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Ethnographies of Imperial Extraction:

Creating and Cataloging American Antiquity
from Classical Archaeology in the Nineteenth
Century

Kendall Lovely

It is not my intention in the present paper—which is simply what it purports to
be, a catalogue—to attempt any discussion of the habits, customs, or domestic life
of the Indian tribes from whom the articles were obtained; nor to enter upon a
general comparison of the pottery and other objects with articles of a like char-
acter of other nations or tribes. Occasionally, attention may be called to striking
resemblances between certain articles and those of other countries, where such
comparison will aid in illustrating form or character.

—James Stevenson, excerpted from his 1879 catalog for

the Bureau of Ethnology

g

he section of Colonel James Stevenson’s 1879 catalog introducing “articles of clay’

provides important evidence of some of the national and international dimensions
of archaeological networks of exchange during this period. Colonel Stevenson was
largely concerned with analyzing this pottery in terms of natural history. In rendering
vessels into specimens, Stevenson spends the first few pages typologizing and quan-
tifying Zuni water vases in terms of their proportions. Following his service in the
Union Army following the Civil War, James Stevenson conducted geological survey
work on behalf of the US government, which led to ethnographic work for the Bureau
of Ethnology (renamed the Bureau of American Ethnology in 1897). His wife, Matilda
Coxe Stevenson, accompanied him and prepared his reports, including writing catalogs
for him. She continued their work for the bureau following his death in 1888.! In this
way, while the catalogs are attributed to Colonel Stevenson, authorship was shared
through her labor.2 Administratively, such expeditions and the catalogs that they
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produced categorized peoples on behalf of colonial governments. The ethnographic
museum catalog is a colonial archive and site of data collection, or “constitution of
material-culture as data” as museum studies scholar Hannah Turner has approached
it, as well as a discursive space for classifying, standardizing, naming, and excluding.
My study considers ways in which these four processes occurred through references
to ancient civilizations in reifying the construction of “classical” Western (or “white”)
traditions as supporting archaeological nationalisms. Archaeological nationalisms,
broadly speaking, involve adoptions of ancient pasts to bolster the formation of
nation-state foundational myths, including justifications for imperial or colonial expro-
priations.* National archaeologies furthered imperial conceptions of time and history,
which is why my study also lends to countering these conceptions through decolonial
approaches to time and space through addressing epistemic erasure through ethno-
graphic cataloging. Unpacking the centrality of nationalism in the pursuit of collecting
should serve as a basis in reconsidering the ethics of material extraction from source.

References to antiquity preoccupied material artifact documentation in early
anthropology. I pay attention to this preoccupation specifically through late nineteenth-
century salvage anthropology discursive conceptions, which describe Native American
traditions that “imitated” Mediterranean antiquity. This framing of Indigenous mate-
rials as imitative worked toward Indigenous dispossession in undermining Indigenous
relationships with their own ancient pasts. Stevenson also emphasizes proximity to
advanced civilization in collecting at Zuni and elsewhere in New Mexico.’ In both
delineating and connecting Native Americans and “Old World” antiquity, anthro-
pologists construed these materials within a hierarchical comparative model. As the
Smithsonian asserts new ethics policies, it is important that we consider the late
nineteenth century as an era of massive material extraction, when its major collections
were built.®

This article focuses on the American Southwest as a site of major resource extrac-
tion on behalf of increasing the collection of the United States National Museum’s
holdings during this formative period of the late nineteenth century. Since this region
served as a significant site of extraction in terms of numbers of materials collected,
however, it affords a starting point for continued approaches to revisiting other
ethnographic cataloging archives. Although I employ “material culture” as a more
neutral term, I advocate for scrutinizing all terminologies wherein the specific museum
materials become mere objects through cataloging processes. This study centers the
movement of the Stevenson collection, introduced to the US National Museum (now
the Smithsonian) at first as a set of scientific specimens. For instance, the scientific
designation applied to these collections was unstable through its extended use as a
cross-cultural currency between institutions and governments, wherein the items
served as objects of trade between museum collections.” I build from extant work
that traces the exchange of these materials into national and international institutions.
Anthropologists Catherine Nichols and Nancy Parezo have described the impact of
such catalogs’ research value in cross-museum exchanges under Smithsonian curator
Otis T. Mason. Through research and publication, systematization of a collection was
set and ready for exchange on the grounds of a2 museum having a surplus of examples.?
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It is this rendering of materials into mere examples to fill gaps in systematized sets
that I seek to call into question as problematic.

