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In 1888, amidst considerable public fanfare, William Temple Hornaday’s “Buffalo 

group,” a taxidermy--based display of the American bison and its habitat was unveiled 

at the United States National Museum. The American Museum of Natural History shortly 

followed suit and 1891 they unveiled their own bison group created by Hornaday’s 

protégé, Jenness Richardson. While American bison populations had been declining 

throughout the 19th century, public awareness and concern for the bison did not reached 

its peak in the 1880s and 1890s because of a constellation of social, political and 

economic changes. Both exhibits were popular and well received in part because they 

reflected these changes in both scientific and political thought during this period.  The 

bison groups created by Hornaday and Richardson capitalized on the unique status of 

the nineteenth century natural history museums, which were becoming more publicly 

directed and civic-minded while increasing their intellectual authority.  

This paper examines the narratives embedded in these two displays, looking at 

how federalism, a relatively controversial subject in this era, was naturalized through the 

scientific imagery of ecology. Hornaday and Richardson’s groups, which were value-

laden constructions of nature, projected a narrative of unity grounded in hierarchy and 
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paternalism that complemented proto-ecological thought based loosely on Darwinian 

thought and the Linnaean concept of an “economy of nature.” This paternalistic 

narrative in turn complemented the emergence of a neoclassical liberal ideology driven 

by industrialized capitalism that increasingly relied on federal support. This paper seeks 

to demonstrate how the bison, placed within the ideological framework of the museum, 

was able to unite the concepts of federalism and ecology while capitulating to the 

structures of power dominant during this period.  
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CHAPTER 1 
BACKGROUND 

Introduction 

The imminent extinction of the American bison (Bison bison) at the close of the 

nineteenth century became a subject of considerable public concern in the United 

States.1 The bison’s decline had been noted as early as the 1830s when artist George 

Catlin commented that the bison, “was so rapidly wasting from the world”, and then again 

by John James Audubon in 1843 who lamented, “before many years the Buffalo, like the 

Great Auk, will have disappeared.”2 Accounts from expeditions to the newly acquired 

western territories echoed these sentiments and public awareness about the bison’s 

plight was raised in the 1870s.3 Despite these warnings it was not until the end of the 

century that concern reached its apogee when finally in 1894 the first legislation 

protecting the bison was successfully passed. 4 

The bison’s salvation at the end of the nineteenth century was the product of a 

constellation of changes and events specific to that moment in time. Concern for the 

bison’s survival was bolstered by epistemological changes in scientific, social, and 

political thought in the United States at the end of the nineteenth century. Increasingly 

natural history was adopting what would become in the twentieth century an ecological 

                                            
1
 Bison bison was sometimes referred to as buffalo, which are in fact a distinct species from bison. This 

paper will use the term bison even though the terms were interchangeable in the nineteenth century.  

2
 As quoted in Andrew C. Isenberg, “The Returns of the Bison: Nostalgia, Profit, and Preservation.” 

Environmental History 2, no. 2 (April 1997): 179–196, 179 and as quoted in Valerius Geist, Buffalo Nation: 
History and Legend of the North American Bison. Stillwater, MN: Voyageur Press, 1996, 98.  

3
 For exampled Harper’s Weekly published a lavishly illustrated article titled “The Last Buffalo” in 1874 

while Penn Monthly published “The North American Bison and its Extermination” 1876. 

4
 In 1894 a law was passed protecting the few living bison inside Yellowstone National Park but did not 

extend protection to the species as a whole, see Larry Barsness, Heads, Hides & Horns: The Complete 
Buffalo Book. Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1985, 155. 
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mindset inspired by the works of Carl Linnaeus and Charles Darwin. Meanwhile the 

power of federal government was expanding in the wake of major social and economic 

change following Reconstruction and Westward Expansion. The genealogical roots of 

ecological thought and federal intervention not only saved the bison from extinction but 

also allowed the bison to become a symbol of American identity.5  

These epistemological changes were simultaneously benefitting natural history 

museums. These museums were increasingly becoming sites of intellectual authority 

that responded dynamically to changes in science, including the changes wrought by 

Linnaean and Darwinian thought. Museums were also benefitting from an emergence of 

neoclassical liberal ideology, which advocated for the increasingly powerful federal 

government to provide public services, such as education and museums, while 

prescribing to a paternalistic social ideology rooted in white Protestantism.6 The scientific 

and educational reform effecting museums also shaped how natural history museums 

created displays, moving from static rows of morphological specimens to more dynamic 

narrative displays.  

One of the earliest and most celebrated of these new museums displays was a 

habitat group of American bison, mounted at the United States National Museum in 

Washington, D.C. and created by William Temple Hornaday. The successful 

preservation of the bison was due in part to Hornaday, a taxidermist and zookeeper, who 

helped found the American Bison Society and whose book, The Extermination of Bison, 

                                            
5
 This paper will utilize the term “proto-ecological” to refer to the body of ideas that later gave birth to the 

field of ecology in order to avoid anachronism as ecology, as a field, did not exist until twentieth century. 
More attention will be paid to the development of ecology and these ideas in Chapter 3.  

6
 This argument is made more broadly by Tony Bennett, Pasts Beyond Memory: Evolution, Museums, 

Colonialism. Museum Meanings, Routledge, 2004. 
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produced an acute awareness of the bison’s fate in the 1880s and 1890s. Hornaday’s 

celebrated 1888 public exhibit, featuring a taxidermied family of bison, began a trend in 

museological displays and catapulted the bison to fame. His exhibit ideas quickly spread 

through his protégé, Jenness Richardson, who in turn created a similar display at the 

American Museum of Natural History in 1891, disseminating the preservationist’s vision 

of the bison espoused by Hornaday.    

Hornaday and Richardson’s bison habitat groups represented an innovative 

departure from previous museum displays and incorporated a form of narrative exhibit 

creation promoted by Hornaday and other members of the so-called “New School of 

Taxidermy.”7 While maintaining an ostensible fidelity to nature, narrative taxidermy, 

through careful selection of figures and poses, imparted a story that communicated a 

range of values. These narratives were explicit as well as tacit, allowing reflection of both 

scientific and social values. In this paper, I examine Hornaday and Richardson’s habitat 

groups as products of the natural history museum and in light of some of the social and 

political values that dominated Gilded Age American biology.8 

In Chapter 1, I give a brief historical outline of the bison’s decimation as well as 

some of scientific knowledge surrounding bison in this era.  

                                            
7
 Hanna Rose Shell, “Skin Deep: Taxidermy, Embodiment, and Extinction in W.T. Hornaday’s Buffalo 

Group.” Proceedings of the California Academy of Sciences 55, Supplement 1, No. 5 (October 18, 2004), 

90. 

8
 This paper will use the term “habitat group” (as opposed to diorama) to describe Hornaday’s self-titled 

“Buffalo group” and Richardson’s untitled group as well as bison to refer to the figures within the group, 
sometimes described by Hornaday, Richardson, and their contemporaries as buffalo. In using the term 
habitat group, this paper draws on the distinction made between habitat groups and dioramas in Karen 
Wonders, Habitat Dioramas: Illusions of Wilderness in Museums of Natural History. Acta Universitatis 
Upsaliensis nova ser. 25. Uppsala, Sweden: s.n., 1993, 12-18, which argues diorama have painted 
backgrounds while habitat groups only contain preserved animal and plant specimens placed on sculpted 
foregrounds. 
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Chapter 2 takes a more in-depth look at Hornaday’s “Buffalo group” and as well 

as Richardson’s “Buffalo Habitat Group.” More attention will be paid to Hornaday and his 

group, as Hornaday was a prolific writer and published extensively on bison, taxidermy, 

and the making of this particular display. In addition, Hornaday’s museum work and in 

particular the “Buffalo group” represented a significant change in museum practice as he 

was the first taxidermist hired by a museum to produce museum displays. His ideas 

directly impacted Richardson’s work, among others. Significantly, Richardson and 

Hornaday did not consider Richardson’s group to be a direct copy of Hornaday’s group 

and attention will be paid to their understanding of differences between the groups as 

well as the visual consistency and change between both displays.  

Chapter 3 will address the institutional context of Hornaday and Richardson’s 

groups, examining the habitat group idea in relation to other museum displays as well as 

to the natural history museum as whole. The political and social changes affecting the 

natural history museum during this time directly influenced Hornaday and Richardson’s 

displays while the unique ideological framework of the museum validated their content, in 

part because of how museums structure time. The role of the natural history museum as 

a scientific institution will also be examined in Chapter 3, addressing how proto-

ecological thought was particularly well suited to these ideological museum-based 

displays. I explore how Darwinian thinking and the Linnaean idea of the “economy of 

nature” recognized organisms as members of inextricably interdependent structures that 

shaped, and were shaped by how people thought about nature.  In Chapter 3 I also 

argue that proto-ecological thought created a systematic view that later contributed to the 
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study of ecology and the conservation ethic, and was directly communicated by the 

medium of habitat groups. 

In Chapter 4 I look at some of the political and social changes affecting the United 

States that also affected museum practice and scientific inquiry.  I focus on the 

expansion of the federal government as well as the rise of a neoclassical liberal ideology. 

I extend my argument about the systematic view promoted by proto-ecological thought 

and posit that this view also reflected changes in how Americans understood nationhood, 

viewing a nation similarly as a unified system made up of inextricably interdependent 

structures. The habitat group, and in particular Hornaday and Richardson’s bison groups, 

specifically allowed for the coalescing of these political ideologies with scientific thought, 

successfully naturalizing the power structures implicit within neoclassical liberalism by 

grounding them in science.  

In Chapter 5, I examine some of the social ideologies embedded within both 

neoclassical liberalism and the bison groups. Both groups consciously depicted the bison 

as a nuclear family, something that (while biologically incorrect) naturalized the 

paternalistic hierarchal power structure embedded in the bourgeois ideal of domesticity. 

The nuclear family and its power structure also enabled neoclassical liberalism, which 

utilized nationalism as a form a social control.9 The intersecting discourses of class, 

gender, and race, connected to the family, allowed Hornaday and Richardson’s bison 

groups to enforce and disseminate these hegemonic values and were part of a shift in 

American identity that increasingly saw the nation as a family. The developing role for 

the federal government became that of patriarch.  

                                            
9
 E. K Hunt, Property and Prophets: The Evolution of Economic Institutions and Ideologies. 7th ed. The 

HarperCollins Series in Economics. New York: Harper Collins College Publishers, 1995, 139-140.  
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By looking at Hornaday and Richardson’s bison displays, this paper seeks to 

unpack the conjoined narratives of ecology and federalism manifested in their bison 

groups in order to understand one way in which depictions of nature within museums 

contributed to American nationalism, simultaneously responding to and shaping political 

change.   

The American Bison 

While the American bison long held significance in Native American cultures,10 it 

gained increased cultural importance in Anglo-American culture in the nineteenth 

century. This was particularly seen following the 1840s when expanded settlement in the 

Great Plains brought Anglo-Americans into contact with more bison.11 By some accounts 

bison existed as far inland as the Eastern seaboard, but flourished in western grassland 

environment that characterized the Great Plains region.12 13 The bison’s prevalence in 

this region allowed them to dominate frontier narratives, as well as being an integral part 

of the lived experience of Americans following expansion.  

Bison were the subject of multiple natural history texts during this period and often 

texts incorporated popular bison lore, sometimes in direct contradiction to bison biology. 

Prized for both its meat and hide, the bison was featured prominently in frontier folklore 

and, especially in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, was memorialized as  

                                            
10

 Giest, Buffalo Nation and Andrew C. Isenberg, The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 
1750-1920. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000. both discuss Native American relationships with 

bison in greater detail.  

11
 Isenberg, The Destruction of the Bison, 3.  

12
 William Temple Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison.” In Report of the United States 

National Museum Under the Direction of the Smithsonian Institution 1887, 369–548. Washington, D.C: 

United States Government Printing Office, 1887, 376-381.  

