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What to Expect: 

Stuff! The Art of Collecting is an in-house curated ex-

hibit, which means that you wonõt see this same 

collection anywhere else! We have brought together 

a variety of local collections, some of which were 

curated by professional organizations, but most 

come from the homes of passionate amateur 

collectors. The exhibit celebrates the art, history, 

and motivation of collecting, and pays special 

attention to the Cabinet of Curiosities, a Renais-

sance phenomenon that led to birth of modern-day 

public museums. 

As part of the exhibit, weõve created three different 

Cabinets of Curiosities. The first is located at the 

entrance to the Stuff! gallery and is filled with the 

type of items that were found in private Europe-

an collectorsõ cabinets in the 1500sð1700s. The 

second is located at the back of the Stuff! gallery 

and holds items that fascinate and amaze people 

today, including Ferrofluid and Aerogel. The final 

cabinet can be found in Discovery Worlds I, inside 

the IHSA Peak Performance gallery, and is intended 

to spark the curiosity of our littlest visitors. If you 

are bringing a group of Pre-K or early elementary 

students, please take a some time to let your class 

explore with their eyes and their hands. 
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LEARNING  GOALS WELCOME  TO STUFF!   

After reviewing the information and completing 

the activities found inside the STUFF! educator 

guide and visiting the exhibit, students should be 

able to: 

§ Understand how early collections and Cabi-

nets of Curiosities led to the development of 

modern-day public museums. 

§ Name several motivations for collecting, in-

cluding preserving history, scientific study, fi-

nancial investment, and nostalgia. 

§ Recognize how collecting and museums play 

a vital role in studying everything from history 

and art to math and science. 

§ Discuss the way that technology has changed 

both the method of collecting and the things 

we choose to collect. 

§ Identify things in their life that they already 

collect. 

§ Feel confident beginning a collection of their 

own.  

We all collect something. Most of us collect 

physical objects that remind us of the experiences 

we have had, the places we have been, or the peo-

ple and things that we love. Even people who say 

they donõt collect anything, still collect intangible 

things like friendships, knowledge, and experienc-

es. Collections tell the story of who we are and 

what inspires us.  

Collecting is a creative process. It is in many 

ways an art form. We choose our media and express 

ourselves in stamps, vintage trading cards, sports 

memorabilia, artworks, or even bike reflectors and 

used museum wristbands. We select individual ob-

jects like an artist selects a color from the palette. 

We even frame our work, choosing how and where 

to display our collections.  

Few artists truly work alone, and the same holds 

true for collectors. The art and act of collecting can 

be more of a collaborative process than the work 

of any one artist. The communities around us help 

shape our collections, whether we like it or not. 

Our friends and family add to, or in some cases, 

even inspire the beginnings of our collections. 

Even society at large has a hand in what and how 

much stuff we acquire.  

The collections in this exhibition all tell different sto-

ries. Some represent a quest for knowledge. Some 

preserve the stories of our childhood and family 

legacies. Other collections trace the histories of 

our careers and  avocations. Still others simply 

tell the stories of what and whom we love. 
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THE  H ISTORY OF COLLECTING:  CABINETS  OF CURIOSITY  

During the Age of Exploration, which began in the late 15th and continued through the 18th century, Europeans 

were pushing past the boundaries of the known world to discover new countries, people, cultures, and 

resources. The most well known of these explorers is probably Christopher Columbus. His quest to find a 

quicker trade route to India by sailing the Atlantic Ocean led to an unexpected discovery of the Caribbean, 

which soon led to the discovery of the Americas. This land, referred to as the ñNew Worldô was ripe with rare 

and curious finds completely new to the European eye. Columbus, and the many explorers who came after 

him, began collecting these unfamiliar objects and bringing them back to Europe where they made their way 

into the homes of nobles, and even royalty! In later years, apothecaries, academics, surgeons, and merchants 

joined the ranks of natural history collectors. 

Soon thereafter, collectors began displaying these extraordinary items in their homes for people to come and 

admire. Popular items included objects from nature, artifacts from past cultures, and pieces of art; shells, jewels, 

taxidermied animals, preserved parts and bodies, clockwork, and scientific instruments were also common. 

Also included were items associated with mystical creatures like mermaids, dragon tongues (shark teeth), uni-

corn horns (narwal tusk), or the clothes or footsteps of giants. Collectors frequently included examples of rare 

and misunderstood deformities that inspired shock and awe in viewers. 

