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The earth is a small planet in the solar system, but it is home to an amazingly
diverse array of life-including ourselves. In addition to all of the living things
around us, the earth is unique in other ways. Its crust of soil and water is in
constant movement and renewal, and the parts that we can see are just a tiny
portion of the planet.
But looking at the earth and the life it supports is what humans have done for
centuries. Driven by our own curiosity and a need to master our surroundings, we
have observed and fiddled around with the natural world throughout recorded
history. Yet, our ideas are sometimes an inconsistent jumble of reason, cultural
tradition, and greed. Early flint tools were the result of observing the properties
of rocks and deciding which were more suitable for different tasks. The longheld traditional idea that the earth was flat prevailed in spite of the contradictory
observations of the early Greeks. We have an expanding appetite for inexpensive
fast food even though much of the beef we thoughtlessly devour comes from
grazing lands carved out of destroyed natural habitats.
This exhibition explores our curiosity about nature. It asks questions about why
we collect examples of the natural world in order to have them at our disposal and,
even more importantly, how we study, admire, and use them for our own purposes.

Control, Wonder, and Curiosity
Archaeologists have long speculated that the earliest objects and images
from nature found in prehistoric caves are evidence of man's attempt to
interact with nature and control his surroundings. And while many of the
ancient cultures of the world, including Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China,
had sophisticated systems that considered nature, it is in the classical world
that systematic investigations of the natural world are first undertaken.
The Greeks sought to collect, observe, and provide answers to the constant
questions about nature and the heavens. Aristotle's (384-322) writings on
animals, D e Animalibus, along with Theophrastus' (370-ca. 285) Enquiry into
Plants, employed description and categorization as a way of understanding
living things. In addition to gathering factual knowledge, the legacy of this
undertaking was the emergence of careful observation and reason. The Roman soldier and scholar Pliny the Elder (23-79) carried on the tradition
by attempting to observe and offer descriptions of all aspects of the natural
world in his ambitious 37-volume natural history, Historia Natura/is.
Although these and other classical texts were translated into Arabic and
available in the Islamic world, medieval Europe was characterized by a more
symbolic understanding of nature. The central concept was of a Great Chain
of Being (Scala Natura), which linked all of nature and organized it to reflect
spiritual values. Collections of nature were more a reflection of wealth, power,
or whimsy than serious study.
Because of this, by 1500 few Europeans regarded the natural world as a
subject worthy of new intellectual inquiry. Yet within the next 50 years, the
first museums of natural history appeared in Italy, and along with them the
concept of a community of collectors and thinkers who again used direct
observation of plants and animals. These collections were dedicated to the
marvels of nature and fueled by the exploration of new lands. Early "Wonder
Rooms" or "Cabinets of Curiosity" brought together large numbers of
specimens and artifacts from across the world and gave early scholars an idea
of the vast diversity of nature. The famous "Museum of Natural Curiosities"
(Teatro di Natura) belonging to Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-1605), housed
in several rooms in his family palace, attracted wide attention and a steady
stream of visitation from the "learned and curious" of Europe. One visitor
wrote of another that, "He has seen so many and various things in your
studio that he remained stupefied."
By the late 16th century, creating collections as a means of knowing the
world moved out of the exclusive realm of universities and princely courts and
into the world of scientific societies and learned men. The sometimes chaotic
and sometimes systematic ordering of specimens in these cabinets had a
renewed purpose-to show God's prolific and wondrous nature. The Swiss
naturalist and avid collector Konrad Gesner (1516-1565) explained to his patrons that his extensive collection of humble insects indicated God's purposes
and wisdom: "They are created by Almighty God for diverse and sundry uses.
They show and set forth the omnipotency of God and execute his justice."

