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Material Culture Studies (AH 7221 #A;  ARTH 630 001) 
Smithsonian-Mason MA Program in the History of Decorative Arts 
Professor Jeff Hardwick 
Office hours: by appt  
hardwickjeff@mac.com or jhardwick@neh.gov 
 

"Things are in the saddle and ride mankind"—Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1899 

“No ideas but in things”—William Carlos Williams, 1946 

“You know that we are living in a material world/And I am a material girl.”—Madonna, 1985 

"I would flip through catalogs and wonder, "What kind of dining set defines me as a person?"  We used 
to read pornography.  Now it was the Horchow Collection." — Fight Club, 1998 

"Trader Joe's is for people who wouldn't dream of buying an avocado salad that didn't take a position on 
offshore drilling or a whey-based protein bar that wasn't fully committed to campaign finance reform. 
Someday, somebody should build a right-wing Trader Joe's, with faith-based chewing tobacco, rice pilaf 
grown by school-voucher-funded Mormon agricultural academies, and a meat section that's a bowl of 
cartridges and a sign reading "Go ahead, kill it yourself." But in the meantime, we will have to make do with 
the ethos of social concern that prevails at places like Trader Joe's and Whole Foods." — David Brooks, On 
Paradise Drive, 2005  

 

Course description:  

This graduate seminar offers an introduction to both the theory and practice of “history from things,” or 
material culture studies.  Since the 1970s material culture has been a robust (if ill-defined) interdisciplinary 
field of study, encompassing subjects and strategies as much at home in a history department as in art 
history, architectural history, or a museum. Our focus will be on the various approaches to objects in their 
historical contexts.  

The readings, for the most part, represent a combination of recent scholarship, journalism, and now-
canonical texts. They are organized in rough chronological order, and include studies of design history, 
social history, anthropology, and world history. Among the questions we will ponder over the semester are: 
How do historians, anthropologists, sociologists, curators, and journalists make sense of the meaning of 
objects? What are the various approaches to analyzing objects? What is the role of material culture in 
shaping history, memory, and subjectivity, not to mention physical space itself? How have technological 
changes in production and modes of observation altered not only how we see the world but also our 
experiences of the physical world?  

Course Requirements 

The weekly readings are the primary assignment for this course. 

Writing Assignments: 

 8 short book reviews (250-500 words) to a week’s readings.  These book reviews will be sent to the 
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class over email;   

 lead one class by generating questions based on the week’s readings; and 

 a final paper (May 10).  Write an analytical paper (12-15-18 pp.) using the theoretical and historical 

tools of the course to interpret a specific object or historiographic argument.  We will discuss the 

topics for this paper during class.  Since writing is best done slowly and thoughtfully, a one-page 

proposal will be required (April 5) and a first draft of the paper (April 19).  

 

Schedule: 

January 26  

Introduction  

 

February 2  

Theories 

Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter,” Winterthur Portfolio, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring, 1982), pp. 1-19. 

Charles Montgomery, “Some Remarks on the Practice and Science of Connoisseurship,” (1961) 

Henry Glassie and Barbara Truesdale, “A Life in the Field: Henry Glassie and the Study of Material 
Culture,”The Public Historian, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Fall 2008), pp. 59-87 

 

February 9 

More Theories of Things 

Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 28, No. 1, Things (Autumn, 2001), pp. 1-22. 

Leora Auslander, “Beyond Words, “The American Historical Review, Vol. 110, No. 4 (October 2005), pp. 
1015-1045. 

Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi, “Why We Need Things” from History From Things: Essays on Material Culture 
(1995) 

 

February 16 

Archaeology 
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James Deetz, The Anglo-American Past and All the Earthenware Plain and Flowered from In Small Things 
Forgotten: An Archeology of Early American Life (1977; rev. ed. 1996) 

 

February 23 

Anthropology 

Sydney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (1986; 2nd ed. 1995) 

 

March 1  

Design  

Jeffrey Meikle, Twentieth-Century Limited: Industrial Design in America, 1925-1939 (rev. ed., 2001) 

 

March 8 

Micro-history as world history 

Mark Kurlansky, Cod: A Biography of the Fish that Changed the World (1998) 

 

March 15 

SPRING BREAK 

 

March 22 (class begins at 6:30) 

Sociology 

Daniel Miller, The Comfort of Things (2009) 

 

March 29 (class begins at 6:30) 

Social History of Objects 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth. 
(2001) 

 

April 5 
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NYer’s Interpretation of Things 

Malcolm Gladwell, Listening to Khakis, http://www.gladwell.com/1997/1997_07_27_a_khaki.htm 

Malcolm Gladwell, The Ketchup Conundrum http://www.gladwell.com/2004/2004_09_06_a_ketchup.html 

Listen to Studio360’s American Icons shows: Monticello, Warhol’s Soup Cans, and Barbie.  

 

April 12 

Plants as Things 

Michael Pollan, The Botany of Desire: A Plant's-Eye View of the World (2001) 

 

April 19 

Mass Culture 

Alison Clarke, Tupperware: The Promise of Plastic in 1950's America (1999) 

 

April 26 

Visual Culture 

Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the Middle East, 1945-2000, (2001)  

 

May 3 

Contemporary Sociology 

David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise (2001) 

 

May 10 

FINAL PAPER DUE AND PRESENTATIONS 

 

Academic Honesty  

George Mason University has an Honor Code, which requires all members of the university community to 

maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity.  Cheating, plagiarism, lying, and stealing 
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are all prohibited.  All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor Committee.  See 

honorcode.gmu.edu for more detailed information. 

  

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 at 993-2474 or ods.gmu.edu.  All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through that office. 