Just like modern day museums, collectors attempted to categorize and tell stories through their collections of 

wonders and oddities from the natural world. Some of these collections took up entire rooms, which were often 

called ñcabinets.ò The German word, Kunstkammer (ñChamber of Artò) was often used to describe these 

collections in the mid 16th century because they so often contained unique or valuable pieces of art. Wunder-

kammer (ñCollection of Marvelous Thingsò) was typically used to describe collections containing objects from 

the natural world, such as fossils, animal and plant specimens, and mineral formations. Eventually, the two 

words were joined together to better describe the collections. Thus, these room-sized collections were called 

Kunst und Wunderkammer (ñCabinets of Art and Wonderò), or ñCabinets of Curiositiesò in English. 

The rooms that housed these artifacts of wonder required ways of storing and displaying collectibles. Out of 

this need came elaborately modeled cabinets that had plenty of drawers and shelves of different sizes and 

shapes. Today's modern furniture analogy is the curio cabinet. Very large cabinets of curiosities, with massive 

numbers of specimens, eventually became the base collections for some of the world's great public museums 

like the British Museum. 
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Ferrante Imperato 

Ferrante Imperato, a Neapolitan apothecary and 

herbalist, was born in the mid-1500s. Imperatoõs 

constantly growing collection consisted of animal, 

mineral and vegetable oddities, including stuffed 

terrestrial and marine animals, stuffed birds, shells, 

stones, gems and fossils. Recent studies have esti-

mades his botanical collection to include more 

than 35,000 pressed plants kept in about 80 vol-

umes.  

Imperato documented his collection in1599 in 800 

pages and was called Dell'Historia Naturale (Natural 

History). The catalogue contains 119 woodcut-

tings, one of which is possibly the earliest pub-

lished illustration of a curiosity cabinet.  

Francesco Calzolari 

Francesco Calzolariõs Museum started as an apoth-

ecary shop called òThe Golden Bell,ó which be-

came a well-known place to visit in Verona. The 

inscription (not pictured) for the image states, 

òViewers, insert your eyes. Contemplate the won-

ders of Calzolari's museum and pleasurably serve 

your mind.ó Francesco Calzolari was a well-known 

apothecary whose cabinets included collections of 

animals (dried), minerals, plant, and any specimen 

containing medicinal properties from across Eu-

rope and Asia Minor. Calzolari succeeded in creat-

ing one of the earliest natural history collections 

and had his collection catalogued twice, once in 

1584 and again in 1622.  

RENAISSANCE COLLECTORS 

Ferrante Imperato, Italian, ~1525ð1615  
Dell'historia naturale (frontispiece) 
Engraving, 1599  

Francesco Calzolari, Verona (1521ð1600) 
from Benedicto Ceruti and Andrea Chiocco, Musaeum Franc. 

Calceolarii jun. Veronensis (Verona, 1622)  
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Michele Mercati  

Born in Tuscany, Italy, Michele Mercati was an 

Italian botanist appointed to the position of Direc-

tor of the Vaticanõs botanical gardens by Pope Pius 

V and continued under the Popes Gregory XIII 

and Sixtus V. Throughout his career he developed 

the gardens, as well as collections of minerals, fos-

sils, and rocks, which are accounted for in his cata-

logue Metallotheca.  His studies in mineralogy, natu-

ral history, medicine, botany, and paleontology as-

sisted  his understanding of the origin of ceraunia 

or thunderstones being prehistoric tools and not 

created as a product of lightning, as was the popu-

lar belief  

Basilius Besler  

Basilius Besler was a pharmacist, botanist, and a 

collector of natural history from Nuremburg who 

kept personal collections in all of his interests. Bes-

ler was hired by bishop Johann Conrad von Gem-

mingen and was placed in charge of the renowned 

botanical garden at Willibaldsberg in Eichstätt.  

The bishop commissioned Besler to compile a co-

dex, or an atlas of the plants growing in the fa-

mous garden. It took Besler sixteen years to com-

plete Hortus Eystettensis. Unfortunately, the splendid 

gardens were destroyed by invading Swedish 

troops led by Herzog Bernhard von Weimar in 

1633-4. In 1998, the gardens were reconstructed 

following Beslerõs Hortus Eystettensis and opened to 

the public.  

