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The Smithsonian’s History of America in 101 Objects by Richard Kurin  

● How did you read this book?  Did you read it like a narrative, or did you flip through and 
look for artifacts that caught your attention? Were you more interested in the narrative 
descriptions or the photographs?  How do you think that it was intended to be read? 

● What was the purpose of this book?  Who was intended to be primary audience? 
● What did you think of the timeline organization?  How else could the author have 

organized it? 
● Which of these objects were you surprised to see in the book? 
● If you have been to any of the Smithsonian museums, were there things on exhibit that 

you expected to see but didn’t? 
● After reading through this book, is there anything at the Smithsonian (or a Smithsonian 

museum) that you want to go see now? 
● Most of the narratives includes some information about how process of accessioning the 

object into the Smithsonian.  How can that help facilitate a discussion of the curation 
process - what archives contain and what they leave out? 

● How could you use this book with your students? Could this be a text for a certain type 
of class?  Would you use it a particular class, or with a group of undergraduate research 
students? 

● The author often adds commentary about his own interactions at the Smithsonian 
museums related to the artifacts (for example, in Object 9, Slave Shackles, Object 74, 
Jacqueline Kennedy’s Inaugural Ball Gown or Object 75, Julia Child’s Kitchen).  Does 
that add context to the information, or is it distracting from learning about the materials? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the interdisciplinary nature of 
research? Is there a particular object and narrative that could be used an to do this? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the way research is presented to 
the general public?  Is it effective? 

 
  


