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The material culture studies movement, as it has 
developed in the United States since the end of the 
Second World War, might be compared to a gigantic 
Barnum and Bailey circus tent under which a variety 
of acts takes place simultaneously. The endeavour has 
often been identified by several, roughly synonymous 
labels: "artifact studies," "physical history," 
"museum studies," "pots-and-pans history," "above-
ground archaeology," and "hardware history."1 

Increasingly, the rubric "material cu l ture" is used as 
the most generic name for describing the research, 
wr i t ing, teaching, and publication done by individuals 
who endeavour to interpret past human activity 
largely through extant physical evidence.2 

Two American journals, for example, now carry this 
title on their mastheads. Pioneer America, a quarterly 
that publishes the research of scholars and amateurs 
alike, has assumed (1978) the subtitle. The Journal 
of Historic American Material Culture? The 
Winterthur Portfolio, begun in 1964 as a clothbound 
annual devoted primarily to the specialized research 
of professionals in the American decorative arts, has 
now (1979) become a scholarly quarterly 
emphasizing research of several disciplines that seek 
"to integrate artifacts into their cultural context."4 

Significantly, the Portfolio has also acquired a 
subtitle: A Journal of American Materia/ Culture. In 
the United States the term "material cu l ture" now 
frequently appears as the disciplinary specialty of 
scholars,5 in the titles of monographs and scholarly 
papers,6 and as the subject of college and university 
courses.7 At Yale University a Center for the Study of 
American Arts and Material Culture has been 
established (1977) in conjunction wi th that 
institution's American Studies Program.8 (To my 
knowledge, there has not yet been in the United 
States a full-scale, international conference devoted 
to the theory and practice of material history, but, 
hopefully, we wi l l soon fol low Canada's example.)9 

The assorted activities I wi l l call "American material 
culture studies" are only a part of a larger whole that 
might be labeled "the American material culture 
movement," a movement that stretches back wel l 
into the nineteenth century.10 By this more 
comprehensive rubric I simply mean the multiplicity 
of individuals and institutions that have been 
involved, in various ways, wi th historical artifacts. 
Thus, for example, the material culture movement 
encompasses the development of historical societies, 
museums, and popular exhibitions such as world's 
fairs; it has offshoots in the entertainment, 
recreational, and publishing industries; it also 
nourishes and is nurtured by a multitude of 

hobbyists, collectors, archivists, regionalists, antique 
dealers, craftsmen, artists, civil servants, and festival 
promoters. 

American material culture studies, in addition to 
being a part of this larger picture, can be defined as 
a multidisciplinary field of knowledge in which 
individuals have sought to document and interpret 
past human life in all its diversity primarily through 
physical remains, whether apart from or in 
conjunction wi th wr i t ten records. In the past the 
formal study of American material culture was 
largely the province of the single investigator, 
professional or amateur, who considered himself an 
art historian, an archaeologist, an anthropologist, or 
a historian. Only recently have individuals specifically 
defined themselves as material culturists.11 

To date there is a paucity of historiography on either 
the American material culture movement in general '2 

or American material culture studies in particular.13 

Obviously, both have had a continual reciprocal 
impact one upon the other, thereby making it 
exceedingly difficult to sort out direct causal 
influences. For the purposes of this essay, however, 
principal attention wi l l be devoted to but a segment 
of the story. What fol lows is an attenuated 
intellectual and social history concentrating primarily 
on the material culture studies movement in the 
United States, 1948-78. 

Such a task cannot be accomplished, however, 
without acknowledging at the outset the development 
of current, allied trends characteristic of the overall 
American material culture movement. In summary 
these trends are: (a) three decades of expansion (in 
number and type) of American museums; (b) the 
tremendous growth of historic preservation activities; 
(c) the democratization of antique collecting; and (d) a 
renewed interest in local history and community 
heritage. Al l of the above shared, and continue to 
share, a common concern regarding the identification 
or preservation of American artifacts as a source of 
information, insight, or enjoyment. 