RENAISSANCE COLLECTORS 

Michele Mercati (1541ð1593) 
The copper plate engravings were executed by the Dutch 
goldsmith, engraver and painter Anton Eisenhoit [fl. 1570-1619] 

Basilius Besler  
Nuremburg, ~ 1561ð1629 
Continuatio rariorum et aspectu dignorum varii generis (title page)  
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Charles Willson Peale 
(1741ð1827)  
The Artist in His 
Museum (self-portrait) 
1822 
oil on canvas, 103 3/4 x 
79 7/8ó  
Philadelphia Museum of 
Art; The George 

Charles Willson Peale  

Charles Willson Peale held interests as a naturalist 

and as a painter. Peale combined these interests 

with the founding of the Philadelphia Museum in 

1784, now referred to as Pealeõs American Muse-

um and was housed in the Long Room of the 

Pennsylvania State House (now Independence 

Hall). The Museum housed collections of archaeo-

logical, botanical, biological displays, as well as the 

first display of North American mastodon bones. 

Peale believed the bones belonged to a mammoth 

and reassembled its bones with the tusks facing the 

wrong direction.   

 

Ferdinando Cospi  

Italian nobleman Ferdinando Cospi grew up in Bo-

logna, Italy and received an education alongside 

the sons of the Grand Duke Cosimo II in the 

Palazzo Vecchio. Upon his fatherõs death, Cospiõs 

position began to elevate, and he was appointed to 

the office of bailiff of Arezzo in 1641 by the 

Grand Duke. During this time, Cospi began to col-

lect Roman and Etruscan antiquities and idols 

from Egypt and Mexico. In 1605, he acquired the 

collection of Ulisse Aldrovandi, a professor of nat-

ural history at the University of Bologna with in-

cluded an extensive collection of plants and thou-

sands of illustrations. Before his death, Ferdinando 

Cospi donated his museum of collections to the 

Senate on June 28, 1660.  

RENAISSANCE COLLECTORS 

Charles Willson Peale (AMERICAN, 1741-1827) 
Peale's The Long Room, Interior of the Front Room in Peale's 
Museum, 1822 
Watercolor over graphite pencil on paper 
14 x 20 3/4 in.  
Detroit Institute of Art 

Ferdinando Cospi, 1606ð1686 

Museo Cospiano, 1667 (frontispiece)  

Cospi printed, at his expense, a full description of the ôõMuseo Cospianoõõ 
in five volumes. The first two described the natural history specimens 
and the last three covered the archaeological objects. 
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RENAISSANCE COLLECTORS 

Ole Worm, Copenhagen  

Ole Worm was a Danish physician, linguist, and 

natural philosopher in the 17 century who created 

a cabinet of curiosity that people today think of as 

the equivalent to a modern museum. The Museum 

Wormianum was located in Wormõs home and 

contained everything from specimens of the natu-

ral world to scientific instruments to ethnographic 

objects.  

It was all aimed not just at being a spectacle, but at 

being a source of study and understanding. The 

contents of this museum were later acquired by the 

Royal Danish Kunstkammer, which was dispersed 

in 1825. Worm's original museum was recreated by 

Rosamond Purcell and is now installed in the Natural 

History Museum of Denmark. 

Worm was among the first to establish that the 

òunicorn hornó and narwhal tusks were actually 

one and the same, as he explained in a dissertation 

he delivered in 1638.  

Worm's interests covered natural objects, human 

artifacts, mythical creatures and ancient inscrip-

tions. He built one of the most well-known curiosity 

cabinets in Europe, and in 1655 Museum  

Wormianum, or History of the Rarer Things both Natu-

ral and Artificial, Domestic and Exotic, which the au-

thor collected in his house in Copenhagen was 

published posthumously. 

 

Ole Worm, Copenhagen (1588ð1655) 
from Ole Worm, Museum Wormianum (Leiden, 1655) 

Rosamond Purcellõs modern day recreation of Ole Wormõs cabinet 
at the Geological Museum at the Natural History Museum of 
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THE  IMPACT  OF TECHNOLOGY  
Cabinets became increasingly popular in the 16th century as the printing press came into wide usage 

(allowing publication of catalogues displaying all of a collector's unique treasures). The newly expanding 

mercantile class, benefitting from New World trade, provided wealth to purchase items from around the 

world. Expeditions to North and South America, Asia, and Africa, aided by advancements in shipping and 

navigation technologies, sent many ships back to Europe full of natural history merchandise for collectors. 

Advancements in preservation techniques allowed for collecting and exhibiting body parts or specimens 

from the late 1600s onward. The specimens had to be submerged in alcohol, injected with resins or wax, 

and then dried. The dead looked almost lifelike, which captivated audiences of the cabinets. In these 

instances, the body has become a metaphor (or symbol) with which to tell a story and encapsulate a particular 

idea. It is a lifeless object to be put in a case like a jewel. Dead things were made to look re-animated to be-

come part of a fantastical cabaret. While we might now see these exhibits as macabre (disturbing) forms of 

entertainment and art, perhaps it is important to reflect on the different ways that other cultures and eras 

have looked at death. 

