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About the book

In "Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder," Lawrence Weschler invites readers

into a whimsical yet profound exploration of the interplay between art,

science, and the curious human impulse to categorize and preserve the

extraordinary. Centered around the Museum of Jurassic Technology in Los

Angeles—a curious amalgamation of natural history displays, marvelous

artifacts, and peculiar curiosities—Weschler reveals how our quest for

knowledge often blurs the lines between reality and imagination. As he

traverses this cabinet of wonders, he challenges us to rethink our perceptions

of truth and fiction, inviting us to marvel at the beauty of the odd and the

complexities of human creativity. With a dazzling narrative that is both

insightful and entertaining, Weschler ultimately compels us to appreciate the

enchanting depths of our own curiosity and the stories we construct around

the wonders of the world.
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About the author

Lawrence Weschler is an acclaimed American author and journalist known

for his keen insight into art, culture, and science, as well as his ability to

weave intricate narratives that explore the human experience. Born in 1952,

Weschler's work spans a variety of genres, including nonfiction essays and

cultural criticism, drawing upon his deep engagement with diverse subjects

ranging from the surrealist art world to the intricacies of political conflict.

He has served as the director of the New York Institute for the Humanities

and has contributed to prestigious publications such as The New Yorker and

Harper's Magazine. Weschler’s writings are characterized by their thoughtful

exploration of the connections between disparate ideas and his ability to

illuminate the extraordinary within the mundane, making him a significant

voice in contemporary literature.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1

In the lush, rich Cameroonian rainforests, a unique ant species,

 Megaloponera foetens, commonly known as the stink ant, thrives on the

forest floor. These large ants, notable for their rare ability to produce audible

sounds, forage for sustenance amidst the fallen foliage. However, their

existence is tragically affected by a microscopic fungus from the Tomentella

genus. When the ant inhales the spores, it undergoes severe behavioral

changes, becoming disoriented and leaving its familiar habitat. Driven by the

invasive fungus, the ant ascends plant stalks until it attaches itself to one,

where it ultimately succumbs to the infection. Over time, the fungus

consumes the ant's body and erupts from its head, dispersing spores that start

the cycle anew.

In a seemingly distant context, the story shifts to the mid-20th century when

Geoffrey Sonnabend, a neurophysiologist recovering from a breakdown,

finds inspiration at Iguazú Falls. After attending a concert by renowned

vocalist Madalena Delani, who is plagued by Korsakov’s syndrome yet

retains her musical memory, Sonnabend conceives a radical new theory of

memory and forgetting. In his thesis, "Obliscence: Theories of Forgetting,"

he argues that memory is an illusion, with forgetting being the natural state

of human experience. His work introduces complex models like the Cone of

Obliscence, theorizing the irretrievable nature of experiences once they've

passed. Tragically, just days after his influential concert and the subsequent
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epiphany, Delani dies in an accident, her fate intertwining with Sonnabend’s

fleeting glimpse of brilliance.

Meanwhile, Donald R. Griffith, a chiropterologist from Rockefeller

University, stumbles upon the peculiar legend of the deprong mori— a

fabled creature connected to local folklore during an exploration of South

America. This curious entity is said to penetrate solid objects, including the

walls of homes. Intrigued by these myths, Griffith embarks on a quest to

study the Myotis lucifugus bat, hypothesizing that it possesses a unique form

of echolocation based in the ultraviolet spectrum. His journey culminates in

the development of an elaborate snaring device designed to capture the

elusive bat. After months of anticipation, Griffith finally achieves success,

discovering a Myotis lucifugus contained within lead, solidifying his

hypotheses about the bat's abilities and the legends surrounding it.

These intertwined stories of the stink ant, Sonnabend, Delani, Griffith, and

the haunted lore of the deprong mori converge within the unique setting of

the Museum of Jurassic Technology in Culver City, California. Founded by

David Hildebrand Wilson, the museum serves as a repository of curious

exhibits that reflect the strange and often profound relationships between art,

science, and folklore. Guests are taken on a captivating journey through

dioramas and displays that explore the lives and theories of these figures,

each linked by the concept of intangible connections—much like the spores

that rain down and catalyze transformation in the biome of the forest and
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beyond.

