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It means “wonder room” in German, but most of us might be 
familiar with its common English cognate: “curiosity cabinet” 
or “cabinet of natural curiosities.” These words conjure up 
images of dusty butterfly collections, chipped narwhal tusks, 
or even jars of pickled human organs arranged on floor-to-
ceiling shelves. To most of us, cabinets of curiosities seem 
like antiquated relics, much like the oddities they hold. Their 
obsessive arrangements of taxidermy or quartz crystals reflect 
hopelessly outdated science, and their pieces of costume 

or tools collected as exotic peculiarities from non-European 
cultures seem like embarrassing remnants of imperial prej-
udice. But the legacy of the wunderkammer—in science as 
well as in art—is enjoying an international resurgence and 
Wisconsin is contributing a unique voice to the conversation.
 The original curiosity cabinets began in the Italian Renais-
sance as collections of ancient artifacts; religious relics; 
exotic animal claws, teeth, and horns; rare herbs and flowers; 
precious minerals, gems, fossils, and seashells; and other trea-
sures carefully divided into three kingdoms: animal, vegetable, 
and mineral. In European aristocratic palaces these marvelous 
and storied catalogs of natural oddities and artistic accom-
plishments helped to form the foundation of early modern 
scientific inquiry. By the time of the Enlightenment, collec-
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tors arranged objects into increasingly specialized categories 
creating, in essence, visual and tactile encyclopedias that 
helped drive their theories of natural philosophy. In the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, many of these collections—the 
objects as well as the taxonomies—became the basis for the 
world’s modern museums. 
 Over the last several years, artists, teachers, historians, 
and even bloggers from around the world have rediscovered 
the rich legacy of curiosity cabinets. Historians and cura-
tors have reconstituted the collections of European kings 
and dukes—even those of America’s Founding Fathers. But 
for many, current fascination with wunderkammern springs 
less from the empirical endeavors of the original collectors 
than from their ability to elicit wonder, awe, and a sense of 
curiosity.
 This thrill of discovery is the basis for a new installa-
tion at the Milwaukee Art Museum, created by Madison-based 
artist Martha Glowacki and a team of curators at the Chipstone 
Foundation. Loca Miraculi | Rooms of Wonder, which opened in 
October as part of the comprehensively reinstalled American 
Collections Galleries, explores the surprising intersections of 
early modern science with the design of everyday objects in 
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries. 
Chipstone, a Milwaukee-based nonprofit organization that 
supports the study of early American decorative arts, has a 
top-notch collection of antique American furniture and British 
pottery. By rearranging items from the Chipstone collection as 
a site-specific work of installation art, Glowacki helps renew 
our sense of wonder and gives Wisconsin a voice in the inter-
national celebration of the curiosity cabinet.

•   •   •

The project began a few years ago with a phone call I received 
from Jonathan Prown, executive director of the Chipstone 
Foundation. “You have to go to Madison tomorrow,” he said. 
“There’s an exhibition you have to see before it closes.” I 
arrived at the University of Wisconsin–Madison the very next 
day—a Sunday—and found my way to what seemed an unlikely 
location for an art exhibition: the circular room that houses the 
telescope in the university’s historic Washburn Observatory. 
It was my good fortune to catch the last two hours of Martha 
Glowacki’s two-month-long exhibition entitled Starry Transit, 
and to meet the artist herself. After a quick tour, Glowacki and 
I sat down on the wooden staircase next to the observatory’s 
enormous telescope and got to know each other.
 What quickly became apparent was Glowacki’s passion for 
exploring the intricate inter-workings of the natural world and 
her dedication to making those surprising connections visu-
ally captivating. Inspired by the amazing ability of birds to use 
the stars to navigate during migratory night flights, Glowacki’s 
installation used cast iron, polished copper, marbled paper, 
bird skeletons darkened with graphite, and bits of provocative 
text to create works that were one part Edgar Allen Poe, one 
part Aldo Leopold, and something else entirely new.
 I told Glowacki about some of the discussions we had 

