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The Magpie Museum of Disorderly 
Inquiry

A Catalog

“A goodly, huge cabinet, wherein whatsoever the hand of man by 
exquisite art or engine has made rare in stuff, form or motion; 
whatsoever singularity, chance and the shuffle of things hath produced; 
whatsoever Nature has wrought in things that want life and may be 
kept; shall be sorted and included.”

-Francis Bacon

 
 This volume is meant to serve as a supplement to, and record 
of, the Museum’s exhaustive and varied collection. Herein will be found 
ancillary explanations not present in the written matter accompanying 
the objects themselves. Further inquiries may be directed to the address 
on the facing page, though answers may not be forthcoming.
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An Introduction to the Museum

 The Magpie Museum of Disorderly Inquiry is a collection of objects, 
all made from glass, and arranged in the style of a cabinet of curiosities, or 
wunderkammer. The objects are based on real things, a chambered nautilus, a 
handkerchief, a skeletal leaf, an orrery, but they are not exact replicas. Each is 
a small vignette, an impression of an object, rather than an attempt to rigor-
ously render reality. The manmade objects in this collection are from the past, 
but rarely a specific past. 
 A collection brings together objects to illustrate an idea. This col-
lection illustrates the idea that objects do not exist in a void, they connect 
with other objects across time to inform our understanding of the world. It 
illustrates the idea that learning about one corner of the world will to lead to 
unexpected connections with other corners of the world.
 This Museum collects and displays fabricated objects of material 
cultural history.  By “material culture history” I mean two things, both rep-
resented in this work. One is the history that can be deduced or extrapolated 
by analyzing an object questioning where it was made, when it was made, 
who made it, for use by whom, how it was actually used, where it may have 
travelled to get to where it is now, how it was discarded and how it came to be 
in its present situation. It is a way of reading stories from objects where texts 
might not exist. 
 The other aspect of material culture is the stories and meanings that 
accrue upon objects throughout object life cycles. Maybe a thing was made to 
commemorate an event, maybe it was given as a love token or maybe it was 
broken under notable circumstances. Objects collect histories.
 The objects in this museum tell real and imagined histories. There is 
a phenomena by which a story is so perfect that it doesn’t matter whether it is 
true or not. Even with its falsity it tells a truth about what it is to be human. 
 We do not remember real events, we remember narratives: this hap-
pened after that, this led to that. Stories hold our memories together, we recall 
real events by means of stories. 
 I have made the objects out of glass to further remove them from 
their original context. An object taken out of context becomes strange, 
unfamiliar and more visible. When we see something every day it can disap-
pear, taken out of context, it becomes important again.Using glass to recreate 
objects also communicates the frailty of these almost forgotten things. The 
viewer can imagine the care with which the objects must be treated.
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 Glass as a material has a history of use in the making of scientific 
models for study. The Blaschkas, makers of the famed Harvard collection of 
glass flowers, made glass replicas of real plants and creatures for purposes of 
education. The fact that glass is an archival material, if treated with proper 
care, makes it a reasonable choice for model-making under certain circum-
stances.
 I have made these objects in an effort to better understand them.  To 
make something requires an understanding of that thing, a more thorough 
understanding than that which can be achieved merely by looking at a thing. 
It endows the maker with a tacit knowledge that is physically verifiable. 
 The objects in this Museum commemorate objects that have accrued 
stories. The tiny deer is a glass replica of a plastic deer made to imitate ivory 
and meant to be part of a Bavarian cuckoo clock, probably a cheap one made 
for export. The plastic deer came to be in my possession because it was in 
the pocket of a shirt. The shirt was given to me by my friend Anne, she didn’t 
know the deer was in the pocket. The shirt was given to my friend Anne by a 
friend of hers who splits her time between Bavaria and New Orleans. It was 
Anne’s Bavarian friend who put the deer in the pocket. Months after finding 
the deer in the shirt, in Bavaria, I met the husband of the woman who orig-
inally owned the shirt. I still had the plastic deer in my pocket and I showed 
him and told him the story. 
 The ungainly white cups with coral are meant to imitate turned ivory 
cups from the 17th century made to demonstrate the exquisite skill of the 
human hand. They were often included in cabinets of curiosity under the cat-
egory Artificialia, near-miracles of human artifice (in the making and build-
ing sense of the word). They represented a pinnacle of human ability to collect 
tacit, non-written knowledge. 
 I search in historical objects for evidence of shared humanity with the 
people long passed. The ability of human beings to act on materials and create 
beautiful, delicate, detailed, almost miraculous objects should not be forgot-
ten. We should remember that these objects exist and we should remember 
that we can create them, we are heir to this human possibility.
 Some of the objects are open-ended, waiting to accrue stories. Some 
trace through more than one story. All are potential repositories of material 
histories.
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Anchor Mourning Necklace
  Mourning necklace carved of Whitby 
jet in honor of a loss to the sea.

