Forgotten: The
Archaeology of Early American Life, noted that
“since historical archaeology must deal with
not only excavated material from the Amer-
ican past but also all that has survived above
ground . . . it is truly the study of American
material culture in historic perspective”
(Deetz 1977, 25). Four years later, William
Rathje wrote “A Manifesto for Modern
Material Culture Studies” in which he
declared the defining characteristic of
archaeology to be “a focus on the interaction
between material culture and human behav-
ior, regardless of time or space” (Rathje 1981,
52). Material culture was also regarded as a
necessary element in the planning of histor-
ical archaeological projects, both as back-
ground and as one of the factors of any
effective regional survey, although the ques-
tion of how to make archaeologists and his-
torians mutually aware of the potential
benefits of interdisciplinary research contin-
ues to be debated.

Archaeology (and the multiple types of
data a controlled excavation can retrieve on
the life of the people who inhabited a site)
bases its methodology and analysis squarely
on items of material culture that have sur-
vived in various states of preservation. In
some cases, such as the early architecture
of the Plymouth colony in Massachusetts
and the growth of Maryland’s first capital,
St. Mary’s City, archaeological excavation
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provides the only source of data on settle-
ments that either have no written records or
have at best fragmentary ones. Artifacts can
provide insights into the written data that
have been preserved as well, offering new
perspectives on subjects absent from the
printed records, such as diet, social class,
and medical care. The analysis of material
culture offers a useful approach not only to
a wide range of social questions, through its
emphasis on the distribution of specific
forms such as building types or pottery
styles, but also to intangible aspects of the
social systems that had caused them to be
constructed or traded.

Perhaps the most unusual type of material
culture accessible to archaeology is actual
surviving structures, which can range from
remnants of fortifications (as in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, where only the blockhouse of
Fort Pitt remained above ground prior to
excavation), to dwellings still in the posses-
sion of the original family, to places of wor-
ship. These buildings offer the excavator
firsthand models of the time in which they
were built, which can be used to interpret
techniques of construction and clarify points
mentioned in documentary records for a spe-
cific site where these exist. A few years
before Ford defined material culture, one of
the most ambitious projects of historical
archaeology and restoration carried out in
the United States was initiated by John D.
Rockefeller, Jr. (1874-1960). His goal was the
restoration of the colonial capital of Virginia,
Williamsburg, where many eighteenth-cen-
tury buildings had survived. Beginning with
the restoration of Bruton Parish Church, a
building in continuing use, the Williamsburg
project swiftly grew into a long-term
research effort where both aspects of mater-
ial culture investigation were pursued, from
analysis of public records to the conservation
and typing of all sorts of colonial artifacts,
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from bricks and window leads to ceramics,
glassware, and textiles. Seventy years later,
Williamsburg stands as one of the premier
historical archaeological sites, where visitors
are shown the importance of daily life as
reconstructed on the basis of items recovered
in whole or in fragments.

Museum Archaeological Collections

A museum collection of artifacts from any
time period provides an additional source of
information for the archaeologist, in the form
of the documentation about the excavation
of sites now lost to natural processes or
destroyed by human agency, or sites that have
been worked only intermittently over a period
of decades. The sheer size of many of the
object collections from various parts of a spe-
cific region such as New England may also
serve to illustrate a variety of forms of a par-
ticular vessel type or its alteration over time,
which can assist in the rough historical place-
ment of a site that might have no other means
of being dated. These collections, however,
suffer from several flaws, particularly the ten-
dency of collectors to look for the unusual
and exotic specimens rather than the often
dull and widespread tools and vessels in com-
mon use, making them illustrative of a partial
range of what was present at a site, if not in
daily use, rather than a complete picture of the
possible forms of colonial pottery or glass-
ware. Another difficulty with older collec-
tions, especially those gathered by amateur
antiquarians in the late nineteenth century, is
incomplete or absent documentation, which
raises problems of identifying the exact loca-
tion of the original finds and the distribution
of specific artifact types. An aspect of material
culture study within anthropology and
archaeology receiving more public discussion
in recent years is the question of ownership of
excavated materials, in particular human
skeletal remains, and the demands by Native
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Americans identifiably descended from an
archaeological population for the return
(repatriation) and reburial of specimens
acquired by either legal or illegal excavation.
The last two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury were marked by an expansion of the
use of material culture into new archaeolog-
ical contexts beyond known historical sites
and the recovery of lost colonial-era settle-
ments such as Martin’s Hundred in Virginia.
Notable topics researched during this period
in rural archaeology ranged from the recov-
ery of the unwritten details of life in the
slave quarters of Louisiana and Georgia and
links to African cultural survivals to the
impact of rural capitalism on farms in
Appalachia and life on a colonial rice plan-
tation in South Carolina. Urban archaeology
(some of it the result of salvage projects)
made use of the dense concentrations of arti-
facts in documented neighborhoods to study
the past of the Chinese and African Ameri-
can communities of Sacramento, California;
a general store site from gold rush-era San
Francisco; and the saloons of Virginia City,
Nevada. This western research was matched
in the East by an archaeological considera-
tion of the residential and commercial dis-
tricts of Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, and a
study of Baltimore’s material culture from
1780 to 1904. State archaeological journals
began to feature more interpretive pieces
involving the use of material culture data on
a wide range of subjects, among them
African cultural survivals among both slaves
and free people of color, pottery from the
Spanish missions of Florida, and the work-
ing-class communities of nineteenth-century
Minneapolis. The amorphous collections
begun in the nineteenth century had come
full circle, integrating and preserving the
daily lives of their makers for the questions

of new generations.
Robert B. Ridinger
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Antiques

Antique historically qualifies an object or
practice as “old fashioned” or “out of date.”
As a noun, antique refers to a sought-after
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relic. United States Customs and Border Pro-
tection regulations deem an imported object
an antique if it is more than one hundred
years old. Within the United States, antigue is
defined also by the market: auction houses,
antique dealers, and collectors disagree
about the required age of an object to be con-
sidered antique. Some concur with the
United States Customs’ definition; others
argue that seventy-five years is the threshold
between modern or vintage and antique. An
antique may be anything from a bottle to a
baseball card to a chair to an automobile.

Antiques, including those in museums or
in use by private individuals, may be
acquired in a number of ways. They are
often passed as heirlooms from one genera-
tion to the next in families. They can also be
purchased in antique stores, at auctions, at
garage sales, or through newspaper, maga-
zine, and Internet advertisements. The trade
in antiques is chronicled and aided by peri-
odicals such as The Magazine Antiques, Maine
Antique Digest, and Arts & Antiques and by
the steady publication of collectors’ and
price guides.

One mark of an antique is its patina, or
apparent signs of age: wear marks, discol-
oration, stains, fading, chipping, paper fox-
ing, and the like. Examples of patina include
a worn corner on a desk, a layer of polish
that has gradually built up on a table, or a
slight discoloration on a mirror. For connois-
seurs, there is a fine balance between the
state of preservation in an antique and the
patina that proves its age; an item in terrible
condition, though it acquired this look
through the years, may be too damaged to be
collectible.

An antique is also characterized by and
valued for its style. As tastes change over
time, the styles of handcrafted and manufac-
tured goods change. A bed made in the 1890s
would most likely have been made in a differ-
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ent style and with different technology than a
bed made today; thus, its look or style would
mark the bed as old fashioned or out of
style—an antique. Moreover, many items are
particularly valued today as antiques because
they are no longer made. Their very existence
connects us to past and seemingly exotic—or
at least different—lifeways. The complex sets
of silverware manufactured in the United
States during the Gilded Age, for example,
feature utensils—sardine tongs, nut picks,
and ice cream hatchets—that are no longer
part of silver services.

Perhaps the most compelling markers of
an antique are the stories associated with
the object. Anthropologists Arjun Appadurai
(1986) and Igor Kopytoff (1986) note that
these “cultural biographies” or “life histo-
ries” accumulate as an object moves through
many hands. With a fascinating story—for
example, learning that an ax for sale at auc-
tion was once used by Abraham Lincoln
(1809-1865)—even a seemingly mundane
tool becomes more desirable and, indeed, a
relic as well as an antique.

Provenance, a documented record of man-
ufacture and ownership, is essential in prov-
ing an antique’s authenticity and assigning
value. Fakes appear on the antiques market;
experts, curators, connoisseurs, and collec-
tors are wary of the sophistication counter-
feiters have achieved. The authenticity of an
antique is not based only on style, patina, or
provenance, but on all three characteristics.

For many, the antique appeals because of
its durability and perceived authenticity—
for example, handcrafted rather than mass
produced; an exemplar of a perceived
“pure” style; or a reminder of a past per-
ceived as more truthful, honorable, simple,
or artistic. The periodic revivals of historic
styles in decorative arts and architecture are
based on a perceived relevance to a society’s
conception of its self and purpose. For exam-
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ple, the Classical Revival of the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries
reminded Americans creating their own
nation of the political values of the ancient
Greek and Roman civilizations.

In recent years, acquiring, appraising, and
admiring antiques have become a large part
of American popular culture. Antiques Road-
show, a television series that originated in
Great Britain, has a large following on Amer-
ican public television. The number of
antique “marts” and dealers has proliferated
in the last twenty years, as has the availabil-
ity of such businesses on the World Wide
Web. So popular is this activity that the term

has become a verb: antiquing.
Rebecca S. Graff

See also Auctions; Collecting and Collections;
Consumerism and Consumption; Fakes;
Heirlooms; Secondhand Goods and
Shopping; Style; Yard Sales
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Apartments, Tenements, and Flats

Apartments, Tenements, and Flats

Apartments are dwellings in multiunit build-
ings that developed in the mid-nineteenth
century in France and quickly spread to the
United States. In rapidly growing urban
areas, apartment buildings provided an effi-
cient way to house many people in a small or
expensive area. Apartments are adaptable for
housing all classes of persons. One notable
example of a luxury apartment house is the
Dakota (1884) located in New York City.
Apartment buildings usually have more than
one story; until the development of the eleva-
tor and steel frame construction, they often
did not exceed five or six stories. The high-
rise apartment building became common-
place in densely inhabited cities. Some—for
example, Chicago’s Marina City (1964-1967)
apartment buildings, which appear as two
corncobs rising into the sky—make a distinc-
tive impression on cities’ skylines. Other
forms of apartment buildings include
dwellings more adapted to urban and subur-
ban neighborhoods. Duplexes, fourplexes,
and other small multifamily units are com-
mon throughout the United States. These
structures can be of one or more stories.
Flats and tenements are specific types of
apartments, usually applied to those that
are in some way substandard and associated
with working-class or poor neighborhoods.
Flat is a term used more commonly in Great
Britain than the United States, but in Amer-
ica it refers to an apartment of one floor,
often with a separate entry, and few ameni-
ties such as hot water—hence the term cold-
water flats. A railroad flat is one that is in a
substandard building with the rooms
arranged in a row, with one room acting as
the corridor to the next, and windows only
in the front and rear rooms. While tenement
originally referred to property that is held by
tenure, it has come to mean an apartment in
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the slums. Similar to the railroad flat is the
dumbbell tenement, which was developed by
James E. Ware (1846-1918) in 1879. This build-
ing form was so named because the middle
part of the floor plan tapered in; the idea was
to allow light and air into the central portion
of the building through a shaft without reduc-
ing the width of the front and back of the
building. The shaft was a health and safety
hazard, acting as a convenient duct for flames
to leap from one story to the next as well as a
malodorous garbage dump that spread dis-
ease. Dumbbell tenements were eventually
outlawed, though other forms of tenements
continued to be constructed.

Donna M. DeBlasio

See also Architectural History and American
Architecture; Cities and Towns; Domestic
Architecture; House, Home, and Domesticity
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Architectural History and American
Architecture

Architecture encompasses the built environ-
ment. Buildings provide researchers with a
great deal of evidence about how people
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lived in the past. High-style architecture
includes civic, public, commercial, and eccle-
siastical buildings that have long been stud-
ied as symbols of a group’s, community’s, or
nation’s ideals, or as works of art, designed
by professionals, that may be categorized as
aesthetic masterpieces of a certain style or
construction type. Domestic architecture,
including vernacular structures created by
anonymous builders as well as those de-
signed by architects, has been of particular
interest because houses provide clues to how
ordinary people lived. Often, history revolves
around a privileged few who leave diaries
and correspondence to posterity. What about
people of lesser means? Often their legacy is
the buildings in which they lived. Architec-
ture, while not always permanent, is less
ephemeral than other types of historical
records. Used in conjunction with drawings
and photographs, such as letters and diaries,
probate records, building and zoning codes,
building manuals, architectural treatises, and
popular literature, architecture is evidence
of social, economic, and cultural change.

The Professionalization of

Architecture and Architectural

History in the United States

Though architecture as a profession of gen-
tleman-scholars and men trained by practic-
ing builder-architects had been recognized in
the eighteenth century, architectural history
in the United States began to develop at the
same time that professional schools of archi-
tecture and landscape architecture emerged,
in the second half of the nineteenth century.
The Massachusetts Institute of Technology in
Cambridge accepted students in its school of
architecture in 1865. Even before schools
dedicated to architecture were established,
Americans could learn the profession’s
required skills and knowledge through a
variety of institutions that offered drawing
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instruction, lectures, programs, and access to
books. Many Americans went abroad to
learn architecture and its history. The assem-
blage of buildings at world’s fairs offered
architects a means to display designs as well
as explore the designs of structures of other
nations and architects. The many illustrated
publications of these expositions were read-
ily available to the American public.

In 1933, the federal government imple-
mented the Historic American Buildings Sur-
vey (HABS) to give unemployed architects
work in documenting American buildings
through measured drawings, photographs,
and written descriptions. HABS is still in
operation today and the vast collections of
HABS and the Historic American Engineer-
ing Record, available online through the
Library of Congress, chronicle the range of
American buildings and regions, from New
Mexico’s Acoma Pueblo to the designs of
Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959). Another
watershed moment in American architec-
tural history was the foundation of the Soci-
ety of Architectural Historians in 1940 and
the establishment of the Journal of the Society
of Architectural Historians in 1941.

In the 1960s schools of architecture de-
bated the role of architectural history in their
curricula. For much of the previous century,
architectural history had been treated as a
specialty within the history of art. Little
interaction occurred between architectural
historians in departments of art history and
historians within schools of architecture, and
little discussion had taken place about the
specific needs of architects-in-training.
Schools of architecture have increasingly
hired historians of architecture and the built
environment, of landscape, and of design to
teach professional-track students apart from
students in the liberal arts.

Abacklash against “traditional” histories
of architecture based on style and design
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purity and/ or the prominence and success of
the architect was in full swing in the 1970s.
Historians of American architecture applied
the theories and methodologies of anthro-
pologists, folklorists, and social historians to
explore the ordinary—vernacular—built envi-
ronments of the nation. One of the challenges
for this new breed of architectural historian
is peeling away the layers of history in a
building. Some architectural historians take
an “archaeological” approach, in which the
building becomes a treasure trove of infor-
mation in much the same way excavated
earth and its contents provide historical evi-
dence of human life for the archaeologist. In
the past, many architectural historians
emphasized the formal aspects of style
adopted by professional architects: historians
simply studied building facades, often in
relation to innovative materials and technol-
ogy, or, as in art history, studied an architect’s
works in relation to that architect’s life and
ideas. Today, more in-depth studies of archi-
tecture include consideration of construction
methods, the meaning and uses of interior
spaces, and the role of the patron and com-
munity in the style and design of a building.
Importantly, the many structures of anony-
mous builders are now included in architec-
ture historians’ studies.

Vernacular Architecture

The Vernacular Architecture Forum (VAF)
was founded in 1980 to codify and expand
the study of everyday buildings used by
ordinary people. The VAF publishes annual
collections of essays (originally in books but
now in journal format) entitled Perspectives
in Vernacular Architecture. Vernacular build-
ings are anonymous in that the builders or
designers and the patrons or occupants are
often unknown. The study of vernacular
architecture is by necessity multidisciplinary.
The methods of archaeology, social

1-800-368-6868



38 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA

Architectural History and American Architecture

history, folklore, ethnography, art and archi-
tectural history, anthropology, cultural geog-
raphy, sociology, geography, oral history, and
literary criticism and theory all intersect with
the study of vernacular architecture.

In recent years, some vernacular architec-
ture specialists have applied their interpre-
tive tools and approaches to high-style
architecture. The building fabric and land-
scape of Thomas Jefferson’s (1743-1826)
Neoclassical Monticello (1796-1809), for
instance, reveals how enslaved people cir-
cumvented traditional boundaries reserved
for white visitors by moving through and
around the plantation house in ways that
undermined social hierarchies.

Such changes in interpretation question
historic house preservation. James (1751-
1836) and Dolley Madison’s (1768-1849)
Montpelier (ca. 1760) in Orange, Virginia,
had undergone extensive remodeling over
two centuries. In the current restoration, the
house will be returned to its appearance in
the 1820s, reducing a fifty-five-room man-
sion to a twenty-two-room house. To do so,
the Montpelier Foundation demolished the
wings of the building, built by the du Pont
family in the early 1900s, a move that raised
questions about preservation, restoration,
and museum interpretation. What time
period should a historic house museum dis-
play? Is it possible to preserve the layers and
still present a cohesive historical narrative
over time?

Regionalism and Ethnicity

Buildings do not usually move (although
some do, as in the case of Sturbridge Village
in Massachusetts or Greenfield Village in
Dearborn, Michigan, which are collections of
historic structures gathered together as
open-air museums). Because of their relative
immobility, buildings represent particular
regional practices and cultures. Historians
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of vernacular architecture are careful not to
make generalizations about colonial Ameri-
can architecture as a whole because of
regional variations in style, form, and con-
struction techniques. Seventeenth-century
colonial architecture in Massachusetts, pri-
marily settled by English immigrants who
brought their building methods with them
from their particular regions within England,
are different from the colonial buildings in
the Hudson Valley in New York, originally a
Dutch colony. A host of factors can play a
role in determining building construction
methods. For instance, southern colonists in
the seventeenth century built earth-fast
structures with light framing in response to
social conditions, climate considerations,
and the cash crop economy of tobacco.

To determine how people used particular
rooms, architectural historians examine
closely the building fabric and floor plans.
American builders often responded to Euro-
pean developments in architectural design,
striving in rural areas to imitate high-style
buildings found in urban centers or in
Europe. The development of the center hall
plan in the eighteenth century represents the
aspirations of the eastern seaboard mercan-
tile house owners to emulate the Georgian
houses of England, for example. The exteri-
ors of American houses from the eighteenth
century through the late nineteenth century
may display a variety of outward forms, but
the center hall remained consistent for many
years. In the mid-nineteenth century, eight-
sided house plans became popular after the
publication of Orson Squire Fowler’s (1809
1887) book A Home for All: The Gravel Wall
and Octagon Mode of Building (1848). Octagon
plans had been used in the past, most
notably by Thomas Jefferson at Poplar Forest
(1806-1812) near Lynchburg, Virginia, and
by Dr. William Thornton (1758-1828) at the
Octagon House (1799-1801) in Washington
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DC. In A Home for All, Fowler argued that
octagon houses provided more window sur-
faces, natural light, and healthier ventilation
than traditional house plans. Octagon
houses enjoyed popularity for only a short
time, but as artifacts, they can tell us about
attitudes toward health and well-being and
the importance of new building technolo-
gies. Perhaps the grandest octagon house
was Longwood in Natchez, Mississippi,
designed in 1861 by Samuel Sloan (1815-
1884), but many more modest octagons
appeared throughout the United States.

The Impact of Pattern Books

Regional variation diminished in the nine-
teenth century with the rise of professional-
ism in architecture. In 1797, Asher Benjamin
(1773-1845) published the first American
builder’s handbook, Country Builder’s Assis-
tant, which was followed by The American
Builder’s Companion in 1806. Benjamin
addressed carpenters, who could borrow the
architectural details illustrated in Benjamin’s
books for their own projects. As the century
wore on, builder’s guides were replaced by
architectural pattern books featuring house
elevations and plans. Middle-class clients
could choose from a dizzying array of archi-
tectural styles. The rampant eclecticism in
architectural styles is a hallmark of nine-
teenth-century American architecture.
Andrew Jackson Downing (1815-1852) was
the key author of such pattern books, includ-
ing Cottage Residences (1842) and The Archi-
tecture of Country Houses (1850). Downing
promoted an aesthetic called the picturesque
and encouraged people to build houses that
blended into their natural environments.
Reacting to rapid urbanization and industri-
alization, Downing and his readers idealized
the country as an escape from the city, a
counterbalance to refresh the soul.
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The Impact of Modernization

After the Civil War (1861-1865), American
architects continued to employ revival
styles—such as the Renaissance Revival and
Romanesque styles—dependent on Euro-
pean practices exemplified by the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts in Paris. The vibrant city has
pushed architects to develop new designs in
response to technological innovation in con-
struction and materials, real estate values,
patrons’ desires, and new forms of working
and living. In the 1880s, steel, for example,
enabled American architects to imagine and
design the skyscraper. The lighter, more pli-
able steel replaced the load-bearing stone
masonry of large structures. Other innova-
tions such as plate glass, elevators, plumb-
ing, electricity, and reinforced concrete
changed both the construction and style of
buildings, heralded in the International style
of the early twentieth century.

Urban and Suburban Living

With the increased population of cities
(fueled by immigration), new forms of
dwellings appeared in the United States in
the mid-nineteenth century. Multiple-unit
dwellings, including working-class tene-
ments and middle-class apartments, became
ubiquitous in American cities, where land
values were increasing. Factory workers in
industrial towns such as Lowell, Massachu-
setts, also found themselves living in board-
inghouses, identical cottages, or tenements
built by mill owners to house workers.

The balloon frame, an easily constructed
and inexpensive method of timber framing
created in 1833, contributed to the develop-
ment of suburbs, now the dominant residen-
tial pattern in the United States. Suburban
development was intimately linked with new
transportation systems, from early omnibuses
and ferries to commuter trains and auto-
mobiles in the twentieth century. In the
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nineteenth century, the notion of “separate
spheres” was manifested in the detached,
single-family homes for the middle class, in
which women ruled a new “cult of domestic-
ity” while men worked in the cities during
the day and returned home in the evening.
Houses became symbols of permanence in
an American world that was in actuality
transitory; in the suburbs, the popular Colo-
nial Revival style expressed the ideal of the
stable nuclear family at the turn of the twen-
tieth century. Suburbs were considered an
escape from the industrialization and urban-
ization of American cities, ironically made
possible by the technology of transportation.

Levittown, on Long Island, New York,
epitomized the post-World War II suburb
made possible by the automobile. The confor-
mity of the houses in the typical American
suburbs spawned by Levittown and the
increasing sprawl of urban centers has led to
a movement known as New Urbanism, which
began in the 1980s in Seaside, Florida. This
anti-sprawl movement offers pedestrian-
friendly, mixed-use developments with sin-
gle-family and multiple-unit dwellings,
parks, offices, and stores within close proxim-
ity along tree-lined streets. The houses often
feature large front porches and rear garages,
which suggest a simpler time when commu-
nities were close knit and families were not
reliant on car travel. Just as nineteenth-cen-
tury house owners could choose from an
array of architectural styles, so too may resi-
dents of these new developments enjoy a
great deal of choice among builders and
house styles, all of which are familiar and
nostalgic for an imagined past. For the envi-
ronmentally conscious, the idea that New
Urbanism encourages development on sites
within metropolitan areas is appealing. Den-
ver’s Stapleton is a case in point; it is a vast
tract formerly used as Denver’s airport that
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is now being filled with houses, schools, and
commercial buildings. New Urbanism pro-
jects reveal a great deal about the larger cul-
tural and social context of American life in
the early twenty-first century.

Kerry Dean Carso

See also Agricultural Architecture; Cities and
Towns; Civic Architecture; Classical Revival
(Neoclassicism); Colonial Revival; Commer-
cial Architecture; Cultural Geography;
Domestic Architecture; Federal Style;
Georgian Style; Gothic Revival; Historic
Preservation; Homeless Residences; House,
Home, and Domesticity; Houses of Worship
(Ecclesiastical Architecture); International
Style; Mill Towns; Modernism (Art
Moderne); Penitentiaries and Prisons;
Planned Communities; Postmodernism;
Renaissance Revival; Suburbs and Suburbia;
Utopian Communities; Vernacular
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Art Deco

Art Deco, also known as Style Moderne, was
a major decorative style of the 1920s and 1930s
particularly in western Europe and the United
States. The style was named after the Exposi-
tion Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et
Industriels Modernes, a major exhibition of
decorative arts held in Paris in 1925, where
sleek, fashionable goods took center stage.
Art Deco is characterized by elegance and
sophistication and often uses geometric forms,

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 4
Art Deco

stylized natural forms, repetition, and symme-
try. Designers used modern materials such as
chromed steel, Bakelite, and glass, as well as
expensive natural materials like jade, marble,
and ebony, often polished to a high shine.
These gleaming, streamlined forms celebrated
the technological progress of the machine age
and attracted a wealthy clientele. Although
mass production lowered the cost of some
Art Deco furniture and consumer goods,
many of its most notable pieces were rare or
one-of-a-kind objects made for wealthy elites.

The Art Deco style celebrated the Machine Age by combining new manmade materials with streamlined design.
This 1936 Kodak Bantam Special features the use of black and polished aluminum in a sleek repeating motif.
Industrial designer Walter Dorwin Teague, apparatus designer Joseph Mihalyi, and electrical engineer Chester
W. Crumrine share various patents in the design of this camera for the Eastman Kodak Company. (Condé Nast

Archive/Corbis)
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Like its predecessor, Art Nouveau, Art
Deco rejected excessive historicism, aiming
instead for a style to suit the modern age. It
touched many fields, including but not lim-
ited to architecture, fashion, transportation,
graphic design, and furniture design.
Cubism and the German Bauhaus provided
important influences toward abstraction,
although unlike the former two movements,
Art Deco was unabashedly consumer ori-
ented. Art Deco practitioners frequently gave
their work exotic touches by borrowing from
the decorative styles of ancient Egypt,
Mesoamerica, Africa, and the Far East.

Notable Art Deco monuments include
New York City’s Rockefeller Center (1929
1940); the Chrysler Building (1926-1930) by
William Van Alen (1883-1954); and the
Empire State Building (1931) by Shreve,
Lamb, and Harmon (founded 1929), as well
as numerous movie theaters in Hollywood,
California.

Hsiao-Yun Chu

See also Art Nouveau; Design History and
American Design; Industrial Design;
Modernism (Art Moderne); Style
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Art History and American Art

Art history denotes an academic discipline
that seeks to understand the visual arts and
their objects, artists, and modes of pro-
duction, reception, and circulation within
historical frameworks. Traditionally, practi-
tioners had conceptualized art’s history tele-
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ologically, as a carefully selected chronology
of great artists (predominantly painters and
sculptors in the Western tradition) whose
works built upon the formal innovations of
prior artists in an unending progression
toward representational “truth.” In modern
practice, this definition of art history as an
insular “history of art” has diminished as
art historians focus additional attention on
the relationships that exist between works of
art and their specific cultural and historical
moments. In this more contextual approach,
works of art are understood in several over-
lapping ways, including: (1) formally, as
expressive objects that seek development of
visual/ aesthetic forms capable of represent-
ing specific engagements with the external
world; (2) historically, as artifacts whose rep-
resentational form and depicted content can
be interpreted as evidence for understanding
the social and historical context of their pro-
duction; and (3) structurally, as constitutive
components of larger, culturally embedded
systems of experience, knowledge, and
meaning making. Finally, as art historian
David Carrier (2003, 176) notes, the practice
of art history is shaped by the fact that view-
ers experience works of art in the present,
beyond the historical context of their original
production and circulation. Art history,
therefore, is also an open-ended process and
recognizes that artworks, as material objects
existing across time and space, continue to
engender new meanings and histories.

As a discipline that identifies the inter-
pretation of material things (works of art)
as its primary function, art history is deeply
invested in many of the same issues as mate-
rial culture studies, but especially the de-
velopment of interpretive methods and
determination of object typologies. In the
case of the former, the kinds of object-cen-
tered visual analysis developed in art history
provide an important groundwork for stud-
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ies in material culture. Centered on the trans-
formation of visual/sensorial experience
into textual explanation, art history provides
the analytical tools and critical lexicon for
interrogating an object’s material character-
istics—from style and formal arrangement to
iconography and semiotics—in order to dis-
cover the cultural patterns that underlie
them. These visual-interpretive methods
offer material culture studies more human-
istic modes of object engagement than the
predominantly quantitative, functionalist,
and economically inscribed concerns of his-
tory and the social sciences. For instance,
the cross-fertilization of methods between
colonial American art and material culture
has enabled scholars to perceive in everyday
household items (furniture, teapots, etc.)
articulations of aesthetic desire, metaphor,
and other forms of cultural meaning nor-
mally reserved for high-art objects such as
painting and sculpture.

The application of art historical analysis to
non-art objects is not without complication,
however, with the predominant concern
being how to differentiate between types of
objects, especially those of high and low cul-
ture, art and non-art. Art historians have
long argued for the uniqueness of the visual
arts as a mode of cultural discourse that
retains a certain (if problematic) detachment
from the world of everyday things. All
works of art are material objects, but all
objects are not works of art. Instead, art his-
torians believe that art exists as a culture-
specific subcategory of material culture that
satisfies a specific set of culture needs (which
in the Western tradition are often abstract,
spiritual, and aesthetic, as opposed to real,
concrete, and functional purposes of tools,
clothing, etc.). The question of categoriza-
tion, therefore, is more than a simple judg-
ment of taste or quality (although it involves
both) and requires recognition that although
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objects may communicate across a range of
cultural levels, their potential for meaning is
also limited by the function assigned to them
by culture. Thus, questions of quality (per-
haps better understood as “richness of
meaning”) do matter, but not simply in
terms of high/low culture or artistic/aes-
thetic merit. Furthermore, the boundaries
between artifacts of art history and material
culture gain fluidity through acts of appro-
priation, as when a tool such as a hammer or
an automobile becomes a source of aesthetic
fascination, or when an abstract painting
becomes the pattern for an article of clothing.

The recent expansion and formalization of
material culture studies has caused art histo-
rians (in both Western and non-Western
fields) to reconsider the relationship between
the two scholarly endeavors. The debate has
focused largely on the hierarchy of objects,
with art historians (particularly those in the
Western tradition) arguing for the unique
importance of art as such, while others
(especially popular culture specialists and,
ironically, non-Western art historians) seek to
demonstrate the value of analyzing tradi-
tionally non-art objects. Embedded in this
debate over objects is a contest of cultural
venues. Fine art is often discussed in relation
to “high” culture, while material objects are
more commonly considered part of “the
everyday world.” The central role of muse-
ums in art history adds contention to this
division, as objects’ installations in museum
collections can drain their original cultural
purpose and recode them within a system
based largely on Western codes of value,
rarity, and aesthetics.

The American Context

As a field within the discipline of art history,
American art has been defined traditionally
as beginning with the European colonization
of North America in the sixteenth century
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and ending with the emergence of the
United States as an economic, a cultural, and
an artistic superpower after World War II. In
recent years, however, both of these points
have come to be contested. At the front end
of the field, where the traditional focus has
been Anglophile art from the eastern sea-
board, art historians have begun to explore
a larger topographic and cultural footprint
by expanding to other parts of the continent
(such as the Gulf Coast and Mexico) and
giving greater attention to the indigenous
expression and its cross-fertilization with
European colonial art. At the other end,
some scholars assert that the ascendancy of
American art (and culture) as a new, uni-
versal form of expression represents a break
with the scholarly trajectory of American art
history. Others reject this notion, arguing
that this division instead reflects a biased
art historical ideology—the attempt of a
select group of scholars to canonize postwar
art with a strict chronology of European
artistic development that begins with the
Italian Renaissance and stretches unbroken
into contemporary practice.

With a period of study that stretches more
than 400 years, American art history is con-
ceived not through paradigms of stylistic
development (as is the case with most Euro-
pean fields: Renaissance, Baroque, Modern,
etc.), but rather by what is posited as a con-
tinuous and unique cultural heritage. In this
respect, American art shares affinities with
many non-Western fields, whose identities
are also culturally, rather than stylistically,
formulated. In some cases, this condensation
of centuries of history into a single mono-
lithic category of “American art” has had
the problematic effect of constructing homo-
geneity and unification while downplaying
difference. It implies, in essence, that all art-
works created in the American context
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embody components of an essential, and
insular, American spirit. Frequently, these
interpretations have been tied to the tri-
umphal narratives of progress that long per-
meated American history. More recently,
however, the recognition of multiculturalism
has led many American art historians and
museum curators to break down such mono-
lithic historical narratives and to recognize
the potential for polyvalence of artistic
expression. In particular, the scope of study
in American art has expanded to include
ethnic subspecializations such as African
American, Asian American, Native Ameri-
can, and Latino art. This shift toward more
open-ended forms of interpretation and the
recognition of difference, along with the
field’s traditional focus on art’s social and
historical functions, has made the field of
American art a locus for development of
new methods for exploring the complex,
sometimes contradictory, ways that expres-
sive objects function as interlocutors in the
negotiation of cultural identity and belief.
Art historians have proven especially adept
at interpreting objects “against the grain”—
in ways that call into question an object’s
overt meaning—in order to illuminate com-
peting orders of knowledge that exist in a
culture and its discourses. An example of
the value of such an approach is art historian
Kirk Savage’s assertion that a post-Civil
War statue of a standing Abraham Lincoln
alongside a freed but kneeling slave does
not simply celebrate the end of slavery but
subtly reinscribes racial servitude through
the sculpture’s positioning of the figures.

American Art History and American
Material Culture

The interplay between art history and mate-
rial culture has been particularly active in
this American context, where fewer art his-
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torians engage in the formal and ideological
battles over the maintenance of object hier-
archies and, by extension, disciplinary
boundaries. The reasons for this relationship
are threefold. First, because American art as
such is a relatively recent development (the
field emerged in the 1950s and 1960s), it
lacks the long lineages of artists, styles, and
tastes that serve as rigid boundaries in Euro-
pean art history. In the absence of such an
institutionalized history, and amidst the
more frequent multicultural encounters of
the American experience, artists and histori-
ans alike have been more receptive to explor-
ing different modes of cultural expression
and objecthood. Second, because American
art historians have had to overcome the den-
igration of American art as provincial and its
artworks as derivative of European accom-
plishment, they are less apt to link cultural
significance to judgments of aesthetic qual-
ity. Third, from its beginnings American art
history has shared substantial overlaps in
interests and methods with scholars in
American history, and especially American
Studies. As a result, the discipline was
founded upon and maintains a belief that
art’s history is best understood when its
objects are contextualized within their
broader historical moment. In such an
approach, non-art material objects act not
merely as backdrops but also as coequal
sources that can be comparatively analyzed
alongside works of art as a means to per-
ceive larger cultural practices and ideas.

A final factor in forging the relationship
between American art history and material
culture studies has been the emergence of
visual studies (or visual culture) as a corol-
lary to art historical practice, and as a field of
study in its own right. Like material culture,
visual studies departs from art history in its
choice of objects, focusing on visual artifacts
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whose primary purposes lie outside the aes-
thetic and qualitative definitions of art his-
tory. Yet visual studies appears at first glance
more easily assimilated into art history, as
the ways that one experiences its objects are
primarily sight based, like the majority of
artworks. One may, for example, use a mate-
rial object without stopping to consider its
look. By contrast, even the most everyday
advertisement, poster, or illustration de-
clares its existence as an object fo be seen. In
this sense, visual studies might be seen as an
intermediary between art history and mate-
rial studies—one that has helped facilitate
the transmission of methods and practices
between the realm of the art historian and
that of the materialist.

Jason Weems

See also Collecting and Collections; Design
History and American Design; Land and
Landscape; Museums and Museum Practice;
Photography; Printmaking and American
Prints; Style; Visual Culture Studies
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Art Nouveau

Art Nouveau as a style of decorative arts
flourished in Europe during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries but did
not achieve the same popularity in the United
States. The style was characterized by flowing
lines of ornament, often referred to as whiplash
curves, which were seen in furniture, metal-
work, porcelain, and the graphic arts.
Although many of its design motifs were styl-
ized from nature, including flowers such as
lilies and roses, they were rendered in novel
ways that set them apart from historicist
styles. This search for novelty in decoration
and material characterizes Art Nouveau.
The style takes its name from a gallery in
Paris founded in 1895 by Siegfried Bing
(1838-1905), called L’Art Nouveau, in which
the works of many leading European design-
ers incorporating stylized naturalistic design
motifs were displayed. Included among these
designers was Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848-
1933), an American whose work was most
often associated with the style. Art Nouveau
was further disseminated internationally by
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The use of free-flowing, naturalistic designs defines the
Art Nouveau Movement. This “Pond Lily” table lamp,
made of iridescent favrile glass and bronze base, was
produced by Tiffany Studios in Corono, Queens, New
York, in the first decade of the twentieth century. (Jacob
Babchuk/iStockPhoto)

the 1900 Exposition Universelle held in Paris,
in which Tiffany also participated.

Tiffany’s designs were almost wholly
inspired by nature and were also influenced
by the asymmetrical design of Japanese dec-
orative arts. Best known are his glass pieces,
many produced using new techniques dis-
covered through experimentation at the
glassworks of Tiffany Studios, including
stained glass windows, lamps, and vases.
Typical decorative motifs include flowers,
fruits, plants, and insects.

H. Christian Carr

See also Decorative Arts; Design History and
American Design; Glass; Style
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Arts and Crafts Movement

The Arts and Crafts Movement (1880-1920)
was based on a set of principles and the pur-
suit of related ideals rather than the pursuit
and creation of an aesthetic style. Neverthe-
less, the material culture of the Arts and
Crafts Movement is distinctive. Artists,
architects, critics, and social reformers
sought remedies to what they saw as the
dehumanizing forces of late nineteenth-cen-
tury industrialization and mass production.
The machine was considered both the cause
and symbol of the degradation of labor in
American culture; many American reform-
ers saw in the writings of English craftsman
William Morris (1834-1896) and English
critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) a guiding phi-
losophy. (Morris and other upper-class
artists, craftsmen, and reformers created the
Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society in London
in the 1880s, which gave the movement its
name.) The pursuit of art in every aspect of
everyday life provided the means by which
physical labor could be ennobled and mental
labor and physical labor reintegrated. The
Arts and Crafts Movement challenged
industrial capitalism and the appearance,
purpose, and meaning of the domestic dec-
orative arts and architecture that Americans
made, purchased, and used.
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Ideals and Implementation

Decorative arts scholar Wendy Kaplan has
observed that the Arts and Crafts philoso-
phy incorporated in its reaction to modern-
ization the following tenets: the joy in labor,
the simple life, truth to materials, unity in
design, honesty in construction, democratic
design, and fidelity to place (Kaplan et al.
2004, 11).

To some adherents the Arts and Crafts
ideal was best realized through the nostalgic
embrace of the small communities and hand-
icrafts of the Middle Ages. In the “simple
life” offered by the artists’ colonies and
utopian communities such as Rose Valley
Association (Moylan, Pennsylvania; 1901-
1909), Roycroft (East Aurora, New York;
1895-1938), and Byrdcliffe (Woodstock, New
York; 1902-1915), medieval, guild-controlled
crafts were undertaken. The vernacular arti-
sanry of medieval pottery and weaving,
metal- and woodworking, and bookbinding
represented the movement’s scorn of super-
fluous or artificial ornamentation and ideal-
ization of natural materials and design
inspiration. These colonies’ artists and crafts-
men took as their inspiration their local envi-
ronments: Native flora provided the resource
for the stylized ornamentation of furniture or
naturalistic ceramic forms.

Still other Arts and Crafts proselytizers
founded craft and design schools or facili-
tated home industries for women, industrial
workers, and the poor. Women were partic-
ularly prominent in the movement; for
example, Cincinnatian Maria Longworth
Nichols Storer (1849-1932) founded the
Rookwood Pottery Company in 1880,
amidst the Aesthetic Movement. Although
Storer would state that her purpose in
founding the pottery was her own gratifica-
tion, the company’s wares adhered to sev-
eral Arts and Crafts tenets: handmade, high
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quality, naturalistic styles and ornamenta-
tion, and adaptation of Oriental designs
(japonisme). Interior designer Candace
Wheeler (1827-1923) promoted careers for
women not only by her example as a profes-
sional and creator of Associated Artists but
also by her establishment with others of the
Women’s Exchange, an institution through
which women’s handmade objects (especially
textiles, embroidery, lace, and pottery), no
matter the quality, were sold. Hundreds of
women’s exchanges were founded in the
United States between 1890 and 1910. Other

women, such as reformer Jane Addams

(1860-1935), encouraged craft production in
the nation’s settlement houses and in “settle-
ment schools” in poverty-stricken Appala-
chia, a region that was also considered an
enclave of a simpler, folk past. Many reform-
ers had to reintroduce “folk” crafts to
Appalachia.

Reform and the Domestic

Decorative Arts

Charles Locke Eastlake’s (1836-1908) Hints
on Household Taste in Furniture, Upholstery,
and Other Details, published in the United
States in 1872, along with the establishment

The design of this 1917 Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, bungalow interior contains several emphases of the Arts and
Crafts Movement: simpler lines, natural forms, and unity of design from the built-in bookcase and fireplace to the

chairs and lighting fixture. (Library of Congress)
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of domestic periodicals in the succeeding
five decades, emphasized the pursuit of art
within the domestic sphere. American Arts
and Crafts leaders traveled to learn the prac-
tices of their counterparts in England and
Europe, but the Arts and Crafts movement
remained local in character and somewhat
nationalistic in purpose. The emphasis on
the vernacular and human comfort impelled
Arts and Crafts advocates to develop a
design vocabulary centered on the home in
the form of the popular bungalow. Architects
such as Will Lightfoot Price (1861-1916) took
inspiration from medieval or “Queen Anne”
cottages, while brothers Charles Sumner
Greene (1868-1957) and Henry Mather
Greene (1870-1954) adapted stuccoed Span-
ish missions in their designs of California
bungalows. American log cabins and Native
American crafts provided the design source
for vacation “Adirondack camps” and resort
hotels, such as the Old Faithful Inn (1902—
1903) in Yellowstone National Park. Architect
Frank Lloyd Wright's (1867-1959) Prairie
style made use of regional materials and sim-
ple, open floor plans.

Mission style, characterizing adobe Span-
ish colonial missions and introduced to east-
erners at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893,
was applied by Gustav Stickley (1858-1942)
through his periodical The Craftsman (1901
1916) to other products, but especially furni-
ture. Usually manufactured of oak or ash,
joined by the preindustrial method of mor-
tise and tenon, rectilinear in form, and
upholstered with leather or canvas, Mission
furniture could easily be adapted to mass
production and to the popularity of the do-
it-yourself ethos inspired by the Arts and
Crafts movement. Stickley created the
“Homebuilder’s Club” in the pages of The
Craftsman, offering designs for living in the
Arts and Crafts philosophy. In that vein sev-
eral manufacturers offered house Kkits:

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 49
Arts and Crafts Movement

Aladdin and Sears Honorbilt Homes were
but two companies to provide Americans
with houses boasting open floor plans,
inglenooks, built-in bookcases and cabinets,
half-timbered design or shingles, and other
increasingly recognizable forms of the Arts
and Crafts aesthetic. Appealing to the nostal-
gic sensibility of the movement, the Charles
B. Limbert Company (1902-1944) of Grand
Rapids and Holland, Michigan, successfully
manufactured quaint “Holland Dutch” fur-
niture.

The Arts and Crafts Movement wished to
integrate art and everyday life through the
belief in art as regenerative and inspira-
tional; through the use of natural, “honest”
materials; and through the reorganization
of the fundamental relationship of work-
manship, work, and the individual creator.
The wish to integrate all aspects of mental
and physical activity through art created a
characteristic style found in limited-edition
books, textiles, dress, ceramics, glass, furni-
ture, and architecture.

Shirley Teresa Wajda
See also Aesthetic Movement; Eastlake Style;

Handicraft and Artisanship; Interior Design;
Utopian Communities
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Attics

The space found directly under a building’s
roof is called the attic (or garret or loft). The
nostalgic image of “grandma’s attic” or attics
as treasuries of long-forgotten family heir-
looms depends on attics” primary purpose as
a storage space but overlooks the other pur-
poses attics served. A building’s temperature
is regulated in part by the unmoving air in
this space, and historically this space in
American domestic dwellings has been used
variably for storage, household production,
sleeping, and play.

Loft spaces, though often dark, cramped,
and cold and damp in winter, served many
uses. Family members, servants, slaves, and
at times guests climbed a ladder or small
stairway to find straw pallets or mattresses
on which to sleep amidst trunks, barrels,
and baskets of foodstuffs, household tools,
and other possessions. In larger, well-built
buildings, attics aided household efficiency
and cleanliness by providing a storage space
for tools, possessions, and other materials.
Children’s furniture and clothing, out-of-
season clothing, and household furnishings
subject to seasonal use were put away for
safekeeping and eventual retrieval.

Throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and nineteenth centuries, attics in the sum-
mer and fall provided optimal environments
in which to dry and preserve herbs and flow-
ers—even meat—and to store safely flour,
oats, and other dried foods year-round.
Laundry was often hung on clothesline
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strung across the space. Household produc-
tion activities, such as spinning, weaving,
and other handcrafts, were undertaken in
the attic.

Servants in middle- and upper-class
homes found their quarters in the attic, in the
basement, or on the uppermost bedroom
floor (but distanced from family members’
bedrooms). By the twentieth century, the
employment of technologically advanced
heating and cooling systems allowed the
attic environment to be regulated year-
round; bungalow attics were created with
built-in storage units and windows and
could be used as a children’s playroom or
bedroom as well. Attics have served as
potential useful spaces convertible to the
specific needs of a household.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Bedrooms; Cellars and Basements;
Servants” Spaces
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Auctions

An auction is a public sale in which individ-
uals (bidders) compete through offering
money (bid) for a proffered item. The highest
bidder wins the auction and is allowed to
pay for and acquire the item. Through bid-
ding the market value of certain types of
goods—especially artworks and antiques—
is established. While most people commonly
associate auction houses with the sale of fine
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art, antiques, and other collectibles, auction
activity varies greatly in the United States.
Items commonly sold at auction include fur-
niture and decorative objects, real estate,
paperback book publishing rights, airline
tickets, tobacco, and even fish. Perhaps the
most highly charged type of auction in
American history was the slave auction.
Before the legal abolition of slavery in 1865,
African and African American men, women,
and children were displayed, examined, and
auctioned off to the highest bidder, often in
the public squares of America’s major cities.

As public events, auctions are at times
theatrical performances. The key performers
may include the auction house, under whose
auspices the auction takes place; the auc-
tioneer, who recognizes the bids and main-
tains the event’s pace; the seller, who has
placed goods for sale through the auction
house; and the bidder/buyer, who attends
the auction on the hunt for bargains and
treasure. And if the buyer cannot be at the
auction in person, a dealer specializing in the
type of commodity being sold can bid on the
buyer’s behalf.

Auctions have taken place since ancient
Roman times. The major auction houses in
the United States today include Sotheby’s,
Christie’s, and most recently, eBay, an Inter-
net auction site. Auction houses can employ
a variety of methods in their transactions.
The classic, most popular model is the Eng-
lish auction, where bids are given in ascend-
ing value and the person with the highest
bid pays for the item. In the Dutch (or reverse)
auction the bidding descends from a higher
price—thus the person with the first bid is
also the person with the last bid. The Japanese
simultaneous auction involves many people
giving different bids at the same time, and of
these the highest bid is selected. The silent
auction, frequently used as a fund-raiser for
charities, allows participants to place bids on
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items by writing their names and bid
amounts on lists; at the end of the event, the
highest bid wins.

Besides the bidding itself, several ele-
ments make up an auction. The auction
house may publish an auction catalogue
containing photographs and descriptions of
items for sale. The conditions of sale—the
rules and regulations set by the auction
house—are commonly found in the cata-
logues as well as being publicized before
the auction. Prior viewings, usually at the
auction site, allow potential bidders an
opportunity to view items before the bid-
ding begins.

Auctions are often held to resolve social,
financial, and criminal situations where
ownership is unclear, such as the problem of
disposing of the estate of a relative, bank-
ruptcy and foreclosures, or liquidating assets
seized from felons. Because their prices are
publicized as value is established, auctions
can influence the prices of commodities at
future sales.

Rebecca S. Graff

See also Antiques; Commodity; Consumerism
and Consumption; Fakes; Money, Currency,
and Value; Secondhand Goods and Shopping
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Automobile Camping (Auto-Camping)

Recreational automobile camping began as a
pastime for the wealthy but became more
affordable, and thus more popular, during
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the early decades of the twentieth century.
Camping, that is, the setting up of an outdoor
domicile (whether permanent, in the form of
a campsite, or temporary), is a leisure activ-
ity encouraged by the development of the
automobile and of attendant travel.

Late nineteenth-century recreational
campers had conducted their journeys in
horse-drawn wagons. These affluent travel-
ers were quick to embrace the automobile
and the greater convenience it brought to
their outdoor adventures. They were soon
joined by upper-middle-class motorists, who
shared their appreciation for independent
wandering.

One of the main obstacles these early
motor tourists faced was the poor condition
of American roads. Most road-building
efforts since the mid-1800s had focused on
the railroads, and the nation’s public road
system remained limited and was poorly
maintained. Yet early automobile enthusiasts
saw themselves as latter-day frontier adven-
turers, and in the touring literature of the era
they recounted with pride the challenges of
early automobile travel, including mud
traps, mechanical problems, inaccurate
maps, and boulder-strewn roads. They also
embraced the many difficulties involved in
setting up makeshift camps on the side of the
road each evening. The apparent pleasure
they took in “roughing it” did not, however,
prevent them from becoming enthusiastic
consumers of a great range of automobile
and camping accessories that American com-
panies soon began to market to them.

By the 1920s, automobiles had become
more affordable and automobile ownership
more widespread. Recreational automobile
camping also became more affordable and
expanded in popularity during the early
decades of the twentieth century. As the
number of Americans on the road increased,
so too did the demand for better roads and
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roadside accommodations. This demand
resulted in ambitious road improvement
projects as well as the development of
municipal and, later, private campgrounds.

Motor camps came to be understood as
an expression of American ideals. They
offered a space in which people of different
classes and regions could mingle freely,
unhindered by ostentation and social hierar-
chies. The motoring heroine of Sinclair
Lewis’s (1885-1951) 1919 novel Free Air, an
upper-class easterner named Claire Bolt-
wood, delights in her journey west and the
great variety of travelers she and her father
encounter on the road. In the course of their
journey, they meet mechanics, farmers, and
professors. Sitting beside a camp bonfire
with her new friend, a young mechanic
named Milt, Claire exclaims, “There is an
America! I'm glad I've found it” (140). A
similar scene occurs in the 1934 road film It
Happened One Night, in which society belle
Ellie Andrews (actress Claudette Colbert),
accompanied by newspaperman Peter Warne
(actor Clark Gable), explores the democratic
space of the motor camp. She is at first star-
tled to learn that she must wait in line to take
a shower, but from the end of the line she
grins happily.

It would be a mistake, however, to take too
literally such portrayals. Free camps quickly
gave way to private pay camps, whose fee
structures limited access for poorer guests or
funneled them into the less desirable areas of
the camp. Racial minorities were frequently
excluded.

Between the 1920s and 1940s, auto camps
offered increasingly comfortable accommo-
dations, including cabins with beds and
stoves, and eventually private showers and
kitchenettes. These early “motor hotels”
were the beginning of the American motel
industry.

Christine Photinos
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Automobiles and Automobility

The automobile, a motor-propelled, wheeled
vehicle operated by and carrying passen-
gers, is a dynamic form of material culture.
Corporations, designers, engineers, and con-
sumers all aided in the social construction of
the automobile, determining its design and
its cultural importance as a machine, con-
sumer product, and form of mobility. The car
provided Americans with a new consumer
technology with which to practice their tech-
nological skills and display their cultural
agendas. As technological objects, automo-
biles have embodied machine politics, have
served as instruments of power, and have
provided the symbolic focal point for vari-
ous political causes from suffrage to con-
sumer rights. Cars have also provided fertile
ground for personal and community expres-
sion, and consumers used the automobile
to promote their own agendas, reshaping
the machine to fit their needs and desires.
Policymakers, planners, corporations, and
drivers used and continue to use the auto-
mobile to restructure the national landscape,
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Completed Model Ts roll off the Ford Motor Company
assembly line in Highland Park, Michigan, circa 1917.
The assembly line deskilled workers but also provided
American consumers with cheaper cars. (Library of
Congress)

laying highways, building suburbs, and
developing new kinds of architecture to
accommodate the car. Automobiles, there-
fore, fulfill the call by material culture schol-
ars to consider material objects as influential
in historical change.

The Automobile as Product

and Symbol of Mass Production

and Mass Consumption

On Thanksgiving Day in 1895, Americans
witnessed their first automobile race in
Chicago. Within a few days of the race,
inventor Thomas A. Edison (1847-1931) pre-
dicted that the horseless carriage would
soon take over American roads (Flink 1988,
23). The invention of the automobile had an
international lineage that included contri-
butions from inventors in Germany, France,
and Great Britain. Innovators in the United
States, though, introduced critical changes in
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production that made the automobile one
of the most formidable mass-consumer
products of the twentieth century. The first of
these innovations was mass production,
which changed the production of the auto-
mobile and its relationship to consumers.
Encouraged by races like the one in
Chicago, American inventors, mechanics,
carriage makers, and bicycle manufacturers
entered the heady competition to create
automobiles. Among these individuals was
Henry Ford (1863-1947), who declared that
he would “build a car for the great multi-
tude.” Ford did not invent the car, although
he was among the many inventors in the
United States experimenting with the inter-
nal combustion engine. Rather, Ford per-
fected the manufacturing process of
assembly line production, or mass produc-
tion, at his factory in Highland Park, Michi-
gan, in 1913. Once built of component parts
by skilled workers, cars now moved down
an automated assembly line where semi-
skilled workers added parts until a complete
vehicle emerged at the end of the factory.
The results of assembly line production were
great: Ford could produce more vehicles,
more quickly and less expensively than other
manufacturers. Coupled with Ford’s five-
dollar day, a 1914 program to ensure worker
regularity by paying over twice the daily
rate, and vertical integration, a system in
which the same company owns all the differ-
ent aspects of making, selling, and delivering
a product, mass production also became
known as Fordism, a system of manufactur-
ing that is often credited with the mass con-
sumption of the automobile. Indeed, by
World War I, Ford controlled nearly half the
market for new cars in the United States.
The Model T democratized auto owner-
ship and became an icon of American mobil-
ity and ingenuity. If American journalists
had once worried about cars as elite objects
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and potential instigators of class division,
the Model T and similar low-priced cars
quelled such criticisms. Most middle-class
Americans could own a Model T after 1913.
In order to make the car more accessible to
the multitudes, Ford’s Model T had a demo-
cratic design. Built high above the ground
with a light, flexible frame, it could withstand
the rugged condition of American roads.
Americans did not just drive their “Tin
Lizzies” (another name for the Model T);
they also tinkered with them, changing the
bodies with after-market accessories. Farm-
ers, for instance, used the Model T as a mul-
tipurpose technology by adding truck beds
and adapting the engines to run a variety of
farm equipment. Because of its affordability
and adaptability, the Model T remained in
production from 1908 until 1925.

The long life of the Model T might now
seems exceptional because of a second major
innovation in American auto production,
the annual model change, or planned obsoles-
cence. Credited to Alfred P. Sloan (1875-
1966), president of General Motors in the
1920s, planned obsolescence, the idea that
models would be phased out and replaced
with new ones each year, changed not only
the auto industry but also the way Ameri-
cans thought about consumption. General
Motors advertised the idea that there was a
car for every purse, or income level, and
every person in a family. After the mid-
1920s, middle-class consumers were encour-
aged to buy a new car every year, and the
annual automobile shows made viewing the
new models into a cultural spectacle of
progress. By the 1930s, annual automotive
consumption was inextricably linked to
the health of the American economy and
promoted as a solution to the economic
reversals of the Great Depression. Planned
obsolescence was not enough to end the
Depression, however. It would not be until
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the postwar abundance of the 1950s and
1960s that Americans would again engage in
the consumer revelry typified by the annual
automobile shows.

Consumers and Auto Culture
After mass production, a wide swath of
American consumers embraced the automo-
bile as an object that would give them access
to private transportation, make leisure travel
less expensive, and give them a new form for
personal expression. Although auto owner-
ship was often circumscribed by class and
race, the automobile and automobility—the
association of personal mobility with the
automobile and ideas of independence—
became part of “the American Dream”
through popular culture from advertising,
popular music, and literature to auto races
and pleasure travel. The automobile became
almost synonymous with the family vaca-
tion by the 1920s. In addition, popular
music, from songs like “My Merry Oldsmo-
bile” (1905) to “Little Deuce Coupe” (1963),
celebrated the automobile as a key to spatial
and personal freedom. On the other hand,
modern literature like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
The Great Gatsby (1925) used the car as a
symbol of the inequalities of modern life.
Automobility allowed consumers to
express personal desires and group aspira-
tions for social equality. Almost from the
beginning, young Americans used the fam-
ily automobile to change traditional patterns
of courtship. Robert S. Lynd (1892-1970) and
Helen Merrell Lynd’s (1894-1982) sociolog-
ical study of American culture, Middletown:
A Study in American Culture (1929), revealed
that American youth used the car to remove
dating from the chaperoned confines of the
house in the 1920s. In the same period,
women demonstrated their equality with
men by driving and often repairing their
own cars, and using them in parades advo-
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cating women’s suffrage. Another group of
drivers, middle-class African Americans,
bought cars in the 1920s and 1930s to escape
the humiliation of Jim Crow segregation on
trains and created alternative landscapes of
travel.

During the Great Depression, automobile
ownership actually increased, despite eco-
nomic hard times. During World War II,
automobile manufacturers began producing
materiel such as armaments for the war
effort. It was not until 1942, however, that
domestic automobile manufacture ceased
and major automakers began aircraft pro-
duction, in part due to federally mandated
conversion. In addition, the Office of Price
Administration rationed gasoline, not
because of fuel shortages but to conserve
the rubber used in automobile tires. After
World War II, automobile production and
sales rapidly regained ground and soon
exceeded prewar levels, in part due to the
development of new, car-dependent residen-
tial developments and shopping venues tai-
lored for automobiles, such as shopping
centers and drive-in restaurants.

Consumers also used the material culture
of the automobile as a form of cultural
expression and grassroots politics in the
twentieth century. American travelers re-
designed the automobile to underscore their
sense of personal freedom on the open road;
they remade their autos into private sleeping
quarters to avoid urban hotels. In the 1930s,
cars with travel equipment evolved into
larger house trailers and provided a way for
some Americans to avoid property taxes and
move more freely during the Great Depres-
sion. In the 1950s, male subcultures turned
used cars into hot rods, demonstrating their
mechanical skills. Hot rods were met with
concerns about youth rebellion and in some
cases laws restricting street racing as well as
the design of cars allowed on local roads. By
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the 1960s and 1970s, Latinos turned their cars
into low riders—cars with low suspension,
elaborate interiors, and mural-like artwork.
Low riders became material forms of “out-
sider aesthetics” that challenged the domi-
nant culture to recognize social and cultural
difference. Automotive design also offered a
platform for grassroots political action. As
consumer advocate Ralph Nader wrote in
his famous 1965 book, Unsafe at Any Speed,
design could be deadly when manufacturers
like General Motors spent more money on
styling than on safety. In the 1960s, the bat-
tle over the rear suspension of General
Motor’s Corvair empowered consumers’
advocates.

Changing the Built Environment

As Americans incorporated the automobile
into daily patterns of travel and commuting,
they changed the built environment. In the
1920s, Henry Ford called for the automobile
to help Americans escape the city for the
new “crabgrass frontier” of the suburb,
which he and many of his contemporaries
considered a healthier, more ideal space.
Manufacturers developed an auto-centered
vision of the future and aided in the replace-
ment of older forms of public transportation
such as trolleys. American drivers shared
this vision and advocated for more and bet-
ter roads. For better or worse, a growing
reliance on the automobile created new
spaces dedicated to a mobile life centered on
the car. Roads became “buyways,” new
spaces for advertising and commerce. As
Americans moved to the suburbs, especially
after World War II, they changed the archi-
tecture of houses, stores, schools, and enter-
tainment venues to accommodate the car.
Architects rearranged private dwellings and
commercial centers by adding parking
spaces at the front of buildings. Indeed,
parking would become one of the most vex-
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ing problems of automobility, with various
architectural and regulatory solutions, such
as parking meters, that marked the land-
scape. After World War 1I, drivers enjoyed
the novelty and convenience of eating at
drive-in restaurants and seeing movies at
drive-in theaters, and cities and states, aided
by federal funding, built highways that cut
through and eventually bypassed cities,
encouraging businesses to leave the city for
the suburbs.