13
 Isenberg, The Destruction of the Bison, 15-18.  
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Figure 1-1 Map of the extermination of the American Bison to 1889. Adapted from a 
drawing by William Temple Hornaday in "Geographisches Handbuch zu 
Andrees Handatlas, vierte Auflage, Bielefeld und Leipzig, Velhagen und 
Klasing, 1902" from the Wikimedia Commons. 
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enabling westward expansion.14 Popular sources of the period claimed bison meat 

allowed early frontier families to survive the winter,15 while bison behavior was credited 

with literally settling the landscape:16 bison wallowing, or rolling in the dirt produced 

depressions that collected water while “buffalo trails” were visible, depressed trails 

created by herd migrations. Bison were typically associated with the western plains, 

where popular written sources and artistic depiction claimed the bison was so populous 

as to darken the plains.17 The extremely visible nature of bison herds, which 

subsequently diminished with each western migration of Euro-American settlers, allowed 

the bison to serve as an obvious symbol for the vanishing frontier. 

 Bison hunting accelerated rapidly throughout the 19th century, peaking in the 

1870s and decreasingly significantly in the 1880s as bison became scarce.18 Initially, 

bison hunting existed as subsistence hunting but economic demands for the bison 

increased dramatically in 1870s when bison meat and leather became an important 

commodity in the East and railroads made shipping buffalo products east cheap and 

effective.19 Bison meat was an exotic luxury item sometimes served for Christmas 

dinner, with the tongue being the most valuable cut.20 More importantly, new techniques 

in leather tanning developed during the 1870s allowed bison hide to be turned into 

                                            
14

 Barsness, Heads, hides, and Horns, 5-6. 

15
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 486. Joel Asaph Allen. History of the American 

Bison, Bison Americanus. Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1877, 566.  

16
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 417-420.  

17
 Allen quoted an expression “so numerous as to blacken the plains as far as the eye can reach” in Allen, 

History of the American Bison, 462. 

18
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 494-502.  

19
 Isenberg, Destruction of the Bison, 3-6.  

20
 Ibid. 177.  
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leather and it quickly proved to be a material ideally suited for machine belting.21 The 

development of the more effective breech-loading rifle, which became commonplace 

after Reconstruction, also increased commercial bison hunting and had deleterious effect 

on the species.22 

Nineteenth century accounts of the bison’s destruction, like Hornaday’s 

Extermination of the Bison (1887), typically posit that there was once a large herd on the 

Great Plains (called the universal herd by Hornaday) that was divided by the Union 

Pacific Railroad into the northern and southern herds.23 The southern herd was hunted 

to extinction first, through what Hornaday describes as “wanton” destruction; more 

buffalo were killed than were used for meat or leather and the entire herd was 

supposedly destroyed in four years.24 According to Hornaday, in the 1880s, due to the 

building of the Northern Pacific Railroad from 1880-1882, commercial hunters were able 

to spread to the northern herd and by 1884 bison became difficult to find.25 Nineteenth 

century descriptions of the bison’s destruction were simplified and fail to account for the 

role non-human factor’s played in the bison’s destruction, as well as the intentional 

elimination of bison in order to foster Anglo-American settlement.26 

                                            
21

 Barsness, Heads, Hides, and Horns, 111-112.  

22
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 467 and Barsness, Heads, Hides, and Horns, 

115-116.  

23
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the Bison,” 492-494.  

24
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 506.  

25
 Ibid. 464-465.  

26
 Environmental historian Andrew Isenberg has argued that drought, ecological competition, and habitat 

destruction also contributed significantly to the bison’s extinction, see The Destruction of the Bison.  
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The idea of a universal herd or even the smaller southern and northern herds 

obfuscates the fact that bison typically live and lived in small groups. Typically they were 

segregated by sex, with young bulls in one herd and cows in another. Cows, calves up to 

three years old, as well as older bulls lived in these herds separate from young bulls, 

although the herds came together for mating for several months in the late summer.27 

Early accounts and depictions of bison challenged this fact, claiming that “noble fathers” 

protected young calves. Bison were often portrayed as living in Victorian domestic units 

despite the fact that sex segregation proved valuable to early bison hunters. 28 29 They 

dispelled the myth of the bison ‘family unit’. 

Descriptions of bison by Anglo-Americans typically describe the animal as large, 

stupid, and brutish, with buffalo being a derisive term for someone.30 Paradoxically, bison 

hunting was considered a daring and noble sport by the wealthy elite.31 As bison became 

scarcer, demand for bulls used in trophy mounting increased corresponding to the 

nostalgia and symbolism bison were being imbued with.32 For many wealthy easterners, 

the bison became a symbol of “untamed nature, the frontier, and masculinity” as access 

to bison was increasingly restricted to the privileged and elite at the end of the nineteenth 

century.33  

                                            
27

 Barsness, Heads, Hides, and Horns, 18. 

28
 Richard Dodge, quoted in Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 434.  

29
 According Larry Barsness, until tanning techniques improved hide hunters usually preferred cow 

(female) meat and leather, as it was more tender and easier to work. See Barsness, Heads, Hides, and 
Horns, 118-128.  

30
 Barsness, Heads, Hides, and Horns, 11-12. 

31
 Ibid. 11-12, 15.  

32
 See Isenberg, “The Returns of the Bison,” for a more detailed discussion.  

33
 Ibid. 181.  



 

19 

The American bison lent itself to this type of nostalgia and projection, existing as it 

did as mutable symbol throughout the nineteenth century. It represented both an 

obstacle to progress and then a tool to achieve it, ameliorating the destructive effects of 

civilization, and becoming both an icon of loss and redemption. The bison was deployed 

strategically as a part of symbolic politics, and as both a symbol of and a material 

weapon in the war of attrition undertaken by the U.S. government against Native 

Americans.34 35 Representations of bison, including Hornaday and Richardson’s museum 

displays, far from being a neutral window onto nature, selectively incorporated aspects of 

bison folklore in order to contribute to the hegemonic values of the period.  

                                            
34

 In The Destruction of the Bison, Isenberg described how bison legislation was sometimes used in 
partisan politics in order to create support without any chance of actually passing, such as Representative 
Greenburg Fort’s failed attempts to pass bison protection legislation that effectively diminished the 
reputation of the Department of the Interior. See The Destruction of the Bison, 148-150. 

35
 Ibid. 151-2. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE BISON GROUPS 

Hornaday and the “Buffalo group” 

In 1888, amidst considerable public fanfare, the United States National Museum 

unveiled its “Buffalo group,” a taxidermy-based display of the American bison and its 

habitat that had taken more than two years to complete. In promoting it, The Washington 

Star reported: 

A scene from Montana – Six of Mr. Hornaday’s Baffaloes [sic] form a 
picturesque group – a bit of the wild west reproduced at the National 
Museum – something novel in the way of taxidermy – real buffalo-grass, 
real Montana-dirt, and real buffaloes.1 

The exhibit, created by William Temple Hornaday, was the result of years of work, 

including an expedition led by Hornaday and funded by the United States National 

Museum to collect the bison, the accessories, and “a bit of the wild west.” Hornaday 

occupied an important position in the history of museum taxidermy. Trained as an artist, 

taxidermist, and naturalist, he began his career at Iowa State University before setting 

out for Rochester, New York, in order to fulfill his dream of learning the art of taxidermy 

at Ward’s Natural History Establishment.2 After several successful years working in the 

shops at Ward’s, Hornaday began collecting for them. Excursions for this purpose 

included a notable trip to Borneo, which led him to build “Fight in the Treetops,” a habitat 

group of orangutans that is sometimes credited with being the first American habitat 

                                            
1
 As cited in Hornaday. “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 546. 

2
 Ward’s Natural History Establishment supplied specimens and tools to museums, universities, and 

private collectors. Most American natural history museums bought their display specimens directly from 
Ward’s until the late 1880s’ and early 1890s’, see Mary Anne Andrei, “Nature’s Mirror: How the 
Taxidermists of Ward’s Natural Science Establishment Transformed Wildlife Display in American Natural 
History Museums And Fought to Save Endangered Species.” University of Minnesota, 2006, 
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group.3 4 At the United States National Museum, Hornaday became the first full time 

taxidermist hired by any museum. He next became director of the Bronx Zoo. 5  

Hornaday was an avid conservationist who founded the American Bison Society, which 

successfully lobbied for the creation of several protected bison herds, contributing to the 

prevention of the bison’s extinction. His writing and museum work, especially his 

pioneering habitat groups and dioramas, not only established an emerging standard of 

museum practice, they also played into and created a romantic ideal, that of explorer-

naturalist. In part, Hornaday’s success stemmed from this persona, convincing wealthy 

Americans including Andrew Carnegie to support his projects.6 In his influential guide, 

Taxidermy and Zoological Collecting, Hornaday admitted that the creation of a narrative 

and factual manipulation within taxidermy in order to better communicate that narrative 

were necessary components of good group displays.7 His particular style of narrative 

museum work, emulated by many, allowed for the projection of social values.  

In creating the “Buffalo group, “ Hornaday sought to increase awareness about 

what he felt was the imminent destruction of the bison.8 Hornaday’s efforts included not 

only building the “Buffalo group,” but also bringing live bison calves to exhibit in 

Washington, D.C.: this later formed the core of the National Zoological Park. He spoke 

                                            
3
 “Fight in the Tree-tops” was bought and displayed by the United States National Museum in 1882, see 

Wonders, Habitat Dioramas, 115.  

4
 Andrei, “Nature’s Mirror,” 35-40. 

5
 Andrei, “Nature’s Mirror,” 4, 74-5, 144.  

6
 Ibid. 70-71.  

7
 William Temple Hornaday. Taxidermy and Zoological Collecting; a Complete Handbook for the Amateur 

Taxidermist, Collector, Osteologist, Museum-builder, Sportsman, and Traveller. New York: C. Scribner’s 

sons, 1894, 237. Hornaday, as quoted in Shell, “Skin Deep,” 99.   

8
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 372.  
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and wrote at length describing the plight of the bison, and founded the American Bison 

Society, which mobilized conservation efforts and successfully contributed to preventing 

the species from going extinct.9 As early as 1875, with zoologist J.A. Allen’s treatise, 

Americans began actively working to protect the bison, having previously recognized the 

potential extinction of the species. The bison was rebranded from the collateral damage 

of progress to a rallying point for American success, ingenuity, and benevolence. The 

bison received limited federal protection in 1894.10 

After being hired by the United States National Museum, Hornaday conducted an 

inventory of the museum’s zoological specimens. He discovered that the museum’s 

actual bison specimens were in fact meager as well as incomplete.11 Becoming 

increasingly concerned about their imminent extinction, Hornaday petitioned the director 

of the Smithsonian Institution (which oversaw the United States National Museum) for 

funding to lead an expedition west in order to collect thirty bison specimens. This would 

allow the museum to preserve what Hornaday felt was the last of a dying species, and 

create a truly spectacular bison display in order to educate the public.12 The Secretary, 

Spencer Baird, agreed and in 1886 sent Hornaday and a team to Montana with the full 

financial and institutional backing of the Smithsonian.13 Adroit at stirring up publicity (as 

shown by the numerous articles publicized about his expedition), Hornaday wrote articles 

for popular newspapers and publications, and spoke openly and passionately about the 

                                            
9
 Andrei, “Nature’s Mirror,” XXII.  

10
 The National Park Protective Act, protecting bison within Yellowstone National Park, was passed in 

1894, see Barsness, Heads, Hides, and Horns, 155.  

11
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the Bison,” 529. 

12
 Ibid. 529-530.  

13
 Ibid. 530-532.  
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bison. He later published his account of the expedition The Extermination of the 

American Bison, which originally appeared as a paper in the Smithsonian Annual report 

for 1887. It was a lively explorer narrative fairly typical of the genre. 