Antler
  Antlers, shed naturally on a yearly basis, 
are almost always gnawed away to noth-
ing by squirrels with their perpetually 
growing rodent teeth.

Artificial Artificialia

  In 17th century south Germany, the art 
of lathe turned ivory reached a pinnacle. 
Some of the objects produced found 
their way into the wunderkammern of 
the time, categorized under artificialia, 
or wonders produced by the human 
hand. Emperor Leopold I of Austria, 
in addition to the duties which fell to 
him as emperor, was a master turner 
of ivory, producing goblets, contrefaits 
and covered cups bristling with ga-
drooned balusters, spiralling finials and 
foliate points.  The above specimens are 
imitative in nature, artificialia produced 
by artifice, glass standing in for precious 
ivory and coral.

Artificial Naturalia
  Bird claw candlesticks

Ashes to Ashes
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Big Muddy Reliquary
  On May 3rd, 2017 the Big Muddy River 
in Murphysboro, Illinois overflowed its 
banks and overtook the road. Amongst 
over events, a deer leapt into the watery 
road and swam away down the center 
line toward a flooded church that looked 
like a ship sailing away.

Black Forest Pipes
  Bavarian tobacco pipes, each 
equipped with a wind cap to contain 
any stray sparks. At one time it was 
forbidden to smoke a pipe in the 
Black Forest without a wind cap for 
fear of accidental conflagration.
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Bone Hand
He made fiddle pegs of her long finger 
bones,
Oh, the wind and rain
It’s song could melt a heart of stone,
Cryin’ oh, the dreadful wind and rain

Bone Lace

Buried Scarabs



    

Cape
(Eulogy for Ornament, part II)

Chambered Nautilus

Charivari
  My mother relates that my German 
grandfather (or was it great-grandfa-
ther?), as a young child, was wont to 
wander off into the woods at daybreak, 
returning only at dusk. He took with him3

Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie
Where the dewdrops fall and the butter-
fly rest,
Where the wild blossoms bloom on the 
prairie crest,
Where the buffalo roam and the wind 
blows free,
Oh, bury me not on the lone prairie

Candle Extinguisher

Cape of the Selkie Bride



nothing for sustenance, when hunger 
gnawed he would hunt a squirrel and 
roast it over a small fire.
  A charivari is a Bavarian huntsman’s 
chain of hunting amulets to lend good 
fortune to the chase. The charivari must 
never be bought, instead it is handed 
down through generations, collecting 
charms as it goes.

Cicada Tongue Ornaments
  Placed in the mouths of the dead sym-
bolizing eventual rebirth. Made of jade 
and glass imitating jade.

Cicada Wing

Clay Pipe
  White clay tobacco pipes with varying 
lengths of thin, attenuated stem, were 
popular in Europe and the American 
colonies from the 16th to the 19th cen-
tury. They were an early form of dispos-
able commodity as the stems were quite 
fragile and they were cheap and readily 
available.
    As a tool for dating archeological 
dig sites they are useful since the early 
varieties featured a tiny bowl on account 
of the expense and scarcity of tobacco 
when it was first exported to Europe. In 
later iterations, as tobacco became more 
widely available, the size of the bowl 
increased. Thus, dig sites can be dated by 
the bowl-size of the pipes excavated and 
the physical characteristics of the object 
provide a wider insight into the time 
period during which it was made. 
    They were often included in Dutch 
vanitas paintings, the smoke from them 
signifying the fleeting nature of time and 
the ultimate futility of human endeavors. 
Not at all coincidentally, this genre of 
painting also depicts soap bubbles, for 
their ephemeral nature, but also, I sus-
pect, for their association with pipes.
    White clay pipes, as early as the 
mid 17th century, were represented in 
paintings as admirable vessels for blow-
ing soap bubbles. There are countless 
illustrations of children, pipes in hand, 4



filling the air with bubbles. It was a 
trope familiar enough to be picked up 
by soap-manufacturers and used in late 
19th century soap.
    I’m trying to work out why I find all 
of the above so fascinating. I suppose 
it is because all that history, all those 
connections, are contained in this one, 
fairly simple object. It is a remnant of a 
former time, still recognizable in form 
but unrecognizable in the connotations it 
brings with it from its original setting. It 
is both familiar and strange.