As visitors navigate the exhibits—filled with the ant’s spiky remains,

recreations of Sonnabend’s theories, and memories of Delani’s haunting

music—they are enveloped in a world that blurs the lines between reality

and illusion, nature and human invention. This convergence of histories

invites contemplation of how each character, each phenomenon, reflects the

innate human desire to grasp and understand the ephemeral moments of

existence amidst the unyielding flow of time.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Illusion of Memory and the Nature of Forgetting

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing before the rushing waters of

Iguazú Falls, where the powerful sound overwhelms your senses,

much like the fleeting moments of your own life. Just as Geoffrey

Sonnabend discovered that memory often deceives us, guiding us to

believe we can hold onto experiences forever, you too might find

solace in the understanding that forgetting is an integral part of being

human. This recognition could inspire you to embrace the ephemeral

nature of your own memories, to cherish them without clinging too

tightly, and to live fully in the moment, knowing that each experience,

no matter how fleeting, contributes to the rich tapestry of your

existence.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2

Chapter 20: Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder

In this chapter, the reader is taken on a whimsical tour of the Museum of

Jurassic Technology, a curious establishment that blends scientific inquiries

with the bizarre. The narrative opens with descriptions of various exhibits,

including one called "Protective Auditory Mimicry," where visitors can

compare the defensive sounds of iridescent beetles and pebbles. A notable

artifact on display is a zinc-inlaid black onyx box purportedly used for

holding sacrificial human hearts, which exhibits phosphorescent properties

under polarizing light.

A significant portion of the museum is dedicated to an exhibit titled "No

One May Ever Have the Same Knowledge Again: Letters to the Mount

Wilson Observatory, 1915-1935." This section showcases twenty-two

handwritten letters from individuals who claim to possess urgent

astronomical knowledge. Among them is Mrs. Alice May Williams from

New Zealand, whose letters express her belief in her unique insights about

extraterrestrial beings and their technologies. Other correspondences reveal a

diverse range of personal revelations, from transmuting silver to gold to

asserting the flatness of the Earth. The texture of these letters hints at an

authentic communal passion for understanding the universe. 
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Next, there is a juxtaposition of another scientific installation, which

includes small glass dishes labeled "POSSESSION," "DELUSION,"

"PARANOIA," "SCHIZOPHRENIA," and "REASON." However, a mishap

has occurred: a measurement apparatus has fallen into the dish labeled

"REASON," suggesting chaos in the ordered categorization of thought.

The tour guides us back to Mr. Wilson, the museum's curator, whose

appearance is whimsical and Neanderthal-like—soft yet precise features

with a casual demeanor. As the protagonist inquires about the museum,

Wilson clarifies that it is dedicated to unusual scientific phenomena, aiming

to present experiences that other natural history museums tend to overlook.

He provides visitors with a pamphlet outlining the museum’s mission,

framing it within a historical context that connects back to the great

institution at Alexandria, underscoring its aim to inspire through curiosity.

Wilson narrates the museum's origin, tracing its beginnings to a collection

amassed by Owen Thum and his son in Nebraska. These curiosities,

however, fell into the hands of a man named Gerard Billius, who intended to

exploit the collection. The narrative takes a darker turn, revealing that Hester

Thum, Owen's widow, found herself entangled in a tragic confrontation with

Billius that ended with her suspicious drowning.

Further along, Wilson delights in recounting bizarre anecdotes, including a
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particularly riveting story about a bug connoisseur named Richard Whitten,

who was crucial in procuring unique specimens for the museum. The

dialogue reveals Wilson’s passion and enthusiasm for these eccentric tales,

weaving connections between various individuals like Geoffrey

Sonnabend—who penned works on memory—and the singer Madalena

Delani.