been having at Chipstone surrounding the surprising mid- 
eighteenth-century ceramic designs that seemed to spring 
right from treatises on natural history: teapots in the shape 
of cauliflower and soup tureens that looked like cantaloupes 
growing on the vine. I talked about some other pieces in the 
collection that are decorated with seashells—cast in clay from 
real specimens—or covered with paintings of colorful birds 
that reflect the illustrations found in the ornithology volumes 
of the eighteenth-century British naturalists Mark Catesby and 
George Edwards. Glowacki told me that she had been studying 
these volumes and others from that period, marveling at the 
early scientists’ skills of observation and precise documenta-
tion. The clear connection between Glowacki’s interests—both 
intellectual and aesthetic—and our curatorial goals at Chip-
stone inspired an on-the-spot partnership. 
 In planning discussions, we found ourselves returning to 
the curiosity cabinet again and again. At Chipstone, we were 
tracking a growing interest among academic writers in the ways 
that arranging wunderkammern helped direct the pursuit of 
knowledge in the early modern period. In a curiosity cabinet—
whether a large museum-like room or a small, portable piece of 
furniture with drawers and compartments—each object has its 
own, carefully considered location. The position of each stone, 
plant specimen, or carved Chinese jade fragment indicates its 
place in a larger system of categorization that not only reflects 
the intellectual or taxonomical theories of the day; the careful 
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entrance to Loca Miraculi I Rooms of Wonder, a new Milwaukee 
art Museum exhibition organized by Madison artist Martha 
Glowacki and the Chipstone Foundation.
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arrangement also provides a framework for scientific inves-
tigation. While today’s scientists, art historians, and cultural 
theorists have crossed disciplinary boundaries to explore 
this rich terrain, museum curators have not yet brought into 
the discussion the type of objects that Chipstone has been 
collecting for many years: objects made for the early-modern 
British home that were crafted and decorated with concur-
rent scientific discoveries in mind. We knew that this popular 
consumption of geology and biology in the form of teapots, 
tureens, and other polite furnishings would complicate the 
broader academic discussion in interesting ways. Likewise, it 
would undoubtedly intrigue museum visitors.
 However, we struggled with how to translate these fasci-
nating links between science and everyday design into an art 
museum exhibition. While curiosity cabinets have been a hot 
topic in the museum world recently, their legacy has been, for 
the most part, an organizational rubric that lets curators justify 
the display of seemingly unrelated items from a museum’s 
permanent collection. For instance, Wunderkammer: A Century 
of Curiosities, on view this fall at the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, represents works by the iconic artists of the twen-
tieth century brought together for the grotesque, biological, or 
just plain creepy-crawly nature of their subject matter. While 
the familiar Surrealist paintings of Salvador Dalí and the unset-
tling biological sculptures of Louise Bourgeois can generate a 
sense of surprise and curiosity in most museum visitors, Chip-
stone’s comparatively tame ceramics usually do not. 
 To make our historic objects seem suitably fascinating 
to modern-day visitors, we realized that we needed to employ 

the tactics pioneered by the early cabinet collectors them-
selves: create a series of rooms so intensely unfamiliar that 
awe and curiosity would be the primary responses. To do this, 
we needed a visionary to help turn a group of seemingly innoc-
uous antiques into a gallery so startling and gorgeous that it 
would transport visitors into a world of surprise and discovery. 
In Glowacki, we had found our visionary.

•   •   •

Glowacki was already known for her direct engagement with 
the legacy of the wunderkammern. In 2000, Madison’s Elve-
hjem Museum of Art (now the Chazen Museum of Art) mounted 
an exhibition called Cabinets of Curiosities: Four Artists, Four 
Visions that included a piece of Glowacki’s work entitled 
My Arcadia. This work features three Victorian glass domes 
containing miniature tableaus of trees, which symbolize the 
stages of life. The domes, displayed inside a glass vitrine, 
rest atop a wooden cabinet containing drawers filled with 
surprising objects and images. In this work, Glowacki brings 
the aesthetic of the past so firmly into the immediate present 
that one wonders how much of the piece she created and how 
much she found by accident. This blurring of old and new is 
a convincing testament to Glowacki’s exhaustive research of 
historic texts and of the history of wunderkammern, but also 
highlights her own unique collecting impulses. In her everyday 
life, she gathers together images, sticks, skeletons, parts of old 
tools, and tidbits of all kinds to manipulate and assemble into 
finished artwork. Relying on many artistic processes including 
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In a historic curiosity cabinet, each object has its own carefully considered location. In room I (Mineral Tableau), Glowacki 
has carefully arranged coral, fossils, crystals, and stones inside and around an eighteenth-century desk and bookcase.