Comb I
He made fiddle strings of her long yellow 
hair,
Oh, the wind and rain
He made fiddle strings of her long yellow 
hair,
Cryin’ oh, the dreadful wind and rain

Comb II

Crescent Moon Pendant
  Recovered from a magpie’s nest along 
with eleven Royal Crown Cola bottle 
caps and a lock washer.

Crow
  
  On the grounds of the palace, amongst 
the ancient sycamores, we found a baby 
crow with gray-blue eyes. At the time it 
seemed a miraculous rarity, but on later 
reflection I came to believe that the eyes 
of a crow darken with age.
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Daphne (after Jamnitzer)
  The heavily bearded goldsmith Wenzel 
Jamnitzer (1508-1585) of Nuremburg 
produced precious objects of startling 
beauty including a small golden figure of 
the nymph Daphne in the act of turning 
into a laurel tree to escape the clutches of 
Apollo. Her arms became laurel branches 
which Jamnitzer chose to represent with 
fine red coral.

Dark-of-Night Chicken
  The mysterious presence and subse-
quent disappearance of the dark-of-night 
chicken who appeared in the driveway by 
the corner of the house on four consecu-
tive evenings and failed to materialize on 
the fifth.

Fan

Floral Clock

Ghost Turtle
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Gimbal Lens

Handkerchief 
  I dreamt the one I loved droped a hand-
kerchief in the riverand when I fished 
it out I felt a weighty sense of tragedy 
because I couldn’t read the initials in the 
corner.

Hawkmoth
(roosting on a sprig of creeping thyme)

Heart

High Wire Act
  Snails, both those of royal blood and 
those of more humble lineage can be 
persuaded with fair ease to cross short 
distances on a taut line, their monopo-
dial means of locomotion unexpectedly 
rendering them as excellent tightrope 
walkers. The snail high wire act is 
generally acknowledged to be the most 
awe-inspiring in the typical snail-circus 
repertoire
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Hound from the scene of Acteon and Diana
  In Nevers, France in the 18th century, 
a glassmaker produced a tiny retelling of 
the tale of Acteon and Diana in which 
the hunter Acteon surprises the bath-
ing goddess Diana, who, in retaliation 
turns him into a stag who is promptly 
hunted to extinction by his own hounds. 
The French model contains all princi-
ple characters: Diana and her nymphs, 
Acteon and his hounds and a small flock 
of miniscule, on-looking birds.

Hound Stirrup Cup

Icicle Candelabra

Icicle Candlestick
(December 28th, 2015)

Indian Pipe
  Indian pipe, also known as Ghost Flow-
er, grows in the woods where it is dark 
and damp and has no chlorophyll.
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Keys to the Kingdom
  On at least one occasion I have had the 
feeling that I had just received the keys to 
the kingdom. It is the feeling of suddenly 
of a door opening suddenly which will 
change the course of events.

Languier
  A languier is an early Renaissance 
table ornament used to protect against 
poisoning. It consists of a branch of coral 
(coral having a reputation for the ability 
to ward off various evils) hung with a 
variety of other amulets. Commonly 
hung from a languier were rock crystal to 
purify water and other liquids, emeralds 
which were believed to change color 
in the presence of poisons, fossilized 
shark teeth which were thought to be the 
tongues of petrified serpents and there-
fore associated with poison, diamonds to 
promote clarity and finally, more coral. 
Often mis-associated with languiers are 

amulets which properly belong hung on 
a charivari (see Charivari entry).

Leaf Skeleton

Little Red Red Rocking Chair
Ain’t got no use for that little red rocking 
chair
Got no sugar honey baby now

Lock
He had no need for notes or recordings, he 
just stole with his eyes like a gypsy.
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Lover’s Lips
She’s so sweet the honeybees just swarm 
around her mouth

Lover’s Eye
  A Lover’s Eye is a miniature painting of 
the beloved one, showing only her (but 
occasionally his) eye, so that her (or his) 
identity cannot be discerned.

Magpie
  The magpie known in myth to be an 

inveterate collector of objects, amassing 
what at first glance might appear to be a 
disorderly jumble of things; upon further 
inspection patterns emerge. From the 
avian point of view, a metal bottle cap is 
the same variety of object as a silver ring: 
both are small-scale metallic things and 
certainly belong in the same collection. 
The magpie collects with a different eye 
for connections between objects, but 
does collect at random.

Marbles
  The volume of my mouth as measured 
in the marbles which seem to fill it when 
I try to speak to you.