As the exploration of the museum unfolds, it becomes evident that the

stories intertwining human experiences, odd specimens, and obscure

knowledge form an intricate tapestry—a cornerstone of Mr. Wilson's unique

view of the world, where the boundaries of science and fantasy blur

delightfully. At the chapter's conclusion, the protagonist reflects on the

museum's enchantments, feeling both bewildered and enthralled by the

oddities collected within Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of curiosity and exploration in human

experience

Critical Interpretation: Imagine stepping into a world where the lines

between reality and imagination blur, sparking an insatiable curiosity

about the wonders that surround you. In Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of

Wonder, you are reminded that life can be a museum filled with

peculiar artifacts and bizarre stories waiting to be discovered. This

chapter encourages you to embrace your own curiosity, to seek out the

unusual and unravel the mysteries of the universe, highlighting that

every experience, no matter how strange, adds depth to your

understanding of life. By exploring the unknown with open eyes and a

willing heart, you may uncover not just knowledge, but inspiration

that transforms the mundane into something spectacular.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 3 Summary: 3

Summary of "Inhaling the Spore"

The chapter "Inhaling the Spore" offers an insightful exploration into the

world of David Wilson and his unconventional Museum of Jurassic

Technology (MJT). The narrative begins with a discussion between the

narrator and Marcia Tucker, the director of New York's New Museum, who

highlights the growing admiration for Wilson among the art and museum

community. Tucker emphasizes the 'slippage' between reality and unreality

that visitors experience in the MJT, where Wilson exhibits a unique blend of

sincerity and irony that captivates audiences.

Art critic Ralph Rugoff adds to this discourse by noting how the MJT

cleverly inverts traditional museum authority, fostering doubt about the

nature of authenticity in art and scholarship. This paradox of sincerity within

irony marks Wilson's approach as both intellectually stimulating and

profoundly engaging.

The chapter then transitions to Wilson’s life story, providing context to his

creative endeavors. Born in Denver in 1946, he grew up immersed in the

rich cultural landscape of nearby museums, fostering an early fascination

with exhibitions and the art of display. His youthful exuberance transformed
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dramatically during his late teens after he experienced a profound, existential

shift, which he describes as a conversion experience. This epiphany shaped

his perspective on life, steering him away from material pursuits and toward

the idea of serving the public through art and education.

Wilson pursued higher education at Kalamazoo College, where he majored

in urban entomology and minored in art, eventually meeting his future wife,

Diana. Their life after college took them to secluded Colorado, where they

lived in isolation and created an animated film, illustrating their commitment

to artistic endeavors despite challenging circumstances.

As the late 1970s approached, Wilson's foray into avant-garde filmmaking at

California Institute of the Arts cemented his reputation as a notable

filmmaker, yet he struggled with the limitations of the formalist art scene.

His artistic journey began to shift toward creating immersive experiences

that engaged a broader audience, leading to collaborative projects with local

venues.

Wilson eventually found a physical space for the Museum of Jurassic

Technology in Culver City after years of mobile exhibitions. Here, his vision

began to unfold, marked by whimsical and thought-provoking displays that

invited visitors to contemplate the nature of knowledge and curiosity. His

approach to running the museum reflects a deep sense of community, with

both Diana and their daughter, DanRae, involved in its operations.
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Throughout this growth, the MJT faces financial challenges, existing almost

against all odds, relying on creativity and community support rather than a

stable funding model. Wilson’s dedication has turned the museum into a

peculiar sanctuary—described by some visitors as akin to a church—where

interpretations of art and reality intertwine.

In the final portions, the chapter details an exhibit—the "Fruit-Stone

Carving"—which exemplifies the MJT's quirky allure. It showcases a small

carved fruit pit, with a caption that elaborates on its intricate design, creating

a microcosmic experience of the museum itself: an invitation to observe the

extraordinary within the mundane.

Overall, "Inhaling the Spore" weaves through David Wilson's life,

philosophical reflections, and the unique character of the MJT, capturing the

essence of art as a transformative experience that bridges the ordinary and

the extraordinary.