Opverall, the historiography is invested in defining this history of anthropology as a
science.® Anthropology of this period was ill-defined in terms of distinctions of ethno-
logical and archaeological fields, but the role of individuals’ interests largely amounts
to the desire to scientifically cast the American past as applicable within their contem-
porary problems of categorization of peoples. In the introduction to their museum
studies reader on source communities, museum anthropologists Allison K. Brown and
Laura Peers point to the unidirectional relationships that underscore scientific objec-
tification as process. These nonreciprocal relationships involve collectors drawing from
source communities within colonized regions into museums as institutions residing
within empire.l% Imperial power thus relies on having a consolidated and centralized
authority on information, premised on mining not just materials but Indigenous
knowledge itself for its collections. In focusing on this narrow case study, which I also
embed into more expansive, interconnected disciplinary contexts, I consider how the
language around imitation and cultural reproduction served a critical function in the
construction of a nationalist American antiquity based in Indigenous dispossession in
the Southwest. 11

Recognizing the ongoing legacy of this imperial desire is essential to understanding
the dispossession of the American Southwest through its material culture. It also
relates to some of the later discussions of what this institutionalization meant in terms
of the production of aesthetic and commercial values that would follow anthropological
salvage. These catalogs eventually assisted in commodifying the material production of
those people on behalf of private collectors.!2 Developments in commercial valoriza-
tion of Indigenous material culture were, in some ways, codependent with the scientific
value placed upon material culture, yet do not fully account for what it meant to turn
this dispossession into a “science,” which was first central to cataloging as colonial
record‘keeping. In taking on late nineteenth‘century cataloging as a primary source
rather than examining the extant collections directly, this study reflects on document-
keeping that may bear only traces of materials that are now entirely misplaced. I
recognize this also underscores the many challenges to implementing large-scale efforts
for better stewardship and reclamation, but this issue still underscores the necessity of
facing down the broad extent of museum collections for reparative work.

In reapproaching catalogs as records of this knowledge dispossession, I utilize
the concept of pyroepistemology, as archaeologist Paulette Steeves theorizes, which
acknowledges colonization and cleanses the academic landscape of discussions that
misinform worldviews and fuel racism, clearing the way for new approaches.> While
various disciplines, including museum anthropology and archaeology, unpack the colo-
nial histories of their disciplines, this interdisciplinary discussion deserves more than
a nod to decolonial critique, instead advancing an epistemic cleansing that allows new
growth from these archives. As museums revisit their extensive holdings, such episte-
mological cleansing means reconsidering each collection as containing intrinsic worth
to source communities beyond factoring into large groups of data, as initially collected.
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In 1879, the Stevensons served as agents of a mass-displacement of material
culture from the Southwest, and the legacy of that displacement still reflects in many
collections today. The introduction to the 1879 catalog boasts an assemblage of
“two thousand eight hundred and fifty eight specimens.”** Much attention relies on
the restitution of “major” artifacts, but the banalized status of these multitudinous
“duplicates,” “specimens,” or “copies” remains largely unquestioned in terms of their
mass-displacements into collections, which should have broader consideration in terms
of the ethics and definition of looting while large institutions like the Smithsonian
seek to reevaluate their collections. Some of this reevaluation, after all, has more
urgency in light of revisions to the care and display criteria of collections in the new
NAGPRA guidelines developed during Deb Haaland’s tenure at the Department
of the Interior.!5 In a more minute scope, these displacements occurred as a part of
international scientific knowledge exchange, wherein materials were rendered into
terms of “resemblance,” “imitation,” and “reproduction.” This restrictive language tran-
scends cataloging and continues to dispossess Indigenous peoples of their pasts with
regard to their proximity or contact with other civilizations, ancient and modern. The
limitations of resemblance and imitation persist in severing Indigenous relations from
precolonial deep time through an imposed standard of imperial cultural production as
primary arbiters of knowledge.