Although many saw these changes as
progress, others did not. Scholars, environ-
mentalists, and citizens” groups opposed
highway projects and questioned the mate-
rial effects of automobility. Despite an oil
crisis in the 1970s and more recent efforts to
revive public transit, the automobile has
remained an important part of Americans’
material experience, symbolized most
recently in the growing popularity and
recent politicization of NASCAR (National
Association for Stock Car Auto Racing).

Kathleen Franz

See also Automobile Camping (Auto-
Camping); Consumerism and Consumption;
Highways and National Highway System;
Land Transportation; Service Stations;
Suburbs and Suburbia; Technology; Tourism
and Travel
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Base Metalwork and Metalware

Base (or parent) metals are those metals
defined as common and not precious; iron,
lead, tin, copper, nickel, aluminum, and
zinc, for example, are plentiful and mined
throughout the world. Base metals corrode
easily when in contact with oxygen (noble
metals, such as gold, resist corrosion). Alloys
created of base metals—brass, pewter, and
Britannia—have been used widely in North
America. Base metals are employed to create
a wide variety of material culture, from iron
I-beams in buildings and railroad tracks to
the bodies of moving vehicles, weapons, and
currency to house-, dining-, and kitchenware
to decorative arts. This essay surveys the
uses of common base metals in the domestic
environment.

With fire, anvil, hammer, and tong, black-
smiths since the Middle Ages have created
from iron many utilitarian and decorative
features of buildings and streets, farms and
townhouses, and kitchens and parlors. Base
metals’ malleability adapted well to fashion-
able styles. Blacksmiths were among the first
European colonists in North America in the
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seventeenth century. As early as 1648, iron
ore was mined and smelted in Saugus, Mass-
achusetts. Early metalworkers applied their
skills not only to iron but also to lead, tin,
pewter, brass, and copper, often in response
to custom orders. Smiths at their forges were
integral to the viability of a village or town.
By the American Revolution, the metal
trades were specialized: locksmiths and
coppersmith and gunsmiths, pewterers and
nail makers, ax makers and razor grinders.
Nevertheless, the colonists depended on
England for many raw metals and finished
products.

Iron

Iron was, and is, as fundamental to Amer-
ica’s industry, transportation, and warfare
as it was, and is, to daily life in the forms of
cookware, stoves, and lighting devices. Iron
ore must be processed through heat pro-
vided by coke in blast furnaces to be ren-
dered usable as wrought and cast iron or
steel. Iron foundries were established in the
American colonies by the mid-eighteenth
century. The discovery of the great iron ore
deposits throughout what would become
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the United States ensured that ironwares
would be widely available by the Civil War
(1861-1865).

Wrought iron, which has little carbon,
resists rust. In the American colonies wrought
iron was used as architectural ornament in
fences, stair railings, balconies, and gates,
the styles of which were readily available in
pattern books. The metal was also utilized
decoratively in interiors through the creation
of fireplace equipment, screens, and window
and door hardware.

By the 1850s, iron processing and forges
had begun to be industrialized, and the cost
of wrought iron fell. In the 1850s, however,
cast iron, more versatile in its production
and application, became the more popular
choice for the rest of the century. Formed in
molds, cast iron was used widely, not only
in housewares, heating and cooking stoves,
and architectural and garden ornament but
also in building and bridge construction,
war materiel and transportation, and farm
and industrial implements and machinery.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the
introduction of color into the production
spaces of the domestic dwelling was achieved
in part due to the introduction of enameled
cast iron in items from sinks to cookware. An
application of a vitreous enamel glaze to cast
iron pots and frypans rendered them rust-
proof and required less maintenance as it
provided for better cleaning in an era in
which sanitary methods were applied more
assiduously to the kitchen and bathroom.

Copper and Brass

Copper, reddish-brown in color, was mined
in Connecticut, New Jersey, and Maryland in
the early eighteenth century, but copper ore
remained scarce until western mines were
found in the nineteenth century. The metal
was fashioned by Native Americans, espe-
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cially in the East, for use as human adorn-
ment, as ceremonial objects, and as the mate-
rial for tools. European colonists employed
copper to make cookware and utensils, as
well as drawer pulls and doorknobs. Copper
was instrumental in the print revolution and
in daguerreotypy in the first half of the nine-
teenth century.

Brass, an alloy of copper and zinc, is often
used in lighting devices. Candlesticks in
great numbers were imported from England
until the American Revolution. Kettles, pans,
pots, and even stills were the popular forms
of brasswares in the domestic dwelling. Fire-
dogs and fireplace implements were also
cast in brass. The artisans of the Arts and
Crafts Movement, such as the Roycrofters,
employed both copper and brass in lamps
and lampshades, bookends, desk sets, table-
wares, and ornamental fixtures. These met-
als were often hammered by hand.

Tin

Before 1750, much of the tin in colonial
America was exported from Germany to
England to be fashioned into wares and sent
to the American colonies. By the American
Revolution, the English could produce tin-
plate sheets to be sent to American tinsmiths
for manufacturing utensils, vessels, lanterns,
and other useful items. Rather than craft
specific pieces, such as cooking utensils, tin-
smiths in the early nineteenth century began
producing wares in larger numbers for com-
mercial trade. Tin peddlers served as links
between small tinsmiths and factories and
the consumers from the late eighteenth
through the early twentieth century, though
the rise of factory production after the Civil
War and the rise of retail stores generally
replaced the peddler. By the 1920s, aluminum
had replaced tin in kitchenwares, and steel
and stainless steel entered the market after
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World War II (1939-1945). Plain and enameled
tinware, for both kitchen use and domestic
decoration, is still produced.

Painted tinwares (also called toleware),
imitating Chinese lacquer imported from
England, were popular in the late eighteenth-
century United States. These items served as
the impetus for a domestic industry for dec-
orative painted tinwares in the nineteenth
century.

Pewter

Pewter is a metal alloy of tin, antimony,
copper, and in early America, lead. This mal-
leable alloy has a low melting point and is
often cast in brass or bronze molds, primar-
ily for tablewares and decorative pieces.
Pewter’s softness allows it to be carved,
punched, pressed, and turned on a lathe.

Pewter possesses a long history of wide
use. England’s pewterers’ guilds were
founded in the fourteenth century. “Touch
marks” (trademarks) and quality marks
were employed by pewterers to “sign” and
advertise their wares and to guarantee the
value of the metals used. Pewter’s brightness
and luster imitates silver, and by the six-
teenth century pewterwares could be found
in all households except those of the very
poor. Pewter’s luster required constant scour-
ing, making its maintenance labor intensive.
More importantly, pewter’s lead content was
toxic; modern pewterwares do not contain
lead.

Pewterers in colonial America were under-
taking their trade by the middle of the sev-
enteenth century. Because raw materials
were unavailable and England’s mercantilist
policies inhibited the pewter industry (un-
worked pewter and lead were periodically
taxed and tin ore was forbidden to be ex-
ported to the colonies), American pewterers
more often melted down old pieces to make
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new wares: dining utensils; plates, bowls,
and other tablewares; candlesticks; and
lamps. English pewterwares, especially tea
and coffee services, were created specifically
for the American market before the Revolu-
tion. Nevertheless, American pewterers did
succeed in trade: these include Frederick
Bassett (1740-1800) of New York City,
William Will (1742-1798) of Philadelphia,
Thomas Danforth II (1731-1782) and Thomas
Danforth III (1756-1840) of Connecticut, and
Nathaniel Austin (1763-1807) of Charles-
town, Massachusetts. By 1800, cheaper, col-
orful, and relatively maintenance-free china
and glassware were replacing pewter, as
were newly created metals such as Britannia
and silverplate.

Britannia

Close in composition to pewter, Britannia, a
metal alloy of tin, copper, and antimony
(with additions at times of bismuth, brass, or
zinc), was developed by English craftsmen at
the end of the eighteenth century. By the first
decade of the nineteenth century, American
craftsmen, especially in New England, had
begun to produce Britannia housewares, cre-
ating an industry that thrived until the Civil
War.

Unlike pewter, Britannia, originally known
as “white metal,” possesses a silvery luster
and resists tarnishing. The more economical
and hard Britannia could be molded, die cut
(stamped), and spun (on a lathe) in a variety
of shapes that could more easily incorporate
changing decorative style. Various parts of
a given object were cast (molded), turned
(on a lathe), then soldered together. Due to
the metal’s versatility, craftsmen often imi-
tated with it designs in silver or silverplate.
Machine-made Britanniawares became a
cheaper alternative to silver. Spoons, candle-
sticks, tea and coffee pots, cream cups, sugar
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bowls, mugs, tumblers, soup tureens and
ladles, urns, salvers, vases, caster frames,
covered boxes, shaving boxes, snuff boxes,
inkstands, spittoons, lamps, and looking-

glass frames were all made of Britannia.
Early manufacturers of Britannia in the
United States include Thomas Danforth
Boardman (1784-1873) of Boston, Massachu-
setts; Israel Trask (1786-1867) of Beverly,
Massachusetts; George Richardson (1818-
1848) of Cranston, Rhode Island; and Samuel
Ely Hamlin (1774-1864) of Providence, Rhode
Island. Other American manufactories of
Britannia included Connecticut’'s Meriden
Britannia Company, Massachusetts’ Taunton
Britannia Manufacturing Company (which
would become Reed and Barton), and Ohio’s
Sellew and Company, which supplied city
shops and rural peddlers along the eastern
seaboard as well as the western frontier
(made accessible by the Erie Canal, com-
pleted in 1825). English makers of Britannia
also competed in the American market.
James Dixon and Sons of Sheffield, for exam-
ple, employed four American agents to mar-
ket its wares, mostly tea and coffee services.
The introduction of electroplating silver onto
base metals (silverplate) in the 1830s led to

the decline of Britannia by the Civil War.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Ceramics; Decorative Arts; Design
History and American Design; Glass; Silver-
work and Silverware; Style; Technology;
Tools, Implements, and Instruments
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Bathrooms

With its definitive combination of sink, toilet,
and tub and/or shower, the bathroom is
found in almost every American house,
thanks to a combination of technology,
awareness of the effects of hygiene upon
health, shifting attitudes toward privacy and
convenience, and ultimately the setting of
minimum legal housing standards. Accord-
ing to the 2000 United States Census, 99.5
percent of American dwellings had complete
plumbing facilities (complete bathrooms),
the highest percentage in the world.

Yet the American domestic bathroom
has been commonplace only since the turn
of the twentieth century. From the colonial
era through much of the nineteenth century,
human waste was deposited outdoors.
Bathing, which was not a common activity
by any means, took place in a portable tub in
a multipurpose room that also was the site
of cooking, eating, and household crafts in
the colonial era, requiring privacy as bed-
chambers were adopted throughout the
nineteenth century.
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Human Elimination

Until the mid- to late-nineteenth century,
most households used outhouses or cham-
ber pots that were dumped out of doors at
the earliest opportunity. Even if hygiene was
not a concern, the smell of human waste was
not welcome indoors and harsh words were
reserved for those who would install new-
fangled water closets indoors. By the late
1800s, advances in water closet design, cou-
pled with urban public sewer and waste
treatment systems, impelled the integration
of private water closets into new houses—
typically adjacent to a second-floor bedroom.
By the middle of the twentieth century, 85
percent of American households had indoor
toilets.

Bathing and Showering
Unlike elimination, bathing was an optional
activity—one that many men, women, and
children only minimally undertook. By the
mid-1700s, bathing was starting to be per-
ceived as virtuous, but even in the early
1800s, some municipalities prohibited regu-
lar bathing. More typically, one might repair
to a bedchamber and make use of a basin and
pitcher of water, a sponge, and, in the mid-
1800s, soap. By the century’s end, perma-
nently installed, but not plumbed, bathtubs
were part of a handful of wealthy households.
As piped-in public water became available
and as awareness increased of connections
between cleanliness and good health, the
number of houses with tubs increased. Still,
a modern bathroom—combining toilet, sink,
and tub—was a sign of relative affluence into
the twentieth century. By the mid-1900s, how-
ever, about 95 percent of houses had running
water, 85 percent had indoor toilets, and 80
percent had fixed bathtubs or showers.
Since the mid-twentieth century, the basic
requirements of the bathroom have been
complicated by demands for greater privacy,
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convenience, and comfort. Air-jet and whirl-
pool tubs, double sinks, exotic tile for the
floors and walls, and other expensive ameni-
ties became common features. The number
of bathrooms per house has increased, with
new houses and apartments typically boast-
ing full bathrooms adjoining most, if not
every, bedroom.

Janet Tyson

See also Bodily Cleanliness and Hygiene;
Technology
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Bedrooms

The bedroom is a domestic space designated
primarily for sleeping. As its name states,
however, a bedroom is intended to hold a
bed and bedstead, and it is this function,
and not sleep, that signals the room’s historic
role as a symbolic and not merely a func-
tional space.

Early American Sleeping Spaces

The British, Dutch, German, and Swedish
colonists did not construct bedrooms in the
first century of settlement in North America.
In the typical hall-parlor house plan, the par-
lor (sometimes called the best room) held the
householder’s prized items, including the bed
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and bedstead. Domestic space was not demo-
cratic space. The heads of the household slept
in the parlor, while other members of the
household (family members, visitors, ser-
vants, and slaves) slept in the hall or in the
unheated spaces under the roof. Beds were
few and straw- and grass-filled ticks were
common. Both were often shared by family
members as well as servants, guests, and at
times strangers.

By the mid-eighteenth century, some
colonists were constructing houses with bed-
chambers. Separated by passageways and
stairways from other household activities,
the bedroom (whether heated or not) became
dedicated to acts increasingly considered
private: sleeping and dressing, of course, but
also the entertainment of invited family
members and friends. Bedchamber furniture
could include trunks, chairs, chests of draw-
ers, mirrors, desks, and side tables. Beds and
bedsteads were hung with bed curtains and
dressed with linen and were expensive and
valuable possessions. A chamber pot was
found beneath the bed or in a washstand. IlI-
ness and childbirth mandated isolated rest
away from the household, and a parlor or
master’s bedchamber could be converted
into a sick chamber. An “invalid chair”
boasted wings with which to combat drafts
and a comfortable down-filled cushion upon
which to rest. The bedstead itself was wood
with a rope or wood-slat bottom on which a
straw-filled tick lay. On this sat the heavy
(goose) feather bed, a bolster, sheets, pillows,
blankets, and counterpane (bedspread). Bed
hangings were to match curtains, asserting
again the importance of the room. Difficult to
clean, the bed was aired and usually replen-
ished with straw and down in the spring.

Nineteenth-Century Privacy

Throughout the nineteenth century at least
one bedroom could be found next to the par-
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lor on the ground floor of many middle-
class American dwellings; this was the
master bedroom (although the room’s accou-
trements were often feminized). Like its
colonial predecessor, this room allowed for
privacy for conjugal relations; when neces-
sary, this room served also for births and the
mother’s “lying in” afterward.

Bedrooms were generally segregated on
the second floor, and access to each was con-
trolled by the stairways (public and service
or back) and by a single door linking each
chamber to a common hallway. As with the
downstairs parlor, bedroom furniture could
be purchased in matched “suites” of various
woods and styles. Washstands, in an era
before indoor plumbing, and often costly
wardrobes to hold clothing, before the in-
clusion of closet storage in bedrooms, were
desirable items. Mass-produced, cheaper
“cottage furniture” of painted pine or other
softwood mimicked the fashion of coordi-
nated sets of bedstead, chests of drawers,
and chairs. Paint colors were soft: gray, pale
blue or lavender, and white. Heating sys-
tems ensured cleanliness as well as warmth,
and the introduction of these systems, along
with the threat of fire to the yards of bed
hangings and linen, led advice writers to
admonish readers to do away with the bed
drapery. Dependent on the house plan and
the relationship to their employers, servants’
sleeping quarters could be located in the
attic, on the same floor as the family, next to
the kitchen, or in the basement.

Twentieth-Century Individualism

The introduction in the twentieth century of
fashionable single-story dwellings—such as
the bungalow and the ranch house and their
urban counterparts, the apartment, tenement,
and three-decker buildings—offered a vari-
ety of floor plans locating bedrooms just off
the social hub of the house or segregated in
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a “sleeping zone” apart from public spaces.
Some bungalow plans included “sleeping
porches,” screened spaces that were pur-
ported to be healthier by maximizing access
to fresh air. Mass-produced mattresses, box
springs, and bedsteads, standardized by size,
lowered the price of furnishing bedrooms.
Although the establishment of psychology
in the early twentieth century would rede-
fine what it was to be a male, a female, an
adult, an adolescent, a child, and an infant,
a century earlier advice writers counseled
that a person’s character was properly devel-
oped in the privacy and freedom allowed in
having a bedroom of one’s own. What is
consistently found in nineteenth- and twen-
tieth-century childrearing guides is the evo-
lution of gender-specific advice, culminating
in children of the same sex sharing rooms, if
not beds—and only if the family could not
afford a bedroom for each child. Decorating
manuals, then and now, tend to espouse gen-
der-specific colors and design themes for
children. Bedrooms today for young and old
are bedecked with a variety of themes
related to fashion or to popular culture and
are, in practice, personal living rooms,
equipped with televisions, computers, tele-
phones, refrigerators, games, and toys, sig-
naling perhaps a democratization of
domestic space and definitely a celebration

of consumerism.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Adolescence; Adulthood; Childhood;
Parlors; Servants’ Spaces; Sex and Sexuality
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Boardinghouses

A boardinghouse is a private domestic dwelling
or multiple-use commercial facility in which
individuals pay to reside and / or have meals
provided. Boardinghouse living was a com-
mon practice throughout much of American
history. Company houses were some of the
tirst forms of privately operated boarding-
houses to be established; they supported
business enterprises in mill towns and on
the frontier. Typical boardinghouses, estab-
lishments privately operated by families to
earn income, became popular during the
westward expansion of the mid-nineteenth
century. Commercial boardinghouses, re-
sembling small hotels, offered inexpensive
housing options in cities, along with tene-
ments and apartments. Some families chose
to co-inhabit with other families as boarders,
creating two-family households.

The difference between a private and a
commercial boardinghouse was delineated
in the number of boarders accommodated:
establishments housing more than six board-
ers were zoned as commercial boarding-
houses or small hotels. Single women were
sometimes stigmatized if they resided in
boardinghouses located outside respectable
residential neighborhoods, since boarding-
house also euphemistically referred to bor-
dello. Thomas Butler Gunn’s (1826-1903)
satire The Physiology of New York Boarding-
Houses (1857) chronicled boardinghouse
living during the antebellum era as families
moved into industrializing cities. Filled with
anecdotes about scheming landladies, carous-
ing bachelors, slovenly housemaids, and an
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odd cast of fellow boarders, the book helped
boardinghouse life emerge as an aspect of
cosmopolitan American culture.

Women'’s histories reveal broader trends
of female labor in boardinghouses. Women's
work, including taking in boarders, was a
crucial factor in the financial success of both
urban and rural families during the early
nineteenth century. Running a boarding-
house was a rigorous process: the weekly
cycle of monotonous tasks included laundry;
baking; mending; and daily cycles of cook-
ing, cleaning, and serving. While husbands
could leave the boardinghouse to work and
run errands, wives and children kept the
operation going even when they were ill,
injured, or pregnant. Women recognized the
economic value of their labor; the value of
cash income as well as the value-added
income produced by ordinary tasks and by
taking in boarders constituted a means for
women to bring cash into the household
during the nineteenth century. Compared
with taking in sewing, running a grocery,
catering from their kitchens, or working as
unpaid labor in their husband’s trades, oper-
ating a boardinghouse brought dependable
income that could be reinvested into busi-
nesses or supply family needs. Widows
utilized the same skills to operate larger
commercial boardinghouses as “sole traders.”
Married couples often set up boardinghouses
on multipurpose properties so that a wife
could earn income taking in boarders while
her husband practiced his profession in
proximity to home and family.

Boardinghouse living was attractive to
new arrivals to the United States, supplying
a surrogate family along with room and
board. Immigrants clustered in boarding-
house communities or “quarters,” including
Latin and French quarters and Chinatowns.
Kosher boardinghouses offered meals pre-
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pared in accordance to Jewish law. Immi-
grant groups generally included young men
of similar professions. Mealtime became an
opportunity to socialize and network for
men who enjoyed similar foods and spoke
the same language. Accustomed to living in
urban areas, immigrants set up their own gro-
cery and dry goods stores, liquor stores, and
restaurants, in addition to boardinghouses.
Boardinghouse society was transient in
nature, a testament to the cultural meaning
of American mobility. Diaries and travel logs
by ordinary Americans from colonial times
to the early twentieth century record stays in
boardinghouses, hotels, and lodging houses,
lasting from a few weeks to several months.
Soldiers, sailors, and traveling salesmen
boarded with families between jobs, where
meals and maid service were provided for
a small price. As boardinghouse culture
matured, adjunct businesses including music
education and distribution of materials for
cottage industries emerged as boarding-
house operators hired professionals to
provide services in their establishments.
Medical practitioners offered boarding to
patients who needed extra care while being
treated. Boardinghouse living waned dur-
ing the early twentieth century as urban
planners focused on creating apartment
communities to accommodate the emerging
American sensibility that single-person habi-
tation was acceptable.
Meredith Eliassen

See also Cities and Towns; Commercial Food
Venues; Homeless Residences; House, Home,
and Domesticity; Service Industry Work and
Labor
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Bodily Cleanliness and Hygiene

Concerns about bodily cleanliness and
hygiene have historically fueled a growing
market of goods for the proper care and
appearance of the body and the environment
in the United States. Until the mid-nineteenth
century bathing was an uncommon daily
practice among all social classes; the best
hygienic practices of the time were primarily
sponge baths without soap. On the other
hand, social bathing, such as visiting spas
and public baths, was a popular leisure
activity for the upper classes. Over the
course of the 1800s bathing tubs, showers,
and bathing facilities became more readily
available, and by 1850 regular personal
washing was common practice among the
middle and upper classes, with the use of
soap to wash the body becoming common
by the Civil War (1861-1864). Manuals de-
voted to human physiology, bodily cleanli-
ness, and healthy buildings became required
textbooks for school and home in the 1830s,
marking the systematic introduction of
hygiene as a body of knowledge devoted to
the understanding of the human body and
the maintenance of health. In addition, eti-
quette guides counseled cleanliness as fun-
damental to sociability.

As adequate water and sewer systems
became more available in cities and towns in
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the early 1900s, the invention and manufac-
ture of flush toilets and bathing facilities for
the home transformed hygiene practices.
Bombarded by persuasive advertising, Amer-
icans increasingly consumed soaps and toi-
letries to clean their bodies. Inventions of
the early twentieth century, such as mass-
produced toilet paper in roll form (1907), the
disposable razor (1901), and the modern
toothbrush (1938), all furthered hygienic
standards. The disposable sanitary napkin
and the tampon (1929) transformed concep-
tions of menstrual hygiene. The adhesive
bandage, invented in the 1920s, and the use
of antibiotics, begun in the 1940s, changed
the American understanding of bodily
health and disease. The washing machine,
first appearing in rudimentary form in the
1800s but mechanized, electrified, and mass
produced in the twentieth century, height-
ened standards of clothing cleanliness.

In recent years, hygienic concerns have
shifted beyond the constraints of smell and
visible cleanliness to the microbial world. By
the 2000s antibacterial soaps and sanitizers,
as well as air and water filtration systems,
had become common hygienic products in
the American domestic dwelling.

Daniel Farr

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Bathrooms; Cosmetics, Toiletries, Perfumes,
and Colognes; Etiquette and Manners;
Human Body
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Body Modification

Body modification is the deliberate, permanent
alteration of the human body for decorative,
ritualistic, religious, or cultural reasons. For
the purposes of this essay, self-chosen body
modification in the form of body piercing
and tattooing is discussed. Cosmetic
surgery, though elective in many cases, is
not treated here.

Body Piercing

In its simplest form, body piercing is the prac-
tice of creating a hole on the surface of the
soft tissues of the body for the purpose of
inserting or wearing some type of adorn-
ment. Body piercing is an ancient, worldwide
practice. Body piercing typically includes
the wearing of an adornment in the open-
ings made by piercing. The adornments or
jewelry inserted in a body piercing vary
according to the cultural traditions of the
wearer. Likewise, certain types of piercings
reflect particular kinds of cultures, cultural
groups, or trends. Body piercing, while often
generalized incorrectly within what has
traditionally been the broader subject of
tattooing, is a distinct and unique form of
bodily art and adornment that involves
different skills, tools, and resulting bodily
visual forms.

In contemporary Western cultures, body
piercing is most commonly known in the
form of simple ear piercings, worn primarily
by women but also now by some men
throughout the Western world. Body piercing
in the form of unusual piercings, or non-
mainstream body modification as anthropolo-
gist James Myers labeled it in 1992, has
grown in popularity in Western cultures over
the past twenty years. Nonmainstream body
modification typically refers to piercing,
branding, and scarring, although body pierc-
ing is the most commonly practiced of these
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three. All of these forms typically involve
the placement of bodily marks or holes on
places other than the ears, or, if on the ears,
either with abundant holes in the ears and
ear cartilage or with very large holes, some-
times of an inch or more in width (as
opposed to the tiny, almost invisible hole of
the common ear piercing).

Other unusual piercings are those of the
tongue; of the eyebrow, lip, nose, or other
facial tissues including the labret (the lower
lip); and of the navel, nipple, and genitalia
(the penis and scrotum in males or the labia
and clitoris in females). In this context, body
piercings typically are marked by a variety
of adornments that have unique material
forms constructed of nonprecious metals
such as stainless steel formed into steel balls,
bolts, or rings of various sizes. For example,
a common tongue piercing adornment is a
simple stainless steel shaft through the tongue
with a round stainless steel screw ball that
appears to lie on the top of the tongue. Facial
and navel piercings are typically stainless
steel rings or straight shafts of various sizes
that look like barbells.

Specific types of piercings have been as-
sociated with specific subcultural styles or
trends such as those known under the
rubrics of “modern primitives” or “neotrib-
alism,” or are simply associated with some
forms of popular or alternative music. With
its adoption of a nihilistic style that featured
torn t-shirts, dirty clothing, and safety pins
sometimes worn through holes on the body,
punk rock brought body piercing to popular
attention in the mid-1970s in Great Britain
and the United States. By the mid-1990s,
body piercing booths were featured rou-
tinely along with music groups at such pop-
ular alternative music festivals as
Lollapalooza (founded in 1991). More signif-
icantly, the practice and material effects of
body piercing grew out of various sexual
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subcultures that often experimented with
notions of power, pain, and pleasure. Today,
body piercing studios are found throughout
the world.

Tattooing

Tattooing—the insertion with a sharp needle
or instrument of inks or other pigments
under the epidermis—is an ancient form of
permanent body decoration. The word tattoo
is derived from the Polynesian tatu or tatau,
meaning “mark” or “strike.” Captain James
Cook (1728-1779) saw these “marks” on
the inhabitants of the South Pacific islands
he visited in 1769, and members of his crew
adopted the practice. Tattooing is not, as
many critics assert, a “primitive” magical or
religious practice. The practice has existed in
the West since the Neolithic era.

Now primarily a popular form of self-
expression and group identity, tattooing had
been utilized in American history for pur-
poses of control. For example, Euro-Ameri-
cans employed tattoos to brand criminals
and slaves throughout the seventeenth, eigh-
teenth, and nineteenth centuries. Heavily
tattooed bodies of members of non-Western
societies, including Native Americans and
Hawaiians, were displayed in Phineas T.
Barnum’s (1810-1891) New York City mu-
seum and traveling circuses throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, leading
Americans to equate exoticism and even
criminality with the practice. Thus defined,
tattooing became symbolic of “otherness”
and defined civilization against such “prim-
itive” customs.

Sailors, by virtue of their travels to cul-
tures that more openly embraced tattooing,
helped to spread the practice to Western sea-
ports. They employed tattoos as commem-
orative markers of sea voyages. During the
American Civil War (1861-1865) and the two
world wars, soldiers, marines, and seamen
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acquired tattoos to signal membership in a
specific unit or regiment, to commemorate
battles, to define their masculinity through
tattoos objectifying women, or to declare
their bonds of affection to others through the
marking of names, images, or symbols on
their bodies.

Commercial but unregulated tattoo par-
lors appeared in the United States during
the 1920s. The employment of flash sheets—
charts of tattoo designs—standardized tattoo
decorations and iconography. State laws reg-
ulating or forbidding tattooing were passed
to control the spread of disease, including
syphilis. Fear of disease and the advent of
the Great Depression led to a decline in tat-
too parlors. The practice was revived in the
1960s, with the interest in Asian cultures
brought about by the Vietnam conflict,
counterculture politics and aesthetics, and
the rise of leisure. Men constituted the pri-
mary consumers of tattoos; today, the gen-
dered connotations of tattoos, bravery and
masculinity, have been challenged by the
increasing numbers of women who choose
to express their individuality with tattoos.
Medical doctors have adapted tattooing to
offer permanent cosmetics (eyeliner and lip
color, for example) to women. Temporary
tattoos and henna tattoos are increasingly
popular.

Since the 1960s tattoo artists have sought
distinction by ignoring conventional tattoo
designs and creating their own unique ex-
pressions. These appeal to a youth culture
invested in this newly acceptable form of
commercially available, seemingly noncom-
formist social identification. Various social
groups have adopted tattoos as identifica-
tion, including rock groupies, punk rockers,
and Goths as well as members of street and
prison gangs and racist organizations. Tat-
tooing as a ritual and commercial practice
and tattoos as a form of visual culture and
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self-expression in the United States require
more study.
Janet S. Rose

See also Adolescence; Human Body; Peniten-
tiaries and Prisons; Popular Culture; Rite,
Ritual, and Ceremony; Sex and Sexuality
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Books

The book is an ancient cultural entity whose
material form has long embodied its social
and cultural significance. Books historically
have been accorded nearly sacred status,
both as emblems of the religious texts they
often held and as reifying vessels of pre-
served human imagination, experience, and
knowledge. With the advent of print technol-
ogy in the fifteenth century, the book also
became one of the first material objects to be
produced on a large scale and sold for profit
in a commercial marketplace. In the United
States books continue to sit squarely, if often
paradoxically, at that intersection of culture
and commerce.
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Printed books have long been a powerful
agent of two often intertwined forces. On one
hand, they have helped to clarify and pre-
serve diversity within societies, fixing and
sustaining communities formed by a shared
language, religious or political belief, or eth-
nic heritage. Books’ material forms often
help to articulate those distinctions among
cultural communities, just as they have long
functioned as markers of social class, signal-
ing wealth, education, family lineage, and
“taste.” On the other hand, books are often
credited with enabling a broader, more demo-
cratic access to a common, uniform fund
of information and ideas. By creating and
disseminating multiples of identical texts,
printed books helped to establish a widely
accessible body of standardized knowledge
and to ensure that diverse minority commu-
nities of belief and expression survive and
cohere.

The Colonial Era
The first printing press in North America
arrived in Mexico in 1539, a scant seventy
years after medieval entrepreneurs began to
carry Johannes Gutenberg’s (ca. 1398-1468)
invention beyond Germany. Although a
printing press did not reach British North
America until 1638, its purpose was in part
the same as its arrival in Mexico: Just as early
Franciscan missionaries in Mexico exploited
the iconic power of print to awe and subdue
the indigenous peoples, so too was the aim
of John Eliot’s (ca. 1604-1690) translation of
the Bible into the Algonkian language in
1663, Up-Biblum God, the most ambitious
book produced in the early Harvard College
print shop. In seventeenth-century America
the book often served as a tool for conver-
sion and conquest as well as devotion and
worship.

Early printers were closely monitored and
their work restricted to ecclesiastical, civil,
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and educational materials sanctioned by state
and church authorities. As controls eased in
the eighteenth century, many colonial print-
ers soon developed a brisk, profitable trade
in ephemera—handbills, broadsides, pam-
phlets, and especially newspapers—but rel-
atively few books. Most of the books owned
and read by colonial Americans were either
brought personally from Europe or imported.
American book authors and readers were
eager to retain a cosmopolitan link to those
European hubs of intellectual and publish-
ing activity. Reliance on imports was also
materially mandated, since the colonies’
fledgling paper mills and type foundries
were unable to obtain in sufficient quantities
the better-quality raw materials needed for
books. The crude typography, lack of crafts-
manship, and relatively poor material qual-
ity of most American publications—broken
and mismatched type, inferior paper, un-
skilled typography, and so on—highlighted
their provincialism and reinforced a deep
sense that “real” books were those whose
form and content reflected venerable Euro-
pean bookmaking traditions.

Two printers played influential roles in
asserting new standards for American book
design and production that were informed
by European traditions. Philadelphia states-
man and printer Benjamin Franklin (1706-
1790) was among the first to pay serious
attention to the material aspects of print, tac-
itly invoking professional (that is, European)
standards of quality as a barometer of cul-
tural seriousness and maturity. Franklin
emulated the leading typographic innova-
tors of the day in Great Britain and France,
and he ambitiously sought to model exem-
plary design for his American colleagues
with his own best work. Like all skilled and
knowledgeable printers, Franklin was implic-
itly savvy about the subtle ways that the
typographic and material dimensions of a
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printed text, or what critic Jerome McGann
(1991) calls its “bibliographic codes,” shape
its cultural import and meanings.
Similarly, Massachusetts printer Isaiah
Thomas (1749-1831) worked tirelessly to
develop, promote, and dignify the quality
of American printing. His remarkable career
spanned nearly fifty years, beginning with
his founding in 1770 of the revolutionary
Massachusetts Spy, soon the most read news-
paper in New England. After the war he
imported large quantities of the best types
and ornaments from Britain; ordered presses
from new American manufacturers; and
quickly established a printing, publishing,
and bookselling empire. His activities helped
to make print seem pervasive in the new
republic; many Americans encountered the
fruits of his labor at nearly every turn of their
reading lives, from primers, newspapers,
and novels to almanacs, hymnals, and Bibles.

Nineteenth-Century Industrialization
For more than three hundred years, books
had been produced in roughly the same way:
compositors set type by hand, combining
individual pieces of metal type to create
forms of text pages that were positioned
securely on the bed of a wooden press. The
raised surface of the type was then inked by
hand with large leather balls, damp paper
was positioned carefully over the inked type,
and pressure was applied to transfer the ink
from the type to the paper. Working steadily
at top speed, a skilled team of pressmen
could thus produce about 250 impressions
an hour—that is, they could print one side of
250 sheets.

In the nineteenth century new steam-
powered presses soon performed the entire
operation in a fraction of the time required
for hand operation. By mid-century, machines
working at top speed could produce be-
tween 1,600 and 2,400 impressions an hour,
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a rate that eclipsed handpress production
roughly eightfold. At about the same time a
breakthrough in papermaking technology—
the replacement of cotton and linen pulps
with those made from chemically processed
and cooked wood fibers—dramatically in-
creased the supply of paper that could be
produced, at strikingly lower prices, by the
new papermaking machinery.

Along with steady population growth; an
emphasis on education and literacy; and
emerging national transportation, financial,
and communication systems, industrialized
printing methods helped to fuel a wide-
spread boom in book production and con-
sumption. For the first time it seemed
appropriate to use the term mass production.
Although books remained the most elite
form of print—usually regarded as more
substantial, expensive, and “serious” than
newspapers, pamphlets, and other ephemera
—the abundance of machine-printed edi-
tions, their relatively inexpensive prices, and
the growing numbers of Americans both
able and motivated to read them led to a
striking popularization of the book in the
United States. While traditional trade pub-
lishing took root during this period, it was
dwarfed by more focused religious, educa-
tional, and institutional publishing activity.
School textbooks were (and remain) one of
the largest categories of books produced;
Noah Webster’s (1758-1843) Blue Back Speller
alone sold some seventy million copies in the
hundred years following its publication in
1783. Not-for-profit organizations and evan-
gelical publishers like the American Tract
Society issued millions of volumes addressed
to common readers. Many relatively small
ethnic, religious, and political communities
sustained energetic publishing programs
throughout the century, their identities dis-
tilled through print.
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Mass production enabled a new kind of
visible “branding” that both underscored
the commerecial or ideological nature of many
books and visually articulated the many
emerging niche communities of readers.
Series of older, “classic” titles reprinted in
identical format and often sold in sets or
“libraries” grew popular, especially among
those anxious to equip their houses with
books that mimicked in content and form the
collections of prosperous genteel families.
Books intended for entertainment rather
than edification thrived in distinctive new
material forms as well; the popularity of so-
called dime novels (which mostly sold for a
nickel), marked by bold yellow paper covers
and dramatic, even lurid, woodcut cover
illustrations, signaled an avid appetite for
fiction whose sensational formulaic content
was shrewdly mirrored in their uniform
material forms.

By the 1890s the final technological break-
through toward fully mechanized book
production occurred when Ottmar Mergen-
thaler (1854-1899) and Tolbert Lanston (1844—
1914) developed rival systems (Linotype and
Monotype, respectively) for mechanical type
casting and composition, eliminating the last
element of handcraft in the production
process. In the ensuing decades savvy pub-
lishers used a new proliferation of design
variables—typefaces, papers, formats, cover
and jacket decorations—to attract particular
audiences. More than ever, books’” material
form became a tool for registering, or defin-
ing, the cultural character of both content
and reader, of both product and consumer.

The Return of Handcraft

Even as important new technological and
commercial changes in the 1890s fully mod-
ernized book production, a growing num-
ber of critics lamented that such changes
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achieved economy and plenitude at the
expense of material and aesthetic integrity.
Inspired by the passionate arguments of
William Morris (1834-1896) and other lead-
ers of the Arts and Crafts Movement urging
a return to craft-based preindustrial produc-
tion standards, the preeminent American
printer of the era, Theodore Low De Vinne
(1828-1914), led the way toward improving
the material quality of printed books. De
Vinne championed the use of sturdier, darker
typefaces and pioneered new processes of
finishing machine-made paper so that its
surface was more receptive to ink. While
Morris and his followers felt that mecha-
nization intrinsically cheapened the material
and hence spiritual dignity of printed books,
De Vinne sought more commercially prag-
matic ways to ensure that mechanized pro-
cesses might better approach the production
ideals of handcraft.

In the 1920s and 1930s, the goal of higher
standards of book production took on a
new, seemingly urgent cultural dimension.
As the United States emerged from World
War I in a position of international political,
economic, and industrial leadership, many
feared that American culture was ill suited
for a comparable preeminence. Readily
deemed emblematic of “culture” itself, the
shoddy manufacture and careless design of
most American books seemed to signal a
disturbing poverty of their intellectual sub-
stance and significance. Many critics loosely
but widely blamed this debasement less on
the limitations of machinery than on pub-
lishers’ capitulation to popular demands for
cheap, plentiful, and ever-changing books.
The interests of commerce, they feared, had
outpaced those of culture.

Efforts to improve the material quality of
books, and thus to honor better the cultural
traditions they represented, subtly addressed
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both physical and symbolic concerns. The
American Institute of Graphic Arts was
founded in 1923 to raise bookmaking stan-
dards in the nation’s printing industry.
Simultaneously, a veritable boom in “fine”
bookmaking—ostensibly without concern for
cost or popular taste—occurred. Although
their producers contended that high-quality
materials and craft necessarily, if regrettably,
restricted the number of such better-made
books, the limited edition sizes underscored
fine books’ role in demarcating cultural sta-
tus. Even as the new term middlebrow was
surfacing to describe popular-but-respectable
cultural tastes, exemplified by the debut of
the Book of the Month Club in 1926, fine
editions tacitly registered an elite, “high-
brow” position of cultural hierarchy, invok-
ing the familiar notion that books” materiality
reveal their owner’s character and cultural
authenticity.

The Paperback Revolution of the
Twentieth Century

Following the lead of Great Britain’s innov-
ative Penguin Books, in 1939 Robert Fair De
Graff (1895-1981) initiated Pocket Books,
inexpensive, paperbound reprints of well-
known and respected titles. The initial ten
books published included Five Great Tragedies
of Shakespeare, two recent hardcover best-
sellers, an Agatha Christie mystery, two
“tie-ins” to the Hollywood films Topper and
Wuthering Heights, the 1928 Pulitzer Prize—
winning Bridge of San Luis Rey, and the chil-
dren’s classic Bambi. What was revolutionary
about these books was not their bright red
endpapers and plastic-laminated soft bind-
ings (paper covers had long been common
for “cheap” books) but the mainstream
respectability of their content and the radi-
cally new marketing and distribution net-
works through which they were sold. Pocket
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Books were the first mainstream books sold
not only in bookstores but in unconventional
retail outlets: variety stores, train stations,
magazine stalls—wherever magazines were
sold. This brought “real” books into thou-
sands of new locations, where their modest
price (initially twenty-five cents, comparable
to the price of a magazine) and ready avail-
ability made them instantly popular. Al-
though the deeply ingrained association of
paper covers with ephemeral, inferior con-
tent continues (largely fueled by formulaic
genre publishing), these modern paperbacks
forever challenged the notion that cheap
form meant cheap content. Above all, the
new format enabled literally millions of
Americans to read and own mainstream
book titles for the first time.

The Digital Revolution

The closing decades of the twentieth century
witnessed the most profound change in the
material nature of books since Gutenberg: a
rise of electronic methods of creating, stor-
ing, and distributing texts that may portend
the end of the book as a printed, physical
object. Many herald this watershed techno-
logical development as nothing less than rev-
olutionary in its social, economic, and cultural
impacts, altering forever the ways humans
encounter—and hence how humans read,
understand, and value—the written word.
Others fear those changes, anxious that
device-dependent digital technology will
never become as transparent as that of print,
never allowing the imaginative and intellec-
tual absorption that seems foundational to
the experience of reading itself.

It seems most likely, however, that digital
books will not entirely replace printed ones,
just as print did not render handwriting
obsolete. In fact, digital technology may well
divide the world of books into two classes.
Books used largely for information may
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become predominantly digital, well served
by electronic media’s advantages of instant
revision, nonlinear search and retrieval, and
massive storage capacity. Those books read
for experience, whether for intellectual
engagement or for pleasure, may remain
largely printed. Regardless, as a book’s mate-
riality becomes in a sense optional, it will
only grow in significance, seen more than
ever as a manifestation of cultural expression
and meaning.

Megan Benton

See also Education and Schooling; Ephemera;
Fanzines; Graphic Design; Handicraft and
Artisanship; Literary Studies and American
Literature; Popular Culture; Print Culture;
Scrapbooks; Technology
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Burial Grounds, Cemeteries,
and Grave Markers

Burial grounds and cemeteries in the United
States contain a uniquely accessible collec-
tion of many millions of grave markers span-
ning the history of European contact with
the New World. Native American burial
grounds extend the time frame thousands of
years into the past. Burial grounds and
cemeteries are sites of memory where fami-
lies and communities have created, shaped,
and tended their histories and identities.
Race, class and social status, gender, religion,
and ethnicity are among the many aspects of
culture reflected in burial grounds, cemeter-
ies, and grave markers. Moreover, because
grave markers are usually dated, because
they tend to remain in place long after being
erected, and because they are usually made
of durable materials, they offer students of
material culture unique control over the three
dimensions of any object—time, space, and
form. In addition, grave markers’ dual
nature as both texts and artifacts offers a
wealth of precise information about the
spread and evolution of cultural ideas and
values.

Colonial- and Early National-Era

Burial Grounds

Colonial- and early National-era burial
grounds tell a story of local and regional cul-
tures. Burial grounds in old New England
towns contain tens of thousands of deco-
rated grave markers ranging from folk art to
sophisticated baroque styles. The typical
early imagery of skulls, hourglasses, crossed
bones, and other reflections of mortality un-
flinchingly announced the finality of earthly
existence. Epitaphs such as a common pair of
lines that advised, “As I am now, so you shall
be,/ Prepare for death and follow me” fre-
quently underscored the message of mortal-
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ity. By contrast, early grave markers in Ger-
man Lutheran and Reformed churchyards in
the Mid-Atlantic colonies were typically dec-
orated with stylized suns, moons, hearts,
tulips, compass stars, and other Germanic-
derived folk decorations. Scots-Irish Presby-
terian grave markers decorated with a variety
of images including thistles, coffins, Scottish
crosses, and coats of arms illustrate a third
major strain of colonial-era mortuary art.

Beginning in the eighteenth century, grave
marker styles were influenced by a develop-
ing national culture as the international
Georgian style increasingly supplied a stan-
dardized set of neoclassical images of urns,
willows, and architecture. In the early nine-
teenth century, further cultural consolida-
tion was evident in the rapidity with which
marble displaced local sandstone, schist, and
slate as the principal material for grave
markers and monuments. By mid-century,
the religious sentimentality sweeping the
nation appeared in cemeteries as images of
clasped hands, angels, Bibles, fingers point-
ing heavenward, and lambs to indicate chil-
dren’s graves. Epitaphs referring to mortality
practically disappeared, replaced by senti-
mental phrases such as, “Asleep in Jesus,”
“Just Sleeping,” and “Gone Home” that
echoed popular hymn lyrics.

Nineteenth-Century Cemeteries

The growing industrialization and urban-
ization of the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury resulted in the creation of many new
municipal institutions including hospitals,
asylums, model prisons, and public libraries.
With the founding of Mount Auburn Ceme-
tery on the outskirts of Boston in 1831,
municipal burial grounds became part of
this civic revolution. Mount Auburn, a non-
denominational, nonprofit burial ground,
displayed its stylish monuments and tombs
amidst a sweeping landscape of ponds, lakes,
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hills, curving roads and paths, and plantings
that expressed the Romantic Movement's
adoration of nature. By 1860, one or more
“rural” cemeteries could be found in or near
most major American cities, and modest ver-
sions had sprung up in lesser cities and in
towns. As the first large public parks, Mount
Auburn and its major imitators annually
drew visitors from around the country and
abroad by the tens of thousands.

At first, the rural cemeteries that replaced
old, overcrowded, unsanitary urban grave-
yards were self-consciously didactic. In pre-
senting visitors with an idealized landscape
in which to encounter timeless art, noble
sentiments, and shrines to local heroes, ceme-
tery founders hoped to teach the refined

tastes and civic virtues that could counteract
the disruptions caused by urbanization,
immigration, and industrialization. Once
cemeteries were removed from the direct
oversight of the church, however, they lost
much of their original didactic purpose as
they increasingly came to reflect the acquis-
itive values of the Gilded Age commercial
world. Thousands of wealthy businessmen
and industrialists created shrines to them-
selves by turning their large family plots into
miniature estates with extravagant grave
markers; tombs; templelike family mau-
soleums with stained-glass windows; and
statuary of marble, granite, or bronze—all in
stylish Gothic, Egyptian, or Classical revival
forms.

The rural cemetery style, with its wide roads and houses of the dead, were laid out much like the suburbs emerging
on the outskirts of larger cities in the late nineteenth century. Established in 1836, Philadelphia’s Laurel Hill
Cemetery, pictured here in 1979, attracted tens of thousands of visitors annually. (Library of Congress)
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Changes in American cemeteries reflected
not only cultural and market forces but also
technological changes and the reorganization
of work. The craft tradition of independent
stone carvers and small-shop production of
the nineteenth century was increasingly
supplanted by large-scale monument busi-
nesses. Improved transportation, the increas-
ing use of power tools, and the growing
professionalization of the monument and
cemetery industries allowed a few large mar-
ble and granite quarry operations to supply
a network of local monument businesses
across the nation. Increasing standardization
was the inevitable result.

Twentieth-Century Memorial Parks

In the early twentieth century, the cemetery
was again changing, as rural cemeteries
created by a paternalistic civic culture gave
way to explicitly commercial enterprises.
The lawn mower, the automobile, suburban-
ization, and other changes fueled this shift
toward the minimalist memorial park ceme-
tery with its uniform bronze or granite
markers placed flush to the ground for easy
maintenance. High-end memorial park
cemeteries such as Forest Lawn in Glendale,
California, near Los Angeles, combined all
aspects of the mortuary business, from
funerals to cremations and burials.

Other important modern developments
include the creation of national military
cemeteries in the wake of the Civil War; the
growth of pet cemeteries after World War II;
and more recently, the increasing personal-
ization of grave markers, the rediscovery or
invention of memorial traditions such as
leaving sentimental objects at grave sites,
and the creation of “virtual” cemeteries on
the Internet.

National trends never obliterated ethnic,
regional, and local traditions, however. Major
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
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regional styles include the iron crosses of
the German and Russian-German Great
Plains; the above-ground tombs of Louisiana,
particularly in New Orleans; and the Upland
South folk cemetery complex. African Amer-
ican cemetery and grave marker traditions
have been identified and studied. Chinese,
Japanese, Vietnamese, Gypsies, Ukranians,
Italians, Poles, Mexicans, Cubans, and peo-
ples of many other nationalities, religions,
and cultural backgrounds have been contin-
uously adding to the stock of distinctive
cemetery and grave marker traditions in
the United States. “Folk” or amateur-made
markers continue to be used, sometimes
alongside permanent markers, sometimes
as the only markers. The recuperation of the
identities of disabled individuals who died
while institutionalized in asylums and pris-
ons is ongoing; their grave markers, once
inscribed only with numbers, are being re-
placed with names and life dates. Although
the growing popularity of cremation may
be diminishing the cultural importance of
cemeteries, many indications confirm that
cemeteries will continue to be places that
reflect a rapidly evolving popular culture in
tension with innumerable ethnic, religious,
local, and regional traditions.

Gary Collison

See also City Parks; Folklore and Folklife;
Funerals; Funerary (Sepulchral) Monuments;
Memory and Memorabilia; Mourning;
Mourning and Ethnicity; Public Monuments
and Popular Commemoration
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Cellars and Basements

Cellar and basement are considered synonyms
in American usage; however, each refers to a
space that possesses distinct qualities. The
interchangeable use of the two terms prob-
ably evolved from the fact that cellars are
frequently located in basements in a variety
of buildings.

In domestic dwellings, a cellar is a subter-
ranean room or group of rooms generally
used for storing perishable items such as
wine, beer, fruit, vegetables, or other food-
stuffs. The cool and relatively constant tem-
perature of the space makes it ideal for this
purpose, but cellars have also been used to
store coal or other fuels or to provide tempo-
rary protective shelter, as in a storm cellar.
Not all cellars are located within or under-
neath a building. Most are windowless. If
located within a building’s foundation, the
cellar is accessed through a doorway in the
basement. If located elsewhere, entry is
through a surface-level doorway.

A basement, the lowest part of a building
that is completely or partially underground,
may extend under the entire structure or a
portion of it. The majority are built with
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enough height for the average person to
stand upright in it; some are merely crawl
spaces. Basements are accessed via stairways
that connect to the interior of the house and
may also have an outdoor entrance.

Nineteenth-century American house plans
reveal that basements contained cellars for
storage of food and fuel and, toward the
latter part of the century, furnaces. Some
plans show servants’ quarters, the kitchen,
and the scullery in the basement. Keeping
the kitchen and servants below the main
floor hid the productive activities of the
household, as was middle- and upper-class
practice. Some architects advised avoiding
placement of these rooms in the basement
because of dampness, poor lighting, and
generally unpleasant conditions.

Kitchens disappeared from basement
plans over the course of the twentieth cen-
tury. The number of domestic servants
declined, so servants” quarters decreased in
size or were removed. Storage, laundry facil-
ities, and utility systems remained located
under the foundation. Two early twentieth-
century additions were a workshop and,
depending on the grade of the property, a
garage.
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the recreation
room began appearing in basement plans.
Improved heating systems, decreased in size,
significantly influenced this new use of base-
ments by increasing open space. Addition-
ally, the new systems functioned on gas or
oil. These fuels were much cleaner than coal
and eliminated the need for coal storage.
Better waterproofing and the use of casement
windows that provided more light and bet-
ter ventilation also contributed to making the
space more comfortable. Recreation rooms
reached the height of popularity in the 1950s,
but many families today continue to refinish
basements for recreational and living space.

Pamela Dorazio Dean

See also Attics; Kitchens and Pantries;
Recreation Rooms; Servants” Spaces
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Ceramics

Ceramics are objects created of clay fired at a
high temperature and frequently coated with
glaze, an oxide mixture applied to a surface
to impart an impermeable and ornamental
coating. Ceramics, including stoneware,
earthenware, and porcelain, comprise utili-
tarian food processing and storage vessels,
everyday and formal diningwares, and dec-
orative objects. The study of ceramic design,
manufacture, and use reveals consumption
patterns, technological changes, shifts in
taste, and cultural trends.

Colonial-Era Ceramics

Seventeenth-century settlers in North Amer-
ica made utilitarian bricks and vessels from
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native regional clay, as soil and wood for
kilns were abundant. Drawing upon diverse
European traditions, simple, lead-glazed
ceramics were made from Virginia to Maine.
These earthenware objects frequently had
incised decoration.

Potters advanced the ornamentation of
redware by decorating pottery with slip,
thinned liquid clay used to embellish the
surface of a vessel, and the process of sgrafito,
whereby the surface is incised to reveal the
clay body underneath. Elaborately decorated
and colorful sgrafito vessels were part of the
Pennsylvania German tradition. Stoneware,
a durable utilitarian medium that was fired
at a higher temperature than earthenware
(thus becoming vitrified and nonporous),
was crafted in the early eighteenth through
nineteenth centuries from Virginia to Ver-
mont. Stoneware’s dull color was enriched
by cobalt blue decoration that was painted or
incised. Stoneware could also be decorated
by slip, impressed clay, and salt glaze.

Americans of considerable means relied
on imported Chinese, French, or other Euro-
pean porcelain, which was composed of
kaolin and petuntse (feldspar that cements
a vessel and seals pores) and characterized
by its translucent appearance, hard body,
and pure white color. In 1770 Gousse Bonnin
(1741-1779) and George Anthony Morris
(1742 or 1745-1773) founded the first Amer-
ican porcelain factory in Philadelphia. Bonnin
and Morris evoked the then-current Euro-
pean Rococo style and taste for chinoiserie.
The company succumbed to economic pres-
sures two years later, mostly due to compe-
tition by less expensive foreign porcelain.

Nineteenth-Century

American Innovations

The early nineteenth-century vogue in French
taste translated to classically shaped vessels,
overglaze decoration in a polychromatic
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color palette, and gilded ornamentation.
The foremost proponent of this taste in the
United States was Philadelphian William
Ellis Tucker (1800-1832), whose porcelain
competed with imported varieties and uti-
lized European design motifs. American
manufacturers desired to capitalize on Amer-
ican consumers who continued to purchase
foreign luxury goods. Charles Cartlidge &
Co. (later Union Porcelain Works, established
1848, Greenpoint, Brooklyn, New York) pro-
duced goods that focused on the burgeoning
middle-class consumer market and devel-
oped new products and innovative Ameri-
can motifs instead of replicating foreign
models.

The mid-nineteenth century was a period
of great experimentation for American
ceramic manufacturers. Many firms em-
ployed mold making and slip casting as a
method of mass production that also pro-
vided integral decoration. In 1828, brothers
David and Joseph Henderson pioneered the
nation’s first commercially successful earth-
enware and stoneware company in Jersey
City, New Jersey. Using English prototypes
and practices, the firm renamed in 1833 the
American Pottery Manufacturing Company,
provided modestly priced ceramics for the
growing middle class by casting stoneware
and yellowware in molds. Rockingham, pur-
portedly named for eighteenth-century Eng-
lish porcelain made on the estate of the
Marquis of Rockingham, was created using
complex relief molds and distinguished by
its mottled glaze resembling tortoise shell.
Parian, an unglazed porcelain biscuit that
provided a sculptural ceramic medium, was
introduced in England in the mid-nineteenth
century and named for the island of Paros
in the Aegean Sea, which was noted for its
marble. Molds were employed for most
ceramics, but parian was refined by hand,
providing affordable sculpture and table-

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 81
Ceramics

ware for the growing middle class. Pottery
was considered a hallmark manufacture:
stoneware producers Norton Pottery and the
United States Pottery Company, both of
Bennington, Vermont, exhibited decorative
pieces and technically inventive ceramics at
the 1853 New York Crystal Palace Exposition.

The 1876 United States International Cen-
tennial Exhibition in Philadelphia was a land-
mark exhibition in the history of ceramics.
The fair boasted important ceramic displays
which included English Doultonware, French
Haviland, and Japanese pottery. American
potteries were desperate to compete and
therefore hired foreign-trained potters. Ger-
man-born Karl L. H. Miiller (1820-1887)
designed for the Union Porcelain Works its
iconic Century Vase, which featured elabo-
rately decorated bands of American motifs
including bison heads, gold eagles, a relief of
George Washington, and six biscuit panels
illustrating events in American history.

At the Centennial Exhibition, Americans
surveyed European and Japanese pottery,
providing an impetus for china painting that
led to the Art Pottery Movement. The move-
ment’s goals of elevating public taste and
improving American design spread to cities
such as Boston, New Orleans, and Chicago,
where art potteries and art societies formed.
Important china painters and potters visited
the Exhibition, including M. Louise Mc-
Laughlin (1847-1939), Maria Longworth
Nichols Storer (1849-1932), Hugh Cornwall
Robertson (1845-1908), and Charles Volkmar
(1841-1914). McLaughlin’s major contribu-
tion to American ceramics was the pioneer-
ing of underglaze painting. Storer’s art
pottery firm, Rookwood Pottery in Cin-
cinnati, Ohio, the largest and most influential
operation, initiated innovative glazes and
new decorative treatments focusing on
American, japanesque, and nature motifs.
During this period numerous commercial
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art pottery ventures, such as Van Briggle
(Colorado Springs, Colorado), Teco (Terra
Cotta, Illinois), and Grueby (Boston, Massa-
chusetts). It was this last pottery that intro-
duced the popular matte glaze “Grueby
green.” Other potteries promoted social
agendas, including Marblehead (Massachu-
setts), Paul Revere Pottery (Boston, Massa-
chusetts), and Newcomb, a New Orleans
pottery with a mission to educate young
women for arts employment.

Twentieth-Century Dichotomy: Mass
Production and Studio Potters

A proliferation of ceramic schools and ce-
ramic publications (such as Adelaide Alsop
Robineau’s [1865-1929] Keramic Studio), com-
mercial collaboration between artists and
industry (including the organic dinnerware
of Russel Wright [1904-1976]), and a grow-
ing relationship between ceramics and sculp-
ture characterize twentieth-century ceramics
practice. English potter Charles Fergus Binns
(1857-1934) became the first director of the
New York College of Clayworking and
Ceramics at Alfred University in 1900. Binns
influenced a generation of American studio
potters (including Robineau) with his instruc-
tive methods of treating clay with exacting
precision to produce classic shapes and tex-
tured glazes.

Modernism of the 1920s and 1930s was
punctuated by a search for national iden-
tity. American Viktor Schreckengost, who
studied in Vienna before working for Cowan
Pottery Studio in Rocky River, Ohio, de-
signed Jazz Bowls, a comment on American
culture and the Jazz Age. The postwar
period witnessed the rise of studio potters.
Finnish-born potter Maija Grotell (1899-
1973), known for her intense colors, and later
cratered, uneven glazes, directed the ce-
ramics department at Cranbrook Academy
of Art in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. In a
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similar aesthetic, émigrés Otto Natzler and
Gertrud Natzler (1924-2005) created pottery
with textured surfaces that were painted or
incised. The prolific and influential Peter
Voulkos (1924-2002), influenced by Japanese
pottery and Zen beauty, embraced process
and blurred the lines between deconstructed
sculpture and expressive ceramics.

Monica Obniski

See also Aesthetic Movement; Decorative Arts;
Design History and American Design;
Modernism (Art Moderne)
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Childhood

Developmental psychology—the study of be-
havior through all life stages from the fetus
to old age—defines child as a person from the
time of birth to the stage of physical matu-
rity. Nevertheless, concepts of childhood—the
period or condition of being a child—have
evolved over time.

