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ARTH 699-002/ARTH 630-001 
 
Material Culture of the Gilded Age    
Fall 2014 
Wednesday 5:00-8:00 PM 
Room 3031 Ripley Center 
 
Professor Jennifer Van Horn  
Email: jvanhorn@gmu.edu 
Telephone: (email is best) 
Office hours: Wednesday 4:00-5:00 Faculty Office Ripley Center, or by appointment  
 
 

 
       

Henry Sargent, The Dinner Party, c. 1821. 
 
 
Course Overview 
This course will examine the rise and fall of the Gilded Age, a period defined by its glitz, glamour, 
and tremendous social and cultural upheaval.  We will search for its origins in the mid nineteenth 
century and trace its fall in the early twentieth century.  We will focus much of our attention on 
the material reality of life in nineteenth-century Washington.  Using the city itself as a starting 
point we will travel from the sumptuous dinners served to diplomats in elegant townhouses, to the 
city’s freedman’s villages and its many bawdy houses to consider the intersecting material lives 
of elite politicians, white women of all social levels, and enslaved and free African Americans. 
We will take advantage of the opportunity to visit local sites but will also place Washington into a 
broader context of the Gilded Age in other locations.  Museum visits, short writing assignments, 
and a final paper will be required. 
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Required Texts:  
Mark Twain and Charles Warner, The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today (Penguin, 2001)  

ISBN:  978-0140439205 
Elizabeth Dowling Taylor, A Slave in the White House: Paul Jennings and the Madisons  

(Palgrave, MacMillan, 2013) ISBN: 978-0230341982 
Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence (Norton Critical Editions), Norton, 2002 ISBN: 978- 

0393967944 
Kristin Hoganson, Consumers’ Imperium: The Global Production of American Domesticity,  

1865-1920 (University of North Carolina Press, 2007) ISBN: 978-0807857939 
 
 
Field Trips 
We have one mandatory group field trip and one mandatory individual field trip.  The trip to 
Heurich House will be taken together as a group and is scheduled for Saturday, Sept. 13 at 
10:00 AM.  Please set aside this date on your calendars. If you cannot attend on this date then 
you should notify the instructor immediately and make alternate plans to visit the site on your 
own.  The field trip to Arlington House and/or the Contrabands and Freedmen Cemetery 
Memorial will be undertaken individually and you will write a site review based upon your 
experience.  
 
Course Website/Blackboard:  
Assignments, many course readings, and important announcements will be posted on Blackboard.  
Messages about the course will also be sent via email. It is imperative, therefore, that you check 
your George Mason email account AND the course website via Blackboard.  You will also be 
required to submit assignments via Blackboard.   
 
It is your responsibility to familiarize yourself with Blackboard and to submit assignments via 
Blackboard. An inability to use Blackboard, or experiencing technical issues with Blackboard, are 
not excuses for failing to complete reading assignments or for submitting assignments late. 
 
Blackboard is available in the myMason Portal.  After logging into http://mymason.gmu.edu, you 
will see a Courses Tab at the top right.  From there you will see a Course List.  You should select 
our course.  
 
If you can not log in to myMason please contact the ITU Support Center at (703) 993-8870 or 
reset your Mason NetID password at http://password.gmu.edu 
 
For tutorials on how to use Blackboard visit:  
http://ondemand.blackboard.com/students.htm 
 
If you have difficulty with Blackboard you should consult the “Courses Support: Help for 
Blackboard and Additional Course Tools” website:   
https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_tab_group_id=_230_1 
 
If you repeatedly get “error” messages or are unable to access course content you should 
contact Mason through the Contact Us form at:  
https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_tab_group_id=_230_1 
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Reserve Readings:  
Course readings that are not posted on Blackboard will be placed on reserve in the Ripley Center 
Library, either as books or as photocopies. I will do my best to make these materials available the 
week before the reading is due.  If you notice that a reading is not available please let me know so 
that I have time to provide it or to make alternate arrangements.  I greatly appreciate learning of 
this BEFORE the class session when we are scheduled to discuss the reading.  
 
Course Objectives:  
Upon completing the course students will be able to: 

• Analyze the history and development of American architecture, historic interiors, and 
artifacts between 1830 and 1910. 