Hornaday’s motivation and conceptualization of the “Buffalo group” was made 

explicitly clear in The Extermination of the American Bison (1887) and Taxidermy and 

Zoological Collecting (1894), as well as numerous articles on taxidermy he wrote. In 

crafting a grouping, Hornaday felt a display “must be dominated by one central idea or 

purpose” but should also “not assume a violent and tragic attitude, nor anything 

strained.” One should position the habitat group as a portrait where a human subject 

would “stand or sit at ease, quietly but intently regarding something in particular […] 

Pose your mounted specimens according to the same principles, and the results will be 

most satisfactory to all.”14 While instructing aspiring taxidermists Hornaday frequently 

referred to animals’ habitats as their homes, further impressing that these displays 

[r]epresent every-day, peaceful, home scenes in the lives of your animals. 
Seek not to startle and appal [sic] the beholder, but rather to interest and 
instruct him. […] Let them be feeding, walking, climbing up, lying down, 
standing on the alert, playing with each other, or sleepily ruminating.15 

Hornaday brought these principles to bear in his “Buffalo group,” which depicted six 

bison (in an idyllic family arrangement) calmly drinking at an alkali watering hole (like 

those created by buffalo wallow) and standing along a well worn “buffalo trail.” 

The “Buffalo group” received appreciable acclaim, being heralded not only as a 

“cut out” of the American west but as “one of the very finest accomplishments that the art  
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Figure 2-1 Hornaday’s “Buffalo Group,” Bison Exhibit in the U.S. National Museum 1887, 
Unknown creator. Smithsonian Institution Archives, Record Unit 95, Box 43, 
Folder: 1.  
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of taxidermy has yet produced.” 16 17 It, along with the live bison calves kept by Hornaday 

on the National Mall, drew multitudes of visitors and immediately motivated the museum 

to increase the number of permanent displays.18  The exhibit was also featured in 

national publications, including an extensive illustrated article in Cosmopolitan 

magazine.19 Given that Hornaday’s motivation for the exhibit was to tell the story of the 

“buffalo” and inspire within the American public a conservation ethic, the “Buffalo group” 

was a resounding success.  

Hornaday’s “Buffalo group” featured an old bull, an old cow, a “spike” or young 

bull, a young cow, a yearling calf, and a four-month-old calf set in a fictitious environment 

based on the Montana Buttes. The setting was indicated by the sculpted foreground that 

included actual sod and grasses taken from Montana, as well as bison skulls.20 21 

According to Hornaday’s description, the accessories were “a typical alkaline water-

hole,” “a crumbling bank,” “a fossil bone or two,” “a buffalo trail,” “the bleaching skulls of 

two buffalo,” “buffalo grass,” “bunch-grass,” “sage-brush,” “prickly pear,” and a “white 

deposit of alkali.”22 The group was mounted in a large mahogany case (sixteen by twelve 

by eleven feet, one of the largest constructed during this period), with glass on all four  
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Figure 2-2 Engraving of Group in National Museum c. 1887 by R.H. Carson, produced 
originally in Cosmopolitan Magazine. From “The Extermination of the 
American Bison” by William Temple Hornaday. 
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sides, a significant departure from previous display conventions as it allowed the group 

to be viewed in the round.23  Most images of the group utilized and implicitly indicated a 

preferred view, that of the old bull, the old cow and the four-month-old calf standing 

around the pool of water. The old bull, regarded by Hornaday as “the romance [sic] and 

main interest of the group,”24 became a lasting icon of the American bison as a species, 

appearing on the buffalo nickel, postage stamps, and the seal of the National Park 

Service.25 Consistent with Hornaday’s group philosophy, the old bull was shown next to a 

cow and calf in order to both augment its grandeur and make the sexual dimorphism 

clearly visible.26  On the reverse side of the case, the three adolescent figures (the young 

bull, young cow, and yearling) were shown “descending the mound away from the pool 

[…] disposed in natural attitudes.”27  

Jenness Richardson and the “Buffalo Habitat Group” 

Morris K. Jessup, trustee and president of the American Museum of Natural 

History in New York, recognizing the popularity and success as well as scientific 

significance of Hornaday’s “Buffalo group” decided the American Museum of Natural 

History should have its own bison group.28 The museum had hired Jenness Richardson, 

who had been Hornaday’s protégé and assistant at United States National Museum, and 

                                            
23

 Shell, ”Skin Deep,” 95.  

24
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 547.  

25
 Shell, “Skin Deep,” 98.  

26
 Hornaday, Taxidermy and Zoological Collecting, 236-237.  

27
 Hornaday, “The Extermination of the American Bison,” 547.  

28
 Wonders, Habitat Dioramas, 123. 



 

28 

Richardson participated in the museum’s first collecting expedition in order to gather the 

necessary specimens.29  

Very little is known about Richardson; he did not publish papers about his 

museum work and died tragically of tuberculosis at a young age.30 He worked at the 

American Museum of Natural History from 1886 until his death in 1891. He trained under 

Hornaday and the two exchanged positive and supportive correspondence during 

Richardson’s brief career at the American Museum of Natural History.31 Because of 

Hornaday’s relationship with Richardson as well as their continued correspondence, it is 

safe to assume Hornaday’s ideas about group work directly affected Richardson. 

Richardson’s assistant at the museum, John Rowley, took over Richardson’s position 

after his death before going on to work at the California Academy of Sciences, where he 

became famous for his group work.32  

Richardson was particularly passionate about ornithology and the mounting of bird 

specimens. His work creating bird groups for the museum not only predated his bison 

display but was also considered particularly exceptional and it appears Richardson may 

have been hired in part to prepare ornithological specimens for the museum.33 34 In 1922 

while Frederick Lucas was preparing his pamphlet on the history of habitat groups, The  
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Figure 2-3 Richardson’s group in the Hall of Mammals circa 1900, Fuerman Collection, 
Negative number 356. American Museum of Natural History Photographic 
Archives.  
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Story of Museum Groups, he consulted with Hornaday who felt Richardson’s “Loon 

Group” was particularly outstanding.35 Instead, Lucas used an image of Richardson’s 

“Robin Group” to open his text as well as a detail of Richardson’s bison group although 

no images of Hornaday’s bison made it into the pamphlet.  

In 1887 the museum conducted its first official collecting expedition, led by 

zoologist Daniel G. Elliot and Richardson to the Montana Badlands in order to collect 

bison specimens.36 No bison were found, however, and the museum was forced to 

purchase bison at considerable cost,37 as bison were nearly extinct during this period. At 

least two of the bison specimens came to the museum from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 

Show in July of 1888. American painter Albert Bierstadt purchased a calf from W. F. 

“Buffalo Bill” Cody’s Wild West show while it was in New York City and sought out the 

services of a taxidermist to mount it for use in his studio.38 Bierstadt consulted 

Richardson who convinced him to donate the calf to the museum at which point Cody 

also offered to sell a recently deceased cow to the museum at the reduced price of 

$15.39 Jessup, who oversaw all purchases and activity related to the “Buffalo Habitat 
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Group,” was unsatisfied, however, as he felt the museum needed “a good bull 

specimen”.40  

Negotiations with Cody (through his partner Nate Salsbury) continued, as he was 

willing to sell the museum additional bison already mounted by Henry Ward for $350 per 

piece.41 According to Richardson Joel A. Allen, curator of mammals, opposed the 

purchase of mounted bulls from Cody because the specimens were inferior to those on 

display in Washington.42 As of August 13th, 1888 the museum had accumulated one 

large cow, one four year old cow with calf, one three year old cow, one two year old 

bison (gender unspecified) and one yearling calf, but still needed one spike bull and one 

large bull “of the measurements such as given by Mr. Hornaday”. It is unclear precisely 

where those other specimens came from (with the exception of the cow and calf from 

Cody).43 In August of 1889 a “fine bull” was obtained from the Smithsonian Institution but 

Richardson still felt a spike bull was needed for the group to have “the requisite number 

of different ages”.44 Richardson proposed buying a spike bull from a well-known bison 

rancher, C.J. “Buffalo” Jones, in November of 1889 although it is unclear whether or not 

the museum did.45 The museum’s persistence and dedication, spanning multiple years, 
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in locating specimens demonstrated the importance they placed on the bison group as 

well as the increased fascination and nostalgia surround the bison during this period. 

The demand for bulls as well as their relative scarcity also demonstrated the how 

fetishized the bison was becoming, as bulls were considered less valuable in the 

commercial bison trade.46 

In 1889, Richardson and his assistant Rowley embarked on another collecting 

expedition, this time to “Indian Territory” (most likely Oklahoma) and northern Texas in 

order to collect the accessories for the group.47 Like Hornaday, Richardson considered 

his group to be mnemonic of a specific place, stating to Jessup that “As Mr. Hornaday’s 

group represents the country of Montana let us have a portion of Indian Territory.”48 

When completed in 1891 Richardson’s group, which was the largest permanent group at 

any museum, featured eight bison and was placed in a rectangular glass and mahogany 

case measuring eighteen by thirty-two by fourteen feet.49  

The group featured a one large cow, a cow and calf mounted together (most likely 

the set acquired from Cody), one three year old cow, one two year old bison, one 

yearling calf, one spike bull, and one old bull as well as grass, clusters of foliage, and a 

bleached skull. The bison in Richardson’s group were placed on a flat plain, unlike 

Hornaday’s, which featured a pool and slight hill. Because of the placement of  
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Figure 2-4 Illustration of Richardson’s group, Ernest W. Smith, 1902, negative number 
17340, American Museum of Natural History Photographic Archives.  
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Richardson’s group within the hall of mammals, photographs of the group show the case 

from one of the short ends, with what is most likely the large cow, another of the younger 

cows, and one of the calves visible. An illustration of the group produced by Ernest W. 

Smith in 1902 however shows the group from one of the longer sides with the large bull 

clearly centered. Because of the importance placed by both Jessup and Richardson on 

locating a bull for the group as well as the fact this illustration shows more of the group, 

this was most likely the preferred view or front view of the group. In this view, the large 

bull is not directly engaging what are most likely cows to either side of him and is isolated 

from the cow and calf, who are the only two figures that seem directly engaged. The 

other bison seen on the reverse side of the group are also relatively isolated and most of 

figures seem to be grazing, with the exception of one, possibly the yearling, who is lying 

down.  

Consistency and Change in the Bison Groups 

While they are essentially variations on the same idea (to show a group of bison 

in the round with foreground accessories that indicated their habitat), there are important 

differences between Hornaday and Richardson’s groups. It is also important to note that 

although Richardson’s group was unveiled several years after Hornaday’s, plans to 

develop a bison group at the American Museum of Natural History were underway 

before Hornaday’s group was unveiled. Thus, while Hornaday’s public mission to 

memorialize bison probably inspired Jessup and Richardson, Richardson’s group cannot 

and should not be seen as merely derivative.  

 It is apparent from Richardson’s letters that he wanted his group to be of equal 

quality to Hornaday’s, but in a letter opposing the copying of his own groups by another 

taxidermist Richardson stated “when I left Washington my last words to Mr. Hornaday 
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was that the field was large enough not to duplicate [groups]”.50 Richardson furthermore 

identified his group with Indian Territory and Hornaday’s with the Montana buttes, 

indicating that within the plan for the group, the concepts of place, topography, and 

vegetation were significant to the creators. This geographic specificity was an innovation 

on Hornaday’s part and more attention will be paid to in the next section. Richardson’s 

flat plain to Hornaday’s raised ground not only distinguished the groups but it also subtly 

changed the narrative of the bison’s relationship to its environment; in Hornaday’s, the 

bison shapes and engages the environment whereas in Richardson’s the bison are 

merely resting on a smooth plain.  

The relationship of figures to ground as well as to each other also distinguished 

the groups’ respective narratives. Both Hornaday and Richardson wanted their groups to 

show the various life stages of the bison across both genders. In order to accomplish this 

Hornaday claimed a certain amount of inaccuracy was necessary.51 Killed at different 

times of the year, the specimens in both groups represented anachronistic points in the 

bison’s annual life cycle. Bison experienced noticeable morphological change over the 

course of a year, gaining and losing weight and fur in relationship to their breeding or 

rutting season. Mating pairs of bison were also typically only seen together during the 

rutting season, which took place between July and September.52  

In Hornaday’s group, the use of a topographically varied environment complete 

with footprints implied the bison exited in a shared time. Their engagement with each 
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other, the viewer, and the ground reinforced this. Hornaday, through his own account 

and through the posing of his figures, also clearly intended the bison in his group to 

appear as a family. The ground in Richardson’s group appeared more illustrative than 

narrative; his foreground resembled earlier conventions in natural history illustration 

where an idealized ground is included to indicate where the depicted species could be 

found without showing a pronounced relationship between that species and the ground. 