Adults have shaped, and continue to
shape, the environments and experiences
of childhood through the dominant values
they establish and maintain. Extant historical
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artifacts of the different phases of childhood
in what has become the United States reflect
education and preparation for entering adult
society. These artifacts—books, toys, cloth-
ing—wore out through use or were dis-
carded when children moved toward the next
phase of development. Theoretically, as soon
as a child learns a new skill, he or she toys
with this new ability, practicing and testing
the skill until it is mastered. Through habit-
uation, the child acquires values, prefer-
ences, and a worldview within the social
contexts.

The material culture of childhood has
often mirrored aspects of childness, that qual-
ity of curiosity about the larger world and
the spirit or exploration that makes the
familiar a place of wonder and amusement
while providing glimpses into a broader cul-
tural sensibility that combines innocence,
imagination, and ingenuity. Child’s play
without practical purpose has made parents
nervous that their children might learn idle-
ness, mischief, and self-indulgence. During
the nineteenth century the prevailing philos-
ophy was that the more material wealth
given to a child, the less chance the child
might develop his or her inner resources.
Maintaining a sense of play became an impor-
tant aspect of early education. Following
French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
(1712-1778) ideas on childrearing (most
notably in his 1762 novel, Emile, or On Edu-
cation), play in particular was fostered to
help form basic attitudes and behaviors in a
child in regard to people in his or her imme-
diate surroundings—first family, and then
society.

Childhood as a Historically

Contingent State

The financial and emotional stability of
many families is shattered during and after
periods of war. Women historically were left
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to support families when husbands, brothers,
or fathers were killed or disabled. During the
early months of the Civil War (1861-
1865), children traveled to battle sites and
viewed skirmishes, and boys served as
drummers and mascots during the war.
Despite economic hardship, children were
drawn into the dominant consumer-driven
culture, and some became entrepreneurs as
well as patriots. Girls became active fund-
raisers for specific units, hospitals, and sol-
diers aid societies for both sides of the war.
In Philadelphia a flurry of “children’s fairs”
occurred during 1862 to raise cash and sup-
plies for local companies and army hospitals.
Schools gathered wagons of food and linens.
Institutions, including asylums for the dis-
abled, industrial and missionary schools,
orphanages, houses of refuge, the “colored
homes” for African American children, and
public schools, donated handmade items
sold to benefit the war effort. Children held
their own “sanitary fairs” in backyards, on
front porches, and in homes where they sold
lemonade and baked goods. Schoolgirls
gathered on Saturdays to sew, knit, and com-
plete fancy needlework projects to sell.

Privacy

Historically, privacy has been the privilege of
the powerful and wealthy, but by the nine-
teenth century the idea that freedom from
the attention of others was critical to charac-
ter development was evident in child-
rearing manuals. Seen as a “need,” privacy
was ensured by separate bedrooms or by
the backyard clubhouse or secret hideout
where adults were not allowed. In the novel
What Katy Did (1872) by Susan Chancey
Woolsey (1835-1905), protagonist Katy Carr
and her friends hiked to a secluded marshy
thicket at the bottom of a field near their
house called “Paradise.” In Booth Tarking-
ton’s (1869-1946) book Penrod (1910), a boy

1-800-368-6868



84 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Childhood

named Penrod Schofield placed a large box
in an unused horse stall (as the family tran-
sitioned from their horse-and-buggy trans-
portation to an automobile) to create his
fortress stronghold. In Gene Stratton-Porter’s
(1863-1924) novel A Girl of the Limberlost
(1909), Elnora, the unloved daughter of a
poor but independent widow, managed to
pay for her high school education by sell-
ing moths she collected in the Limberlost
swamps in Indiana. Likewise, Scout and Jem
in Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird
(1962) stashed their prized treasures in a
secret tree nook.

Childhood as Preparation for

Capitalist Society

Children were the first collectors, and adult
collectors can often trace their interests to
childhood passions. During the twentieth
century, children began to manage small
sums of money when they received allow-
ances, small amounts of money used to pur-
chase school supplies or lunches given at
regular intervals. Children quickly learned to
manage this resource to indulge in candy
or to collect specific items. They were also,
unintentionally, recyclers of ordinary house-
hold items, often transforming something
old and discarded into something new. As
early as the 1840s, authors of child-rearing
advice books encouraged parents to teach
children about re-using household fragments
so that precious resources would not be lost
or wasted.

Schoolboys were encouraged to pursue
the American dream for material success in
an increasingly industrialized society. Hora-
tio J. Alger (1832-1899), the author of rags-to-
riches stories for boys, instilled a sensibility
that poor boys could raise themselves to
great success through hard work, thrift, and
moral fortitude. His first book, Ragged Dick,
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or Street Life in New York (1868), launched his
prolific career as a writer and crusader
against child labor.

Children historically have worked to
contribute to family economy. Children in
slavery, like their parents, were bonded to
masters. Family bonds were often broken
when members were sold, brutality was
often witnessed by slave children, and child-
hood itself under slavery was greatly short-
ened. The end of slavery in 1865 did not
necessarily bring relief; rather, for many free
black children in the South, poverty and the
institution of Jim Crow segregation con-
structed a different kind of childhood. For
immigrant children, especially in industrial
urban centers in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, hard and dangerous
work was no stranger. Their labor, as well as
injuries sustained while working on family
farms or in factories, shaped their lives in
adulthood. The material culture of these
groups’ childhoods has not been adequately
explored.

Anational draft instituted in 1917 revealed
a high incidence of ailments in men that
could have been prevented during childhood,
so the federal government instituted the
Children’s Year to examine health and wel-
fare issues affecting children in the United
States. Research showed that the length of
childhood diminished with industrialization,
and social scientists recognized adolescence
as a distinct period of emotional develop-
ment at the end of the nineteenth century. In
modern American society, what it is to be a
child is an open-ended question, subject to
legal, psychological, biological, social, polit-
ical, and cultural definitions and debates.

Meredith Eliassen

See also Adolescence; Children’s Dress;
Children’s Material Culture; Children’s
Toys; Child’s Body

1-800-368-6868



References and Further Reading

Calvert, Karin. 1992. Children in the House: The
Material Culture of Children, 1600-1900.
Boston: Northeastern University Press.

Fass, Paula S., and Mary Ann Mason, eds. 2000.
Childhood in America. New York: New York
University Press.

King, Wilma. 1998. Stolen Childhood: Slave Youth
in Nineteenth-Century America. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press.

Marten, James. 1998. The Children’s Civil War.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press.

Children’s Dress

The evolution of children’s dress in what
would become the United States is directly
linked to society’s changing conceptions of
childhood. In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, parents attempted to push their
children to maturity as quickly as possible
and dressed their offspring in constricting
adult dress. In the nineteenth century, Amer-
ican society’s preoccupation with ostentation
and show led parents to adorn their children
in elaborate and often uncomfortable, but
more “childish,” costume. In the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries, parents and cloth-
ing designers have considered a child’s
physical comfort and mobility as the most
important dictates of children’s dress.

Colonial and Early National Eras

In colonial Anglo-America, children’s dress
closely paralleled that of their parents. Dress-
ing children as “miniature adults” restricted
their physical movement and reinforced cul-
tural ideas that childhood was a dangerous,
sinful time. Young boys and girls wore long
gowns similar to those worn by women,
along with stays, a type of boned corset in-
tended to support a growing child’s abdomen
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and encourage good posture. When a young
boy reached approximately five years (and /
or when toilet training had been successfully
completed), he was breeched, which meant he
traded his nongendered dress and stays for
clothing similar to that of grown men.

In his 1762 novel Emile, or On Education,
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-
1778) described childhood as a time of inno-
cence and playfulness. New philosophies of
this sort romanticized the idea of childhood
and convinced parents that their offspring
should not be rushed to adulthood, but
cherished as children. At the turn of the
nineteenth century, dress created specially
for children began to emerge: Girls wore
loose, high-waisted dresses, and boys were
fit in skeleton suits, slim-fitting, high-waisted
trousers that buttoned to a waistcoat.

Mid- to Late Nineteenth-

Century Styles

The nineteenth-century Industrial Revolu-
tion created a middle class defined by proper
consumption of status goods. A child’s cloth-
ing indicated the family’s social status. Boys
wore various suits and military costumes,
popularized by English royalty, and girls
wore stockings, petticoats, and dresses,
which shortened over the course of the cen-
tury. Many middle-class adults considered
display to be more important than comfort
when choosing clothing for children. Often
children’s fashion involved stiff fabrics, lace,
crinolines, bustles, and hats—what some
critics called frippery. By dressing children in
elaborate or romantic costumes parents
showed that they could afford to indulge
and enjoy their children’s immaturity. Work-
ing-class parents curtailed their offspring’s
childhood by putting their children, dressed
in plainly made clothes of cheap fabric, into
the labor force at a young age.
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The use of shoes as playthings rather than as footwear in this lithograph advertising poster reflects adults’ defini-
tion of childhood in the mid- to late nineteenth century. The various costumes worn by these children were
criticized as frippery that reflected more social status than useful, age-appropriate dress. S. D. Sollers & Co.,

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1874. (Library of Congress)

Twentieth-Century Reform
Children were a major focus of reform move-
ments during the Progressive Era of the early
twentieth century. Dress reformers focused
on the health and comfort of the young and
encouraged the relaxation and simplifica-
tion of children’s fashion. American society
as a whole experienced a relaxation of social
norms and manners. A new interest in sports
and the outdoors made simple playclothes
the standard for children. In a complete
reversal of eighteenth-century fashion, chil-
dren’s clothing began influencing adult fash-
ion, as grown men and women relaxed their
dress styles.

Infant dress followed the same basic trend
toward relaxation and comfort. In colonial
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America, babies were swaddled, wrapped
tightly in bands of fabric in order to keep
arms and legs immobile. As the practice of
swaddling waned, parents dressed infants
in long gowns that reached well below the
children’s feet and inhibited crawling. When
a child was ready to walk, parents put their
children into shorter dresses and petticoats.
In the early twentieth century, rompers be-
came popular for both boys and girls, as
they allowed for early crawling and physical
freedom.

The practice of dressing a young child in
nongendered clothing for his or her first few
years gave way in the early twentieth century
to more immediate sex distinction in cloth-
ing. Aboy’s breeching was slowly abandoned
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as parents distinguished their sons from
their daughters in infancy and put toddler
sons directly into rompers, short pants, or
trousers. In the 1920s, the color coding of
dress to represent gender, boys in blue and
girls in pink, took hold. Before this, blue was
thought to be a more feminine color, and
pink, a derivative of red, was thought to be
more masculine.

The gendered nature of blue and pink
became deeply embedded in the mid-twen-
tieth-century American psyche. The divide
between boys’ and girls’ dress for older chil-
dren diminished as girls began wearing
pants, however. From the 1950s onward,
children of both sexes and all economic lev-
els began to wear denim jeans and sneakers.
Although children’s dress remained a dis-
play of their parents’ social status, children’s
fashions focused on comfort, flexibility, and
youthfulness.

Bryn Varley Hollenbeck

See also Childhood; Child’s Body; Dress,
Accessories, and Fashion
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Children’s Material Culture

Children and youth (up to age 18 in present
American society) use material objects to
mark their identities and to communicate
with others. Children are born without ver-
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bal language, so they live for a while in a
world where meanings and activities are pri-
marily physical and material. Developmental
psychologists emphasize crucial moments
when the child can distinguish between his or
her own body and other objects, can under-
stand cause and effect in the behavior of
objects, and can understand how the mas-
tery of objects provides important tools for
satisfying needs and reaching goals. Evolu-
tionary neurobiologists now understand the
important coevolution of the human hand
and the brain, such that the manipulation of
physical objects with the hands is an impor-
tant precursor to complex brain functions,
including speech. Children denied access
to a rich world of material objects for their
manipulation and play do not develop their
cognitive powers as well as those children
nurtured with objects. Some children have
what psychologists call transitional objects—
a favorite blanket or stuffed animal the child
needs for comfort during anxious times.
Even when the child acquires language, mate-
rial objects continue to provide means for
communicating with others and for acquir-
ing power in everyday life.

Once the infant can sit up and grasp ob-
jects within reach he or she usually begins to
play with objects, testing his or her qualities
and acquiring skills in using the objects.
Infants play with food and other readily
available material as part of their exploration
of their worlds. Play with objects usually
becomes more social (often with hard lessons
about possession, ownership, and sharing),
but children also retain and hone the skills
of imaginary play, with material objects as
the “props” in play scenarios. A found object
can be enlisted in this imaginary play, as
when a child holds a banana as a pretend
baby or points a stick and informs his or her
playmates that it is a gun. This “making do”
with found objects is common in childhood
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and seems not to disappear when the child
has access to machine-made, commercial
objects created for and given to children by
adults.

Children’s play with material objects tends
to follow a folk aesthetic, which is to say
that the child creates the meaning of the
object through accretion (adding with no
logical ending point) and repetition. The folk
aesthetic also favors process over product, so
that the eventual destruction of the created
object does not threaten the pleasure and
meaning of its creation. Children’s play in
sand at a beach or in a sandbox nicely illus-
trates this folk aesthetic, as children will con-
stantly add to their castles, holes, and the like
until the player runs out of time or interest.
Snow provides a similar play material for
children, as does water.

In addition to putting found objects in the
service of imaginary play, children also fash-
ion their own toys. String figure games (e.g.,
“cat’s cradle”), toys carved or assembled
from wood or cardboard, and folded paper
toys like “cootie catchers” are common. Toys
like blocks and Legos™ are meant to spark
creativity, but children also can employ toys
for less approved uses, as when children
play “dirty games” with Barbie dolls, as-
semble Legos as forbidden guns, or play dan-
gerously with a bicycle. In these cases and
more, children have converted a machine-
made toy into a folk toy.

The world of manufactured toys is linked
to a commercial world of mass-mediated
narratives meant to create consumer desire
in the child or adult. Television shows, films,
and video games and the advertising associ-
ated with those media provide fantasy nar-
ratives demonstrating for youth the
pleasures of having a game, toy, or item of
clothing. The mass media provide some
“scripts” directing the child how to use the
material objects, as do older children when
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they teach younger children how to play
with objects in approved and disapproved
ways.

The pet is a living artifact in the child’s
world. Mammalian pets are interactive play-
things, but even the least interactive pet (e.g.,
a goldfish in a bowl) can involve a host of
material objects around the pet keeping. For
some young people, such as those who live
on a farm or are involved in 4-H, other do-
mestic animals are often important parts of
the child’s material world.

The Material Child and History

Social and cultural historians attempting to
write the history of childhood have found
material culture to be rich evidence in the
absence of more conventional evidence, like
written documents. Material culture, for ex-
ample, demonstrates the increasing individ-
ualism of the child during the eighteenth
century, reflecting Enlightenment ideas about
the nature of the child. Changes in children’s
clothing, the manufacture of special dishes
and cups for children, and the use of sepa-
rate bedrooms for children in middle-class
families are among the material clues that
Americans were coming to see childhood as
a distinct period of life.

Once children were accorded their own
rooms (even if shared with siblings) in the
house, those rooms became the folk muse-
ums of children’s material culture. Within
limitations of resources and parental toler-
ance, children and youth can personalize
their bedrooms with decorations and other
objects that can be seen as part of the perfor-
mance of individual identity.

The material culture of childhood also
helps historians speculate on other impor-
tant aspects of the changing lives of children.
The change from buttons to zippers and then
to Velcro™ fasteners in children’s clothing,
for example, suggests the increasing inde-
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pendence of children as marked by the abil-
ity to undress and dress oneself, and this
also has implications for the toilet training of
young children. Bicycles and skateboards
signal mobility and independence, and Amer-
ican historians would have to consider the
automobile as one of the most important
material objects in the lives of middle-class
American teenagers. Riding around the
automobile is a whole customary culture
of twentieth-century adolescence, including
dating and dangerous play.

Crafts

Children move through a number of formal
and informal organizations outside the home,
and in many cases these organizations aim to
introduce children to craft skills in making
objects. Schools have craft projects, including
the creation of gifts for parents, and the
schooling of adolescents may include more
formal training, such as shop classes (wood-
working, metalworking, etc., usually for
boys) and home economics classes (sewing,
cooking, etc., usually for girls).

Equally interesting are the crafts projects
common in youth organizations and sum-
mer camps. These organizations began in
the late nineteenth century out of specific
concerns that modern life was separating
children from the more natural lives social
Darwinism suggested was so important to
their psychological and social development.
The Arts and Crafts Movement in the United
States and England responded to the in-
creased presence of machine-made goods in
everyday life with an ideology of the benefits
of a return to handmade goods and a recov-
ery of the social, moral, and even religious
values of that more authentic relationship
to the material world. The Arts and Crafts
Movement entered children’s lives through
school programs and through the crafts pro-
grams of organizations like the Boy Scouts of
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America and the Camp Fire Girls (both
founded 1910). Boys and girls learned crafts
(such as basket weaving and woodcarving)
thought to be disappearing, and they also
learned a range of craft skills associated with
camping and cooking outdoors.

Arts and crafts for children helped spark
a twentieth-century idea that middle-class
children and adolescents needed “hobbies”
to fill their spare time, in part for the youth’s
mental and social growth but also to occupy
youth who might find trouble in their idle
hours. Several commercial companies rose to
produce the craft supplies that would serve
some hobbies, and the rise of molded plastics
helped stimulate a mid-century boom in plas-
tic models assembled with glue and painted.

Hobbies often involve collecting and dis-
playing objects. The Boy Scouts and similar
youth organizations stimulated natural his-
tory collecting, and the Great Depression era
saw a campaign for children to collect stamps,
just like President Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(1882-1945) did. The baby boom generation
(those born between 1946 and 1964) born in
the wake of World War II became a great
hobby generation, and children continue col-
lecting both manufactured goods and found
objects. Manufacturers target the collecting
and display tendencies among youth, some-
times creating goods (e.g., My Little Pony,
Beanie Babies, and media-themed action
figures) with direct instructions to “collect
them all.” Along with collecting came the
impulse to display the collections, so that the
young person’s bedroom sometimes served
a museumlike function.

Electronic Objects

One of the most recent developments in the
material culture used by children and teen-
agers is the rapidly changing world of elec-
tronic objects. Analogic and then digital
technologies entered bedrooms in the wan-
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ing decades of the twentieth century, and in
the new century the average middle-class
young person has daily access to cell phones,
computers, portable digital music players,
instant messaging technologies, and hand-
held video game players (increasingly ca-
pable of playing digital films and television
shows). Far from isolating youth, the new
technologies actually make it easier for
young people to interact, even communicat-
ing in settings (e.g., school classrooms)
where most social communications are sup-
pressed. Cell phones doubling as digital
cameras contain digital photo books of their
youthful owners and their friends.
Jay Mechling

See also Animals; Bedrooms; Childhood;

Children’s Dress; Children’s Toys; Child’s

Body; Collecting and Collections; Education

and Schooling; Folklore and Folklife; Games;
Technology
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Children’s Toys
Toys are the physical objects with which

primarily children play. Toys have been the
products of imagination (such as children
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using old boots to represent horses) and of
parents’ and children’s own creations (such
as folding cloth to form a baby doll). Chil-
dren traditionally played a variety of games,
but they did not have many toys. One toy
that did exist in Native American culture
was used in a variation of diabolo, a toy
game of skill in which a spool was tossed on
a string suspended between two sticks.
Throughout American history, parents have
preferred toys they believed fostered man-
liness in sons and femininity in daughters,
and purchased or constructed toys that con-
formed to distinct gender roles for men and
women.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, American parents were influenced by
the writings of John Locke (1632-1704) and
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), who
argued that the child was, in Locke’s terms,
a tabula rasi—a blank slate upon which char-
acter is written. As families migrated from
the countryside to industrializing towns and
cities, play became more purposeful and
focused to inculcate specific gender-related
skills. Androgynous toys, including baby
rattles and teething rings, play hoops, the
boat and animals of Noah’s Ark, marbles,
and jacks, have traditionally been popular
with American children. “Pretending” toys
that encourage children to imitate adult be-
havior such as miniature tools and certain
dolls with accessories were considered to be
educational. Parents throughout the nine-
teenth century wanted to raise children who
could successfully function autonomously
in an increasingly consumer-driven society.

The mid- to late nineteenth-century nurs-
ery developed as a result of increasing afflu-
ence of a growing middle class in the United
States. Besides playing in a garden, a park,
or a dwelling’s yard, the middle-class white
child might spend most of his or her time
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within the confines of the children’s nursery
or bedroom. Toys expanded the child’s world
in these spaces, where a child would not be
exposed to the many dangers that might be
found in other parts of the household.

The earliest manufactured toys were pro-
duced during the early 1840s by Francis,
Fields & Francis in Connecticut and the Tin
Toy Manufactory in Pennsylvania. Toys that
reflected mid-century changes in technology
including toy trains, complex building-block
sets, and kits for making toys or models.
Fantasy toys emerged during the twentieth
century as new materials and mass produc-
tion were introduced and adopted. New Jer-
sey’s Bergen Toy & Novelty Co., originally a
tin soldier manufacturer, in 1938 started
making plastic toys that were distributed in
“five and ten” stores.

Mass-produced toys were and are geared
to sell to mainstream culture; the history of
toys in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
United States includes many examples of
derogatory stereotyping of immigrant groups,
Native Americans, and African Americans.
In 1952 Hasbro introduced Mr. Potato Head,
the features of which recall Italian produce
vendors. In contrast, the popular Barbie doll,
introduced in 1959, equates fashionable con-
sumption and comfortable lifestyle with
whiteness and beauty. G.I. Joe, introduced in
mass production in 1965, was also white; a
black G.I Joe created at the same time was
criticized as having stereotypical features.
The complexities of race and ethnicity chal-
lenge toy manufacturers to appeal to a vari-
ety of consumer desires and demands and,
increasingly, teach children to buy more toys.
That lesson is abetted by film and television
campaigns that offer toys as advertising and
incentives.

Meredith Eliassen

See also Childhood; Children’s Material
Culture; Games; Technology
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Child’s Body

Adults have long treated the child’s body as a
physical object to be molded. White parents
of the American colonial era expected the
midwife to shape a newborn by straighten-
ing limbs, cupping the head to remove the
conical effect of birth, and pulling skull bones
together across the soft spot. As the child
grew, he or she was wrapped in swaddling
cloths to keep limbs growing straight, while
gowns that exceeded the infant’s length sug-
gested the dignity of an older stature. Devices
such as toddler corsets, standing stools, and
walking carts, as well as long gowns, favored
erect habits and early walking over crawling
(which many believed degraded the child
because it resembled an animal posture). By
the second half of the eighteenth century,
the freer ideas of such thinkers as John Locke
(1632-1704) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) had encouraged parents to sur-
render most of these implements and instead
to form children by “hardening” them in
the open air. Girls continued to receive active
sculpting as mothers laced them into tight
corsets at adolescence, seeking the prized
“tenuous” and willowy physique.

Unfree children, including slaves, inden-
tured servants, and apprentices, were treated
in a still more objectified manner. Enslaved
children in particular endured whatever their
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white masters desired, from being branded
to serving as all-night nursemaids or as non-
consensual sexual partners. Parents of slaves
preferred their own shaping traditions—
some left over from Africa or the West Indies,
others developed on American soil—and
raised their children with these goals in
mind, as did free people of color.

Native American parents trained their
children in keeping with tribal norms, vary-
ing by climate, diet, material culture, and
religious practices. Many tribes, for instance,
kept infants in cradleboards to help chil-
dren’s limbs grow straight, and the scanty
clothing often worn by Eastern Woodlands
children was partly intended to help harden
them to their environment. Beginning in the
late 1800s, the United States government
undertook re-education of Native American
children at boarding schools. Barbers cut
hair, Caucasian-style clothing replaced blan-
kets, and moccasins gave way to hard shoes.
These material changes were often as trau-
matic as homesickness and new food.

In the late nineteenth century, especially
among whites, the muscular Christianity
movement encouraged teenage boys and
young men to develop visible muscles
through weight lifting and calisthenics, while
team sports became a new craze. Girls gained
freedom of movement as bicycling, tennis,
and other sports became popular, but the
corseted figure remained the ideal until the
1920s. Then, once the corset trend passed,
drop-waist dresses and the flat-chested flap-
per look triggered a new diet craze; in the
1950s, hourglass figures and “bullet” bras
changed the goal again. Through all these
eras, adults have assumed the child’s body
was malleable and have handled children
differently according to gender, race, and
social class.

Rebecca R. Noel
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Chippendale Style

Chippendale, a style of American decorative
arts, derived its name from the English
cabinetmaker Thomas Chippendale’s (1718
1779) The Gentleman & Cabinet-Maker’s Direc-
tor, a pattern book published in 1754 and
reprinted in 1755, 1756, and 1762 in London.
Copies of this book influenced furniture
design in colonial cities with sophisticated
patrons eager for the latest fashions, espe-
cially Charleston, South Carolina; Boston;
New York City; Newport, Rhode Island; and
Philadelphia.

Most Chippendale furniture is made of
mahogany, which was sometimes gilded
or painted. Pieces in this style include arm-
chairs, side chairs, easy chairs, sofas, chests
of drawers, dressing tables, high chests, occa-
sional tables, frames and looking glasses, and
decorative display brackets. The style also
appears on porcelain, silver, and other metal-
work made in America between 1755 and
1790.

Known as the “Modern” style when the
pattern book was published, features of
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The English cabinetmaker Thomas Chippendale’s The Gentleman & Cabinet-Maker’s Director influenced
American design after its publication in London in 1754. Plate 12 depicts three chairs that show the style’s charac-
teristic pierced backsplat, cabriole leg, and naturalistic carving. (Library of Congress)

Chippendale design include standard deco-
rative elements associated with the Rococo
period such as serpentine S-scrolls and C-
scrolls, stylized shell motifs, ribbons, foliage
and flowers, and acanthus leaves. Cabriole
legs are common.

Chippendale’s pattern book also included
furniture with Chinese elements such as fret-
work, pagodas, and cranelike birds. The
claw-and-ball feet often regarded as typical
of the style are thought to be based on the
Chinese design motif of the imperial dragon
clutching a pearl in its talons. Gothic ele-
ments such as arches and quatrefoils are also
incorporated, and the overall effect of Chip-
pendale design can be characterized as one
of lightness, elegance, and graceful motion.

H. Christian Carr

See also Decorative Arts; Design History and
American Design; Furniture; Interior Design;
Style
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Cities and Towns

City and town, often interchangeable in usage,
describe political entities defined in the
United States by state law and measured
by various government agencies and civic
organizations in terms of population and
geographic area. A city is defined in various
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ways: as a state-chartered municipal corpo-
ration, a major hub of a region, or a center of
economic activity. Smaller in population and
size than cities, a town is a central place in
which goods and services are provided to a
populace residing within its boundaries or
in its immediate hinterlands. In some states,
however, township defines an administrative
area that is not necessarily urban in charac-
ter. In addition, city is included in place
names, describing at times places that may
only be a small number of dwellings housing
a few dozen inhabitants. Cities and towns
are generally defined as urban areas apart
from but historically dependent on hinter-
land agricultural production. Material cul-
ture scholars have studied the physical
aspects of cities and towns—buildings, archi-
tectural style, and space; street plans and
signage; parks, playgrounds, and cemeteries;
and urban planning and its results.

Early American Towns, Townships,
Townscapes, and Cities

European colonists brought with them to
the New World practical and utopian tem-
plates for the cities and towns they would
establish. Medieval cities were the sites of
cathedrals and seats of government. Quite
apart from the feudal system, walled mar-
ket towns were distinct political units of free
men (called citizens, burghers, or bourgeois) who
elected their councils and enjoyed the protec-
tion of the king who had chartered the towns.
Though many American towns and cities
were built as seaports similar to and named
after those the colonists had left, Virginia’s
colonial capital of Williamsburg (1699) was
laid out to commemorate the reigning mon-
archs William and Mary through a street pat-
tern laid out in a “W” and “M.” Quaker
William Penn (1644-1718) remembered the
problems of overpopulation and poor admin-
istration of London and worked to avoid
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them. His 1683 plan for Philadelphia al-
lowed for city parks and large home lots
across a two-square-mile grid and sought
to remedy the ills of urbanization in the
aftermath of the Black Death of 1665 and
the London Fire of 1666. His plan failed.
Colonists long resisted building beyond the
sight of the Delaware River. Savannah, Geor-
gia; Annapolis, Maryland; and New York
City are also examples of planned cities in
the wilderness.

The New England model of land settle-
ment provided the basis of subsequent land
distribution methods in the United States.
New England towns were administrative
units dispensing land to farming families.
The New England town was also a commu-
nity based on church membership and is the
birthplace of the town meeting as a form of
political participation. The western federal
lands ordered by the Northwest Ordinance
(1789), as well as the Connecticut Western
Reserve of Ohio, were surveyed and ad-
ministered on the New England model of
townships.

By the end of the eighteenth century,
American towns and cities were small but
densely populated. Although contemporary
visual depictions of these cities show
ordered streets and inviting parks that
reminded viewers of villages, census num-
bers and other evidence point to danger-
ously crowded conditions. New York and
Philadelphia counted more than 25,000 in-
habitants in the nation’s first census in 1790;
in 1800 Boston and Baltimore could be added
to that roll. As historian Carole Shammas
(1990, 506) has found, the average number of
persons per square mile in the United States
in 1800 was 6, whereas in Philadelphia and
New York City it was 40,000. Without city
services, with the necessity of fire to warm
and feed bodies, and with the keeping of
livestock in pens and backyards, urban life in
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the early republic was noisy, odorous, and
for those without means, difficult.
Throughout the nineteenth century and
well into the twentieth, the greater number
of Americans lived in small towns. In 1850,
eighty-five cities counted populations more
than 8,000, yet together they counted for
only 13 percent of the nation’s population.
Towns, like cities, were established to facili-
tate trade. Towns often began as crossroads
settlements of lean-tos and log dwellings, to
be replaced by wood frame houses and, later,
public and civic buildings such as town
halls, libraries, and schools. Some states cre-
ated towns as county seats, designing the
towns on the central edifice of a courthouse,
courthouse square, and attendant buildings.
The symbolism of government and the phi-
losophy upon which it is based are reflected
in these plans and the architectural styles of
the buildings. The nation’s capital, designed
by Pierre Charles L'Enfant (1754-1825) in the
federal District of Columbia, employed Neo-
classical design, radiating avenues, and open
spaces upon a grid pattern in establishing the
legitimacy and majesty of the new nation.

Industrialization and the

Rise of the Cities

The new nation’s population moved west-
ward in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. At the same time, the
population moved to cities, both old and
new. The movement of capital from agricul-
ture to industrial manufacturing led to many
Americans’ relocation to new mill towns
built along river waterfalls. Port cities con-
nected to the interior became centers of
communication, transportation, commerce,
and capital. The Erie Canal, completed in
1825, linked the Great Lakes region to New
York City via the canal and the Hudson River.
New York’s location made it an economic
capital by the Civil War (1861-1865).
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Industrial factories changed the nature of
cities, expanding over the course of the nine-
teenth century the “walking city,” in which
business could be conducted easily within
the city’s or town’s compact borders. Subur-
banization rose with industrialization, neces-
sitating public transportation systems such
as horse-drawn omnibuses, trolleys, and,
by the end of the century, subways. Urban
housing changed, as elites and the growing
middle class removed to the suburbs. City
apartments and tenements, not necessarily
“up to code,” were constructed and rented
to wave after wave of employment seekers,
including both native-born Americans and
European immigrants.

Social Reform, the City Beautiful
Movement, and the Rise of

City Planning

What these new city dwellers found were
bustling cities with little supervision by
municipal government. Air pollution, poor
sanitation systems, noise, and other health
woes beset urbanites. In turn, political
“machines,” such as that controlled by the
Democrats in New York City’s Tammany
Hall, provided services to those who could
not afford them in return for their votes. By
the end of the century reformers such as Jane
Addams (1860-1935), at Chicago’s Hull
House, and New Yorker Jacob Riis (1849-
1914), in his photographic exposé How the
Other Half Lives (1890), would call attention
to these problems that plagued especially
immigrants. Artists such as Robert Henri
(1865-1929) and his colleagues of the Ash
Can school celebrated urban life, especially
of the poor, in their paintings in the first
two decades of the twentieth century. At the
same time, capital was celebrated in the
nation’s cities in the construction of high-
style apartment buildings and townhouses
near city parks and museum districts, and of
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skyscrapers, the new “cathedrals of com-
merce” rising in cities” business districts.

The problems of the industrial city—filth
and lack of sanitation, overcrowding and
slum districts, transportation and government
—elicited not only social and political reform
but aesthetic reform as well. The World’s
Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago
employed European Beaux-Arts architecture
in its idealized “White City” and sparked a
movement to beautify the nation’s cities. Led
by architects such as Daniel Burnham (1846-
1912), landscape designers such as Frederick
Law Olmsted (1822-1903), and prominent
citizens, the City Beautiful Movement advo-
cated city planning, park systems, monu-
mental government buildings, and wide
boulevards to enhance city living and attract
wealth. The movement’s best-known spokes-
man was Charles Mulford Robinson (1869—
1917), who wrote Modern Civic Art or the City
Made Beautiful (1903).

The tenets of the movement were adopted
by many towns and cities throughout the
nation, but not without debate. Progressive
social reformers saw in the City Beautiful
Movement the use of beautiful facades to
hide urban problems. In response, Progres-
sive architects, settlement-house workers, real
estate agents, and advocates of good housing
assembled at the first National Conference
on City Planning in 1909. Planned cities had
been evident since the very beginning of
colonization. City planning as a profession
was the result of Progressives’ concerns and
actions.

Main Streets and Downtowns

Whether called High Street, Market Street,
State Street, or some other name, many
towns and cities boast a main street, a cen-
tral corridor through a commercial district
in which consumers and retailers united to
create a healthy “bustle” that measured not
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only the economic vitality of the municipal-
ity but symbolized its moral and civic values
as well. Regulated public markets were found
on the main thoroughfares in colonial cities,
increasingly surrounded by private shops; in
the nineteenth century, department stores
anchored these districts, such as New York
City’s Ladies’ Mile. Photographic parlors,
hotels, and other commercial leisure venues
appeared as well. In the twentieth century
these businesses were joined by chain stores,
movie theaters, and business towers. Civic
pride has always been joined to commercial
success of main streets; city directories and
tourist guides tout such sights and experi-
ences in these downtown districts. The cen-
trality of Main Street to American culture was
also codified in Walt Disney’s construction of
an early twentieth-century streetscape based
on his home town of Marceline, Missouri,
at Disneyland in 1955. Today, many Disney
theme parks throughout the world include
“Main Street USA.” The decline of central
business districts and other commercial
districts—signaled by vacant storefronts,
shuttered shops, and empty streets—has
elicited a variety of studies and remedies by
municipal, state, and federal government;
civic organizations; and corporations. Since
the late 1980s many cities and towns have
sought to revive commercial districts by cre-
ating nostalgic “quaintscapes” of streetlights,
benches, plantings, and other amenities to
lure tourists and inhabitants alike back to
downtown.

Metropolises and the New Urbanism

The Great Depression of the 1930s and World
War II (1939-1945) stymied, but did not
stall, urban development. After the war, new
ideas of urban planning, based on the pop-
ularity of the automobile and the preference
for the International style in architecture,
drastically changed the American cityscape.
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With federal laws and programs encourag-
ing home ownership and highway construc-
tion, “suburban sprawl” became a reality,
leaving city centers and neighborhoods
empty. In the 1950s and 1960s critics such as
Lewis Mumford (1895-1990) and Jane Jacobs
(1916-2006) challenged urban planners to
rethink the city, in Jacobs’ case in response to
urban renewal programs that destroyed com-
munities. By the 1980s New Urbanists were
calling for new thinking as well. Based on
the neighborhood with a discernible center,
with a variety of dwellings in near proximity,
New Urbanism counters the monumental
scale of the International style and seeks in
its place a human-scale, walkable city.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also City Parks; Civic Architecture;
Commercial Architecture; Commercial Food
Venues; Company Towns; Consumerism and
Consumption; Cultural Geography; Depart-
ment Stores; Homeless Residences; Leisure,
Recreation, and Amusements; Mill Towns;
Office Work and Labor; Public and Commer-
cial Leisure, Recreation, and Amusement
Venues; Public Markets; Suburbs and
Suburbia
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City Parks

City parks in the United States have roots
in the central squares of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and in the rural ceme-
tery movement of the nineteenth century.
Since then, city parks have been created to
provide a green respite from the pressures
of the modern city and embody American
notions about the city and the country.

Early American settlements often featured
a central green space that could be used for
grazing livestock, drilling troops, and pun-
ishing criminals. Extant examples include
the Boston Common in Massachusetts and
the New Haven Green in Connecticut. Early
city planners often included town squares,
as featured in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
and Savannah, Georgia. In the Southwest,
Spanish town plans featured central plazas,
as found in Santa Fe and Albuquerque, New
Mexico. Although not specifically created
for recreation, these central squares represent
the first civic spaces open to all.

With nineteenth-century industrialization,
American life was divided into work and
leisure. Americans migrated to cities to find
work in industry, and planners responded
by attempting to provide outdoor respite for
them. In 1831 botanist Jacob Bigelow (1787-
1879) designed Mount Auburn Cemetery, the
first American burial ground to incorporate
a garden. This Cambridge, Massachusetts,
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cemetery set the standard for “rural cemeter-
ies.” Woodlands (circa 1789), once a
Philadelphia mansion and estate of William
Hamilton (1745-1813), himself a collector of
plants and a landscape gardener, was con-
verted in 1840 to a rural garden cemetery.
Mid-nineteenth-century Americans used
these graceful spaces as places of leisure,
enjoying picnics, strolling, and riding in the
cemetery: The rural cemetery was a place to
see and be seen. Mount Auburn featured
gently curving pathways that hugged man-
icured lawns dotted with clusters of trees.
The rural cemetery incorporated ideas of
European Romanticism as well as elements
of American Transcendentalism, for both
schools of thought believed in nature’s
restorative powers on the human psyche.

In 1857 New York City held a design com-
petition for a central open space, and the
winning design for Central Park influenced
later city park design. Frederick Law Olm-
sted’s (1822-1903) and Calvert Vaux’s (1824—
1895) Greensward Plan was largely informal
and picturesque, a term that refers to land-
scapes that fall between the sublime wilder-
ness and the beautiful geometric formal
gardens like those of Versailles. The new
design created a landscape with curvilinear
paths tracing different use areas of the park,
while vehicular traffic was kept at bay by
sunken roads. Although the architects wanted
Central Park to be a green emblem of demo-
cratic ideals, almost 2,000 subsistence farmers
and squatters living in the area were driven
out under eminent domain for the park’s
creation.

Philadelphia’s Fairmount Park (1865), San
Francisco’s Golden Gate Park (1870), and St.
Louis’ Forest Park (1876) followed Central
Park’s lead in creating a bit of nature in the
metropolis’” midst. Ambitious projects like
Olmsted’s Emerald Necklace in Boston (1878—
1895) created long parkways that connected
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the city’s heart to the country with a green
ribbon of landscape.

Although city parks had always offered
space for horseback riding, strolling, and ice
skating, in the latter half of the nineteenth
century they became urban playgrounds
with facilities designed for specific sports.
Urban parks established in the twentieth
century have followed suit. Skateboard facil-
ities now dot some city parks, and pocket-
sized parks are occasionally created from
reclaimed parcels of urban real estate. Re-
cently completed large projects include Chi-
cago’s Millennium Park.

Emily Godbey

See also Burial Grounds, Cemeteries, and Grave
Markers; Cities and Towns; Land and
Landscape
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Civic Architecture

Civic architecture is defined as a class of struc-
tures that exist for the good of the people,
from those buildings that house governmen-
tal functions to those that serve the public
good: symphony halls, baths and recreational
facilities, libraries and museums, and public
memorials.
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Early American Civic Buildings

The earliest examples of civic architecture in
what would become the United States were
of simple wood frame construction, echoing
the medieval style of the mother country—
England, France, the Netherlands, and Spain.
After seeing to the immediate need of shel-
ter, the New England meetinghouse was
often the first structure erected and served
not only as a church but also as the town
hall. By the early eighteenth century, civic
architecture reflected the styles imported
from England, particularly the Georgian,
with its emphasis on symmetry, classicism,
and elegant simplicity. New civic buildings
were often of masonry construction, convey-
ing a sense of importance and permanence—
as well as being fire resistant. The brick
courthouse (1770) in Williamsburg, Virginia,
one of the surviving examples of Georgian
architecture, has a symmetrical facade, a
classical pediment over the entrance, and a
graceful steeple. One of Williamsburg's other
important civic buildings, the brick capitol,
is a reconstruction of the structure’s 1705
1747 incarnation, which is believed to be the
first time capitol was used for an American
building.

Civic Structures in the Early

American Republic

After independence, civic buildings contin-
ued to contain elements of classicism through
the new nation’s vogue for the Federal and
Greek Revival styles. Americans saw the
nation as a modern expression of republican
Rome and democratic Greece, thus architec-
tural elements inspired by those two ancient
civilizations were deemed appropriate for
American civic architecture. The Massachu-
setts State House (1795-1798) in Boston,
designed by Charles Bulfinch (1763-1844), is
an important example of a Federal-style civic
structure. The Ohio Statehouse (1830-1860)
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in Columbus is an excellent surviving ex-
ample of a Greek Revival capitol building.
Other civic buildings such as town halls and
courthouses also reflected the popularity
of classicism in the early nineteenth century.
Much of Washington DC’s civic architecture,
from the White House to the United States
Capitol to the Lincoln and Jefferson memo-
rials, are expressions of Neoclassicism.

While never totally out of favor, Neoclas-
sicism was superseded by other styles in the
later nineteenth century. The Gothic Revival,
which was used in Great Britain’s Houses
of Parliament (1860-1870), was popular for
churches and even domiciles in the United
States; however, it never became as popular
for civic structures. The romantic French
Second Empire, with its mansard roof, asym-
metry, square towers, and exuberant deco-
ration, was popular for civic buildings in
communities large and small. One of the
best surviving examples is the Philadelphia
City Hall (1871-1901); the small community
of Napoleon in Henry County, Ohio, boasts
a Second Empire combination sheriff’s res-
idence and jail.

Gilded Age Revivalism

One of the most influential styles for civic
architecture in the later nineteenth century
was developed by Henry Hobson Richardson
(1838-1886) and bears his name—Richard-
sonian Romanesque. Richardson took his
inspiration from the mid-nineteenth century
Germanic-influenced Romanesque Revival,
but his buildings looked more to French and
Spanish sources. Richardson’s buildings were
also much more massive than the earlier
Romanesque Revival, retaining the rounded
arches but using rougher finishes and poly-
chrome decoration to add texture to his
designs. One of his most influential public
buildings was the Allegheny County Cour-
thouse and Jail (1884-1888) in Pittsburgh,
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Pennsylvania. Many communities large and
small found this style attractive and believed
it suggested a majesty and strength that
people should expect from their government.
Warren, a small community in northeastern
Ohio, boasts as a landmark its Richardsonian
Romanesque-style courthouse designed by
La Belle & French in 1895; another excellent
example is the Wayne County Courthouse in
Richmond, Indiana, designed by James W.
McLaughlin (1834-1923).

The late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries saw a revival of interest in classical
architectural forms. Many American archi-
tects began studying at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts in Paris, which greatly influenced their
designs for years to come. The Ecole’s
emphasis on Greek and Roman models was
particularly influential in the design of civic
buildings and structures. The World’s Colum-
bian Exposition held in Chicago in 1893 fur-
ther solidified the hold classicism had on
architects. The “White City” section of the
fair, with its monumental classical buildings
designed by important architects like Daniel
Burnham (1846-1912), was an inspiration for
architects and clients alike. New civic build-
ings at the end of the nineteenth and begin-
ning of the twentieth centuries not only
directly copied elements from Greek and
Roman examples but often adapted features
from the Renaissance, which in turn had also
found inspiration in ancient civilizations.
McKim, Mead, and White (est. 1879), one of
the nation’s foremost architectural firms, also
greatly enhanced the interest in classicism
with important buildings like the Boston
Public Library (1888-1895), which is in the
Second Renaissance Revival style.

Twentieth-Century Experiments in
Civic Design

Classicism remained in vogue as the ap-
propriate style for schools, libraries, art
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museums, city halls, courthouses, and other
civic buildings and monuments until the mid
twentieth century. There are some notable
exceptions such as the Art Deco Kansas City,
Missouri, City Hall (1936-1937) and the Buf-
falo, New York, City Hall (1929-1931). In
the last half of the twentieth century, more
experimentation was introduced in the design
of American civic buildings. Postmodernist
architects, who rejected the sterility of the
International style in favor of a modern inter-
pretation of older architectural forms, de-
signed a number of civic buildings. Michael
Graves, for example, designed the Port-
land, Oregon, Public Service Administration
Building (1981-1982), which flaunted a huge
keystone on the upper stories and an exten-
sive use of polychrome (blues, browns, and
deep reds). While the keystone harkens back
to classical architecture, the colors suggest an
anticlassicism and instead owe much more
to Art Deco than anything else. Even newer
monuments such as Maya Lin’s Vietnam
Veterans Memorial (1982) and the Franklin
Delano Roosevelt Memorial (1997), both in
Washington DC, are of distinctly contempo-
rary design with little or no reference to
classical sources.

Donna M. DeBlasio

See also Architectural History and American
Architecture; Art Deco; Cities and Towns;
Classical Revival (Neoclassicism); Federal
Style; Georgian Style; Gothic Revival;
Postmodernism; Public Monuments and
Popular Commemoration; Renaissance
Revival
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Classical Revival (Neoclassicism)

Also called Neoclassicism, the Classical Revival
was a mid-eighteenth-century international
cultural movement that heralded a reawak-
ened interest in the ancient Greco-Roman
world. From the 1740s onward, archaeolog-
ical discoveries at Pompeii and Herculaneum
(Roman cities buried during the eruption of
Mt. Vesuvius in 79 CE) caught the imagina-
tion of Europeans, among them the German
Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768),
who wrote Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek
Works in Painting and Sculpture in 1750, the
first text to recognize Greece as the source
of classical art. The ideas spread from Italy
across the Continent and to England. Eng-
lishmen James Stuart (1713-1788) and
Nicholas Revett (1720-1804) produced their
illustrated and thereby influential work, The
Antiquities of Athens, between 1762 and 1830.
Printing presses in London and North Amer-
ica produced a variety of architectural and
art treatises, drawing books, prints, speeches,
and plays influenced by Neoclassicism.
Architect Asher Benjamin’s (1773-1845) pop-
ular pattern books, especially the oft-printed
The American Builder’s Companion (1806),
explained what has come to be termed the
Federal style for public and domestic build-
ings and, in the post-1820 editions of the
publication, etched for Americans the Greek
Revival style. Architect Minard Lafever
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(1797-1854) also promoted the Greek
Revival as the contemporary fashion in The
Modern Builder’s Guide (1833) and The Beau-
ties of Modern Architecture (1839). The Greek
Revival was so widely adopted it was often
called the Modern or National style.

Americans found in Greek and Roman
architecture the fullest expression of demo-
cratic and republican values and thus
adopted the Classical Revival style in their
first major government buildings in the new
federal capital of Washington DC. The Clas-
sical Revival style in architecture is based
on the orders of Greek architecture (Doric,
Ionic, and Corinthian) with American struc-
tures often imitating marble in wood painted
white. Building plans and proportions closely
copied Greek examples.

Americans chose this style for its direct
associations with the ancient world and the
beginnings of democracy over the Rococo
style, which had developed out of the French
monarchy and which Americans considered
frivolous—a reminder of the luxury that was
antithetical to republicanism. The symmetri-
cal and solid Classical Revival style thus
affected every aspect of American material
culture. Domestic rural dwellings such as
Thomas Jefferson’s (1743-1826) Monticello
(1793-1809), the Greek Revival “end houses”
and templelike town halls on the Ohio fron-
tier, and government buildings such as the
United States Capitol (ca. 1793-1815) shared
the same principles reified in form, propor-
tion, and ornament. Decorative arts, such as
the shield-back chairs of architect and artisan
Samuel McIntyre (1757-1811), were orna-
mented with the Classical Revival motifs
of swags, urns, garlands, medallions, and
silhouettes. The employment of chiaroscuro
and bold color, as well as the adaptation of
Neoclassical dress, ornament, and scenes
to modern subjects in the works of painters
such as Benjamin West (1738-1820), Gilbert
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After the revolution, Americans turned to the material culture of ancient Greek and Roman civilizations to express
the new nation’s commitment to democratic and republican values. Begun in 1793, the nation’s Capitol in
Washington DC exemplifies this Classical Revival, or Neoclassical, style. (Intell Photo Collection)

Stuart (1755-1828), and John Trumbull (1756~
1843) and sculptors Horatio Greenough
(1805-1852) and Hiram Powers (1805-1873)
also testify to the influence of what many
note as the first “American” style.

Laura A. Macaluso

See also Civic Architecture; Commercial
Architecture; Decorative Arts; Domestic
Architecture; Federal Style; Georgian Style;
Style
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Collecting and Collections

To collect means to gather together. This def-
inition implies that a collection need not
be devoted to one type or form of material
culture (or people, animals, plants, or ideas);
food-bespattered breakfast dishes piled in
the kitchen sink could be considered a collec-
tion. A collection, then, is defined by and is
meaningful to its originator and in relation to
other objects within it; it may be temporary
or permanent, utilitarian or aesthetic, his-
torical or contemporary. What Americans
have historically understood as a collection,
however, is the result of dedicated study and
discriminating accumulation by amateurs,
historical societies, libraries, and museums.
At times, though, collecting is purely a busi-
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ness venture, meant to increase the worth of
objects and the collector’s wealth.

Since the second half of the nineteenth
century when collecting itself became a
widespread practice in the consumer soci-
eties of the United States and western Europe,
various terms have been used to define pur-
posely collected things. Objets d’art qualifies
decorative or aesthetic works regarded, or
created, as collectibles. Other terms describe
collections that do not have any discernible
order or value. Bric-a-brac refers to antique
odds and ends or curiosities, harkening back
to the late Renaissance practice of creating
cabinets of curiosities rather than the mod-
ern system of classification and ordered exhi-
bition. The English knickknack characterizes
ornamental curiosities that please but are not
objets d’art. A gimcrack seems to be a grade
below knickknack, being a useless, unsub-
stantial, showy thing. Knickknacks and
gimcracks, often used to characterize objects
made for and accumulated by the American
middle class, are just as often employed pejo-
ratively to define useless and nonsensical
clutter. A collection, on the other hand, pos-
sesses a discernible system of meaning: clas-
sification and order.

Collecting as Human Behavior

“To collect one’s self” is a phrase that im-
plies a person’s selfhood is constituted of
emotional “parts” that are gathered into a
disciplined whole for appropriate social pre-
sentation. Psychologist Werner Muenster-
berger (1994), however, argues that collecting
is “an unruly passion.” He sees collecting as
a compensatory activity; the collector is
saddened or frustrated by some past disap-
pointment or worried about the future. The
acquisition of objects is only momentarily
satisfying; in this theory the collector, consid-
ered narcissistic or obsessive, cannot be
“healed” because what he or she collects
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reminds him or her of those past disappoint-
ments. Muensterberger does not distinguish
the dedicated, informed collector from the
hoarder, whose activity is defined more
accurately as repetitive acquisition and stor-
age for future use. Certainly some individ-
uals are addicted to collecting; surely more
collect for enjoyment, for the acquisition of
knowledge, and for the common good.

Business and marketing scholar Russell
Belk (1995) argues that collectors have many
motivations for their actions. He sees the
history of collecting as intertwined with the
history of consumption in the Western world.
Collecting, then, removes objects from daily
or general circulation to form a set of objects
that acquires a new meaning. (For example,
teapots acquired as collectibles are no longer
used for brewing and serving tea; in relation
to other collected teapots these objects are
endowed with new meaning, whether as
beautiful things, sentimental mementoes,
or historical artifacts.) To Belk, collecting in
a consumer society is a competitive, indi-
vidualistic activity in which participants
strive for mastery, whether of knowledge or
of the market for a desired object. For critics
of Americans’ consumer society, collecting,
as a specialized form of consumption, abets
possessiveness and commodity fetishism;
for others, collecting provides a pleasurable,
satisfying, and creative activity because it
offers constant novelty and variety.

Collecting and Collections in the
United States

Much is known about individual, often
wealthy, collectors, especially if the collec-
tions they created have been institutional-
ized as or in a museum. Such individuals
include Wallace Nutting (1861-1941), Henry
Francis du Pont (1880-1969), Electra Have-
meyer Webb (1888-1960), Francis P. Garvan
(1875-1937), and Abby Aldrich Rockefeller
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(1874-1948), to name those who have been
important to American material culture
studies. Much is also known about art and
anthropology collections created by Ameri-
can universities. Fewer systematic histories
of collecting by non-elites exist, though;
what we know of collecting practices has
been offered through historians’ forays into
the diaries, letters, and records of specific
middle-class Americans and sociologists’
explorations of self-definition, consumption
and class, and art and class in twentieth-
century and contemporary American society.

Charles Willson Peale (1741-1820) is
credited with the establishment of the first
American museum (1786). Located in Phila-
delphia, Peale’s museum offered natural
history specimens classified according to
Linnaean nomenclature. Peale also created
and displayed a gallery of American Revolu-
tionary heroes. Peale’s efforts occurred amid
a society well versed in collecting. Before
the Revolution, Philadelphian John Bartram
(1699-1777) (and later his son William [1739—
1823]) created a botanical garden from which
American and European collectors gained
examples of plants. They and others traveled
the eastern seaboard, gathering a variety of
indigenous plants. Commonplace books, in
which a person’s reading was excerpted and
categorized, was in fact commonplace among
the literate. Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790)
had already introduced in 1731 the idea of a
social library to Philadelphia, and other
notable townspeople created and enjoyed
sizable private libraries.

Collecting was (and is) considered a useful
habit to instill in children as a means
through which children could learn about
the world and about God. Throughout the
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
children were encouraged through juvenile
periodicals and novels and by their parents
to create cabinets of curiosities or “muse-
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ums.” These cabinets were filled with things
children found on their nature walks or
around the house. Children also were given
objects for their collections, and they some-
times purchased specific items for their
cabinets. In the early twentieth century, Pro-
gressive educators advised schools to orga-
nize learning around “nature cabinets” filled
with the specimens found by students.

With the rise of industrialization, collec-
tion of stamps, spoons, and famous individ-
uals’ signatures (made known through print)
increased. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, American middle-class families dis-
played collections in their parlors. Wealthy
individuals dedicated rooms in their houses
to their collecting activities. Many upper-class
Americans traveled in Europe in the Gilded
Age and returned with fine art, sculpture,
and decorative arts of Italy, France, Belgium,
the Netherlands, and Germany. Middle-class
families emulated this practice, collecting
chromolithographs, photographs, and art
prints into portfolios and displaying them
on easels; purchasing bookcases to show
matched sets of encyclopedias or an author’s
works; and arranging their travel souvenirs
and art on tabletops and etageres. Art and
antique dealers brokered taste through their
enterprises. Hundreds of natural history
specimen dealers supplied Americans with
stuffed animals and birds, minerals and
shells, fossils and insects. A collection in-
dicated the availability and enjoyment of
leisure time—an important sign of class
status—as well as good taste. This activity
paralleled the establishment or expansion of
public libraries and museums throughout the
nation. Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts opened
its doors in 1876, the nation’s centennial. Local
historical societies and libraries were estab-
lished in great numbers in this era.

As conservation and anti-animal cruelty
societies persuaded Americans against the
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killing of animals for decorative purposes,
and as proponents of the Arts and Crafts
Movement argued against the clutter of the
Gilded Age parlor, Americans’ collections did
not necessarily change—they were moved to
bedrooms and attics. From the 1880s on-
ward, collecting mass-produced ephemera—
photographs, trade cards, premiums—was
ordered in albums and scrapbooks rather
than displayed. Changes in the United States
postal policies promoted in the first decade
of the twentieth century a fad for postcard
collection—"postal carditis.” Professional
baseball was promoted through card portraits
of players offered by tobacco companies
beginning in the 1880s; in the 1930s chewing
gum manufacturers began offering baseball
cards intended for collecting and timed to
coincide with the professional baseball sea-
son, thus effecting anticipation and desire.
Collecting as a hobby was promoted as “pro-
ductive leisure” in the 1930s as an antidote
to the mass unemployment of the Depres-
sion era.

Mass-Produced Collectibles

Since the 1950s, collecting has become work
as well as a hobby for many Americans. Per-
petrated by local and state amateur clubs
and national professional associations dedi-
cated to the study and promotion of a wide
range of aesthetic, historic, and just plain
curious forms of collectible material culture,
Americans now collect via organized shows
and swap meets, eBay, and other online
venues, sometimes for pleasure and some-
times for profit.

The recognition of collecting as a special
form of consumption has also spurred man-
ufacturers to create “collectibles.” Commem-
orative medals; ceramic figurines; and special
editions of books, magazines, and news-
papers are all created with the idea that, as
a “collector’s edition” or “limited edition,” a
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given consumer good appears to have, or will
have in the future, more value. The design,
production, and sale of holiday—related goods,
such as Hallmark’s annual Christmas Keep-
sake Ornaments, unite sentiment and col-
lection in the act of consumption.

The prospects of a collection’s value led
many manufacturers to offer goods and pre-
miums as “one of a series,” thus encouraging
purchase and brand loyalty. This strategy
has backfired in several instances—baseball
cards, for example, were sold in the late
1980s in complete sets for “investment.”
Today, the overproduction of those cards has
greatly decreased their market value. Pur-
chased as complete sets rather than as indi-
vidual cards to be irregularly acquired and
traded, Topps baseball cards are an example
of consumer desire trumping the pleasures
of collecting.

Other consumer goods have inspired
collection frenzies. Beanie Babies, a line of
small, colorful, soft-pellet-filled sewn cloth
animal dolls created by Ty Inc., propelled
in 1996 a collecting mania. The company fed
consumer desire by “retiring” dolls. Seeking
to “corner the market,” some individuals
purchased great numbers of specific dolls.
Like baseball cards in the 1980s, the “bubble”
burst. World Wide Web sites devoted to
Beanie Babies now list ways of “liquidating”
one’s collection, at “flea market” prices.

Property, Cultural Patrimony,

and Repatriation

The debate between private collections of
art and artifacts that are kept from public
view and scholarly investigation is one of
long standing. So, too, is the dilemma of re-
taining for the public’s pleasure and educa-
tion a given work of art or historical artifact.
As institutions struggle to maintain collec-
tions in light of rising costs and diminished
philanthropic and public support, works of
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art and other artifacts are deaccessioned to
raise funds. In several cases, such as the
2005 sale by the New York Public Library of
Kindred Spirits (1849), painted by native son
Asher B. Durnd (1796-1886), the loss of what
is considered a “public” possession is decried.

Increased attention has been given to the
collection of materials with possible prove-
nances of unlawful ownership. In 1998, the
Association of Art Museum Directors issued
guidelines with which the nation’s art mu-
seums would conduct provenance research
to ensure that their holdings of paintings
and sculpture do not include works looted or
seized by the Nazi regime between 1933 and
1945. The claims of Holocaust victims and
their descendants have been a priority in
these investigations. Governments of nations
across the globe are now investigating the
historical theft of personal and cultural prop-
erty that has found its way to the interna-
tional arts and antiques market. International
agreements about cultural property have
been strengthened.

