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Understanding and Utilizing Material Culture  

 
Historians have traditionally relied on written archival sources for their research.  More recently, social 
and cultural historians have discovered new ways of interpreting written sources to reveal the lives of 
everyday people.  Yet few have learned from closely related fields such as archaeology, anthropology, 
art history, and human ecology to examine evidence left behind in three-dimensional objects.  This 
course is designed to introduce you to the study of such physical objects.  We will read studies produced 
by scholars in a wide range of humanities and social science disciplines to explore some of the 
possibilities introduced by studying material culture.  Guided by those examples, you will gain hands-on 
experience interpreting physical objects.  This course will be helpful not only to students interested in 
incorporating material culture into more traditional historical sources, but also to those considering a 
career in public history. 

 
 
Course Requirements 

 
This course combines discussions of shared readings (40% of course grade) with hands-on experience 
working with and analyzing historic objects (60% of course grade).  You will complete six written Source 
Reports, each worth 10% of your course grade. 
 
Class Participation (40%) 
The quality and effectiveness of this graduate seminar will be determined by the quality of participation 
by each class member.  You must come to class having read and thought about the readings assigned for 
that week.  Regular attendance and thoughtful contributions to discussions will be required to earn a 
good grade in class participation. 

 

 

Source Reports (Reports worth 10% each; 60% total) 
You will write a total of six source reports, each of which will require you to analyze a physical object(s) 
and interpret what scholars could learn from this object.  Rather than a personal reflection or narrative, 
each source report should be a formal essay with a clearly stated thesis statement that USES your 
selected objects to make some kind of historical argument.  The length of these reports will vary 
depending on the object(s) of study, but generally will be between 3 and 7 pages, double spaced. 
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Historical Archaeology Source Report 
For your first source report, imagine that your home trash receptacle is a midden, which will be 
discovered by an archaeologist in the year 2115 (or 2515 or 3015).  Dig through your trash, and identify 
objects that are likely to survive (in some form or other) until that time in the local landfill.  Then analyze 
those objects, exploring what it can reveal about urban (or rural) life in the Red River Valley in the early 
21st century.  Keep in mind that some objects will be readily identifiable, while others may be 
significantly transformed over time, or their original context may be lost.  Be sure to consider how 
these found objects relate to one another. 
 
 
Domestic Objects Source Report 
Select one domestic artifact to study.  This might come from your own basement or attic, that of a family 
member or friend, or be owned by a historical museum or antique shop.  (Be sure to get staff permission 
to examine the object, and abide by all restrictions imposed on handling any object that does not belong 
to you.)  You may examine a prized heirloom or an everyday object, but should select an object that is at 
least 50 years old.  Collect all available history of the object in written and oral form.  This may include 
internet searches related to the object, as well as oral histories collected from the individual(s) who 
owned and used the object.  Then, use that history as well as your observations of the physical object to 
analyze its historical significance. 
 
 
Visual Images Source Report 
Analyze one or more photographs or other visual sources (art, maps, political cartoons, etc.) of your 
choice.  This assignment cannot simply duplicate work that you have completed for HIST 501. 
 
 
Childhood Source Report 
Select one object or a collection of objects used by children in a particular time period.  You might choose 
to focus on favored items from your childhood, a parent’s or grandparent’s (or other elder’s).  Assess 
what this item or collection of items reveals about the meaning of childhood in that era.  Then collect an 
oral history of the ways in which that child(ren) used that object.  How did actual uses differ from the 
meanings intended for that object by its manufacturer, marketer, and purchaser? 
 
 
Museum Display Source Report 
Select three to five related objects that tell an important story or illustrate a historical argument. In 
roughly 3-5 pages, utilize these objects to tell your story or make your argument.  You may, but are not 
required to, utilize outside primary and/or secondary sources where appropriate. Then, write an 
interpretive label (wall sign) of no more than 250 words for a museum or virtual exhibit that explains the 
significance of these objects.  Remember that museum signage should not assume any prior historical 
knowledge, and should be written at an eighth-grade reading level. 
 
 
Architectural History Source Report 
Select a historic structure.  Collect physical observations of the structure, utilizing appropriate 
architectural terminology to the best of your ability.  Then, explore what this structure reveals about the 
individual(s), family or business that occupied it.  Where appropriate, trace changes to both the physical 
structure and the ways in which its spaces were utilized. 