This, in conjunction with the lack of relationship between the figures, allowed 

Richardson’s bison to be addressed as individual examples without the same heavy-

handed constraints of Hornaday’s narrative. The narrative of the family was also less 

pronounced because of the segregation of the bull from the calf and cow. This may in 

part be due to the fact that Richardson’s group had to meet the scrutiny of Joel A. Allen, 

a zoologist and the curator of mammals at the time, who wrote an influential and 

exhaustive text on the American bison, History of the American Bison and who would 

have been acutely aware of inaccuracies.53 

This is not to say that Richardson’s group lacked a narrative. It is clear the large 

bull was placed at the heart of group and was flanked by smaller bulls, emphasizing his 

dominance and importance. Like Hornaday, Richardson’s bison also appeared calm and, 

when taken together, could be seen as a herd (dominated by a male figure) as opposed 

to a family. Both Hornaday and Richardson also included a prominently placed bison 

skull in their groups, which Hornaday claimed “tell the story of the extermination of the 

American bison,”54 adding a historical element to both groups.  
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Richardson’s group was also more conservative than Hornaday’s. Hornaday’s 

ability to create romance and cast the animals into anthropomorphized roles was in part 

what made his group idea so revolutionary as well as so dynamic. Richardson’s group 

was significantly more static as the eye did not naturally move from one figure to the next 

but focused squarely on the bull and the skull. Richardson’s group conformed to earlier 

conventions in museum display. His visually isolated figures placed in the same case in 

order to show visual difference between sex and age was reminiscent of earlier 

morphological displays.  
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CHAPTER 3  
INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT  

The Habitat Group Idea 

The distinctions between a morphological display and a habitat group were 

significant as they represented different scientific and museological philosophies. The 

habitat group has often been considered a transitional phase between the 

morphological series and diorama1 and documents an epistemological shift in how 

natural history was conceived during this period. As Hornaday and Richardson’s groups 

existed both within this shift and within the institutional framework of a natural history 

museum, it is important to understand the changes affecting museums in order to better 

understand Hornaday and Richardson’s groups.  

Hornaday is sometimes credited with pioneering the habitat group idea, although 

this is not entirely accurate.2 The idea of placing taxidermy animals in life-like poses, 

sometimes with contextual elements and painted background, had already been 

employed by other taxidermists and was popular at World’s Fairs and other public 

exhibitions. These displays were generally considered too sensational for museums.3 

When the United States National Museum exhibited Hornaday’s “Fight in the Tree-

Tops” (a fairly sensational group in its own right) in 1882 it marked a significant 

departure in museum practice and in that respect Hornaday’s work was revolutionary.  
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Figure 3-1 United States National Museum Mammal Hall with Bison Group and other 
exhibits. Note the cases on the right hand side of the image, both upper and 
lower, which show rows of mammals arranged for morphological comparison. 
Mammal Hall, U.S. National Museums 1902, photographer unknown, 
Smithsonian Institution Archives, Record Unit 95, Box 43, Folder 1.  

  



 

40 

Prior to the emergence of the habitat group, most natural history museums 

employed taxonomic or morphological displays within their zoology departments.4  

Typically these displays involved rows of specimens, usually stuffed animals, mounted 

skeletons, or animals preserved in alcohol, placed together for the purposes of 

comparison. Species were often arranged taxonomically, so members of the same 

family and genus could be compared and the viewer could better understand the 

distinction between species. These displays were constructed for public education and 

in an ideal situation books would be kept near by so that a viewer could engage in 

further study on the subject.5 Unsurprisingly, many of the subtleties of morphology were 

lost on the laymen these exhibits were intended for and public interest in these types of 

displays was minimal.6 In the 1870s and 1880s curators experimented with label text as 

a way of communicating the ideas represented by these exhibits, but this solution 

proved unsatisfactory.7 With added labels, morphological exhibits became exercises in 

rote memorization and lost the element of active inquiry and critical thinking that 

comparison on the part of the viewer fostered.8 In part, habitat groups were developed 

as more engaging exhibitions that invited viewers to develop critical thinking skills while 

still absorbing information about the natural world.9  
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This concern for engaging and educational exhibits was a result of a larger 

concern with public education gaining momentum in the United States at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Museum historian Steven Conn has argued that following the Civil 

War natural history museums in the United States “blossomed,” increasing in number 

while simultaneously adopting the “new museum” model.10 George Brown Goode’s 

1889 essay “The Museums of the Future” summarized this new museum philosophy. 

Goode, who served as the assistant Smithsonian secretary in charge of the United 

States National Museum, also supervised Hornaday’s work on the “Buffalo group” and 

Hornaday dedicated his book Taxidermy and Zoological Collecting to Goode.   

Goode’s museums of the future were “designed more thoughtfully to meet the 

needs of the people and are more intimately intertwined with the policy of national, 

popular education” in order to inspire “people to be civilized”.11 Goode furthermore 

argued that the museums of the future need to be “democratic” and “should be adapted 

to the needs of the mechanic, the factory operator, the day laborer, the salesman, and 

the clerk, as much as to those of the professional man and the man of leisure” while “no 

pains must be spared in the presentation of the material in the exhibition halls”.12 While 

Goode’s essay was directed at the museums of the future, museums, including Goode’s 

own, had been already been moving towards these goals. American museums 

consciously distinguished themselves from their European counterparts by attempting to 
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appeal to the public in order to be more democratic.13 American natural history 

museums built during the nineteenth century were also founded on the “two collections” 

principle, which dictated that museums need two collections, one for research and the 

other for exhibition and education and included public education at their core.14 Goode’s 

well-documented commitment to public education as well as American Museum founder 

Albert Bickmore’s mandate that the museum be dedicated to public education, further 

places these two institutions at the center of educational reform within American 

museums.15  

The United States National Museum in 1882 and the American Museum in 1885 

created their own departments dedicated to taxidermy and exhibitions because 

administrators at both museums recognized the importance and impact of well-crafted 

displays.16 Goode in particular supported a “contextual method” of instruction that 

presented scientific ideas together in a synthesis that favored the types of displays 

constructed by Hornaday.17 At the American Museum, many of the trustees had limited 

scientific background and similarly favored exhibits that were striking and engaging like 

habitat groups.18  

It was believed that habitat groups were also able to promote a type of ‘close 

looking’ that developed observational skills that visitors would then take back to the 
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outside world.19 This type of looking was considered integral to the structure of any 

natural history museum, which “made a fetish of the observable fact” [emphasis added]. 

20 While labels often accompanied habitat groups, this additional detail allowed visitors 

to make a guided scientific discovery on their own, recognizing what kind of food the 

animal ate without needing to be told. The visual learning promoted by these groups 

also allowed education to transcend barriers of literacy and language, as many of the 

exhibits were targeted at the working class and immigrants.21  

Hornaday and Richardson’s groups perfectly occupied these new educational 

models without completely discarding old display conventions. The insistence of both 

Hornaday and Richardson on representing both genders and all age variations harkens 

back to the older morphological displays. By including at least one of example of each 

life stage of the bison, viewers were able to make comparisons and better grasp the 

variation within the American bison species. Particularly, Richardson’s larger group 

provided more space between each figure and allowed the figures to be compared more 

readily.  

 Both groups were also created specifically to educate laypeople about the life 

history of the American bison through a captivating narrative display, embracing the 

new contextual education. In this regard, Hornaday’s reliance on a somewhat fallacious 

narrative trope, that of the family, may have proven more beneficial; by placing the 

figures in recognizable anthropomorphic positions (father, mother, child) a layperson 

                                            
19

 Cain, “Nature Under Glass,” 46-48.  

20
 Conn, Museums and American Intellectual Life, 33.  

21
 Cain, “Nature Under Glass,” 188. 



 

44 

would be more readily able to distinguish age and gender.22 The choice on both 

Hornaday and Richardson’s parts to include skulls as signifiers of the bison’s near 

extinction, as well as a cow and calf together to indicate how young bison are reared, 

promoted the ‘guided looking’ which museum professionals believed would foster 

observational skills.  

Bison, Museums, and Time 

The difference between the morphological display and the habitat group also 

demonstrated a shift in how museums represented and encoded time. The bison, 

imbued nostalgically as both mnemonic of the vanishing West as well as the American 

past, shaped Hornaday and Richardson’s representations and placed the bison directly 

within the discourse of time. The museum as an institution also benefitted from the 

ideological authority derived from how it shaped time. Morphological displays 

additionally were unable to accommodate emerging Darwinian ideas that disrupted the 

orderly taxonomic systems represented.23 The sometimes esoteric logic behind 

morphological displays, shifting from taxonomic to geographic to divergent structures, 

would have most likely alienated the layperson and compromised the democratic 

mission of American institutions.  

Speaking primarily about British museums Tony Bennett has argued that the 

morphological display (what he has called the “evolutionary display” and described as a 

linear series) was based on the “archeological gaze” that perceived both history and 
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time as stratified accumulation.24 Within these displays a narrative of hierarchal 

progress was presented as a series typically ordered from simple to complex.25 

Additionally, the more complex an object was the more time it could be seen to posses. 

This created a metanarrative in which the museum and its creators were the most 

complex thereby simultaneously justifying continued collecting. Under this logic, a 

display of weaponry should progress from a club to a stone knife, to a metal knife, to a 

sword, to a musket, to a contemporary firearm. This display would have implied that the 

contemporary firearm was not only the most advanced, it also possessed and perfected 

the technology of all the previous objects.26  

These evolutionary displays conveyed a static sense of time, accumulated and 

difficult to duplicate. Most viewers understood the narrative of progress but placed all 

ideologies attached to objects as accumulations of time. This camouflaged any 

additional narratives embodied within the objects shown. It problematically limited the 

viewer.  

 Thus, the layered narratives of the bison group, such as hierarchy and 

domesticity, would not have been clearly communicated in a morphological display.  

Domesticity was seen only in the highest organisms - it would have been encoded as 

primitive but without basing domesticity in organisms like the bison, it would not have 

been naturalized. A new technology of time was therefore needed to convey the 

multiple and nuanced narratives of the bison groups and allow for multiple ideas, like 

ecology and federalism, to coalesce. 
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Habitat groups, under the theory of time argued by Mark Leone, 27 allowed for a 

more dynamic time concept that afforded more ideological projection, as these groups 

have no clear relationship to time. The ambiguous time seen in habitat groups, being 

neither truly past nor present, occupied what Leone has termed a “transcendental 

world,” further enhanced by the fact that groups obscured their own making (a common 

feature of museum displays) and projected ideologies (characteristics of “transcendental 

worlds”) such as domesticity and gendered hierarchies through its obfuscated narrative 

construction. The tripartite system of time described by Leone enforced a linear 

narrative of progress that assumed a continuous, evolutionary sweep and also assumed 

that time is ordered and systematic.28   

Within the morphological display described by Bennett, past and present are 

represented without the ideological space of the transcendental world. By disrupting 

time the habitat group was able to more fundamentally reflect ideology. The bison could 

represent domesticity without undermining a carefully structured narrative of human 

superiority. The creation of the habitat group allowed the bison themselves to function 

outside of the linear narrative and allowed for a more dynamic interplay between 

components of the display. Thus, habitat groups and similar displays were a necessary 

component of the regulatory function of museums described by Bennett. They allowed 

museums to incorporate intersectional narratives like hierarchy and domesticity or 
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ecology and federalism without privileging one over the other.29 By utilizing the time-

based structure of the transcendental world, the museum also gained an authoritative 

position because the ideologies presented within the museum gained an ahistorical 

quality that automatically legitimized them. If domesticity, for example, was a naturally 

occurring structure without historical roots, its legitimacy could be undisputed.  

