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T e re sa Barne tt. Sacred Relics: Pieces of the Past in Nineteenth-Century
America. Chicago: Unive rsity of  Chicago Pre ss, 2013. 264pp. Note s
and inde x. $40.00.

William L. Bird, Jr. Souvenir Nation: Relics, Keepsakes, and Curios from
the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History. Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, National Muse um of  Ame rican
History in association with Prince ton Archite ctural Pre ss, Ne w
York, 2013. 176pp. Illustrations, note s, and cre dits. $24.95.

William S. Walke r. A Living Exhibition: The Smithsonian and the
Transformation of the Universal Museum. Amhe rst: Unive rsity of
Massachuse tts  Pre ss, 2013. 304pp. Illustrations, note s, and inde x.
$80.00 (cloth); $27.95 (pape r).

If  years of  wat ching “Ant iques Roadshow” has t aught  us anyt hing, it  is
t hat  one person’s garage-sale junk is anot her person’s t reasure—wort h
somewhere in t he f ive f igures.

We Americans like t o collect  st u , and whole indust ries have
blossomed promising t o help us deal wit h it  all. You can shop at  t he
St orage St ore or t he Cont ainer St ore t o buy various kinds of  st orage (or,
if  you prefer, “cont ainer”) syst ems. If, however, you need t o get  t he st u
out  of  your life but  you can’t  act ually part  wit h it , you can rent  an o -sit e
st orage unit  in one of  t hose desolat e places just  o  t he exit  ramp t hat
resemble a cross bet ween a cemet ery and a t railer park. St ill our st u
proliferat es, and it  t hreat ens t o bury us—like t hose freakish folks we
enjoy wat ching on t he A&E show “Hoarders.”

We have always liked t o collect  st u —for t he bet t er part  of  t wo
cent uries at  any rat e. What  has changed over t he years is t he sheer
volume of st u  t here is t o collect , it s ready availabilit y, and t he expansion
of st u  we now see as wort hy of  keeping in t he f irst  place. The impulse
t o collect , t o accumulat e, even t o hoard has been wit h us for a long t ime.
A er all, t hose Vict orian parlors looked even more clut t ered t han my
living room—but  of  course t hey didn’t  have t he advant age of  t he



St orage St ore back t hen. [End Page 103]

If  it  is t rue t hat  one person’s t chot chke is anot her person’s heirloom,
t hen it  is also t he case t hat  one woman’s clut t ered chaos is anot her’s
carefully const ruct ed syst em. Most  people who collect  do so according
t o some not ion of  syst em, t axonomy, or classif icat ion—however obscure
it  might  be t o t he rest  of  us. Years ago, t he art  hist orian George Kubler
observed t hat  before we can make meaning out  of  t hings, we must  have
form; t hat  we need t o creat e some sort  of  organizat ional framework in
order t o underst and t he world around us. “We can grasp t he universe,”
Kubler wrot e, “only by simplifying it  wit h ideas of  ident it y by classes,
t ypes, and cat egories.”  Ant hropologist  Igor Kopyt o  agreed when he
wrot e, “t he human mind has an inherent  t endency t o impose order upon
t he chaos of  it s environment  by classifying it s cont ent s, and wit hout  t he
classif icat ion knowledge of  t he world. . .would not  be possible.”

In di erent  ways, each of  t he books under review here wrest les wit h
t his issue of  cat egories: how t hey are defined, what  goes int o t hem, and
what ’s at  st ake in t hose parsings. William L. Bird Jr.’s Souvenir Nation and
William S. Walker’s A Living Exhibition bot h examine aspect s of  t he
Smit hsonian Inst it ut ion, t he nat ion’s single largest  collect ion of  st u .
Teresa Barnet t ’s Sacred Relics examines personal collect ions made by
ninet eent h-cent ury Americans.

By anyone’s best  guess, t he Smit hsonian houses nearly 140 million
separat e object s. That  is a st aggering f igure and one t hat  frankly few of
us can act ually comprehend. Those 140 million range across every
conceivable cat egory of  mat erial t hing: f ine art , decorat ive art s,
biological specimens, det rit us from out er space, cores from t he bot t om
of t he oceans, pieces of  t echnology, archaeological art ifact s,
et hnological object s, hand-made cra s and mass-produced consumer
it ems, plus some t hat  defy easy cat egorizat ion alt oget her. Like a lock of
Sir Walt er Scot t ’s hair. That  last  is among t he feat ured “souvenirs” in
Bird’s charming book. Bird serves as a curat or at  t he Nat ional Museum of...
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Shakespeare's Laundry: Feminist  Fut ures in t he Archive, in laborat ory condit ions, it  was
found t hat  nukleofil t radit ional.
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