Aspect Summary

Chapter Title Inhaling the Spore

Main Focus David Wilson and the Museum of Jurassic Technology (MJT)

Key Discussion Marcia Tucker's insights on Wilson's influence and the paradox of
sincerity and irony
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Aspect Summary

Art Criticism Ralph Rugoff discusses the MJT's inversion of traditional authority in
museums

Wilson's
Background

Born in Denver (1946), early fascination with museums, inspired by a
profound conversion experience

Education Kalamazoo College, majoring in urban entomology, minor in art

Life Changes Isolated life in Colorado with wife Diana, created animated film
together

Artistic
Development Transition from avant-garde filmmaking to immersive art experiences

MJT Location Established a permanent space in Culver City after years of
exhibitions

Community
Engagement

Involvement of family and reliance on community support amidst
financial challenges

Exhibit
Example

Fruit-Stone Carving, showcasing intricate design to highlight the
extraordinary in the mundane

Overall Theme Art as a transformative experience bridging ordinary and
extraordinary
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of embracing creativity and

unconventional perspectives

Critical Interpretation: Imagine stepping into the whimsical world of

the Museum of Jurassic Technology; each display an invitation to see

the extraordinary within the mundane, a challenge to your

understanding of what artistry can be. This chapter reveals that true

inspiration often lies not in the rigid confines of traditional boundaries,

but in the daring exploration of the unknown. Let Wilson's journey

ignite your own imagination, encouraging you to embrace creative

risks and to pursue passions that may defy conventional wisdom. In a

world quick to categorize and simplify, consider how you might

cultivate a personal sanctuary of curiosity—transforming moments of

doubt into opportunities for wonder and innovation.
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Chapter 4: 4

### Summary of "Inhaling the Spore"

In the chapter titled "Inhaling the Spore," the narrator finds himself

grappling with the exhibits at the Museum of Jurassic Technology in Los

Angeles, a place renowned for its intriguing blend of art, science, and the

surreal. The museum's latest exhibit, showcasing microminiature art by the

late Hagop Sandaldjian, consists of tiny sculptures concealed in needles that

demonstrate remarkable artistry and skill. Sandaldjian, a Soviet-Armenian

émigré who had adapted tools for working at an infinitesimal scale, used

dust and hair to create intricate pieces that captivate viewers and reflect a

long tradition of microminiature art in Armenia. The narrator speaks with

Sandaldjian's son, Levon, who recounts the meticulous process his father

employed, working through heartbeats to achieve precision in his art.

The chapter delves into the broader concept of wonder, linking it to the

historical "Wunderkammern," or wonder cabinets, of the 16th and 17th

centuries. These cabinets displayed natural wonders alongside art, reflecting

a time when science and spirituality were intertwined, a notion echoed by

John Walsh, director of the Getty Museum. Walsh recounts the lineage of

such collections and their meaningful presentations of natural and artistic

marvels.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


The conversation with David Wilson, the curator of the museum, touches on

deeper themes of understanding and interpretation. When discussing the

nature of exhibits, they contemplate whether the true essence of art and

nature lies beneath the surfaces presented to the public. As they discuss the

symbiotic relationship between creatures, Wilson draws an analogy with the

"stink ant," which takes in spores from Cordyceps fungus, leading the

narrator to consider nature’s bizarre yet captivating adaptations.

Later, the biologist Tom Eisner enters the dialogue, sharing anecdotes about

historical figures like Lazzaro Spallanzani, who made significant

contributions to natural science but also faced darkly humorous end-of-life

circumstances involving the display of his remains. The conversation

transitions to the peculiarities of fungus and its relationship with ants,

highlighting the astonishing intricacies of natural selection and adaptation.

Through rich conversations with David and Eisner, the narrator

contemplates the thin line between wonder and skepticism, beauty and

absurdity in the natural world.