Anthropologists and archaeologists since
the 1980s have reexamined the ethics of past
collecting practices. How have the meanings
of artifacts of “primitive” societies been
transformed when displayed in a museum
of art or natural history? Related to these
examinations is the question of repatriation—
the return of artifacts, as cultural patrimony,
to the descendants of societies from which
the artifacts were taken. In answer to that
question, the United States in 1990 passed
the National American Graves Protection
and Repatriation Act. This law recognizes
the rights of Native Americans to their cul-
tural property, defined by the law as human
remains, funerary and sacred objects, and
other artifacts. The repatriation movement
acknowledges the destructive treatment of
peoples by a government while it embraces
the same peoples’ rights to research, under-
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stand, and write their respective histories and
control their cultural identities. The move-
ment further considers offensive the acts of
plunder in the name of research as well as in
the name of war and political domination.
Some American groups also find offensive
the collection by individuals of materials that
demean and symbolize historic subjugation
and mistreatment. African American memo-
rabilia, for example, has elicited scholarly and
popular discussions. Does the collection,
by African Americans and others, of mass-
produced objects that exaggerate “blackness”
to the point of stereotype and insult increase
historical knowledge, or does the practice
further discrimination? Does ownership of
racist memorabilia change the original intent
of these artifacts and images? Civil rights
activist Julian Bond (2003, 59) argues that
such collection by African Americans can
serve as “acts of exorcism,” or as politic
acts of empowerment. In this sense African
American collectors of such memorabilia are
not undertaking for themselves repatriation;
these objects were created by whites. Rather,
African Americans are, through such collec-
tions, proclaiming the right to self identity.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Anthropology and Archaeology;
Childhood; Children’s Material Culture;
Consumerism and Consumption; Ephemera;
Leisure, Recreation, and Amusements;
Memory and Memorabilia; Museums and
Museum Practice; Music Ephemera; Nostal-
gia; Political Ephemera; Scrapbooks;
Souvenirs; Trade Cards
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Colonial Revival

Often viewed as a historically informed aes-
thetic style that gained popularity in the
wake of the United States” centennial cele-
brations in 1876, the Colonial Revival is better
understood as a complex and long-lived
movement with a profound impact on
American culture. Ironically, this look to the
past has its roots in modernity. While strains
of filial piety and politically motivated nos-
talgia can be identified throughout American
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history, the need for an idealized past
increased dramatically in the nineteenth
century as the forces of industrialization,
immigration, and urbanization transformed
the United States into a geographically
diverse and socially heterogeneous nation.
By celebrating historical design in literature,
the arts, and architecture, the Colonial
Revival provided cohesive national symbols
for the modern era and dramatically shaped
the material world.

Literary Background

Although popular biographies chronicled
the passing of the revolutionary generation
and historical societies and museums cropped
up during the early National period, interest
in colonial artifacts was unusual in the ante-
bellum era. Eyebrows rose, for instance,
when Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-
1882) accepted a hoary eighteenth-century
Cambridge, Massachusetts, mansion as a
wedding present in the early 1830s. When
Longfellow began to collect Queen Anne fur-
niture for the venerable house, he was teased
by a visiting British critic for filling his home
with “trumpery antiquities” (Catalano 1983,
21). The very word antique still referred to the
classical past in popular usage and was only
humorously applied to American material
culture.

Touring the Past

A growing tourist economy fueled interest
in historical relics after the Civil War (1861—
1865). Traveling to quaint villages, visiting
romantic old houses, and collecting antiques
became a popular upper-class pastime stoked
by the widespread dissemination of writ-
ings by Longfellow, Harriet Beecher Stowe
(1811-1896), and John Greenleaf Whittier
(1807-1892) that animated historic places and
objects in poems and prose. Great public dis-
plays of artifacts such as the “New England
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Farmer’s Home” at the 1876 International
Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia cap-
tured the popular imagination and further
fanned national interest in colonial furniture,
silver, and objects from everyday life.

Decorating with antiques, considered ec-
centric behavior before the Civil War, became
fashionable among the expanding middle
class. In 1881 the art critic Clarence Cook
(1828-1900) recommended that persons of
taste include real or imagined ancestral
objects in the home. Cook acknowledged the
increasingly heterogeneous nature of mod-
ern American society when he noted that
“everybody can’t have a grandfather, nor
things that came over on the Mayflower and
those of us who have not drawn the prizes in
life’s lottery must do the best we can under
the circumstances” (Cook 1881, 162).

Manufactured Nostalgia

The demand for symbolic reminders of colo-
nial virtue not only created a ready market
for antiques but also sparked an industry in
suggestive reproductions. While a handful of
cabinetmakers specialized in accurate copies
of historical forms, early manufacturers con-
centrated upon creative, even fanciful, inter-
pretations of period objects. Hybrid forms
such as spinning-wheel chairs became pop-
ular additions to the domestic interior in the
1880s. Constructed of obsolete spinning-
wheel parts, such objects were designed to
trigger a set of ideas and associations about
the past, rather than reproduce any one
specific historical moment or style. Richly
symbolic, the spinning-wheel chair devel-
oped just as textile production moved from
the middle-class home to the factory and
served as a reminder of traditional female
roles in a time a great social change.

The Commodification of the Colonial

Widespread desire for a sense of authenticity
in the face of the uncertainties of modern

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

life not only brought specificity to colonial
aesthetic at the turn of the century but also
brought maturity to the market. Accurate
reproduction furniture replaced fanciful
spinning-wheel chairs. The mythic sweep of
poets such as Longfellow and Whittier gave
way to the targeted marketing of the ad man.
Where once it had been acceptable to display
an antique chair in the parlor, by the early
twentieth century the entire decorative
program of the house needed to be histori-
cally referential to be au courant. Furniture
companies in Gardiner, Massachusetts,
and Grand Rapids, Michigan, offered repro-
duction colonial furniture for every room of
the house. Flatware manufacturers such as
Rogers Brothers and Towle Silver provided
eighteenth-century-style flatware. Large cor-
porations employed colonial motifs to sell
everything from mattresses to foodstuffs.
The Colonial Revival offered a style to fit
every ideology, from the rugged individual-
ism of the so-called Pilgrim Century to the
refined elegance of the Federal era at a price
point affordable to all.

Principal Voices
The Colonial Revival attracted colporteurs
in the form of tastemakers such as Wallace
Nutting (1861-1941) and Royal Barry Wills
(1895-1962). Nutting, a minister turned
antimodern entrepreneur, offered books,
hand-colored photographs—even a line of
reproduction colonial furniture during the
1920s and 1930s. Through his popular writ-
ings and successful promotion of the Cape
Cod-style house, Boston-based architect and
author Wills helped to define suburbia as an
idealized colonial village after World War I1.
As the United States moved from city to sub-
urb in the mid-twentieth century, the ideals
of the Colonial Revival provided a home for
the American dream.

From the domestic interior to the built
environment, the Colonial Revival remains
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one of the most persistent and pervasive
organizing myths in American history. The
idealization of colonial styles and forms pro-
vided a nation of immigrants with object
lessons in group identity over the course of
two centuries and remains a profound influ-
ence today. From spoons to chairs, houses to
towns, the Colonial Revival is a distinct and
dominant American idiom.

Thomas Andrew Denenberg

See also Antiques; Heirlooms; Historic
Preservation; House, Home, and
Domesticity; Interior Design; Nostalgia;
Style
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Commercial Architecture

Commercial architecture in what has become
the United States varies greatly, from the
Italianate blocks of late nineteenth-century
main streets of towns and cities to contempo-
rary suburban shopping malls. Generally,
commercial buildings are places where busi-
nesses, usually retail, conduct their affairs.
Besides places to buy goods, commercial
structures include restaurants, lodgings, bars,
and other sites where services are provided.
The evolution of commercial architecture
from the colonial period to the contemporary
United States can tell us much about the
expansion of cities and suburbs, changes in
working and shopping habits, the rise of the
consumer culture, the development of a ser-
vice economy, and other important trends.

Colonial and Frontier Structures
In early and frontier America, commercial
buildings were relatively small and usually
simply constructed with local materials.
With the abundance of wood, especially on
the eastern seaboard, these buildings were
usually of frame construction, much like
other types of structures. Some commer-
cial buildings—taverns, for example—were
nearly indistinguishable (at least externally)
from domestic dwellings. Other kinds of
commercial enterprises included specialty
shops such as those of milliners, silver-
smiths, and other similar trades. Proprietors
often lived in the same building as their busi-
nesses; the shop was located on the ground
floor while the residence was located either
on the second floor or in the rear of the build-
ing. In sparsely settled areas, the buildings
often had little decoration or design elements.
The growth of cities, even by the early
eighteenth century, led to more sophisticated
commercial building types reflecting current
architectural trends. For much of the later
colonial and early National periods, the
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predominant architectural styles, such as
the Georgian, Federal, and Greek Revival, all
contained elements derived from classical
architecture such as symmetry, the use of
pediments and columns, and graceful deco-
rations such as swags and key patterns.
Banks, for example, often used classicism to
impart a feeling of grandeur and stability
to their customers. Other commercial build-
ings, such as shops and taverns, frequently
exhibited in vernacular form elements of
contemporary architectural styles.

Urban Buildings in the
Nineteenth Century
New construction techniques were eagerly
adopted by architects for commercial build-
ings, especially in urban areas. The ever-
present concern over fires led to more and
more commercial buildings constructed of
brick rather than wood. Also, with a growing
population came the need for larger com-
mercial buildings; in tightly packed New
York, the only way to go was up. James Bog-
ardus (1800-1874) pioneered the use of cast
iron for facades as well as supporting mem-
bers for new buildings. The iron frame took
up much of the load bearing, as opposed to
all-masonry buildings, where the walls bear
most of the weight of the building. Masonry
load-bearing buildings need ever-expanding
bases in order to support the weight of taller
structures. The use of the iron frame allowed
for a smaller footprint, thus using less valu-
able ground space to erect taller buildings.
The use of the iron frame never became as
widespread as did the use of the steel frame.
Chicago architects Louis Sullivan (1856—
1924) and Daniel Burnham (1846-1912) pop-
ularized the use of the steel frame in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Steel framing proved to be even more durable
than iron and its use became even more
widespread. Tall buildings, or skyscrapers,
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appeared not only in major metropolitan
areas like New York City and Chicago but
even in small to mid-sized communities. Sky-
scrapers became status symbols as emerging
cities sought the trappings of larger urban
areas. While steel frame construction was
very modern, these new buildings reflected
whatever architectural styles were popular at
the time of their construction, be it Beaux-
Arts classicism, Richardsonian Romanesque,
or other revival styles. As commercial struc-
tures, skyscrapers normally housed some
kind of retail operation on the street level
with offices on the upper floors. In the con-
tinuing search for better ways to fireproof
buildings, concrete came into vogue as a
building material. New methods of improv-
ing concrete, such as adding steel rebar,
became a standard method of construction
for all types of buildings, including commer-
cial structures.

In the late nineteenth century, not only did
the structure of commercial buildings take
on new forms but a new type of retail store
also appeared. Merchant Alexander T. Stew-
art (1802?-1876) opened one of the first de-
partment stores in the United States in New
York City in 1846. Stewart’s innovation, hous-
ing many retail departments in a lavish set-
ting under one roof, inspired others to follow
suit, including John Wanamaker (1838-1922)
in Philadelphia and Marshall Field (1835-
1906) in Chicago, as well as entrepreneurs in
cities large and small. The department store
responded to the needs of the expanding
consumer culture and even took advantage
of growing leisure time, especially among the
middle class. Window shopping, facilitated
by plate glass and electric lighting, became a
popular outing for Americans everywhere.
Other kinds of department stores, such as
the five and dime, also appeared in the nine-
teenth century, making many products afford-
able for working-class people.
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Although department stores quickly be-
came a part of the American landscape by
the turn of the twentieth century, Main Street
shops, often of three or four stories, still
maintained a presence in many smaller com-
munities. Businesses like florists, specialty
stores, restaurants, and other commercial
enterprises were housed in smaller struc-
tures, which often had residences on upper
floors.

Twentieth-Century Suburbanization
and Change

Commercial architecture changed signifi-
cantly in the late twentieth century, reflecting
increased suburbanization in the United
States. The supermarket began to replace
“mom and pop” grocery stores as places
where Americans bought their food and
other necessities. The one-story shopping
plaza with an enormous parking lot spread
throughout the nation by the early 1950s.
Taking the one-stop shopping idea one step
further, the enclosed shopping mall pio-
neered by Austrian immigrant Victor Gruen
(1903-1980) became the new center of much
commercial activity in the latter half of the
twentieth century. As a consequence, the
appearance of these new types of structures
contributed to the demise of downtowns
nearly everywhere, as large department
stores and smaller concerns pulled up stakes
and moved to the suburbs. Urban developers
in some cities built enclosed downtown malls
to compete with the suburban counterparts,
with mixed success. While malls continue to
proliferate into the new century, in a weird
turnabout, replica main streets began appear-
ing in suburban areas, usually near or adja-
cent to an enclosed mall. Chain stores and
restaurants found at malls are also found on
these ersatz main streets, but access to each
store is from the outside and the architec-
ture often mimics late nineteenth- and early
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twentieth-century styles like Italianate and
Colonial Revival.

“Big box” retail, epitomized by Wal-Mart
(1961) and Sam’s Club (1983), are ubiquitous
on the American landscape and represent
another important trend in commercial
architecture—bargain shopping in subur-
bia, replacing five and dime stores. Where
Main Street and downtown dominated most
American communities, today’s commercial
area is represented by miles and miles of
suburban shopping malls and strip plazas,
chain stores and restaurants, Holiday Inns
and Marriott Hotels, giving a sameness to
the landscape.

Donna M. DeBlasio

See also Architectural History and American
Architecture; Cities and Towns; Commercial
Food Venues; Consumerism and Consump-
tion; Department Stores; General (Country)
Stores; Grocery Stores; Public and Commer-
cial Leisure, Recreation, and Amusement
Venues; Public Markets; Shopping Centers
and Shopping Malls; Suburbs and Suburbia;
Supermarkets
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Commercial Food Venues

A commercial food venue is any establishment
that sells cooked food ready to eat, from
pushcarts to taverns to hotels to restaurants.
Until at least the late nineteenth century, the
vast majority of meals in the United States
were prepared and eaten in family dwellings.
Only travelers and people without recourse
to family support needed to buy prepared
meals. As the nation industrialized, both
ordinary and wealthy people started to buy
cooked meals for convenience or enjoyment.

Colonial- and Early

National-Era Taverns

In the colonial and early National periods,
taverns or ordinaries offered drinks, food,
and overnight accommodations. Depending
on the size of the tavern, its location, and its
usual clientele, it could be a busy city restau-
rant where merchants conducted business, a
sleepy inn catering to travelers, or just a pri-
vate house where a traveler could eat and
sleep. Likewise, the food offered could range
from complex city tavern specialties like
turtle soup and syllabub (a dessert, either a
drink or dish, of sugar, whipped cream, white
wine, and lemon) to the “ordinary,” meaning
that guests at a humble tavern would simply
join the tavern-keeper’s family in whatever
they were eating, most often stewed meat
and corn bread.

Nineteenth-Century Eating and Dining

The rapid growth of American cities in the
nineteenth century brought more opportuni-
ties to buy a cooked meal. In eastern cities,
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oyster cellars or oyster saloons were inex-
pensive and popular with all classes through
the century. Hot corn, fruit, candy, pastries,
sandwiches, drinks, soup, and even ice cream
were sold from pushcarts on the street. In
boardinghouses and hotels, meals were
served at set hours and were included in the
price of the room (known as the “American
Plan”); guests were known to push, shove,
and rush through the meal in order to get
their money’s worth.

The well-to-do considered dining in any
public place inferior to dining in a private
dwelling. This began to change when Euro-
pean-style, fine dining restaurants developed
in eastern cities in the second half of the
nineteenth century. These restaurants offered
luxurious interiors, fine wines, and a self-
consciously Continental cuisine, with menus
written in French. Owned by a Swiss family,
the famous Delmonico’s was a series of
restaurants in different locations around
New York. From the 1840s well into the
twentieth century, Delmonico’s symbolized
fashionable dining, attracting epicures as
well as celebrities. Other restaurants, such as
the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel’s dining rooms,
followed in the same vein. Large cities also
boasted more casual restaurants, especially
German restaurants, which offered a popu-
lar environment of live music, plentiful food,
and lager beer. Toward the end of the century,
middle-class Americans, emulating social
elites, dined out more often at modest restau-
rants. The practice of fine dining gradually
lost some of its male-oriented and extrava-
gant connotations and became more open
to unaccompanied upper-class and middle-
class women and to family dining.

Twentieth-Century Variety

The surge of immigration in the late nine-
teenth century brought an influx of largely
single men from Europe. Some stayed in
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boardinghouses run by fellow countrymen
so that they could enjoy familiar foodways.
Others provided a market for new restau-
rants. Tiny ethnic restaurants, delicatessens,
bakeries, saloons, and pushcarts served
“home cooking” to Greek or Italian or Rus-
sian or Jewish men and women.

At the same time, increasing numbers of
white-collar workers commuted to work
from outlying suburbs. Restaurants sprang
up to serve quick lunches to these city work-
ers. Some continued the practices of taverns
or chophouses, serving heavy, substantial
food to businessmen in a clubby atmosphere.
Other new styles of restaurants catered to
women (tea rooms) or to workers in a hurry
and on a budget (“quick lunches,” cafeterias,
and Automats). Until Prohibition (1920-
1933), most working men (and many busi-
nessmen) took the “free lunch” at saloons.
For the price of a beer, usually a nickel, men
could enjoy a meal ranging from a meager
spread of pickles, crackers, or cheese to a
bountiful buffet of hot and cold meats, soups,
beans, and salads.

The greatest change in commercial food
venues came with the automobile. Ameri-
cans began to eat out more often at roadside
or “fast” restaurants, on vacation or right in
their home towns. Early chains, such as the
Fred Harvey (1875) and Childs’ (1889) restau-
rants, offered simple menus (steaks, chops,
sandwiches, eggs) at moderate prices in
sparkling-clean environments. Howard Deer-
ing Johnson (1896-1972) began expanding
his chain of distinctive, orange-roofed road-
side restaurants in the 1930s and 1940s. In
small towns, drugstores opened lunch coun-
ters to serve sandwiches and sodas to resi-
dents; diners served more substantial hot
meals (meatloaf, roasts, biscuits and gravy).

After the end of World War II in 1945,
Americans began to eat out more often, at all
types of restaurants: fine restaurants, fast-
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food restaurants like hamburger chains and
pizza parlors, and mid-priced casual dining
chains. Prewar fast-food chains like White
Castle (1921) gave way to McDonald's (1954),
Kentucky Fried Chicken (1956), and other
competitors, where customers could drive in
and quickly pick up hamburgers or fried
chicken. Changes in the food-processing
industry made both takeout and sit-down
restaurant meals less expensive. The use of
frozen, precooked ingredients and entrees
beginning in the 1960s allowed restaurants
to eliminate much of their trained staff; the
food could be defrosted by unskilled work-
ers. Pizzerias proliferated after it was discov-
ered that dough could be prepared and
frozen, shortening the preparation time for
each pizza. Sophisticated Americans ate at
fine restaurants catering to the latest trends:
“gourmet” Continental food in the 1950s
and 1960s; “nouvelle” or “California” cui-
sine restaurants in the 1970s and 1980s; and
“authentic” ethnic or international “fusion”
food in the 1980s and 1990s. By the end of
the twentieth century, at least one-third of
all American meals were eaten outside the
home. Some Americans blame the national
increase in obesity and heart disease on too
many large-portioned, unhealthy restaurant
meals.

Katherine Leonard Turner

See also Automobiles and Automobility;
Boardinghouses; Cities and Towns; Ethnicity;
Food and Foodways; Service Industry Work
and Labor; Suburbs and Suburbia; Tourism
and Travel
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Commercials

Commercials are advertisements created for
radio and television. Broadcasting (whether
radio or television) in the United States has
been a corporate-sponsored industry since
its inception in the early twentieth century.
Commercials help to define and transmit
information about many forms of material
culture Americans purchase and use.

Radio advertisements emerged as early
as 1922 when American Telephone & Tele-
graph’s fledgling radio station proposed
what it called toll broadcasting, or selling air-
time to advertisers to cover new licensing
and copyright costs. Despite criticism from
public officials, commercials became part of
the structure of broadcast radio.

Television heavily borrowed from radio’s
format and set commercials into the viewing
structure. Single corporations paid for pro-
grams such as Texaco’s Texaco Star Theatre
(1948-1955) or Carnation Milk’s The George
Burns and Gracie Allen Show (1950-1958). In
television’s early days, the boundary be-
tween commercial and program was difficult
to discern. For example, in the Burns & Allen
Show, George Burns (1896-1996), Gracie Allen
(1906-1964), and other characters would dis-
cuss the benefits of Carnation Milk within an
episode’s dialogue. Federal government reg-
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ulation from the 1950s to the 1980s phased
out this kind of direct sponsorship.

Various types of commercials populate the
airwaves. Commercials for products vary in
style, meaning, and narrative structure, but
all of them are aimed at convincing the
viewer to purchase a service or product.
Political advertisements attempt to convince
viewers to vote for or against a candidate or
proposed law. Infomercials are lengthy adver-
tisements that use extensive descriptions,
testimonials from consumers, and product
demonstrations. Promotional advertisements
aim to sell television or radio programs to
viewers or listeners. These advertisements
are created by a network or station and pro-
mote an upcoming broadcast program.
Advertorials, in print or as a televised pro-
gram, appear as editorials providing objec-
tive information about goods, especially
those goods affected by governmental policy
and regulation. The most recent form of
advertising specific to film and television is
product placement, or the conspicuous place-
ment of a product in a television program.
All these types of advertising now appear on
the World Wide Web, the newest form of
commercial communication.

Sandra M. Falero

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Consumerism and Consumption; Patents,
Trademarks, and Brands; Political Ephemera;
Popular Culture; Trade Cards
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Commodity

A commodity is an object produced expressly
for exchange within a matrix of overlapping
social relations for the commodity’s pro-
duction and consumption. In material cul-
ture studies, many scholars have resisted
focusing on the commodity, as it implies a
mass-produced, popular object exchanged
in a market. Instead, much work in material
culture studies has focused on the handmade,
which has been seen as the “traditional”
material manifestations of an “authentic”
experience. For the purposes of this essay,
handmade denotes objects created outside
industrialized production and distribution
networks. Objects as varied as folk rocking
chairs to high-art paintings have maintained
a perceived value within the field of material
culture studies by virtue of their perceived
authenticity defined within the nature of the
objects” creation. Yet when scholars study
the material culture of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, they find that
consumer markets expanded exponentially
in scope and size, which necessitates a turn
toward theories of the commodity to explain
how and why human beings relate to the
commodified objects with which they sur-
round themselves. Historically, the cultural
meanings and social roles of objects were
increasingly fulfilled by mass-produced com-
modities as Western culture moved from a
preindustrial to a capitalist mode of produc-
tion. Thus the distinction between high and
folk and mass or popular culture becomes
blurry, as objects and the materials used to
make them have been, to ever-increasing
degrees, caught up in the markets of mass
production.

Production and Consumption

Bringing the commodity to the fore of mate-
rial culture studies complicates the bound-
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aries between art, folk, and mass, and of the
role of the authentic in scholarly discussions
of culture and experience. The consumption
of commodities in a mass market is a consti-
tutive feature of the industrialized world.
Any examination of the circulation and
meaning of objects within the historical
period of production for consumption must
be considered as it relates to the circulation
of goods, desires, identities, and cultures
in a consumer market of commodities and
through a mass-mediated culture. Even
objects that appear to be art and folk in con-
temporary culture are implicated in the
social organizations of mass production. The
commodity as a category of analysis focuses
inquiry on the complexity of material objects:
how they are produced, by whom, out of
what materials, and within which culture
they circulate to lend meaning to the lives of
those who consume them.

The circulation of commodities, then, func-
tions in a dialectic of production and con-
sumption. Human beings have always had
relationships with objects found or made,
so let us make a distinction between the
simple consumption of objects and con-
sumerism, which can be said to be the partic-
ular social mode within which individuals
consume commodities in the mass markets
of capitalism. At a theoretical level, the pro-
duction of commodities functions according
to rationalized modes of capitalist produc-
tion, whereas consumerism functions accord-
ing to the consummation of nonrational
desires, aesthetics, and cultural imperatives.
Both the capitalist modes of production and
consumerism are linked in mutually consti-
tutive ways, making it impossible to talk
about one without talking about the other.
It is thus crucial to see how the rational ends
of capitalist production are in a constant
relationship to the nonrational desires to
consume.
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Theories of Value and the Commodity
Both classical liberal-economic theory and
political-economic theory offer views of the
production of commodities as a process of
capitalist production. Capitalism is an eco-
nomic market in which capital is invested
in production for the sole purpose of gener-
ating more capital; capitalist production im-
plies the modes of production that will most
effectively generate more capital. Karl Marx’s
(1818-1883) political-economic theories of
capitalism, and by extension consumerism,
assume that capitalism is a cultural phenom-
enon of human relationships and that the
values attributed to those relationships and
their product—the commodity—are socially
constituted. As early as The German Ideology,
completed in 1847, Marx argued that
although human beings need material
objects to survive, the particular manifesta-
tions and fulfilling of those needs are consti-
tuted in a particular society of individuals
and are historically and culturally specific.
In the purchasing relationship, Marx dis-
tinguishes between the use value of an object
and the exchange value of an object. Use
value is the value of the object relative to its
socially and culturally constituted use.
Exchange value is the value of the object rela-
tive to relationships of exchange. The social
and cultural significance of a given com-
modity can be seen as a dialectical tension
between the use value and exchange value.
In the exchange relationship, all commodi-
ties are exchangeable and therefore inter-
changeable where there is an equivalence of
value. Equivalency allows dissimilar objects
to be exchanged for each other or to be seen
as having equal value (e.g., a ski parka may
be equivalent in value to ten academic
books). The exchange of commodities by def-
inition requires the development of equiva-
lencies, and therefore relative values, thereby
reducing the qualitative distinction of com-
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modities to their quantifiable forms (e.g.,
price or monetary equivalence). In the world
of exchange, it is the exchange value of a
commodity that has primacy through the
equivalency of value such that use value
fades away. In the social relationship of
exchange, then, use value is necessarily sub-
sumed by exchange value. That is not to say
that use value no longer exists, but rather
that in relations of exchange, the use value
plays a secondary role in determining value.
As equivalency stabilizes in a given market,
the value of a given commodity seems to
become natural, appearing to inhere in the
object. This misrecognition of the naturalness
of a commodity’s value is commodity fetishism,
or the relationship consumers have to com-
modities wherein the commodity is perceived
to have value in and of itself, eclipsing the
social relationships of its production.
Following in the footsteps of philosopher
Adam Smith (1723-1790), among others,
Marx posits the labor theory of value to
explain the source of value. The theory states
that the exchange value of a commodity
derives from the labor necessary to produce
the object. Thus the commodity is itself an
objectification of the labor that produced
it. Here, labor is understood to have two
aspects: On one hand, there is the physical
and material effort and the effect of labor, or
labor itself; on the other hand, in the capital-
ist mode of production, labor exists as
an abstraction, or the possibility of labor.
Abstract labor, or labor power, is socially
necessary for the relations of production to
occur, for it is the labor power that the worker
sells as his or her commodity in exchange for
wages (another commodity form). In turn,
the capitalist must pay the worker in wages
high enough to reproduce that labor power
in each subsequent working day.
Capitalism in its simplest form is the
investment of capital in two areas, constant
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capital (the means of production such as
tools and materials) and variable capital
(labor) for the production of a commodity
laden with surplus value, or an exchange
greater than the cost of producing the com-
modity, thereby generating more capital.
Marx assumes that the constant capital side
is at a fixed value that cannot be manipu-
lated in and of itself (but subject to the mar-
ket); thus, surplus value must come from a
labor that is of variable, or manipulable,
value. The variation in labor’s value comes
from the socially necessary labor time, or
the socially determined minimum labor time
required to produce the value sufficient to
reproduce labor power the following day.
Surplus value is the difference between the
socially necessary labor time and the actual
labor time spent in production.

Circulation, Meaning, and Desire

Marx's project targeted the social inequalities
of the relationships of production and was
aimed at producing a social theory; it thus
focused almost exclusively on production.
For those concerned with the cultural value
and roles of objects, this begs numerous
questions about consumption: Why do
consumers buy things in the first place?
Does understanding the production and
subsequent exchange value of a commodity
explain why people purchase the commod-
ity? Where does Marx’s socially constituted
significance (i.e., use value) of commodities
come from, and how does it function in con-
sumption? Consumerism scholar Martyn J.
Lee (1993) notes that commodity fetishism
separates the consumer from the produc-
tion of the commodity (and by extension,
the scholars of commodities from the pro-
duction of the commodities they study)
such that the commodity enters the market
“empty of meaning,” and that meaning must
be “filled” in the marketplace. So clearly,
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the filling of the commodity with a mean-
ing is a social process in the circulation of
commodities.

Material culture studies would thus de-
mand a careful examination of use value in
relationship to exchange value and the social
forces of production and consumption. To
begin a discussion of use value, or the
socially constructed meaning ascribed to
commodities, there must be an examination
at the basic level of the relationship between
needs and wants as they are manifested in
particular historical moments as the struc-
ture of the desires and meanings that define
use value for individuals and societies. Lee
(1993, 26) offers a brief synopsis of the
anthropological and psychological thinking
behind the relationship of desire to individ-
uals’ needs and wants in cultural contexts,
describing the general tendency “for people
to invest a certain amount of their self into
material objects as a way of managing their
sense of place, social position and identity.”
Further, Lee argues that consumption pat-
terns derive from specific conscious efforts at
the level of individuals and groups to nego-
tiate meaning and power through the signs
associated with a particular good. Consump-
tion occurs, then, not in a vacuum, but in a
full-blown cultural sign system wherein the
occupants have knowledge of the system.
In this conception of commodities, the con-
sumption of goods must not be separated
from the consumption of the cultural mean-
ings ascribed to the goods.

Furthermore, sociologist Colin Campbell
(1987) suggests that needs indicate desire
for objects that affect the quality of being,
whereas wants indicate desire for objects that
affect the quality of experience. Material cul-
ture studies covers the continuum between
and among needs and wants, and in con-
sumerism any given commodity may fulfill
the role of consummating needs, wants, or

1-800-368-6868



18 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Community

both in varying degrees. In addition, for
Campbell, desire is generally the consumer’s
psychoemotional understanding (conscious
or otherwise) that a given object will fulfill its
intended need or want, according to the pre-
formed knowledge that the object will indeed
fulfill the individual’s need or want. Camp-
bell’s theory is helpful in distinguishing the
social role of both desire and the consumma-
tion of desire. To meet a need is to satisfy the
self through the utility of the commodity. To
meet a want is to please the self through
conscious attention to the experience of
consumption.

The Commodity and Material
Culture Studies
In sum, a turn to the commodity as a category
of analysis pushes material culture studies
toward a more complex understanding of
the relationship between people and physi-
cal things, as those relationships are consti-
tuted to varying degrees in mass markets.
The commodity demands that scholars ask
questions not merely about the meaning or
cultural function of an object but also about
the social relations of production and con-
sumption. A material culture analysis that
takes into consideration the consumption of
commodities will consider the relationship
of labor and capital to an object’s production,
the source and location of the materials
necessary for its production, the means of
exchange of the object, and the socially
constituted use values that may drive con-
sumerism. Such analyses might also include
a discussion of the degree to which a given
commodity fulfills both needs and wants
in the object’s abilities to consummate the
desires, both in qualities of being and quali-
ties of experience, of individuals.

J. Todd Ormsbee

See also Consumerism and Consumption;
Handicraft and Artisanship; Money,
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Currency, and Value; Patents, Trademarks,
and Brands; Work and Labor
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Community

Since the late nineteenth century, sociolo-
gists, anthropologists, and folklorists have
wrestled with the definition of human com-
munity. Originally a quality describing shared
ownership or responsibility (as in goods held
in common), community has been also em-
ployed to describe shared traits, beliefs, or
practices of a group of people; the fellow-
ship between persons; or a body of people
organized into a political or social unity.
Whatever the definition, there is a general
agreement that community connotes a com-
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mon sense of self and group identity or iden-
tification—even the “virtual communities”
created by the World Wide Web. Community
studies are many in number and approach;
all are concerned with social relations.

Community Studies

At the heart of late nineteenth-century think-
ing about community is the belief that the
forces of industrialization and urbanization
characteristic of modern Western nation-
states had created complex societies to replace
the “traditional” bonds that characterized
community: kinship, a finite place, and the
sense of belonging, according to sociologist
Ferdinand Tonnies (1855-1936). Tonnies’
models of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft defined
this dichotomy: Gemeinschaft described the
model, small-scale traditional community as
preindustrial, stable over long periods of time,
and based on face-to-face contact, while
gesellschaft described the impermanent, util-
itarian, and at times abrupt relationships of
people in a complex, urban industrial soci-
ety. In some ways Tonnies and his peers
mourned the loss of certain values and close-
ness in the face of modernization, displacing
these values to the ideal of community. Soci-
ologists in particular have wrestled with this
legacy.

For example, Robert E. Park (1864-1944)
understood this shift from traditional com-
munity to modern society as an evolutionary
process. Park headed the first department of
sociology in the United States, established at
the University of Chicago in 1892. For nearly
half a century department members influ-
enced the practice of sociology throughout
the nation. Park, his colleagues, and his stu-
dents explored various methodologies to
study society, from participant observation
and fieldwork to surveys and statistical analy-
sis. They used Chicago as their laboratory
to answer questions about urban society,
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including race and ethnicity, occupation and
class, and social problems such as poverty
and crime. Park (1967, 1) defined city as “a
state of mind, a body of customs and tradi-
tions, and of organized attitudes and senti-
ments that inhere in this tradition. The city
is not, in other words, merely a physical
mechanism and an artificial construction. It
is involved in the vital processes of the peo-
ple who compose it, it is a product of nature
and particularly of human nature.”

The emphasis on studying a geographi-
cally limited area, such as a rural town or an
urban neighborhood, has consequences for
the types of questions asked and conclusions
drawn. Many sociologists and anthropolo-
gists study the social interactions within the
community; others examine communities as
a means to understand the impact of large
social forces and structures. This is true of
the best-known pair of American community
studies authored by Robert S. Lynd (1892-
1970) and Helen Merrell Lynd (1894-1982).
Middletown: A Study in American Culture (1929)
sought to comprehend the community on its
own terms. As the authors wrote, “The aim . ..
was to study synchronously the interwoven
trends that are the life of a small American
city. A typical city, strictly speaking, does not
exist, but the city studied was selected as hav-
ing many features common to a wide group
of communities. Neither fieldwork nor report
has attempted to prove any thesis; the aim has
been, rather, to record observed phenomena,
thereby raising questions and suggesting
possible fresh points of departure in the
study of group behavior” (Lynd and Lynd
1929, 3). In 1937 the Lynds published Middle-
town in Transition, seeking to understand the
effects of the Great Depression on the inhab-
itants of what was in actuality Muncie, Indi-
ana. The Lynds were one of the first research
teams to employ the method of cultural
anthropology commonly called ethnography,
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such as interviews, participant observation,
and “objective” or “scientific” description,
but they also used survey questionnaires,
researched historical evidence, and under-
took demographic study. The Lynds and
their contemporaries were criticized by cer-
tain sectors of the American public who were
insulted by the application of ethnography
in studying foreign, “primitive” societies in
comparison with modern American society.
Community studies became a preferred desig-
nation for these research projects.

The New Social Historians of the 1970s
applied the methods of ethnography and
demography to studies of historic towns and
villages. Though some historians claimed that
their studies represented larger processes
affecting the American people, too many of
these studies offer conflicting interpretations.
Nevertheless, historical community studies
collectively offer a welcome corrective to
those narrative national histories that ignore
the common people and their worldview.

Community Studies and American
Material Culture

Many sociological and historical American
community studies, dependent on census
records, diaries and letters, newspapers, and
other documentation, ignore the material life
of community members as evidence and as
a category of analysis. Historian John Demos’
A Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Ply-
mouth Colony (1970), however, did employ
probate inventories and did consider the use
of domestic space in analyzing the relation of
Puritan belief to everyday life through the
basic social unit of the family. Nevertheless,
while community studies often explore the
impact and rise of consumer culture by sur-
veying attitudes and measuring wealth, they
rarely include analyses of artifacts in their
research models.
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Scholars of material culture have explored
the creation and dissemination of objects
through the study of a community or several
communities defined by geographic or polit-
ical boundaries. In Making Furniture in Pre-
industrial America, Edward S. Cooke, Jr., for
example, compares furniture-making prac-
tices in two western Connecticut farming
towns in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. By including an analysis of
furniture and its manufacture, he finds a
wealth of evidence about the shifting nature
of labor in the tumultuous years between
1760 and 1820. Historical archaeologists, by
virtue of their field, are limited to small-scale
studies of neighborhoods, villages, and home
sites, but they too explore social relations
through the physical evidence of postholes
and potsherds, the pipes and paraphernalia
left in the ground by previous generations.
Folklorists, interested in documenting and
preserving traditional cultures, employ ethno-
graphic methods as well as material culture
analysis to reconstitute historic cultures and
to trace folk forms—speech as well as arti-
facts—as a means of understanding a given
community over time.

Communities of Objects

More recently, and in contradistinction to
studies such as Cooke’s that rely on individ-
ual makers and what they make, archaeolo-
gist Chris Gosden has placed emphasis more
squarely on “communities of objects” that
are longer lived than the humans who use
them. Gosden (2006, 438) sees this approach,
of “setting objects free from immediate
human influence and control,” as allowing
the creation of “long-term histories” with
which to understand how objects obey “log-
ics of their own” (425) such as form, style,
and decoration. In this way Gosden shifts the
focus from the supposed or stated intent of

1-800-368-6868



the objects” makers to the objects” “biogra-
phies,” which relate how those objects shape
human thought and sensibility over time and
from place to place. As Gosden (2006, 440)
states, “material culture is vital to the notion
of embodied or distributed intelligence.”
Such an approach conceptualizes anew
objects as powerful agents of culture and
history: Because objects “educate people’s
senses, and thus their basic appreciation of
the world, they help shape and determine
sequences of actions in making, using and
exchanging things, and they also give rise
to thought, then a very different notion of
the relationship between people and things
comes about, throwing into question many of
our assumptions about the relations between
people” (Gosden 2006, 440).

The Nation-State as an

Imagined Community

Political theorist Benedict Anderson’s con-
cept of the modern nation-state as a socially
constructed “imagined community,” bor-
rowed from anthropology, has influenced a
number of disciplines in the humanities and
social sciences. Anderson (1991, 6-7) defines
nation as an “imagined political commu-
nity”: “imagined because the members of
even the smallest nation will never know
most of their fellow-members, meet them, or
even hear of them, yet in the minds of each
lives the image of their communion. . .. [The
nation] is imagined as a community, because,
regardless of the actual inequality and ex-
ploitation that may prevail in each, the nation
is always conceived as a deep, horizontal
comradeship.” This concept considers the
nation as a historical construct of modernity;
since the Enlightenment, nations have held
to the idea of popular sovereignty as the
means of freedom rather than loyalty to a
ruling family or a sacred belief. Anderson
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points to the rise of vernacular languages
(Latin had been the language of court and
church) and the concomitant rise of print
culture due to the printing press and the
spread of capitalism (what Anderson terms
print-capitalism) as factors in this historical
transformation.

Anderson’s theory has been adapted by lit-
erary historians and material culture scholars
to apprehend how an artifact creates a com-
munity through purchase, readership, in-
scription, or use (marginalia in a book;
marking or altering an object). Anderson
himself later added to his 1983 work a chap-
ter on the roles of censuses, maps, and mu-
seums as tools with which the communion
of citizens of and in a nation takes place.
Maps oriented readers to the delineated
boundaries of a nation’s sovereignty without
reference to actual border markers (fences,
stones, or posts). Indeed, in Anderson’s argu-
ment, historically the map created a socio-
political reality before there was a spatial
reality, rather than the assumed reverse, that
maps represent existing physical or geopolit-
ical circumstances. Through the museum, a
new nation claims its antiquity and thus
legitimacy through a specific ideological
frame with which to see—and imagine with
others—what is displayed.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Anthropology and Archaeology; Cities
and Towns; Ethnicity; Folklore and Folklife;
Planned Communities; Print Culture;
Religion, Spirituality, and Belief; Rite, Ritual,
and Ceremony; Social History; Tradition;
Utopian Communities
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Company Towns

A company town is an entity created by a cor-
poration for the purpose of encapsulating
the work and leisure of employees into one
environment, with residential and commer-
cial ownership in the hands of the company.
The development of such towns in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries was hap-
hazard and concerned with economic benefits
to the company over employee well-being.
The company towns of the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries were far more orga-
nized, adopting strict planning standards
as well as employee benefits. The first docu-
mented company town in what would
become the United States was the Braintree
Iron Works in 1675, located in New England.
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Competing visions of the new nation were
realized in early model towns. In 1792, Alex-
ander Hamilton (1757-1804) assisted in cre-
ating the first template for model towns in
the United States in the form of Paterson,
New Jersey, which embodied his vision of
a nation based on manufacturing and com-
merce, while Humphreysville, Connecticut,
evolved from the agrarianism of Thomas Jef-
ferson (1743-1826). Mining towns emerged
after the Civil War (1861-1865), along with
lumber harvesting towns in the Pacific North-
west and agricultural towns in the South.

Chicago industrialist George Pullman
(1833-1897) created Pullman, Illinois, in 1883.
He wanted more control over workers, so his
town had organized thoroughfares and a
strict grid system. The factory was separated
from the housing by an artificial lake. To
ensure efficient housing development the
town did not include parks or green space.
The new town design failed to discourage
riots, however, and a violent strike of Pull-
man workers occurred in 1894. President
Grover Cleveland (1837-1908) formed the
Strike Commission the same year, which
placed the blame for the riot on inequity in
town governance and on George Pullman’s
dominant role as both employer and city
planner.

With the turn of the twentieth century
came the advent of welfare capitalism, or
the adoption of worker benefits in company
towns, as an effort to placate labor unions
and ensure hard work. The Kohler Com-
pany in Wisconsin is a prime example of
these attempts at welfare capitalism. The
village of Kohler, completed in 1925, pro-
vided recreational and scholastic activities
for employees of the company. These activ-
ities included gun clubs, women’s groups,
and a company band. One distinct feature
of the village was the wide streets lined
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The company town of Pullman, Illinois, captured an idealized vision of industrial workers linked seamlessly as a
unified work force. Workers” houses in Pullman, photographed here in the late twentieth century, provided shelter
but also provided the means for the company to exert further control over its labor force. (Historic American
Buildings Survey/Library of Congress)

with bushes and trees, an effort at beautifi-
cation. The company attempted to separate
itself from village affairs, but strikes in 1935
and 1954 challenged the Kohler family’s
endeavor.

The world wars required the creation of
new military bases and civilian factories,
which made company town development a
necessity. United States Bureau of Labor
statistics revealed that in 1930 just over two
million people lived in company towns, and
this number increased through 1945. Com-
pany towns began to disappear at the end of
World War II, however, with the expan-
sion of suburbs, improvements in national
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transportation systems, and the rise of a
service economy in place of a manufactur-
ing economy.

Nicholas Katers

See also Cities and Towns; Factory and
Industrial Work and Labor; Mill Towns;
Planned Communities; Work and Labor
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Computers and Information Technology

The area of computers and information technol-
ogy (CIT) includes computing machines,
software, and networks. From ancient ori-
gins in mechanical calculating devices, CIT
has become a pervasive part of the United
States’ material, economic, and cultural land-
scape. It poses special problems for material
culture studies because of its technical com-
plexity and the seemingly “immaterial”
nature of software and electronic communi-
cations. Most studies that take the material-
ity of computers seriously have been done
by historians of technology, with little refer-
ence to the material culture literature. More
recently, scholars focusing on “cyberculture”
have explored the aesthetics and culture of
virtual environments, which straddle the
boundaries between material and imagined
reality.

Technological Evolution

Hand-operated mechanical calculators
were commonly used in business in the
nineteenth-century United States. In 1889
Herman Hollerith (1860-1929) patented an
automatic tabulating machine that was used
for the 1890 U.S. Census; his company
became the basis for International Business
Machines (IBM) Corporation. During the
first half of the twentieth century, tabulators
were used in business while scientists used
a different type of computer, the differential
analyzer, for mathematical calculations. The
first electronic digital computer, the Elec-
tronic Numerical Integrator and Computer
(ENIAC), was built at the University of
Pennsylvania during World War II (1939-
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1945) to calculate missile trajectories. What
set this new type of computer apart from
earlier special-purpose machines was that
it could be programmed to perform different
tasks, so that its applications were limited
only by the user’s imagination.

Technical advances in the postwar years
led to a steady miniaturization of computers,
from room-filling mainframes to refrigera-
tor-sized minicomputers to today’s desktop,
laptop, and palm devices. New types of soft-
ware and new hardware designs also trans-
formed the experience of interacting with a
computer. The earliest machines were large,
noisy, and prone to frequent breakdowns.
They were operated by setting switches and
plugboards directly on the machine or punch-
ing binary or decimal codes onto strips of
paper tape. Early programmers relied on
training in applied mathematics, knowledge
of the hardware design, and a willingness
to troubleshoot unknown “bugs” in the sys-
tem. The hardware in early machines was
exposed, allowing skilled users to look at
the physical state of the components and see
how the program was progressing and what
numerical values it had stored.

As computers became commercialized in
the 1950s, manufacturers began to focus on
making them easier for non-experts to use.
Software improvements included the devel-
opment of programming languages in the
1950s and the introduction in the 1960s of
time-sharing operating systems, which
allowed users to interact directly with the
computer. Cathode-ray tube terminals, intro-
duced in the 1950s, gave users visual feed-
back from a screen rather than a printout and
allowed moving images to be displayed. The
mouse, invented in 1965, allowed users to
point to objects on the screen. The first large-
scale networks were built in the late 1960s,
including the military-funded Advanced Re-
search Projects Agency Network (ARPANET),
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The first electronic digital computer was created at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Unveiled
on February 14, 1946, the thirty-ton ENIAC (Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer), shown in this
undated photograph, could be programmed to perform different tasks, distinguishing it from earlier, special-
purpose computers. (National Archives and Records Administration)

which would become the basis for the Inter-
net. Software applications for business, edu-
cation, and entertainment multiplied in the
late 1970s with the introduction of personal
computers and video games.

In the mid-1970s the Xerox Palo Alto
Research Center in California developed a
graphical user interface that combined icons,
windows, menus, and a mouse, features that
became standard in the 1980s. Graphical user
interfaces incorporate assumptions about
how people interact best with computers: that
pictures are more intuitive than text; that the
user will want to perform multiple activities
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in different parts of the screen; and that it is
easier to control the computer using move-
ments (with a mouse, trackball, or joystick)
than to type commands. At the dawn of the
twenty-first century, users no longer need
to know how to program or understand the
machine’s internal workings; instead, they
must be familiar with interface conventions
and particular software products.

As computers became packaged for the
mass market, the machines’ operations were
hidden from view. The almost aggressively
plain beige boxes for sale to consumers re-
inforce the message that the magic of the
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computer lies inside. Its anonymous facade
reflects a decentralized mode of production,
with components manufactured by different
companies, assembled by low-wage labor,
and packaged by a third party. The heart of
the computer, its processor, lies inside, invis-
ible to the ordinary user. The networks that
connect computers are equally invisible, en-
couraging the view that online interactions
take place in an immaterial “cyberspace.”

Material Aspects of CIT

While information technology has received
little direct attention from material culture
scholars, a number of disciplines and fields,
including sociology and psychology, the his-
tory of technology, and cultural theory, have
touched on this subject. Historians of tech-
nology have focused mainly on the design of
computers rather than their use. They have
documented the evolving science of building
computers and identifying technical chal-
lenges and their solutions. Recent scholar-
ship often takes a constructionist view,
arguing that design choices reflect not
merely rational technical criteria but also
the beliefs, goals, culture, and resources of
the designers. Some historians, such as Mar-
tin Campbell-Kelly and William Aspray
(1996), stress the economic forces shaping
the computing industry and the contrasting
demands of scientific and business users.
Others, such as Janet Abbate (1999) in her
history of the Internet, analyze military influ-
ences on CIT, reflecting the fact that many
computing innovations in the United States
arose from defense projects.

The relative lack of historical or material
culture studies focused on the use of com-
puters may reflect the fact that computers
do not fit easily into familiar categories of
objects, such as industrial machinery or
household appliances. As general-purpose,
rapidly evolving machines, computers are
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used in a wide range of contexts and for a
vast array of purposes. As the physical em-
bodiment of the most abstract intellectual
realm—mathematics—the computer also
straddles the border between material and
immaterial. Even its hardware is perceived
in terms of numbers (kilobauds, megabits,
gigahertz), while the term information sug-
gests a free-floating knowledge independent
of physical media or social contexts. The
computer seems immaterial not only because
its workings are hidden but also because
they are complex and often mysterious to
people not trained in mathematics or engi-
neering. Some images of the computer have
equated it with a “giant brain,” an entity
whose powers seem to transcend its material
basis, while in popular culture, computers
are often portrayed as menacing, yet oddly
human, for example, HAL in 2001: A Space
Odyssey (1968) or Emmy in Desk Set (1954).
Computers blur the boundaries between the
mental and the material, the inanimate and
the living.

Social Aspects of CIT
Social scientists have begun to explore some
of the social and psychological implications
of information technology use. Social scien-
tist Sherry Turkle’s The Second Self (1984)
analyzes the psychology of interacting with
a computer, arguing that people, especially
children, tend to treat the machine as if it
were another person. Using the computer
leads children to question what it means to
be alive, explore the boundaries between self
and other, and develop different styles of ex-
pertise. Other researchers have looked at the
visual imagery of computing, particularly
in the subculture of video gaming, where
violent and racial- and gender-stereotyped
images are common.

Sociologist Manuel Castells (1996), among
others, has noted the power of information
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technology to alter humans’ experience of
time and space. Since computer networks
connect people across time zones, we become
used to living in a world where time is rela-
tive—our morning is someone else’s night—
and where personal interactions are often
asynchronous. Computers emphasize smaller
units of time with which humans would oth-
erwise deal: The imperceptible nanosecond
becomes a measurable and valuable com-
modity, while a few seconds’ pause to load
a program seems interminable. Space be-
comes similarly compressed. The compo-
nents that once filled a room now fit on a
tiny silicon chip, their integrated circuits too
small for the eye to see. Distance is no longer
an obstacle to controlling machinery, con-
ducting business, gathering information,
broadcasting news, or interacting with other
individuals.

Cultural studies theorists have explored
three aspects of the materiality of infor-
mation technology: space, community, and
embodiment. The notion that computers
create a simulated yet subjectively real
“space” grew out of early computer games
such as Adventure and the visions of science
fiction authors such as Vernor Vinge and
William Gibson, who coined the term cyber-
space. The technical term virtual, originally
meaning the simulation of a piece of hard-
ware not actually present, as in virtual mem-
ory, was taken up in popular culture to
designate the simulation of human experi-
ence: virtual reality. While virtual reality
research has spawned some novel material
objects, such as goggles and gloves that phys-
ically immerse users in a simulated environ-
ment, most people experience virtual
spaces using ordinary interfaces and their
imagination.

Information technology seems to be unique
in creating this illusion of place: We speak of
“cyberspace,” but not “telephone space” or
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“television space.” To explain this, cultural
theorists have focused on two aspects of
computer use: interactivity and creative
participation. Unlike other media, computer
programs respond to users’ actions with
feedback, just as real-world objects do. Also
unlike most media, ordinary computer users
have the opportunity to be designers, creat-
ing “rooms” in role-playing environments
called multiuser domains (MUDs), charac-
ters in games, and home pages and Weblogs
(blogs) on the Internet.

With virtual spaces come virtual commu-
nities, communications theorist Howard
Rheingold has argued. These challenge the
traditional notion of community as tied to
place, which has been central to material
culture studies of the built environment.
Instead, online chat rooms allow users to
form “communities of interest” regardless of
their geographical location. Internet enthusi-
asts have hailed the virtual community as a
bastion of democracy and freedom. Legal
scholar Lawrence Lessig’s Code: and Other
Laws of Cyberspace (1999) responds to these
utopian visions by arguing that the online
environment will ultimately be shaped by
those (mainly big corporations) who control
the hardware and software infrastructure.
Others have pointed to a “digital divide” be-
tween rich and poor as an obstacle to equal
participation. These critiques are reminders
that the material underpinnings of cyber-
space, while invisible, impose important
constraints on users.

The ability to create new identities online,
studied by Turkle and others, questions the
assumption that identity is based on embod-
iment. Much attention has been given to the
use of online personae to explore alternative
gender, racial, and sexual identities. Some
celebrate virtual embodiment as a postmod-
ern form of identity, while others question
whether the physically embodied personal-

1-800-368-6868



128 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Consumerism and Consumption

ity can ever be left behind. Few scholars have
explored questions concerning the body as
the site of interaction with the material
world. Does interaction with virtual objects
differ in culturally important ways from
interaction with physical objects? How do
our virtual depictions of clothing, objects,
and built environments use cultural codes
drawn from real artifacts? Much more atten-
tion has been directed toward the (mostly
fictional) merging of physical bodies with
computer technology to produce “cyborgs.”
Scholar-critic Donna Haraway (1991) and
others have made the cyborg a metaphor for
the human condition in an age of high tech-
nology. The cyborg blurs the boundary
between artifact and human user, opening a
potentially rich vein of material culture
analysis.

Janet Abbate

See also Games; Human Body; Office Work and
Labor; Space and Place; Technology
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Consumerism and Consumption

Consumerism and consumption in the United
States constitute not only participation in
marketplace transactions to acquire goods
but also an acceptance of membership in a
society in which material goods occupy a
central role. For most of the nation’s history,
the ability to consume—to purchase goods
and services—has marked the degree of one’s
individual empowerment within American
society. Scholars have disagreed about the
significance of consumption, positing that
material goods purchased in the marketplace
offer freedom and modes of self-expression,
and conversely that the reliance on the prod-
ucts of commodity capitalism indicate cul-
tural and economic impoverishment.

Colonial Consumption Patterns
That the European colonists brought with
them the early seeds of a consumption ethic
is a certainty, though Native Americans en-
gaged in acts of consumption, such as trad-
ing the pelts of indigenous animals for new
supplies of guns, cloth, and alcohol, well
before their arrival. Of the colonists, the
Quakers were the most austere, eschewing
all obvious luxuries in the belief that indul-
gence in material goods was an affront to
God. Successful merchants, they did purchase
sumptuous goods but displayed them with
a characteristic simplicity. Politically con-
scious consumers, the Quakers often boy-
cotted commodities produced by slave labor
or those whose taxes financed war efforts, as
in the case of the American Revolution.
The New England Puritans similarly cir-
cumscribed their material world. Believing
that preoccupation with material goods
diminished the glory of God, they enacted
biblically based sumptuary laws prohibiting
the manufacture and sale of fancy clothing.
They chose household items and dress of

1-800-368-6868



modest design and color and permitted only
small extravagances like lace trim on bon-
nets and handkerchiefs. Other settlers, such
as those who settled in the South, were un-
fettered by strict religious doctrine and em-
braced extravagance. Their material choices,
often of imported goods and fashions, main-
tained their close alliance and identification
with their homeland.

Geography also prescribed material cir-
cumstance. Living in the hinterlands isolated
people from port cities, key destinations of
and sources for imported goods; only people
living in these urban areas had any reliable
access to a selection of commodities for sale.
Middling sorts, possessing very little hard
currency, employed the barter system well
into the nineteenth century. Few could afford
possessions beyond basic necessities. Al-
though farmers did participate in broader
market economies by selling their produce
in towns and cities, they primarily relied on
rural exchange economies.

In the mid-eighteenth century, market
economies started to encroach on exchange
economies even in more isolated regions.
Farmers’ increasing economic empowerment
coupled with the loosening of religious stric-
tures heightened both the desire for and
availability of newer consumer goods. The
nascent market ethos in the countryside
stimulated the expansion of American soci-
ety and culture: A new demand for goods
created a need for more sophisticated and
far-reaching trade networks. The traveling
peddler not only improved the physical
quality of people’s lives by selling non-
essentials like tinware and clocks but also
expanded their cultural capital with works
of literary fiction and nonfiction. A liminal
figure, the traveling peddler simultaneously
represented danger and seduction, personi-
fying people’s contradictory feelings about
consumption itself.
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Toward the end of the century, Americans
in the city and the country had become more
physically and psychologically comfortable
with the presence of goods in their lives.
Consumption was becoming an integral
aspect of life and culture. Indeed, some have
argued that the Revolution itself was moti-
vated more by consumption than politics.
Avid tea drinkers, colonists resented the
heavy taxation on one of their primary con-
sumer goods.

The Market Revolution

During the Jacksonian era (Andrew Jackson
served as president from 1829 to 1837), mem-
bership in the newly emerging middle class
was signified by people’s ability to consume.
Those who moved to port cities, lured in
part by their material promise, found oppor-
tunities in a number of occupations provid-
ing them with disposable income. Internal
improvements such as railroads, canals, and
turnpikes facilitated the movement of goods
and resources. Concurrently, application of
water and steam power to manufacturing
technologies increased exponentially domes-
tic production of goods. Consumers, possess-
ing both money and wherewithal, purchased
a wider array of goods to make their lives
more comfortable and to better their social
positions.

The anxious middle classes of the 1840s
and 1850s used material goods as a vocabu-
lary with which to express their refinement.
The pursuit of refinement through domestic
consumption constituted a middle-class
woman’s job and established her position as
the primary household consumer. Women
who did not work spent their time and their
husband’s money making beautiful homes
as necessary sanctuaries from the harsh pub-
lic sphere of the marketplace. Such residences,
paradoxically furnished with goods from that
marketplace, also expressed a family’s moral
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rectitude—an inversion of the eighteenth-
century religious piety that rejected the em-
phasis on material goods. Free of familial
obligations, single men in white-collar occu-
pations were also active consumers; these
“dandies,” intent on impressing their cohorts
and attracting women, often spent lavishly
on fancy clothing and all-night revelry.

Increasing circulation of marketplace goods
and their presence in the domestic sphere
brought some anxiety. Cheap imitations of
status objects abounded, blurring class and
social boundaries. In highly populated areas
filled with relative strangers, outward ap-
pearances provided crucial information about
one’s identity. Yet it became increasingly
facile to manipulate that identity with the
appropriate purchases, especially with help
from the prolific advice literature.

Consumption during the Civil War (1861-
1865) was limited for those in the South;
Northerners’ ability to maintain access to
goods and commercial networks merely
underscored their economic supremacy.
Postwar events hastened the maturation of
America’s market economy and its citizens’
acceptance of the resulting culture of con-
sumption. The Centennial Exposition of 1876
in Philadelphia introduced the nation’s
manufacturing capabilities to the rest of the
world. The World’s Columbian Exposition
of 1893, held in Chicago, subsequently cele-
brated the preeminence of American mater-
ial might over that of other nations: Its
industrial prowess and attendant consuming
ethos became synonymous with national
power and pride.

Mass Consumption

Government initiatives on the eve of the
twentieth century facilitated consumption
and included completing major railroad
trunk lines, developing and using telegraphs
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and telephones, and implementing rural free
delivery and parcel post. An expanding print
culture, including newspapers, magazines,
popular fiction, and almanacs, heightened
consumer consciousness and desire. Mont-
gomery Ward published the first mass mail
order catalogue in 1872, and the partnership
of Richad W. Sears (1863-1914) and Alvah C.
Roebuck (1864-1948) followed suit in 1886.
These “farmers’ bibles” standardized Amer-
ican language and tastes by giving com-
modities specific names and presenting
an array of aesthetically acceptable goods.
Schoolteachers used the books for reading
and geography lessons, inculcating a gener-
ation of future loyal consumers.

Waves of immigration coupled with better-
paying jobs in manufacturing resulted in the
proliferation of new goods—high and low
quality alike—and more people who could
afford to purchase them. Replacing specialty
and dry goods stores were new urban insti-
tutions, department stores, offering an array
of items under one roof. For the less econom-
ically empowered, “five and dime” stores,
such as Woolworth’s, sold cheaper items like
notions and candies. Department stores,
such as Macy’s in New York City and Mar-
shall Field’s in Chicago, presented a selection
of higher-end goods such as ready-made
clothing and pianos. Containing tea rooms
and spacious lounges, department stores
became leisure venues for genteel women
and made shopping no longer solely an expe-
dient to obtain goods and status but a legit-
imate activity unto itself.

John Wanamaker (1838-1922) established
his first department store in Philadelphia in
1876. A devout Presbyterian, Wanamaker
believed that the new relationship between
religion and consumption was one of coexis-
tence—as private and public facets of the new
American standard of living. Other religious
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men and women remained opposed to the
rising tide of consumerism but ultimately had
to accommodate it. Progressive Era reform-
ers, themselves often motivated by religion,
used immigrants’ consumption decisions to
gauge their degree of assimilation, seeing
the desire for personal property as an inter-
nalization of American values and tastes.