UNSETTLING SETTLER SCIENCE

Catalogs read as early guides for those engaged in collecting for scientific survey
research while they reproduced certain forms of language across newly forming disci-
plines, and in the case of the Stevenson catalogs, American schools of archaeology and
ethnology were both emerging though not yet distinct from each other as separated
anthropology fields. I analyze the 1879 catalog’s introductory material to provide a
synchronic rather than a diachronic view of its collectors’ uses of language of imita-
tion in their expedition work. In the above-quoted “articles of clay” section, as James
Stevenson moves into his analysis of “specific details” concerning shapes on the clay,
his discussion continues to label forms based in his sense of imitation.6 Moving away
from the reductionist implications of “resemblance” and “imitation” of cultural forms
as documented in early collecting catalogs necessitates viewing early documentation
efforts as settler-scientific appropriations of materials in Indigenous worlds. Viewing
these catalogs in the contexts of military, land, and labor exploitation involved in the
documenting of Indigenous ethnographic and archaeological materials underscores
how such discursive appropriations of materials eliminates deeper meanings and
knowledges within processes of classification.

As quoted in the outset of this article, Stevenson’s approach to documenting
articles of clay, largely from New Mexico Pueblo peoples, raised the possibility of
noting “striking resemblances” to other countries’ materials. While the term “taxonomy”
is not used, it is implied where he suggests that resemblance helps in characterizing
these clay articles. He approaches his typologization over the next few pages, detailing
which clays and minerals the potters used in the vessels’ manufacture, as well as
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noting some of the local flora and fauna depicted on their decorations. “Articles of
clay” sections were most extensive in terms of numbers of items, but Stevenson also
categorizes objects as “articles of stone,” “vegetal substances” (which included basketry,
food, medicines, among other types of items), and “animal substances” (which included
horn, bone, skin, and woven fabrics). In Stevenson’s particular focus on material, the
catalog takes after the systemization of a zoological, botanical, or geological observer.

More descriptive work on culture was undertaken later by his wife, Matilda
Coxe Stevenson, and others such as Frank Hamilton Cushing, but the catalog still
strove to capture a broad range of life activities in its scope. Matilda Coxe Stevenson
herself would take up photography as a major contribution to her documentation
of Indigenous peoples, which invites its own discussion of the role of photographic
imaging beyond the more text-based cataloging that proceeded it in the Stevensons's
collecting.l” While the Stevenson catalog does bring in documentation of Indigenous
language terms for plants and animals, this also incorporates a collecting scope that
took terms on their own with little further meaning. The organization around plants,
animals, and minerals in the catalog draws immediate associations with zoology, botany,
and geological surveying in asserting a seemingly neutral gaze of scientific inquiry.

Yet this descriptive approach (inasmuch as its practitioners meant it to resemble
the scientific specimen collecting of flora and fauna in an expedition setting) also
served as a collection of data to further imperial knowledge and resource extrac-
tion.!8 As a reminder of the colonial setting of the work, the combined 1879 catalog
comprising the Stevenson collections opened with a “Letter of Transmittal” by the
Bureau of Ethnology director, Major John W. Powell, who confers thanks to Generals
Sherman, Hatch, and Buell in aiding their expedition work. These acknowledgements
underscore the presence of the nearby Fort Wingate (in the case of Zuni) and the
overall army presence in New Mexico and Arizona at the time. The address toward the
army presence serves as a reminder that the conditions of collecting were carried out
within a colonial territory and specifically serving in the management of Indigenous
lands.? The opening letter from John Wesley Powell, himself both geological surveyor
and former army member, indicated the presence of Frank Hamilton Cushing as part
of the expedition where this ethnographic and archaeological material collecting took
place. Cushing would later continue after Powell in the pursuit of documenting as
much Indigenous life as possible, and would be succeeded in turn by J. Walter Fewkes
on behalf of the Bureau of (American) Ethnology. Although a sort of rival to Cushing,
Matilda Coxe Stevenson and others worked in conjunction to amass large amounts of
material for the Smithsonian’s natural history collections.?0 Thus, this documentation
was not mere neutral description out of its context alone.

In the 1879 Stevenson catalog, even general description was not neutral where
comparison and concern with documenting exemplary decorative forms was a priority
for anthropological collectors. Regarding decoration, Stevenson writes that, while he
can generalize in describing forms of pottery, the ornamentation patterns of these
vessels vary so that no two pieces are exactly the same.2! Nonetheless, he does make
some general assumptions in his observations about these patterns. The four classes
of pottery he lists here include “red or uncolored pottery,” “brown ware,” “black ware,”
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and “cream white pottery decorated in colors” Where on the previous page Stevenson
remarks twice on the lack of “foreign matter” in clay specimens that he studied, he
raises a concern that he often repeats observing the vessels themselves: “The influ-
ence of contact with the European races is here very apparent, as, for example, in the
true pitcher and other common utensils and an apparent attempt at glazing,” writes
Stevenson in characterizing the brown ware class of pottery.22 This is a contrast
with his eatlier statement that all North American aboriginal pottery is unglazed as
a rule—thus confining any adaptations with glazing techniques to mere imitation
through European or Euro-American contact.? In contrast, a different framework
might view not foreign influence but Indigenous knowledge gained through active
systems of cultural knowledge reproduction.