By the chapter's end, connections between past and present, art and nature,

are solidified, emphasizing the continuous evolution of wonder in human

experience and the embrace of curiosity that constitutes the journey of

understanding our world.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5

A Summary of Chapters on the Cabinet of Wonders: Centaurs, Fraud, and

 Cabinet Curiosities

In the narrative thread surrounding the cabinet of wonders, the story begins

with a curious excavation near Volos, Greece, where centaur skeletons

purportedly dating back to 1300 B.C. were discovered. This curious

revelation sparked a series of letters to the magazine Harper's, following the

release of an earlier essay by David Wilson. Among the correspondents was

a skeptical Chicagoan, who questioned the feasibility of an expedition to

gather such evidence, humorously citing the weight of materials required. In

contrast, other readers highlighted similar fantastical endeavors, including

the exhibition of the centaur skeletons, which captivated audiences with their

eerie semblance of horse and human.

The narrative further explores the realms of creativity fused with fact,

illustrating projects led by artists like Donald Evans, whose fictional postage

stamps celebrated imaginary nations, and Charles Simonds, an urban

archaeologist who crafted miniature ruins inhabited by "Little People." The

text alludes to the Hokes Archives at the University of Tennessee, where

Beauvais Lyons and his team create fictitious civilizations, further blurring

the line between reality and fantasy. Their work draws inspiration from
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literary figures like Jorge Luis Borges, who masterfully navigated the

concepts of invented histories and mythologies.

This exploration of the fantastical leads to historical reflections on the

evolution of museums—cabinets of curiosities—during the Renaissance.

The origin of such marvels can be traced back to the deluge of new artifacts

from the Americas. This influx, described by Stephen Greenblatt in

"Marvelous Possessions," introduced Europeans to unprecedented wonders,

triggering a collective sense of amazement. Greenblatt argues that wonder

became a prevalent response to the unfamiliarity and radical difference

presented by the New World, which profoundly impacted European cultural

consciousness.

The chapter illustrates how the Renaissance was characterized by a

voracious appetite for the new and unexplained, culminating in an explosion

of wonder manifesting in various European collections—Wunderkammern.

These rooms showcased an eclectic array of artifacts, from natural

curiosities to bizarre human remains, symbolizing a thirst for knowledge

while simultaneously challenging existing beliefs. The existence of items

like unicorn horns reflected an evolving understanding of the natural

world—a world now filled with possibilities beyond the established truths.

The fertile ground of the early modern period gave rise to countless

collections and museums across Europe, from the Tradescant's London to
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Kircher's Rome. The spirit of inquiry coupled with wonder forged a path to

create spaces where the impossible could be contemplated and appreciated.

In this way, Wilson's cabinet of wonders serves as both a homage to

historical curiosities and a contemplation of the fragile interplay between

fact and fiction, skepticism and belief—a dynamic still relevant in

contemporary discourse around archaeology, history, and our own

understanding of "truth."
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6

Chapter Summary: MR. WILSON's CABINET OF WONDER

In the early 17th century, Francesco Calceolari established a museum in

Verona, inspired by the pursuit of collecting knowledge to embody "the

universal nature made private." This ambition mirrors that of the Jesuit

scholar Father Athanasius Kircher, who leveraged the vast networks of the

Jesuit Order to curate a comprehensive collection reflecting the world's

wonders. Unlike modern museums, these early collections often lacked any

discernible organization, encouraging visitors to be overwhelmed by a

compendium of curiosities.

The sentiment of wonder typified these cabinets rather than strict taxonomy;

some collections featured bizarre assortments, such as anatomical museums

in Leiden, which grouped specimens like two-tailed lizards and conjoined

twins together based on abnormality. Moreover, there were moral

implications tied to certain displays, such as the pelican, historically

believed to resuscitate its chicks with its blood, representing parental

sacrifice within Christian iconographies.

The Dutch anatomical theaters, particularly the Theatrum Anatomicum in

Leiden, became centers for moral lessons, showcasing skeletons of criminals
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alongside poignant displays to teach viewers about the consequences of sin.

Similarly, Frederik Ruysch’s extensive collection in Amsterdam combined

artistry with morbid fascination, creating vanitas tableaux that reflected on

the transient nature of life through a blend of anatomical precision and floral

arrangements.