Mid-nineteenth-century anxiety about
the suspected duplicity of manufactured
appearances gave way to the belief that one’s
material world accurately reflected one’s per-
sonality. People’s collective acceptance of
what commodities signified about self and
others had become so endemic, and to some,
so pernicious, as to elicit biting social com-
mentary. (Even sentimental holidays such as
Mother’s Day and Valentine’s Day had been
manufactured by the floral, greeting card,
and candy industries of the late nineteenth
century.) Sociologist Thorstein Veblen (1857—
1929) wrote his critique, The Theory of the
Leisure Class, in 1899. Veblen was one of the
first to consider the significance of consump-
tion activity based on social rather than eco-
nomic or religious theory. Unlike Karl Marx
(1818-1883), who remained preoccupied
with production’s alienating effect on the
human condition, Veblen targeted consump-
tion, arguing that its chief purpose was to
help the nouveau riche rise in the social hier-
archy, at the expense of others, through
“pecuniary emulation.” While subsequent
writers have found fault with Veblen’s
absolute condemnation of consumption, his
treatise has remained a seminal work, and his
phrase conspicuous consumption—displaying
one’s possessions to others to demonstrate
social and economic success—describes the
primary motivations of twentieth- and
twenty-first-century Americans.

By 1900 advertising was becoming an
institution, promoting the idea that buying
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products meant engaging in modernity.
Trademarks and brand names stood in as
surrogates for anonymous and distant pro-
ducers, fostering confidence and loyalty in
purchasers who no longer maintained face-
to-face relationships with the makers of their
goods. Advertisements for products as var-
ied as apple peelers and costume jewelry
(products absent from the market even fifty
years earlier) appeared everywhere as sand-
wich boards, posters, trade cards, packaging,
window displays, and novelties. Advertis-
ing’s proliferation even in rural areas trans-
formed America’s landscape; aided by radio,
its total volume increased more than four-
fold between 1914 and 1929.

Consumers began seeing themselves as a
distinct group, bolstered by the work of such
muckraking journalists as Upton Sinclair
(1878-1968) and Ida Tarbell (1857-1944) and
by government regulations such as the Pure
Food and Drug Act of 1906. Consumers
Research and Consumers Union (publishers
of Consumer Reports starting in 1936) dedi-
cated themselves, as part of the consumerism
movement, to providing objective informa-
tion about products to counterbalance the
saturation and bias of promotional literature.
The stock market crash of 1929 and the sub-
sequent Great Depression only confirmed to
skeptics the dire results of rampant spend-
ing, shaking people’s faith that they could
find salvation through pursuit of material
goods.

The coming war similarly constricted con-
sumer life. Industrial retooling to meet the
demands of World War II (1939-1945) shifted
production priorities from domestic con-
sumer goods to war machines and materiel.
Appliance companies made tanks and bombs.
Clothing companies produced parachutes
and uniforms. Rationing and recycling for
the war effort, considered acts of patriotism,
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constituted consumers’ domestic efforts to
aid the Allied forces.

Post-World War II Boom
Following the war, Americans engaged in the
largest production and consumption rates
of all time. Companies returned to making
formerly scarce consumer goods, which peo-
ple used to fill their new suburban houses
made affordable by the 1944 Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act (the “GI Bill of Rights”).
The construction of Levittown, New York, a
planned suburban development of small,
very similar houses, began in 1947. Critiqued
for their homogeneity, Levittown houses nev-
ertheless exemplified suburban living. Home
ownership and growing families gave people
new opportunities to consume, and women
remained the chief domestic consumers.

Postwar consumer goods not only pro-
vided nascent families with the commodities
they needed but also expressed aesthetically
an optimism in American culture and faith in
the future symbolized in automobile tailfins,
stiletto heels, and TV dinners. Even the eter-
nally fecund Barbie doll, introduced in 1959,
embodied a far-ranging faith in the Ameri-
can economy because its sole purpose was to
acquire more clothing and accessories. Writ-
ers such as sociologist David Riesman (1909—
2002), journalist Vance Packard (1914-1996),
and feminist Betty Friedan (1921-2006) vocal-
ized the postwar backlash against what
they saw as the endless pursuit of material
goods and the psychological toll it levied on
men and women. Consumerism, rather
than meaning the protection of consumers’
interests, was increasingly employed to char-
acterize the belief that increasing the con-
sumption of goods was basic for a strong
national economy:.

New institutions making special accom-
modations for requisite automobile traffic,
such as shopping malls and grocery stores,
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developed to support suburban life. The
largest shopping center boom, from the early
1960s to the early 1970s, coincided with and
partially caused the decline of downtowns,
formerly the main locale for community
marketplaces. Afforded more leisure time
and fortified by credit cards, more people
frequented shopping malls. Worlds in them-
selves, they contained movie theaters, restau-
rants, conference centers, and health spas.
The mall boom culminated in the Mall of
America, located in Bloomington, Minnesota,
which celebrated shopping as entertainment
for the entire family, even boasting a full-size
amusement park.

Americans in the late twentieth century
could not escape their role as consumers.
Facilitated by the Internet and cable televi-
sion, commercial pleas entered places for-
merly inviolate, such as schools, museums,
churches, libraries, and doctors’ offices.
Forms of leisure merely constituted reasons
to spend, and travel offered the opportunity
to spend someplace else. Rather than de-
fining themselves through commodities, as
they once had, Americans had become com-
modities themselves, their identities little
more than the sum of their brand loyalty.
Indeed, even personal service, formerly un-
quantifiable, had been broken down into
discrete components and offered for sale via
the “service industry.” American consump-
tion by the end of the twentieth century
was characterized by a rampant materialism
valuing surface over substance. In addition,
American culture, manifest in its products
(paradoxically made overseas), was exported
internationally, as producers came to see
other cultures as potential consumers of
America as well. Americans had completely
overcome geographic, religious, and eco-
nomic limitations to consumption and ex-
pected the rest of the world to do the same.

Wendy A. Woloson

1-800-368-6868



MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 133

Cosmetics, Toiletries, Perfumes, and Colognes

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Auctions; Commercials; Commodity;
Department Stores; Fakes; Flea Markets; Gay
Consumerism; General (Country) Stores;
Grocery Stores; Holidays and Commemora-
tions; Mail Order Catalogues; Patents,
Trademarks, and Brands; Plainness
(Quakers); Public Markets; Secondhand
Goods and Shopping; Shopping Centers and
Shopping Malls; Supermarkets; Trade Cards;
Trade Catalogues; Yard Sales
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Cosmetics, Toiletries, Perfumes,
and Colognes

Since ancient times, humans have sought
to transform their faces and bodies through
the use of cosmetics, toiletries, perfumes, and
colognes. Cosmetics are preparations (creams,
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oils, powders, and applications) that are
applied to the skin, and primarily to the face,
to enhance or improve appearance. Toiletries
are preparations such as soaps, washes, and
shampoos that are used to cleanse or treat
the body. Perfumes, liquids created of essen-
tial oils derived from plants or spices and
blended with fixatives derived from animals
(musk, for example), provide pleasing scents
to the body or clothing. Colognes, more appro-
priately called eaux de cologne and historically
referred to as toilet waters, on the other hand,
are alcohol-based scents. Perfumes and
colognes are often, if erroneously, catego-
rized as cosmetics or toiletries.

The American cosmetics and toiletries
industry was not strongly established until
the late 1800s. In part this was due to the
social dictates against cosmetics; “painted
women” were often considered lower class
or prostitutes. Throughout the 1800s beauty
products to improve complexions or whiten
skin were primarily created within the home
using “receipts” (recipes) from household
manuals and cookbooks. Cosmetics were
commercially produced during this period,
but sometimes included dangerous ingredi-
ents such as lead or mercury that could cause
disease or even death. By the end of the nine-
teenth century women’s magazines began to
tout the use of cosmetics as appropriate en-
hancement of natural beauty or as a means
to hide physical imperfections.

In the early 1900s the market for cosmetics
and toiletries grew; the demand for these
products was filled by entrepreneurial
women such as African American Madame
C.J. Walker (1867-1919), immigrant Helena
Rubenstein (1885-1956), and working-class-
born Estee Lauder (1906-2004), each of
whom created successful commercial beauty
product lines. Products such as colored lip-
sticks, face powders, rouges, eyeliners and
eye shadows, nail enamels, hair shampoos
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and setters, and perfumes became readily
available by the 1930s. The rise of the film
industry in Hollywood legitimated and aug-
mented the growing acceptance of cosmetics
use as a means of enhancing sexual allure.
The particular requirements of lighting and
filming compelled the development of cos-
metics by film makeup specialists such as
Max Factor (1877-1938). While products for
women flourished in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, comparatively few products,
such as shaving creams, deodorants, hair
creams, and colognes, were available to men.
Styles of women’s makeup have changed
in every decade of the twentieth century
reflecting fashion trends. Hair styles have
also been fostered by changing toiletry tech-
nology: commercially prepared hair dyes
(1910s), hair spray (1940-1950s), hair mousses
and gels, and hair regrowth treatments, espe-
cially for men, such as Rogaine (minoxidil)
(1998). A growing market for men’s products
developed in the late 1990s. Perfumes and
colognes proliferate, not only for the body
but for automobiles, rooms, and moods.
Today, a multitude of products, with attrac-
tive packaging and branded with names
from Avon (founded 1886) to performer-
celebrity Jennifer Lopez, are available to care
for one’s skin and hair, to mask body odors,
and to enhance through makeup one’s phys-

ical appearance.
Daniel Farr

See also Bodily Cleanliness and Hygiene; Con-
sumerism and Consumption; Human Body
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Cultural Geography

Cultural geography (also called human geogra-
phy) examines, through the focus on the
interaction of humans with the natural en-
vironment, the characteristics of regions
and the origins and movements of cultures.
Cultural geography’s primary emphasis is
human modifications to the natural environ-
ment. The emphasis placed on physical envi-
ronments, as opposed to the systems and
patterns of human movement, has varied
through the discipline’s history and across
different schools of thought at different
times.

Approaches and Evidence

Currently, there are two approaches to cul-
tural geography. The first, older school
focuses primarily on the interactions between
people and the natural features of the land-
scape in specific locations. Typically, this
research examines rural areas, underdevel-
oped regions, and the environmental impact
of human civilization. Necessarily, physical
landscapes and human habitation (the built
environment) predominate.

The second, newer school emerged in the
mid-1980s as a result of the “cultural turn” in
geography as historical materialism (the view
that economic development is the driving
force of historical change and that humans’
social existence determines their conscious-
ness) and as the Birmingham school of cul-
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tural studies (so called because the scholars
who founded cultural studies were located
at the University of Birmingham, England)
influenced the field of social geography.
With the turn toward Marxist analysis pro-
moted by the Birmingham school, the inter-
est in larger systems of economic interaction,
previously confined primarily to social geog-
raphy, became dominant across cultural
geography. Typically, these studies examine
diversity and identity formation within urban
or suburban communities while also study-
ing the influence and interplay of global cul-
tural systems.

Although the first approach is more fre-
quently applied to rural areas and the second
to urban and suburban areas, both frame-
works can and are applied to the entire
spectrum of human society. In either case,
geography, along with other social and phys-
ical sciences, increasingly employs reflexive
methodologies, considering the privileges
and disadvantages researchers face due to
their own race, class, ethnicity, gender, sex-
uality, or location on the rural-urban contin-
uum. This interest in identity construction
and diversity frequently requires the exam-
ination of material culture for the presence of
different communities, since textual forms of
evidence heavily favor members of dominant
groups. Traditionally, cultural geographers
rely on land surveys, demographic studies,
and large-scale ethnography. In the quest to
include a greater variety of voices, however,
cultural geographers now also use novels,
films, television programs, and other types of
both fictional and nonfiction creative works,
as well as material culture.

In addition, Geographical Information
System—a satellite-linked, location-based
database management system—has allowed
the exact location and movement of people,
objects, and landscape features to be marked
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and recorded through time. Consequently,
larger volumes of data about the interactions
of a greater variety of features can now be
traced, allowing new types of research.

History

Place-based anthropological research of the
late nineteenth century formed the founda-
tion of early cultural geography. This is Envi-
ronmental determinism—the idea that the
physical landscape is the primary determiner
of the shape of a culture. Further, adherents
of this approach argued that certain cultures
were intrinsically superior to other cultures;
to these scholars, European imperialism was
the result of the natural superiority of its
environment and its peoples.

American scholars began to focus in the
mid-1950s on identifying and describing
distinct zones of correlated cultural and
physical patterns—the study of culture areas.
Concurrently, quantitative approaches, such
as censuses and other demographic studies,
began to supplant ethnographic methods.
With the increased importance of systems and
quantitative methods, interest in the material
aspects of the environment lessened.

In order to counter the limitations of quan-
titative methods and the restrictions of the
culture area approach’s disdain for general-
izing theories, various philosophical influ-
ences began to direct cultural geography
once again toward ethnographic sources and
broader theories in the 1970s. In the 1980s
economic geographer David Harvey brought
the power of economic forces to the center
of cultural geography via British cultural
studies. Consequently, the examination of
the material again fell in importance as the
systems of interaction became the focus of
the field.

Increasingly, the central issue for all studies
of people and geography has become identity:
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Who has the power to determine how space
is used? Who has the right to claim to belong
to a space? For example, on the small scale,
who has the power to determine what con-
stitutes proper behavior in a public park or,
on a larger scale, who has the right to claim
citizenship of a nation? The landscape and
built environment provide evidence for the
symbolic and ideological structures, such as
public propriety or citizenship, at the center
of research on identity and power.

Although such forms of power are neces-
sarily intangible, they do leave material evi-
dence, or as power relations shift, material
evidence of domination or subjugation is
modified. In the United States, the success of
the civil rights movement that began in the
1960s is evident in the gradual disappearance
of separate facilities for African Americans
and for whites. More recently, wheelchair-
accessible bathrooms, texture tracks on the
sides of subway platforms to provide warn-
ing for people using canes or guide dogs, and
public buses accessible for people unable to
climb stairs demonstrate the increased inclu-
sion of people with disabilities in the public
sector of American urban society.

Cultural Landscape

Like cultural geography, the interdisciplinary
field of cultural landscape studies is concerned
with the interaction of people and both nat-
ural and human-created landscapes. Where
cultural geography may focus entirely on in-
tangible patterns of movement and exchange,
however, cultural landscape studies fore-
grounds the physical objects and spaces.
Some cultural landscape scholars envision
the landscape as a sort of text that stores ide-
ologies and symbolic systems over time.
Current theoretical approaches explore the
actions of both individuals and groups act-
ing with and against each other.
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Cultural landscape studies grew out of the
convergence of the study of fine art land-
scape paintings by art historians and the
work of material culture scholars, especially
those focusing on vernacular culture. As a
result, vernacular landscapes and individuals’
adaptations of formal landscapes serve as
the focus for much of this type of work.
Cultural geography, on the other hand, more
frequently examines formal landscapes or
officially endorsed spaces.

Historic Preservation

Building on the belief that a cultural land-
scape both embodies and shapes the cultural
practices of the landscape’s users, historic
preservationists seek to document and,
when possible, preserve historically impor-
tant public and private built environ-
ments. Since economically disadvantaged
and oppressed people are less likely to leave
written records, landscapes are often the
only records of some communities and cul-
tures. Consequently, the move to study and
preserve the historic built environment
reflects the increased interest among scholars
in general to study people from all segments
of society.

The Historic American Buildings Survey
and the Historic American Engineering Rec-
ord, administered since 1933 by the National
Park Service, the Library of Congress, and
the American Institute of Architects, record
and archive prominent historic spaces. The
National Trust for Historic Preservation
(founded in 1949), a private organization,
works nationwide to preserve physically his-
torically important spaces. Other projects,
such as architect/activist Dolores Hayden’s
documentation and preservation project
in Los Angeles, work with spaces officially
recorded as less significant (according to offi-
cial institutions). Hayden's project, described
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in The Power of Place (1999), uses both phys-
ical preservation and, when that is not fea-
sible, public art installations to memorialize
past uses for future generations.

The central interests of cultural geographers
in historic preservation are the structures
of power and the subsequent empowerment
of different peoples: The landscapes serve as
evidence of the larger social forces at work at
specific times and over time.

Gentrification

A central issue for many contemporary cul-
tural geographers is gentrification, the revital-
ization of older urban neighborhoods.
Typically, nonwhite and lower-income people
are gradually forced out of older neighbor-
hoods while the older properties are either
restored, often under the rubric of “historic
preservation,” or demolished and replaced.
The new residents are more likely to be
white and are usually of a higher social class.
Notable sites of gentrification include Balti-
more’s Inner Harbor; Dupont Circle and the
U Street Corridor in Washington DC; and
New York City’s Greenwich Village loft area
and Harlem.

While cultural landscape scholars focus
on the aesthetic and immediate cultural
impact of historic preservation, cultural geo-
graphers focus more on the larger impact
and structures surrounding the physical
changes. Typically, historic preservation
codes pick one moment in the neighbor-
hood’s history and require buildings to con-
form architecturally to that specific time
period. By freezing the look of a neighbor-
hood at a specific moment, these city codes
necessarily erase any remaining evidence
of other periods of history. Frequently, evi-
dence of flourishing nonwhite, immigrant,
or otherwise disenfranchised communities
is lost through the gentrification process
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since these communities are deemed histor-
ically insignificant by policymakers and new
inhabitants.

In addition to issues of historic preser-
vation, such as which time period and uses
are deemed the most important to protect
and which time periods and uses are to be
culled through demolition, scholars focusing
on gentrification examine issues of social
justice: who are displaced, the legal mecha-
nisms used to execute redevelopment
plans, and the public financing of projects—
especially sports arenas and shopping dis-
tricts—that often serve as the focal point
for gentrification projects. For example, city
regulations and patterns of enforcement
for occupancy rates, as reported in census
records, are typical form of evidence for cul-
tural geographers.

Cultural Ecology, New Urbanism, and
Urban Planning

A central issue of cultural geographers
studying undeveloped regions has long been
cultural ecology: the explicit examination of
humans’ interactions with natural resources.
Initially defined by anthropologist Julian
Steward (1902-1972) and emphasizing cul-
tural determinism, current approaches such
as political ecology explore the power rela-
tionships among different stakeholders and
the use of common property resources. In the
United States, the projects of cultural ecolo-
gists continue to include the allocation of
resources from national forests and fisheries,
the study of ecological disaster areas such as
the sinking city of New Orleans, Louisiana,
and the placement of green areas within hous-
ing developments.

More recently, cultural ecologists’ attention
has turned to the urban areas of developed
nations. The New Urbanism movement
promotes pro-environment, anti-sprawl, and

1-800-368-6868



138 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Cultural History

anti—oil economy urban development as a
solution for an impending social crisis
caused by the decreased availability of fossil
fuels. Intersecting with more traditional
urban planning and the study of gentrifica-
tion, New Urbanists suggest city planners
return to the multiuse neighborhood models
seen in older European and American cities.
Thus, people would have little or no com-
mutes and would live and recreate within
the same community.

In addition to examining who has the
right and power to shape a city, the ecologi-
cally focused arm of geography turns its
attention toward how those people should
shape cities, towns, and other aspects of the
natural environment. In the long run, the
stability of communities is highly dependent
on the stability of the natural infrastructure
underlying them.

Krista M. Park

See also Cities and Towns; Cultural Studies;
Historic Preservation; Land and Landscape;
Poverty; Space and Place; Suburbs and
Suburbia
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Cultural History

The academic field of cultural history in the
United States has two strands: The first,
older strand is the engagement with the
“high” or “elite” products deemed timeless,
beautiful, and representative, such as art and
sculpture, literature, theater, belles lettres;
music and opera; and certain decorative arts.
The second, more recent strand incorporates
an anthropological definition of culture as
the totality of a society, including popular
and folk as well as high culture; the ideas of
the philosopher and the intellectual as well
as the laborer and the housewife; and the
means by which experience is produced and
understood. Since the 1970s this second,
more encompassing definition has held
sway as the New Cultural History, especially
among historians who have been influenced
by the French Annales school’s theory of men-
talité: a group’s mode of thought.

Cultural history and social history have
been intertwined for much of the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries, though each field
has emphasized different methods and topics.
The New Social Historians of the 1970s were
criticized for overlooking the experiences of
the ordinary people they studied; the demo-
graphic methods these historians adopted
produced numbers and charts that “normal-
ized” social behavior of specific groups or
communities rather than explored the vari-
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ances of experience of individuals. In their
quest to counter this tendency, the New Cul-
tural Historians (or New Historicists) since
the 1980s have embraced a fuller exploration
of human experience by emphasizing how
experience is articulated in behavior, lan-
guage, and material culture, especially
through the examination of a single person
or family. Though one could make the case
that Americans in the past do not fashion
themselves in ways they do today, the con-
cepts of the self and self-consciousness have
proved fundamental to the work of these his-
torians. In addition, the work of anthropol-
ogist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) has been
extremely influential. His concepts of ethrnog-
raphy as “thick description” and culture as
semiotic revise investigation as interpreta-
tion. As Geertz (1973, 5) writes, “Believing,
with Max Weber, that man is an animal sus-
pended in webs of significance he himself
has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and
the analysis of it to be therefore not an exper-
imental science in search of law but an inter-
pretative one in search of meaning. It is
explication I am after, construing social ex-
pression on their surface enigmatical.”

The focus on uniqueness and the individ-
ual also led to an interest in the experience of
persons at the margins or in transition. These
studies do not follow the mold of “great man”
biography; rather, they seek to explore how
individuals shaped and changed their own
identities within systems of power. The sub-
field of microhistory, the minutely detailed,
intimate analysis of a person or an event, has
been devoted to such inquiry. Yet, as histo-
rian Paula S. Fass (2003) has observed, a ten-
dency exists to focus too much on practices
at the margins of society rather than most
people’s experiences.

The New Cultural Historians have con-
sciously interrogated narrative—how history
is told—in response to criticisms of steril-
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ity in social historians’ graphs, charts, and
descriptions. Portrayal, which implies fash-
ioning and thus interpretation, rather than
description, a form of transcription, may
appropriately define the approach of the
New Cultural Historians. More so than other
forms of history, except perhaps biography,
the New Cultural History allows for the free
play of historians’ creativity within the tradi-
tional limits of the discipline. Thus, New
Cultural Historians are often self-reflexive in
their works, signaling to readers when inter-
pretation turns to speculation.

The New Cultural History and
Material Culture
Historians after this “cultural turn” have
embraced the idea of cultural production (the
creation, enactment, and preservation of cul-
tural life) in their study of the popular and
the public as well as the private. For cultural
historians, the rituals and performances of
parades, festivals, and carnivals on the one
hand, and dining, literacy, and intimacy on
the other, are equally useful in delineating
cultural life. Yet the emphasis on “reading”
documentary evidence as performance at
times truncates thorough interpretation and
underestimates the evidentiery possibilities
of material culture. The meanings of a given
physical object may be many, conflicted, and
contested in a historical place and time, yet
those multiple meanings may be neglected
by historians seeking to interpret in an event
a specific mind-set or static performance.
The “world of goods” from which a historical
performer may fashion an identity is not
thoroughly explored. Historian Richard
Grassby (2005, 597) offers an example:
“Clothes in a drawer have no meaning, but
when worn they become a uniform with
social and moral implications.”

Yet clothes in a drawer are evidence—of
wealth, consumer choice, personal hygiene,
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and the like. The clothes may have been
inherited, unfashionable, or unworn but
kept for sentimental reasons; they simply
may have not fit. Nevertheless, in their keep-
ing is evidence of choice and of culture.
Material culture is rich with symbolism and
subjectivity. How objects symbolize is based
on physical properties that, for their makers
and their users, were (and are) fundamental
to the creation, fluidity, and power of mean-
ing in a given place and time. At times, the
use of material culture by cultural historians
has been at odds with the argument within
New Cultural History that social categories
(such as identity, race, class, and ethnicity)
are necessarily unstable. But material culture
in the hands of some cultural historians has
sometimes been used to prove their claims
based on documentary evidence, rather than
be considered as constitutive elements in
self-fashioning and power relations based
on political, economic, and social contexts.
Following Geertz, material culture as a form
of social expression must be construed as
“enigmatical” and not self-evident.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Anthropology and Archaeology;
Cultural Studies; Ethnicity; Gender; Race;
Social Class and Social Status; Social History
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Cultural Studies

Cultural studies examines contemporary cul-
ture, from television shows and celebrities to
cars and fashion, in an effort to understand
its function and significance in relation to a
particular society. Cultural studies scholars
explore how meaning is generated in a cul-
ture and examine the motivations behind
those meanings and the relationships of
power involved in constructing them.

Origins

The Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CCCS), established at the Univer-
sity of Birmingham in England in 1964, gave
cultural studies its name. The writings of
Richard Hoggart (the first CCCS direc-
tor), Raymond Williams (1921-1988), E. P.
Thompson (1924-1993) and Stuart Hall
established cultural studies as an area with
academia. Unlike traditional university dis-
ciplines, however, cultural studies was char-
tered as something of an “antidiscipline” for
two primary reasons. First, the CCCS and in
particular the work of Stuart Hall stressed
the importance of cultural studies as a polit-
ical act. Hall believed that cultural studies
must always include an examination of rela-
tionships of power in its analysis of culture,
and that cultural theory without its applica-
tion in the “real world” (that is, outside acad-
emia) was meaningless. Second, all four
scholars mentioned above undertook
research on the working class and / or popu-
lar culture, areas previously undervalued
and largely ignored by traditional university
disciplines.

Critical Theory

As originally conceived within the context
of the CCCS, cultural studies was primarily
concerned with issues of class (especially
the working classes). The influence of Karl
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Marx (1818-1883), and later noted Marxists
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) and Louis
Althusser (1918-1990), in this regard is sig-
nificant. As this “antidiscipline” grew, critical
investigations of gender, race, and sexual
orientation and representations of these iden-
tities in mainstream media were examined.
Stuart Hall, for example, was especially
interested in how racist ideology maintained
its presence in modern societies through tele-
vision programming. Hall’s larger purpose
was to consider how racist and other hier-
archical ideologies could be challenged and
dismantled.

Cultural studies disrupts academic disci-
plinary boundaries. Cultural studies differs
from traditional academic inquiry in its
interdisciplinarity, as it utilizes theories and
methodologies from a wide variety of acad-
emic disciplines, including sociology, anthro-
pology, psychology, literary theory, history,
philosophy, film studies, political economy,
art history, and communications.

Cultural studies was quickly exported
from England around the world. It is impor-
tant to note that as each nation or region
adopted the approaches and politics of cul-
tural studies, it also modified the practice.
For example, Canadian cultural studies em-
phasizes issues of national identity and the
concomitant impact on its culture by its
southern neighbor, the United States, while
Indian cultural studies attempt to make the
discipline a completely indigenous field of
study, disregarding the Western cultural
studies canon as irrelevant within the con-
text of the Indian experience.

Cultural Studies in the United States

Cultural studies took hold in American
universities in the mid-1980s. The main dif-
ference between the British and American
versions is that Hall’s concept of cultural
studies as a political endeavor was largely
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omitted in the American variant. The lack of
political content of American cultural studies
has genuinely shocked many of its British
practitioners, who founded the discipline on
the basis of overt political applications.

The introduction of cultural studies into
the American academy clashed with the
quantitative traditions of mass communica-
tions scholars with their emphasis on “hard
evidence,” as opposed to the perceived “soft
theory” approach adopted by other scholars
of society and culture. Cultural studies the-
orists have argued that studying, for exam-
ple, the pop star Madonna Ciccone Ritchie
constitutes one way in which individuals
understand both their own identities and
those of others around them. Furthermore,
popular media texts are in essence cultural
documents with the potential to reveal
much about the culture in which they were
produced.

Cultural Studies and Material

Culture Studies

Similar to cultural studies, material culture
studies is methodologically interdisciplinary
in nature (borrowing from history and archae-
ology in particular) and also seeks to exam-
ine critically artifacts and other phenomena
generally ignored by more mainstream aca-
demic traditions. Studies in material culture
acknowledge that objects, even those some
might consider banal or trivial, have mean-
ing. Furthermore, such objects can reveal
something about the culture in which they
were produced. Both cultural and material
culture studies often examine the issue of
personal, subcultural, and wider cultural
identities and the ways in which objects or
texts are utilized to construct such identities.
Dick Hebdige’s 1981 groundbreaking article,
“Object as Image: The Italian Scooter Cycle,”
is a prime example of this type of study. In
this work Hebdige examines how the scooter
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was the focus of various ideas; the “mean-
ing” of the scooter changes depending on the
time, place, and individuals involved.

Popular culture studies that focus on man-
ufactured, material goods have been strong,
with studies on Star Trek, reality television,
and other media. Other studies have used a
physical object to explore issues of identity
and consumerism. One scholar, Steve Waks-
man (2001), examined racial and gender
ideologies through the development of the
electric guitar, while the Barbie doll becomes
a tool of sexual subversion in Erica Rand’s
(1995) study. The concreteness of material
culture renders ideological content as a tan-
gible entity, and thus allows for discussion of
the ways ideology and identity are neither
stable nor fixed.

Despite these similarities there are also
some important points of tension and dis-
agreement between the two fields. With its
roots in archaeology and history, material cul-
ture studies is typically historical in nature.
On the other hand, cultural studies tends to
concentrate on contemporary phenomena
and is often criticized for its lack of attention
to historical context. Also, many note that
cultural studies is a form of inquiry based on
theory shaped by highly specific cultural
conditions (e.g., 1960s English working-class
culture) and then used to discuss other very
different cultural phenomena.

Notwithstanding these disagreements,
material culture studies and cultural studies
continue to intersect in significant ways.
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Today the most cursory glance at journals
from both disciplines reveals the advan-
tages of employing both schools in studies
of culture.

Natasha Casey

See also Cultural History; Ethnicity; Fanzines;
Gender; Popular Culture; Race; Social Class
and Social Status
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Decorative Arts

An older, more discriminating category than
the inclusive material culture, American dec-
orative arts include historical furnishings of
aesthetic interest, generally adaptations of
western European conventions. Products of
carpentry, masonry, metalwork, cabinetwork,
ceramic and glass manufacture, weaving,
leatherwork, and clock and instrument mak-
ing, from large interior furnishings to small
jewelry, have been classified as the minor
arts, applied arts, crafts, industrial arts, and
decorative arts to distinguish them from archi-
tecture and the so-called fine arts. The decora-
tive arts have historically been defined
through their exclusion from the fine arts of
architecture, painting, and sculpture and as
lacking the autonomy of those arts, but to
some eyes, labeling household goods as
“decorative” has obscured their functional
and practical purposes. Students of material
culture who seek to distinguish their focus
on utility and everyday life from the art his-
torian’s interest in the fine arts often prefer
the term applied arts, while the term decorative
arts often is reserved to refer to expensive
commodities.

www.abc-clio.com

143
ABC-CLIO

Interpretation of Decorative Arts
Interpretations of the decorative arts differ
according to periodization, method of fabri-
cation, and type of material. Decorative arts
have been characterized as artisan-based in
the eighteenth century, as intellectually ori-
ented within the Arts and Crafts Movement
of the late nineteenth, as a designer art in the
twentieth, and as upscale luxuries offered
through mail order catalogues (e.g., retailers
such as Pottery Barn and Crate and Barrel) in
the twenty-first century. Some scholars work
within the traditional definition of decora-
tive arts, prizing only preindustrial hand-
craftsmanship, but many others now conduct
research in a wide range of household fur-
nishings in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Recently, scholars have expanded
the field of decorative arts by including in
their analyses less exclusive and less “beau-
tiful” artifacts. They have also become more
independent of the restraints imposed by
the scopes of extant collections and the influ-
ences of collectors.

The investigation of American decorative
arts developed first as an antiques trade in
the late nineteenth century. Then, most mu-
seum departments collected only European
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furnishings. In their studies, the first enthu-
siasts for American decorative arts responded
to changes wrought by the Industrial Revo-
lution. Art historian Joseph Butler (1969, 287)
explained these enthusiasts’ romanticization
of preindustrial workmanship and valuable
materials: “While it was once the year 1800
at which scholarly interest waned, of late
1830 has become the date; the reason given
is that quality declined with the Industrial
Revolution and the resultant cessation of the
handcraft system.” Aesthetic appreciation
for the decorative arts as a whole remains
influenced by the Arts and Crafts Movement
and writings of English art critic and designer
William Morris (1834-1896).

The motivations of the first connoisseurs
to collect American antiques—historical
association, aesthetics, and antiquarianism—
continue, but for the most part contemporary
scholars focus on building precise attribu-
tions and investigating changes in style in
addition to regional production methods
and consumption habits. Increased access to
public collections facilitated the maturation
of comparative studies, especially via pho-
tography, print catalogues, and databases,
and fostered greater precision in the year
and place of origin, maker, ownership, form,
style, and material of artifacts. The Society of
Decorative Arts developed in the 1970s, a
sign that within academia art historians were
increasingly focusing on furniture, silver, and
ceramics as meaningful topics of research.

Centers for the Study of American
Decorative Arts

Connoisseurship in American decorative
arts became an academic field at the Win-
terthur Museum, a collection of Americana
and study center developed by Henry Fran-
cis du Pont (1880-1969) in the 1920s. Open to
the public after 1951, it remains an influen-
tial institution because of its size, scope,
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and quality of artifacts and the Winterthur
Program in Early American Culture estab-
lished in 1952. Winterthur scholars and cura-
tors pursued the scientific study of antiques,
researching details such as thumbpieces on
eighteenth-century silver tankards and mea-
suring ornament as a system of patterning
and form as an expression of order. Henry
Ford’s (1863-1947) Greenfield Village (1929)
and John D. Rockefeller, Jr.’s (1874-1960)
Colonial Williamsburg (1926) were similar
philanthropic projects that made decorative
arts central to narratives of United States
history.

In recent years, the application of x-radi-
ography, cross-sectional microscopy, x-ray
fluorescence, and scanning electron micros-
copy and spectroscopy has increased the
precision of connoisseurship, and Colonial
Williamsburg and Winterthur have been
instrumental in applying these tools to
American antiques.

Connoisseurship and Interpretation

A vital figure at Winterthur was Charles F.
Montgomery (1910-1978), whose guide of
fourteen points of analysis (overall appear-
ance, form, ornament, color, analysis of
materials, techniques employed by the crafts-
man, trade practices, function, style, date,
attribution, provenance, condition, and eval-
uation) has been maintained by the field of
study for more than forty years as a funda-
mental step toward literacy in the decorative
arts.

Montgomery taught connoisseurship as a
“science” with “principles.” From a material
culture studies perspective, “scientific con-
noisseurship” of American furnishings that
results in numerical data or aesthetic celebra-
tion adheres too closely to art historical
methods used by Giovanni Morelli (1816-
1891) and Bernard Berenson (1865-1959).
Montgomery did not intend his fourteen
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points to be applied as a schematic mode of
data collection, however. His research on
pewter and Federal-era furniture was based
in a formalist method of cultural criticism
popular in the 1950s, but he established con-
ceptual connections between human behav-
ior and formal issues. Montgomery looked at
contexts, interpreting materials in relation to
technical inventions, and he examined marks
on silver in relation to tariff laws. The field of
American decorative arts depends on this
tension between the analysis of isolated port-
able artifacts as records of human thoughts
on the one hand, and their contextualization
within the knowledge of object types and
human use over specific durations and in
particular regions on the other.
Furnishings are essential to unlock the
environmental psychology of domestic inte-
riors. The examination of architecture has
increasingly relied upon the decorative arts
to understand the emotional and practical
differentiation of rooms in the house in addi-
tion to its aesthetics. The classification of
decorative arts remains useful because it is
empathetic to a contemporary pluralist crite-
rion. It defines its scope within relational
meanings. Contemporary decorative arts
scholarship at its best follows the contours of
material belongings in a specific domestic or
institutional context, not facts about a lone
object or a narrow predisposition to one def-
inition of culture or function.
Ezra Shales

See also Architectural History and American
Architecture; Art History and American Art;
Arts and Crafts Movement; Base Metalwork
and Metalware; Ceramics; Design History and
American Design; Furniture; Glass; Handi-
craft and Artisanship; Industrial Design;
Silverwork and Silverware; Style; Textiles
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Department Stores

From the mid-nineteenth through the late
twentieth centuries department stores played
important roles as centers for material goods
and hallmarks of the American urban built
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environment. Department stores arose in
response to new technological developments
and cultural trends that ushered in an age
of mass production and mass consumption.
The department stores that appeared in cities
throughout the United States were larger
and more diverse than their predecessors,
general and crossroad stores. Stores like
Macy’s in New York City (1858), Marshall
Field’s in Chicago (1852), and Wanamaker’s
in Philadelphia (1876) dazzled customers
with an array of clothes, accessories, home
goods, and food items, each sold in their
own “department.” By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, department stores had come
to define city centers and symbolize one of
America’s favorite pastimes—shopping.

Department stores introduced a new sys-
tem of retailing to the nation. Where previ-
ously stores had specialized in selling a
specific type of goods, department stores
contained a large diversity of products, cater-
ing to the every need of a customer. The size
of the stores was a function of the growing
market for ready-made goods. As new facto-
ries churned out inexpensive products,
retailers created modern environments de-
signed to transform everyone who entered
into an impulse buyer.

Like the goods inside, the department
store became a symbol of fashion and wealth
in the city. Built with an attention to beauty
and ornament, early department store archi-
tecture looked to Italian palaces for inspira-
tion, using classically inspired columns,
coffered ceilings, and delicate archways to
create an atmosphere of luxury. New con-
struction technologies allowed for the replace-
ment of buildings” heavy masonry walls with
cast iron frames and plate-glass windows.
Plate-glass display windows brought the
world of the department store out into the
street, inviting pedestrians to gaze longingly
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atinterior treasures. Stores” lofty designs also
helped to assuage middle-class fears about
the morality of the new consumer-oriented
culture by emphasizing shopping as a cul-
tural activity.

Retailers found a customer base in women,
who by 1915 purchased more than 80 per-
cent of the goods sold in the nation. Depart-
ment stores catered to their female shoppers
by creating opulent interiors with such
services and amenities as tea rooms, post
offices, ladies” lounges, and daycares. Inside
the stores, women could socialize, relax, and
browse. The new industries of fashion and
advertising also encouraged women’s pur-
chases and, correspondingly, their routine
visits to the downtown stores by suggesting
that material possessions served as indica-
tors of a family’s wealth.

The grand era of the urban department
store came to a close in the 1950s. As middle-
class Americans began to move into the
suburbs, department stores followed suit,
establishing themselves in suburban shop-
ping centers. The rise of discount chain stores
like K-Mart (1962) and Wal-Mart (1962) in
the 1970s also decreased department stores’
percentage of the retail market. Recently,
however, department stores have played a
central role in many urban revitalization pro-
jects, suggesting that while the grand empo-
riums of the past no longer exist, the age of
the department store is far from over.

Elizabeth Belanger

See also Cities and Towns; Commercial Architec-
ture; Consumerism and Consumption;
General (Country) Stores; Shopping Centers
and Shopping Malls; Suburbs and Suburbia
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Design History and American Design

American Studies scholar Jeffrey L. Meikle
(1995, 75) has written, “it is hardly surprising
that few cultural historians can escape an
involvement with design. Nor is it surprising
that a coherent discipline or field of design
history proves to be an elusive goal.” Schol-
ars variously situate the origins of design
somewhere between the prehistoric inven-
tion of tools and the second flourishing of
the Industrial Revolution, while others peri-
odize according to the advent of specific
technologies or terminologies such as William
Addison Dwiggins’ (1880-1956) coinage of
graphic design in 1922 in professional recog-
nition of its practitioners.

Nor is design history a monolithic narra-
tive. The chronologically overlapping prod-
ucts of industrial, interior, and graphic
designers have generated distinct histories
supported by levels of theoretical complexity
ranging from formalism directed to practic-
ing graphic designers to advanced psycho-
analytical readings offered by architectural
theorists (Bush 1997). Others vary according
to whether the designed object is regarded
as the subject of inquiry or as a document
through which analysis is conducted (Riccini
1998). For those engaged in material culture
studies, the anonymous drafting and indus-
trialized mass production that characterizes
most designed goods complicate the tradi-
tional disciplinary focus on decorative arts
directly reflecting the maker’s hand.
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International Origins of Design Studies
Most design histories begin with the techno-
logical innovations of eighteenth-century
Europe and trace design professions arising
from the practical demands of the first In-
dustrial Revolution and its economic shift to
consumerism, capitalism, and middle-class
entrepreneurialism. As architectural and de-
sign historian Adrian Forty (1986, 29) points
out, design becomes necessary as a separate
production activity once a craftsman can
no longer be responsible for every step from
conception through manufacturing. Mid-
eighteenth-century French and English proto-
designers supplanted but benefited from
guild workers and academy-trained artisans.
In France, the tastes of the Bourbon kings fed
the near-insatiable demand for domestically
produced Rococo porcelains. In England, it
was the Neoclassical style that signaled priv-
ileged knowledge born of the Grand Tour
and English opposition to France, which
spurred Josiah Wedgwood’s (1730-1792)
successful merger of technology, art, and
commerce at his Etruria factory complex.
The hallmarks of early industrially produced
decorative arts are all present in Wedg-
wood’s “Queen’s ware” and still-distinctive
blue and white Jasperware, from their close
adherence to aesthetic taste secured by clas-
sical antiquity to their direct connection to
royalty to the careful consideration given
the efficient division of labor and packaging,
transporting, and marketing of final prod-
ucts to the emerging middle class.

Rigid aesthetic principles over the applied
arts gradually gave way to practical re-
quirements. Nikolaus Pevsner (1902-1983),
founder of design history as an academic
field, acknowledged the international com-
parisons of manufactures and technologies
showcased at London’s Great Exhibition
of 1851 constituted a watershed between

1-800-368-6868



148 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA

Design History and American Design

nineteenth- and twentieth-century design.
Products presented in direct comparison
with one another allowed for a potent demon-
stration of beauty drawn on technological
lines. That the exhibition was held in Joseph
Paxton’s (1803-1865) unprecedented iron
and glass Crystal Palace further heralded a
new type of cultural production with possi-
bilities beyond mere industrial capability.
Here art critic John Ruskin’s (1819-1900) tra-
ditionalist outcry against ornament and
“deception” found equal footing with artist/
craftsman William Morris’ (1834-1896) claim
that “the more mechanical the process, the
less direct should be the imitation of natural
forms” (Sparke 1986, 41, n. 13). And if, as
Pevsner wryly notes, figures such as Henry
Cole (1808-1882), Owen Jones (1809-1874),
Richard Redgrave (1804-1888), Matthew
Digby Wyatt (1820-1877), and others respon-
sible for preparing and staging the exhibition
were those who most vociferously criticized
many of its shoddy exhibits, these same fig-
ures ultimately saw their guidelines made
standard practice. Subsequent English design
reform under Prince Albert (1819-1861)
required that every object “to afford perfect
pleasure must be fit for the purpose and true
in its construction,” and in the process de-
fined a national aesthetic based on new
materials and the techniques which gave
form to them (Pevsner 1985, 9-11). By the
late nineteenth century, beauty defined by
utility allowed figures such as French litho-
grapher Jules Chéret (1836-1932) to claim
fine arts status for his four-color lithographic
posters. It was against this backdrop that
the significant schools and movements of
twentieth-century European design emerged.

Design and Design History in the
United States

The situation in America was different.
Design historian Arthur Pulos (1983, 3) notes
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that “The United States was in all likelihood
the first nation to be designed—to come into
being as a deliberate consequence of the
actions of men who recognized a problem
and resolved it with the greatest benefit to
the whole. America did not just happen; it
was designed.” Moreover, American design
practice emerged largely free of academic
restrictions that governed its European coun-
terpart. In the nineteenth century, the absence
of aristocratic values expressed as taste and
training and the new symbolic needs of the
thriving capitalist consumer base equally
informed mechanized production in the
United States. The design tendency that
arose to meet this need, however, was first
expressed by a classically trained artist. In
the first half of the nineteenth century, sculp-
tor Horatio Greenough (1805-1852) wrote
essays (published in 1948 as Form and Func-
tion) which outlined the principle of Func-
tionalism as allowing the essential structure
to determine the form and external appear-
ance of a building. Functionalism separated
the appearance of buildings and designed
objects from historical precedents and royal
dictates to establish not so much a unifying
aesthetic per se but the appearance of prag-
matic usefulness. Greenough’s writings per-
mitted architect Louis Sullivan (1856-1924),
whose “The Tall Office Building Artistically
Considered” (1896) gave rise to the influen-
tial, if oft-misused, dictum “form follows
function,” to view architecture and hence
design as a logical and coherent process of
problem solving based on the specifics of a
given problem. Sullivan and the so-called
Chicago School sought pragmatic solutions
that combined function, structure, aesthetics,
and meaning into a single organic unity. The
operative idea that “beauty in useful objects
is defined by their utility and honesty to
materials and structure” led Functionalism
to become the dominant American design
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philosophy during the first half of the twen-
tieth century (Heisinger and Marcus 1983,
55). The emphasis on individualism in what
also is called the Modernist aesthetic distin-
guished it from the similar pursuit of
utopian-tinged rationality that characterized
Germany’s Deutscher Werkbund.

American Design in the

Twentieth Century

World War I (1914-1918) occasioned enor-
mous expansion of productive capacity and
subsequent postwar growth of consumerism.
The initial flourishing of designed goods was
driven not by theories of aesthetics but by
rationalization, standardization, new mate-
rials, and improved production techniques.
While Functionalism continued to be impor-
tant, it was increasingly augmented by
heightened attention to surface appearance
that created an immediate, even visceral
visual impact. Against austere interwar ideals
exemplified by the German Bauhaus travel-
ing exhibit Form Ohne Ornament (“Form with-
out Ornament”) of 1924, American industrial
designers emerged from the ranks of such
diverse—and distinctly ornamented—occu-
pations as set design, advertising, and illus-
tration. Chief among those enshrined in
histories of American design is Harley Earl
(1893-1969), who prompted fundamental
change in assembly line production through
his work in the General Motors (GM) Art
and Color Section. Recruited in 1926 to bol-
ster sales of the newly released LaSalle, Earl
assessed the problem as consumer fatigue
brought about by the mechanically superior
but unchanging Ford Model T, whose sales
were then faltering after thirteen years of mar-
ket dominance. Earl’s solution was to bring
a holistic re-envisioning of the automobile
through integrated Art Deco-inspired sculp-
tural body components and chromed steel
“brightwork” intended to stimulate con-
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sumer interest. His opinion that “People like
something new and entertaining in an auto-
mobile as well as in a Broadway show” was
embraced by GM president Alfred P. Sloan,
Jr., (1875-1966) as the potent lure of “contin-
uous, eternal change” (Gartman 1994, 8). No
longer was ornament “criminal,” as Austrian
architect Adolf Loos (1870-1933) would have
it, or morally suspect as it had been in the
heyday of the American Arts and Crafts
Movement, but rather it stood as a “visual
entertainment” that became an essential
American expectation of design.

By the late 1930s, American design was
differentiated from its European counter-
parts by technology cloaked in fashion.
Commensurate with the triumph of ephemer-
ality in design came an emphasis on the
designer’s charisma and on products viewed
less as accomplishments of design acumen
than of his (the male pronoun is consciously
chosen) forceful personality. Noted design-
ers of the era included Raymond Loewy
(1893-1958), Norman Bel Geddes (1893-
1958), and Henry Dreyfuss (1904-1972), all of
whom supplemented advertising campaigns
for products created for major corporate
clients with their own carefully groomed
public images. For example, Loewy extended
the informal call for entertainment in design
with the promotion of a nearly mythic image
of himself, as in the prominent venue af-
forded by the 1949 Time cover depicting the
designer in a nimbus of streamlined locomo-
tives and household consumer goods that
emanated in creative profusion from his
Brylcremed head.

Consumer demand slackened during the
Great Depression and World War II (1939-
1945), but postwar prosperity gave rise to a
florescence of consumer goods whose exu-
berance of form and material comfort were
at odds with the stylish reductive necessity
of designers such as Italian Rationalist Achille
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Castiglione (1918-2002). As a new super-
power, the United States found its initial
visual identity in the deeply individualistic
Abstract Expressionist paintings of Mark
Rothko (1903-1970), Jackson Pollock (1912—
1956), and Franz Kline (1910-1962). Just as
rapidly graphic designers such as Alvin
Lustig (1915-1955), Paul Rand (1914-1996),
Saul Bass (1920-1996), and others associated
with the New York school laid claim to bold
primary color and abstracted form. Lustig’s
1945-1952 dust jackets for the New Direc-
tions “New Classics” series demonstrated
designers’ emerging eagerness to embrace
inventive approaches that abandoned type-
case compositions and accepted commercial
styles in favor of symbolic “marks” indebted
to modern art. His design “hit a fresh eye,
unencumbered by any ideas of what art was
or should be, and found an immediate sym-
pathetic response,” Lustig wrote in 1953
(Heller 1994). Similarly, Saul Bass” animated
title sequences for The Man with a Golden
Arm (1955) redefined the territory of design
and, much like Chéret before him, blurred
the disciplinary and professional boundaries
between popular art forms. That Bass secured
his reputation creating enduring logos for
American Telephone & Telegraph, Quaker
Oats, Warner Communication, among others,
spoke to the flexibility of newly imagined
design possibilities generated by commerce.

Changing Design, Changing

Design History

Design histories changed correspondingly.
Designed objects and graphics were no
longer seen as derivatives of architecture,
as Pevsner had it, but as constantly changing
fashion. What mattered in design “was not
its intellectual content, integrity and zeitgeist
credentials; but its visual impact and ap-
propriateness to particular—and temporary
—circumstances” (Whiteley 1995, 38). Ac-
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cordingly the formal narratives of a Nikolaus
Pevsner gave way to the equally painstaking
but frequently irreverent observations of a
Reyner Banham (1922-1988). A typical Ban-
ham essay mixes ruminations on the contra-
diction between the pastoral ideal and urban
productivity with the complex of design
rules for what he termed the American
gizmo, “the small, self-contained unit of high
performance . . . whose function is to trans-
form some undifferentiated set of circum-
stances to a condition nearer human desires”
(Banham 1996, 109-110, 113). Banham neatly
encapsulated the material exuberance that
characterized post-1920 American design,
from Frank Lloyd Wright's (1867-1959)
conflation of design and architecture to the
fantasy, glitter, and swagger of 1950s auto-
mobiles and the commonplace stuff that con-
stitutes the built environment of popular
culture.

Where Banham marked the beginning of
all-inclusive design history, Victor Margolin
offers a comprehensive record of the current
state of themes and directions in contempo-
rary design history. In “Design History in the
United States, 1977-2000,” Margolin (2002)
calls for comprehensive design histories, and
his conclusion offers a succinct directive. It
is evident, he writes, “that design is the sub-
ject of historical investigation from many
quarters. . . . The volume of crossover work
we are seeing between design history, mate-
rial culture, American Studies, popular cul-
ture, decorative arts and the history of
technology continues to grow. Particularly
with the strong emphasis on the social con-
text for understanding objects, there is likely
to be more confluence among scholars in
different research communities as the social
dimension of an object overtakes the distinc-
tions between its mechanical and aesthetic
aspects” (Margolin 2002, 168).

Beverly K. Grindstaff
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See also Architectural History and American
Architecture; Art Deco; Art History and
American Art; Arts and Crafts Movement;
Decorative Arts; Disability and Disability
Studies; Graphic Design; Industrial Design;
Interior Design; Modernism (Art Moderne);
Style
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Dining Rooms

The popularity of the dining room in Ameri-
can domestic dwellings waxes and wanes in
relation to socioeconomic circumstances and
attitudes about home life that favor more or
less formality. In any given house today, the
space for eating can be an extension of the
living room or kitchen, the kitchen itself, or
a separate dining room.

In the earliest colonial houses, families ate
in the same hall or great room in which they
cooked and worked. Starting in the late
seventeenth century, larger houses in New
England comprised additional rooms, in-
cluding a front room furnished for dining
and, in a frequent extension of earlier con-
ventions, sleeping as well.

In the early nineteenth century, as the
house, as “home,” increasingly became per-
ceived as a symbol of civilized order, rooms
in even modest middle-class houses became
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more specialized in terms of use—and their
use was recognized by their furnishings. The
dining room, for example, typically con-
tained a suite of a table with extra leaves, at
least eight chairs, a china cabinet, and one
or two sideboards laden with equally spe-
cialized linens, dishes, and utensils. Etiquette
guides and household decorating and man-
agement manuals prescribed proper behavior
in the ritual of dining through complicated
explanations of the uses of tablewares.

Early twentieth-century disenchantment
with the high economic and social costs of
Gilded Age values encouraged less formal
attitudes toward dining. In the late nine-
teenth century, house designs such as the
bungalow featured alternative eating spaces
and such alternative furnishings as the built-
in table flanked by built-in benches. The
1950s ranch style house continued this trend
toward a relaxed attitude about sociability,
often merging the kitchen, dining, and living
spaces. Comfort, convenience, and realistic
cost continued to modify concerns about
propriety: today informal dining spaces are
popular across a broad spectrum of social
classes.

Janet Tyson

See also Halls; House, Home, and Domesticity;
Kitchens and Pantries; Living Rooms; Parlors
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Disability and Disability Studies

Disability refers to bodily difference, both
physical and cognitive, including impair-
ment and behavior or bodily states that mark
people as atypical. Stigmatizing language,
including words and phrases such as handi-
capped, freak, physically challenged, moron,
and cripple, though still sometimes used, is
grounded in an outmoded normative frame-
work based on denominating people by one
aspect of their existence (similar to racist,
sexist, and other systems of bias) rather than
seeing the whole person, as well as defining
whole groups of people as deficient.
Disability is one of the most complicated
areas of material culture and its study. Part of
the difficulty in assessing the topic is that no
comprehensive method of organization has
been developed. Overarching artifact cate-
gories must take into consideration several
perspectives, from that of the user and the
maker to that of the person the artifact is
used upon, in addition to all of the usual ele-
ments such as geographic region, economic
status, ethnicity, gender, and materials. Large
frameworks, like health and medicine, ex-
clude too many social and political artifacts
as well as cast the topic as medical, a position
that has been successfully critiqued by dis-
ability studies scholars since the 1980s.
Disability can be temporary or permanent,
hidden or visible, stigmatizing or valorous.
In material terms, those nuances are illus-
trated by the difference between a neck brace
and a leg brace, between the artwork of a
person with bipolar disorder and of a person
of short stature, between a Jerry Lewis—type
“spaz” cartoon and a war veteran’s pinned-
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up shirt sleeve. Differences among kinds of
disability and the artifacts associated with
them also carry different valences. For exam-
ple, a cane used by a returning veteran, an
elderly person, a person who suffered polio
myelitis, or a person with low vision exhibits
different designs, purposes, and meanings.
Interpretation of disability shifts across
impairments and eras as well. An industrial
accident in 1870 might relegate a person to
economic and social oblivion, but a motorcy-
cle crash in 2000 might produce a para-
olympic athlete.

Much of the history of disability has been
characterized by paternalism and discrimi-
nation, so that the politics surrounding the
existence of any particular artifact requires
careful analysis. For example, the terms
patient, inmate, person, resident, and sinner
might all attach to one object, but each term
carries a political point of view.

The Medical Model

The influence of the medical model of dis-
ability is perhaps the most intricate intellec-
tual hurdle in working with the material
culture of disability. The medical model is an
umbrella term that describes approaching
disability as a flaw or deficiency that requires
cure or fixing, according to the system of
diagnosis and treatment current in any par-
ticular era. In this framework, artifacts are
assumed to be strategies for treatment, over-
coming a defect, or altering a person’s ability
to meet a cultural norm or concept of appro-
priate performance. Needless to say, power
inequities, stereotyping, and misunderstand-
ing critically affect the identification and
interpretation of objects.

Health-related artifacts with a direct dis-
ability association fall into several groups:
rehabilitation (including physical and occu-
pational therapy and shelter workshops),
prosthetics, assistive devices, and sick room
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and invalid supplies (fumigators, inhalers,
walkers, spas, baths). The idea of rehabilita-
tion originated in the early twentieth century
on the heels of World War I, and by mid-
century it had become a consumer-oriented
movement that advocated for health care as
a right. Devices to transport invalids or for
mobility support have existed since early
history, but their use and design underwent
significant change following World War II,
with the advent of new materials, computers,
and the disability rights movement. Power
wheelchairs, with airplane joy-stick controls,
became practical in the 1950s and 1960s,
followed by the lightweight-frame manual
chairs that fueled wheelchair sports in the
1980s. The significant cultural aspect of
power and lightweight chairs was that they
provided independence by doing away with
assistance (that is, pushers). Crutches and
canes have been in use since biblical times
but have remained largely unchanged in
design, except for the switch from home-
made to commercial manufacture and the
use of lighter-weight materials. The polio
epidemics of the first half of the twentieth
century resulted in increased crutch produc-
tion as well as attention to other assistive
equipment, such as iron lungs (tank respi-
rators) and rocking beds, orthotic devices
(leg braces, splints) and strength amplifiers
(grabbers, levered door handles, automatic
door openers).

Prosthesis design also benefited from the
postwar boom in new materials, especially
in plastics and, more recently, microproces-
sors. Methyl-methacrylic, polytetrafluoro-
ethylene (PTFT, a version of Teflon and
Gore-Tex), and medical-grade silicon helped
to foster such items as contact lenses, lens
implants after cataract removal, artificial
blood vessels and heart valves, shunts, arti-
ficial ears and noses, and limbs with a wider
range of function and aesthetic appeal. These
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changes contributed to improved recovery
rates, independence, self-esteem, health, and
length of life for people who had disabilities
that formerly would have resulted in hard-
ship or limited amelioration.

Many people with disabilities reside in
special-purpose institutions. Institutional-
ization entails a range of artifacts for feeding,
clothing, and instructing people as well as
surveillance and enforcing discipline. In asy-
lums, people wore uniforms and might be
placed in straightjackets and given loboto-
mies, electric shock therapy, or water treat-
ment and a range of medications. Institutions
housed people but also trained them in job
skills such as basketry, broom making, piano
tuning, and printing and Linotype work.
Residential facilities had game rooms, social
activities, and printed newsletters. Shelter
workshops produced a range of commercial
products. Many such facilities were closed or
converted to other purposes over the past
forty years. Nursing homes and group homes
remain, and as with earlier institutions for
people with disabilities, they are scrutinized
for their social, moral, legal, and economic
utility, all of which are reflected in the mate-
rial record.

The Social Model

Critique of the medical model led to a social
model of disability. This approach grew out
of the work of sociologists in England in the
1970s and 1980s. The social model assumes
that disability is constructed by cultural
forces and is contingent upon such factors as
economic status; religious mores; geographic
location; and the shifting definitions of civil
rights, community, health, independence,
beauty, and human worth. The push for dis-
ability rights, grounded in a social model,
reached full force in the United States follow-
ing World War II, as disabled veterans, peo-
ple who had had polio, and their families
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and friends worked for inclusion and civil
rights. The disability rights movement has
produced a diverse material record. The dif-
ference between the medical and the social
models is illustrated by comparing an early
twentieth-century wicker invalid chair, meant
for protected use inside a hospital environ-
ment with an early twenty-first-century elec-
tric-powered scooter with cushioned wheels
and seat, back-up warning signal, and high-
stress steel frame.

The political sea change in understanding
disability is reflected in the slogans on but-
tons, posters, ephemera, and T-shirts, such as
“Piss on Pity,” “Deaf Pride,” “Fry Rice, Not
Brains,” “Fight AIDS, Act Up,” and “Atti-
tudes Are the Real Disability.” The universal
access symbol of a wheelchair, first used in
the late 1970s, has become a familiar icon.
Several other access symbols have since been
added, such as those indicating a telephone
typewriter (TTY), assistive listening, and
audio description (AD).