The museum, as a general category, utilized the “transcendental world,” and 

existed as a liminal space in which to experience time. This structuring, as well as the 

educational mission adopted by museums in the late nineteenth century, benefited from 

the ideological power afforded by transcendental worlds.30 Mieke Bal, in her analysis of 

the American Museum of Natural History, has shown that within the diorama is “a story 

[…] of fixation […] of the denial of time,” an assertion in line with Hornaday’s expressed 

goals in crafting habitat groups. 31 32 Bal’s analysis of natural history museums argued 

that museums in particular enabled evolutionary thinking because it simultaneously 

presented ‘nature’ as both historical and present, an argument that echoes Leone’s 

transcendental world.33 The museum of natural history presented scientific information 

as timeless truth, using the authority of historical objects to impart moral lessons 

applicable to the present time. Past, present, and future were all experienced within the 

museum, through artifacts that connected the past with the present moment of the 

viewer. Doing so created an atemporal space. Hornaday and Richardson’s groups fit 
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within the larger structure of the museum and embraced this understanding of time 

while using it to craft ideological narratives. Their displays also demonstrated how the 

transcendental space of the habitat could incorporate multiple narratives, including the 

ones embodied by morphological displays. 

The bison groups embodied much of the temporal tension that existed not only in 

constructs of the western frontier, but also in American society during the late 

nineteenth century and relied heavily on the concept of time described by Leone. Fears 

of urban decadence and degeneration, typically seen as regressive, were pitted against 

the rhetoric of progress. This simultaneously necessitated the destruction and 

preservation of constructed wilderness. The bison, initially seen as an impediment to 

progress and then later as key to it, always featured heavily into the temporally 

structured narrative of westward settlement, where the existence or absence of the 

entire species was a marker of American progress. The bison needed to be destroyed 

for the expansion of civilization but preserving the bison represented (for many) the 

morals of true civility. Hornaday’s group, through its use of recognizable social patterns 

and temporal structuring, reinforced the hierarchy of American society (at that time), 

while Richardson’s group relied on simple comparison to unite his figures allowing the 

bison to exist in a time drastically distanced from the viewer. Hornaday consciously 

altered time within the group, a fact admitted by Hornaday himself and noted by Hannah 

Shell in her analysis of Hornaday’s group.34 In selecting specimens for any display, 

Hornaday advocated using individuals that were “the finest procurable  […] with the 

finest possible pelage or plumage” and justified his own anachronism as needing to 
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show the individual bison at their respective personal best.35 Hornaday felt this 

deception was necessary in order to accurately communicate the “story of the buffalo,”36 

the story both of the bison’s destruction and of the species as a whole. In creating the 

“Buffalo group” Hornaday’s selections and omissions created a narrative predicated on 

an alternative understanding of time. According to Shell “Hornaday aimed to atone for 

the physical reality of the buffalo extermination he had witnessed (and participated in) 

on the Montana plains by simultaneously acknowledging and denying it.”37 This 

contextualized Hornaday’s display as a historical monument, and not only a window on 

nature but also a window on the past.  

Richardson’s group similarly manipulated time. Like Hornaday’s group, 

Richardson’s group also used a temporal mélange of specimens captured at different 

points in the year and like Hornaday, Richardson was also concerned with selecting 

specimens at their annual best.38 The lack of a linear narrative (like Hornaday’s family 

narrative) also placed Richardson’s group in an alien time. Each bison was frozen in a 

different moment which, when viewed together, created a surreal atmosphere 

dramatically different than a lived experience. Richardson’s use of morphological visual 

conventions (showing representatives of each life-phase of the bison in relative isolation 

within his group display) also demonstrated that the group method allowed for 

competing and nuanced narratives.  
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The time represented in both groups was not simply a frozen moment nor a 

representation of the past, but instead functioned closer to Bal’s “denial of time.” The 

bison skulls in the foregrounds of both displays disrupted how time was represented 

within the habitat group. The skulls invoked not the past but the present of bison, 

bringing their current plight to the fore. The peaceful scene and idyllic landscape 

indicated a time other than the present, however, as Hornaday and Allen both agreed 

the loss of the plains to settlement was an imminent threat to the bison. Hornaday 

advocated for bison preserves through the American Bison Society.39 Thus, the skulls, 

as mementos to the bison’s destruction, effectively prevented the groups from existing 

within the pre-settlement past, while the landscape prevented the groups from existing 

in the human-dominated present, indicating that the groups existed as a utopian 

projection into the future. The bison groups were then transcendental worlds and as 

such embodied the discursive ideologies of the late nineteenth century.  

Natural History and Ecology 

The ability of museums to manipulate ideologies was aided by the fact that 

museums were increasingly becoming sites of cultural authority in the United States.40 

This derived from both museums “object-based epistemology,” which grounded their 

ideas in material evidence as well as their ability to adapt to and incorporate new 

material.41 Following the Civil War, American universities were often seen as torpid, 
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presenting only stale ideas while museums, thanks to their large collections, both 

produced and disseminated knowledge.42  

Natural history as a scientific field encompassed numerous subjects, such as 

geology, ethnology, zoology, and botany, which eventually became recognized as fields 

in their own right as science became more specialized.43 Often what united these 

disparate subjects under natural history was the art of looking. Natural history was an 

observation-based science that typically focused on visual characteristics in order to 

define the relationships between specimens. Natural history museums, with their 

dizzying array of visual specimens, were able to command an authoritative position 

within the intellectual community because their collections provided the space for 

scientists to conduct research, often at the forefront of their fields.44  

American natural history museums were also relatively quick to embrace the 

ideas of Charles Darwin as they became successful incubators for proto-ecological 

thought, which was partially derived from Darwin’s work as well as Carl Linnaeus’s 

concept of the “economy of nature”.45 Habitat groups (as well as dioramas), like 

Hornaday and Richardson’s, have retrospectively been attributed with communicating 

the values and principles of ecology,46 although during this period ecology did not exist 
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as field of scientific study.47 As scientific practice shifted from the field to the laboratory 

in the twentieth century, ecology became one of the few scientific arenas where 

museums could still claim authority, as their extensive collections (previously used to 

study morphology) were instrumental in understanding ecological change.48 Ecology 

also became heavily associated with environmental conservation as first field naturalists 

and then ecologists brought attention to habitat loss and extinction within the areas they 

studied.49 

In contextualizing the bison within a habitat, Hornaday and Richardson attempted 

to show the bison’s relationship to, and effect on, its environment, and can be 

reasonably considered as proto-ecological. Hornaday’s choice to include an alkali pool 

and buffalo trail were indications that bison, instead of just existing on the landscape, 

directly affected it. Hornaday, who had some scientific training, was familiar with and 

quite supportive of Darwin’s work, suggesting “anyone who is prejudiced against the 

Darwinian views go to the forests of Borneo”.50 This is especially significant as 

Hornaday’s trip to Borneo was the experience which inspired him to make “Fight in the 

Tree-Tops,” one of the first “scientific” habitat groups. Hornaday was also familiar with 
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the Linnaean concept of the economy of nature, stating ,“[the buffalo’s] inoffensiveness 

and lack of courage almost leads one to doubt the wisdom of the economy of nature so 

far as it related to him”.51 Richardson’s knowledge and beliefs were less clear but he 

seems to have been less familiar with these ideas than Hornaday because of the visual 

differences within their groups. Hornaday’s bison were more grounded in their 

environment in clear recognition of the effect place had on organisms, while the lack of 

integration between figure and ground seen in Richardson’s group did not effectively 

communicate this.52 Both Hornaday and Richardson were explicit about the geographic 

location of their groups and the specific locations, the Montana buttes and Indian 

Territory respectively, shaped their displays. Thus while Richardson’s did not bear as 

nuanced a relationship between environment and organism his display was not 

completely devoid of it.  

Hornaday’s understanding of the relationship between organism and 

environment was however only proto-ecological. He recognized the significance but not 

the mutual dependence that emerged from twentieth century ecology.53 Hornaday 

attributed the bison’s “extermination” to five major causes: “man’s reckless greed” in 

hunting the bison, the “utterly inexcusable absence of protective measures” provided by 

the government, the “fatal preference” for cows over bulls in commercial bison hunting, 

“the phenomenal stupidity of the animals themselves,” and “the perfection of modern 
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breech-loading rifles”.54 Joel Allen also attributed the bison’s destruction to the 

railroads.55 While unregulated hunting undoubtedly accelerated the bison’s near-

extinction, these accounts fail to recognize the effect environmental change had on the 

bison. Environmental historian Andrew Isenberg has convincingly argued that drought, 

destruction of the grassland environment by farmers and homesteaders, and the 

increased competition for food posed by cattle ranching contributed significantly to the 

bison’s demise.56 The scientific information available to Hornaday when he constructed 

his group had yet to incorporate the complexities posed by environment and explored 

by ecology in the twentieth century. Hornaday’s and Richardson’s works were decidedly 

proto-ecological.  

Museum historians have described the habitat group as a precursor to the 

diorama.57 Dioramas incorporated painted backgrounds but also often included more 

details and more inter-specific interaction, focusing the representation of a single 

species to include a more nuanced depiction of an interdependent environment. 

Dioramas, and by extension habitat groups, have also been treated as a way of 

teaching ecology.58 In the United States, dioramas emerged in the early 1900s but 

gained widespread use and recognition in the 1920s and 1930s,59 parallel to the 

emergence of ecology as a recognized and professionalized science. Dioramas were 
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then to ecology as habitat groups were to proto-ecology and what makes habitat groups 

significantly different from dioramas is not the painted background but instead the 

vestiges of natural history and nineteenth century science found within habitat groups.  

The Systematic View 

Despite their important differences, habitat groups and dioramas shared a 

museological and conceptual lineage. Part of this lineage was the educational 

philosophy of ‘close looking’.60 Natural history as a science promoted a symbolic 

understanding of nature, which converted the universe into a readable text that would 

become legible through training and close observation.61 Habitat groups and dioramas 

emerged entirely from the perspective of public education and, in addition to the 

information supplied about individual species, habitat groups and dioramas invited 

visitors to step into the perspective of the naturalist, guiding them through the art of 

looking.62 Writing about habitat groups in the 1920s, Frederic Lucas described museum 

visitors as “spectators” underscoring how museum professionals continued to 

understand habitat groups as visual exercises.63 Goode in particular advocated that 

museums should “cultivate the powers of observation” so that “meaning may be read at 

a glance”, and was an early supporter of the habitat group concept.64  

Bennett has argued that the late nineteenth century drive to re-organize many 

museum exhibits emerged from the pressing influence of liberalism, which encouraged 
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individual self-regulation by disciplining the eye.65  Bennett further posited that the “new 

practices of vision” dictated examining “the relations between [objects]” as opposed to 

“looking at or into objects,” [emphasis original] speaking specifically about the 

“evolutionary” or morphological display.66 Within a morphological exhibit, the 

relationship between objects would have been of the utmost importance because that 

was what gave the objects their meaning; birds of different species placed together 

became scientifically more meaningful when the differences between them represented 

divergence, while early taxonomic classifications were often based on visual difference.  

Natural history embedded nature with symbolic meaning while the disciplining of the eye 

taught in museums taught individuals to recognize the meaning of differences and 

similarities between objects, essentially creating a structure for reading museums 

displays.  

Meaning within serial exhibits could be “read” quickly because it utilized a 

recognizable pattern, which in many cases became monotonous. The morphological 

display directed the gaze in single direction typically in order to create a rote narrative of 

progress and often displayed the relationships between objects in a linear fashion, such 

as left to right or bottom to top as opposed to a spherical arrangement for example. The 

relationship between objects within the habitat group or diorama however was 

significantly less linear.  

Habitat groups and dioramas invited ‘close looking’ in part because they utilized 

a variety of non-linear structures. Looking left to right or top to bottom would not give 
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you the entire meaning of the group and multiple vantage points were needed in order 

to recognize the layered narratives.67 The nature of the relationship between objects 

also changed within the habitat group and diorama as the relationship between objects 

became inextricable from the object itself.  Continuing Bennett’s argument based on 

British anthropological displays, the self-regulation promoted by liberalism through 

museums ensured that individuals sought to be at the conclusion of a linear narrative 

and effectively at the top of a hierarchal scheme.68 This desire, often achieved through 

the denigration of the “primitive” or “simple” forms found at the bottom of a hierarchy, 

effectively drove self-regulation by defining an individual based on their relationship to 

their antecedent. The “evolutionary” display achieved this by creating a heavily 

demarcated and static hierarchy that Bennett argues was based on the accumulated 

“archeological gaze”.69 By extension, visual linear sequences outside of anthropology 

would have successfully naturalized this type of logic and reinforced the importance of 

hierarchy. 