Issues around ethics and reproduction are not new for cultural workers dealing
with some of the legacies of early anthropology’s sweep of cultural material during
the salvage era. In a 2011 article, museum anthropologist Gwyneira Isaac examined
debates in representational theory and reproductions of knowledges pertaining to
Zuni material culture, where Isaac’s fieldwork involved examining issues that arose
in displaying materials at Zuni's museum, A:shiwi A:wan, between 1995 and 2005.24
Isaac centered her inquiry with the historical case of Frank Cushing’s time at Zuni in
order to note the limitations for cross-cultural understandings of the reproduction of
knowledge. Euro-American frames for understanding “copy” and “original” are particu-
larly inadequate, as Isaac highlighted.

In a Zuni worldview that regarded the value of knowledge as existing within
the acts of repetition, Cushing’s ability to produce Zuni cultural objects through his
own display of insider knowledge imposes knowledge value on the Ahayu:da that he
created, though not being Zuni himself made these Ahayu:da seem like mere replicas
to the Pitt-Rivers Museum staff who had them in their collections. From the Euro-
American perspective on copying, this ostensible inauthenticity spurred intense debate
when the Zuni sought to repatriate these materials. Further, Isaac presented this case
within a broader ethical issue wherein the embodiment of knowledges and ability of
anthropologists to reproduce those knowledges should also be a factor for consider-
ation in further collaborative work with communities. Isaac elaborated:

These ideas facilitate a revisiting of my conclusions—not only the need to recognize
shared histories and at times meanings but also to acknowledge how knowledge
reproduction itself is best understood through exploration of its dialogic nature.?

Where Isaac posited the necessity of recognizing histories and meanings to arrange
material culture as shared through the exchanges produced by colonial interaction, she
also, following some of the trends of decolonizing approaches, emphasized acknowl-
edging the role of knowledge reproduction. Isaac’s scholarship lies in the restitution of
Zuni items in collections, many of which are implicated in the Stevenson collections.
There are many other tribal afliliations indexed in the Stevenson catalogs as well (the
1879 catalog lists Wolip, Laguna, Acoma, Cochiti, Santa Domingo, “Tesuke,” Santa
Clara, San Juan, Jemez, Jicarilla Apaches, Old Pecos, Cafion de Chelly, Pictograph

Rocks, and “other localities”), which necessitates further effort in reconnecting materials
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to community knowledge production and reproduction. Such work is underway in
addressing legacy anthropology collections, but there remains considerable work in
redressing catalogs as archival guiding documentation that erased particular meanings
through its attempt to standardize its descriptive discourse.

The Stevenson catalog references imitation in terms of displacement between
present cultures and their nearby ruins, but also suggests imitation between American
and classical and ancient Mediterranean antiquity.2 This suggested “imitative quality”
demarcates an invented line between a universalized ancient heritage that dispos-
sesses Indigenous people’s sovereign relationships to their own ancient materials. The
act itself of rendering these objects into possessions for imperial repositories creates
conditions of dispossession. Such dispossession works in favor of an unequally shared
antiquity that American settlers can claim as their own.?”

Many of these articles of clay were contemporary creations, but Stevenson and
other ethnographers treated any recent version of older forms as authorized revivals
of a pure precontact form. Although concerned with later discursive developments
regarding Native American art in the early twentieth century, significant to my study
is museum anthropologist Lea McChesney’s critique of authoritative discourses,
such as ethnographic cataloging. Through textual media produced on Indigenous art,
both people and objects become symbols of “pure” culture, removed from both their
subjectivity while rendering cultural forms as timeless or enduring forms of authentic
representation. 28 Stevenson wrote in similar terms of imitation and reproduction
that can be found in cataloging elsewhere in the Southwest, such as his contemporary
Alexander Stephen’s notes from Hopi.?® Conceptions of “imitation” and “copying”
pervade catalogs such as these. I scrutinize the frequency of these terms as evidence of
(re)production as central to the shifting value of Indigenous materials.> This shifting
value is reflected in an unstable systematization through which material embodiments
of knowledge becomes displaced and reduced into objects of cultural exchange on
behalf of settler and imperial institutions.