This change is also documented in the
marketing materials produced by parent
advocacy groups over the years, such as
Easter Seals (founded in 1934 as the National
Society for Crippled Children; renamed in
1967), The Arc (founded in 1950 as the
National Association of Parents and Friends
of Mentally Retarded Children; renamed
several times until 1981, when the organiza-
tion became the Association for Retarded
Citizens of the United States, and in 1992,
The Arc of the United States), United Cere-
bral Palsy (1949), and Muscular Dystrophy
Foundation (1950). The March of Dimes
(established as the National Foundation for
Infantile Paralysis in 1938; renamed in 1979)
initially focused on research on poliomyelitis
and the care of people who had had it, and
later focused on complications related to
premature birth. It has produced a diverse
artifactual record, such as posters, donation
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Curb cuts to facilitate wheelchairs are but one aspect of the reconceptualization of the built environment to facilitate
mobility and access for the disabled. Such changes are the result of the disability rights movement since World
War I1. (iStockPhoto)

containers, clothing, wristbands, ball caps,
patches and stickers, and commemorative
plates.

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA),
passed in 1990, accelerated architectural
change, especially removal of environmental
barriers through the addition of ramps, rail-
ings and grab bars, and lowered water foun-
tains and counters in public facilities. The
ADA built upon the 1968 Architectural Bar-
riers Act, the 1973 Rehabilitation Act, and
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
of 1975.

The legal steps toward inclusion gave a
creative and intellectual boost to the concept
of universal design (UD). Also called trans-
generational design, design for all, and life span
design, universal design is associated with a
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loose-knit group of disability activists, de-
signers, architects, and educators who shared
a common belief in the right of all persons to
access public space and participate in civic
life. It focused on adapting the environment
or providing tools rather than forcing the indi-
vidual to change. Universal design emerged
as a hybrid design system in the late 1960s
and 1970s. Ron Mace (1941-1998), often cred-
ited as the father of universal design, and
architect Ruth Lusher, both of whom had
had polio, worked with U.S. Department of
Justice staff in crafting ADA compliance
guidelines for physical access. The “access”
politics of universal design quickly spread
from architecture to interior and office design
and then into commercial product develop-
ment and later into computer and software
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design and information technology. This
all happened at the same time disability
activists espoused access politics through
grassroots organizing and demonstrations
around the United States. Other historical
influences, such as Frederick Winslow Tay-
lor’s (1856-1915) ideas on scientific manage-
ment, ergonomics, and the rise of human
factors research, contributed to development
of seven basic principles of UD and their
application to both the built environment
and product design. Other environmental
elements associated with UD and the ADA
are public elevators with visible and audible
signals, tactile colored strips along the edge
of train platforms, automatic door openers,
kneeling buses, and curb cuts (although curb
cuts date from the 1940s).

Technology

The use of technology sets people with dis-
abilities apart from other marginalized minor-
ity groups (although disability cuts across all
groups). People with disabilities rely upon
assistive devices to care for children, cook,
eat, study, travel, read, bathe, and communi-
cate. Most of the technology is for the activ-
ities of daily life: a shoe horn extender, a jar
opener, a watch with Braille numbers, uten-
sils with built-up handles, pill crushers (to
assist swallowing), a lifting toilet seat, exer-
cise equipment. Technological aids are often
vernacular, homemade versions of commer-
cial products (such as transfer boards to assist
a person from a car seat to a wheelchair or
from one chair to another) or adapted items
such as toys with added handles or large
switches for use by children with mobility
impairments.

In addition to the technological aids al-
ready discussed, communication devices
comprise another significant area of material
culture. These include hearing aids, cochlear
implants, TTYs, alarm clocks that light up,
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computers with screen enlargement, mouth
sticks for keyboards, puff and suck technol-
ogy, voice recognition software, voice syn-
thesizers, talking books, and Braille and
Speak note takers. Communication technol-
ogy has been especially crucial in the work-
place.

Katherine Ott

See also Human Aging and the Aged; Human
Body; Technology
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Domestic Architecture

The history of domestic architecture in the
United States is marked by the conviction
that the design of the private dwelling can
mold or influence family life and individual
character and, in turn, society at large. With
every generation, the conception of the ideal
American home changed, and the physical
environment of previous generations was
altered to suit contemporary needs. What re-
mained constant was, and is, the idealization
of the detached dwelling in the country or
suburbs and the importance of historic archi-
tectural precedents, even as these precedents
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were disassembled and rearranged to suit
anew the landscape and American society.

Colonial Architecture

The first domestic structures built by seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century European
colonists in North America adapted Native
American housing forms. While these hous-
ing types differed regionally in style and
material, they shared a common architec-
tural philosophy: practical, simple dwellings
constructed of abundant local resources. Per-
manence and increased migration from
Europe led to the readoption of the colonists’
domestic styles of their homelands. This
approach continued the regional distinctive-
ness of colonial architecture because settlers
were clustered by ethnic origin. This inher-
ent regionalism of early American architec-
ture, evident in choices of building elements
and materials, has subsequently shaped the
study of American domestic architectural
history in this period.

The early eighteenth century brought a
greater homogeneity in style on the eastern
seaboard. This style has since come to be
called Georgian, after the Hanoverian kings
who ruled Great Britain for much of the
century. Based on British classicism—often
with elements such as columns, pilasters, and
pediments—Georgian buildings were typi-
cally more symmetrical than their earlier
colonial counterparts and were wholly differ-
ent in scale, with more and larger windows.

Federal and European Revival Styles

A more refined Classical style influenced by
the work of British architect Robert Adam
(1728-1792) succeeded the Georgian style in
the early decades of the new republic and is
called Federal in the United States. At the
same time, the Land Ordinance of 1785 sped
the expansion of the country westward by
requiring a systematic survey of the national
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domain. The use of a rectangular grid system
in the survey was paralleled by a concomi-
tant subdivision of cities and the develop-
ment of the row house building type that
exploited long, narrow city lots. Yet far from
facilitating the egalitarian allotment of land,
the grid system made land’s commodity
value explicit and class divisions became an
unmistakable aspect of the built environment.

Invention of the cotton gin in 1793 and the
subsequent increase in cotton production
meant that slave quarters and large planta-
tion estates became a significant part of land-
scape of the rural South. Many of the “big
houses” were built in the Neoclassical or
Greek Revival style, endowing plantation
owners with architectural authority over the
slave housing, typically small wooden cot-
tages of similar, unadorned style. Although
similar to the Federal style, Greek Revival
architecture drew from Greek rather than
British antecedents; houses were frequently
built with the narrow end of the building
and the gable ends of the pitched roof turned
toward the street to make the second story of
the house look like a pediment. In time, the
burgeoning American middle class built
simpler and smaller homes in this style. Still,
through the nineteenth century, home owner-
ship was in reality the privilege of the few, as
witnessed by the proliferation of new domes-
tic building types such as the boarding-
houses of industrialists’” company towns to
house their many workers.

The ideal American dwelling was the
detached cottage, which by the 1840s was
no longer built in the Greek Revival style.
Instead, social theorists and architectural pat-
tern book authors such as Andrew Jackson
Downing (1815-1852) and Alexander Jackson
Davis (1803-1892) argued that Romantic
and Gothic styles were in fact better suited
as an indigenous American style. Greek
Revival was cast as deceitfully decorative
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Lyndhurst, a house designed in 1838 and expanded in 1864 by Alexander Jackson Davis, is a Gothic Revival
building. With its asymmetrical turrets and picturesque setting overlooking the Hudson River, Lyndhurst offered
its inhabitants a life that embodied the architectural styling and romantic outlook of a specific stylistic movement.

(Library of Congress)

and formalistic. Stylistic change happened
quickly, as pattern book and domestic advice
manuals were very popular and influential:
For many the home and the family were
inseparable, and the power of the home to
shape family life was incalculable. The nine-
teenth-century Gothic and Italianate styles
were more informal and picturesque; their
irregular footprints and rooflines brought
the inside outside and the outside in. This
freedom in design permitting asymmetry
was further fueled by the material possibil-
ities of the wood- and labor-saving balloon
frame introduced in 1833. In cities, this
romanticism manifested itself in row houses
with cast-iron balconies and homes built of
darker stone, with projecting bays adding
texture and rhythm to facades. Later archi-
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tectural historians such as Vincent Scully
would view this period as the beginning
of a true American “stick” style: The asym-
metrical and picturesque domestic designs
during this period would lay the foundation
for modern experiments in domestic archi-
tectural planning.

Post-Civil War Eclecticism

The period after the Civil War (1861-1865)
marked a great diversification of the Amer-
ican built environment due to the social and
environmental consequences of greater indus-
trialism. The middle class flocked to the sub-
urbs and to individual dwellings surrounded
by nature. These were built in a diversity of
styles and colors, some with the elaborate
details of the highly textured and asymmet-
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rical Queen Anne style, but all owed a debt
to technological innovations in transporta-
tion and building materials for their bucolic
settings, affording urbanites the opportu-
nity to quit rapidly growing cities. The last
decades of the nineteenth century were a
time of great immigration to the northern
United States both from abroad and among
freed slaves from the South. Many of these
newcomers were housed in large tenement
apartment buildings, most with unsanitary
conditions. Urban multifamily living hap-
pened at the other end of the economic spec-
trum too, with much of the upper class
clustering in palatial apartment buildings
offering numerous amenities, among them
units that safeguarded tenant privacy.

Early Twentieth-Century Reform

Social and architectural reformers decried
Gilded Age excesses in interior decoration
and exterior ornamentation, and the Pro-
gressive Era ushered in a period of austere,
simple domestic design best exemplified by
the bungalow. The bungalow took on regional
characteristics and drew not only from the
local vernacular but also from the architec-
tural innovations of Prairie school architects
such as Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959),
who opened up house interiors in flowing
spaces. Design advances increased the ratio-
nalization of the kitchen and bathroom, and
more domestic resources were dedicated to
sanitation technologies. Many of these sim-
pler houses were built according to Kkits,
domestic manuals, or designs published in
magazines like Craftsman or the Ladies” Home
Journal. These structures were built in in-
creasing numbers as many working-class,
second-generation European immigrants
became able to purchase them.

Post-1945 Housing Boom
Federal government programs constructed

large public housing developments in the
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1950s and 1960s, providing housing for many
inner-city residents displaced by slum clear-
ance and urban renewal schemes. Private
suburban housing received even more fed-
eral dollars, financing thousands of one-
story ranch houses in developer-organized
neighborhoods. Still, other modern architec-
ture remained the purview of the very
wealthy, in urban apartment buildings and
exurban villas, and the very poor in federally
financed high-rise buildings. The same
period, too, saw a proliferation of alternative
housing types, such as the mobile home.
Since the postwar building boom that pro-
duced modest-sized house developments like
Levittown, New York, contractor-built homes
have evolved to the ostentatious “mini
mansions” or “McMansions,” often incor-
porating eclectic combinations of historical
building elements and complicated rooflines
with multiple dormers. What remains con-
stant is the strong attraction of historical
building styles and building elements, often
simply applied to the facade, and the sym-
bolic importance of the American home. The
ideal home remains the middle-class de-
tached dwelling.
Anne Stephenson

See also Apartments, Tenements, and Flats;
Architectural History and American Archi-
tecture; Boardinghouses; House, Home, and
Domesticity; Mobile Homes and Trailer
Parks; Planned Communities; Suburbs and
Suburbia; Utopian Communities
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Dower Right

Known also as the “widow’s portion” or
“widow’s third,” a widow’s right of dower was
based in English common law and was a legal
practice in the Anglo-American colonies and
the United States into the first half of the
nineteenth century. A husband could will to
his wife any or all of his estate. A widow
could invoke her right of dower to contest
a will. If a husband died intestate (without
a will), however, dower right guaranteed a
woman financial support for herself and her
minor children. This legal practice allowed
a widow the uncontested right to one-third
of her deceased husband’s real property held
during their marriage if there were children,
and one-half if there were no children. In
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cases when the husband died insolvent, the
widow’s claim to dower held precedent over
other creditor obligations.

A widow did not own outright the real
property and/or goods assigned to her
dower. Married women in early America
only very rarely owned permanent title to
lands or houses or other “immovables,”
tools, and farm animals. They owned only
personal property such as clothing. Dower
extended only for the life of the widow. After
her death, the property reverted to her hus-
band’s children or creditors.

Documentation of dower right provides
fascinating evidence of the historic use of
material culture. Not only may historic gen-
der roles be traced but the use of goods,
daily living practices, and family relations are
also chronicled in these documents. Dower
rights were in many instances explicit. Some
husbands detailed property and rights of
access in terms of goods and space usage
for their surviving family members. A widow
would not inherit her husband’s house, for
example; often the eldest son would become
the owner, and the house could be occupied
by his family as well as the widow. She could
be allowed a room or rooms of a house, with
access to the cooking hearth and supplies
of water, firewood, and food. Living space
could be defined so that widows had the
right to use certain stairs and passageways,
truck a certain garden, and use specific pieces
of household furniture. Though such explicit
details were likely intended to forestall con-
flict and confusion, the new arrangements
could just as easily extend or exacerbate
familial discord.

Dower right as a legal precept declined as
states adopted married women’s property
laws in the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, when property rights generally under-
went redefinition as the United States shifted
from an agrarian economy based on landed
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wealth to an industrial economy based on

wages and personal property. In 1945 the

United States abolished the dower right.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Gender; Heirlooms; Probate Records,
Probate Inventories, and Wills
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Dress, Accessories, and Fashion

Dress, accessories, and fashion refer collectively
to objects used to cover and adorn the human
body and the stylea in which they are made
—what might be termed the material culture
of personal apparel. Other terms include cloth-
ing, garments, and raiment. Accessories are
optional items that provide protection or
aesthetically enhance clothing: hats, gloves,
shoes and boots, fine and costume jewelry,
belts, scarves, and ties. Fashion is the image
created when many people choose to wear
clothing in the same aesthetic style or taste.
People create this desired appearance with
specific clothing and accessories, announc-
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ing to the world whether they are “in” or
“out” of fashion.

American clothing is most commonly
made from textiles. The materials from
which textiles (or fabric, meaning originally
a product of skilled workmanship or manu-
factured material and now interchangeable
with textile) are made include natural fibers
such as cotton, silk, wool, or leather, and
man-made materials (often called synthetics)
such as rayon, spandex, or nylon. Clothes
cover the human body in various ways: the
torso and arms (shirts, blouses, and tunics);
the lower torso and legs (pants, breeches,
and skirts); and upper and lower torso, arms
and legs (dresses and robes).

Clothing and accessories provide visual
keys to a wearer’s identity. Every American,
past and present, young and old, rich and
poor, wore and still wears clothes. Fashion
and clothing thus constitute key evidence
of American society and how it changed
over time, offering insight not just into per-
sonal preference about what people choose
to wear each day but also the collective
American experience.

History of Dress and Fashion
in America
Despite the great diversity of clothing styles
used by the many types of indigenous and
immigrant peoples of North America, no
folk or national costume per se exists in the
United States. In the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, European colonists in North
America wore the clothing styles of their
native lands, and few European-Americans
adopted Native American dress, except for
explorers and fur trappers. Native Ameri-
cans, on the other hand, incorporated Euro-
pean clothing and textiles, in the forms of
shirts or blankets, into costume repertoire.
In the eighteenth century, when textiles
were expensive and difficult to obtain,
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clothing immediately marked a person’s
socioeconomic status. The American colonies,
tied to Great Britain through the mercantile
system, looked largely to London as the
source of fashion. Portraits and prints, cre-
ated by artists who kept abreast of the latest
trends, disseminated new costume styles.
Fully dressed fashion dolls were employed
by tailors and dressmakers to display and
create the latest styles. After Independence,
American clothing still relied upon Euro-
pean models, but it also reflected the patri-
otic search for purely national political values.
Americans adopted the “Empire” style
popular in Napoleonic France, finding its
classical simplicity, in which women wore
high-waisted, slender gowns in imitation of
Greek robes and men cut their hair like
ancient Romans, particularly suitable to their
classical democratic principles. At the same
time, Americans sentimentalized the hunt-
ing shirt, a loose fitting work shirt worn first
by American pioneers, then by backwoods
Revolutionary War soldiers who wore it as
their uniform, as symbolic of American
patriotism and pioneer values.

Beginning in the late eighteenth century,
but gaining momentum in the second half
of the nineteenth century, mechanized textile
and clothing production, a large immigrant
workforce, the rise of mail order catalogues,
the expansion of national transportation
systems, and the establishment of depart-
ment stores in urban centers allowed most
Americans, whether living in the city or the
country, whether rich or poor, to look more
the same than ever before. When it came to
fashionable dress, American men continued
to look to London for guidance, but women
began to look to Paris. The House of Worth
was one influential design house that spread
its designs in fashion plates. Popular mag-
azines like Godey’s Lady’s Book (1830-1898)
published such fashion plates, making them
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available to a wide range of American
consumers.

As the nation expanded and industrial-
ized, its citizens created the world’s largest,
most quickly expanding ready-to-wear cloth-
ing industry. The ready-to-wear clothing
industry guaranteed that such ubiquitous
clothing staples as the men’s tailored busi-
ness suit and women’s wear like shirts and
dresses, tweaked stylistically to reflect the
latest fashion trends and available in a wide
range of prices and fabrics, became readily
available for easy purchase to nearly all
American consumers. A distinctly American
fashion industry arose in the twentieth cen-
tury, establishing New York City and Los
Angeles (particularly Hollywood) as new
fashion centers coexisting with London and
Paris. Blue jeans, manufactured in the nine-
teenth century as utilitarian garments cre-
ated of sturdy denim for Western workmen,
in the twentieth century symbolized a glam-
orized idea of a rugged, relaxed American
lifestyle, while fashion magazines and Hol-
lywood movies spread an American cultural
aesthetic. Despite this increased communica-
tion about fashion trends, Americans in the
latter half of the twentieth century sought
indivdualized freedom in their sartorial
choices. By century’s end, the accessibility
of the fashion industry and more relaxed
social codes allowed for multiple ideas about
appropriate, stylish clothing. In the current
century, there seem to be more options than
ever for wearing clothing and accessories
that are “in fashion.”

The Fashion System

Fashion may also be defined as a system in
which design, style, and taste all play roles
in creating sartorial codes designating status.
Fashion ranges from expensive haute couture
(high style) clothing created by designers,
shown seasonally on runways, and criticized
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by style experts, to street style, clothing
ensembles created by ordinary people and
displayed daily on urban streets. Scholars
debate the history and theory of fashion but
generally agree that what characterizes all
fashion is constant change. Fashion offers a
visual way, through collective clothing pat-
terns, of understanding how people defined
their social roles as well as themselves at a
particular time and place.

For centuries, fashion has been dismissed
as an irrational, frivolous social phenome-
non. Yet fashion provides clues to cultural
behavior on multiple levels. Many different
ideas of what is fashionable can exist simul-
taneously within the same society, from the
individual who uses fashion as a personal
statement to the social group that uses fash-
ion to express shared allegiance. Yet over
time, fashion, through its sequence of design
styles, reveals how behaviors change. Fash-
ion, historically and currently, is of great eco-
nomic importance. The mass production,
distribution, and consumption of fashion,
and communication about it, make it an
essential means by which to study values
through material culture.

Recent studies challenge the view that
fashion is a peculiarly Western, modern phe-
nomenon, debating whether it did in fact
begin in Europe in the fifteenth-century Bur-
gundian court of Philip the Good (1397-1467).
Nevertheless, what is considered fashionable
has always been considered innovative or
modern, and as such fashion is consistently
linked to the modern and urban, distinct
from relatively unchanging clothing styles
worn in more “traditional” and supposedly
rural or preindustrial societies. The fashion
system embraces an obsession with change
and the new. Fashion can thus be controver-
sial, igniting flashpoint issues for groups
from religious fundamentalists (who believe
women should hide their bodies with cloth-
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ing to evince modesty and to avoid tempting
men) to feminists (who see fashion as objec-
tifying and eroticizing women and decry it
as perpetuating the myth of “feminine” friv-
olity).

The fashion industry, including textile and
clothing manufacturers, designers, shops,
advertisers, and magazines, whose profits
are fueled by quick changes in style and
consumers’ willingness to discard clothing
before it is worn out, is often associated with
Western capitalism. Scholars argue that,
since the fashion industry relies on ever-
increasing sales to make a profit, it changes
dress style to force consumers into a cycle of
constant spending. In other words, con-
sumers wear what the fashion industry cre-
ates and dictates. Other scholars argue that
there is an aesthetic, personal dimension to
fashion that economics does not explain, and
that the fashion industry does not always
originate trends. Indeed, what often starts
as counterculture street style (fashion that
ordinary people create to make a statement)
can become fashionable. The 1990s “grunge”
mode, a slovenly, impoverished look of
ripped jeans, flannel shirts, big boots, used
dresses, and crocheted accessories, originally
appeared on teenagers on Seattle’s streets.
Made visible in mass popular culture by the
band Nirvana, grunge style soon appeared
on fashion runways.

Interpreting Dress and Accessories

Dress serves many functions, from utilitarian
to fashionable, and embodies many mean-
ings, from personal aesthetic to group iden-
tity. Clothing both conceals and reveals
the body and is capable of providing either
modest coverage or erotic display. Clothing
provides immediate clues about the wearer.
People use clothing to project an image of
their selves and how they want others to view
them. Often accessories serve as theatrical
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props to enhance this projected image.
Clothing allows people to adopt temporary
identities (disguise). Among the social iden-
tities clothing can reveal are socioeconomic
class (through status markers like designer
labels and costly textiles); occupation (partic-
ularly with those in uniform, like nuns or
police officers); politics (as with1960s hip-
pies, whose jeans, long hair, and fringed
vests announced their leftist politics); social
agendas (for example, people wearing the
inverted red “V” AIDS ribbons); religion
(from the dark, “old-fashioned” clothes of the
Amish to the veiled robes of Muslim women);
ethnicity (through folk costume, in particu-
lar); and nationality (through military uni-
forms or wearing a T-shirt with an American
flag).

Dress and accessories also announce
whether an individual conforms to or resists
social standards for behavior. In the contem-
porary United States, clothing is more
androgynous than ever before, with both
men and women commonly wearing jeans,
for example. Yet the United States, like most
societies, has a history of using clothing to
distinguish the sexes, and despite current
androgynous fashions, American society still
uses clothing to mark the wearer as male or
female. American men who dress “in drag,”
wearing clothing and accessories tradition-
ally reserved for women, like dresses and high
heels, announce their defiance of social con-
ventions about gender-appropriate fashion.

Zara Anishanslin Bernhardt
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See also African America; Children’s Dress;
Child’s Body; Etiquette and Manners;
Gender; Human Body; Military Dress;
Mourning; Mourning and Ethnicity; Native
America; Religious Dress; Social Class and
Social Status; Style; Textiles
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Eastlake Style

The writings of English architect Charles
Locke Eastlake (1836-1908) are credited with
the introduction into the United States of a
reform aesthetic in interior and architectural
design. Known as the Eastlake style as well as
the Modern Gothic style, this popular style
rejected what Eastlake, following the aesthetic
principles of English art critics and theorists
William Morris (1834-1896) and John Rus-
kin (1819-1900), considered overwrought
design, especially evident in heavily carved,
machine-made furniture. In his widely in-
fluential treatise, Hints on Household Taste in
Furniture, Upholstery and Other Details, pub-
lished first in England in 1868 and then in
the United States in 1872, Eastlake argued for
the adaptation of medieval and Japanese
designs to domestic material culture. Flat sur-
faces, incised motifs, geometric shapes, and
fretwork (all easily created and duplicated
by machine), Eastlake reasoned, created
healthier environments by creating furniture
that was more easily cleaned than the ornate
furnishings favored by Americans. Eastlake
also counseled against the overuse of textiles,
especially in heavy furniture upholstery,
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window treatments, and doorway drapery
(portiéres). Last, he asserted that such “artis-
tic” environments uplifted their inhabitants
and honored the labor (whether handcrafted
or machine made) that produced such en-
vironments. This statement reflected the
philosophy of the later Arts and Crafts
Movement.

Eastlake’s treatise was but one of a great
number of “household art manuals” that
appeared in the United States in the last third
of the nineteenth century. Rising living stan-
dards, especially for the American middle
classes, created more leisure time for Amer-
ican families to pursue refinement in art and
culture. The American middle-class dwelling
was redefined as an art palace, one in which
the family displayed its good taste and ded-
ication to aesthetic pursuits through collec-
tions of art, sculpture, and books. Women’s
embroidery and other handicrafts symbol-
ized aesthetic self-expression, though it was
machine-made goods easily and abundantly
available through department stores, mail
order catalogues, and other retailers that
filled American houses. To his dismay, East-
lake noted that his advice about simplicity
and elegance was ignored by American
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Charles Locke Eastlake’s Hints on Household Taste
in Furniture, Upholstery and Other Details,
published in the United States in 1872, popularized
the new “Eastlake style.” This marble and walnut
Eastlake table, based on Japanese and medieval motifs,
featured machine-made flat surfaces, incised motifs,
geometric shapes and fretwork. (Illinois State Museum)

manufacturers, who adapted his name to
their lines of elaborately decorated “art fur-
niture” and home furnishings.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Aesthetic Movement, Arts and Crafts
Movement; Interior Design; Style
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Education and Schooling

Americans have historically been educated
in a variety of physical settings and with an
even wider variety of tools for learning.
School refers to a place of formal teaching
and learning, as opposed to the many casual
occasions and places in which knowledge
is imparted and gained. School buildings
are the most recognizable of the public struc-
tures in the nation’s cities, towns, and vil-
lages. Many communities boast the survival
of an iconic “one-room schoolhouse,” link-
ing individual communities with the past
through the collective memory of shared
learning experiences. American artists such
as New York’s Ezra Ames (1768-1836) por-
trayed in single and family portraits chil-
dren’s roles as students, as in The Fondey
Family (1803). In the late nineteenth century,
Winslow Homer (1836-1910) depicted the
classroom in The Country School (1871) and
The Blackboard (1877), replete with chalk-
board drawing method. Homer’s Snap the
Whip (1872) memorializes childhood play in
the yards of one-room red schoolhouses. The
consistent linkage of the local elementary
or high school with citizenship and national
identity is maintained through the building’s
educative purpose and its use as a public
meeting place, community center, emer-
gency shelter, and sports arena.

The material aspects of the nation’s efforts
in education, from buildings, furniture, and
books to playground equipment, reveal much
about the nature and practice of schooling.
As Richard McClintock and Jean McClintock
(1968, 60) observe, “Designs for classrooms
not only tell us much about the didactic
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means that were used therein; they also
reveal the essence of the pedagogy that
directed the educative efforts of past times.”
The establishment of schools separated
education from the family dwelling and
from the workplace and required trained
professionals. By the first decade of the
twentieth century, education administration
was a profession, itself the result not of expe-
rience in the classroom but a college degree.

Colonial Efforts

Efforts to educate children were varied and
sporadic in the colonial era. Very young chil-
dren (some as young as three) attended pri-
vate dame schools run by women in their
homes, in which students learned the basics
of reading, considered critical to religious
practice through access to the Bible. Students
learned their lessons by using a hornbook
(a single page tacked to a wood paddle and
covered by a thin, transparent sheet of horn)
on which the alphabet and the Lord’s Prayer
were printed. Hornbooks were imported
from England.

Primers were imported and published in
the colonies, providing instruction in reading
and religion. The best-known primer, the
New England Primer, first published in the
late seventeenth century, was still being
printed into the 1830s. The Psalter (Book of
Psalms), the New Testament, and the Bible
were other texts to be mastered by colonial
students. Other basic books of instruction
included spellers (becoming Americanized
by Noah Webster’s 1783 Blue Back Speller),
and in the eighteenth century, penmanship
manuals. Rote instruction, recitation, and
copying were the means of learning.

Through the rest of the century, schools
were founded throughout the thirteen orig-
inal colonies, often through Protestant de-
nominations and through colonial law, led
by Massachusetts Bay’s reading law in 1642
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and the colony’s schooling law of 1647,
which required townships of fifty families
or more to provide a schoolmaster to teach
children to read and write. Those townships
populated by a hundred or more families
were required to provide a Latin grammar
school. Latin grammar schools were estab-
lished to teach boys as young as six classical
languages such as Latin, Greek, and Hebrew
through which to interpret the Bible as well
as prepare for admission to colleges and for
professional and public service. Boston Latin
School was opened in 1635, followed by sim-
ilar schools in other port towns.

New grammar schools, writing schools,
and private academies throughout the eigh-
teenth century were established to teach
subjects and skills useful to the growing
mercantile economy: penmanship (shifting
to “running hand” to facilitate quick copying
by clerks), arithmetic and trigonometry,
geography and natural sciences, history and
philosophy, and modern languages. In the
southern colonies, private tutors (often col-
lege students on vacation) taught in school-
houses located on plantations.

Schooling in the Early Republic
Education was considered a primary means
by which the ideals of the American Revolu-
tion could be passed from one generation to
the next. The constitutions of the first thir-
teen states provided for public schools. The
townships laid out in the five states that
would be carved from the Northwest Terri-
tory would also set aside land on which to
construct a public (known also as district,
grammar, or common) school.

Private academies for boys had been estab-
lished in the eighteenth century throughout
New England and the Middle Colonies. Pri-
vate female seminaries were founded in
remarkable numbers in the fifty years after
the American Revolution, symbolizing and
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enacting the more egalitarian philosophy
of the nation’s founders. These schools, at
which students often boarded, were private,
and they were prized by the towns in which
they were located. Often run by women,
female seminaries such as Miss (Sarah) Por-
ter’s School (Farmington, Connecticut) or
Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary (Troy,
New York) offered courses in botany, arith-
metic, and French. Feminine gentility was
not overlooked: Female seminarians also
learned drawing, needlework, and music.
Schoolgirls’ needlework in the forms of sam-
plers, mourning pictures, maps, and globes
exemplify this purpose. Cities with rising
populations, such as New York and Phila-
delphia, adopted the ideas of Englishman
Joseph Lancaster (1778-1838). Schoolrooms
in Lancastrian schools accommodated up
to 250 students. This “monitorial” method
required that students leave their desks and
move around the room to recite their lessons
in front of chalk boards at which monitors
heard their recitations.

Public schoolhouses were not only sites of
learning; they were sites of protest as well.
Boys in rural districts, for example, invoked
Revolutionary rhetoric when they seized the
schoolhouse from the schoolmaster. Arriving
early for instruction, boys barred windows
and doors to prevent the schoolmaster (and
others) from entering the building. Demands
for more recess, less schoolwork, and less
use of corporal punishment for infractions
were often the reasons for such actions. (Dis-
cipline had been enforced by ferrule or rod.)
If the schoolmaster could not regain control
of the schoolhouse in a timely fashion, he was
usually dismissed by the community, which
paid his salary and often provided room and
board. Frequently schoolmasters were col-
lege students; by the end of the nineteenth
century the nation’s teachers were primarily
women.
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In the 1820s and 1830s, the common school
was a topic of great interest throughout the
nation. Educational reformers such as Horace
Mann (1796-1859) and Catharine E. Beecher
(1800-1878) argued for smaller rooms divid-
ing students by age or achievement (thus
classrooms) and better building design (often
imitating private dwellings) to promote
learning. Henry Barnard’s (1811-1900) oft-
published and updated School Architecture
(1838), for example, included discussion of
schoolhouse design as well as of the class-
room equipment necessary for proper instruc-
tion and the inculcation of citizenship and
moral virtue. Another educational reformer,
A. Bronson Alcott (1799-1888), included in
his classroom sculptured busts of Socrates,
William Shakespeare, John Milton, and Wal-
ter Scott. Alcott and others argued against
the use of the rod or other forms of physical
punishment. The care of the child’s body, as
well as the education of his or her mind,
was considered by these reformers. Proper
spaces for education, including appropri-
ately sized desks instead of benches (forms);
child-sized tools; and well-lit, -ventilated,
and -heated buildings were discussed. Gym-
nastics and other exercises were considered
critical to the curriculum. School grounds
were to be parklike, with trees and beautiful
plants.

Barnard chronicled contemporary condi-
tions of school buildings in his attempt to
remedy what he saw as an inadequate envi-
ronment. Villages and towns across the new
nation were using dilapidated structures
intended for other uses: An abandoned log
cabin and a pig sty were used in several
communities in Ohio’s Western Reserve.
Barnard counseled ventilation, heating, and
sanitation systems, appropriate furniture
and light, teacher’s aids and libraries, as well
as the employment of the Greek Revival
style as proper to these “temples” of educa-
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tion. Windows were built at a level above the
seated child’s sight line to reinforce his or her
focus on the lesson. Schoolchildren learned
from the physical environment as much as
they learned from their books and their
teachers. Barnard’s pattern book influenced
much of the nation’s public school building
before the Civil War (1861-1865).

Late Nineteenth-Century Change

By the 1850s school buildings in many
American cities were altered from large
study halls with adjoining recitation rooms
to smaller classrooms that divided students
by grade (based on age and achievement)
and facilitated more specialized instruction.
This was a response to rising immigration
from foreign nations and from the country-
side. Architect Samuel Sloan’s (1815-1884)
“Philadelphia Plan” departed from Barnard’s
design of a large classroom connected to
smaller rooms. Sloan proposed classrooms
of equal size, each with movable partitions
to create one large space. Despite the argu-
ments of rationality and efficiency, such
designs were often changed to accommo-
date costs—American taxpayers possess
a history of endorsing public education
through local boards of education but resist-
ing its high price in taxation. Many rural
communities resisted these reordered spaces.
In 1920, the nation still counted nearly
200,000 one-room schoolhouses. (Religious
sects such as the Amish use one-room
schoolhouses today.) Still, the placement of
schoolhouses and the extension of the school
year into the planting and harvesting sea-
sons reveal the importance of education to
Americans.

Alternately designed as domestic dwellings
or factories in the first half of the nineteenth
century, schoolhouses in the latter half of
the nineteenth century were constructed in
many architectural styles and adorned with
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meaningful sculptures. Protestant boarding
schools adopted the Gothic Revival style,
indicative of these schools” mission to pre-
pare their students for college but also testi-
fying through style notions of tradition.
Public secondary (high) schools were often
the largest buildings in a town, indicating the
importance of democratic values—at least
for white students. The number of schools
established by the Freedman’s Bureau for
ex-slaves in the Reconstruction South spoke
to the widespread belief in education as a
tool of democracy and social and economic
advancement. Nevertheless, Jim Crow legis-
lation in the South segregated African Amer-
icans and whites into separate schools, while
Northern communities often had racially
segregated schools as well. Despite federal
legislation and Supreme Court decisions
such as Brown v. The Board of Education of
Topeka, Kansas (1954), residential restrictions
and patterns throughout the nation continue
to reinforce historic segregation of schools.

Twentieth-Century Consolidation

By the beginning of the twentieth century,
Progressive educators and individual com-
munities fought over the proper environment
for schooling as they agreed that school-
houses should serve as a primary site of
community life. New York City reformer
Jacob Riis (1849-1914), for example, argued
that proper school structures and adjacent
playgrounds would eradicate the slum and
its ills. Child labor laws and compulsory
education statutes required more years of
schooling as well as more subjects. High
schools, for both boys and girls, had been
established by the 1840s. Standardization of
school buildings accompanied consolidation
of separate one-room schoolhouses into dis-
tricts in which new elementary and high
schools were built. City school buildings
were enlarged. Building codes were ob-
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served to ensure health and safety, and by
the 1930s these structures had indoor plumb-
ing and electricity. Architectural design
incorporated sculpture and other artwork
to instill morality, aesthetic sensibilities, and
civic ideals.

The size of both elementary and high
school buildings grew dramatically in the
twentieth century, accommodating more
students and services. Science laboratories,
home economics kitchens, industrial shops,
libraries, art studios, gymnasiums and locker
rooms, music rooms and auditoriums, cafe-
terias, and playgrounds accommodated the
many curricular and extracurricular activi-
ties of students, teachers, and community
members. In urban and rural schools stu-
dents created cabinets of natural specimens
(leaves, insects, rocks, and shells), art gal-
leries, and other collections through which
to learn the lessons increasingly supplied
by specialized textbooks and teachers. This
“social efficiency” pleased reformer John
Dewey (1859-1952), who argued that the
schoolhouse should reflect the diverse so-
ciety outside its walls. Educators called for
flexible spaces to accommodate continu-
ously the changes modern society demanded
of student and citizen alike. Classroom spe-
cialization allowed self-directed individual
and group activities. By the 1960s, the “open
classroom,” especially in kindergarten and
elementary grades, was adopted to facilitate
children’s curiosity and self-development.

As symbolic centers for democracy, the
nation’s schools have always been sites of
contest for equal rights for African Ameri-
cans, women, Native Americans, and immi-
grants. Nevertheless, dilapidated school
buildings, outdated books, and a lack of
services and learning tools continue to give
evidence of institutionalized racial discrim-
ination in the nation. Some social critics, such
as Jonathan Kozol, argue that the broken
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desks and windows and other material signs
of social neglect he saw in his teaching days
in one of Boston’s inner-city schools signal a
failure of American democracy.

Schoolyards and Playgrounds

“Recess,” for many students, was the best
time of the day. Away from the discipline
imposed by the teacher and by the school-
room, children could enjoy the freedom of
running and shouting, visiting, and talking
with each other. The rules of informal games
and sports were passed along from older
students to younger students. Still, adults
understood that learning took place in play;
early twentieth-century Progressive reform-
ers instituted the “play movement” to build
suitable areas in which children could exer-
cise and enjoy games and sports in safe
areas. Baseball diamonds; football fields;
volleyball and tennis courts; and sandboxes,
swings, merry-go-rounds, and climbing ap-
paratus became standard equipment of the
majority of schools in the United States.

Colleges and Universities

The English colonists of North America
established colleges primarily for the prepa-
ration of ministers. The first, Harvard Col-
lege, was founded in 1636 (though none of
the original buildings remain). The founders
of colleges and universities sought to create
campuses (instead of yards) conducive to
education and the specific missions of their
institutions. Thomas Jefferson’s (1743-1826)
design for the University of Virginia (1825),
for example, gathered faculty and students
into a Neoclassical “academical village”
around a lawn and facing the library, which he
termed the “temple of knowledge.” The New
England town concept was applied to cam-
puses of colleges founded in the 1860s: Fred-
erick Law Olmsted (1822-1903) employed
this concept for his designs for Amherst Col-
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lege (Massachusetts) and the University of
Maine at Orono, but also for Gallaudet Uni-
versity in Washington DC and the University
of California, Berkeley. Gothicism and other
revival styles mark the form of academic
buildings in the latter half of the nineteenth
century. The rise of architecture as a profes-
sion taught by universities facilitated the
trend for architect-designed campus build-
ings for administration, galleries, class-
rooms, faculty offices, laboratories, libraries,
and student dormitories by the end of the
century. The phenomenal growth of the
nation’s institutions of higher education led
to extraordinary, if at times haphazard,
building throughout the twentieth century.
For example, temporary housing such as
Quonset huts was used by the returning sol-
diers who had enrolled in college under the
1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (GI Bill
of Rights). The baby boom of the 1950s and
1960s also led to massive construction projects
on numerous campuses. By the end of the
twentieth century, many universities and col-
leges had become outdoor museums of clash-
ing architectural styles, at times mirroring the
debates about learning that are taking place
inside campus classrooms and dormitories.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Adolescence; African America; Architec-
tural History and American Architecture;
Books; Childhood; Children’s Material
Culture; Children’s Toys; Civic Architecture;
Classical Revival (Neoclassicism); Gothic
Revival; Native America
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Empire Style

The American Empire style (1815-1840)
derives from the French Empire style (1804—
1814), which, under the rubric of Neoclassi-
cism, originated with Napoleon I (1769-1821)
as he established a national style to reinforce
his image as emperor and draw parallels
between the power and grandeur of France
and the ancient Roman Empire. American
Empire was not a replication but rather an
adaptation of European influences with a
clear American character. While the style
served to link the United States” developing
national identity with the traditions of classic
Greek and Roman cultures, prosperous
Americans adopted the style as an expres-
sion of their wealth and taste; early industri-
alization of the furniture trade created
affordable versions for the expanding, in-
creasingly affluent middle class.
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This carved mahogany settee, attributed to New York City furniture maker Duncan Phyfe, exemplifies the early-
to-mid-nineteenth-century Empire style in the United States. Empire style furniture featured massive forms, bold
profiles, simplified shapes, and sculptural ornament, often with scroll or animal feet, saber or splayed legs, and
scrolled arms. (Christie’s Images/Corbis)

The two main exponents of the Empire
style in the United States were Duncan Phyfe
(1768-1854) and Charles-Honoré Lannuier
(1779-1819). Scottish-born Phyfe produced
high-quality furniture influenced by both
English and French Neoclassical designs,
and French-born Lannuier introduced a mix
of Louis XVI style and early Empire styles,
tailored to American tastes. The Empire style
emboldened the delicate forms of Neoclassi-
cal style with massive, overscale forms,
reliant on bold profiles, simplified shapes,
and sculptural ornament. Furniture charac-
teristics included highly polished rosewood
and mahogany, gilded-bronze mounts, pil-
lared supports, marble tops, scroll or animal
feet, saber or splayed legs, scrolled arms,
gilt-stenciling and lyre-shaped back splats;
seating furniture was inspired by ancient
Greek klismos and Roman curule chairs. Inte-
riors featured classically inspired architec-
tural elements, festooned silk draperies, and
decorative objects ornamented with classical
motifs including acanthus leaves, cornu-
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copias, dolphins, anthemion, palmettes, and
rosettes.
Elizabeth A. Williams

See also Classical Revival (Neoclassicism);
Decorative Arts; Style
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Ephemera

The definition of ephemera is as wide rang-
ing as the material culture it describes.
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Derived from the Greek word ephemeron,
meaning short lived or transitory, the plural
form ephemera most often refers to printed
matter that is produced for a specific pur-
pose, then discarded when that purpose is
achieved. According to ephemera expert
Maurice Rickards (1970, 9), “the word,
ephemera, is used to denote the transient
everyday items of paper . .. vital when they
are needed, wastepaper immediately after.
They flourish for a moment and are done.”
Given this definition, the collection and
study of ephemera may appear to many to be
an eccentric and unnecessary undertaking.
Yet an article of ephemera serves not only its
immediate use. “Above and beyond its
immediate purpose it expresses a fragment
of social history ...” (Rickards 1970, 10). The
wide variety of printed matter—bookplates
and bookmarks, paper currency and tax
stamps, trade cards, business cards, mourn-
ing cards, visiting cards, business stationery,
posters, reward notices, almanacs and calen-
dars, broadsides and broadsheets, advertise-
ments, bookplates, campaign buttons; event
programs, playbills, leaflets and pamphlets,
greeting cards, postcards, certificates of
merit, labels, election ballots, brochures,
paper dolls and soldiers, photographs,
menus, sheet music, tickets, fanzines, polit-
ical campaign signs, and more—constitutes
an undercollected and understudied body of
historical evidence of the everyday life, con-
cerns, and interests of Americans.
Ephemera itself is a product of technology
and represents the rise of industrial capital-
ism in what would become the United States.
Broadsides—single sheets of paper printed
only on one side—were produced by print-
ers in the colonies of North America. Broad-
sides communicated official proclamations,
news, advertisements, and public notices
in public squares and markets, on buildings,
and in taverns. Other broadsides of verses
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and ballads were sold by traveling “chap-
men” (chap meaning cheap) for popular
entertainment. The introduction of a display
typeface in the first decade of the nineteenth
century, accompanied by the innovations of
steel engraving, lithography, and printing
presses by mid-century, guaranteed Ameri-
cans’ continued attention to the increasing
number of broadsides, broadsheets, adver-
tisements, and posters around them. The use
of wood pulp rather than textiles to create
paper expanded exponentially the availabil-
ity and usages of printed matter. Through-
out the nineteenth century and into the
twentieth, print technology ensured the rise
of business through the ability to reproduce
uniformly and in quantity logos, brands,
trademarks, and other information of com-
merce, from a corporation’s letterhead to the
trade cards that that corporation offered
storeowners to sell its goods to the use of
media other than paper (metals, plastics,
even T-shirts) to convey a corporation’s iden-
tity and message.

These scraps of paper, the “stuff” of daily
life, have enchanted Americans. In the latter
half of the nineteenth century the collecting
phenomenon was abetted by the produc-
tion of “scraps” intentionally created for
inclusion in scrapbooks. “Postal carditis”
was a humorous “mania” affecting many
Americans from about 1890 until the 1920s.
Changes in federal policy and inexpensive
photography and reproduction methods
allowed Americans to indulge cheaply in the
trade and collection of postcards. The rise of
professional sports in the twentieth century
led to the introduction and continuing pop-
ularity of trading cards of sports figures. The
continuing fascination with the mundane
and the incidental has been humorously cap-
tured in the creation and popularity of Found
magazine (http://www.foundmagazine
.com), though the editors have extended the
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definition of ephemera to include the hand-
written as well as altered printed matter in
their exploration of “someone else’s life.”
Melancholy, rather than humor, is the leitmo-
tif of the 2004 documentary film Other Peo-
ple’s Pictures (directed by Cabot Philbrick
and Lorca Shepperd), which explores col-
lectors who “rescue” the memory of those
anonymous individuals depicted in photo-
graphs at New York City’s Chelsea Flea Mar-
ket. Scholars have also turned to vernacular
photography to include amateur work as well
as commercial photography that has been
traditionally neglected. “Scrapbooking” has
experienced a renaissance in the early
twenty-first century.

Anyone who has traded baseball cards,
saved birthday cards, or created albums of
printed matter dedicated to an event or a
life has been a collector of ephemera. Collec-
tors of ephemera range from hobbyists to
amateurs to archivists and librarians. Indeed,
it is the fact of the collection itself that lends
value to these scraps by allowing for the sus-
tained study of what was once deemed triv-
ial, mundane, or incidental. Collectors often
specialize in one form of ephemera, and this
is reflected in the large collections donated to
major archives, museums, and libraries that
in turn have expanded collection policies to
include the acquisition and care of ephemera.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Collecting and Collections; Fanzines; Graphic
Design; Mail Order Catalogues; Music
Ephemera; Political Ephemera; Popular
Culture; Print Culture; Printmaking and
American Prints; Scrapbooks; Souvenirs;
Trade Cards; Trade Catalogues
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Ethnicity

Ethnicity, a concept applied to groups or
communities who share or are perceived to
share a common identity, often shapes mate-
rial culture. Ethnicity is notoriously difficult
to define, not least because ethnic cultural
practices are always evolving and changing.
The basis for such groupings can be varied,
including common ancestry, history, cultural
practices, language, and place of birth. Eth-
nicity has been a central concern for scholars
of American material culture, who analyze
artifacts produced in a society marked by
immigration, slavery, and colonization. Early
work on the subject in sociology and anthro-
pology tended to focus on acculturation and
assimilation: It was assumed that contact be-
tween groups would eventually result in a
lessening of cultural distinctions. More
recently, scholars of American material cul-
ture have specialized in one ethnic group’s
creation of and engagement with material
culture. In particular, they have sought to
identify specific groups with distinctive cul-
tural traditions, considering the signs and
symbols that act as markers of ethnic identity.

Historical Usage of the Term

The first recorded use of ethnicity to refer
to a variety of social practices that identify
a community and group is in sociologist
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W. Lloyd Warner’s (1898-1970) Yankee City
Series (1941). This term is derived from ethnic,
which derives from the Greek ethnos, refer-
ring to a people or a nation. Sociologist Max
Weber (1864-1920) observed in 1922 that
ethnic groups are often based upon a subjec-
tive interpretation of difference: Indi-
viduals identify with others as a result of
perceived common interests or ancestry not
necessarily grounded in objective fact. Weber
suggests that ethnic groups often act as inter-
est groups rather than simply as commu-
nities united by a shared history or culture.
During the 1940s and 1950s, when assimila-
tion was the dominant paradigm for explor-
ing ethnicity, the term was used to refer to
European immigrants and their descendants:
for example, Jewish Americans, Irish Amer-
icans, and Italian Americans. Since the 1960s,
ethnicity has also been deployed more broadly:
It is now regularly used with reference to
Native Americans and African Americans,
albeit with the caveat that these groups be
analyzed in the context of their specific his-
tories of colonization and enslavement.

To complicate matters, ethnicity has been
defined differently in various disciplines that
bear on American material culture. In sociol-
ogy, discussions of ethnicity have pivoted
on an opposition between ethnicity and
assimilation: The persistence of ethnic iden-
tities and cultural practices has been set
against an assumption that ethnic groups
will gradually blend into “mainstream”
American culture. The tenor of this debate
is perhaps most vividly illustrated by a
comparison between two Jewish American
writers: Israel Zangwill (1864-1926) and
Horace M. Kallen (1882-1974). In his play
The Melting-Pot (1909), Zangwill foresees a
future of cultural unity, where distinct ethnic
identities and ethnic tensions will dissolve
in the crucible of America, while Kallen’s
cultural pluralism, in his essay “Democracy
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versus the Melting-Pot: A Study of American
Nationality” (1915), makes room for an ele-
ment of cultural and racial diversity. Kallen
tackles the issue of how to create a national
identity out of assorted individuals who pos-
sess very different cultural, ancestral, geo-
graphical, and linguistic backgrounds. Posing
the question of how to balance the need to
avoid a “cacophony” with the demands of
democracy, he rethinks American identity
to represent the nation as an orchestra
divided into sections, “a multiplicity in a
unity” (Kallen 1996, 92).

Sociologist Robert E. Park (1864-1944)
believed assimilation was an inevitable pro-
cess. He argued that all interethnic relations
follow a four-stage pattern of contact, com-
petition, accommodation, and assimilation.
This concern with assimilation cast a long
shadow on the discipline. When sociologists
of the 1960s studied the “ethnic revival” of
that period, their discussions were often
inflected by the earlier debate. Nathan Glazer
and Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927-2003)
famously declared that the melting pot “did
not happen” (Glazer and Moynihan 1963,
xcvii). They were not suggesting that the
African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Jews,
Italians, and Irish of New York had retained
static or eternal identities unaffected by their
experiences in the American city; rather, they
argued that ethnic identities persisted in new
forms.

In anthropology, more emphasis has been
placed on the processes of group formation
and the maintenance of ethnic identities. In
Old Societies and New States (1963), Clifford
Geertz (1926-2006) claims that certain kinds
of bonds, such as family, ethnicity, and race,
are primordial. By this he means that ethnic-
ity is not primarily determined by external
circumstances; instead, such ties have their
roots in an emotional sense of belonging that
is taken to be a fundamental and unques-

1-800-368-6868



176 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Ethnicity

tioned part of individual and collective
identity. Geertz’s suggestion that ethnicity is
something static and eternal could be con-
trasted with the more fluid and malleable
definition of the term that emerges
in Fredrik Barth’s Ethnic Groups and Bound-
aries: The Social Organization of Cultural Dif-
ference (1969). Crucially, Barth challenges the
notion that an ethnic group can be defined
as possessing a distinctive and identifiable
culture. Instead, he argues that the most
important aspect of ethnicity is the con-
struction of cultural, mental, and social
boundaries that mark distinct groups. From
such a perspective, the ethnic boundary,
the sense of us versus them, defines the
group, not the cultural attributes it encloses.
Indeed, for Barth, contact between ethnic
groups serves to sharpen ethnic distinctions
as groups define themselves one against the
other.

Contemporary definitions of ethnicity
have also been heavily influenced by the
political activism of marginalized ethnic
groups in the 1960s. Particularly as a result of
African American protest, a new under-
standing of ethnicity emerged, which recog-
nized the extent to which cultural practices
could be mobilized to articulate resistance
to the dominant political system. The Black
Power movement, with its slogans such as
“black is beautiful,” was not only a militant
political group but it also placed cultural
revival at the heart of its agenda. Explicitly
attacking the logic of assimilation and white
cultural supremacy, African Americans ma-
nipulated distinctive markers of their cul-
tural identity, such as the Afro and dress,
rethinking the relationship between material
culture and politics. This notion of cultural
resistance reverberated beyond the African
American community. For example, the con-
trol of cultural artifacts in museums was
central to the Native American Red Power
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movement. In the wake of these campaigns,
material culture could no longer be viewed
as a static marker of identity; rather, it
became an expressive resource that could
be mobilized to signify resistance or alterna-
tive allegiance.

Scholars of American material culture have
drawn on these key theories, among others,
to define ethnicity according to the needs of
their particular disciplines. For example,
because it is difficult to draw conclusions
about affective ties and self-identity from
archaeological finds, archaeologists have
often focused upon structural markers of
ethnicity, such as geographical location. In
folklore studies, theorists have incorporated
ethnicity into studies of groups defined by
linguistics and region. No matter how indi-
vidual scholars define ethnicity, the problem
of its relation to race has been a central con-
cern.

Ethnicity and Race

In the 1940s, ethnicity was conceived as a
more neutral substitute for the word race, a
term tainted by its association with fascism.
Race has often been seen in contradistinction
to ethnicity: Whereas concepts of race stem
from perceptions of physiological or bio-
logical difference, ethnicity is usually defined
with reference to cultural parameters. It is
important to point out that race has been
discredited as an ideological construction,
and this means that it is now more often de-
fined in social and political terms. That said,
despite the intellectual deconstruction of
race as a term based in biological fact, racial
categorizations endure.

Michael Omi and Howard Winant, in their
Racial Formation in the United States from the
1960s to the 1980s (1986), argue that race is a
powerful concept of social organization in
the United States: While ethnicity is a marker
of cultural identification, race offers a theo-
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retical vocabulary through which to grapple
with the structural features of racial oppres-
sion. Moreover, Omi and Winant raise con-
cerns about the way ethnicity elides the roles
of groups that have faced entrenched racism,
such as Asian Americans, with immigrants
of European origin and their descendants.
Indeed, some critics have felt compelled to
coin new terms to distinguish between the
“voluntary” ethnicity of whites, who can
choose whether to identify with their her-
itage, and groups such as African Americans,
Asian Americans, and Native Americans,
who have what sociologist Joane Nagel has
called “mandatory ethnicity” imposed upon
them, an ethnicity that not only ties them to
their particular group but also incurs a level
of social and political disadvantage.

Ethnicity and Material Culture

Any survey of literature on the theory of
ethnicity demonstrates that the relationship
between ethnicity and material culture is
far from straightforward. A brief overview of
one aspect of the study of ethnic groups’
consumption of material culture, ethnic
foodways, offers a snapshot of recent theo-
rizations of the term.

Studies of African American food have
revealed that a diet shaped by experiences of
marginalization and poverty came to sym-
bolize resistance to the dominant culture.
Bessie Smith’s blues song “Gimme a Pigfoot
and a Bottle of Beer” is only one example of
the way in which African Americans cele-
brated foods deigned to be inferior by whites
(Warnes 2004, 161). If food was often bound
up with cultural resistance for African Amer-
icans, the development of a distinctive Ital-
ian American cuisine cannot be understood
without reference to class dynamics. Food
had been scarce for peasants in Italy, but
once in the United States, they imitated the
styles of the rich who had dominated their
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lives, converting the food of the elite into a
marker of ethnic pride. By contrast, despite
rich cultural traditions in music, dance, the-
ater, and storytelling, food did not play a
significant role in the construction of Irish
American identity. To some extent, this can
be explained by the association of foods
such as the potato with famine and colonial
oppression, but it also exposes an important
relationship between ethnic traditions and
gender roles. Women often act as transmit-
ters of culture or carriers of cultural tradition.
It could be argued that the high proportion
of Irish American women in domestic ser-
vice worked to dissociate food from ethnicity:
Women learned American styles of cookery
that altered their cooking habits at home,
interfering with their role in preserving and
maintaining a distinctive ethnic cuisine.
Finally, in his study of Jewish American
material culture, Adapting to Abundance (1990),
Andrew Heinze adds a different inflection
to the discussion: He shows the extent to
which Jewish Americans gained acceptance
in America as consumers of both food prod-
ucts and other material goods. Yet Heinze
does not simply align consumption with
assimilation; instead, he shows how Jewish
Americans transformed consumer culture,
giving prominence to cultural habits derived
from eastern Europe.

Such a summary underscores that there
are no hard and fast rules when it comes to
studying the relation between ethnicity and
material culture. As Heinze’s work shows,
while ethnic groups must be studied in the
light of their own distinctive histories and
cultural situations, it is also important to
assess the group’s place in the larger culture.
Furthermore, as the history of Irish American
and Italian American foodways suggests, eth-
nicity often interacts with other categories of
identity, such as gender and class.

Rachel Farebrother
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See also African America; African American
Foodways; Folklore and Folklife; Food and
Foodways; Gender; Mourning; Mourning
and Ethnicity; Native America; Race; Social
Class and Social Status
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Etiquette and Manners

How Americans behave has long fascinated
foreign visitors and Americans themselves.
Etiquette, derived from European court cere-
mony, defines the formalities observed in
polite society. Where etiquette is used to
describe the set of rules governing social
behavior, manners is employed to describe
a person’s social behavior, often judged in
relation to those rules of etiquette and the
standard they represent. Sociologists and
anthropologists have theorized that the pur-
pose of etiquette and manners is to regulate
social behavior, to offer the means by which
people express their feelings, and to facilitate
communication not only between individu-
als but also to display one’s place in the
social order (Hemphill 1999, 3-4).

American society has had a contradictory
relationship with etiquette. Etiquette is often
an exclusionary tool used to create and main-
tain social barriers impervious to groups
defined at the time as “lower sorts.” Yet eti-
quette, in its promulgation of a widely
accepted behavioral code, also offers the
possibility of a classless society in which
higher social positions are theoretically
open to those who master the etiquette
code. Most historians have concluded that
these “established codes of behavior have
often served in unacknowledged ways as
checks against a fully democratic order and
in support of special interests, institutions
of privilege, and structures of domination”
(Kasson 1990, 3).

Without politeness, there is no rudeness.
Mind one’s manners is an injunction to be
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polite. Although everyone has manners,
when one is accused of not having manners
they are being indicted for not following or
acknowledging appropriate social behavior.
For those ascending the social ladder, the
challenge is to learn a constantly evolving
code of elite behavior, all the while risking
condemnation of being rude and rustic in
those instances of poor performance. Rude-
ness and poor manners indicate a society
in danger; historically, such arguments are
made nearly every generation against the
young, against new immigrants, or, if social
class is defined as a set of associated behav-
iors, against parvenus (recently wealthy or
prominent persons) and the working classes.
Appropriate manners earn an individual his
or her membership in polite society; it is a
sign that the civic order is intact.

A consideration of etiquette books reveals
this social fluidity. The standard set of social
rules changed over time, at times in response
to foreign visitors’ judgments of the manners
of the Americans. One notes, for example,
criticism of Americans” manners in a pub-
lished traveler’s account only to find, within
the next decade, a “correction” or rebuttal in
an etiquette book. Americans were enraged
by English writer Frances Trollope’s (1780—
1863) Domestic Manners of the Americans
(1832) as well as English novelist Charles
Dickens’ (1812-1870) American Notes for
General Circulation (1842). Both authors con-
demned Americans for their provincialism.)

Scholars argue about the nature of conduct
literature. Is etiquette prescriptive or descrip-
tive? To what extent were these politeness
guides followed? How, then, may such
guides serve as historical evidence? Many
guides in library collections contain inscrip-
tions that reveal that such books were gifts.
For what occasions might these books have
been appropriate, and hopefully welcome,
presents?
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Colonial Deference and Gentility
Deference governed the British colonists’
conduct in the nearly two centuries of settle-
ment before the American Revolution. Puri-
tan Massachusetts Bay and Quaker
Pennsylvania incorporated Mosaic law (the
biblical Ten Commandments) into their
respective legal codes, thus enjoining colonists
to adhere both to the centuries-old social
hierarchy of king, nobility, and householders
and, especially in these sects dissenting from
the Church of England, to renewed biblical
injunctions governing personal behavior.
Their own actions had propelled a historical
shift from the fixed social order of the Middle
Ages to a more fluctuating world of “sorts”
or “classes” of people.

The colonial elite constituted the sort
who had leisure and access to expensive
books. Courtesy books had traveled with
the colonists to the New World. These works
were translations of courtesy books devel-
oped in the late Renaissance in Italy and
France, such as Baldasarre Castiglione’s
(1478-1529) Book of the Courtier (1528). The
middling and lesser sorts learned and under-
stood their social place and roles through
the law, the Bible, ministers’ sermons, and
such rituals as “dignifying the seats” (assign-
ing places according to social rank and age)
in New England meetinghouses. Sumptuary
laws that restricted the consumption of cer-
tain goods to elites reveal how material cul-
ture, especially dress, served to differentiate
and distinguish the social order. Wigs and
rings, lace and robes, silks rather than wool:
All provided evidence of who should bow
or curtsy to whom. The court system rein-
forced social hierarchy by penalizing the
flouting of authority. Parents over children,
masters and mistresses over servants, the
governing over the governed: This reinforce-
ment of authority and inequality was the
primary focus of sermons and conduct liter-
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ature for colonists in the seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries.