I. THE EARLY YEARS: PIONEER STUDIES 
A N D INITIAL TRENDS 

In narrating the recent history of American material 
culture studies, one can only mention a few 
highlights prior to 1948. Early collecting and wri t ing 
by Alice Morse Earle, Luke Vincent Lockwood, Henry 
Mercer, Fiske Kimball, and Wallace Nutting typify the 
scholarship of the first decades of the twent ieth 
century.14 The major historical restorations of the 
1920s at Colonial Wil l iamsburg (Virginia) and 
Greenfield Village (Michigan) were supported by the 
type of private philanthropy (John D. Rockefeller and 
Henry Ford) that would characterize the establish­
ment of so many American outdoor history museums 
in successive postwar eras.15 Also important was the 
beginning of the journal Antiques in 1922, fol lowed 
by the opening of the American Wing of the New 
York City Metropolitan Museum of Art.16 
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The Federal Arts Project's Index of American Design, 
begun in Depression America under the direction of 
Constance Rourke, employed artists to render over 
20,000 examples of native objects — furniture, 
textiles, pottery, glassware, and other util itarian 
crafts.17 The Index was but one of the manifestations 
of American democratic nationalism that has 
periodically influenced the material culture move­
ment in the U.S. The Federal Writers' Project 
prepared state, regional, and city guides containing 
valuable geographical, historical, and, often, 
artifactual data. The National Park Service initiated a 
Historic Sites Survey in 1937, began the Historic 
American Buildings Survey (HABS) shortly thereafter, 
and also undertook a number of historical 
renovations, restorations, and reconstructions of the 
various properties (Historic National Parks, Historic 
Sites, and National Monuments) over which it had 
jurisdiction.18 With the exception of the early under­
wri t ing of the Smithsonian Institution, these New 
Deal activities and agencies marked the U.S. 
government's first major involvement in the material 
culture movement. 

In the immediate years after the Second World War 
the movement boomed on all fronts. The National 
Council for Historic Sites and Buildings, organized in 
1947, evolved into the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation two years later. The Trust, a private 
agency charted by Act of Congress, became a strong 
force in architectural and decorative arts preser­
vation. Its current membership now numbers over 
100,000 individuals and institutions concerned in 
various ways wi th American material culture, 
particularly the built environment. 

In 1949 Colonial Wil l iamsburg and Antiques 
magazine joined together to present the first 
Wil l iamsburg Antiques Forum. Gathering together 
distinguished speakers from around the country, this 
week-long forum has become an annual event for 
both connoisseurs and general collectors.19 Other 
American museums (for example, Henry Ford, 
Cooperstown, Old Sturbridge Village) took to 
sponsoring antique forums, seminars, and weekends 
as the collecting of American objects grew from 
being the antiquarian hobby of an elite few to include 
a widespread, almost populist, band of enthusiasts 
who frequent the innumerable flea markets, study 
groups, and garage sales that occur every weekend 
in the U.S. One sociologist has described this 
intriguing phenomenon as " the democratization of 
the antique."2 0 

An unprecedented expansion of history museums in 
the postwar era contributed to this wider awareness 
of extant American material culture — a fact 
recognized by Laurence Vail Coleman in his The 
Museum in America: A Critical Study published by 
the American Association of Museums in 1938. 
Several new outdoor historical villages, some in the 
planning stages in the 1930s because of the 
personal interest and financial largesse of a single 
underwriter, came into reality21 in the late 1940s: 
Old Sturbridge Village (Massachusetts), largely the 

creation of Albert and Cheney Wells, opened in 
1946; Plimoth Plantation (Massachusetts), the dream 
of businessman and amateur archaeologist Henry 
Hornblower, was incorporated in 1947; in that same 
year Electra Havemeyer Webb, a long-time collector 
of American furni ture, toys, china, and quilts, along 
wi th her husband James Watson Webb, an avid 
devotee of early American buildings, established the 
Shelburne Museum in Vermont. Earlier in the decade 
Stephen C. Clark, wealthy heir to part of the Singer 
Sewing Machine fortune, presented his private 
collection of American artifacts to the public as the 
Cooperstown Farmer's Museum in 1942. Ten years 
later, largely at Henry H. Flynt's urging, Historic 
Deerfield (Massachusetts) came into existence; also 
in 1952 Henry Francis du Pont opened his private 
collection of American decorative arts to the public 
as the Winterthur Museum in Delaware.22 

