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In Scale & the Incas  (Princeton University Press, $65), Andrew James Hamilton, Ph.D. 
’14, examines the role of size—manifest in tiny conopas (hand-held idols) and massive 
stonework—in the art of this vanished South American civilization. Scale, he argues, un-
dergirded Inca thought. It was how they conceptualized key relationships: between life on 
earth and celestial constellations; the emperor and the sun; far-flung populations and the 
capital. Color plates, which the author hand-
drew in pencil, watercolor, and gouache, il-
lustrate   his narrative with lush precision. 

A Getty/ACLS Fellow who will become 
associate curator of art of the Americas at the Art Institute of Chicago this spring, 
Hamilton begins the book with this enigma of anthropology:

The storerooms  of the Harvard Peabody 
Museum are filled with towering totem 
poles and tent posts, elongated dugout and 
birch bark canoes, and massive casts of ste-
lae. The collection is at once a sprawling 
repository of art and industry and a micro-
cosmic encapsulation of it because of the 
teaching museum’s vast size relative to 
other institutions and the staggering quan-
tity of objects humans have produced. Amid 
this panoply of evidence of the ways civiliza-
tions have thought and wrought, strived and 
thrived, a clutch of diminutive Andean arti-
facts raises outsized questions about the 
ways societies conceptualize, perceive, and 
interpret scale.

Because the objects are so small—only 
a few centimeters long—curators have aug-
mented their size. They have been grouped 
together, nestled into foam supports, and 
placed inside larger boxes. Removing a gray-
blue lid, many of the contents may look like 
silver-colored wires, perhaps sewing nee-
dles… The two dozen burnished objects 
present unusably small versions of ancient 
Andean tools for spinning and weaving. 
There is even an intricate loom featuring a 
repoussé-chased textile. Although the 
shapes of the original implements were er-
gonomically developed to be manipulated 
by hands, these smaller, denser objects 

forge new relationships with human bodies. 
Holding any of these minutely crafted but 
seemingly useless tools, it is hard not to 
wonder: what were their makers thinking?

Indeed, the logic or function of these ob-
jects is unclear. They were purchased from 
a dealer in Lima in 1947 with no documenta-
tion of where they came from or how they 
were found. They can be loosely attributed 
to the north coast of Peru after the year 
1000, because of the iconography on the 
metal weaving. When the enigmatic cache 
arrived at the Peabody Museum in 1948, the 
registrar who accessioned them had to de-
cide what to officially call them. With little 
evidence to analyze beyond their physical 
forms, they were dubbed a “child’s silver toy 
loom and parts thereof.” Because their 
scale meant they could not function as ac-
tual tools, the most plausible explanation—
at least to a modern viewer—was that they 
were pretend or make-believe tools re-
duced in scale to fit a child’s hands. What is 
critical to understand about this classifica-
tion, however, is that other toys and things 
broadly consistent with modern Euro-
American notions of childhood are not 
common in the Andean archaeological re-
cord, let alone ones made of valuable silver. 
This would-be rationalization was perhaps 
as illogical as the objects’ scale in the first 

place. And yet, in spite of this contradiction, 
many remain labeled this way.

The fundamental significance of this epi-
sode—simple as it may be—is that the scale 
of an object communicated something to a 
viewer. Moreover, it potentially communi-
cated different things to different viewers 
based on their cultural backgrounds. The 
thousand-year-old message that the regis-
trar believed was successfully received was 
more likely something lost in translation.
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From the Peabody Museum  
collections, a reduced-scale macaw-
feather fan—a burial offering—and its 
larger model, a real fan

was five years into a “serious existential com-
mitment” to give up on life. He had failed ev-
ery grade from the sixth grade on. Hearing 
Plath, though, a world opened. He became 
a regular at the school library, poring over 
books about poets’ lives, reading Ann Sex-
ton, Linda Pastan, and, of course, Plath. “I 
became really profoundly obsessed,” he says. 
“I had this idea that poetry was either going 
to be the key to the rest of my life, or there 
just wasn’t going to be a key.” 

He didn’t finish high school. At 18, McCrae 

became a father and earned his GED. At 19 he 
and his first wife married. (He now lives with 
his current wife, Melissa, and their 8-year-old 
daughter, and is close to his two children from 
previous marriages.) At 21 he started commu-
nity college and afterward transferred briefly 
to the University of Oregon, where he solid-
ified a budding interest in the early canon. 
“It turns out that my favorite poetry is Eliza-
bethan and Renaissance English poetry,” he 
says. “Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene has 
been necessary to me, to my conception of 

myself, of the world, of art.” For all its radi-
cal syntax and raw emotion, McCrae’s poetry 
adheres to metrical strictures that date back 
500 years: “I had this rule that I would not do 
anything metrically that Sir Philip Sidney”—
who wrote The Defence of Poesy in 1579—“would 
not have recognized as valid.”

McCrae finished his undergraduate de-
gree at Linfield College, a small liberal-arts 
school with a creative-writing major, and 
from there went to Iowa’s M.F.A. program 
and on to Harvard Law School (“I was good 
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