• Critically examine a range of objects used by Americans between 1830 and 1910.  
• Be able to see American decorative arts and architecture from the perspectives of 

multiple participants. 
• Understand the importance of class, ethnicity, and race in structuring American society 

and in shaping how people interacted with artifacts. 
• Understand gender as an analytical concept that scholars use to study the past. 
• Analyze the presentation of material life at historic sites. 
• Understand how to read and critically interpret: primary historical documents, visual and 

material artifacts. 
•  Be familiar with the primary methodologies of material culture study and be able to 

apply these methods to material and visual artifacts.  
• Be able to analyze and to critique scholars’ interpretations of decorative arts and 

landscapes and to evaluate major debates among scholars in the field of American 
material culture study. 

• Understand how to identify chronological and geographical patterns, identify issues and 
problems in the past, formulate historical questions, interrogate historical data and 
sources, support interpretations with visual and material evidence.  

• Understand and appreciate social and cultural differences among individuals, groups, and 
societies with regard to their attitudes towards the history of slaves and slave-owners. 

 
 
Grading: 
This course will use a Plus/ Minus grading scale. 
 
A+ 100-97 
A 96-93 
A- 92-90 
B+ 89-88 
B 87-83 
B- 80-82 
C+ 79-78 
C 73-77 
C- 70-72 
D+ 69-68 
D 60-67 
F 59 and below 
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Your grade will be determined in the following way: 
Participation (15%) includes in-class as well as reading responses 
Twain book analysis (20%) 
Site Review (15%) 
Book Review (20%)  
Final Paper (30% total) 
 
Assignments 
 Students should follow the citation format of the Chicago Manual of Style.  A basic reference 
guide is available at:  http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html  
 
Participation:  

In addition to participating actively in class discussion, each week students will post a 
short (1-2 page) response to that week’s readings on Blackboard.  (Responses should be 
posted by 8:00 PM the day before our class meeting.) These responses may focus upon 
one reading but will ideally draw connections between several readings.  The responses 
should show both engagement with the material covered in the readings as well as critical 
analysis of the authors’ arguments.  More directions will be distributed. 

 
Book Review:  

Students will select one week as a special topic.  They will write a book review of ONE 
of the readings for that week IN ADDITION TO one other outside book (or two articles) 
on the same topic, selected in consultation with the instructor. They will write a 5-7 page 
analysis and discuss their review briefly in class.  Students will also post their reviews 
on Blackboard so that by the end of the course class members will have a collection 
of reviews of many works on nineteenth-century American material culture. More 
directions will be distributed closer to the due date.  

 
Twain Book Analysis:  

After reading Mark Twain and Charles Warner’s hefty novel, The Gilded Age, students 
will write a 10 page analysis of the work’s presentation of women’s experiences and 
nineteenth-century society in Washington, D.C.  More directions will be distributed 
closer to the due date. 
 

Site Review:  
Students will go to Arlington House or the Contrabands and Freedmen Cemetery 
Memorial at South Washington and Church Streets in Alexandria. They will write a short 
(1500 word) review of the site/exhibition and its interpretation of race relations and the 
Freedman’s experience.  Sample exhibition reviews can be found in Winterthur Portfolio. 
More directions will be distributed closer to the due date. 

 
Final Paper (Historiographical Analysis):  

Building upon the issue students pursued in their book review, they will write a 15 page 
paper that examines how scholars have studied a group of artifacts, historical period, 
artist, maker, issue, etc., to date.  Students will then suggest what new questions can 
contribute to understanding the subject(s) they have selected. Topics will be selected in 
consultation with the instructor. The final paper should show mastery of the analytical 
tools developed over the course as well as command of course content. More directions 
will be distributed closer to the end of the semester. 
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Course Requirements:  
Being in class and being prepared for class are your first priorities; completing all of the readings 
and being prepared to discuss those readings are parts of your class attendance.   
 
The course will be discussion-based, although I will offer lectures to supplement weekly reading. 
Please have completed the assigned reading before class each day and be ready to discuss what 
you have read.  Please bring any readings that have been assigned for that day to class. 
 
Though there will be times when I offer lectures, you should feel free to interrupt in order to raise 
questions and points of discussion.   
 
