Course: Effective Interpretation of Archeological Resources

Charleston, SC, February 2-6, 2004
Notes on supplied books:

1. Presenting Archaeology to the Public: Digging for Truths, edited by John H. Jameson, Jr. 

In the face of increasing public interest and demand for information, archaeologists are collaborating with historians, museum curators, and exhibit designers to devise the best strategy for translating archaeological information to the public. Presenting Archaeology to the Public: Digging for Truths (1997) opens doors for public involvement. It highlights successful case studies where specialists have provided the public with the opportunity and necessary tools for learning about archaeology. Cahokia Mounds, Little Big Horn, Sabino Canyon, Monticello, Poplar Forest, and Charleston Place are just a few of the historical sites featured. Topics discussed include site tours, museum displays, active excavations, and volunteer programs. This book helps bridge the gap between archaeologists and the lay public by making information accessible to all. 

"This important collection of case studies offers a holistic approach to the public interpretation of archaeology. It provides communication strategies for specialists and non-specialists that have worked to make technical information accessible to the lay public." --Brian Fagan, University of California, Santa Barbara.

2. In Small Things Forgotten, by James Deetz

In this classic volume written for a general audience, Jim Deetz points out the incomplete nature of the traditional historian's approach to understanding past societies. By focusing only on written documentation, traditional historians necessarily confine the groups they can examine to literate societies, thereby excluding most people in the history of human existence. Furthermore, written documents contain the bias of the author, and so cannot always be trusted. Deetz argues that historical archaeology and the study of material culture opens the door to understanding a far wider band of human societies, and can further help us relate to the literate cultures we study, by providing corroborating evidence, in some cases, and filling in the gaps overlooked in traditional written documents in other cases. This work focuses mainly on early New England societies, but the research methods Deetz puts forth readily adapt to studies in other areas. The fact that this book still stands as required reading on university course lists 25 years after its first publication testifies to its usefulness. 

3. The Reconstructed Past: Reconstructions in the Public Interpretation of Archaeology and History, edited by John H. Jameson, Jr.

To reconstruct or not to reconstruct? That is the question facing many agencies and site managers throughout the world. While reconstructed sites provide a three-dimensional pedagogic environment in which visitors can acquire a heightened sense of the past, an ethical conflict emerges when on-site reconstructions and restorations contribute to the damage or destruction of the original archaeological record. The case studies in this volume contribute to the ongoing debates between data and material authenticity and educational and interpretive value of reconstructions. Discussing diverse reconstruction sites from the Golan Region to Colonial Williamsburg, the authors present worldwide examples that have been affected by agency policies, divergent presentation philosophies, and political and economic realities.

4. Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650-1800, by Leland Ferguson 

This is a highly provocative book that focuses on archeological evidence of African Americans during the pre-Revolutionary period. The discussions of archeological findings elucidate how these enslaved people actually lived reads like a detective story, with one tantalizing clue leading the author to yet another. Integrating research in artifacts, folklore, and history, Dr. Ferguson explores black lifeways along the south Atlantic coast. His provocative results project crafty black pioneers working within the bars of bondage to shape their distinct identity and to lay a rich foundation for the multicultural adjustments that became colonial America. Focusing on South Carolina with its early black majority and its several excavated low country sites, he unveils layers of complex social exchanges that made American plantations work. Recovered potsherds tell of economic interrelations between plantation slaves and Native Americans and of the too-little-recognized common thread between the extermination of Native Americans and racism against blacks. Toys and house sites allow examination of daily life. Utensils dug from the ground illuminate the slaves' diet and foodways. Ritual objects open up a discussion of African slave religion. Ferguson also tracks the differences in slave lifestyles between coastal South Carolina and tidewater Virginia. In the end, he concludes that, although the slave-owning whites may have held political and coercive power, they depended for survival on the practical knowledge and skills of their African American slaves. Ferguson proves his case that archeological research helps us envision the contrast between the world the slaves built and the European/American culture that they rejected.

5. African Reflections on the American Landscape: Identifying and Interpreting Africanisms, by Brian D. Joyner.
This volume highlights West and Central African cultural contributions to the nation's built environment that has been documented and recognized in the cultural resources programs of the National Park Service. This publication is intended to support historic preservation and cultural resources stewardship efforts of organizations and individuals within their communities. It is designed for the general reader with little or no background in the study of Africanisms or West and Central African history and cultural practices. African Reflections on the the American Landscape is a follow-up to the conference, "Places of Cultural Memory: African Reflections on the American Landscape," which was held May 9-12, 2001 in Atlanta, Georgia.