Practically all of these new history museums 
developed a research component where material 
culture study would be institutionalized. Begun in 
1952 the Winterthur programme, an interinstitutional 
(i.e., jointly sponsored by the Winterthur Museum 
and the University of Delaware), interdepartmental 
(i.e., comprising the departments of art, history, and 
English), and interdisciplinary (i.e., art history, social-
cultural history, intellectual history) programme, served 
as the prototype for many of the other museum-
university-related programmes that followed.23 

Initially called "The Winterthur Program in American 
Decorative Arts and Cultural History" (changed in 
1955 to "Early American Culture"), the curr iculum 
was a pioneering endeavour on three fronts: (a) as an 
early example of university-museum collaboration at 
the graduate level; (b) as an effort to offer graduate 
preparation for scholar-curators seeking careers in 
museums emphasizing the "work of the artist and 
art isan"; and (c) as an educational experiment 
directly allied wi th the new (1936) discipline of 
American Studies. 

In addition to museum-university programmes such 
as Winterthur, American material culture studies 
underwent an initial institutionalization in several 
other ways: (a) the founding of new professional 
associations; (b) the establishment of new journals 
and newsletters; and (c) the publication of the first 
"c lassics" by individuals who would later be heralded 
as being among the founders of material culture 
study in postwar America. 

Many current professional organizations that deal 
w i th a specialized branch of material culture 
evidence grew out of, or broke away f rom, a parent 
society. Take, for instance, the case of architecture. 
Out of the College Teachers of Art came the 
American Society of Architectural Historians 
(established in 1940 and now the Society of 
Architectural Historians [SAH]) which, in turn, begat 
a subfield, the SAH Chapter of Decorative Arts 
(founded in 1972). All three groups issue publications 
in which current material culture research is 
reported and reviewed.24 A parallel story occurred in 
the history of technology. In 1958 the American 
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Society for Engineering spawned the Society for the 
History of Technology (SHT) which, one year later, 
launched its quarterly. Technology and Culture, a 
journal that aspired to be concerned not only wi th 
" the history of technological devices and processes, 
but also wi th the relations of technology to science, 
politics, social change, economics and the arts and 
humanit ies."2 5 In the fol lowing decade a segment of 
the SHT, strongly influenced by developments in 
Great Britain and anxious to claim a particular sector 
of technology as their own province, formed the 
Society for Industrial Archaeology.26 In American 
anthropology/archaeology still another similar 
evolution took place. Archaeologists wi th in the 
American Anthropological Association argued for the 
intrinsic validity of their craft as a distinct scholarly 
discipline; some of them also insisted on the equal 
importance of studying artifacts of literate societies 
as wel l as the material culture of preliterate or 
prehistoric societies that archaeologists had 
traditionally investigated. One outcome of this 
intramural debate was the formation of the Society 
for Historical Archaeology as well as the spread of 
the so-called "new archaeology." A number of 
interpreters trace this trend in American archaeo­
logy's approach to material culture to 1948 and 
Walter W. Taylor's A Study of Archaeology published 
that year (American Anthropological Association 
Memoir Series no. 69, Menasha, Wis.).27 

In 1948 George Tremaine McDowell, a professor of 
English at the University of Minnesota, issued a 
seminal manifesto defining the nature of a relatively 
new field of enquiry that would usually be called 
"American Studies," "American Civil ization," or 
"American Thought and Culture" in the over fifty 
institutions that would come to offer degrees in the 
discipline. McDowell argued for a multidisciplinary 
approach to American culture and recognized the 
role that material culture evidence would play in 
such study.28 In 1951 he along wi th other 
Americanists — Ralph Gabriel, Wil lard Thorp, Roy 
Nichols, F.O. Matthiessen, John Kouwenhoven, 
Kenneth Murdock, Robert Spiller — formed the 
American Studies Association (ASA). By 1954 the 
ASA had an official journal, the American Quarterly, 
which, even in its early years, published an 
occasional essay dealing wi th artifacts as indices to 
American culture. As a maverick discipline, American 
Studies programmes became, wi th a few exceptions, 
the most hospitable of academic homes for scholars 
who wished to pursue serious teaching and research 
in material culture studies in U.S. colleges and 
universities.29 