Mayfly Wings
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Medusa

Miser’s Purse (Miser of Time)
  I am a miser of time. I hoard my time, 
I stash it away, I fight against forces 
which deprive me of it. I see the practice 
of learning skills as a way of collecting 
time. You put time in, years of time 
and it builds up, forming a great pile of 
potential.
  Making things, using that collected 
time/skill, is another way of hoarding 
time. You put time in, that time forms 
an object, that object is a record of your 
collected time. Things that are intricate 
and clearly time consuming appeal to me 
for this reason. Each tiny piece was, for a 
moment, the entire focus of one person’s 
attention. When you look at the piece 
you are seeing that intense build-up of 
collected attention.
Generally, I think of the practice of mak-
ing things as a virtuous use of time. Hu-

-man beings have the potential to make 
beautiful things with time. But it has a 
dark side, too. When I am hoarding my 
time making things, I am not spending 
that time with loved ones or in service 
to anyone but myself. The term “miser” 
is apt.
  A miser’s purse is type of small satch-
el that was popular from the late 18th 
century up through the early 1920’s 
(although the 20’s version took on a dif-
ferent shape). It consists of two pouches 
connected by a narrow neck. The neck 
has a small slit in it and is encircled by 
rings that can be slid snugly against the 
pouches. It is easy to put a coin into the 
purse; just slide a ring away from the 
pouch and drop the coin in through the 
slit. To remove coins is far more difficult, 
hence the name “miser’s purse”. 
  Miser’s purses were often made by hand 
in intricate, time consuming patterns, 
usually knitted or crocheted, often with 
minuscule glass or steelcut beads. They 
were a feminine craft and often given as 
gifts to loved ones.

Mississippi/Ohio Reliquary
Vessel containing water from the conflu-
ence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, 
formerly contained within a disused 
and partially crushed Royal Crown Cola 
bottle
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Model of a Bee
(magnified)

Model of the Movement of a Blackbird’s Wing

Model of the Human Eye

Moon Marbles
  After several failures, attempts to 
describe the moon in marbles were aban-
doned in favor of more pressing matters.

Moon Moth
  Moth which has set foot on the banks of 
both the Mississippi and Ohio rivers.

Mourning Jewelry
  Jet, a form of fossilized wood also 
known as lignite, became popular in 12



the Victorian period as a material from 
which to produce mourning jewelry, 
leaving us with the term “jet black” to 
describe the blackest of objects. The sea-
side town of Whitby provided the most 
sought-after lignite.

Orrery
  An orrery is a working model of the 
solar system illustrating various under-
standings of how it might work. Spec-
imens range from relatively simple to 
room-sized clockwork models set with 
precious stones representing various 
stars.

Pie Crimpers
  Pie crimpers were often carved from 
whale bone aboard ships by sailors at sea 
as love tokens for sweethearts on shore.

Radiciform Bottle
  The word “radiciform,” meaning root-
shaped, comes from the Latin radix, 
which also gives us radishes.

Roemer
  Pre-16th century rommer glass

Scarab Circle
  The opening of Tutankhamun’s tomb on 
November 4th, 1922 (one year and eight 
months prior to the birth of my grand-13



-mother) caused a great surge of interest 
in all things ancient Egyptian.

Sewing Implements
  (One for sadness, two for joy, three for a 
girl and four for a boy, five for silver, six 
for gold, seven for a secret never told)
  Sewing implements, needlecases, thread 
holders and waxers were often carved 
aboard ships as love tokens by sailors out 
of whalebone for sweethearts, sisters and 
mothers in distant lands.

Snail King
  The rarity of sinistral, or left-handed 
snails, the whorls of their shells rising to 
the left, has given rise to the notion that 
the sinistral snail is the snail king, leader 
among snails.

Snake and Toad Ball
  When she spoke her words tumbled out 
as snakes and toads.

Snake

Scottish Snuff Mull
  This snuff mull is made to imitate an 
English glass snuff mull which was in 
turn made to imitate a Scottish snuff 
mull made of horn. The device is used to 
both grind or mill tobacco snuff and to 14



contain it after it is prepared. The Scotch 
snuff mull came to be so called on 
account of the peculiarity of the Scottish 
pronunciation of the word “mill”.

Spider Web

Squirrel
  At one time, a tame squirrel was a 
common token of affection from a young 
man to a young lady for whom he enter-
tained feelings warmer and deeper than 
those of ordinary friendship. At a some-
what later date, the accordion became 
the most popular musical instrument in 
the United States.