By the mid-eighteenth century, however,
this system of deference was giving way to
anew system of politeness based on relation-
ships between equals—in the northern
colonies at least. The southern colonies’
widespread use of chattel slavery required
adherence to traditional authority. Never-
theless, gentility reigned throughout the
colonies. Once used to refer to the gentry
or the well born, genteel now characterized
people who practiced self-control in their
emotions, in their bodies, and in their speech,
all the while showing regard for other per-
sons and their feelings. This was the system
described in one of the first American guides,
Boston schoolmaster Eleazar Moody’s The
School of Good Manners (1715). As an adoles-
cent, George Washington (1732-1799) copied
from a seventeenth-century English courtesy
book a set of “Rules of Civility and Decent
Behaviour in Company and Conversation.”
By the Revolution, Americans enjoyed the
increased availability of conduct guides
(including Lord Chesterfield’s widely read
Letters of Advice to His Son). Dancing masters,
writing masters, and portrait artists pro-
vided advice and tutelage in bodily deport-
ment to their patrons.

Conversation, as an indication of cos-
mopolitanism, was essential to social status,
and nowhere else was conversation prac-
ticed and improved than at tea. Exotic for
its importation from the Far East yet a pop-
ular beverage, tea was elevated symbolically
by the rituals elites performed with it to fur-
ther claims to cosmopolitanism. Beginning
in the mid-eighteenth century, a new form of
portraiture, the conversation piece, captured
scenes of family members, guests, and ser-
vants performing their roles in the tea cere-
mony. Teas required appropriate equipment,
from tables and chairs to silver or ceramic
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teapots, sugar and creamers, slop bowls,
teacups and saucers, and silver spoons.
Holding properly one’s cup, silently sip-
ping one’s tea, balancing a piece of cake
on one plate while holding a teacup in
another: Successful execution of these acts,
in combination with interesting conversation
on a wide variety of topics in literature, arts,
politics, and, at times, musical ability, was
the performance required of ladies and gen-
tlemen.

The Boston Tea Party of 1773 and the
American Revolution did not stop tea cere-
monies even though tea itself became a
maligned symbol of British authority. Some
Americans switched to herb teas and other
drink, but the code of conduct based on the
assumption and treatment of equals that had
been active for a half-century before the
events of the Revolution no doubt influ-
enced its generation. The political order that
was created after 1776 was the result of a
longer historical process that is revealed in
the changing definitions of social relations
encoded in courtesy books based not on court
but on class.

Nineteenth-Century “Parlor People”

The increase and consolidation of economic,
not political, power were the primary forces
girding social ritual after 1820. The rise of
the middle class was reflected in the rapid
publication of more than a hundred etiquette
guides before 1860. These books were writ-
ten by or borrowed heavily from English
authors, and at times plagiarized each other.
Technological developments in printing
reduced the price of such books and raised
the number of copies available for purchase.
Historian C. Dallett Hemphill has argued
that these books were considered “self-help”
guides in this era of rapid urbanization and
geographic and economic mobility. Interest-
ingly, the books were full of more exacting
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directions for dress and deportment, public
behavior, dining and conversing, and inter-
actions with servants than previous genera-
tions’ guides. This may have been because
the middle class itself was in a liminal
state—that is, in the process of fashioning
itself, and needing sharper, definite rules
with which to create and apprehend the
emerging social order. Women, for example,
were instructed often with the same advice
to men, evidence of women'’s increased inte-
gration into social and public life. Indeed, in
the latter half of the nineteenth century, more
women authored etiquette guides as they
also helped to define what came to be called
“Society,” a group in which membership was
based on what was termed “good breeding”
but relied overwhelmingly on wealth and
family lines.

From the 1830s onward, American conduct
book writers sought to curb the excesses of
American democracy—defined as rudeness
—with what appears to twenty-first-century
readers as dictates rather than principles.
Many authors prefaced their compendia
with a discussion that all etiquette was based
on the Golden Rule (“do unto others as you
would have them do unto you”), but the
same authors felt no compulsion for omit-
ting or disparaging the poor, country folk,
immigrants, and servants as incapable of the
improvement implied by right behavior and
adherence to the rules of etiquette.

The family dwelling for much of the nine-
teenth century was designed to accommo-
date a variety of social activities. Visiting,
family and holiday celebrations, wedding
ceremonies and receptions, and funerals
took place in the front parlor and dining
room. Within these rooms were specialized
furniture forms, objects, and tools with
which to carry out social ceremonies. Dining
in particular was fraught with anxiety in the
correct use of tableware and proper bodily
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performance. Etiquette guides as well as
household manuals provide much evidence
for the decoration and purposes of these
rooms. By the end of the century, etiquette
had become thoroughly ritualized, the prin-
ciples behind its rituals perhaps lost to many
Americans.

Twentieth-Century “Informality”
The rise of mass leisure and the firm estab-
lishment of consumer culture in the late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century United
States reshaped etiquette. The increasing
choice available in the marketplace of goods
to fulfill desires was mirrored in the variety
of choices available to readers of etiquette
guides. Emily Post’s Etiquette: The Blue Book
of Social Usage (1922) represents this shift.
For example, young women had several
options in making their social debuts, in-
cluding not to make a debut at all. Book
authors were joined by newspaper colum-
nists and radio and television advisers.
Etiquette writers throughout the twentieth
century have had, in historian John F. Kas-
son’s (1990, 259) words, to balance “demo-
cratic pieties and the desire for social
distinction and protection of class privilege.”
The early advertising industry at the end of
the nineteenth century adopted the tone and
strategies of etiquette manuals to teach con-
sumers how to adapt new goods to proper
social performance. Advertising, with its
emphasis on market sectors, lifestyles, and
claims to social status through the proper
acquisition and use of things, also taught
American consumers how to behave—and
that behavior was linked to desire and satis-
faction and not necessarily to civic duty. All
goods, it seems, may be considered evidence
of politeness and rudeness.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Bodily Cleanliness and Hygiene;
Community; Cultural History; Dress,
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Accessories, and Fashion; Funerals; Human
Body; Mourning; Mourning and Ethnicity;
Parlors; Rite, Ritual, and Ceremony; Social
Class and Social Status
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Factory and Industrial Work and Labor

The material culture of factory and industrial
workers helps explain the United States’
evolution to an industrial society. The build-
ings, tools, machines, and industrial prod-
ucts themselves provided the terrain upon
which workers and owners battled for con-
trol over work processes. Although technol-
ogy and machinery varied radically across
industries, issues of working for wages, time
discipline, mass production strategies, and
the assembly line mark the most important
aspects of the material culture of factory and
industrial work and labor.

The Factory System

After the introduction of the first factory by
Samuel Slater (1768-1835) in 1790, factories
spread slowly and unevenly in the North
through the 1880s. In New England, textile
entrepreneurs consolidated work processes
under one roof, drawing young women and
children to operate the looms. Work environ-
ments proved dark, dank, and dangerous as
owners located factories near rivers to uti-
lize water to power the machinery. Early tex-
tile factories regulated work by being
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regular: Though the mill buildings did vary,
on the whole they were four to six floors in
height, with each floor dedicated to one
process of textile manufacture. A central mill
building housing administrative offices was
designated by a bell tower whose bell regi-
mented the workday. By 1850 textile mills in
New England clothed the nation. In factory
centers such as Lowell, Massachusetts, work-
ing for wages represented a culture shock
in a nation that prized republicanism, self-
employment, and economic independence.

As factory workers adjusted to collecting
wages, owners enforced new forms of dis-
cipline. Before the Civil War (1861-1865)
most factories outside the textile industry
remained groups of semiautonomous crafts-
men’s shops. Workers at a federal armory at
Harpers Ferry, in one extreme example,
came and went as they pleased, working just
enough to produce a fixed quantity of goods
(“stints”). Factory owners attempted to use
clocks to regulate work schedules, which
along with prohibitions against drinking on
the job, rankled a workforce accustomed to
setting its own time and workplace habits.
By the 1890s the time clock, patented by
Willard L. Bundy (1846-1916), was a standard
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fixture in factories. The time clock symbol-
ized that control over time had largely shifted
from employees to employers. Factory own-
ers also attempted to quash other habits that
they deemed noxious, especially workers’
propensity to drink on the job.

Mass Production

Factory work changed radically in both scale
and intensity in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth and first half of the twentieth cen-
turies. In 1870 only a handful of factories
employed more than 500 workers; in 1900
1,500 factories employed that number. Tech-
nological innovations, such as electricity,
combined with managerial and architectural
strategies to fuel the industrial ascendancy
of the United States. The meat-packing in-
dustry developed the most sophisticated
production process before the turn of the
twentieth century by subdividing tasks and
relying on a largely deskilled workforce who
butchered animals in a highly efficient man-
ner. Throughout the period, workers contin-
ued to work long hours, with ten hours a
day serving as the norm but many working
twelve-hour shifts.

Utilizing techniques of mass production
and Frederick Winslow Taylor’s (1856-1915)
ideas of scientific management, factory work
transformed from an arena ruled by work-
ers’ knowledge and skill to one defined by
company overseers, or foremen. Specialists
instructed and guided each worker’s every
move. Employers increasingly tied wages to
piecework rather than timework. This form
of remuneration meant that employers prized
speed and efficiency above all else, including
workers” health and safety. As Charlie Chap-
lin’s (1889-1977) movie Modern Times (1936)
depicts, the rise of the mass production
industries and the assembly line represented
the apex of deskilling and disciplining of the
workforce, but also brought surging gains in
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production. These twin effects made the

assembly line the most enduring symbol of

industrial work in the twentieth century.
Michael K. Rosenow

See also Agricultural Work and Labor; Company
Towns; Handicraft and Artisanship; Mill
Towns; Technology; Time, Timekeeping,
and Timepieces; Work and Labor
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Fakes

Fake qualifies objects that are intentionally
created or altered to be presented as genuine
but are not. A forgery is most often under-
stood as a faked text meant to deceive and to
have actually deceived, though the term also
defines illegitimate or unauthorized copies
of works of art. Counterfeit is used most often
to refer to fraudulent goods of trade or to
false currency. In common parlance, fake,
forgery, and counterfeit differ from replica or
reproduction. These types of documents and
objects may not necessarily be fraudulent or
illegal duplicates of an original. A reproduc-
tion may also be created in other media than
the original. Imitation is most often used to
describe a copy that does not replicate totally
its original; that is, it offers the sense of the
original but does not necessarily incorporate
the same materials or methods of manufac-
ture. Fake objects, as a class of material cul-
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ture, provide evidence for inquiries about
manufacturing and trade, desire, taste, and
social status; the social practices of honesty
and deception; and the cultural meanings of
value and ownership, authenticity, and imi-
tation in capitalist societies.

Scholarship, as well as museum, library,
and archives collections policy, rests on the
authenticity of a given artifact or document.
Authenticity may be defined as being true in
substance (a silver coin is silver and not a
base metal), as being original as professed, or
as related to the hand of a creator. An object’s
physical attributes and condition, provenance
(history of ownership), and other pertinent
evidence are considered in ascertaining
whether that object is, as many Americans
say, “the real thing” or, when that object is a
market good, “the genuine article.” Forensic
scientific examination can discover fakery
but not necessarily prove authenticity.

Document Forgeries

The British jurist William Blackstone (1723
1780) in 1769 defined forgery as “the fraudu-
lent making or alteration of a writing to the
prejudice of another man’s right.” Fake let-
ters and official records such as birth certifi-
cates, passports, driver’s licenses, wills, land
records, and other documents endow falsely
aright or property to a person while stealing
that right or property from another or from
the common good. Watermarked papers,
inks, seals, stamps, and impressions have
historically been employed or altered to
create these spurious documents; printing
presses, typewriters, photocopiers, and com-
puter hardware and printers have also been
employed in this endeavor. The same mate-
rials and machines, however, may be tested
forensically to ascertain the authenticity of
a document. Signs of wear and age, such as
staining, yellowing, and foxing, are consid-
ered, as are handwriting implements and

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA 185
Fakes

styles. Other factors, such as the relationship
of words or phrases to known practice in a
given place and time, the internal stylistic
consistency of the document, or the valida-
tion of information in the document’s text in
relation to known genuine documents, are
also employed to determine the validity of
the document.

Historians depend on the authenticity of
evidence to ensure accuracy of interpreta-
tion. The value of historical evidence and
literary works is not necessarily monetary;
rather, such documents are invested with cul-
tural meaning, more often than not as part of
a nation’s priceless heritage. Forgeries such
as the W. T. Horn Papers, a collection of
maps, diaries, and other materials sold by
a Kansas man to the Greene County (Penn-
sylvania) Historical Society for $20,000 and
published in 1945, provided new details
about American leaders and the common
folk. Professional historians questioned the
collection and through both laboratory and
historical analysis found the papers false.
More recently, the death warrant of accused
Salem witch Sarah Good was found to be
forged. Both the Horn papers and the Good
warrant, along with other forgeries, were
created in the 1930s, testifying both to the
nation’s interest in Americana and the finan-
cial exigencies of the Great Depression.
Works of poetry and literature are also imi-
tated with the intent to defraud either by
sale or by challenging authorial originality
and reputation. As the market for collectible
historical materials grows in scope and pop-
ularity, the creation and circulation of false
documents will no doubt increase.

Fakes and the Art, Antiquities, and
Collectibles Markets

Fake art and artifacts are created in several
ways. A given forgery may be a new object
that is presented as old or made by another

1-800-368-6868



186 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA
Fakes

individual, or it may be the result of piecing
together historically authentic materials to
create an object that simulates a known and
likely desirable original. An object may also
be enhanced—repainted, for example—so
that its originality is impaired. Ironically, the
forger must know as much as, if not more
than, experts to be successful in his or her
deception.

The art of the forger depends on Western
culture’s adherence to notions of originality,
authorship, and property, as well as the
changing definition of art dating to the Euro-
pean Renaissance. Once artworks and other
objects became desirable for their uniqueness,
novelty, or inventiveness, copying became
the practice of learning and not originality.
Such copying, however, could and did prove
profitable in the increasing market for art-
works and relics.

The lack of historical evidence and the
subjectivity in aesthetic judgment and con-
noisseurship together create the conditions
in which fake artworks, antiquities, and col-
lectibles appear. Experts, auction houses,
curators, librarians, and collectors employ
their best judgment when considering the
authenticity of an object. In lieu of strong
historical evidence, subjective decisions
based on style, manufacture, aesthetics, and
other pertinent factors are made and are
accepted if the experts making those deci-
sions are acknowledged as such and if they
possess a strong record of accurate attribu-
tion. The necessity of maintaining profes-
sional reputations of integrity and expertise
has led individuals, auction houses, and mu-
seums to conceal errors. For museums this is
especially problematic. Dependent on donors,
a museum must not embarrass a donor who
has given a fake object nor make it known
that it has erred in such judgments so as
to lose public trust and future donations. At
the same time, a museum’s credibility rests
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upon the demonstration of expertise and
honesty in ascertaining the authenticity of its
holdings.

Counterfeit Consumer Goods
Counterfeit consumer goods are objects
copied from originals, often with their trade-
marks and packaging, with the intent to
defraud or deceive buyers. These goods are
also called pirated goods. Economists point
out that in the United States the traffic in
counterfeit consumer goods weakens the
national economy by lessening tax revenues,
challenging consumer confidence, and lessen-
ing the value of a legitimate brand or good. It
may also be argued that counterfeiters have
satisfied consumer demand for certain
goods. Since the 1980s American manufac-
turers have fought foreign and domestic
counterfeiters, arguing that the traffic in
these illegal goods impairs the United States
economy, leads to domestic job loss, and
even may aid in funding organized crime
and terrorism. The United States Customs
Service (now in the Department of Homeland
Security) is charged with preventing illegal
trade practices and with inspecting incoming
shipments of merchandise for counterfeits as
varied as compact discs, auto parts, designer
shoes, and ceramics.

Americans have, in certain instances, em-
braced counterfeit goods as a means to pro-
test what some see as the unfair prices and
“snob appeal” of luxury goods. Other con-
sumers see in these goods a means to display
prestige or represent themselves as members
of a higher socioeconomic status than they
actually have. Imitative status goods are evi-
dent throughout the course of American his-
tory. Pinchbeck, for example, was often
used to imitate gold but was actually an
alloy of zinc and copper. Since the 1980s
“knockoffs” of designer clothing (jeans in
particular) and fashion accessories, especially
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when consumer demand is high and supply
is thus limited or delayed, have been readily
available through street vendors. Knockoffs
represent consumers’ familiarity with fash-
ion trends and allow them to make claims to
social status, especially through clothing and
accessories. Popular jokes about tourists
buying cheap Rolex watches or Gucci purses
from New York City street vendors, only to
discover that the watches are empty of their
works or the Gucci logo is inaccurately ren-
dered, are legion. Still other Americans,
especially teenagers and young adults, see
a counterfeit good, especially if comparable
in design, utility, and price, as just another
attractive consumer choice.

Genuine Fakes
Theorists argue that forgery, whatever the
intent of the forger, possesses a democratic,
subversive purpose in that it mocks and
undermines elite pretensions and accepted
definitions of value. Fake artworks, decora-
tive arts, and other forms of material culture
are, by virtue of their manufacture, original
objects in and of themselves and thus “gen-
uine” or “authentic” fakes and now prize col-
lectibles as well. The rise of “appropriation
art,” in which artists such as Sherrie Levine
admit to copying other artists” works, brings
into question the definitions of artist and
forger, the power of law, and the role of the
market to define commodity, property, and
value at a time when authenticity itself is
being redefined in Western culture.

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Antiques; Collecting and Collections;
Commodity; Consumerism and Consump-
tion; Money, Currency, and Value; Patents,
Trademarks, and Brands
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Fanzines

Fanzines (“zines”) are noncommercial, hand-
made, amateur publications with limited
distribution. Zines offer an alternative to
the mainstream press as well as an expres-
sive venue for those marginalized in society.
Most zine makers handle the production,
publication, and distribution themselves.
The common fanzine consists of photo-
copied text and images stapled together at
the seam in the form of a booklet, usually
“quarter size” (8%2” x 11” paper sheet folded
in half twice) or “half-standard size” (82" x
11”7 paper sheet folded in half). Other zines
are small enough to fit in a pocket, and some
fold out into large posters. Most fanzines are
assembled by hand, and some are modified
after photocopying. Glitter, stickers, colored
pencil drawing, and other handcrafted addi-
tions make the publication a somewhat indi-
vidual piece of art.
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Rarely seeking profit, zine makers often
trade their zine for another in lieu of pay-
ment. Some give them away. Zine makers’
motivation lies in distributing their thoughts,
writing, and artwork. Zines broach a very
broad range of topics: television and film,
music (the largest genre in the United States),
politics, local cultural scenes, sex, health,
art, religion, personal diaries, and much
more. Zine makers tend to privilege per-
sonal thought and revelation; little is taboo.

Some scholars find precedents for zines as
far back as American Revolutionary Thomas
Paine’s (1737-1809) political pamphlets in
the eighteenth century, but most point to the
science fiction fan community in the early
twentieth century as the beginning of zine
production. Fanzine itself implies a connec-
tion to fan communities. The modern history
of zines began in 1930 with the publication of
The Comet, an amateur publication of science
fiction stories by fans of the genre. According
to R. Seth Friedman, author of Factsheet Five
(a zine that critically reviews other zines), the
advent of the mimeograph machine fueled
zine production and from the 1930s to the
1950s (the golden age of science fiction),
fanzines proliferated. Women and men were
creating zines about other literary genres
as well, and a sort of underground literary
community was born.

By the 1960s, the availability of offset
printing coincided with political upheaval
and an alternative press emerged. Zine writ-
ers and scholars have several terms for small
presses up to the 1990s: underground press,
alternative press, and small press. Though some
glossy magazines and newspapers fall under
these terms, self-published fanzines were
also circulated as part of the counterculture
movement. In the 1960s and 1970s, with the
innovations of the Xerox™ xerographic copy
machine and punk music, zines acquired an
aesthetic that emphasized handmade art and
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personal expression. Zine writers have
formed networks and created communities
around different identities, interests, and
media texts.

The proliferation of zine writing in the
1990s led to attention from mainstream
media, and several books consisting of col-
lected zines were published. This has led to
the yearly publication of The Zine Yearbook,
which reprints the “best” zines of the year,
and several how-to books that offer instruc-
tions on how to create one’s own zine.

Sandra M. Falero

See also Books; Ephemera; Graphic Design;
Literary Studies and American Literature;
Popular Culture; Print Culture; Printmaking
and American Prints
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Federal Style

The writing of the United States Constitution
in 1787 and the establishment of a new fed-
eral government in 1789 were accompanied
by the adoption of a new style of architecture
and decorative arts called the Federal style.
In architecture this American Neoclassical
style favored smooth facades, symmetry,
columns, and detailing such as fanlights,
dentils, and Palladian windows. American
Federal style first evolved from British Neo-
classicism, particularly through the architec-
tural works of Robert Adam (1728-1792).
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Interiors sometimes featured oval, round, or
octagonal rooms; interior finishes included
decorative, low-relief carved woodwork or
plasterwork (which could be purchased as
composition ornament), especially in fire-
place surrounds. Adam’s work, inspired by
his Grand Tour travels in Europe and based
on ancient Roman examples excavated at
Herculaneum and Pompeii, arrived in the
United States via pattern books beginning in
the mid-1780s. Examples of this influence
include Gore Place (1797-1804) in Waltham,
Massachusetts, and the Nathaniel Russell
House (1809) in Charleston, South Carolina.

The early nation’s best-known practitioner
of Federal style was Charles Bulfinch (1763
1844) of Massachusetts. Bulfinch’s own Euro-
pean Grand Tour and time spent studying
Adam’s books at Harvard eventually led
this public servant to become an architect.
Extant Bulfinch designs include the Mass-
achusetts State House (1795-1798) and the
Harrison Gray Otis House (1795-1796), both
in Boston. Due to the enormous popularity
of the style and its associations with the
Greco-Roman heritage of democracy, Presi-
dent George Washington (1732-1799) and
Congress chose Federal-style plans by French-
man Pierre Charles L'Enfant (1754-1852) for
the new seat of the nation in Washington
DC. The United States Capitol and the White
House are only two of the many buildings,
structures, and city planning ideas translated
from European sources into American ones.

The symmetry and linearity of Federal
architecture is also mirrored in the decora-
tive arts. Furniture forms feature plain sur-
faces, often veneered and composed of
architectural framing elements such as
reeded or fluted moldings with understated
ornamentation—inlay, brasses, and mirrors.
Shield-back, or urn-back, or vase-back chairs,
based on George Hepplewhite’s (1727?-
1786) The Cabinet-Maker and Upholsterer’s
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This circa 1790 to 1820 mahogany Pembroke table,
attributed to New York City furniture maker William
Whitehead, features many aspects of the Federal style:
plain or veneered surfaces with flat, inlaid designs,
fluted or reeded legs, and understated brass drawer
pulls. (Christie’s Images/Corbis)

Guide (1788), and specialized furniture for
women’s use, such as writing desks and
sewing tables, were created in Philadelphia,
Boston, and New York City. Silver and
ceramic vessels offered through surface
design commemoration of the Americans’
victory in the Revolutionary War: Celebra-
tory punch bowls carry images of American
ships or leaders embellished by swags; the
urn shape and restrained design are also
found in silver and ceramic tea sets.

Laura A. Macaluso

See also Civic Architecture; Classical Revival
(Neoclassicism); Decorative Arts; Domestic
Architecture; Style
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Flea Markets

Flea markets are public venues, open on certain
days or at certain times of the year (espe-
cially summer), in which new and second-
hand goods and food are sold. Also called
swap meets (especially in the western United
States), farmers’ markets, or street markets and
open-air markets in cities, flea markets are dis-
tinguished by an informal economy based
on wholesale and resale, bargaining and bar-
tering, their casual design, and their locations
on sites that have fallen into disuse or are uti-
lized for different purposes at other times.
Farmers’ fields, drive-in theaters, parking
lots, city streets, parks, and more recently,
the buildings of closed factories and out-of-
business retail stores are converted to tempo-
rary or permanent flea markets. Portrayed
popularly as sites in which one may find
“treasure” from another’s “junk” or engage
in thrifty shopping, some flea markets,
especially those that are held annually or
seasonally, have focused on antiques and
collectibles and are now considered major
events within the national antiques trade.
Perhaps due to their informal nature, flea
markets have escaped the attention of pro-
fessional historians. Popular histories trace
the phenomenon to the 1860s marches aux
puces (translated as “flea market”) of Paris or
to the 1880s Saint-Ouen market, located just
outside Paris’s city gates and amidst “rag and
bone” men who set up market stalls against
the walls. In 1885 Saint-Ouen’s informal
Sunday scrap metal auction was subjected to
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municipal authorities, who set days for mar-
ket activities and improved the area. Street
markets, market days, and other sorts of in-
formal marketing (especially of secondhand
goods) have an ancient past, and how these
practices came with the European colonists
to North America has yet to be fully traced
and analyzed.

Many flea markets in the East and Mid-
west owe their establishment to seasonal
farm and livestock auctions. In the 1920s and
especially in the 1930s Depression, auction
attendees brought with them secondhand
household goods and agricultural equip-
ment, homemade foodstuffs, and other items
to sell to other attendees. Auction barn own-
ers in turn built sheds for this activity; as
livestock and dairy auctions declined in the
1950s, those buildings were converted to
permanent flea market spaces. In the late
1970s flea markets such as New York City’s
The Annex Antiques Fair & Flea Market
(commonly called the Chelsea Flea Market,
and now combined with the Hell’s Kitchen
Flea Market) heralded a new era of counter-
consumerism, as artists, college students,
environmentalists, simple-lifers, and others
sought alternative venues for consumption.

Due to their temporary, informal, and
legally unregulated nature, flea markets his-
torically have been associated with illegal
activities, such as the sale of counterfeit or
stolen goods. In the last fifty years, flea mar-
kets have succumbed to privatization, busi-
ness organization, and government oversight.
At many flea markets vendors pay a small
fee for a space, stall, or booth from which to
sell. The National Flea Market Association
(NFMA), founded in 1997, exists to raise
public trust in flea markets and to influence
flea market activities through a professional
code of ethics as well as lobby for legislation
promoting these businesses. Published price
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lists now rationalize this once informal sec-
ondhand market. Many “how to” books on
selling secondhand goods aimed at Ameri-
cans seeking new avenues of income have
been published since the 1980s, a telling sign
of the shift from the nation’s industrial econ-
omy to a service economy.

Now a multibillion-dollar industry, flea
markets have grown in number, size, and
popularity. The NFMA estimates that there
are now more than 5,000 flea markets in the
United States. Many markets now boast
restrooms, snack bars, restaurants, and even
hotels to accommodate the growing influx of
visitors, and tourists, because flea market
shopping in the early twenty-first century
has become, like other forms of shopping, a
popular leisure activity. Magazines such as
Better Homes and Gardens, Good Housekeeping,
and Country Home feature columns on deco-
rating with “flea market finds.”

Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Antiques; Consumerism and
Consumption; Junk, Scrap, and Salvage;
Secondhand Goods and Shopping
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Floor Goverings

Underfoot everyday in the United States is a
variety of floor coverings that are used to
guard against dirt brought from outside,
withstand foot traffic, and complement the
overall interior design of a room, hall, or
public thoroughfare. Historically, rugs and
carpets were costly movables that often were
listed as possessions in wills and probate
inventories. A rug originally defined a rough,
often woolen piece of material used as a
wrap to protect one’s body during travel or
as a coverlet. “As snug as abug in arug” de-
rives from this meaning. Rug also was used,
as it is today, to define a floor mat. Carpet
originally referred to a thick woolen fabric,
but its use was to drape tables and beds.
Since the fifteenth century, carpet has been
defined as a patterned fabric of many colors
intended for use on floors and for the pur-
poses of kneeling (at prayer, at court), stand-
ing, and sitting. Interestingly, carpet was
often associated with a lady’s chamber, and
as such carried at times some connotation of
luxury and effeminacy. Nevertheless, a point
of discussion in a council or public meeting
was said to be on the carpet—that is, on the
table covered with the carpet; to be called on
the carpet was—and is—to be reprimanded.

Floor Coverings in

Preindustrial America

Dirt was a more familiar, if unwelcome,
guest in American domestic dwellings in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Floors
could be the packed bare earth, or layers of
straw or grass, even stone; unfinished and
painted wood planks were the most common
surface by the eighteenth century, although
on the frontier and among the poor, shelter
overhead was the primary concern rather
than protection underfoot. Still, medical and
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popular opinion held that dampness was a
cause of illness, and colonial housekeepers
used straw and sand (swept into patterns
with twig-and-stick brooms) to absorb mois-
ture as well as to sweep more easily the
household’s detritus out the door.

As Georgian style houses gained popu-
larity in the eighteenth century, the ceremo-
nial front or center hall could boast a painted
and oiled canvas floor cloth or be left bare
in the hot weather months. Floor cloths
were at first imported from England. A pop-
ular pattern imitated in black and white the
checked marble then fashionable in the
houses of the wealthy. (Tile and brick were
other forms of flooring used by wealthier
Americans.) Floor cloths helped limit the
tracking of dirt, dust, and mud throughout
the house; these were more water-repellant
surfaces than wood or sand and easily
cleaned. Straw matting (“India mats”), which
could be washed, replaced floor cloths in
the summer from the late eighteenth century
through much of the nineteenth century.
Wool carpets were used in halls and on stairs
at the end of the eighteenth century.

What rugs and carpets were available to
Americans in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries were either expensive, handmade,
and often imported productions or were
inexpensive and homemade. They were
rarely trod upon with shoes and boots. Hand-
knotted “Turkey work” rugs, imitating the
fine work being found in Persia, Turkey, and
India, were in the houses of the very wealthy.
Rag rugs, made of scraps, adorned the
hearths and hallways of even the poor. It was
the use of the textiles on the floor—whatever
the textile, whatever the floor—that marked
a significant shift in the way Americans
understood the relationship between dirt
and domesticity.

As historian Richard L. Bushman (1992,
265) observes, by the 1830s, as the nation’s
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carpet manufacturers increased in numbers
and output, Americans laid carpets in their
houses: “A carpeted floor was a fitting sur-
face for a gentleman’s fine shoe, not for a
farmer’s boots.” The feel of a carpet underfoot
signaled silently the appropriate dress and
behavior of a potential entrant into a house
or a room. Carpets became a sign of respect-
able behavior, even in public places: Hotel
parlors, photography parlors, and other com-
mercial establishments in which decorum
was decreed boasted softness underfoot.

Nineteenth-Century Mass Production
and Fashionable Furnishings
In 1791, the first woven carpet mill in the
United States was established in Philadel-
phia by William Sprague. Sprague’s mill,
and others like it in New Jersey, New York,
and New England, used hand looms that
could be powered by hand or foot by skilled
carpet weavers. The carpet industry was
revolutionized in 1839 by the invention of
a carpet-weaving power loom by Erastus
Bigelow (1814-1879), a Massachusetts inven-
tor of a textile-making family. By 1850 the
nation’s carpet production had tripled, re-
ducing prices, and the American middle
class could enjoy in their parlors, dining
rooms, and bedrooms a variety of carpets.
Still, English ingrain carpets (made of pre-
dyed fibers), with names after companies
such as Kidderminster and carpetmaking
centers such as Axminster and Wilton, re-
mained prized possessions. These had been
imported to the United States as early as the
1790s. Carpet was manufactured in 27”
widths (Kidderminster, an ingrain carpet, in
36” width) and sewn together on site.
Americans tacked down their parlor car-
pets after stretching them from wall to wall.
Bright colors and large patterns dwarfed a
room’s other furnishings; paintings and por-
traits show that in the first four decades of
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the nineteenth century restraint in other
room furnishings displayed its carpet to best
advantage. By mid-century, in country and
in city, parlors, sitting rooms, and dining
rooms were ablaze with color and pattern
from ceiling to floor. Solid-color crumb cloths
were found under dining room tables and
over wall-to-wall carpets. Bedrooms were
adorned by smaller bedside rugs; kitchens
sported wood floors in most of the nation
but tile floors were common in the South.
Carpet use was seasonal; in the summer
months carpets would be removed, cleaned,
and replaced with bare wood floors and
sand. While in place, a carpet was kept sweet
by strewing damp tea leaves on its surface to
gather up dust as one swept it. Carpets were
turned and rotated to ensure even wear and
moved from room to room to prolong their
use. Melville Bissell’s (1843-1889) invention
of the carpet sweeper in 1876 made it pos-
sible to use carpets year round and to end
the practice of taking up the carpet, dragging
it outdoors, and subjecting it to a good beat-
ing to remove dust, dirt, and vermin. The
first electric suction cleaner was patented in
1907; Herbert William Hoover’s (1877-1954)
version with a rotating brush was patented
the following year. New worries about germs
and cleanliness focused on the carpet as a
haven of pests and disease were alleviated
by these new “household servants.” The
new emphasis on the kitchen led to the use
of linoleum after its introduction in 1890.
Mechanization also revolutionized hand-
made rugs. Hooked rugs, made by hand,
imitated yarn-sewn colonial and early nine-
teenth-century rugs that were meant to adorn
tabletops and beds (bed r1ggs). Ebenezer Ross
in 1886 created the “Novelty Rug Machine”
that replaced rag strips with yarn. Essentially
a punch hook, this “machine” hooked yarn
through a jute-burlap fabric to make a pile
surface carpet. Mass-produced patterns also
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guided the makers” hands. The fad for such
rugs faded by century’s end, although
hooked rugs with new patterns and lighter-
weight yarns were viewed by settlement
house workers as a means by which the poor
and the needy could make a living.

Twentieth-Century Revivals
and Innovations
In 1928 Karastan rugs were sold in the United
States, the first type of machine-made rug to
reproduce “Oriental” rugs—that is, to weave
through the back of the rug. The Chicago
retailer Marshall Field & Co. had initiated this
innovation by having an Axminster loom
altered to create the very intricate designs
of exotic, expensive carpets. The early twen-
tieth-century quest for folk traditions and
Americana also affected the nation’s carpet
industry. Tufted carpets, made from looms
adapted from those used to make candle-
wick (chenille) bedspreads in Georgia, were
produced with less material and labor. In
addition, the very modern inventions of
nylon, polyester, and polypropylene in the
1930s and 1940s led to their use as synthetic
fibers in these machines after World War II
restrictions ended. Tufted carpets are the
most popular machine-manufactured carpets
in the United States today. Vinyl flooring,
introduced in the 1950s, is also popular in
bathrooms, kitchens, recreation rooms, and
other areas that experience constant wear.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Decorative Arts; Technology; Textiles
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Folklore and Folklife

Folklore, or folk culture, is both the common
expressive patterns, often rooted in tradition,
by which people give meaning to their lives,
and the particular forms that emerge from
those expressions, such as stories, proverbs,
songs, or baskets. Folklore is also the intellec-
tual discipline that documents, analyzes, and
works to preserve these cultural patterns
and their forms, and to present them infor-
matively outside their communities of ori-
gin. Because folklore is such a pervasive
presence in human life, its boundaries have
always been porous both as a discipline and
as a mode of human culture. Material forms
are a significant subset of folkloric expres-
sion, which is sometimes labeled separately
as material folk culture, folk art, or folk craft.
Material forms are also especially significant
to the area of folklife studies, which seeks to
bring a holistic approach to the understand-
ing of folk communities.

Defining Folklore

The practices of folklore are artful, participa-
tory, rooted in community, grounded in tra-
dition, contextually specific, and often
informally learned and communicated in
face-to-face settings. In North America, folk-
lore includes Blue Ridge Mountain quilts and
Pueblo pottery, cowboy poetry and New
Mexican wedding dances, Prince Edward
Island fiddle tunes, Pennsylvania bank barns,
and playing the dozens, but it can also be
fifth graders sleeping in inside-out pajamas
to make it snow, the slang that medical stu-
dents learn to describe hospital patients,
Vietnamese immigrants using supermarket
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foods in old family recipes, teddy bear
shrines placed on interstate medians, and
the use of emoticons in e-mails.

Definitions of folklore are complicated by
the widespread misuse of the term. Folk and
folklore have been wrongly taken to mean
quaint, old-fashioned, or obsolete customs,
or beliefs that are untrue or unreliable. Folk art
is often incorrectly used to refer to art with a
characteristically simplified appearance,
either because it is produced by self-taught
amateurs or it comes from a time when early
American professional painters were insuf-
ficiently trained.

What folklore is can be clarified by differ-
entiating it from two other modes of culture:
popular, mass-media, or commercial culture
on the one hand and academic, or elite, cul-
ture on the other. “In general,” as the folk-
lorist Henry Glassie (1968, 33) put it, “folk
material exhibits major variation over space
and minor variation through time, while
the products of popular or academic culture
exhibit minor variations over space and
major variations through time.” Unlike folk-
lore, popular culture tends to originate in
the productions of mass media and is based
in the creation of commodities; often, it comes
from outside into many communities at once.
Elite culture typically depends on highly
specialized institutional training and tends
to emphasize individual talent and innova-
tion over community; it may be associated
with economic and political power as well.
Folklore is typically learned in less formal
settings by example and imitation, and its
creativity typically flows from the interplay
between a community’s traditions and the
subtle variations devised in individual mas-
tery. Yet these contrasts have never been
firmly fixed: when the nineteenth-century
owner of the Robert Jenkins house in Tal-
ladega, Alabama, added a Tuscan-columned
portico to his dogtrot dwelling, he appended
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an academic feature to a fundamentally folk
housing form.

The Early Study of Folklore

The academic study of folklore first emerged
in eighteenth-century Germany, as Romantic
nationalists such as Johann Gottfried von
Herder (1744-1803) sought to ground an
emergent ideology of national identity in the
language and oral traditions of the peasantry.
In 1846, the English antiquarian William
John Thoms (1803-1885) invented “folklore”
as a rough translation of the German Volk-
skunde. Thoms defined folklore as “the Lore of
the People,” appealing for the documenta-
tion of the “manners, customs, observances,
superstitions, ballads, proverbs, etc., of the
olden time” now imperiled by the advances
of modernity (quoted in Emrich 1946, 361). A
similar impulse grounded the birth of acad-
emic folklore in North America. The year
1888 saw the founding of the American Folk-
lore Society (AFS) as an organization dedi-
cated to studying “Old English Folk-Lore,”
“lore of Negroes in the Southern States,” the
“lore of the Indian Tribes” and other long-
standing American groups because these
traditions were “fast . . . vanishing” (Newell
1888, 3).

As this repeated use of lore suggests,
American folklorists’ preoccupation with
oral traditions persisted, laying a foundation
of theoretical and methodological concerns
within the field. From Finnish philologists,
folklorists borrowed the so-called historic-
geographic method of study, plotting the
distribution of known variants of an item to
identify its origins and paths of cultural dif-
fusion. By studying Balkan singers of epics,
folklorists came to understand how apparent
improvisation involved combining reper-
toires of set phrases within established met-
rical and thematic structures. From the work
of European scholars, American folklorists
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learned to analyze a wide range of oral tra-
ditions for shared motifs and elements that
could be related to one another according to
detailed taxonomies.

By the early twentieth century the disci-
pline of folklore had also begun its long
association with its sister discipline of anthro-
pology, particularly because influential
anthropologist Franz Boas (1858-1942)—a
founder of the AFS and long the editor of the
Journal of American Folklore—placed great
emphasis on the importance of expressive
culture to both disciplines. While this al-
liance with anthropology constantly risked
a confusion of intellectual boundaries and
disciplinary identities—the AFS and the
American Anthropological Society held joint
meetings until the 1960s—it also opened to
folklorists the theoretical and methodolog-
ical tools of ethnography. Ethnography, a
method for comprehending a particular cul-
ture from the insider’s view through direct,
situated observation and engagement over
time, has become a central practice in the
study of folklore as well as in anthropology.

Public Folklore

The basic project of folklore was accelerated
in the 1930s by an infusion of support from
New Deal projects intended to document and
preserve the nation’s vernacular cultural her-
itage. Among the most important were the
establishment of the Archive of American
Folk Song (now the Archive of Folk Culture)
at the Library of Congress in 1928; the launch-
ing of the Historic American Buildings Sur-
vey through the National Park Service in
1933; and the collecting of oral histories,
including the stories of ex-slaves, through
the Federal Writers’ Project.

New Deal programs anticipated what has
become since the 1960s the most important
development in the discipline: the rise of
“public folklore”; that is, the documentation,
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study, support, and presentation of folk cul-
ture in and through public institutions. From
federal projects such as the National Her-
itage Fellowships and the Smithsonian’s Fes-
tival of American Folklife to performances,
exhibitions, publications, and apprentice-
ships at the state and local levels, the practice
of public folklore has expanded both the dis-
cipline of folklore and public awareness of
folk culture. It is estimated that by 2006 at
least half of all American folklorists worked
in the public sphere at least part time (Wells
2006, 7)—a significant dedication of resources
to the preservation and sustenance of cul-
tural heritage. Yet their roles as advocates
and cultural mediators challenge public folk-
lorists to work in tension between the com-
munities whose cultures they document and
present and the needs and expectations of
their employers and the public.

Contemporary Folklore Studies

Folklorists have continued to expand and
solidify their discipline through increasing
attention to folk traditions in global perspec-
tive and through the integration of new
approaches from fields such as sociolinguis-
tics and performance studies. Since the
1960s, the central concerns of their research
have moved away from a focus on the items
of folklore (such as the proverb, the dance
form, the chair) to the ways that elements
of folk tradition reflect, negotiate, and sus-
tain meanings and relationships within com-
munity. Such investigations would hardly
be possible had folklorists not long since
abandoned some of the alternately nostalgic
and pejorative assumptions that attended
the founding of the discipline: the erro-
neous beliefs that folklore is the product of
a preindustrial past, disappearing under the
pressures of modernity, and the related sup-
position that folklore is a mode of culture
restricted to certain groups. As folklorist
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Alan Dundes wrote in 1965 (2), “[t]he term
‘folk” can refer to any group of people whatso-
ever who share at least one common factor. It
does not matter what the linking factor is—
it could be a common occupation, language
or religion—but what is important is that a
group formed for whatever reason will have
some traditions which it calls its own.” Folk-
lorists now recognize that individual folk
expressions will always change and may
indeed disappear, but that folklore itself is a
fundamental way of being human.

Material Culture and Folklife Studies
While material culture has always been
seen as an important component of folklore
studies, it received special emphasis during
two periods of the twentieth century. Early
in the century, a widespread interest in early
American artifacts led not only to the rise
of the Colonial Revival style but also to the
amassing of large collections of historic arti-
facts now available for study. Noted col-
lections from this period featuring large
holdings of material folk culture include
Henry Francis du Pont’s (1880-1969) Win-
terthur Museum in Delaware, Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller’s (1874-1948) collection that
became the Folk Art Museum at Colonial
Williamsburg, and Electra Havemeyer (1888—
1960) Webb’s Shelburne Museum in Vermont.
Folklife entered American usage in the
1960s through the work of folklorist Don
Yoder, who adapted a Scandinavian term
meant to emphasize the broadest panorama
of traditional culture, including material
forms, as parts within the larger whole.
Material culture is central to folklife studies,
as it encompasses the visible, physical aspects
of traditional culture, providing a context
for its more ephemeral expressions. Impor-
tant work in material folk culture from this
period includes folklorist Henry Glassie’s
Pattern in the Material Folk Culture of the East-
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ern United States (1968) and the collection
Forms upon the Frontier (1969) edited by
Glassie and folklorists Austin and Alta Fife.
Yoder published the edited collection Amer-
ican Folklife in 1976, which is also the year the
American Folklife Center was chartered by
Congress.

Folklore studies have especially influ-
enced the larger material culture field in the
area of methodology—how best to study
material artifacts. Early scholars created for-
mal typologies of artifacts, analyzing as well
the relationships between form (the underly-
ing structure of the artifact), material, and
ornamental motif in the creation of shared
genres of material expression. Works in
the historic-geographic method, including
Glassie’s, focused especially on the relation-
ship of location to the development and dif-
fusion of genres. More recent ethnographic
approaches have invited central attention to
the issue of process, using fieldwork strate-
gies to document the often-traditional prac-
tices used by folk artisans to achieve their
final results. An important study that suc-
cessfully incorporates all these influences
is folklorist John Michael Vlach’s The Afro-
American Tradition in Decorative Arts (1978). In
it, Vlach shows how traditional African forms
have survived in contemporary African
American folk artifacts, including shotgun
houses and quilts, and documents the tradi-
tional African processes employed in the
ongoing creation of coastal South Carolina
sweetgrass baskets.

Folklorists studying material culture have
most recently devoted new attention to the
interchange among folk, popular, and elite
modes of cultures through the processes of
cultural appropriation, which can transcend
analytic boundaries. Item-based examples
include the adoption of traditional forms by
new communities through mass manufac-
ture, or the ways that mass-produced com-
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modities become integrated into traditional
cultures. At a broader ethical level, scholars
have explored the complex and ambiguous
effects of tourism on material culture in its
traditional contexts, revealing how appro-
priation of traditional expressions for eco-
nomic gain simultaneously redefines local
communities in terms acceptable to an out-
side elite and provides those communities
with the financial power to survive. Folklore
studies will continue to offer unique insights
into the dynamics of material culture in an
ever more global world.

Jurretta Jordan Heckscher and Susan Garfinkel

See also Anthropology and Archaeology; Art
History and American Art; Consumerism
and Consumption; Popular Culture;
Tradition; Vernacular
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Food and Foodways

Food is the source of nutrients necessary for
energy, growth, and life of organisms. The
wide-ranging cultural practices associated
with food that sustain and demarcate human
societies are called foodways. Food has be-
come a field of inquiry in its own right, with
academic departments and scholarly soci-
eties devoted to its study. Food studies has
its roots in anthropology. Structuralist an-
thropologists Claude Lévi-Strauss and Mary
Douglas (1921-2007) examined the ritual
aspects of food to elucidate how the form of
food (raw, cooked, or plated) created and
conveyed meaning. Architectural historian
and social theorist Sigfried Giedion (1888-
1968) saw the materiality of food as a way to
examine how societies have controlled
nature and to explore “forgotten” everyday
objects. Recently, scholars across a range of
disciplines—history, philosophy, sociology,
literature, and cultural studies—have em-
ployed material and sensory perspectives in
the study of food by considering the qualities
or taste of particular foods.
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Historical American Abundance

One of the more intriguing characteristics
researchers observe in studying the food and
foodways of the United States is that, overall,
the population has been extremely well fed.
Even in the colonial period, most Americans
ate meat on a regular basis. With the expan-
sion of ranching in the West and the emer-
gence of large slaughterhouses in Chicago
and St. Louis after the Civil War (1861-1865),
railroads shipped ever-larger quantities of
meat to urbanizing Eastern markets. Meat
consumption after the Civil War through the
early twentieth century became an important
way for immigrants to distance themselves
from the poverty they escaped in Europe
while simultaneously embracing their ethnic
heritage through culinary practice in the
United States. Beyond meat, most foodstuffs
were inexpensive and plentiful when com-
pared to food in Europe. Before the twentieth
century, American agricultural abundance
was largely based on bringing broad ex-
panses of western lands into cultivation and
transporting these goods to growing eastern
markets. By the first decades of the twentieth
century, however, increased agricultural pro-
ductivity relied on more intensive cultiva-
tion practices using established agricultural
lands. Hybridization, diffusion of the tractor,
and chemical fertilizers facilitated this growth
after World War I.

Technology and Changing Foodways:
The Twentieth Century

As the United States population shifted from
a rural to an urban society in the 1920s,
American food and food habits became
increasingly industrial. Although ethnic food-
ways continued, many of the ingredients
that made up these dishes were produced in
distant factories or grown in fields far from
urban centers rather than in local gardens.
Generational changes also influenced the
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foods Americans ate. Second-generation
immigrant women were more likely to use
processed foods than their mothers or
mothers-in-law, especially after World War II.
The social calculus for this change is complex
and includes factors such as class, workforce
participation, gender ideals, regionalism,
education, and modernity. Industrialization
made available a wider array of food, partic-
ularly fresh and canned fruits and vegetables.
The effect of this change was to dampen some
regional and seasonal aspects of food habits
across the nation. While Americans increas-
ingly ate similar foods, there was no mono-
lithic American diet. Rather, American food
has always been a synthesis of available
ingredients and cultural practice that re-
flected regional and ethnic differences.

The availability of food in the postwar
period was largely predicated on new tech-
nologies and leveraging an industrial infra-
structure to supply increasingly urban/
suburban markets. The suburban supermar-
ket, which by the 1960s became the primary
source for food, offered a much wider vari-
ety of products than urban groceries had.
Consumers now needed an automobile to
get to these distant stores. The development
of the interstate highway system and long-
haul trucking reduced delivery times for
fresh produce and milk, often lengthening
the shelf life, if not the quality, of these
products. Refrigerators and freezers in both
supermarkets and homes enabled stores to
stock and consumers to purchase larger quan-
tities of perishable foods. With the emer-
gence of large domestic refrigerators in the
mid-1950s, women could shop on a weekly
rather than a daily basis. While frozen foods
constituted a very small proportion of the
American diet into the 1970s, mass produc-
tion techniques and large freezer compart-
ments in postwar home refrigerators allowed
more people to consume these new foods.
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Frozen orange juice also became a staple in
many households because of concentrating
and freezing technologies developed during
World War II (1939-1945), which vastly im-
proved the flavor of processed orange juice.

Health Costs and Class

The shift to industrial foods has not been
without costs. As early as the mid-1950s,
some food processors foresaw that obesity
was becoming a problem. As food scientists
and technologists developed and consumers
ate more industrial foods, doctors and nutri-
tionists began to realize that cheap, highly
processed foods were causing health prob-
lems and that Americans were becoming
fat. The new problem of an overnourished
society required a dramatic change in eating
habits that has proved difficult to effect. Iron-
ically, the same groups—the poor and work-
ing class—who suffered from malnutrition
in the early part of the century were also
more likely to suffer from overnourishment
at the end of the century.

The Racial Politics of Food
Although the general history of food in the
United States is a story of abundance, when
considering race, food could be equally
oppressive. Whether it was Carolina rice cul-
tivation in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries or California fruit and vegetable
cultivation in the twentieth, back-breaking
fieldwork was racialized. In producing these
crops, African American (in the case of rice)
and Filipino, Chinese, Japanese, and later
Mexican (in the case of fresh produce) field
laborers could barely feed themselves on the
rations or pay provided. The labor that kept
most Americans well fed marginalized these
workers.

Another form of oppression was based on
access to food. A southern diet composed
primarily of cornmeal and salt pork resulted
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in pellagra in poor black communities due to
vitamin B deficiencies. It was also not un-
common for African American or Chinese
cooks who took leftovers home to be accused
of stealing, although cooks believed that
“pan totting” was part of their compensation
for spending long hours cooking for white
families rather than their own.

Gabriella M. Petrick

See also African America; African American
Foodways; Agricultural Work and Labor;
Alternative Foodways; Commercial Food
Venues; Ethnicity; Grocery Stores; Super-
markets; Technology
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Funerals

A funeral is a special religious or secular
ceremony performed after a person dies. The
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funeral provides a way for mourners to
express grief and to honor the deceased. For
many people, a funeral also represents a pas-
sage from one life to another, rather than the
end of a person’s existence.

History

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
America, the preparation of the body prior to
burial was performed by family members,
usually women, who washed the body and
wrapped it in a shroud. A local carpenter or
cabinet maker provided a simple pine coffin.
The funeral procession proceeded from the
home of the deceased to the stark burial
ground where the body was given a final
blessing. After the burial, mourners gathered
to feast and celebrate the deceased’s life.
Tokens such as gloves and rings were some-
times given to mourners.

By the mid-nineteenth century, urbaniza-
tion, the increased availability of consumer
goods, the development of beautifully land-
scaped cemeteries, and a spiritual shift away
from Puritan gloom to Christian uplift led to
elaborate mourning and funeral practices.
Coffins made of expensive woods and outfit-
ted with decorative hardware became com-
mon. The use of the word casket, defining an
elaborate box for jewels, began to replace
the older term coffin. A specialized vehicle,
the hearse, was designed to transport the
casket to the cemetery. Caskets as well as
hearses were lined with sumptuous silk,
wool, or velvet upholstery. Custom-printed
memorial cards, either black or white, edged
in gilt, and containing a prayer, were given
out at the funeral.

Rise of the Funeral Industry

The funeral industry professionalized in the
1860s with the adoption of sophisticated
embalming techniques developed during
the American Civil War (1861-1865). Profes-
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sional organizations and trade papers for
funeral directors, embalmers, and cremation
professionals set standards and defined the
training required for certification. The respon-
sibility for the preparation of the body, the
funeral service, and the burial or cremation
arrangements were gradually taken away
from family members and increasingly
dominated by funeral, hospital, and medical
professionals.

As the processes of dying and death took
place in clinical surroundings such as hospi-
tals, elaborate nineteenth-century mourning
rituals receded, although some customs
remain. Today, somber clothes are still usu-
ally worn at a funeral. Prayer cards are still
disseminated. The horse-drawn hearse is
now an elegant, specialized automobile.
Some religions adhere to strict procedures;
Judaism forbids embalming, for example,
and requires a simple funeral and a wood
coffin.

Traditions and the Modern Funeral
The most elaborate funerals in American his-
tory have been those of military, political,
and religious leaders. These retain much of
the same pomp and finery associated with
major nineteenth-century funerals. Funerals
can reflect unique local traditions, such as
the New Orleans jazz funeral, which draws
on ancient African rituals and African Amer-
ican slave traditions of music and dance.
Contemporary variants on the basic funeral
reflect individuality or ethnic diversity,
such as hip-hop funerals, which incorporate
black urban culture, rap music, and Afro-
Caribbean musical, oral, visual, and dance
forms; Hispanic funerals, which draw on
Mexican, Cuban, or Spanish traditions; or
funerals that blend traditional Native Amer-
ican Navajo beliefs with modern American
Christian practice.

Elise Madeleine Ciregna
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See also Burial Grounds, Cemeteries, and Grave
Markers; Etiquette and Manners; Funerary
(Sepulchral) Monuments; Mourning;
Mourning and Ethnicity; Rite, Ritual,
and Ceremony; Tradition
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Funerary (Sepulchral) Monuments

Funerary (sepulchral) monuments provide infor-
mation about a person, family, community,
or society. A gravestone can reveal informa-
tion about the person or persons buried at the
site, as well as the craftsmanship and tech-
niques used to make the stone, prevailing
religious beliefs, popular taste, fashion, atti-
tudes toward children, gender, domestic
and family life, ideology and symbology,
and death and burial. Another advantage of
studying stone artifacts is that these degrade
less readily than other materials.

From the seventeenth century through the
first third of the nineteenth century, the
material, shape, and design of gravestones
usually followed a well-established pattern.
Stonecutters often worked seasonally or as
an adjunct to other or full-time trades. The
stone, most often slate, was quarried locally
and shaped into a slab with round or square
“shoulders.” Carved designs in low relief
vary regionally, but in general motifs of the
earliest period, such as winged skulls and
hourglasses, emphasized death, man’s sinful
nature, and the passage of time. Toward the
late eighteenth century and into the early
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Funerary (Sepulchral) Monuments

Nineteenth-century cemeteries in America were often landscaped like picturesque parks. Sculptures of angels, as
in this example, were extremely popular, especially carved in white marble. Such monuments were meant to
enhance the grounds and provide viewing interest for visitors. (Courtesy of Forest Hills Cemetery, Boston,
Massachusetts)

nineteenth century, new motifs emphasized
spiritual uplift and sentimental mourning
of the departed; cherubs’ heads and the Neo-
classically inspired urn-and-willow design
are two of the most predominant designs of
this period.

The professionalization of the stonecutting
industry, the emergence of American acade-
mic sculpture, and the rural cemetery move-
ment in the first half of the nineteenth
century combined to shift dramatically the
types of gravestones and monuments erected.
Gravestones in the nineteenth century were
often white marble, either quarried in Ver-
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mont or imported from Italy. Markers exhibit
a wide variety of sizes, types, and motifs
throughout the country, and represent a rad-
ical shift from the more sober slate stones of
previous centuries. Typically, these empha-
size the relationship of the deceased to the
bereaved (for example “My Husband”); the
piety, innocence, or virtue of the deceased;
or sentimental themes such as the hope of a
reunion in the afterlife. Children’s graves
are often marked with small doves, lambs, or
sleeping children, while the graves of mature
persons often exhibit harvested sheaves of
wheat, lilies, ivy, oak, or laurel. A heightened
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awareness and appreciation of Greek, Roman,
and European sculpture is also evident in the
popularity of allegorical figures such as
Hope and Faith and in the figures of angels.
Occasionally, cemetery patrons commis-
sioned works in bronze.

In the late nineteenth century, improve-
ments in the machines to carve granite, as
well as the relative solidity of the material
compared to marble and slate, caused granite
to become the material of choice in cemeter-
ies, as it still is today. Gravestones and mon-
uments continue to exhibit a wide variety of
styles, although these tend to be simpler and
plainer than nineteenth-century stones.

In addition to gravestones, funerary mon-
uments were, and continue to be, made of
other long-lasting materials, such as zinc
and other metals, concrete or cement, and
wood. Zing, for example, is highly malleable
and can take on ornate embellishment at
less expense than hand-carved stone; con-
crete or cement was readily available by the
mid-twentieth century, and is formed easily
and embellished with rocks, shells, and other
ornaments. Wood deteriorates relatively
rapidly, but its use satisfied ethnic and
regional preferences (such as in the South-
west) and was readily available to mourners.

Elise Madeleine Ciregna

See also Burial Grounds, Cemeteries, and Grave
Markers; Funerals; Mourning; Mourning and
Ethnicity
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Furniture

Furniture is defined as movable utilitarian or
aesthetic objects that characterize a build-
ing’s interior. Furniture is made in a range of
materials, by various processes, and differs
in decoration by region, time period, and
intended user/consumer. Furniture marks
social rituals and cultural progress, defines
status and taste trends, and reflects mobility
and innovations in technology.

Colonial-Era Forms and Manufacture
Seventeenth-century settlers in North Amer-
ica employed furniture manufacturing prac-
tices of their home countries’ small towns
from which they emigrated. Objects were
weighty and rectilinear, continuing and elab-
orating specific provincial styles due to the
difficulties of communication with rising
European centers of culture such as London.
British-trained craftsmen, foreign imports,
and design books were the means of trans-
ferring styles and methods to the colonies.
The three dominant technologies utilized
for furniture making were medieval practices
of turning, carving, and joining. Standard
furniture forms, usually made of oak and
other native woods, were cupboards, turned
chairs, and six-board chests.

A change in furniture occurred at the turn
of the eighteenth century as new technology,
craftsmen, and materials were initiated. The
William and Mary style, at its height around
this time, was characterized by Baroque
ornament, verticality, light appearance, dec-
orative turnings, and double C-curves. More
woods were available and new furniture
forms were developed, including tea tables,
dressing tables, easy chairs, high chests, and
japanned (painted to appear as Asian lacquer)
decoration. Queen Anne furniture, fashion-
able during the second quarter of the eigh-
teenth century, exemplified artist William
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Hogarth’s (1697-1764) “line of beauty”
through elegant forms, cabriole (S-curve)
legs, vase-shaped backsplats, and high chests
with scrolling pediments. Pieces such as the
bedchamber dressing table suggested status
and mobility because they indicated an in-
crease in rooms of a house and a more refined
life. During the eighteenth century, form
became ornament as veneer (a thin layer of
wood with an attractive grain pattern glued
to the exterior of a less expensive wood) and
grains of wood fashioned surface decoration.
As a socioeconomic contrast, Windsor chairs,
first made in Philadelphia in 1740 and based
on English prototypes, were available to
many Americans and were popular because
they were light, standardized, and inexpen-
sive. Windsor chairs were made in a variety
of woods, including hickory, poplar, ash, pine,
and maple, which were applied to different
parts of the chair. They were frequently
painted for decoration and to conceal the use
of different woods in a chair’s construction.