Required Books: 

Michael Given, Archaeology of the Colonized 
Laurie A. Wilkie, Creating Freedom: Material Culture and African American Identity at Oakley Plantation, 

Louisiana, 1840-1950 
Janet D. Spector, What this Awl Means: Feminist Archaeology at a Wahpeton Dakota Village 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth 
Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America 
Paul R. Mullins, The Archaeology of Consumer Culture 
Janet Ore, The Seattle Bungalow: People And Houses, 1900-1940 
 
 
Other Required Readings: 

Diana Di Zerega Wall, “Sacred Dinners and Secular Teas: Constructing Domesticity in Mid-19th- Century 
New York,” Historical Archaeology 25, no. 4 (1991): 69-81 

Andrew Bevan, “Mediterranean Containerization,” Current Anthropology 55, no. 4 (Aug. 2014): 387-418 
Andrea Volpe, “Cartes de Visite Portrait Photographs and the Culture of Class Formation” in Bledstein & 

Johnston, The Middling Sorts 
J. R. Miller, “Reading Photographs, Reading Voices: Documenting the History of Native 

Residential Schools” in Reflections on Native-Newcomer Relations (Google E-book)  
John Brewer, “Childhood Revisited: The Genesis of the Modern Toy” History Today 30 (Dec 1980): 32-39 
Catherine Burke, “Contested Desires: The Edible Landscape of School” Paedagogica Historica 2005 41(4-

5): 571-587 
Wendy Rouse Jorae, “The Limits of Dress: Chinese American Childhood, Fashion and Race in the 

Exclusion Era” Western Historical Quarterly XLI, no. 4 (Winter 2010): 473-493 
Ellen Litwicki, “George's Story: Dolls and the Material Culture of Christmas” 
 http://www.common-place.org/vol-12/no-03/lessons/ 
Peggy Orenstein, “What’s Wrong with Cinderella?” in Cinderella Ate My Daughter: Dispatches from the 

Front Lines of the New Girlie-Girl Culture 

LEGO Ad Articles 

 LEGO Ad 1981 – 2014 

 “LEGO Ad From 1981 Should Be Required Reading for Everyone Who Makes, Buys, or Sells Toys” 

 “The Little Girl from the 1981 LEGO Ad is all Grown Up and She’s Got Something to Say” 
Cynthia Culver Prescott, “Crazy Quilts and Controlled Lives” in Goggin & Tobin, Women & the Material 

Culture of Needlework & Textiles 
David Thelen, “History After the ‘Enola Gay’ Controversy: An Introduction” Journal of American History 

1995 82(3): 1029-1035 
 “How Women Made the West,” Convergence (Fall 2005) 
  

http://www.common-place.org/vol-12/no-03/lessons/


Course Schedule 
Note: Schedule is subject to change. 

 

 
Week 1 (January 13): Introduction 
 
 
Week 2 (January 20):  Historical Archaeology 
Readings: Archaeology of the Colonized, pp. 1-25, 49-68, 116-37, 162-66; Wall, “Sacred Dinners and 

Secular Teas” 
 
 
Week 3 (January 27):  Ethnohistory 
Readings: What this Awl Means (all) 
 
 
Week 4 (February 3):  Ancient Textiles 
Readings: “Mediterranean Containerization” 
HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY SOURCE REPORT DUE 
Guest Speaker: Melinda Leach 
 
 
Week 5 (February 10):  Visual Images 
Readings: Volpe, “Cartes de Visite Portrait Photographs and the Culture of Class Formation”; Miller, 

“Reading Photographs, Reading Voices” 
 
 
Week 6 (February 17):  Slavery 
Readings: Creating Freedom pp. xv-117 
VISUAL IMAGES SOURCE REPORT DUE 
 
 
Week 7 (February 24):  Race 
Readings: Creating Freedom pp. 118-248 
 
 
Week 8 (March 3):  Childhood 
Readings: Brewer, “Childhood Revisited”; Burke, “Contested Desires”; Jorae, “The Limits of Dress”; 

Litwicki, “George's Story”; Orenstein, “What’s Wrong with Cinderella?”; LEGO ad articles 
 
 
Week 9 (March 10):  Domestic Objects 
Readings: Age of Homespun pp. 3-74, 108-41, 248-76, 340-73 
CHILDHOOD SOURCE REPORT DUE 
 
 
March 17: Spring Break 



 
Week 10 (March 24): Textiles  
Readings: Age of Homespun, pp. 142-73, 208-47, 277-339, 374-418 
 
 
Week 11 (March 31): Consumer Culture 
Readings: Archaeology of Consumer Culture, pp. 1-145 
 
 
Week 12 (April 7): Social Class 
Readings: Archaeology of Consumer Culture, pp. 146-178; Prescott, “Crazy Quilts and Controlled Lives” 
DOMESTIC OBJECTS SOURCE REPORT DUE  
 
 
Week 13 (April 14): Religion 
Readings: Material Christianity, pp. 1-131, 198-276 
 
 
Week 14 (April 21):  Exhibiting History 
Readings: Thelen, “History After the ‘Enola Gay’ Controversy”; “How Women Made the West”; Age of 

Homespun pp. 3-8 and 412-418 
 
 
Week 15 (April 28): Vernacular Architecture 
Readings: Seattle Bungalow (all) 
 
 
Week 16 (May 5): Architectural Tour – details TBA  
MUSEUM DISPLAY SOURCE REPORT DUE TUESDAY, MAY 5 BY 4:00 P.M. 
 
ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY SOURCE REPORT DUE TUESDAY, MAY 12 BY 4:00 P.M. 
 