Starling
  When I was small I found a lost baby 
starling. My mother and I dug up the 
whole compost pile finding worms to 
feed her. She liked to fly down and land 
on our shoulders but sometimes missed 
and got tangled in our hair. I hoped she 
would stay forever but she flew further 
and further away until one day we never 
saw her again.

Stethoscope
  The first stethoscopes were mere 
cylinders for transmitting the sound of 
the beating human heart to the listening 
human ear.
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Stirrup Cup
  A stirrup cup is both a drink and the 
vessel containing the beverage. It is 
handed up to companions on horseback, 
on the very brink of leaving, when their 
feet are already in the stirrups. As such, a 
stirrup cup has no need for a flat bottom, 
since it is meant to be drunk immediate-
ly and handed back down.

Stowaway From The Bayerischerwald
(See Introduction)

Bavaria to New Orleans
New Orleans to Seattle
Seattle to Carbondale
Carbondale to Chicago
Chicago to Munich
Munich to Murano
Murano to Frauenau

Sugar Tongs

Sunken Citadel Teapot

Sycamore Leaf
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Tangled Forest Handkerchief

Tea Strainer

Teething Implements
  Implements very similar to the follow-
ing were given to babies circa 1710 to 
1890. Materials included coral (believed 
to also protect the teething infant from 
being struck by lightning), ivory, mother 
of pearl, rock crystal, gold, silver, and, in 
at least one documented German speci-

-men, a wolf ’s tooth. These objects 
highlight the baffling foreign-ness of 
the past. It would be unthinkable today 
to hand over a delicate, finely wrought, 
precious bauble to a drooling infant for 
purposes of gnawing. Nonetheless, our 
coral-chewing ancestors occasionally 
made it to adulthood.

Thaumatrope

The Blackest Crow
The blackest crow that e’er did fly would 
surely turn to white,
If ever I proved false to you bright day 
would turn to night,
Bright day would turn to night, my love, 
the elements would mourn,
If ever I prove false to you, the seas 
would rage and burn
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Time Machine

Time Passed

Toads
(one from the cellarway)

Tree Snake/Snake Tree

Two Reliquaries
  I visited the Corning Museum of Glass 
recently. I’ve been to the museum count-
less times since circa 2001 and I have 
a wonderful sense of deep, years-long 
familiarity with many of the objects. On 
this trip I felt an almost overwhelm-
ing sense of connection with so many 
pieces. Not only do they carry their own 
histories, mine is wrapped up in them 
too. As I looked at things I remembered 
when I first saw them, what I was think-
ing about, who I was with, what I was 
learning. I visited my own favorite pieces 
and the pieces I know to be the favorites 
of my friends and mentors. It was almost 
too much, the sense of nostalgia brought 
on by the beauty of the objects and the 
people of whom they remind me. These 
things are the product of so many human 
hours, not just the human hours it took 18



to make them but the accumulated 
generations of human hours it took to 
build up the skills and understanding of 
material it took to make them, plus the 
human hours spent living with them, 
viewing them and studying them. I 
don’t want to sound maudlin, but I was 
brought nearly to tears by the 18th cen-
tury verre de Nevers portable shrine, de-
spite the fact that it features a tiny figure 
of a man with a chicken on his head. 
  There are two tiny 18th century Vene-
tian reliquaries in the museum which 
I have admired since my first visit. On 
subsequent visits, as my relationship with 
glass has changed, I have continued to 
be delighted with them for differently 
unfolding reasons. I have made my own 
reliquaries to house both my feelings of 
gratitude that I get to be part of this little 
glass world as well as the heartache that 
comes from missing the people in it who 
are far away.

Viewing Device

Wedding Dress
She wouldn’t say yes, nor she wouldn’t 
say no
All she’d do was sit and sew
Sit and sew, sit and sew
All she’d do was sit and sew

Whale (sailor-made)
  A popular feat of carving aboard ships was a   
chain carved from a single piece of material. 
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What Was Lost with That Land
  A stand of willows; an overgrown 
garden; the bones of beloved creatures; 
a mulberry tree with charred bark from 
when the old chicken coop burned 
down; toads living in the wet leaves in 
the cellarway; a large pink granite stone, 
immovable under normal circumstanc-
es but occasionally shoved a couple of 
inches by an unwary plow when blanket-
ed with snow; a sun-dappled pair of old 
apple trees, a haven for wasps; wild rose 
bushes that produced few blossoms and 
scratched tender skin; four catalpa trees; 
a patch in the field that always stayed 
swampy long after it rained; a maple tree 
planted on November 6th, 1981; the cor-
ner of the garage slowly undermined by 
generations of groundhogs; the sweetest 
wild strawberries

Winged Scarab
20
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