'1ndeed, with chemistry,
mineralogy, and botany,
no man can travel
without taking
perpetual interest
in everything he sees.
No road is wearisome,
no journey tedious."
- Ibomas Cooper, 1820
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Gods Diversity and Order
In the 18th and early 19th century, naturalists wanted to convey a different
message through their collecting, study, and display. This was that there was a
discernable order within the diversity of nature. The awe and wonder that early
curiosity cabinets sought to create was replaced by a view that God's seemingly
endless diversity was evidence that his creations were designed for specific roles
within the natural world. By the early 1700s serious naturalists were increasingly
voicing the opinion that collecting and displaying nature for primarily aesthetic or
emotional reasons was the realm of the mere dabbler. The careful categorization
and organization of specimens was essential to serious study and understanding
the connection between creation and purpose.
Three men and their contributions typify the 18th century's great expansion of
natural history knowledge. Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778) collected widely and
developed an important system of scientific naming that classified nature within
a hierarchy, a nomenclature that is still widely used. He believed that nature
revealed God's active role, and species were unchanging. The collecting and direct
observations of the other great naturalist of the same decades, George-Louis
Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707-1788), brought him to a different conclusion, that
species were not rigid categories and that all life forms were changeable. Following
them,Jean Baptiste Lamarck (1744-1829) argued that nature had its own internal
system, and rather than being caused by God's intervention, change in plants and
animals was due to inheriting acquired characteristics. Nature had become a forum
for the discussion of issues other than identification and organization.
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In the 19th century the collecting and study of nature moved to the center of
western popular interest as well as scholarly research. It was in this atmosphere
that the collections at the University of South Carolina, then South Carolina
College, were developed. When the college was established in 1801 by the
legislature, S.C. leaders saw the new school as an agent for harmony in a
politically and socially divided state. It was also a part of the broader Southern
public college movement promoted by Thomas Jefferson. South Carolina
College offered a traditional classical curriculum, sought out distinguished
faculty members, and had a reputation for educating South Carolina's elite. The
school added natural history study to its classical curriculum during the first
half of the 19th century.
Faculty scholars such as Thomas Cooper (1759-1839) quickly established the
school as "a bastion for science in the South," and the state legislature purchased
his extensive mineral collection for the University in 1821. Because they were
easy to collect and maintain, as well as important for the emerging field of
geology, minerals formed the core of many college collections during the
antebellum period. Other distinguished scientists joined the faculty, including
Lardner Vanuxem, Robert Gibbes, and the LeConte brothers, Joseph and John.
Typically they taught a broad range of subjects. The college collections were
enhanced by these men and used not only for display and their own research but
also presumably in the classroom and at public lectures.
Elsewhere in the state, important amateur and trained naturalists also
collected materials and traded specimens and information with their peers
around the world. Many of these found their way into other college collections.
The College of Charleston's natural history cabinet boasted Lewis R. Gibbes'
shell collection and John Bachman's famous birds. Gibbes, an important
naturalist with a broad range of interests, taught mathematics, astronomy, and
physics at the Charleston college. Bachman, a Lutheran clergyman who also
worked in partnership with John James Audubon, assembled a remarkable
collection and body of knowledge on the birds of the area.
During and after the Civil War, South Carolina College's natural science
collecting and instruction suffered. The famed collections were thrown out
by Union troops from their building onto the campus grounds, where some
were destroyed. Many others lost their labels containing important scientific
citations. Serious collecting came to a halt until the 20th century, when the
science departments dedicated substantial funding and labor to restoring the
collections and using them again. Faculty including Daniel Martin, Andrew C.
Moore, Steven Taber, and Laurence L. "Rock" Smith contributed significantly
to the University's once again growing reputation in the sciences.

Study Nature, Not Books
The expanding interest in nature collecting and study in the 19th century was
not limited to universities. It was an important part of the social and intellectual
life of many Americans. By mid century, cities boasted an array of nature
societies, exhibitions, books, and lectures available to an increasingly literate
public. The great museums of natural history were established. They served
not only to educate the public but also as home to a vast array of collections
and a new generation of scientists. While the century's fascination for all
things natural sometimes amounted to little more than outdoor sketches
and haphazard country weekend collecting, amateur naturalists made some
of the most important collections and observations. Amateurs who could
afford to travel collected widely, while others made extensive studies of their
region or areas of particular interest. People of different social and educational
backgrounds collected, admired, studied, and corresponded about their
collections. And, unlike the evolving world of professional science, nature
collecting and study was open to both sexes. Women, who were rarely permitted
advanced education, organized female academies where the curriculum was
less rigid and could be more reflective of the growing interest in natural history.
The lines between the amateur and the professional became increasingly clearly
drawn in the minds of scientists, however, as the century progressed.
Surprisingly, one of the lasting impacts of the popularization of natural science
and amateur study was in the area of public education. The Nature Study Movement took as its motto the exhortation of the important 19th century naturalist,
educator, and founder of Harvard University's Peabody Museum of Comparative
Zoology, Louis Agassiz, to "Study nature, not books." It called for firsthand observation through field study and collecting. Centered at the University of Chicago and Cornell University, it had a noticeable impact on public school science
education in the early 20th century. By the mid century, being a junior naturalist
was popular, and countless collecting kits and identification guidebooks were
finding their way into children's hands across the United States. Many of their
parents were also busy studying nature. The Peterson Field Guides, first published
in the 1930s, became best sellers, and by mid century, bird watching or "birding"
was ranked among the most popular leisure pastimes for Americans.
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Today, nature is increasingly a matter of"look but don't touch." Conservationists
have proven that our eagerness to find and collect nature can be harmful to both
sites and species. Even museums are careful to receive into their collections only
specimens collected under the strictest of environmental controls. The orig1ns
of this environmental conscience can be linked not only with the Victorian
passion for nature but also with a number of American conservationists and
public figures, including Teddy Roosevelt. The work of these individuals, as well
as the breathtaking western images taken by photographers, including Wllliam
Henry Jackson and, later, Ansel Adams, helped to create public support for the
restricted use of public lands and the new national park system .
The publication of Silent Spring in 1962 by the biologist Rachael Carson
sounded the alarm for many Americans, however. Her work linked the
widespread use of pesticides to rapidly declining bird populations and forecast a
bleak and silent future. Today, industrial pollution, global warming, and species
extinction are the world of the naturalist. Our natural curiosity to know and
understand the world around us is directed toward looking for new possibilities
that will help restore the health of the natural world amid a global population
explosion and industrialization. In her book Small Wonder, writer Barbara
Kingsolver noted that "In the summer of1996 human habitation on earth
made a subtle, uncelebrated passage from being mostly rural to being mostly
urban. More than half of all humans now live in cities. The natural habitat of
our species, then, officially is steel, pavement, streetlights, architecture, and
enterprise-the hominid agenda." What will our collections now contain, and
how will our curiosity be used for the survival of the natural world?
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