The habitat group and diorama, as previously mentioned, were not linear and 

required a different type of looking. This new looking, which I will call the systematic 

view, required viewers to recognize multiple competing relationships that existed 

simultaneously, although these relationships were still privileged and placed into 

hierarchies. Within the habitat group, these relationships were relatively simple. In 
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Richardson’s group, the bison ate the grass. However, the placement of the bison within 

grassy habitat (which was a large component of the exhibit) in turn defined the bison’s 

dependence on grass, making the exhibit more conceptually circular than the linear 

sequence. In Hornaday’s slightly more complex group, the bison ate grass but also 

produced alkali pools through the implied action of wallowing again creating a visual 

loop that problematized the strictly hierarchal relationship between consumer and 

producer that would have existed within a hierarchal display. Dioramas often 

complicated these relationships further, adding inter-specific interaction outside of a 

predator-prey relationship; in the 1942 bison diorama that eventually replaced 

Richardson’s group at the American Museum, cattle birds are seen perching on the 

bison, eating insects disturbed by the bison’s feet in addition to a grassy plains 

environment.  

The systematic view created a visual language that allowed viewers to recognize 

a more nuanced network of organisms that defined the less charismatic components of 

the display (such as grass) as necessary. Within the context of the late nineteenth 

United States the systematic view was especially crucial as liberalism took the form of 

neoclassical liberalism based in corporate capitalism. Corporate capitalism required the 

support of producers, suppliers, and laborers, and many of those individuals formed the 

target audience of these exhibits. Thus, within the narrative of the bison group, the 

humblest blade of grass is needed in order for the majestic bison to flourish. The bison 

was however still the subject, supported by the grass, and still maintained the 

importance of hierarchy. The systematic view also naturalized a vision of the United 

States rooted in the nationalistic ideology that placed citizens as hierarchal members of 
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an inextricably interconnected body that was gaining dominance during this period. It is, 

however, important to note that these exhibits and this unified nationalism both emerged 

from Eastern metropolises and projected a world-view that benefitted Eastern 

hegemony. 

The systematic view epitomized a new way of understanding and as such should 

not be seen as a particular physical vantage point, such as a birds-eye-view. It is 

important to clarify that the term view conveys not only a way of seeing but also a way 

perceiving. The systematic view incorporated both of these meanings. The habitat 

group showed animals from a new, semi-illusionistic perspective that contextualized 

animals but also invited a new visual understanding of interaction and interdependency. 

The bison groups showed a new physical way of looking at the bison for many, 

particularly those who had never gone west, but also presented a new conceptual 

perspective on bison by showing the interface between bison and their environment.  

As habitat groups gave way to dioramas however the field of vision substantially 

narrowed and visitors were given a single perspective instead of the ability to view 

specimens in the round. In order to create more convincing illusionistic displays, 

diorama builders had to better control where a visitor stood and from what angle they 

could look.70 While the same interdependencies and relationships between organisms 

existed in dioramas, they came to increasingly reflect a much stricter vision that limited 

the usefulness of these displays. Habitat groups and dioramas eventually fell out of 
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favor and were often replaced with cost-effective theaters for viewing nature films,71 

transforming the visual paradigm of the museum once again.
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CHAPTER 4 

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT 

Ecology and Economy in the Habitat Group 

Both bison groups drew on proto-ecological thought in order to create their 

narratives and justify their new exhibition strategies. Hornaday in particular was well 

informed on emerging biological and environmental ideas and incorporated them into 

his museum work. Nineteenth century proto-ecological thought was profoundly 

influenced by the work of Darwin as well as the Linnaean idea of the “economy of 

nature”. Not coincidentally, this was a concept that also directly informed Darwin’s 

work.1 The economy of nature was not a value-free concept, and in fact was predicated 

on prevailing understanding of teleology and hierarchy based in the great chain of 

being. The economy of nature dictated that 

[n]ature had to be understood as a rational, self-equilibrating order in 
which each species subsists in a relationship of mutual dependence with 
other species and, by pursuing its own interests, contributes to the well-
being of the whole. The remarkable efficiency and stability of this natural 
order testified to the infinite wisdom of its divine creator 2 

Enmeshed within this concept were cultural values, including Christian theology, 

rationality, regulation, and the idea of collective good.  

Donald Worster has argued that, in its initial meaning, economy (and later 

ecology) was derived from a Christian epistemology that perceived the earth as 

“somehow managed for maximum output.” Dating back to the 1500s, the household 

model of economics, which argued that “national economic affairs could be conceived of 
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as merely extensions of the housekeeper’s budget and larder,”3 depended on 

patriarchal dominance in a clearly defined hierarchy, where an omnipotent figure 

controlled the primary means of income and directed the flow of money and goods 

through the use of productive workers. The household model of economics can in fact 

be traced back to the “Christian paternalistic ethic” that was later used to justify the 

emergence of a capitalist economy in Europe.4 

In Linnaeus’s essay “On the Oeconmy of Nature” he outlines a chain of 

consumption (insects eat plants, birds eat insects, etc.) summarizing the entire chain by 

stating, “the large fishes devour the small. Nay, we scarcely know an animal, which has 

not some enemy to contend with”.5 This type of economy, while seemingly generic, 

shares key components with the ideologies associated with capitalist economies. 

According to Linnaeus “the weaker generally are infested by the stronger in a continued 

series” establishing a hierarchy that favors the strongest members.6 The chain of 

weaker organisms consumed by stronger ones and characterized by an antagonistic 

and competitive environment (“some enemy to contend with”) that favored certain 

individuals reflected some of the ideological values of capitalism, in which privileged 

competition and hierarchy were elemental in defining success. Linnaeus’s 

understanding of the term economy derives from the “household” model of economics. 

The economic model outlined by Linnaeus would have been particularly appealing in 
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the nineteenth century as industrialization in the United States and Europe instigated 

the rise of corporate capitalism.7 Linnaeus’s economy of nature was also particularly 

influential on Darwin’s thinking and some scholars have argued that Darwin’s theory of 

divergence required the preexisting concept of the economy of nature in order to be 

articulated.8  

The dialogical relationship between social ideology and scientific theory was 

fairly common. Social Darwinism, the broad and sometimes erroneous application of 

loosely Darwinian ideas (such as survival of the fittest) on human social behavior 

including economics and politics, gained influence in tandem with Darwin’s own ideas 

which were in turn shaped by the concepts of Malthusian population dynamics and 

Adam Smith’s economic theories.9 There was, for example, a strong movement during 

this period to create “economic” exhibits or halls in major museums including the United 

States National Museum and the American Museum.10 Economic exhibits showed the 

applied uses of natural materials as well as the evolution of the technology used to 

harvest and process those same materials, communicating to visitors the economic 

value of scientific study.11  

Habitat groups similarly expressed the relationship between economics and 

science but through less direct means. The economy of nature represented by these 
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groups, which often depicted animals eating and drinking, showed the value of all 

components of the exhibit while enforcing the idea that “the large fishes devour the 

small.” Hornaday and Richardson’s groups conformed to this model but were also 

created under specific economic, political, and social conditions that shaped their 

construction.  

Neoclassical Liberalism and the Gilded Age 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the United States experienced 

dramatic and diverse economic and political change. The period from roughly the mid 

1870s’ through the 1890s has often been characterized by this change and called the 

Gilded Age. Recent historical scholarship has argued against both the simplification of 

change during this period as well as a singular evolutionary narrative leading into the 

Progressive Era.12  In particular, work like Robert Wiebe’s The Search For Order, which 

traced in very general terms the transition from Reconstruction through the Progressive 

Era, has been criticized for failing to reflect these multiple narratives.13 Wiebe’s work did 

however describe the dominant political and economic view of the era, which based its 

authority in the hegemonic influence of eastern industrial capitalists. Wiebe’s narrative, 

which follows the rise of the urban middle class in the United States, can be used to 

understand the development of museums during this period. Museums as institutions 

shared in the dominant ideologies projected by the urban middle class, who were often 

directly involved in museum administration and practice.14 Thus while a multiplicity of 
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historic experiences effected the Gilded Age, museums often reflected dominant 

ideologies that projected national consensus. 

Following Reconstruction, corporate capitalism dominated the national 

economy.15 This development was not unilateral but arose primarily in the industrialized 

East, which came to be economically dominant following the Civil War.16 Eastern cities 

also became the national centers of finance housing newly formed national banks as 

well as controlling significant amounts of capital.17  Reconstruction politics favored 

Eastern ascendency while encouraging the development of national markets with power 

centers based in Eastern metropolises like Washington, New York, and Philadelphia.18 

Eastern markets also heavily controlled western expansion, which relied on railroads 

and economic infrastructure provided by the East in order to become profitable and 

economically sustainable.19 

The rise of national markets was a significant departure from the previous 

economic structure of the United States, which was more heterogeneous and was 

consistent with what Wiebe has called “island communities”.20 Under this framework, 

the United States was a constellation of “loosely connected islands” that disbursed 

power and focused on inward growth.21 The development of national markets bound 
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these communities to an increasingly powerful network but also made these 

communities reliant on these markets, creating a system of interdependency.  

The growth of national markets was fostered in part by industrialization, which 

benefited from consolidation in order to accumulate capital.22 In the United States, 

consolidation took the form of federally supported corporations, which through 

aggressive competition absorbed large portions of single industries, creating 

monopolies like the railroads, steel, and oil corporations of the late nineteenth century.23 

Corporate capitalism benefited from liberalism, the “political creed that rejected the 

state, or government, as an evil to be tolerated only when it was the sole means of 

avoiding a worse evil”.24 Liberalism, in its most basic form, felt the government was 

necessary only to ensure the enforcement of contracts, preserve internal order, and 

create public works that facilitated business, including maintaining currency, building 

roads, and operating postal systems used for communication. Many liberals maintained 

a laissez-faire philosophy.25 This created a structure predicated on a paternalistic 

hierarchy where those at the peak of the hierarchy provided services to those at the 

bottom for the supposed benefit of the recipient. More often, these services ensured the 

perpetuation of the system. The classical liberal laissez-faire philosophy was however 

very paradoxical and self-serving, as many liberals supported the interference of the 

government in economic affairs as long as it directly benefited them.26 
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Within Gilded Age America, liberalism took the particular form of neoclassical 

liberalism in order to adjust for the size of corporations. This defeated the model of 

many small competing firms as promoted by classical liberalism.27 Neoclassical 

liberalism incorporated social Darwinism in order to justify the increased size of 

corporate entities created by a specious laissez-faire policy and also adopted a new 

Christian paternalist ethic rooted in paternalism that promoted a “cult of success” by 

advocating for broader public works, including hospitals, schools, libraries, and 

museums.28 By its attachment to popular education, neoclassical liberalism was able to 

ensure its own dominance as an ideology. 

Museums both existed within and supported this ideology. By its mere existence, 

the American Museum endorsed the benevolence of corporations as it ran 

predominantly on private donations and had many captains of industry on its board of 

trustees.29 The United States National Museum existed because of the liberal ideology 

that governments should provide such services. Both institutions also benefitted from 

associations with corporations and tycoons; Hornaday and Richardson’s expeditions 

were financially aided by free and reduced transportation costs via the major U.S. 

railroads and Andrew Carnegie supported Hornaday’s group work for many years.30   
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Economic and political change was important to Hornaday, who was well 

informed on these issues. It is not unreasonable to assume that Hornaday’s political and 

economic leanings informed his museum work. In Extermination of the Bison, Hornaday 

proposed several potential financial measures for protecting the bison, including a 

railroad tax.31 Extermination also documented legislation involving bison protection and 

Hornaday repeatedly called for federal intervention and protection for the bison 

claiming, “had this government been a monarchy the buffalo would have been 

protected”.32  

Despite his criticism of the government, Hornaday’s writing supported a 

neoclassical liberal ideology. He wanted the government to provide a service which the 

market was unwilling to. In 1918 Hornaday published a book encouraging American 

participation in World War I titled Awake! America. It included passages decrying the 

evils of socialism and bolshevism, advocating for stronger educational reform, and 

argued against immigration.33 Hornaday’s views on these issues, as well as his 

continued connection to the industrial elite throughout his career,34 overlapped with the 

ideologies of the dominant class that formed many museum builders and administrators.  