As curiosity-driven collections grew more elaborate, figures like Tsar Peter

the Great sought to amass their own cabinets of wonders to modernize

Russia. However, as the Enlightenment emerged, the earlier sense of wonder

began to lose ground to systematic scientific inquiry. Catherine the Great,

Peter’s successor, would come to favor a more organized approach to

collecting, as she amassed thousands of paintings in a modern context.

David Wilson's museum merges this premodern sense of wonder with

contemporary sensibilities, highlighting the transition in how collections

were understood and displayed. 

The chapter also highlights the Tradescant family, particularly John

Tradescant the Elder and his son, who were prominent gardeners and

botanists in England. Their collection, known as the Ark, was initially a

reflection of their travels in search of exotic plants. Elias Ashmole, a key

figure in their story, later became a benefactor who formalized the collection

into a museum, eventually transferring it to Oxford University, thereby

planting the seeds for what would evolve into the Ashmolean Museum—the
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first public museum in England.

The diverse natural and unnatural specimens gathered by the Tradescants

included everything from exotic plants to peculiar anatomical curiosities.

Their correspondence reveals a quest for the extraordinary, urging merchants

to procure living specimens and curious objects. This pursuit reflects a

cultural milieu rich in curiosity, where wonder coexisted with the incipient

scientific rigor, paving the way for modern collections and the continuous

evolution of our understanding of nature. 

Overall, this chapter underscores the transformative role of cabinets of

wonder in connecting diverse strands of human curiosity, blending art,

science, and moral inquiry, while foreshadowing the systematic approaches

that would ultimately redefine collections in the age of reason and science.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7

In this chapter, the author recounts a recent lunch with David Wilson at

 India Sweets and Spices, a vibrant Indian market and deli in Los Angeles.

The nostalgia and sensory delight of the market—filled with exotic

ingredients and aromas—provoke thoughts of the rich history of exploration

and the quest for wonder that characterized the Age of Discovery. The

author contrasts this experience with the dull atmosphere of 1400s Europe,

illustrating how culinary curiosity drove explorers to seek out new lands.

During their lunch, the conversation meanders to the conception of Wilson’s

museum, reminiscent of a sixteenth-century Wunderkammer, or "cabinet of

wonder," which held eclectic collections of curiosities. This historical

reflection is rooted in the Spanish narrative of California, which evokes

images of mythical figures like Queen Calafia, a symbol of the alluring tales

that fueled European exploration. The chapter discusses California's history

as a land once filled with dreams of untold riches and beauty, conjuring a

parallel between this past and the multicultural tapestry of modern Los

Angeles.

Post-lunch, the author enters Wilson's workroom, preparing for the

upcoming exhibit "Tell the Bees: Belief, Knowledge, and Hypersymbolic

Cognition." The exhibit aims to reclaim lost folk wisdom, undermined for

centuries by institutional medical practices that discarded traditional beliefs
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as mere superstition. The audio segment of the exhibit reflects on historical

remedies, including Alexander Fleming's serendipitous discovery of

penicillin and William Withering's identification of the medicinal uses of the

foxglove plant, emphasizing a long tradition of knowledge rooted in

common cultural practices. 

The narrative continues to explore unusual folk remedies displayed in

Wilson’s collection, blurring the line between humor and horror. Examples

include bizarre cures like “mouse pie” for stammering and dubious magical

practices employing scissors at weddings. The collection embodies the

interplay between superstition and practical knowledge, inviting reflection

on how such beliefs shape human experience.

As the chapter progresses, the author finds himself in a parallel exhibit from

the Mütter Museum, showcasing an array of odd anatomical curiosities and

surgical artifacts, further exploring themes of life, death, and the macabre.

Each display, including human remains and antique surgical tools, highlights

the intersection of medical history and human curiosity—a persistent theme

linking wonder and the unknown.

Ultimately, this chapter encapsulates a journey through sensory experiences,

historical reflection, and the philosophical exploration of knowledge and

belief, weaving together the threads of curiosity that persist across time and

cultures.
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