I am available during office hours and by appointment to discuss the course, any concerns you 
may have, or to talk in more depth about the material.  Please see me BEFORE an assignment if 
you are confused, rather than afterwards when I cannot be of as much help. 
 
Attendance Policy: 
It is vitally important for you to be in class each day. Please let me know beforehand if there is a 
University sanctioned reason why you will not be in class.  Attendance will be factored into 
your final grade as a part of the participation grade. In addition, after one unexcused absence 
students’ overall letter grades will be reduced by 1/3 for each subsequent unexcused absence.  
So for example, an overall grade of an A will become an A- after two unexcused absences.  Being 
more than 10 minutes late to class is equivalent to being absent.   
 
Please note: due to the special circumstances of the Two-Week Intensive Courses these 
attendance requirements will be modified for those of you enrolled in the class.  If this 
applies to you, you should come talk to me well in advance of the dates you will be missing 
so that we can discuss an alternative assignment to make up for the missed discussions.  
 
Participation:  
The most important aspect to success in this class is your presence and your active participation. 
The course will rely heavily upon discussion, so please have completed the assigned readings 
before class each day, bring any assigned readings to class, and be ready to critically talk about 
what you have read. I want us to benefit from the experience and perspectives that each of you 
brings to the discussion. That is, I want to hear from each and everyone of you, every class. If 
it is your tendency to be reserved in class, be warned that I may call on you to speak.  If you have 
difficulty actively participating in class please come to talk to me as I can work with you and 
suggest strategies and approaches. 
 
Plagiarism Statement:  
Plagiarism and other forms of cheating will not be tolerated. ANY instance of plagiarism on 
any assignment will result in a grade of “0” for that assignment. A second instance of 
plagiarism will result in a grade of “F” for the course.  Additionally, while I encourage 
students to discuss course work outside of class, all written assignments are to be your own work, 
you may not collaborate beyond the discussion of topics. 
 
This course will use a Plagiarism Detection Service called "Safe Assign" built into Blackboard.  I 
only use this program as a guideline to flag suspicious papers.  If you do not plagiarize then there 
will be no problem—I grade each paper myself. 
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Continued enrollment in this course after receipt of this syllabus signifies your understanding and 
acceptance of the definition and consequences of plagiarism and cheating as defined by George 
Mason University. 
 
Academic Honesty:  
The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each of 
us.  GMU has an Honor Code (academicintgrity.gmu.edu) with clear guidelines regarding 
academic integrity.  Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are 
that:  (1) all work submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including 
fellow students, give full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the 
ground rules on a particular assignment, ask for clarification.  No grade is important enough to 
justify academic misconduct.  Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual 
information from another person without giving the person credit.  Writers give credit through 
accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or 
endnotes.    Paraphrased material must also be cited, using Chicago Manual of Style (Humanities) 
format.  A simple listing of books or articles is not sufficient.  Plagiarism is the equivalent of 
intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the academic setting.  If you have any doubts about 
what constitutes plagiarism, please see the instructor.  
 
Accommodations for Disabilities:  
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see the 
instructor and contact the Office for Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474, http://ods.gmu.edu.  
All academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. 
  
Electronic Usage Policy:   
All cell phones and pagers should be turned off or put in the “silent” mode prior to the beginning 
of class.  I also ask that if you are using a laptop or tablet computer that you disable your wireless 
connection before the beginning of class so that you are not tempted to go online and check sites 
like facebook.  Text messaging and the use of facebook is considered to be the equivalent of cell 
phone conversation and is not welcome in the classroom. If there is a specific reason why you 
need to use an electronic device, in the case of a family emergency, etc., then please let me know 
before class begins.  My goal is to have each member of the class engaged and participating in 
discussion.  
 
Make Up Policy Regarding Missed Papers and Other In-Class Assignments:  
Papers and presentations must be submitted and delivered when scheduled unless the instructor is 
consulted BEFORE the deadline.  Late assignments will be accepted with a deduction in points.  
Unforeseen emergencies, of course, will be accommodated in consultation with me. 
 