Federalism and the Habitat Group 

Neoclassical liberalism posed a serious problem for the political ideology favored 

by many in the United States: that of a small federal government. Federalism was a 

controversial subject, as many felt it not only limited state’s rights but also undermined 
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the nature of a representative government.35  By advocating for increased public 

services as well as increased regulation over the emerging national economic market, 

neoclassical liberalism demanded the expansion of the federal government, a process 

already well underway in the Gilded Age. Following the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, 

federal authority rapidly expanded, particularly in economic matters where federal 

intervention was seen as necessary for economic growth.36 The Civil War radically 

redefined federal authority over states’ rights and the creation of a strong federal 

government during Reconstruction was incorporated into national memory and 

identity.37 Western Expansion saw the formulation of the Department of the interior, the 

Land Office, and the Bureau of the American Indian (among others) within a relatively 

short period of time in order to facilitate the colonization of the newly annexed western 

territories.38 The federal government also exercised increased authority over the state 

governments during this period.39 Justification for this expansion took the rhetoric of 

public good but was also met with popular resistance in the face of the perceived 

“federal tyranny” of the civil war.40 

David Blight, in Race and Reunion: The Civil War in Public Memory, has argued 

that public memory in the fifty years following the Civil War sublimated the political and 
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economic causes of the war for a narrative revolving around race and unity.41 In Blight’s 

analysis, these narratives evolved primarily from public gatherings and holidays (such 

as “Blue and Grey days” and Memorial Day) as well as popular non-fiction and fiction 

writing about the war. While Blight does not explicitly mention museums, museums can 

also be treated as organs of public memory that also shaped how events were 

remembered and forgotten.  

Much of the public memory surrounding the Civil War focused on narratives of 

redemption based in reconciliation and unity, promoting a national identity of fraternity in 

order to forget the factionalism of the war.42 Blight’s arguments about unity can be 

extended to Wiebe’s “search for order,” where economic and social changes also 

increasingly focused on uniting island communities into a national body. Federalism 

represented much of what united these communities, creating the legal and economic 

structures that connected them. Because of the inherent contradiction of federalism in 

American identity an alternative public memory needed to be formed. A narrative of 

social unity, like that discussed by Blight, in part attempted to camouflage the 

controversy of federalism, replacing tyranny with economic growth, and federalism with 

Americanism.  

Blight’s argument is also tied to nature-based romanticism, arguing “the nation is 

the land, and redemption comes from nature, not so much from the people or their 

politics”, in part indicating that looking at nature allowed the sublimation of politics.43 The 

history of the bison was intimately tied to that of western expansion, development, and 
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by extension, federalism. For many the bison did not represent the federal government 

and instead represented “untamed nature, the frontier, and masculinity.” Federalism 

undermined the romanticized vision of the American West, which in reality was not the 

Wild West but the heavily regulated one.44 In attempting to create a public memory of 

westward expansion, museums excluded an explicit narrative on federalism and 

regulation in favor of exploration, freedom, and self-discovery, embodied by the images 

of wilderness projected west.  

Narratives surrounding the settling of the West often focused on “independence, 

self-reliance, and individualism” that “conquered wilderness and transformed land” while 

ignoring the bureaucratic developments that made expansion possible.45 These 

narratives closely mimicked those espoused by neoclassical liberalism, which similarly 

prided itself as an all conquering and self-reliant force, while conveniently forgetting its 

dependence on the state. In some ways the romanticized vision of the settlement of the 

West was the same ideological narrative promoted by the neoclassical liberalism 

translated into a nature-based allegory especially appealing to Eastern audiences. The 

Eastern fascination and nostalgia with Western settlement materialized at the end of the 

nineteenth century and actively shaped how the bison was remembered.46 Eastern 

natural history museums capitalized on this fascination by creating large displays 

focused on North American wildlife as well as on the nature and indigenous people of 

the American West.  
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Hornaday and Richardson’s bison groups allowed for a narrative of westward 

Expansion that both sublimated and supported the role of the federal government. The 

role of settlement, the railroad, and expansion were all gone from the bison groups 

despite the important part they played in the bison’s extermination. The groups instead 

present an implied horizon that extends into the open plain where the only memento of 

human involvement is the skull. The cause of the bison’s extinction was defined almost 

entirely by unrestricted hunting. In Hornaday’s view the lack of federal protection was a 

crucial element, which perpetuated the romantic, unregulated vision of the West. This 

erased the presence of the government in the West, while inviting its future involvement 

to salvage the few remaining bison.  

Federalism and the justification for federal control were legitimized by the 

paternalistic ethic that saw the government as providing services that would otherwise 

not be provided by private industry.47 Paternalism also allowed federalism to shift from 

the realm of tyranny to that positive and necessary support. Looking at Hornaday and 

Richardson’s groups, there was also a multi-layered narrative of paternalism.  

The bison groups fit into a meta-narrative of paternalism where white Eastern 

scientists and conservationists rescued the bison from oblivion and the wantonness of 

the West. Hornaday in particular set out to hunt what he believed to be some of the last 

bison in existence for posterity, espousing that the bison he shot “should be saved to 

serve as a monument to the greatness of [their] race” by being preserved “for the 

immortality of a Museum exhibit”.48 The skulls would have denoted this idea, implying 
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the loss of the bison and fashioning the groups into memorials. As bison conservation 

became more successful, the groups would have then represented the success of 

paternal guidance and federal intervention.  

The groups also included an internalized narrative of paternalism. Both groups 

were dominated by a large male figure. Hornaday explicitly stated the bull was the focus 

of his group while the eye is drawn to the center in Richardson’s by the diagonals 

created by the bison to either side of the bull. Hornaday claimed “the old bull and cow 

are turning their heads in the same direction apparently, as if alarmed by something 

approaching” thus portraying the bull as a protector or guardian watching over the 

younger bison.49 The bull in both Hornaday and Richardson’s groups also made eye 

contact with and held the gaze of the viewer. When juxtaposed with the skulls that 

conveyed the bison’s extermination by humans, eye contact by the bull signified a 

challenge to the viewer, enforcing the bull’s paternal qualities.50 This was a conscious 

decision on the part of Hornaday and Richardson as herds with cows are typically 

matriarchal.51  

The romanticized bison, particularly the majestic image of the bison projected by 

Hornaday and Richardson that appeared in the late nineteenth century, also carried 

strong paternal associations. In Extermination Hornaday quoted a Kansas City Times 

article which refers to bison as “kings of the plains”.52 King or monarch of the plains was 
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a popular moniker for the bison and implied a paternal dominance rooted in the 

nostalgic past. Numerous works of art depicting bison and titled Monarch of the Plains 

also appeared during this period, most notably John Dare Howland’s 1880 painting and 

Henry Merwin Shrady’s sculpture, circa 1900.  

By employing the recognizable structure of paternalism, Hornaday and 

Richardson’s groups naturalized the value and importance of this hierarchal structure. 

While they did not explicitly depict federal intervention or the merits of a federal 

government, both utilized the same logic that guided the rise of federalism. The bison as 

a subject also in many ways implied positive federalism because of their strong 

association with the nostalgic West as well as with Hornaday’s attempts to protect the 

bison using federal intervention.  

The systematic view discussed previously would have also greatly 

complemented a pro-federal stance. For many anti-federalists, the government was 

merely a parasite that fed on its citizens.53 Within a systematic view that emphasized 

interconnectedness, the government ceased to be a parasite and instead became a 

necessary member of an interconnected network. The systematic view recognized the 

federal government as well as national economic markets as necessary structures 

within a larger national system, and would have also enabled their acceptance by 

binding the structure of federalism to natural science.   

It is important recognize that federalism greatly benefitted Eastern industrial 

hegemony. Before gaining statehood, many of the western territories exercised 

relatively little power on a national scale and were intentionally economically and 
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politically dependent on the East.54 The Civil War also drastically altered the economic 

practices of the South and influenced the development of industry there.55 Neoclassical 

liberalism as an ideology affected the United States as a whole but directly benefitted 

the East by ensuring the dominance of the economic practices found there. The 

systematic view promoted an idealized vision of the United States that advanced 

Eastern interests. A large united system connected by national markets benefitted the 

concentrations of capital found in the East.  

Within habitat groups, federalism and proto-ecology dovetailed as federalism 

benefitted from the both the economic qualities of proto-ecology and the shared 

systematic view that privileged thinking in terms of networks. The bison was an ideal 

subject for this type of narrative as it carried significant social associations and narrative 

meaning.  
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CHAPTER 5 
SOCIAL CONTEXT 

The Bison Groups and Domesticity 

The paternalism employed by federalism, implied by the household model of 

economics and depicted by Hornaday and Richardson’s bison groups, in addition to 

justifying political and economic structures rooted in liberalism, also carried important 

social meaning. Hornaday’s groups contained a more explicit paternal narrative than 

Richardson’s, showing the bison as a family and grounding the paternal narrative in a 

domestic scene.  

Hornaday’s “Buffalo group” manifested domestic ideals through the placement 

and posing of the figures. The symmetrical placement of the bull and cow with the cow 

in the subordinate left-hand position, emphasized the cow’s role as a ‘mother’ (and the 

bull’s implicitly as ‘father’) by placing the young calf next to her. The posing of the bison 

conformed to the taxidermic principles Hornaday laid out in Taxidermy and Zoological 

Collecting, showing an “every-day, peaceful, home [scene].” While Hornaday admitted 

bison did not form families (stating such belief ascribes “to the bison a degree of 

intelligence which he never possessed”),1 his group clearly depicted a domestic scene.  

Richardson’s group, while not explicitly ordered around a familial narrative, still 

projected paternalism and domesticity. Richardson’s bull, placed in the center of the 

exhibit and drawing the eye, created a gender based hierarchy with adult male figures 

at the top. Following the bull, Richardson’s cow and calf (most likely the pair donated by 

Cody) were the second most important figures, as multiple details of the cow and calf  
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Figure 5-1 Illustration of Richardson’s cow and calf (possibly the pair gifted from William 
F. Cody), date and creator unknown, negative number 17339, American 
Museum of Natural History Photographic Archives.  
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isolated from the group were created. It was this detail that Lucas chose to use for his 

history of museum groups. The cow and calf, posed much like Hornaday’s, 

demonstrated a domestic ideal that would have appealed to Victorian sensibilities. 

Richardson was particularly aware of the popularity of baby animals and intentionally 

included “cute” crowd-pleasing specimens in his other displays.2  

Museums also figured prominently into the discourse on domesticity in the Gilded 

Age. The middle class American culture that dominated museums was characterized by 

a “bourgeois acquisitiveness” in which signifiers of status became materialized through 

objects.3 Collecting, and the display of collections, was considered an appropriate 

pastime for women as well as a form of conspicuous consumption that demarcated 

class.4 In one popular 1890 guide to collecting, the author stated “every house ought to 

posses a museum”,5 connecting museums to the home as well as projecting “the 

socially redemptive power of domesticity”.6  

By constructing domestic scenes in habitat groups, Hornaday and Richardson 

grounded the ideology of domesticity in material fact and legitimized it by connecting the 

domestic to nature. Within the larger context of museums, habitat groups became one 

of the “civilizing rituals” that enabled the working class and immigrant audiences at 

whom many exhibits were targeted, to emulate the domestic values of the middle 
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class.7 As Shell has argued in her analysis of Hornaday’s group, displays like 

Hornaday’s normalized Victorian gender roles and “naturaliz[ed] the patriarchal 

structure of the idealized nuclear family.”8 Building on this analysis, the familial grouping 

not only communicated prevailing notions of gender, but also inculcated the beneficial 

forces of domestication and the importance of order and regulation. The Victorian family 

existed as a recognizable pattern that informed not only social ideologies but also 

political and economic ones, which, during the nineteenth century, often relied on 

cohesiveness and paternalism. Hornaday’s display shaped the bison into familiar 

(familial) structures suited for ideological scaffolding, and imbricated the bison in the 

interconnected discourses of gender, race, and class. 