PERFECT REPRODUCTIONS

In this comparative context, the role of institutional collection-building can be viewed
in a larger framework of collecting as imperial extraction internationally, with those
collections supporting the construction of archaeological nationalisms of this period.
Significant to nationalism, which relies on legitimizing the idea of the nation state, were
ideas about race that linked to national origins. In the Stevenson catalogue, concern
with reproductions of material culture is embedded in lists of shapes and descriptive
terms. Yet the surrounding contexts of this cataloguing reflect on ways in which these
early catalogs reproduce nineteenth-century constructs of white supremacy.
Indigenous reassertions of meaning are key to resisting the naturalization of such
frameworks. Language based on imitation resounds in the descriptions of pottery
found in Stevenson’s catalog. Catalogs such as Stevenson’s contain expressions of
Native American designs as merely reminiscent of symbols observed by anthropolo-
gists elsewhere. Such cultural comparison undermines or obscures specific Indigenous
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meanings and relationships. Archaeological dispossession across imperial regimes of
the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, inasmuch as it reinforced constructs
of both “classical” and “Western” associations, informed cataloging practices involving
Indigenous cultural material. This may at first seem diflicult to notice in the Stevenson
catalogs, but this section aims to trace these discursive constructions across contexts,
focusing on a few discourses pertaining to shapes and forms ascribed to materials.
Through this collecting history, cataloging can be understood as reproducing language
based in racialized colonial appropriations of Indigenous cultural production. However,
refusing these discursive constructions is necessary for resisting the perpetuation of
epistemic appropriation and erasure.

In describing shapes found on Southwest Indigenous pottery, Stevenson states,
“Here, we also find the meander or Greek fret correctly drawn, the vine, and several
other designs rarely or never found in the other group.” Noteworthy in this description
is the standard placed on a design, defined through its resemblance to ancient Greek
pottery, by which it is a “correct” rendering.3! In other similar examples, after listing
one “Paint Cup” as “With a simple Meander band,” the next entry reads, “The artist has
evidently attempted to figure on this true meander (Greek fret), but has failed.”>2 Not
only is the terminology encased in a reference to a recognizable classical association
but the item in question is deemed less perfect in terms of its replicator’s ability to
carry out its form. If not a match or perfect reproduction, Stevenson has also noted
resemblances that are mere attempts to match what he considers iconography. In this
same section, Stevenson lists several “grotesque” animal forms—referring to the art
designation that came from ancient Roman depictions of the monstrous, but later
revived as a Renaissance art. However, as argued by art historian Frances S. Connelly,
the grotesque became as much a construction to serve as a contrasting set of not
classical but “primitive” forms as a derivation of an ancient Mediterranean-inspired
aesthetic brought into the Western art canon.?® Stevenson was not alone in borrowing
terminology from Mediterranean archaeology in approaching this pottery, but this
catalog shows a multitude of examples and relies heavily on the language of reproduc-
tion and imitation in approaching the Native American materials.

The use of the “Greek fret/key/meander” carries semiotic baggage that can be
similarly problematic through use of other terms from “Old World” civilizations in
comparing Native American figuration traditions.>* I would point to the labelling
of Navajo whitling log symbols as “swastikas.” To this day, this Indigenous symbol’s
contested associations provide a case study in which direct responses from contempo-
rary culture-bearers argue against mislabeling. Referring to North American Native
American symbols as“swastikas” has nineteenth century anthropological roots. Whitling
log or wind symbol iconography has a particularly fraught history through twentieth-
century entanglements, wherein its early trading post popularity was curtailed with
rising Nazism in Germany and the arrival of World War II. Navajo artists today, such
as the Diné weaver Melissa Cody, have sought to reclaim whirling logs from their asso-
ciation as a symbol of fascism, anti-Semitism, and genocide—and rejecting “swastika”
as a reference point.3 This direct contemporary artist intervention underscores one
way in which pyroepistomology can work toward Indigenous reclamation, in addition
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to reevaluating legacy collections for wider-ranging returns of both materials and
knowledges. The linguistic imposition that has tied an Indigenous North American
form of iconography to a twentieth-century regime of genocide and white supremacist
ideologies stems from an earlier dispossessive comparative framework, reflected across
nineteenth-century American archaeological cataloging categorizations. The “swastika”
term should be disassociated from Southwest Native American art as a form of epis-
temic cleansing. Other terms transferred from Mediterranean archaeology, such as
the meander, are less inflammatory in their entanglements with Western civilization
constructs, but I still regard these impositions as entangled.