Dates to Remember 
Sept 13, Saturday 10:00 AM Field Trip to Heurich House 

Oct 8   Class Cancelled for Twain Book Analysis  

Oct  11, Saturday Twain Book Analysis Due by 5:00 PM  

Oct 22    Class Cancelled for Site Review  

Oct 25, Saturday Site review due by 5:00 PM 

Nov 26   Class Cancelled (GMU Thanksgiving Holiday)  

Dec 10    Final Paper due by 5:00 PM  
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Tentative Schedule of Course Meetings and Readings 
 
August 27 The City as Material Artifact   
 

Readings: 
• Dell Upton “The City as Material Culture” in The Art and Mystery of 

Historical Archaeology: Essays in Honor of James Deetz.  Ed. Anne 
Elizabeth Yentsch and Mary C. Beaudry (1992): 51-78 (Blackboard) 

• Sarah Luria, “The Poetry of Internal Improvements” in Capital Speculations: 
Writing and Building Washington D.C. (2005) (Blackboard) 

 
 
 
Sept. 3  Furnishing Domestic Landscapes: Culture and Comfort 
 

Readings:  
• Jonathan Kasson, “Table Manners and the Control of the Appetites” in 

Rudeness and Civility (Blackboard)   
• Katherine Grier, Culture and Comfort ch. 2, “The Comfortable Theater: 

Parlor Making in the Middle-Class Victorian Household, 1850-1910” and ch. 
5 “The Quest for Refinement” p. 64-88, 143-175(Blackboard) 

• Mary Blanchard, “The Aesthetic Parlor, The Objet d’Art, and the Sedated 
Self,” Oscar Wilde’s America p. 85-136 (Blackboard) 

 
 
 
Sept. 10 Shadow Landscapes: Sites of Slavery in 19th-century D.C.  
 

Readings:  
• Maurie McInnis, “Red Flag,” in Slaves Waiting for Sale (Blackboard) 
• Chapters 2-7 from Paul Jennings, A Slave in the White House p. 31-220 

(purchase or on reserve) 
 

 
 
Saturday, Sept. 13 Field Trip to Heurich House Museum, Washington D.C., 10:00-1:00 
 
  Readings:  

• Candace Shireman, “The Rise of Christian Heurich and His Mansion,” 
Washington History (Blackboard) 

 
 
Sept. 17 Nature and Technology: Households Move West 
 
  Readings: (continued next page) 

• Kenneth Ames, “Death in the Dining Room” in Death in the Dining Room p. 
44-96 (Blackboard) 

• William Cronan, “Annihilating Space: Meat,” in Nature’s Metropolis: 
Chicago and the Great West p. 207-258 (Blackboard) 
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• Katherine Grier, “At Home With Animals,” in Pets in America: A History, p. 
75-143 (Blackboard) 

 
 
 
Sept. 24 Women’s Roles and Views of Women 
 
  Readings:  

• Caroll Smith Rosenberg, “The Hysterical Woman: Sex Roles and 
Role Conflict in Nineteenth-Century America,” in Disorderly 
Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, p. 197-216 (Blackboard) 

• Jan Jennings, “The Turn-of-the-Century Wallpaper Dilemma,” Winterthur 
Portfolio (Blackboard)  

• Selected chapters from Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence (purchase)  
 
 
 
October 1 Elite Women: Making Communities and Things 
 

Guest lecture Nicole Belolan, PhD Candidate University of Delaware, “Berlin 
Work” 
 
Readings:  

• Caroll Smith Rosenberg, “The Female World of Love and Ritual” in 
Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, p. 53-76 
(Blackboard) 

• Amy Boyce Osaki, “A ‘Truly Feminine Employment’: Sewing and the 
Early Nineteenth-Century Woman,” Winterthur Portfolio (Blackboard)  

 
 
 
October 8 Mark Twain’s Gilded Age 
  Class Cancelled for Twain Paper, see Blackboard for more guidelines 
 
October 11,  
Saturday Twain Book Analysis Due by 5:00 PM 
 
   
 
October 15 Disorderly Women and Reformers 
 
  Readings:  

• Elizabeth Barthold O'Brien, “Illicit Congress in the Nation's Capital: The 
History of Mary Ann Hall's Brothel,” Historical Archaeology, 39: 1, Sin City 
(2005), pp. 47-58 (Blackboard)   

• Elaine Abelson, “Shoplifting Ladies” in When Ladies Go-A Thieving: 
Middle Class Shoplifters in the Victorian Department Store (Blackboard) 