In the late 1940s, despite the assorted research that 
had been done, no established bibliographical canon 
and few interdisciplinary models of material culture 
scholarship existed. Hence, in retrospect, the year 
1948 now looms as something of a milestone to later 
scholars. That year, for example, John Kouwenhoven 
brought out the enormously influential book Made in 
America.30 Dealing wi th artifacts that ranged from 
clipper ships to balloon-frame houses, from jazz to 
skyscrapers, Kouwenhoven argued the case for a 

distinctive American vernacular aesthetic in the 
nation's material culture. Later in a seminal essay, 
American Studies: Words or Things, he pressed the 
case for material culture studies in American Studies 
teaching.31 The same year that Kouwenhoven 
published his book, Siegfried Giedion, a European art 
historian working at Yale, brought out Mechanization 
Takes Command: A Contribution to Anonymous 
History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955). 
Giedion's monumental survey, in addition to 
predating any American interest in so-called 
"anonymous" or "new social history," dealt 
extensively wi th American artifacts such as the 
assembly line and the Pullman sleeping car. It should 
also be noted that 1948 brought the publication of 
Jean Lipman's American Folk Art in Wood, Metal and 
Stone (New York: Pantheon), a work that began one 
major bibliographic tradition in the study of American 
folk art.32 Another tradition in American architectural 
history — that of the descriptive catalogue — 
continued wi th the 1948 publication of Henry 
Chandlee Forman's The Architecture of the Old 
South (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press), and a new tradition began in American urban 
history wi th Constance M. Green's History of 
Naugatuck Connecticut.33 

A year before all this highly significant publishing 
activity had come the completion (1947) of Thomas J. 
Wertenbaker's The Founding of American Civilization 
series, a trilogy, begun in 1938, that demonstrated 
an impressive knowledge of Anglo-American artifacts 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. To 
document his research Wertenbaker was the first 
established university historian to make extensive 
use of the HABS records, the Pictorial Archives of 
Early American Architecture at the Library of 
Congress, and the research reports being prepared at 
Colonial Wil l iamsburg.34 

The work of T.J. Wertenbaker deserves mention not 
only because he was practically alone among 
American historians35 in recognizing the value of 
material culture as resource material for American 
history, but also because his professional odyssey is 
almost archetypical of the careers of what might be 
called the first generation of material culture scholars 
in the United States. This small but diversified cadre 
— represented by men such as Anthony Garvan, 
James Marston Fitch, Charles Montgomery, Fred 
Kniffen, John Kouwenhoven, Carl Sauer, Charles 
Petersen, Malcolm Watkins, and John Cotter — did 
much of their most creative work in the first two 
decades of post-Second World War America. They 
shared several common characteristics. Almost all 
had come to material culture research by some other 
discipline or vocational route. Few, wi th the 
exception of those wi th anthropological training (such 
as Kniffen) or those wi th a familial interest in 
antiques (such as Garvan), were specifically trained 
in interpreting the artifactual record of a literate 
society. If a common denominator existed as to their 
formal academic training, it would have to be art and 
architectural history. Hence, the first generation of 
material culture scholars was largely self-taught, 
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usually through research in the history museum 
collections w i th which many of them came to be 
affiliated and, of course, by means of their own 
extensive fieldwork. Their published research 
resulted in a significant corpus of scholarship that, in 
turn, became the textbooks of the next generation of 
material culture researchers. 

I I . RECENT ACTIVITIES A N D SCHOLARSHIP: 
PROFESSIONALIZATION A N D PROLIFERATION 

In the 1950s and 1960s the multifaceted material 
culture movement in the United States expanded on 
all of its many levels. Some historians see the folk­
song revival of the early 1960s as one popular 
manifestation of an expanded interest in folklore and 
folk art;36 others have taken note of a "New 
Romanticism" in the counterculture's fascination 
w i th a more simple, rural existence where rugged, 
individualistic artisans pursue crafts such as 
leatherworking or basketweaving.37 

Historic preservation widened its impact on America 
beyond that of saving the mansions of "Great White 
American m e n " by wealthy, socialite matrons.38 