In the same decade that the Stevensons were extracting material, ancient and
contemporary, from Native Americans in New Mexico and Arizona, archaeologist
Heinrich Schliemann was seeking out the site of Homeric Troy in Turkey. In his 1871
excavations, he rediscovered the spindle-whorl symbol, much in the way anthropolo-
gists were purporting to “rediscover” ancestral Indigenous iconography among nearby
sites intentionally left undisturbed by Southwest Native Americans.3¢ Neither set of
iconography was truly lost to all humanity, but in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, these rediscoveries amounted to Europeans and European Americans
claiming and ascribing their own values upon them as such. In the case of swastikas,
Schliemann connected the spindle-whotl-shaped symbol in his excavations to Bronze
Age Greece, Vedic Indian civilization, and an ancient German tribe, which informed
the birth of a dangerous nationalism based on a mythologized pure Indo-European or
Aryan race.’” While I do not have the space to unpack the complexity of current recep-
tions and reclamations of swastikas in Central and South Asian contexts, I can at least
assert that Native American usages of this iconography should be carefully extracted
from the narrative of European rediscovery, including through linguistic imposition.38
Association with Indo-European roots also erases the longer presence of this sign in
the Western Hemisphere by suggesting it belongs singularly to an Old World or Indo-
European lineage via the combined appropriation and imposition of the Sanskrit term.

Its more recent histories in the American Southwest may be more complicated,
but this shape appears in Mississippian mound sites excavated in the Eastern United
States and cataloging of those archaeological sites would bear as a cross-reference with
Stevenson in his Southwest ethnographic cataloguing. Thomas Wilson, a USNM
curator in prehistoric anthropology, published an extensive study of swastikas in 1896,
drawing in part from sources excavated by both Professor Cyrus Thomas, an acquain-
tance of James Stevenson, in Indian burial mounds and the Stevensons’ ethnographic
collections. In that study, Wilson entertains at length the possibility of Buddhist influ-
ence, not as definitive but at least possible, given the presence of the symbol. 3 This
illustrates some of the extents to which early archaeology was invested in finding these
Old World influences and connections, however unlikely, rather than reading ancestral
Native American sites as having intrinsic Indigenous meanings.*°

Other developments in American archaeology, in Latin America and the eastern
mound sites, were also influential in the scholarly networks of James Stevenson,
seen when the 1879 catalog references Professor Cyrus Thomas. Thomas had previ-
ously worked with Stevenson for the US Geological Survey, but had done his own
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archaeological work at Maya sites and later Native American burial mounds. Although
Thomas set out to investigate the mounds as part of a “vanishing race theory,” he
instead concluded in his study that Cherokees “probably” were the mound-builders,
rather than an unrelated vanished people. However, he conceded to this connection
between ancestral and living people while employing extensive use of comparative
models, whereby he refers to Central and Mesoamerica as having more advanced civi-
lizations, but Europeans even more so.*! With this comparison, Thomas wavers from
the suggestion that any artist from Maya or other Central American civilization had
created similar designs at the eastern mound sites. However, Thomas had apparently
suggested similarities between cultures to Stevenson. Stevenson writes:

Now, it is possible that this figure has been used with the same meaning from time
immemorial, but I find, as pointed out to me by Prof. Cyrus Thomas, that almost
exactly the same figure is on a vessel pictured on Plate VII of the manuscript
Troano, where a religious ceremony of some kind is evidently represented. The
same figure is also found in Landa’s character for the Maya day cib, a word signi-
fying copal, a gum or resin formerly used in religious ceremonies as incense. I find
also on Plate XXXV of the same manuscript the figures of bowls or pots with legs

similar to those of the Zuni.*

Even while claiming that there is not an intention to use resemblances as evidence of
relations between these different groups of people, the effect is still premised in the
mode of comparative civilizational models. The effect of distancing present-day people
from deeper pasts of their own still occurs. Similarly, through this descriptive method,
Stevenson sets up the Zuni ceramics that he exemplified alongside Maya examples
from the documentation of sixteenth-century Spanish friar Diego de Landa and
Thomas” Troiano Manuscript plates, setting these materials outside of their temporal
and cultural contexts to illustrate similarities and differences in technological forms. 43