In other parts of Europe, the cabinet collection craze peaked in the 18th century. Paris had 17 private collections 

in 1742, 21 in 1757, and 60 by 1780. All of these collections, both private and princely, engaged collecting 

agents around the world to send unique and distinctive items to their collections. 

During the Industrial Revolution in Europe, which spanned the mid 18th to the end of the 19th century, man-

ufacturing processes transitioned from hand-production to mechanical production thanks to advancements in 

water and steam power, and chemical and iron manufacturing. One of the many materials to come out of the 

Industrial Revolution was synthetic (completely man-made) plastic. First created in 1856 in the UK, it was 

introduced to the public at the London Worldôs Fair in 1862. As plastic gained popularity due to its versatility 

and cost effectiveness, it began to have a large impact on the world of collecting. Not only could collectors 

begin seeking out the new material to put in their cabinets, but it was also now possible to create casts or 

replicas of rare items drastically reducing the cost of acquiring certain collectibles. 

Now, centuries later, technology continues to have a heavy-handed impact on both what we collect and how 

we collect it. The internet allows for people all over the world to find and purchase almost anything they 

can imagine to add to their particular collection. Many famous collections are now digitalized, making it 

possible for people to explore collections of 

art, science, history, culture, music and 

more from the opposite side of the planet. In 

addition, with the rise of social media sites 

like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, the 

types of things we collect now include 

intangible items like followers, likes, 

shares, posts, digital pictures, tweets, etc.  
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COLLECTIONS  ON  DISPLAY 

Insect Collection, featuring beetles and butterflies. 

Mineral Collection, including mesolite (pictured 

above). There are several large mineral specimens in 

this section that the students may touch. 

PEZ Dispenser Collection 

Building Collection, featuring pieces of several local 

landmarks. 

Baseball Collection, including trading cards,   

equipment, uniforms, and more. 

Many, many more unique collections, including 

Boy Scout neckerchief slides, found bike reflectors, 

Beanie BabiesÊ, squirrel figurines... 

Riverfront Museumõs interpretation of a Renaissance 

Era Cabinet of Curiosities, containing minerals, fos-

sils, taxidermy, and much more! 

...AND  MORE! 
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MUSEUM ETIQUETTE  GUIDE  

§ é respect the museum and the other visitors by 

being on your best behavior. 

§ é use your indoor voice while touring the 

galleries. 

§ é walk everywhere you go. 

§ é respect the exhibits by looking with your eyes, 

and only using your hands on exhibits that are 

meant to be touched. (If youôre not sure, please 

ask!) 

§ é listen to your teachers, chaperones, and 

museum staff. 

§ é keep all food, drink, and gum out of the 

galleries. 

§ é keep your group sticker or wristband on dur-

ing your whole visit. 

§ é make sure you can always see your group 

leader or chaperone. If you get separated, please 

go to the front desk so we can help you find your 

group! 

§ é come prepared to explore, to learn, and to 

have fun! 

STUDENTS , WHILE  YOUõRE H ERE, 

PLEASE DO... 

CHAPERONES,WHILE  YOUõRE H ERE, 

PLEASE DO... 

§ é help your group get started by listening to the 

brief orientation given by a museum staff 

member at the beginning of your visit. 

§ é make sure you can always see all of your stu-

dents. 

§ é encourage your students to abide by all of the 

museumôs etiquette guidelines. 

§ é stay engaged with your students! If you are 

interested in an exhibit, they have a better chance 

of being interested too!  

§ é follow your rotation schedule (if youôve been 

given one), especially if your school gets split 

into multiple groups. 

§ é ask questions! If you need to know where to 

go, how to get there, or just want more 

information about an exhibit, our staff is happy to 

help! 
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CLASS ACTIVITY  IDEAS 

Whatõs That STUFF?  ééééééééééééééééééééééééééé12-14 

recommended for Pre-Kð3rd grade students 

Design Your Own museum!  ééééééééééééééééééééééééé15 

recommended for 4th grade and up  

Past Perspectives  ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.16-21 

recommended for 8th grade and up  

PRE-VISIT  

Start a Collection! ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..26 

recommended for Pre-Kð3rd grade students 

Create a Cabinet! éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé27 

recommended for 4th grade and up 

Collecting Through the Decadeséééééééééééééééééééééé...28 

recommended for 9th grade and up 

POST-VISIT  

WHILE AT THE MUSEUM 

iSpy in the Gallery  éééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..22-23 

recommended for Pre-Kð3rd grade students 

STUFF! Safari ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..24 

recommended for 4th grade and up  

Weõre All Collectors!  éééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..25 

recommended for 9th grade and up  
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES  