Preservationists in the 1960s, for example, sought 
the restoration of factories, slave quarters, and even 
entire areas of cities as important artifacts of the 
American past. This was done by a broad-based, 
increasingly middle-class, network of volunteers and 
paid staff that operated on the local, state, regional, 
and national levels in their quest for the preservation 
of extant American building types. Widespread 
interest in practically the entire built environment 
indirectly pressured a shift in architectural history 
which, heretofore in the United States, had been 
largely concentrated on the classic structures of 
antiquity and of Europe up to the Renaissance, wi th 
an occasional nod to the American Georgian and 
possibly the classical revivals of the early nineteenth 
century.39 (It was, for example, only in 1948 that the 
first major historical scholarship on the skyscraper, a 
building type indigenous to America, was 
published.40) 

The expanded teaching and research in American 
architectural history (like that in American art history) 
was bolstered by the enormous strides made in the 
postwar technology of graphic reproduction. 
Arti factual evidence could now be reproduced more 
easily, and in colour, in 35-mm slides, in books, and 
in magazines. No doubt in the near future some 
student of American material culture of the mid 
twent ieth century wi l l research the full implications 
of this "graphics revolut ion," without which the now 
ubiquitous slide-lecture on any material culture 
topic would not be possible. We would also be 
without publications such as American Heritage 
(first published in 1949), the numerous, lavishly 
illustrated museum catalogues describing all manner 
of American artifacts, and the Carnegie Study of the 
Arts which, when completed in 1960, made available 
to students a textbook of essays and slide 
transparencies of some 2,500 objects in eighteen 

categories of American material culture.41 

Tourism assuredly has nurtured the expansion of the 
material culture movement in the past decades. The 
greatest exodus to American historical sites, trails, 
museums, and parks in recent times took place 
during the nation's Bicentennial year.42 Here lies a 
book-length study for the scholar who is wi l l ing to 
interpret the surfeit of material culture evidence 
produced by this anniversary. Practically every major 
historical museum across the country mounted a 
special exhibition of some sort, not to mention the 
twelve railroad cars of artifacts that traversed the 
country in the Freedom Train.43 Moreover, the 
Bicentennial generated an unexpected interest in the 
material culture of the 1876 Centennial.44 

The late Charles Montgomery argued that the major 
Bicentennial exhibitions of 1976 were "a culmination 
of increased professionalism and a higher level of 
scholarship" in material culture studies over the past 
twenty years.45 Montgomery rightly pointed to 
several other factors which help explain the 
increased interest in American artifacts. For instance, 
since the early 1960s the federal government has 
played a fairly active role. The National Endowments 
for the Arts and Humanities,46 the Smithsonian 
Institution programmes,47 as wel l as specific federal 
legislation (for example, the National Arts and 
Cultural Development Act of 1964 and the National 
Museum Act of 1966)48 have supported scholarship 
and exhibitions that interpret and publicize American 
material culture. 

A committed, well-trained network of museum 
personnel (curators, exhibit designers, researchers, 
administrators) has sought increased professionaliza-
tion and organization through the national meetings, 
journals, and special conferences of the American 
Association of Museums and the American 
Association for State and Local History.49 Local 
history in particular has undergone a dramatic 
renaissance in the past decade and, in turn, has 
sparked the collection, classification, and study of the 
artifactual record of many local American 
communit ies at the neighbourhood and small- town 
level.50 

Simultaneously wi th the growing professionalism 
among scholars in museums came an awareness 
among a few universities of the possibilities of 
interinstitutional, interdepartmental, and inter­
disciplinary programmes such as those pioneered by 
the Winterthur Museum and The University of 
Delaware in 1952. Two years later the Hagley 
Museum - University of Delaware programme 
opened. The second half of the 1960s, however, 
witnessed a proliferation of institutions where one 
could pursue material culture studies: The 
Cooperstown Graduate Programs (New York State 
Historical Association - New York State University at 
Oneonta, 1964), Shelburne Museum - University of 
Vermont (1965), University of Michigan - Henry Ford 
Museum (1967), Old Sturbridge Village - University 
of Connecticut (1970), and Boston University -
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Society for the Preservation of New England 
Antiquit ies (1970). In addition to complete degree 
programmes in material culture studies, single 
course offerings in the field were to be found in art 
departments, architecture departments, and Amer i ­
can Studies departments.51 Few, however, were in 
history departments. 