W i s c o n s i n  P e o P L e  &  i D e A s  W i n t e r  2 0 0 9  29 

metalsmithing, foundry casting, and woodworking, Glowacki 
implicates these odd-looking bits and pieces in the contempo-
rary mysteries of memory, gender identity, and our relationship 
with the environment. 
 To bring her keen aesthetic visions to our new wunderkam-
mern, we asked Glowacki to choose historic furniture, ceramics, 
and prints from the collection of the Chipstone Foundation as 
well as the Milwaukee Art Museum. In some ways, this curator-
artist collaboration is becoming a tried-and-true tactic in the 
museum world. As historians of American artifacts, Prown and 
I know the success of a 1992 exhibition at the Maryland Histor-
ical Society, called Mining the Museum, in which artist Fred 
Wilson chose items from the Society’s collection to display in 
unorthodox combinations. Wilson put a sparkly silver coffee 
set that had been owned by a mid-nineteenth-century Balti-
more family in a case with a set of mangled wrought-iron 
slave shackles under the unassuming category “Metalwork.” 
His museum “intervention” sparked a nationwide conversa-
tion about the prejudices that inform conventional displays of 
historic objects and served as an imperative for us to look at 
objects outside the familiar curatorial boxes. In the following  
years, Wilson’s exhibition led to similar museum “mining” proj-
ects. In 2001, for instance, artist Mark Dion culled items from 
throughout the University of Minnesota to create an exhibition 
and book project called Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and 
the University as Installation. 
 Building on these earlier projects, Loca Miraculi | Rooms 
of Wonder uses the legacy of the curiosity cabinet in a new 
way. This installation does not recreate historic cabinet collec-

tions or use the wunderkammer as an old lens for looking at 
new art. Nor does it present an artist’s contemporary commen-
tary on the way we study old objects. Instead, the artist and 
the curators collaborated to prioritize what we have been 
calling “the cabinet experience”—that feeling of being bowled 
over by new sights and ideas that change the way you see the 
world around you. Chipstone staff contributed object-specific 
research, Glowacki brought her own research as well as her 
creative imagination, skill in fabrication, and “cabinet” sensi-
bility, and together we built a series of galleries that brings to 
light surprising and sometimes startling connections between 
science and design. 

•   •   •

Now, in the Milwaukee Art Museum’s gallery of pre-1900 Amer-
ican paintings, visitors are greeted by an archway of unfinished 
pine logs with a strange Latin phrase on the frieze: Loca 
Miraculi, meaning “miraculous place.” Luring visitors through 
the arch into a dark space, is a small eighteenth-century 
mahogany document cabinet, supported and surrounded by 
a nine-foot bower of elm branches. Seeming to grow up and 
around this antique cabinet, the bower might continue to over-
take it, returning its deep red figured and polished mahogany 
to its original state as a natural-growing tree. 
 This tension between the natural and man-made, or what 
the seventeenth-century cabinet owners called naturalia vs. 
artificialia, extends throughout Room I of the installation. Once 
inside—with heads spinning and inner voices asking are we 

The specially-designed cases in room II feature ceramics from Chipstone’s collection and drawers that visitors can pull out to 
reveal Glowacki’s assemblages of images, bits of text, painted skeletons, rare minerals, and small video screens.
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still in the Museum?—visitors encounter two other displays 
of antique furniture similarly surrounded by natural artifacts. 
Twenty birds, covered with powdered graphite to heighten 
the detail of their feathers, feet, and beaks, perch on a chest 
of drawers. Nearby, an eighteenth-century desk and bookcase 
yawns open to reveal its interior shelves chock-full of colorful 
mineral specimens (generously lent, not incidentally, from the 
Geology Museum at the University of Wisconsin–Madison). 
 The next gallery takes its cues less from the early, awe-
inspiring wunderkammern packed with mysterious treasures 
as from the eighteenth-century curiosity cabinets that scien-
tists and philosophers studied in order to better understand 
a particular subject. Here, in Room II, the subject is ceramics. 
Five wood-and-glass display cases from a sixteenth-century 
Viennese pharmacy contain drawers in which hide assemblages 
of images, bits of text, historic objects, painted skeletons, 
minerals, even small video screens, for visitors to discover and 
interpret. 
 A teapot appears in the large display cabinet entitled 
“Fossils & Agates.” For some contemporary observers, its 
black-and-white geometric decoration may evoke memories of 
the limited-edition, designer housewares made in 1980s Milan. 
A closer examination reveals that the teapot was made in 
England’s Staffordshire pottery district around 1750. An even 
closer examination of the pattern on the teapot reveals the 
jagged white geometric shapes to be the painted fossil images 
of small animals called turitella and crinoids. Open a drawer 