Middle class domesticity was a privileged goal that ensured the hegemony of 

white, Christian males and at the end of the nineteenth century Eastern middle class 

and elite values dominated definitions of Americana. Based in the Christian paternal 

ethic, domesticity both projected and policed what constituted an acceptable, civilized 

home while forcing others to adopt the values of domesticity in order to be recognized 

as civilized and therefore citizens. Anti-immigration writing, like that created by 

Hornaday, often criticized immigrants as unable to adopt American values.9 Similar logic 

was used against Native Americans and freed blacks following the civil war. Public 

education was often targeted at assimilating immigrants while justifying suspended 

citizenship from Native Americans and blacks who would not adopt “American” values.10 
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Goode’s (assistant secretary at the Smithsonian) museum of the future implicitly 

included education for immigrants while his eulogists emphasized the importance 

Goode placed on educating the freedman.11 Thus while Hornaday and Richardson’s 

groups did not openly espouse the merits of being middle class, white, Christian, or 

male, their use of domesticity perpetuated these structures. These structures were also 

important components of neoclassical liberalism, which required a hierarchal 

paternalism to function and favored the dominance of an industrial capitalist class that 

(during this period) was predominantly Eastern, white, Christian, and male.12 

The museum also created the connections needed to build national networks. In 

referring to colonial museums, Bennett described the transmissions of specimens from 

distant places to a singular center, which structured a powered relationship between the 

metropolis and the colony.13 This type of logic can be applied to the relationship 

between the rural island communities of the United States and the urban centers that 

later came to dominate politics and economics. Victoria Cain has further argued that 

correspondence between major metropolitan museums and people in rural areas 

fostered a sense of connectedness. In Cain’s argument, members of outlying 

communities would send specimens and letters to the nearest metropolitan museum, 

creating a regional network of exchange.14 These exchanges created social networks 
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predicated in natural history that allowed museums to strengthen a sense of 

nationalism.  

Domesticity and the West 

Domestication in reference to agriculture, livestock, and Native Americans, 

typified the national policy towards the western territories and was seen as the ideal 

outcome of westward expansion, using technology and regulation to create productive 

centers for extractive industries.15 Western Expansion included the transformation of 

arid and semi arid areas into profitable agricultural land, while mining and lumber razed 

the hostile wilderness into something more tame.16 The government’s interest in the 

West stemmed from a desire to expand industry and increase the United State’s tax 

base while facilitating trade by opening up more ports and industrial centers.17 By 

projecting the Eastern values of domesticity westward the government ensured 

profitability by rendering the land and people of the West into productive units.  

The most important topographic features (emphasized by Hornaday in his 

writing) of Hornaday’s group were the watering hole and the “buffalo trail,” both created 

by the bison’s behavior and perceived as positively contributing to the domestication of 

the west. According to Hornaday “the trail of a herd in search of water is usually as good 

a piece of engineering as could be executed by the best railway surveyor.”18 The bison’s 

behavior was imbued with Euro-American thinking (as well as the logic of settler 

colonialism) which valued agriculture in defining land ownership, and in particular the 
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ability of agriculture to demarcate land and indicate property.19 Thus, while the bison’s 

effect on land was seen as pragmatically valuable, at least in popular folklore,20 within 

Hornaday’s domestic grouping it also provided a metaphor for Euro-American notions of 

ownership.  

Because of their positioning, Hornaday and Richardson’s bison also 

communicated the Euro-American family model. In addition to representing gender roles 

this model also represented the idyllic productive unit used to structure much Western 

teleology, including (paternal) governments and the “household” model of economics. 

Hornaday’s bison group implicitly conveyed the household structure, with the old bull 

intentionally positioned as the dominant figure on landscape carved and shaped by his 

ancestors and surrounded by his offspring. By deliberately choosing this arrangement 

despite its biological inaccuracy (as bison do not form families), Hornaday not only 

conveyed Victorian moral values but also naturalized the contrived structure that formed 

the basis for Euro-American society. 

Domestication also characterized the American policy towards Native Americans. 

The reservation system as well reform schools were created in order to assimilate and 

domesticate Native Americans, in order to make them productive components of the 

United States. These policies were particularly aggressive on the Great Plains.21 Bison 

shared an important relationship with the Plains Indians and Isenberg has argued that 

lack of federal protection for bison was a part of an intentional strategy deployed against 
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Native Americans.22 By allowing the extermination of the bison, a significant component 

of the plains ecosystem, the United States government enacted a war of attrition against 

the Plains Indians by denying them an important source of food and forcing them to 

become reliant on reservation cattle.23 Bison also figured prominently into Plains 

cultures and their destruction negatively impacted bison-based religious and social 

traditions.24 

The association of bison with the Plains Indians was significant and formed part 

of the frontier nostalgia emerging concurrently with Hornaday and Richardson’s groups. 

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show used live bison as well as cowboys and Plains Indian 

actors to create a romanticized image of the West appealing to Eastern sensibilities.25 

These types of performances connected the Indian to the bison in American 

consciousness but did not allow the bison to become a metonymy for the Indian. Bison 

were still treated with more affection and concern than many Native groups who were 

systematically stripped of rights and land at the century’s close.26 Hornaday expressed 

significant animosity towards Native Americans in Extermination of the Bison.27 His later 

conservation efforts also benefitted directly from the oppressive policies directed at 
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Native Americans as several bison preserves were created from land gained through 

the practice of allotment.28 

The late nineteenth-century American infatuation with the bison stemmed from 

the narrative of triumph surrounding the conquest of the bison. After their efficient near 

total extermination bison were reintroduced to the domesticated West. Domestication 

was applied literally to the bison; using bison as livestock was treated as a viable 

conservation tactic.29 Hornaday touted the commercial value of bison as livestock and 

worked with bison ranchers during his later conservation work, buying members of the 

last remaining private herds to build the public herds he fought for.30 As a literal and 

figurative ideal, domestication appealed to Hornaday and other conservationists 

because it allowed the bison to be tailored into the idealized future of the west, serving a 

productive role while affirming social values. Unlike the Native American, the bison 

became the West’s successful reform story. Isenberg has pointed out the bison 

experienced by many at the end of the nineteenth century was not the feral bison of the 

past, but a new domesticated one.31 The bison of Hornaday and Richardson’s groups 

were in some ways precursors of the literally domesticated bison of the future, showing 

the idyllic peace domestication would bring.   

The Preservation of the Bison 

Richardson’s involvement and concern for the bison was limited as his early 

death prevented him from making a larger impact on museum practice and 

                                            
28
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183-186.  

31
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conservation, although his ideas were spread and modified by his assistant John 

Rowley.32 Richardson’s bison group was displayed prominently in the American 

Museum for many years following his death and was immortalized in Lucas’s book as a 

significant example of the art of taxidermy.33  

Hornaday left the United States National Museum in 1896 to work at the New 

York Zoological Park.34 In 1905, he founded the American Bison Society, whose sole 

mission was the preservation of the bison and today Hornaday is often remembered 

most for his conservation work.35 The American Bison Society under Hornaday 

successfully fought for protective legislation for animals including the bison, and through 

the donation of wealthy patrons was able to undertake the first animal reintroduction in 

the United States, releasing bison into the Wichita Mountains Wildlife Refuge in 1907.36 

The American Bison Society created three public herds and two refuges, and in 1936 

the group disbanded after believing they had successfully saved the bison.37  

Hornaday’s bison group remained on display until 1957. A curatorial assistant 

disassembling the exhibit discovered a small metal box imbedded inside the exhibit with 

a note from Hornaday imploring future museum professionals “to protect these 

specimens from deterioration and destruction as they are among the last of their kind” 
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as well information about Hornaday’s Montana expedition.38 Hornaday’s group was 

placed in storage until the 1996 when it was painstakingly reassembled at the Montana 

Agricultural Museum, where it remains to this day.39 The majority of bison in existence 

today are a part of private commercial herds. Bison meat and leather are still very 

marketable in the United States.40 

Hornaday’s contributions to American natural history museums as well as his 

dedication to the bison were substantial. Bison preservation was a part of a large 

complex network of historic events, including the end of the Indian Wars, the increased 

economic value of bison, and the nostalgia for the vanishing West.41 The federal 

government’s augmented influence as well as the expansion of what constituted 

‘necessary public works’ also greatly aided the bison. The bison affirmed not only the 

success of domesticity but also the increased federal government. Hornaday and 

Richardson’s groups were a part of these events and in some ways substantially raised 

public awareness about the bison, contributing to their eventual preservation.  

The use of real bison in Hornaday and Richardson’s groups, as well as real dirt, 

real plants, and real places capitalized on the object-base epistemology of both the 

museum and  

Victorian life and increased the urgency of the bison’s survival. The power of 

museums in part derives from “the presentness [sic] of the artifact [sic] […] rendering  
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Figure 5-2 William Temple Hornaday and Sandy, the bison, in Washington, D.C. After 
Sandy’s death, Hornaday incorporated him in the “Buffalo group,” Hornaday 
with Baby Bison at Smithsonian, 1886, Unknown creator.  Smithson Institution 
Archives, Record Unit 95, Box 13, Folder 39.  
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present that which is absent.”42 This in effect allowed the object to become a place or 

time that was Immediately inaccessible to the museum visitor. However, when the logic 

is reversed the presence becomes an absence, defining the past or the place depicted 

as gone. Hornaday’s and Richardson’s groups, by tying their messages to material 

objects, drove this understanding of the bison and the West as the last of their kind, 

creating a forlorn finality that drove the nostalgic crusade to save both.  

Conclusion 

Hornaday and Richardson’s bison groups existed within competing and layered 

epistemologies. They were first and foremost bound to the logic of the habitat group, 

which itself was tied to the context of the late nineteenth century American natural 

history museum. These museums derived their authority and organizing principles from 

the logic of natural history and science that was increasingly influenced by proto-

ecological thought. These museums also existed in and responded to the political and 

economic changes affecting the United States in the Gilded Age and shared with proto-

ecology the systematic view.  

The bison groups bore a complex relationship to these events. Positioned within 

museums, they both documented and enforced the changes happening around them 

without being the primary cause. Because of the unique relationship museums had with 

time, placing an idea within a museum historicized and legitimized it.  Although 

museums reflected the collaborative work of many individuals they also materialized 

ideas already a part of the dominant culture.  
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The scarcity and significance of the bison in the late nineteenth century allowed it 

to become a protean symbol and take on the values surrounding it. The bison was well 

suited for the narratives of ecology and federalism as bison conservationists openly 

called for federal intervention and regulation in preserving them, citing bison as 

necessary members of the plains environment and contributing to national wealth.43 The 

inability to initially pass legislation protecting the bison, despite attempts that started in 

1870s,44 also demonstrated the important role the bison groups played in shaping public 

sentiment. Legislation prohibiting hunting was antithetical to early understandings of 

American identity, especially as it related to the democratic relationship between every 

American citizen and nature.45 Despite this, bison protection was enacted in 1894, 

demonstrating the shifting understanding of American’s relationship to both nature and 

nation, as protecting the bison included open cries for federal intervention. 

 Federalism and ecology developed under a shared epistemology advocating for 

paternalistic hierarchies and regulation. The systematic view instructed viewers in how 

to recognize these systems while also acknowledging their necessity despite the fact 

that both were predicated on value-laden ideologies that ensured the dominance of the 

middle class. Hornaday and Richardson’s groups were able to unite narratives of 

federalism and ecology because, as habitat groups and museum displays, they 

possessed a unique combination of authority and ambiguity. Through their presence as 
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both a visual object and museological display, the bison groups were able to draw on 

existing ideologies while subtly modifying them. 
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