By the 1960s a second generation of material culture 
researchers had come into their scholarly majority. 
As wi th the first generation most of this second 
group had not been formally trained in anything 
called "material culture studies" but rather in one of 
the three academic enterprises that had struggled for 
identity and independence throughout the 1950s: the 
history of American decorative arts, the history of 
American technology, or American historical 
archaeology. As before there were exceptions, such 
as E. McClung Fleming and Wilcomb Washburn who 
were initially trained as political historians but later 
became important figures in the teaching of 
American material culture.52 

A rapid survey of this second generation's represen­
tative scholars and their pertinent work would 
include Brook H indie (Technology in Early America 
and Science in Revolutionary America); James Deetz 
(Invitation to Archaeology and In Small Things 
Forgotten: The Archaeology of Early American Life); 
Charles Hummel (With Hammer in Hand: The Dominy 
Craftsmen of East Hampton, New York); John 
Brinckerhoff Jackson (American Space: The 
Centennial Years); Carl Condit (American Building 
and The Chicago School of Architecture); Charles F. 
Montgomery (American Furniture: The Federal 
Period); George Kubler (The Shape of Time: Remarks 
on the History of Things); Ivor Noël Hume, (A Guide 
to the Artifacts of Colonial America and Historial 
Archaeology); Alan Gowans (Images of American 
Living: Four Centuries of Architecture and Furniture 
as Cultural Expression); and Don Yoder (American 
Folklife).53 

This corpus of work provided the material culture 
studies movement wi th its second bookshelf of 
scholarly literature. These seminal books, mostly 
wr i t ten and published in the 1960s, served as stimuli 
to further research, as methodological models for 
subsequent scholars to imitate or challenge, and, as 
before, as the textbooks for the next generation of 
students who would take up material culture study. 
This third generation, the first to be specifically 
trained for their varied careers in material culture 
research (for example, university teaching, museum 
curatorship, historic preservation, etc.), has begun, in 
turn, to publish its own research in the collection, 
preservation, and interpretation of American 
artifacts.54 

III. FUTURE POSSIBILITIES: 
NEW METHODS A N D NEW SUBJECTS 

What can be expected of this third generation?55 

Where might American material culture studies go 

next? One direction wi l l be the continuation and 
possibly the intensification of the current quest for 
appropriate methodologies or paradigms in artifact 
research. Already American scholars are realizing 
that they must f ind techniques for the interpretation 
of material culture that go beyond the simplistic 
assertion that artifacts are important and are 
somehow related to the people who produced them.5 6 

For the most part, however, this methodological 
l iterature is only beginning to appear. 

E. McClung Fleming, Craig Gilborn, Henry Glassie, 
and Anthony Garvan have offered models for artifact 
analysis.57 The examples to which they apply their 
proposed modes of analysis—a seventeenth-century 
American court cupboard, an eighteenth-century 
silver porringer, and a twentieth-century Coca Cola 
bottle — suggest something of the wide parameters 
of current American interest in material culture. 
Although time does not permit even a summary of 
these methodologies, it should be noted that each is 
indebted to cultural anthropology, a discipline that 
has strongly influenced much artifact research in the 
United States.58 Methodological issues are also more 
frequently explored now in material culture 
conferences and book reviews.59 

Another future development in American material 
culture studies wi l l be the direction in which many of 
the self-proclaimed " n e w " social historians are 
moving. Strongly influenced by the European 
research that has been published in the Annales 
d'histoire économique et sociale (now referred to in 
American historiography as the Annates school), as 
wel l as by two giants of French historical scholarship 
(Fernard Braudel and Philippe Aries),60 a number of 
Americans have become increasingly involved in the 
investigation of the material culture (or the extant 
documentation thereof) of the poor, the inarticulate, 
or the disadvantaged. This approach to material 
culture has been variously described as "history from 
the bottom up," "grass-roots history," "popular 
history," "non-el i te history," and the "underside of 
history." In the United States material culture 
scholars who fol low this orientation have been 
particularly interested in the artifactual remains of 
workers, slaves, women, children, and ethnic 
groups.61 

Understandably, in their search for historical 
knowledge about large aggregates of a population, 
researchers have had to seek new tools to classify, 
compare, store, and retrieve enormous amounts of 
data. The modern computer, an artifact of post-
Second World War America, is consequently 
becoming a necessary research aid in much material 
culture reseach. 