The Stevenson catalog becomes especially explicit about this where it references
plates from the Cyprus collection of General Luigi Palma di Cesnola, a European
immigrant from Genoese nobility who served in the Union Army before becoming
involved in artifact collecting following the Civil War. Cesnola served as US consul in
Cyprus, where he collected thousands of archaeological objects, many of which became
the foundational antiquities collection at the Metropolitan Museum in New York.
Cesnola then served as director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. # Stevenson
opened up this comparison to the Cesnola collection, asserting the following:

Anyone familiar with General Cesnola’s collection from Cyprus cannot fail to be
reminded of it when he examines this collection of Indian pottery; especially the
colors used and the general character of the specimens; but an inspection of the
two collections is necessary in order to have this general resemblance brought
to mind, as it does not appear so distinctly on a comparison of the published

figures only.%
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Opverall, Stevenson brought this into an argument, that it is “unsafe, in studying ancient
specimens, to draw hasty conclusions from slight differences” due to the variations seen
even among related and contemporaneous tribes.* This may seem a contradiction from
his previous contemporary study, but I see this more as a rhetorical move to compare
his work and his attention to detail to the fieldwork of others, including that evident in
the foundational collection-building for the Met. In this way, Stevenson likens his own
knowledge-production to the cataloging efforts of both Thomas and Cesnola. This
extensive referencing of Cesnola, then, reproduces a value system wherein materials
serve as specialized types in terms of showing remarkable characteristics of industry.

The comparison between the Cypriot ceramics and the Pueblo Indian ceramics
reveals parallels between those extracting archaeological materials from the
Mediterranean and Native American lands, while also pointing to an interrelated
system of valorization of these materials. For Cesnola, Cyprus was an area ripe for
extraction, while goods from classical Greece and Rome already felt like a previously
emptied culture cache. Art historian Ann-Marie Knoblauch, in an article about the
1870s public reception of the Cesnola collection, characterizes the founders of the
Met as less interested in knowing about the art they collected—rather, they were “men
who aimed to elevate American culture to the standards of Old Europe.#”7 Knoblauch
also notes that, despite this aspiration, many of the antiquities from “archaeologi-
cally rich” countries were becoming less available through stricter laws on exporting
them—yet Cesnola’s dual consulate position for both America and Russia allowed
him to dig at his discretion, then skirt those restrictions.*® Although not antiquities
from Greece, Egypt, or Assyria, Cyprus’ artifacts presented as an alternative key stage
in the emergence of classical art, situated between those civilizations. However, public
reception of this art, at least according to newspaper reviews, found the collection to
be overwhelming and unsightly. Knoblauch adds that the problem of duplicates was an
obstacle for the Met in building a universal collection comparable to the Louvre or the
British Museum.*

The Stevenson collection eventually moved beyond the US National Museum,
where it intersected with the building of collections at other major museums. Evidence
shows that trades of items regularly occurred across domestic museums (for instance,
some of the Stevenson’s collections are in the Cincinnati Art Museum) as well as with
international institutions (there are also Stevenson-attributed items at the British
Museum).5® Nancy Parezo notes that trade of “duplicate” items between the US
National Museum and European institutions was common in this period.5! These
duplicate items tended to be smaller pieces such as arrowheads or spearpoints, as
Parezo describes. I point as well to these numerous situations where pieces of assem-
blages, such as whole vessels, also served as trade items similar to the smaller duplicates.
These large-item institutional exchanges figured into the transformation from scientific
specimen toward a form of cultural currency between not just institutions but nations,
as museums served as national representatives. Knoblauch (2019) misses the conver-
sation from Parezo (1987) and Nichols and Parezo (2017) about duplicates and
collection-building internationally, but it is worth pointing out that at the same time,
the USNM was engaged in these exchanges. This meant amassing large collections,
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however full of duplicates, which they could then use to fill in others’ collection gaps
while mutually seeking out materials to fill gaps in their own collections.