Philadelphia surpassed Boston in the late
eighteenth century as the American center of
mercantile wealth and trade and produced
furniture in a luxurious Rococo taste. Thomas
Chippendale’s (1718-1779) The Gentleman
& Cabinet-Maker’s Director of 1754 provided
design impetus for the mid- to late eighteenth
century. Chippendale chair characteristics
include ball-and-claw feet, brightly carved
backsplats, square shoulders, cabriole or
Marlboro legs, foliate and scrolling motifs,
and mahogany wood. The use of imported
mahogany indicated sophistication. Regional
differences in eighteenth-century furniture
style and technique materialized in major
cabinetmaking centers, including Boston,
Philadelphia, and Newport.

Nineteenth-Century Forms and Styles

After the Revolutionary War (1775-1783),
Americans embraced the Neoclassical style,
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revealing a taste for English, and later French,
furniture. Archaeological discovery of Pom-
peii and Herculaneum encouraged inquiry
into classical antiquity. Based on designs
by George Hepplewhite (1727?-1786) and
Thomas Sheraton (1751-1806), the period’s
furniture exhibits symmetry, control, and
rationality. Federal-style furniture is charac-
terized by decorative treatments of fluted
and reeded legs, swags, paterae, husks, and
bellflowers. Standard New England Federal
chairs were visually light with shallow carv-
ing, attenuated and rectilinear in design, and
tighter and more compact than eighteenth-
century examples. The port city of Baltimore,
Maryland, enjoyed a period of wealth and
prosperity around the turn of the nineteenth
century and was a temporary rival to New
York. Baltimore developed painted or “fancy”
furniture that possessed bold patterns and
colorful forms.

With the completion of the Erie Canal in
1825, New York City, now connected com-
mercially to the American interior, became
the style and economic center of the nation.
The late Neoclassical or American Empire
style applied a more archaeologically correct
style, as exhibited by klismos forms and Gre-
cian couches. Well-known cabinetmaker
Duncan Phyfe (1768?-1854) and his shop
produced outstanding furniture in excellent
proportions, elegant lines, and luxurious
woods. The furniture of Charles-Honoré
Lannuier (1779-1819) promoted the French
vogue for gilded ornament, which origi-
nated with Napoleon’s architects Percier
and Fontaine and their 1801 style guide,
Recueil de décorations intérieures. Thomas
Hope’s (1769-1831) Household Furniture and
Interior Decoration (1807) introduced English
influences to the American Empire style.
Some furniture forms of the period include
pier tables, sideboards, and center pedestal
tables.
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Rococo, Gothic, and Renaissance revival
styles were adopted for various interiors
throughout the nineteenth century. Euro-
pean craftsmen, particularly from Germany,
dominated the furniture trade. Rococo Re-
vival, a playful reinterpretation of French
Rococo, furnished parlors, while the Gothic
taste, an international phenomenon popular
in England and reinvigorated by A. W. N.
Pugin (1812-1852), was suitable for libraries.
In the United States, important figures
include Gothic Revival architect Alexander
Jackson Davis (1803-1892) and Andrew Jack-
son Downing (1815-1852), who influenced
American architecture, furniture, taste, and
landscape through his popular books Cot-
tage Residences (1842) and The Architecture of
Country Houses (1850). Some key pieces of
this period are the etagere (for the display
of decorative objects), hall stands, and parlor
cabinets.

Technology continually altered furniture
form and manufacture throughout the nine-
teenth century. Samuel Gragg (1772-1855)
developed a patent in 1808 for steam-bend-
ing wood, a forerunner of the technique used
to create bentwood chairs. Lambert Hitch-
cock (1795-1852) instituted mass production
of chairs through the distribution of his fac-
tory-made, unassembled pieces throughout
the states. John Henry Belter (1804-1863),
whose factory employed German wood-
working technology for bending wood, held
patents for laminating and steaming pro-
cesses. New materials were also utilized to
construct furniture, including papier-maché
and cast iron. Mid-nineteenth-century inven-
tions such as spring coils for seats and but-
ton-tufted upholstery produced comfortable
furniture. The furniture industry was further
transformed by mass-produced, inexpensive
furniture manufactured in centers such as
Grand Rapids, Michigan, and Cincinnati,
Ohio.
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World’s fairs, forums to exchange goods,
ideas, and technology, disseminated furni-
ture designs. A paradigmatic shift occurred
in the early 1870s as focus moved from elab-
orate French furniture to simple English fur-
nishings. Important texts, such as Charles
Locke Eastlake’s (1836-1908) Hints on House-
hold Taste, a middle-class moralizing text
published in London in 1868 and in Boston
in 1872, expounded the idea of hominess
and sought to improve taste and design
through Eastlake or “art furniture.” British
reform ideals ushered in a period known as
the Aesthetic Movement, which was con-
cerned with beauty and was influenced by
foreign cultures. While many consumers
purchased goods directly from retailers, high-
end furniture was available from furniture
and decorating firms, such as New York
City’s Herter Brothers, for wealthier patrons.

Twentieth-Century Trends
The Arts and Crafts Movement encouraged
craftsmen, including Gustav Stickley (1858-
1942) with his Mission furniture, to create
simple furniture using “honest” construc-
tion. Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959) demon-
strated an interest in Japanese aesthetic,
which was sympathetic to Arts and Crafts
ideals, through his furniture and interiors.
Colonial Revival and other historicist styles
were popular after World War I. Alterna-
tively, American modern design, initially
inspired by European progress, established
an identity through the efforts of designers,
such as Paul Frankl (1886-1958) and Donald
Deskey (1894-1989), working in industrial
materials. Bauhaus émigrés, including Lud-
wig Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969) and Wal-
ter Gropius (1883-1969), influenced furniture
and interiors through the lens of Modern
European architecture.

After World War II (1939-1945) Americans
designed furniture of innovative materials,
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including molded plywood, various metals,
fiberglass, and plastics. Many designers,
such as Isamu Noguchi (1904-1988), Charles
(1907-1978) and Ray Eames (1912-1988), and
Harry Bertoia (1915-1978), created furniture
for manufacturers Herman Miller and Knoll
to furnish the modern interior. Concurrently,
studio craft designers reacted against indus-
trialization through hand production and
traditional materials.

Current Furniture Studies
Furniture can be studied in terms of material,
technique, style, usage, and its movement
in the marketplace. There are numerous ap-
proaches to studying furniture, including
maker-focused, regional, connoisseurship,
cultural and social history, and socioeco-
nomic investigation. Material culture studies
have also begun to incorporate theoretical
models from various disciplines, fields, and
approaches, such as ethnography, historical
archaeology, gender studies, and consump-
tion analysis, which can be applied to the
furniture field.

Monica Obniski

See also Aesthetic Movement; Arts and Crafts
Movement; Colonial Revival; Decorative
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Arts; Design History and American Design;
Gothic Revival; Handicraft and Artisanship;
Industrial Design; Renaissance Revival;
Rococo Revival
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Games

Games include indoor and outdoor amateur
and professional activities. Activities requir-
ing physical prowess are called, colloquially,
sports, and other activities are referred to as
games, though the terms are often used inter-
changeably (as in the Olympic Games).
Games—activities bound by rules and lim-
ited by time and space—may be competitive
or may serve as a pastime or amusement.
Outdoor games are demarcated by special-
ized equipment and playing fields and
venues, distinctive uniforms or adornment,
and particular sets of rules. Indoor games are
categorized by either their material culture
(for example, card games, dice games, or
board games) or their focus (for example,
skill, strategy, or chance). Games may be
played by professionals or amateurs, chil-
dren or adults.

Older games, dating back to ancient cul-
tures and including checkers, Go, chess, mah-
jongg, pocket billiards, darts, and numerous
card games, arrived in the United States with
various waves of immigrants. New York
City was the early center of the board game
industry, an offshoot of the city’s rise as a
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commercial and print capital. The first com-
mercially produced board game in the United
States, though, was manufactured in Salem,
Massachusetts. The Mansion of Happiness,
issued by the W. and S. B. Ives Company in
1843, taught moralistic values to its players.
Its descendants include Springfield, Massa-
chusetts, lithographer Milton Bradley’s (1836
1911) The Checkered Game of Life (1860), now
known as Life. Other nineteenth-century
board games initiated Americans into mod-
ern society by imitating new activities such
as department store shopping and political
campaigning. As the growing middle class
accumulated leisure time and surplus income
in the early twentieth century, the classic
American board games, many of which
model different aspects of industrial and
global society, reached the market: the com-
modities trading game Pif (1904), the real
estate game Monopoly (1935), the who-dunnit
game Clue (1949), and the war game Risk
(1959).

The development of computer and video
technology has increased the ways in which
games are packaged and played. The video-
game Pong (1958), the fantasy role-playing
game Dungeons and Dragons (1973), the card
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trading game Magic: The Gathering (1993),
and the imported German strategy game Set-
tlers of Catan (1995) mark three new stages in
the development of the heavily commercial
contemporary game industry: game spe-
cialty stores, conventions, and media tie-ins
such as game-based movies and books. In
1994, the Game Show Network (GSN) de-
buted on cable television, airing old and new
game shows (television shows that pit con-
testants against each other for prizes).

As widespread media forms modeling
society, games receive criticism for promot-
ing undesirable behaviors. For example, first-
person-shooter video games were blamed
for the 1999 massacre at Columbine High
School in Jefferson County, Colorado. More
recently, violent and criminal aspects of the
video game series Grand Theft Auto led to
industry and distributor self-censorship and
the rating of games. Elaborations of main-
stream games, such as Ghettopoly (2003)
receive criticism for explicit racism. Games
historically have reflected and engaged
social and cultural values, both beneficial
and detrimental: They have served to
instruct and inform Americans of all ages,
but they have also abetted gambling.

Krista M. Park

See also Children’s Material Culture; Children’s
Toys; Computers and Information Technol-
ogy; Leisure, Recreation, and Amusements;
Popular Culture; Recreation Rooms; Sports
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Gay Consumerism

Gay consumerism describes three overlapping
material practices, ranging from gay men
and lesbians (and to a lesser extent bisexual
and transgendered people) consuming ordi-
nary goods in transgressive ways to their
influencing corporate behavior through
spending power to defining gay people in
terms of what they consume. Each of these
strains of gay consumerism has influenced
society as a whole. Throughout the twentieth
century, for example, Americans drew on gay
subcultural styles to refresh stale fashions.
This had not made homosexual culture more
mainstream but transformed straight society
into the “cooler,” ironic postmodern world of
today. American corporations have changed
hiring, benefits, and advertising practices in
response to gay customer loyalty and boy-
cotts of unfriendly companies. Many gay
people have felt socially validated by their
new status as a niche market. The combined
effects of these practices are complex, espe-
cially when observed against the accelerat-
ing consumerism of society at large.

Consumption and Coding

The suppression of homosexuality through
most periods of history has provoked coded
displays of material goods. For instance, gay
men in the early twentieth century were
reputed to wear red neckties. Such practices
were important not only in building social
networks but also in establishing a sense of
selfhood within a larger society that tried to
make homosexuality invisible. Many mate-
rial markers of gayness have been fashioned
against cultural norms of femininity and mas-
culinity, and dressing contrary to one’s sex
(commonly referred to as cross-dressing) has
been a common form of resistant consump-
tion. Gay life has been distinguished by camp,
which both celebrates and parodies vulgar
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elements of culture. Anyone may own a
shell-encrusted souvenir of Florida, but own-
ing a hundred such items, carefully arranged
by motif, is “camping it up.” Consumption
itself has been considered a feminine trait, so
gay men are extraordinarily marked.

Gay Consumerism as Activism

Gay people cannot live by shell-encrusted
souvenirs alone, and gays and lesbians have
been able to assert power by spending
money with gay-friendly businesses, from
neighborhood delis to multinational corpo-
rations. Boycotts of the Florida Citrus Com-
mission (due to their retention of Anita
Bryant, a militant anti-gay rights activist, as
their spokesperson in the 1970s) and other
institutions viewed as insensitive or dis-
criminatory toward gay people have also
brought visibility to gay consumer power.
Gay activists have pressured the media,
through their viewing and purchasing behav-
ior, to portray homosexuals in a sympathetic
manner, and gay publications have offered
enticing demographic data about their read-
erships. Now advertisements are as likely
to flatter gay viewers as to make jokes at
their expense, because companies hope to
turn a profit from this newly discovered niche
market.

Gays can hope to improve their lot by act-
ing as citizen consumers, but such efforts
may be only partially successful because of
the complexity of determining what is best
for gay people. For instance, gay organiza-
tions are divided about receiving donations
from the Molson Coors Brewing Company,
which has changed its discriminatory hiring
practices but still has ties to the ultraconser-
vative Coors family.

Visibility and Advertising

Gay activism now encompasses loyalty to
gay-friendly companies, and activities as easy
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as turning to the Logo Channel (a cable net-
work providing gay-themed content) or pur-
chasing specific brands of shoes are seen
by many gays as “making a contribution” to
gay visibility. Nonnegative portrayals of gay
men and lesbians in movies, television, and
advertisements have seemed to confer legit-
imacy on gay people. Some people debate
whether visibility alone can bring substan-
tive political changes, especially because
niche advertising is compromised by adver-
tisers becoming adept at producing ads that
are “gay vague.” Such ads communicate gay
content to gay people in coded ways that
straight people miss.

Corporate advertising has become an im-
portant funding base for gay media, yet many
companies have pressured publications to
reduce or eliminate potent sexual and polit-
ical material, reducing important forums to
innocuous lifestyle showcases. Not every
gay person can dress like the actors in gay-
themed movies, buy an automobile adver-
tised in gay magazines, watch gay-themed
shows on premium cable, or otherwise
purchase their way into the gay community.
Critics also worry that those buying a
Mitchell Gold + Bob Williams sofa (formerly
the Mitchell Gold Company; Mitchell Gold
himself is a visible gay entrepreneur and
activist) does not make one authentically
gay any more than buying Kraft Macaroni
and Cheese Dinner makes one authentically
American.

No phenomenon illustrates the contradic-
tions of gay consumerism better than the
television show, “Queer Eye for the Straight
Guy” (2003-2007), which appeared on the
cable television network Bravo. While the
popular program contains sexually inflected
banter, the point of the show is that gay men
can share their supposed superior powers of
discrimination as consumers with appar-
ently helpless straight people. Queerness in
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the show is defined by one’s competency in
using grooming products, cooking gadgets,
glassware, and so forth. The show’s un-
spoken and underlying drama hinges on
whether straight men can take consuming
advice from “queers” without becoming
queer themselves. In defining gayness in
terms of consumption practices, substantive
engagement of gender and power issues are
neatly avoided even as sponsors are served.

Elizabeth Throop

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Consumerism and Consumption; Gender;
Sex and Sexuality
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Gender

Gender has been defined in a variety of ways,
ranging from an equation of sex with gender
to understandings of the economic, social,
and cultural relationships among the sexes
to issues of identity. Gender was originally
defined as “innate” or “biological” attributes
of men and women. The women’s movement
of the 1960s questioned this notion. Femi-
nists pointed out that gender as a political
ideology defined the organization of the rela-
tionships between men and women. These
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relationships were thus socially constructed,
not natural; sex could refer to a human’s
physical characteristics, while gender defined
expected, often stereotyped social and cul-
tural roles or attributes ascribed to those
physical characteristics. These feminists high-
lighted the social nature of sex distinctions to
counter biological determinism. Gender began
to be understood as a society’s ideas about
men and women. Feminist scholars used this
definition of gender to uncover and analyze
historic constructions of “sex” roles. The
inclusion of gender as a category of scholarly
analysis demonstrates how sexual distinc-
tions organize societies as well as how gen-
der signifies power relationships.

Gender as an Analytical Category

In 1986, historian Joan Wallach Scott pro-
posed that gender was more than a descriptor.
Rather, the idea could be used to challenge
previous historical paradigms. For Scott, pre-
vious approaches to gender as a category
of analysis relied on physical difference
between men and women without exploring
how gender affects other areas of life, treated
gender as a by-product of economic struc-
tures without understanding gender as an
analytical tool, or reified the binary opposi-
tion between male and female without
examining the constructed nature of this
opposition. Scott thus proposed a two-part
definition of gender. First, gender should be
considered a creative force behind social
relationships, which is based on supposed
differences among the sexes. This would
mean that gender is represented in cultural
symbols and in the concepts that define
these symbols. Additionally, Scott noted that
gender is constructed through the relation-
ships between institutions, organizations,
and politics. Gender, then, is created in a
variety of activities, interactions, historical
periods, and places. Gender is subjective and
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articulates power relations; it legitimates and
constructs social relationships, and it legiti-
mates political power as well as criticizes it.
For instance, power is coded as masculine,
and enemies are characterized as effemi-
nate. What Scott wanted to make clear was
that the binary opposition between male/
masculinity and female / femininity was not
a given but that this opposition was contex-
tual and constructed.

Gender as Performance

Cultural studies scholar Judith Butler com-
plicated the study of gender further by sug-
gesting that sex was gender all along. The
binary of male/female cannot explain the
gendered variation of humans. In Gender
Trouble (1990), Butler argues that gender was
a performance in which the body is repeti-
tively trained to seem like a man or a woman,
a “natural” being. Gender is trouble, then: As
soon as one is assigned an identity based on
gender, gender can be questioned if one does
not conform to—perform—the role.

In 1959, Erving Goffman (1922-1992)
pointed to the use of props and the body
to present a self, and Butler reiterates this
insight. In the performance of gender, props
are required to make the performance
“work.” These props are often objects that
signal the gender status of the person using
them. Gender, as Butler noted, is an em-
bodied process in which ideology is applied
to bodies and to the artifacts used by these
bodies. Gender is a process by which people
create identities by using cultural ideals,
other people, and objects.

Gender and Material Culture Studies

Written documents are often the primary
sources for historical scholarship; those who
did not leave written documentation are often
omitted in the study of the past. Proponents
of women’s history and gender history have
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often used visual and material culture to
understand the experiences of women as well
as the experiences of men who were denied
or did not have access to the tools of literacy.

The study of material culture often makes
a society’s gender assumptions visible, some-
times countering textual evidence. Accord-
ing to scholar Michael S. Kimmel (Martinez
and Ames, 1997), the material culture of gen-
der allows for at least four different analyti-
cal approaches. First, one can approach the
gender of things: how objects, from cars to
clothes, are defined as masculine, feminine,
or neuter. Second, how things are valued
might signal gender differentials. Objects
created by women have historically been de-
valued or derogatorily labeled. For instance,
women’s arts have been understood as crafts,
which are valued less than the fine arts.
Third, the gender assumptions of individ-
uals who produce things reproduce engen-
dered things. Male doll makers, for example,
often made their dolls work like machines
with gears, wheels, and springs rather than
think about who played with the dolls.
Fourth, the material culture of gender helps
create gendered beings. How men and
women use these objects may reveal how
they accept, reject, or mediate gender roles.

Clothing often reifies cultural construc-
tions of gender. Since the Middle Ages, gen-
der distinctions in dress have been visible in
Western culture in that men overwhelmingly
have worn pants and women have worn
gowns. Wearing pants was almost taboo for
women because pants were associated with
masculine power. Until the nineteenth cen-
tury, dress marked gender difference, but two
changes in dress complicated gender roles:
drawers (underwear) and bloomers. Women
began wearing drawers with two leg tubes,
which resembled men’s trousers. Divided
garments had been associated with mas-
culinity, and undivided garments had been
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associated with femininity. These drawers
blurred the boundaries, but they also af-
firmed feminine modesty in that they added
another layer of clothing to women’s bodies.
These drawers were also open at the crotch
and this openness signaled women’s sexual-
ity. These garments, despite their divided
nature, still constructed women as different
from men. Nineteenth-century dress reform-
ers promoted bloomers and the short dress
as better for women’s health than corsets
and long skirts. The outfit, dubbed “the
American Dress,” was highly controversial
because the bloomers were visible under-
neath the skirt, and bloomers were basically
pants. Bloomers blurred the sartorial dis-
tinction between men and women, and they
were highly criticized by both men and
women. “The American Dress” was never
very popular, but utopian movements, like
the Oneida Community, believed the cos-
tume reflected feminine modesty rather than
an attempt to gain masculine power.

Men’s dress has also changed, moving
from the more ornate and complicated to
the simple. In the eighteenth century, men
dressed extravagantly to suggest their power
and wealth, but by the nineteenth century,
men adopted a plain clothing style to signal
power. Men'’s fashions of previous genera-
tions were then coded as effeminate. By the
end of the nineteenth century, women’s cloth-
ing became more like men’s clothing because
of its practical nature, and men’s clothing
became more uniform. By the 1960s, unisex
clothing (jeans, T-shirts, and intentionally
“ungendered” fashions) made it more diffi-
cult to distinguish gender by dress.

Other forms of material culture and pro-
cesses are also associated with gender: For
example, cars and technology are often con-
sidered masculine enterprises. Gender also
problematizes analyses of material culture.
For instance, scholars have found that some
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studies of American material culture have
assumed only male subjects. Historian Karin
Calvert (1992) noted that before the 1980s,
all the scholarship on children assumed a
male child.

Gender as a category of scholarly analysis
complicates presentations of race and class.
Scholars have recognized the role gender
plays in expressing ethnic, racial, religious, or
class identities. Women are often the bearers
of ethnic identities through conventions of
dress. In yard art, gender highlights portray-
als of race through yard figurines of black
children—all male—who fish, eat water-
melon, or serve. According to folklorist
Jeannie Banks Thomas, the gender differen-
tial might reflect anxiety over black males in
society and, perhaps, the desire to own black
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This circa 1900 Singer Sewing Machine advertise-
ment uses idealized images of women, the prominent
display of a brand name and the assurance of quality
to persuade customers to purchase the product.
(Library of Congress)
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males—but not black females. Social class
as a category of analysis presents an interest-
ing problem for material culture studies
because the material culture of the wealthy
is more readily available. Studies of mater-
ial culture often reflect the experiences of
middle- and upper-class men and women but
not of working-class men and women. Pants,
as a uniform of work on farms or in factories,
may have symbolized power differently in
working-class culture.

Objects often highlight the complexity
of gendering. For instance, Jeannie Banks
Thomas (2003) studied the gender character-
istics of cemetery statues, yard art, and the
Barbie doll. What she uncovered is that,
taken alone, these objects often conform to
gender roles, but how people use these objects
complicates understandings of gender. Bar-
bie might reflect stereotypes of women, but
in play, children—girls and boys—use her
in ways that resist gender norms. In play,
Barbie wears Ken’s clothes, fights G.I Joes in
combat, or hacks into computers. This play
demonstrates the malleability of gender.

Kelly |. Baker

See also Cultural History; Cultural Studies;
Dower Right; Dress, Accessories, and
Fashion; Ethnicity; House, Home, and
Domesticity; Race; Sex and Sexuality; Social
Class and Social Status; Social History
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General (Country) Stores

Though still extant in the United States, the
general, or country, store is considered a quaint
remnant of the past. A rocking-chair-filled
front porch, a cracker barrel, a pot-bellied
wood stove, and cluttered shelves of goods
characterize this important retail institution.
This nostalgic image reflects popular and
scholarly writings produced in the early
twentieth century, when the impact of depart-
ment stores, mail order catalogues, automo-
biles, and roads decreased dependence on
local markets.

From the very first years of European set-
tlement in North America, general stores
were often the first businesses established in
an area open to settlement, first along rivers
and then, once roads were built, at cross-
roads and village and town centers. Shire
towns in New England and county seats
elsewhere in the colonies and later nation
boasted public markets and a variety of com-
mercial establishments to cater to increased
trade due to government business, especially
on court days. General stores in towns other
than county seats provided a convenient
means of acquiring goods in an era when
traveling was difficult and expensive.

General store proprietors were entrepre-
neurs and often town leaders. Many general
stores doubled as the local post office; the
proprietor as postmaster was, through the
nineteenth century, affiliated in local party
politics because the postmaster was a political
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appointment. Social gatherings in general
stores were peppered with local gossip but
equally enlivened with political debate.
First and foremost, though, the general
store’s basic role was to acquire and redis-
tribute a wide variety of foodstuffs; dry
goods; building, farming, and household
supplies; books; and other materials. A true
barter system was not utilized; store propri-
etors often provided credit for customers in
return for fresh produce (especially milk,
butter, and eggs) and for services and labor
to which a cash value was assigned. In some
communities credit was extended to farmers
until crops were harvested and sold. Farmers
were allowed to pay their farmhands with a
store credit (self-order). When money was in
short supply due to the Panics of 1873 and
1893, general store proprietors’ extending
credit to customers helped maintain the well-
being of small-town and rural families.
General stores were housed in small build-
ings similar to residential dwellings. Win-
dows were small, so display was limited,
and interiors were dark. Documentary and
photographic evidence reveals that order
and efficiency were evident in stock neatly
arranged on wood counters and shelves.
Store ledgers (daybooks) provide evidence of
small-scale business, community and rural
history, and the rise of consumerism in the
twentieth century. Today, the convenience
store (often affiliated with a gas station) has
overwhelmingly replaced the general store,
which had already fallen victim to national
brands, department stores, mail order cata-
logues, suburbanization, and the automo-
bile. Surviving general stores have now
attained the status of tourist destinations,
whether as historical sites or as nostalgia-
inflected businesses.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Consumerism and Consumption;
Department Stores; Mail Order Catalogues
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Georgian Style

Georgian defines the fashionable shift of
architectural and decorative design through-
out the American colonies and England for
much of the eighteenth century. Coinciding
with the reigns of George I, 11, and III (collec-
tively 1714-1820), this style incorporated
symmetry and geometric proportions in
building forms with central axes; Neoclas-
sical details such as Palladian windows and
entranceways with columns, pilasters, and
broken pediments; and hipped or side-gabled
roofs. The Georgian style was the British
component of the wider Neoclassical style
sweeping through the Western world in the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
Early American public buildings incorpo-
rating this style’s updating of classical archi-
tecture include the Wren Building (ca. 1695)
at the College of William and Mary designed
by English architect Christopher Wren (1632
1723); the Governor’s Palace (1706-1714)
in Williamsburg, Virginia; Philadelphia’s
Pennsylvania State House (1732-1753), now
known as Independence Hall; and Boston’s
Old State House (rebuilt 1711; redesigned
1747). American colonists copied this popu-
lar building form through British pattern
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books. Especially influential were the ideas
of Andrea Palladio (1508-1580), which were
conveyed through several works published
in London and available in the colonies.
Several editions of Palladio’s Four Books of
Architecture (1570) were owned by Thomas
Jefferson (1743-1826), whose designs for
Monticello (1769-1809) and the University of
Virginia (1825) show Palladio’s influence.

In domestic dwellings, the central-hall
plan characteristic of this new building style
replaced the hall-parlor house plan. Formerly,
visitors entered directly into the house and
were met by a family as they worked, slept,
ate, and played. In a larger Georgian house
visitors entered into a central stairway that
ordered their passage through and experi-
ences in the house. Visitors were guided to
social spaces and away from the private and
productive spaces located on upper floors
and at the rear of the house.

The Georgian style heralded a new for-
mality in social relations. The front, public
spaces of the house—parlors and dining
rooms—were now a sort of stage for proper
social interaction. “Backstage” areas were
those dedicated to bodies at rest or at labor
in preparation for public display. Thus this
style is also associated with a widespread
change in social behavior based in part on
the rising wealth of the nonaristocratic
wealthy (the gentry) in the colonies. The gen-
try’s wealth, as well as its cosmopolitanism,
was displayed through the choices of brick
and sometimes stone as a building material,
elaborate windows (including sash windows
and fanlights), interior finishes in plaster
and wood carvings such as egg-and-dart
moldings, and the application of ornamental
designs such as swags.

Houses in the Georgian style include Strat-
ford Hall (1730s) and Westover (1750s) in
Virginia; Cliveden (1760s), near Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania; and the many eighteenth-cen-
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Westover, the house built by planter William Byrd 11
in the mid-eighteenth century, commands a view of
Virginia’s James River. The brick building’s symmetry,
entranceway pediment, and hipped roof are features of
the Georgian style. (Library of Congress)

tury town houses of Annapolis, Maryland,
and Charleston, South Carolina. Farmhouses
and other vernacular dwellings as well fea-
ture the Neoclassical proportions, symmetry,
and stylistic details of this popular building

style.
Shirley Teresa Wajda

See also Agricultural Architecture; Civic
Architecture; Classical Revival (Neoclassi-
cism); Domestic Architecture; Social Class
and Social Status; Style
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Gifts and Gift Giving

A gift is most commonly understood as some-
thing material or immaterial given volun-
tarily without expectation of compensation.
This popular understanding of gifts and giv-
ing influenced political philosopher Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679) who, in Leviathan (1651),
defined a gift as something transferred out-
side the purview of a contract. Philosopher
Karl Marx (1818-1883), writing in Capital,
Volume 1 (1867), defined a gift as something
given for free and that was the opposite of a
commodity (which is something given with
the expectation of monetary compensation).
Many twentieth-century anthropologists,
sociologists, historians, and philosophers,
however, note a tension between the popular
understanding of gifts as free offerings and
the actual practice of giving, which they see
as a self-interested act that demands reci-
procity from the recipient.

Theories of Gifts and Giving

Drawing from ethnographies conducted by
others in societies throughout the world,
anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1872-1950)
developed a theory of the gift wherein the
practice of giving, rather than embodying
disinterested generosity, involves the expec-
tation of reciprocity and the spirit of compe-
tition. Mauss considered gift exchange to be
a phenomenon in which all social institutions
were involved. He viewed gift economies
(that is, economies based on gift exchanges)
as predecessors to commodity economies
(economies based on monetary exchanges),
while noting that aspects of gift exchange
continued in modern European life. Gift
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exchange, according to Mauss, depends on
three obligations—to give, to receive, and
to reciprocate. The obligations to give and
receive are predicated on what Mauss saw as
a universal need for people to enter into
social exchange, which enables the parties to
avoid war with one another. The obligation
to reciprocate is predicated on the gift’s spirit.
To give a gift is to make a present of oneself,
a mode of exchange radically opposed to the
economy of commodity capitalism in which
the relations of production that generate the
exchanged object are obscured by exchange
value.

Whether or not gifts generate profit for
their givers, gift exchange and commodity
exchange do differ in how they produce
social relations. Gift transactions link the
people involved in them. The gift continues
to be identified with the giver and the trans-
action itself. Thus, gift relations bring people
together while commodity relations pull
them apart.

Anthroplogist Claude Lévi-Strauss argued
that giving, receiving, and reciprocating are
different modes of one phenomenon that
underlies all aspects of social life: exchange.
Lévi-Strauss elaborated this idea in Elemen-
tary Structures of Kinship (1969), placing the
exogamous exchange of women by men in
marriage at the origin of culture and society.

While the idea that cycles of exchange
form the basis of society continues to be
influential, it has not gone unchallenged.
Feminist theorists, in particular, have levied
a number of critiques against it. For one, this
approach has been seen to obscure the eco-
nomics and politics of sex/gender systems
that produce the very categories of people
(i.e., women and men) involved in the ex-
change. Others have pointed out that the
whole gift cycle depends on a need to return,
to regenerate, to recycle. In other words, sys-
tems of exchange are built on scarcity. What
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if, instead of scarcity, there is excess? Scholars
following approaches to gifts and giving that
address excess have pointed to mothering
and writing as examples of giving without
return.

The system of exchange theorized by Lévi-
Strauss has also been critiqued for reducing
social agents (i.e., people) to automata that
mechanically follow the rules. Yet the cycle
of exchange is often broken; gifts often do
go unreciprocated. Giving may be theorized
linearly, as a process embedded in time.
This theoretical approach accounts for the
uncertainty of reception and reciprocity that
follow the initial offering. It also suggests
that the time lag between gift and counter-
gift is what enables individuals to believe
that their gifts are given freely even though
hindsight reveals that gifts tend to produce
reciprocity.

Other scholars have argued that exchange
does not dominate social life. Some objects
cannot be given away. These “inalienable
possessions” are fundamental to the creation
of social hierarchy because they authenticate
particular narratives about familial origin,
narratives that draw on cosmological author-
ity to legitimize social rank. Since women
play important roles in the production,
preservation, and control of these special
objects, they have access to significant polit-
ical power.

Histories of Gifts and Giving

in America

Although gift giving took place on the North
American continent long before European
colonization, exchanges between European
colonizers and indigenous peoples are some
of the earliest analyzed by historians of the
region now called the United States. Euro-
pean dealings with Native Americans are
examples of gift relations that do not fit the
model of reciprocity described by Mauss.
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The French understanding of Indians not just
as non-Christian strangers but as savages
disqualified their dealings from the realm
of gifts. Even though the French recognized
that Indians referred to what they gave as
gifts, the French did not feel grateful or
obliged to indigenous gift givers because
they saw them as unenlightened about the
“true” value of things. Furthermore, al-
though European missionaries attempted to
impose Christianity onto Indians as a “gift,”
they intended it as a one-way transaction. For
Native Americans, receiving such unilateral
gifts was problematic, for they believed that
violations of reciprocity were expressions of
magic. Still, both parties used the rhetoric
of giving in their exchanges because they
viewed the power to give as the expression
of sovereignty.

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century gift
exchanges in the United States were compli-
cated less by contact between European and
Indian cultures than by the intrusion of the
commercial market in producing and gov-
erning exchanges of gifts. Gift relations are
an important part of life under capitalism.
Capitalism tends to alienate relationships by
placing a monetary value on nearly every
interaction (for example, it is common to see
media articles about the current cost of rais-
ing a child). This has affected how gifts are
used to establish and maintain personal rela-
tions, since commodities are considered too
impersonal for this use. Individuals use
shopping to convert commodities into mean-
ingful possessions that can be exchanged in
personal relationships. Marketers capitalize
on this practice by using the rhetoric of gifts
and giving to promote their commodities.
Homemade gifts, while generally associated
with childhood, are perceived as separate
from the market and, thus, are seen as more
representative of the giver’s identity than
are commodities.
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Many scholars have linked the growth of
industrialization in the United States to the
development of the nation’s most spectacu-
lar gift-giving occasion: Christmas. During
the colonial period, Puritan New Englanders
suppressed Christmas, while southerners
continued the European, seasonal practice
of giving feasts and presents to laborers,
including slaves. In 1865, Christmas was
established as a national holiday in which
first handmade and then inexpensive man-
ufactured goods were exchanged among
wide circles of acquaintances. Through the
nineteenth century, industrialization and a
focus on the home as a sanctuary that pro-
tected family from the perils of the modern
public life transformed the holiday from a
season of charity into a celebration of family.
By 1910, the exchange of gifts was concen-
trated within the family, while friends and
associates exchanged Christmas cards. In the
late twentieth century, complaints about the
unpleasantness of Christmas shopping as an
activity that detracts from the “true” meaning
of the holiday reflect the cultural distinctions
between home and market that contributed
to the development of Christmas giving.

Ami Sommariva

See also Commodity; Consumerism and
Consumption; Heirlooms; Holidays and
Commemorations; Native America
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Glass

Glass is a supercooled liquid consisting of sil-
ica (sand), an alkaline flux of potash or soda
ash, and a stabilizer of lime or lead. Additives
of metallic oxides impart color variations.
When this mixture is heated to 1300-1500
degrees Celsius it forms “metal” (molten
glass), which is then worked into various
forms. Additional decoration can then be ap-
plied while hot or after annealing (cooling).

Early American Glassmaking
Functional and decorative articles of glass
have always been an integral part of Anglo-
America life. Glassmaking was the very first
American industry, beginning in 1608 in
Jamestown, Virginia. The earliest attempts
at financially successful glass houses were
numerous and short lived. Local houses
struggled with inexperience, imperfections
in raw materials, intense competition from
foreign imports, inadequate distribution sys-
tems and consumers’ preference for a finer
quality of tablewares. Glass items imported
from Great Britain and Europe far surpassed
domestic attempts in color, quality, and form.
Utilitarian items in nonleaded glass for stor-
age, transport, and windows were the staple
of the local production, but the established
domestic houses failed to meet the growing
demands of the expanding colonies. Only
the elite could afford fine foreign glasswares.

Extant examples of early American glass
show a distinct preference for mimicking
English and European forms, but with an
inherent difference in color and weight due
to the limitations of local raw materials. Even
so, various stylistic anomalies in tableware
began to emerge as distinctly American, with
particular emphasis on hot-work decoration
using threading, lily-pad and raspberry-
shaped appliqués, and tooled finials.

The first lead glass production in what
would become the United States is credited
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to Henry Steigel’s (1729-1785) American
Flint Glass Works (1764-1774) of Manheim,
Pennsylvania. Steigel’s products set a prece-
dent for a finer quality of ware able to com-
pete with the English imports. Among the
decorative techniques employed were pat-
tern molding for pocket bottles, tableware,
and engraved presentation pieces. Not until
the foreign import embargoes, blockades,
and the end of the War of 1812 did American
glass production begin to flourish. During
this period the better-known houses such as
Pittsburgh’s Bakewell, New England Glass,
and Boston and Sandwich thrived.

Nineteenth-Century

Technological Advances

As in other industries across the nation,
the great advancements in technology in the
nineteenth century directly influenced the
availability, affordability, quality, and ap-
pearance of glass. The process of machine
pressing glass was fully developed by 1827,
permanently changing glass production.
Patents for various mechanical glass presses
and molds and new developments in glass
chemistry led to unprecedented styles. Lacy
pressed glass (1827-1850), particularly pop-
ular in a cup plate and tableware form:s,
became a middle-class alternative to expen-
sive hand-cut glass. The invention of soda-
lime glass in 1864 produced pressed items
that looked like leaded glass but were lighter
and a third of the cost. The bottle industry
gave birth to another purely American style:
the full-sized, mold-blown figural flask. With
alcohol consumption per person approxi-
mately eight times greater than today, spirit
flasks were in great demand. Combined with
a growing sense of nationalism, Americans
became enamored of these forms, which
commemorated events and personages of
cultural importance. Popular between 1815
and 1870, more than 750 known spirit flask
patterns exist.
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Flint (or leaded) glass lent itself particu-
larly well to cutting. This decorative tech-
nique was augmented by the development
of the steam engine to power the cutting
wheels. First introduced in Philadelphia at
the 1876 Centennial Exposition, elaborately
cut geometric patterns in diamonds, pin-
wheels, rosettes, stars, and fans became
known as rich or brilliant cut glass. The
Corning, New York, area was so prolific in its
production of these pieces that it was dubbed
“the Crystal City.” The brilliant period lasted
until the advent of World War I in 1914.

The same companies producing brilliant
cut glass also made cased and engraved
glass. New casing technology encouraged
the cold decoration of glass by means of cut-
ting and engraving through several colored
layers in the Bohemian style. Next to pressed
wares, the Bohemian style became the most
popular form of glassware through the 1880s.

Art Glass

International expositions, beginning with
the London Crystal Palace Exposition in 1851,
introduced the consumer and glass artist
alike to ancient and new decorative styles
from around the world. In the 1850s and
1860s further developments in chemical and
mechanical processes led to new decorative
techniques in cutting, etching, engraving, cas-
ing, cameos, silvered glass, machine thread-
ing, pull-up and crimping machines, and a
variety of glass manufactured with special
effects. This was the beginning of the Amer-
ican art glass movement that set the standard
for the world for the next fifty years. Glass
artists experimented with new forms, colors,
and techniques in hot and cold decoration,
and even developed glass mimicking ce-
ramics, metals, and stone. Color technology
reached its peak in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, resulting in a wide range
of new hues, textures, layering, and heat-
struck shading. Some of the better known
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houses were Hobbs, Brockunier in Wheeling,
West Virginia, and Mount Washington and
New England Glass, both in Massachusetts.

The late nineteenth-century Aesthetic
Movement in England also inspired American
glass artists to look to the past for design
motifs, but with an innovative difference.
Artist John LaFarge (1880-1963) struggled
for years perfecting opalescent glass for use
in his decorative windows. He also was the
tirst to use molded and textured glass, multi-
layered glass for depth, and free-form lead-
ing. Decorative arts innovator Louis Comfort
Tiffany (1848-1933), in an attempt to repli-
cate ancient Roman glass, developed his
iridized glass method in 1892. Soon afterward
he patented and began production of his
Favrile glass vases. In 1903 Frederick Carder
(1863-1963) founded Steuben Glass in Corn-
ing, New York. He soon patented his own
version of iridized glass known as Aurene.

All these artists used the aesthetic proper-
ties of the glass itself to represent texture
and dimensionality in the items produced in
their studios. Specific combinations of mul-
ticolored glass were hand selected to repre-
sent the folds of garments; structure of leaves
and flowers; and subtle shadings of earth,
water, and sky. Various methods were also
used to manipulate the hot glass, giving it an
actual dimensionality and texture, to repre-
sent drapery, water, clouds, and more. These
painstaking methods made the price of art
glass unaffordable to all but the wealthy class.
High-end art glass quickly was imitated by
cheaper methods of manufacture, resulting
in a degeneration of quality. Some of these
examples are seen in the pressed and iridized
carnival glass of the early 1900s. World War I
would bring an end to many art glass houses
in Europe and the United States.

Twentieth-Century Trends
The 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts

Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes held in
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Paris ushered in the Art Deco and Modernist
movements, inspiring American artists such
as Frederick Carder of Steuben Glass. Many
of Steuben’s most accomplished engraved
presentation pieces date from this period,
but the United States fell behind France,
Italy, and Sweden in the production of lux-
ury glass. The middle-class American glass
market was dominated from the 1940s into
the 1960s by the mass production of pressed
or cut table and decorative ware manufac-
tured by Libbey Glass Company (founded
as New England Glass Company, 1818; re-
named in 1892), Fenton Art Glass Company
(founded 1905), and other long-established
companies. Glass chemists in Corning con-
tinued to develop innovative products such
as Pyrex for home, science, and industry.
Glass also became an integral part of build-
ing materials for the modernistic steel-frame
skyscrapers.

The modern Studio Art Glass Movement
also had its beginnings in Corning. Harvey
Littleton (1919-2006), an apprentice at Corn-
ing, worked with research chemist Dominic
Labino (1910-1987) in 1962 at the Toledo
Museum of Art to develop new formulas
for lower temperature glass not requiring
an industrial setting. New developments
in glass manipulation in the forms of flame-
working, fusing, sandblasting and kiln-
formed work offered artists the opportunity
to use the media as free-form artistic expres-
sion. The high visibility of the glass art of
Littleton’s student Dale Chihuly and the
establishment of studio schools such as
Pilchuck (established 1971) in Stanwood,
Washington, and Corning Museum of Glass
have marked a second renaissance in art
glass production in the United States contin-
uing to this day.

Tina Reuwsaat

See also Aesthetic Movement; Art Deco;
Decorative Arts; Design History and
American Design; Handicraft and Artisan-
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Gothic Revival

The Gothic Revival (also called Romantic
Revival) is best known in architecture, but the
style was manifested also in art, the decora-
tive arts, and literature in the United States
from the mid-nineteenth century into the
twentieth. Its adherents in Great Britain and
the United States emphasized building forms
and styles of the Middle Ages, and later,
handcraftsmanship and natural materials.
As a movement based on the Romantic sen-
sibilities of originality, sincerity, imagination,
and direct experience, the Gothic Revival is
characterized by a sense of nostalgia (for
childhood or the past), horror, emotionalism
(especially melancholy), and sentimentality.
The architectural stone “ruin,” ghost stories,
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folk tales, the picturesque or sublime land-
scape all evince an aspect of the Gothic
Revival.

Dating its inception to Horace Walpole’s
(1717-1797) “gothick” house, Strawberry
Hill, in England, the style traveled to the
United States via books in the early to mid-
nineteenth century. The American Gothic
Revival appeared in domestic structures, but
most often took form in church building, as
in Richard Upjohn’s (1802-1878) Trinity
Church, New York City (1839-1846) or James
Renwick’s (1818-1895) St. Patrick’s Cathe-
dral, also in New York City (1853-1858). The
major example of English Gothic Revival
architecture is A. W. N. Pugin’s (1812-1852)
designs for the rebuilding of the Houses of
Parliament, London, between 1840 and 1860.
This structure brought forth associations
of English medieval history and learning via
English Gothic cathedrals. The style was
later adapted to university campuses in the
United States, such as the original buildings
of the University of Chicago (after 1891) and
the Cathedral of Learning at the University
of Pittsburgh (1936). Unlike the more ubiqui-
tous Federal style, with its disciplined appli-
cation of Greco-Roman forms, Gothic
Revival style presented Americans with a
building mode that was attractive to the cre-
ative Romantic temperament but also to the
scholarly and ecclesiastical mind. Educator
Catharine E. Beecher (1800-1878) and her
sister, the novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe
(1811-1896), embraced the Gothic Revival in
their (1869) advice manual, The American
Woman’s Home, suggesting that that moral,
Christian home could be “a small church,
a school-house, and a comfortable family
dwelling . . . all be united in one building.”

The Romantic mind-set was a sensibility
first cultivated in Europe in the eighteenth
century that crossed the Atlantic through
the popular medieval novels of Scotsman
Walter Scott (1771-1832). American authors
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such as James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851)
and Washington Irving (1783-1859) employed
their skills in creating historical romances of
the American past. The novels of Americans
translated the Romantic sensibility into archi-
tectural form with the use of the picturesque,
a style composed of castlelike crenellation,
asymmetry, natural materials, decorated
spires, and Gothic decoration. Two American
architects of the Gothic Revival sometimes
worked together: the architect Alexander
Jackson Davis (1803-1892) and the landscape
architect Andrew Jackson Downing (1815-
1852). Important Gothic Revival houses in
the United States include Davis’ Lyndhurst
(begun 1838, enlarged 1865-1867) in Tarry-
town, New York, and Irving’s Sunnyside
(1832), also in Tarrytown designed by Down-
ing. Downing likely collaborated with Davis
to produce Cottage Residences (1842), a pattern
book championing the picturesque style,
called “Carpenter Gothic” in New England
and “Hudson River Bracketed” in New York.
Downing’s popular The Architecture of Coun-
try Houses (1850) offers a treatise on the
ideals of Romanticism as applied to archi-
tecture and morality, as well as a pattern
book for the Gothic Revival style.

Laura A. Macaluso

See also Decorative Arts; Domestic Architec-
ture; House, Home, and Domesticity; Houses
of Worship (Ecclesiastical Architecture);
Literary Studies and American Literature;
Nostalgia; Style
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Graphic Design

Historically rooted in printing and book arts,
graphic design is an applied art in which a
practitioner uses printing type and visuals
(including photographs, illustrations, and
charts) to communicate a message or an idea
to a given audience. The profession origi-
nated in the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury when innovations in printing and mass
production led to increased demand for
advertisements and printed materials. In-
fluenced by movements such as Dadaism,
Futurism, and De Stijl, the German Bauhaus
(founded 1919) pioneered Modernist prin-
ciples of pure form and the unification of
art and craft to create products that were
designed to be manufactured by or serve
industry. The Bauhaus became a major inter-
national influence in design when many of
its faculty and students were forced to flee
the Nazi regime after 1933. Some of these
designers, artists, and architects settled in
the United States, where they influenced the
conceptual thinking of American designers.

Paul Rand (1914-1996) led a graphics
design revolution based on European Mod-
ernists’ emphasis on pure form and sim-
plicity rather than traditional formula and
ornament. This “New Advertising” began in
the late 1940s and continued into the 1960s.
In addition to his creative output, Rand was
a vocal spokesperson for design. He was one
of the first practitioners to suggest the use of
the term graphic designer rather than commer-
cial artist or art director, and he championed
Modernist principles in his work—especially
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Graphic designer Paul Rand created this well-known logo for International Business Machines Corporation
(IBM) in 1972, based on earlier designs he had also created for the company. Rand stressed Modernist ideas of

pure form and simplicity. (Naljah Feanny/Corbis)

logos—for large American corporations. By
the late 1960s many multinational companies
used graphic design to create market identi-
ties through visual expression. Not all design-
ers were interested in overtly commercial
clients, however. As underground and protest
movements began to influence popular cul-
ture, individual designers embraced grittier
visions by making work for “psychedelic”
rock groups and protest organizations.

The introduction of the personal computer
and desktop publishing in the 1980s radi-
cally changed graphic design practice. Work
that had previously taken hours to cut and
paste up on boards could, with the click of a
mouse, be done in minutes. While some de-
signers used the computer as a labor-saving
device, others were drawn to the new visual
language made by pixels and dots. Califor-
nia, the birthplace of Adobe Software and
the Macintosh, was also where designers
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first experimented with this new visual
vocabulary. April Greiman, a pioneer of a
style referred to as California “new wave,”
embraced the restrictions of low-resolution
output to create expressive combinations
of type and image. Equally influential were
typographer Zuzana Licko and her hus-
band and partner, the Dutch-born graphic
designer Rudy VanderLans. The couple pub-
lished the underground design/culture
magazine Emigre, which used typefaces
(designed by Licko) that were specifically
made for the coarse resolution printers of
the 1980s.

The Internet and multimedia software in
the 1990s created an entirely new arena for
graphic designers. The discipline is continu-
ously evolving, and contemporary graphic
design includes street signage, posters, typog-
raphy, print design, and Web and multi-
media applications. Materials produced
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under the heading of graphic design are var-
ied. There are as many personal styles and
ways of interpreting a project as there are
designers working today.

Aaris Sherin

See also Advertisements and Advertising;
Books; Design History and American
Design; Fanzines; Industrial Design; Print
Culture; Printmaking and American Prints;
Technology
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Grocery Stores

Public markets dominated much of the Amer-
ican grocery trade from the colonial era
through the mid-nineteenth century. There
shoppers could find a range of items from
produce, fish, meat, and bakery goods to
shoes, clothing, household items, and live-
stock. By the 1850s, concerns over sanitation,
combined with changing economic, settle-
ment, and transportation patterns shifted
food retailing to stores that carried only
foodstuffs. These early grocery stores gener-
ally were small, independently owned, and
managed ventures located both in town cen-
ters and rural communities. Grocers traded
mainly on book credit, allowing customers
to run a tab, payable on a monthly basis.
Often located in urban ethnic enclaves, these
stores best served the interests of the local
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community. Shopkeepers shared and retained
intimate knowledge of customer needs and
preferences, along with their economic status
and social reputation. Clerks assisted cus-
tomers on an individual basis, choosing and
wrapping goods stored behind counter fronts
or in bulk barrels. Many grocers employed
delivery wagons and trucks to transport gro-
ceries, often ordered by telephone, directly to
their customers.

Grocery production, distribution, and mar-
keting underwent great changes at the turn
of the twentieth century. Stores grew in size
to accommodate the mass of brand-named
canned goods and prepackaged items that
came to dominate trade. Chain stores such as
the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company
(A&P Economy Store) (1912) and Piggly
Wiggly (1916) employed cash-and-carry
shopping, a system of self-service, along
with volume buying, to lower their operat-
ing costs and retail prices. In the 1930s, super-
markets took hold in suburban areas, making
one-stop shopping the industry standard.

Susan V. Spellman

See also Cities and Towns; Commercial
Architecture; Consumerism and Consump-
tion; Food and Foodways; General (Country)
Stores; Public Markets; Supermarkets
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Halls

The hall in American houses has taken vari-
ous forms, has been known by different
names, and has served different purposes. In
the earliest Anglo-American houses, the hall
was one of two ground-level rooms, some-
times linked by a short corridor, off which
opened the front door. Also called the dwelling
room or great room, the hall was used for cook-
ing, eating, indoor work, and amusements.
In the early nineteenth century, as work
shifted to industrial and commercial sites,
the domestic dwelling lost its identity as a
center of productivity. Reconceived as the
symbolic center for the family as a consumer
group, the house was divided into numer-
ous, specialized rooms that included the din-
ing room, the parlor, and the entry hall.
From the 1870s to the end of the century,
the entry hall of the middle- and upper-class
family dwelling symbolized and facilitated
the expected public and private performances
of the dwelling’s inhabitants and visitors.
The hall’s fashionable furnishings show-
cased cultural status. It also afforded access
to the ceremonial front staircase and to indi-
vidual rooms at the front of the house that
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often were no larger than the entry hall while
the humble corridor served the rear service
spaces.

At the turn of the twentieth century, a
backlash against high-maintenance special-
ization and showiness led to the nearly uni-
versal embrace of bungalows and other
less-formal house designs. Front doors
opened directly into multipurpose living
rooms, while short corridors led to and
linked bedrooms and bathrooms. This infor-
mal plan has remained popular for houses,
as well as apartments, although a late
twentieth-century return to traditional status
symbols inspired a resurgence of domestic
interiors featuring ceremonial entry halls.

Janet Tyson

See also Dining Rooms; Kitchens and Pantries;
Living Rooms; Parlors
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Handicraft and Artisanship

The manual production of material objects—
handicraft and artisanship—has been viewed
both positively and negatively throughout
the history of the United States. In the seven-
teenth century, making objects by hand was
the prevailing method of production; by the
mid-nineteenth century, it was an outmoded
and ridiculed system of making things, and
by the late nineteenth century, it was rede-
fined as a revered tradition ripe for revival.
Today, artisanship connotes an almost-
quaint production mode and market that
includes American small producers and for-
eign sweatshops. The historical process that
informed these transitions is the Industrial
Revolution, the era from the early nineteenth
century to the early twentieth century when
steam and electricity replaced muscle power,
machine tools supplanted hand tools, the
small shop was joined by large factories, and
the social relations of work were trans-
formed by entrepreneurial and, later, corpo-
rate capitalism.

In the seventeenth century, colonists
brought their trades, tools, and craft tech-
niques from their British or European home-
lands but quickly found that they had to
adapt to different environmental and social
conditions in North America. While tools and
techniques remained traditional, craft tradi-
tions such as guild regulations and formal
apprenticeship were never uniformly adopted
on this side of the Atlantic Ocean.

Yet by the late eighteenth century a well-
defined system of craft production was in
place that supplied local needs, included re-

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

invigorated workplace traditions, and dis-
played nascent forms of organization for
employers and laborers. In the first third of
the nineteenth century, these organizations
became part of a developing labor union
movement, as handcraft production and the
traditional organization of artisan shops
came under pressure from the technological
and organizational changes associated with
the Industrial Revolution.

As machines were increasingly substituted
for handwork in many trades, the virtues of
machine-made objects were promoted to the
detriment of the image of things handmade.
Craft products tended to be irregular in
detail, quality was often suspect, and quan-
tities were limited. By contrast, nineteenth-
century factories produced great numbers
of increasingly uniform objects of standard
quality.

In the years 1875-1920, the Arts and Crafts
Movement asserted the value of the “authen-
tic” handmade object, the high-quality
handicraft shop, and the artisan tradition of
self-directed work over machine-produced
products. Inspired by John Ruskin (1819-
1900), William Morris (1834-1896), and others
in Great Britain, this response to industrial-
ism was more concerned with aesthetics but
in some ways paralleled the social-political
critiques of Karl Marx (1818-1883) and the
Fabian Socialists. In the United States, the
movement was identified with the Mission
furniture of Gustav Stickley (1857-1942), the
stained glass works of Louis Comfort Tiffany
(1848-1933), the ceramics of the Rookwood
(1880-1967) and Pewabic (1903-) potteries,
the book trade products of papermaker Dard
Hunter (1883-1966), and the architecture of
the Craftsman and Prairie styles associated
with Frank Lloyd Wright (1869-1959) and
others.

In the middle decades of the nineteenth
century, the interest in handwork persisted,

1-800-368-6868



sometimes associated with religious sects
such as the Shakers or the Amish, or with
producers of “folk art,” whether or not they
were aesthetically, socially, or economically
“naive.” Still, mass production and mass con-
sumerism characterized twentieth-century
culture. With the rise of the antimaterialist
counterculture of the 1960s, interest in hand-
made goods revived on a massive scale in-
volving numerous individual craftsmen,
artisan cooperatives, and even the mass mar-
keting of handcrafted, foreign-made goods.
By the end of the century, the terms handicraft
and artisanship had been transformed into
generic terms indicating goods (regardless of
their method of production) that present
themselves to consumers with an aura of
individuality—a usage far removed from
original definition of these words.

William S. Pretzer

See also Arts and Crafts Movement; Books;
Commodity; Consumerism and Con-
sumption; Decorative Arts; Factory and
Industrial Work and Labor; Folklore
and Folklife; Technology; Tools, Imple-
ments, and Instruments; Vernacular;
Work and Labor
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Heirlooms

An heirloom is a material possession that has
passed from generation to generation within
a family. Historically, an heirloom is chattel,
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or personal property (apart from real estate),
that is informally or legally inherited. Exist-
ing research, which intersects with the study
of gifts, memorials, bereavement, nostalgia,
law, kinship, and domestic culture, finds that
heirlooms are intimately associated with
familial and individual identities. This inti-
mate relationship is connected to the length
of time an heirloom has been kept within a
family and the occasions at which it is trans-
ferred from one family member to another.

Anthropologist Annette B. Weiner has
observed that heirlooms are simultaneously
given and kept. Through their retention
within the family over generations, these “in-
alienable possessions” accrue value and
meaning while attempting to preserve social
hierarchies by authenticating origins, kin-
ship, and histories. Heirlooms are passed
on at rites of passage, such as upon a giver’s
death or a recipient’s graduation, in which
subjectivities are reshaped.

The practice of passing objects from one
generation to the next is highly gendered.
Weiner observed that women are commonly
the producers and controllers of these objects,
revealing their agency in cultural reproduc-
tion. Furthermore, sociologist Rémi Clignet
notes that men and women treat differently
male and female heirs. Clignet argues that
inheritance laws in the West have become
less restrictive since the Enlightenment,
enabling testators (those who have made
legal, valid wills before death) to follow sen-
timent rather than economics in distributing
property. This increasing freedom of testa-
tors is linked to a shift from mechanical to
interpretive reproduction, in which the cul-
tural identity that is reproduced from one
generation to the next is equivalent to, but
not identical to, its previous form.

Ami Sommariva

See also Antiques; Dower Right; Gender; Gifts
and Gift Giving; Probate Records, Probate

1-800-368-6868



228 MATERIAL CULTURE IN AMERICA

Highways and National Highway System

Inventories, and Wills; Rite, Ritual, and
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Highways and National
Highway System

Highways are public roads designed for auto-
mobile and truck traffic that connect major
metropolitan areas. Also termed freeways,
expressways, or motorways, highways are the
principal or main (hence, high) roads form-
ing the 160,000-mile Interstate Highway Sys-
tem. The interstate system was created by
President Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890-
1969) when he signed into law the Federal-
Aid Highway Act of 1956. This law, also
known as the National Interstate and Defense
Highways Act, was the culmination of sev-
eral attempts to modernize and systematize
the nation’s transportation routes.

History

Beginning in the 1890s, the Good Roads
Movement advocated for better roads through
its Good Roads Magazine, informational meet-
ings, and political campaigns. In 1893, the
Office of Road Inquiry (later, Office of Public
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Roads) was established in the Department of
Agriculture. This was the first federal agency
responsible for assessing the nation’s road-
ways, and it undertook studies of existing
roads, experimented with road-building
materials, and studied methods of road
maintenance. The Federal-Aid Road Act of
1916 (also known as the Good Roads Act)
was the first federal highway policy and sys-
tematized road construction and funding,
especially of rural post roads. The Federal-
Aid Highway Act of 1921, the first to man-
date and fund roads that were “interstate in
character,” increased aid to the states
through a gasoline tax. During the Great
Depression of the 1930s, highway construc-
tion slowed as states could not meet the
matching requirements of the law. The Fed-
eral Highway Act of 1940 rededicated exist-
ing federal highway funds to planning and
building highways for defense. In 1941, the
78,000-mile Strategic Highway Network
was established for the nation’s defense, by
providing a network of highways on which
military materiel and troops could efficiently
travel. The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956
was the result: Not only did it create the
Federal Highway Administration but it also
was the largest public works program in
American history.

Impact

Vanishing highway roadside attractions, such
as billboards, car advertisements, and high-
way marker designs, tell as much about the
lifestyles of the motoring public of yester-
year as the cars themselves. In the 1920s to
1940s, trailer courts and trailer “camps” had
few amenities but provided an alternative
for those who wanted a cheaper way to
travel. Consumers increasingly demanded
more uniformity and comfort in over