Demography, political behaviour, and social structure 
were the historical topics to which quantitative 
methods were first applied by American historians. 
Now the techniques developed in these analyses 
have been employed by material culture scholars 
investigating the social and economic status of 
typical colonial men and women in Plymouth, 
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Massachusetts; Sleepy Hollow, New York; Essex 
County, Massachusetts; St. Mary's, Maryland, and 
Wil l iamsburg, Virginia. The majority of this research 
makes extensive use of computerized probate records 
and household inventories.62 

The use of computerization techniques is also being 
attempted in the identification, registration, and 
storage of the abundant material culture presently 
housed in American museums and historical 
societies. The computer might also assist future 
material culture research in the United States by 
solving several pressing needs of the emerging 
profession, for example, the current lack of adequate 
f inding aids to material culture collections in various 
institutions around the country, the lack of up-to-date 
material culture bibliographies, and the lack of 
adequate identification of graduate research as it 
appears in theses and dissertations.63 Such basic 
research tools wi l l provide American material culture 
studies wi th greater organizational visibility, 
particularly in the nation's universities where it must 
still struggle for academic respectability. For this to 
happen, however, more extensive peer review of 
published monographs and of museum exhibitions — 
two major forums whereby material culturists 
communicate their research — becomes an absolute 
necessity in the immediate future.64 

No matter what occurs as to the scholarly apparatus 
of the field, further specialization seems inevitable 
for some t ime to come. At the academic level 
scholars from the history of art and technology (who 
once had the field largely to themselves) recently 
have had to accommodate disciplines that at first 
glance appeared to have little to do wi th "physical 
remains" as evidence. Now various social and 
behavioural scientists — psychologists, sociologists, 
theorists of cognition — are studying material culture 
for what it reveals about the social and psychological 
realities of the past and present.65 As Kenneth Ames 
points out, " the diversity of questions being asked 
and the variety of disciplines generating them 
indicate that material culture is perceived as a new 
frontier for scholarship."66 At the popular level of the 
amateur collector and aficionado, a similar galloping 
specialization prevails—to cite but one category of 
evidence, the proliferation of periodicals and 
newsletters devoted to the sale and study of 
everything from hatpins to lithophanes, gravestones 
to barbed wire, netsuke to toothpicks.67 

Such "balkanizat ion" wi l l undoubtedly continue 
wi th in societies and organizations devoted to the 
study of American artifacts. Take, for instance, the 
new groups that have sprung up recently to study 
nineteenth-century material culture. The Victoria 
Society in America had its beginnings in Margot 
Gayle's Greenwich Village kitchen in 1968. In the 
decade since then American scholars, collectors, and 
museums have "discovered" the artifactual record of 
the nineteenth century wi th an exuberance and 
bravado not unlike the era itself.68 Journals (for 
example, Nineteenth Century, begun in 1975), 
publishing houses (American Life Foundation), 

newsletters (American Life Foundation News), and 
societies devoted to artifacts, primarily ones 
indigenous to the period (Friends of Cast-Iron 
Architecture, Society for Historical Photography), are 
all intensely serious about the collection, 
documentation, and interpretation of Victorian 
America. 

Such a trend bespeaks a further development in 
current American material culture studies—a change 
in the definition of what constitutes a historical 
artifact, first as to its antiquity and second as to its 
provenance. In the first instance the old prescript 
coined by dealers, collectors, and the U.S. Customs 
Office — "one hundred years doth an antique make" 
— no longer holds among those who now work w i th 
American artifacts. Instead there has been a drift 
f rom the perennial fascination wi th the colonial 
material culture of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries (particularly of Revolutionary America) to 
artifacts of the recent past. For instance, in addition 
to the scholarship on the nineteenth century 
(especially the post-Civil War era), there is great 
interest in Art Deco/Art Moderne decorative arts 
and architecture, in documentary photography since 
1900, and in the material culture of roadside 
America (now the Society for Commerical 
Archaeology studies artifacts of the highway strip).69 

Thanks to the fieldwork of the history curators here 
at Canada's National Museum of Man, we have a 
model for what we should be gathering of our own 
decade's surfeit of artifacts.70 Al l of this collecting of 
the contemporary, of course, is being paralleled by 
the growth of flea markets and innumerable house, 
lawn, and garage sales where objects of every kind 
are offered and bought by an ever-widening public. 
Nearly everything is fair game today. Reproductions 
of furni ture produced between the First and Second 
World Wars by Wallace Nutting and others are 
actively collected at premium prices, as are certain 
"col lect ibles" created in the form of special bottles by 
J im Beam Whiskey or Avon products. 