Conversely, Cesnola and the Met’s early trustees were seeing themselves as more
straightforward competitors to European museums in terms of amassing European
fine art, toward which the European museums already had much more ground. This
is in contrast to USNM'’s curator Otis Mason, who had the flexibility to turn his
attention to the steady supply of material coming from the Bureau of Ethnology’s
domestic territories—i.e., American Indian country.5? Classical Greek- and Roman-
associated materials were already well represented, or thoroughly looted depending
on the perspective, into European museum’s appropriations, which presented a difhi-
culty to a collector such as Cesnola on behalf of the Met. Cypriot materials were not
representative of the classical antiquity that European institutions aspired to in terms
of taste, but proximity to classical civilization. This proximity could be argued, from
Cesnola’s contemporary standpoint, in both the evolutionary and relative locational
sense. Where proximity through a catalog’s assertion made for a weaker case in terms
of public display, instead the Cypriot materials’ novelty from better-recognized clas-
sical forms made for an argument that these collections should be important for an
American institution to possess in terms of attaining antiquities.

The parallel collecting focuses of the fine art—focused Metropolitan Museum
in New York and the National Museum in Washington DC reflected the at times
intersecting interests in the late nineteenth century in both of these institutions trying
to elevate American culture to European standards, and their growing interest in
appropriating and reconfiguring Indigenous art and artifacts into distinctly American
materials. The Stevenson collections primarily served, at the time of their collection
and cataloging, as specimens for a national institution’s collection, but the knowledge
obtained was deemed most valuable as a measure of this extraction. The Cesnola
collection aimed toward connoisseurship, but the large scope also lent itself to having
an academic or scientific value, as seen through Stevenson’s citations. Blurred lines
formed between collectors” interest in materials as cultural production. Into the
early twentieth century, materials became appreciated as “industrial” arts as well as
“decorative” arts, amid mass extraction from their source communities. Some of the
developments that brought collections such as Cesnola’s into the holdings of the Met
exemplifies these shifts out of earlier specimen collecting. The interests of a private
collector or curator placed emphasis on public consumption in the reception of this
archaeological collection.

Considering this case study within a set of turns that involved at least semiprivate
pursuits as well as public tastes can obscure the fact that Cesnola’s collecting involved
a simultaneous creation of a catalog as field documentation for scholarly knowledge
production.53 This obfuscation also occurred as the contemporary efforts of Otis T.
Mason at the USNM intended to display its collections, including those accrued by
the Stevensons, in its halls and in major expos.5* Yet at the same time, the Stevensons’s
collecting served as part of a mission to accrue scientific data points on behalf of the
settler government. These two missions, between showcasing for public display choice
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cultural pieces and amassing largely unseen vast assemblages ascribed to the catalogs,
were not necessarily mutually exclusive.

CONCLUSION

Understanding the relationship between salvage ethnography and the international
cultural exchange of archaeological specimens points to the continued relevance of
how institutions still view and handle these materials today. This article is not to
assume that a static approach to collecting has occurred in the past century and a
half, but to reinforce the move toward a more holistic question of the nature of collec-
tions as they originally formed. I approach this history by examining a discursively
linked network of people who were invested in both ethnological and archaeological
pursuits. This network and their knowledge production exists within a colonial effort
to imagine American pasts. Yet these colonial imaginaries serve in staking imperial
and national knowledge production within resource, land, and labor claims both on
the North American continent and beyond. The 1879 Stevenson collection catalog is
one example of an archival record from settler-colonial state ethnographic expeditions
that constructed imaginary lines in demarcating ancient heritage. On one side, these
constructions appropriate heritage for American nationalist narratives in which settlers
can claim to discover history from “vanishing” races. However, this dispossession
also universalizes Indigenous cultural production toward global exchange, facilitating
inheritance among imperial powers that sought to build encyclopedic knowledge
systems. In these ways, heritage functions to dispossess Indigenous people’s sover-
eignty through rendering cultural material into property. What needs cleansing from
these archival records is not merely the presence of other ancient civilizations imposed
on Indigenous pasts but the specific frames that focus on comparison and measure-
ment between civilizations. In challenging the assumptions of basic documentation of
the past, new growth can continue to occur in taking care of the numerous pieces that
comprise large institutional collections. Where art historian Mikinaak Migwans has
asserted the importance of care and relationality in place of the bureaucratic treatment
of museum objects, reconsidering these foundations in the their archives can guide
further ethical approaches.’s
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