directly beneath the teapot and you will find these fossils. Open 
the drawer to the right, and a voice begins to speak: “Fossils 
demand our curiosity, and indeed there is nothing in natural 
history that has afforded more scope for doubt, conjecture, 
and speculation.” The “Fossils & Agates” cabinet highlights 
the eighteenth-century debates about the origins of fossils that 
were found hundreds, even thousands of miles from the ocean. 
Did they rise up from the earth, or were they carried from the 
coast and deposited inland? Who would have done that? In a 
time before the theories of evolution or continental drift, these 
questions engaged an intellectually curious public. The opin-
ions of famous figures like Oliver Goldsmith (whose quote 
appears above) captured the public imagination so much that 
pottery designers took advantage of it, hand-painting images of 
fossils on polite teawares so that people could bring the debate 
home. 
 The final Room of Wonder captures the eclectic mix of 
objects and the feel of overwhelming volume that characterizes 
cabinets from their earliest inception. Visitors in Room III first 
encounter a series of works based on anamorphic illusions—
stretched-out images that make sense only when seen from 
a particular angle or with a mirrored cylinder or cone. Origi-
nally developed by Renaissance artists exploring perspective, 
anamorphic images and related viewing devices have appeared 
in wunderkammern for centuries, challenging common percep-
tions and inspiring the field of optics.
 At the back of this final gallery is The China Cabinet, 

birds, covered with powedered graphite to heighten the detail of their feathers, feet, and beaks, and a deer surround an 
eighteenth-century high chest in the animal Tableau in room I.
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a series of five display cases inspired by colorfully painted 
originals from Halle, Germany. Each case contains museum 
objects divided into different categories: Rarities, Extinct 
Things, Mistakes, and Inexplicable Mysteries. From a dish 
that belonged to Catherine the Great to a figurine of Benjamin 
Franklin mistakenly labeled “Washington,” these objects— 
seen in unexpected categories—are odd and intriguing. The 
final display case allows visitors to encounter at close range 
three pieces of American furniture decorated with eighteenth- 
century images of China. Not your grandmother’s old- 
fashioned hutch, this “china cabinet” evokes the historic 
wunderkammern that were filled with the porcelain, lacquer 
work, and silks imported from the Far East, giving many Euro-
peans and early Americans their first glimpses of Eastern lands 
and helping to inspire the exotic and often fictive perceptions 
of Asia that persist into our own time.

•   •   •

Wonder is difficult to inspire in most of us today. Particle 
accelerators search for dark matter, computers retrieve our 
personal messages from the other side of the world, people are 
shot into space, and we are not amazed. Perhaps these technol-
ogies that have made even magic seem mundane have helped 
fuel our resurging fascination with the mystery of curiosity 
cabinets. That there was a time when the rocks under our feet 
or the birds outside the window posed unanswerable questions 

might itself seem an unimaginable reality. Museums today—
like cultural institutions of all kinds—are learning to participate 
in the new “experience economy” by creating meaningful 
encounters that visitors will remember. What better model 
than the original rooms of wonder—those cabinets of curiosity 
themselves? Z

In room III each case contains museum objects divided into different categories: rarities, extinct Things, Mistakes, and 
Inexplicable Mysteries.
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Loca Miraculi I Rooms 
of  Wonder  i s  part  of 
the permanent collec-
tion of the Milwaukee Art 
Museum. the museum’s 
far-reaching holdings 
include more than 20,000 
works, spanning antiquity 
to the present day. With 
a history dating back to 
1888, the museum houses a collection with strengths in 
19th- and 20th-century American and european art, con- 
temporary art, American decorative arts, and folk and 
self-taught art. the museum includes the santiago calatrava-
designed Quadracci Pavilion, named by Time magazine as the 
“Best Design of 2001.” the Museum, located at 700 n. Art 
Museum Drive in Milwaukee, is open daily from 10:00 am to 
5:00 pm and thursdays until 8:00 pm. Visit mam.org or call 
414-224-3200 for more details.
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