• Peggy Pascoe, “Some Women’s Culture and Other Women’s Needs,” in 
Relations of Rescue p. 73-111 ebook available through GMU Library 
(Blackboard for link)  
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October 22 Politics, Race, and Space in the Capital 
  Class Cancelled for Site Review 

  
Readings:  

• Joseph Reidy, “’Coming from the Shadow of the Past’”: The Transition 
from Slavery to Freedom at Freedmen’s Village, 1863-1900” Virginia 
Magazine of History and Biography (1987) (Blackboard) 

• Brief history of the Arlington Freedman’s Village at: 
http://www.nps.gov/arho/historyculture/emancipation.htm 

• Kirk Savage, “Chapter Three: Imagining Emancipation” and “Chapter 
Five: Slavery’s Memorial” in Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves (on 
reserve) 

• Survey links on History, Archaeology, and News Coverage for the 
Contrabands and Freedmen Cemetery Memorial South Washington and 
Church Streets, Alexandria at: 
(http://alexandriava.gov/FreedmenMemorial#history)  

 
 
October 25, Saturday Site Review due by 5:00 PM  

 
 
 
October 29 Money, Money, Money: The Gilded Age Explosion and Masculinity 
 
  Readings:  

• Selection from Wayne Craven, Gilded Mansions: Grand Architecture 
and High Society (on reserve) 

• Sarah Burns, “Being Big: Winslow Homer and the American Business 
Spirit,” in Inventing the Modern Artist p. 187-217 (Blackboard) 

• Robert Haywood, “George Bellows’s ‘Stag at Sharkey’s’: Boxing, 
Violence, and Male Identity,” Smithsonian Studies in American Art 
(1988) Blackboard    

 
 
Nov. 5  How the Other Half Lived  
 

In-class Primary Source Activity: Jacob Rhys, How the Other Half Lives  
 

Readings:  
• Andrew Urban, “Irish Domestic Servants, ‘Biddy’ and Rebellion in the 

American Home, 1850-1900” Gender and History (Blackboard) 
• Katherine Leonard Turner, “The Problem of Food” and portions of 

“Factories, Railroads, and Rotary Eggbeaters,” in How the Other Half 
Ate p.1-27, 36-50 (Blackboard)  

• Critical Commentary on Downton Abbey, (Blackboard)  
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Nov. 12  The Aesthetic Movement and The Dandy 
 
  Readings:  

• Mary Blanchard, “Oscar Wilde, Aesthetic Style, and the Masculine Self” 
in Oscar Wilde’s America p. 1-43 (Blackboard) 

• Selection from Linda Merrill, The Peacock Room (reserve)  
• George Chauncey, “Trade, Wolves, and the Boundaries of Normal 

Manhood,” in Gay New York  p. 65-97 (Blackboard) 
 
 
 
Nov. 19  The Birth of Childhood  
 

Readings:  
• Karin Calvert, "Children in the House, 1890 to 1930,” in American Home 

Life, 1880-1930: A Social History of Spaces and Services, (1992), chap. 3 
(Blackboard) 

• Robin Bernstein, “Children’s Books, Dolls, and the Performance of Race; or, 
The Possibility of Children’s Literature,” PMLA 126:1 (2011): 160-9 
(Blackboard) 

• David Lubin, “Guys and Dolls: Framing Femininity in a Post-Civil War 
America” in Picturing a Nation (on reserve) 

 
 
Nov. 26  Class Cancelled for GMU Thanksgiving Holiday  
 
 
  
Dec. 3  The Gilded Age in a Global World  
   
  Readings: 

• Kristin Hoganson, “Cosmopolitan Domesticity: Imperial Accessories,”  
“The Fashionable World: Imagined Communities of Dress,” and “Immigrant 
Gifts, American Appropriations,” in Consumers Imperium p. 13-56; 57-104; 
209-249 (purchase)    

• Christopher Merritt, Gary Weisz, and Kelly Dixon, “’Verily the Road was 
Built with Chinaman’s Bones’: An Archaeology of Chinese Line Camps in 
Montana,” International Journal of Historical Archaeology (2012) 
(Blackboard) 

 
 
 
 
Final Paper Due by Wednesday December 10 submit electronically via Blackboard 
 
 