WHATõS THAT STUFF?: Pre-K-1st (verbal discussion) 
 Teachers, pass out the handout on page 13 or display these images where everyone can see. Tell 

your students that there are many unusual objects that they will be seeing in the upcoming visit to the mu-

seum.  Have the students try to make observation about these items; can anyone guess what they actually 

are?  After they have made their observations, share with the information provided about each object. 

This is a shark jaw!  Sharks have the most powerful jaws 

on the planet. Both the sharkõs upper and lower jaws 

move. The shark tosses its head back and forth to tear 

loose a piece of meat which it swallows whole! Each shark 

species has special teeth for its diet. Sharks never run out 

of teeth. If a tooth is lost, another grows in its place. A 

shark may grow over 20,000 teeth in its lifetime! 

This is a Native American Axe Head.  Before people 

found a way to melt and mold metal, Native Americans 

had to make their own tools out of materials from the 

world around them. Native Americans created axe heads, 

arrowheads, and other tools by chipping rocks into the 

shapes they wanted. Then the Native Americans used 

leather to attach the stone head to a wooden stick to com-

plete the axe!  

Mesolite is a delicate mineral that forms in thin, needle-

shaped crystal structures that feel extremely soft, almost 

like fur.  However, these crystals are so fragile that even a 

gentle touch will break them! 

These are PEZÊ dispensers!  There are over 900 differ-

ent kinds of PEZÊ dispensers!  All 900 have the different 

heads on top.  They can be cartoon characters, famous 

people, or even American Presidents.  PEZÊ dispensers 

are fun to collect!  They also come with candy inside!   
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES  

WHATõS THAT STUFF? 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES  

WHATõS THAT STUFF? 
On your upcoming trip to the Riverfront Museum, you are going to see many unusual objects in the new 

exhibit STUFF! The Art of Collecting!  This is a chance to practice your detective skills before you get to the 

museum. Look closely at the objects pictured below and see if you can guess what they might be by mak-

ing observations about their color, shape, texture, or how it looks like it might be used. 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES: DESIGN YOUR OWN MUSEUM! 
Many museums around the world owe their start to individual collectors who gathered a variety of unique, rare, weird, 

and beautiful things to display in their homes. The exhibit Stuff! The Art of Collecting currently on display at the Riverfront 

Museum honors those types of individual collections by displaying the life-long pursuit of several passionate local collec-

tors. 

Now itõs your turn to build a collection that inspires a public museum! Your job is to decide what types of items will be 

displayed in your museum and why theyõre important enough to deserve attention from visitors. Think about the things 

you currently collect or the things that interest you. Your collection can be very specific or very broad; it can focus on 

natural history, art, pop culture, video games, anything you think deserves to be remembered by future generations! 

Write down what types of things you would put in your museum, and then use the back of this page to draw a 

picture of the most prized item in your collection, and write a label for it using the traditional format for muse-

um labels: 

Name of Artist/Maker 

Home Country/town of artist/maker, year of birth 

Title/name of object, yuear it was made 

what itõs made of (if man-made) 

Owner 
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PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES: PAST PERSPECTIVES 
Trading cards were first introduced in England the 1700s, and became widespread in the United States after the Civil War. Cards were 

sold with the products intended to be an incentive for buying the products. Businesses placed their ads on the back of the cards as a way 

to advertise. These cards had photos on the front and information on the back as a way to promote learning. People were encouraged to 

trade, keep, collect, and buy more. In the exhibit there is a display of sewing cards. The collector of the sewing cards also collected the 

coffee cards pictured below. 

Look at the selection of cards below. Based on the pictures, how do you think late 19th century Americans perceived the United States 

and other countries? Look at each card and write down some observations and interpretationsñwhat message is the card communicating 

and why? You can learn more, and make sure your interpretations are correct by researching in your textbook and online. Do you think 

the same perceptions still exist today? Explain why these perceptions have or have not changed over time.  

Topic/theme: _______________________________ 

Message/perception: 

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________ 

Topic/theme: _______________________________ 

Message/perception: 

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________ 

Topic/theme: _______________________________ 

Message/perception: 

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________ 