Along wi th the collapse of the once rather rigid, 
chronological perimeters of what might be deemed 
"a historical art i fact," has come the absorbing 
interest in the material culture of the American 
Everyman. As Fred Kniffen, a historical geographer of 
vernacular housing, put it: "There must be, for 
example, less concern for a house because some 
famous character lived in it and more concern that it 
is or that it is not typical of the houses of its t ime 
and place. The study of the unique normally adds 
little to the sum of understanding of human behavior. 
The study of the kinds of things used by people 
during a given historical period reveals a great deal 
about them." 7 1 

This new populist emphasis on artifact studies, 
focusing on vernacular, commonplace, or mass-style 
things as opposed to investigating solely unique, 
elite, high-style objects, has had analogues in other 
dimensions of the American material culture 
movement. The U.S. historical preservation cause 
now seeks more aggressively to save whole 
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"historical distr icts" (even industrial or commercial 
ones), instead of simply the "Old Manse" of the town 
founder; American museums now mount more 
exhibitions devoted to the material culture of varied 
ethnic groups, of workers, of dissidents, and even of 
people who were the counterculturists of 
yesteryear.72 A blossoming popular culture movement 
has also added to the democratization of American 
objects to be studied, arguing that mass-produced 
lawn ornaments and suburban garden plots are as 
crucial an index to the American experience as are a 
Tiffany lamp or a Duncan Phyfe chair.73 

Although the historical profession as represented by 
the American Historical Association has been laggard 
in including material culture scholarship in its 
journals and at its professional conclaves,74 there are 
a few signs that more collaboration is ongoing 
between what E.M. Fleming calls "university 
historians and museum historians."75 Equally 
important, we now have a trickle of American 
scholarship that has begun to integrate material 
culture research into general historical studies and 
even into some works now used as textbooks. To 
date, American historians who have attempted this 
— Daniel Boorstin, J.C. Furnas, Howard Mumford 
Jones — have all wri t ten trilogies that have enjoyed 
wide audiences.76 

Understandably, the attempts at synthesis by these 
historians wi l l require revision, given the onslaught 
of detailed research now being done and reported in 
newsletters, articles, museum research reports, 
dissertations, and monographs. In short, if there is a 
final agenda for American material culture studies 
over the next decades, it wi l l be as follows: first, the 
continued labouring of an even greater number of 
students examining all types of physical evidence and 
producing an abundance of specialized studies of that 
data; then, I hope, a small cadre of scholars wi l l 
fol low and work through this mountain of invaluable 
primary research in order to build from it a new, 
comprehensive synthesis in the tradition of an Alan 
Gowans or a Daniel Boorstin. 

For this to occur more wi l l be entailed than university 
historians reading the work of museum historians 
and vice versa. As I hope is evident from this brief 
survey of the American material culture studies 
movement, the collection, preservation, and 
interpretation of U.S. material history has been 
accomplished largely by a variety of talented 
amateurs, museum specialists, and a few mavericks 
in academe rather than by university historians. The 
latter group, despite an occasional token acknow­
ledgement, has traditionally ignored material culture 
in favor of documentary research.77 Thus the formal 
study of American history over the past two centuries 
has largely been wri t ten without reference to the 
three-dimensional evidence of the American past, 
whi le the preservation, restoration, and interpreta­
tion of artifacts has also too often proceeded on the 
basis of outmoded historical theory or inadequate 
historical research. In order for American material 
culture studies to come of age, more university 

historians wi l l have to become thoroughly involved in 
and affiliated wi th the multiple dimensions of the 
material culture movement and, conversely, curators, 
preservationists, exhibit designers, and collectors wi l l 
have to recognize the need for accurate, detailed, 
historical information and appropriate paradigms in 
the interpretation of American artifacts. 
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