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Recent Discussions in Late
Prehistoric Southern Archaeology

PATRICK LIVINGOOD

One of the goals of this new journal, Native South, is to facilitate com

munication among scholars from different disciplines interested in the
history of the original inhabitants of the South. This article hopes to
further that goal by orienting nonarchaeologists to some of the recent

discussions in the literature of Southern archaeology, particularly during
the time period archaeologists are most consulted on by colleagues in his
tory, namely the few centuries before European arrival. The archaeology

of the centuries subsequent to European arrival deserves its own review.
This article highlights some of the debates in the field that may be of
interest to nonarchaeologists; it does not summarize what we now know

about the prehistoric South. Readers interested in such information may
consult several excellent syntheses that have recently been published.!

ARCHAIC SOUTH

One of the first contributions that archaeologists can offer scholars of

the Native South is to share the fact that the first "Southerners" date back

to approximately 9500 BC as the producers and users of a type of spear
point that archaeologists have labeled Dalton.2 Although there were peo

ple in the South millennia earlier it was not until the end of the Paleo

Indian period (11500 BC to 9500 Be) and the beginning of the Early
Archaic (9500 BC to 7000 BC) that regionalization of cultures began.

Around this time the population of North America had increased suf
ficiently to cause the territories and ranges of hunter-gatherers to shrink.
Coincidently, an essentially modern climate and modern plant and ani

mal communities were appearing across North America, and the South



Fig. 1. Extent of the Dalton and Mississippian areas.

of 9500 BC was dominated by oak, hickory, and the woodland mammals

that call such environments home.3 The Dalton points were used by the

people adapting to this new Southern climate and as such can be granted

the title of the first Southerners.4

One of the most important discoveries during the past two decades

concerning the Archaic South is the realization that mound building

had much greater antiquity than originally thought. Prior to about 1990,

Poverty Point in northeastern Louisiana was the only earthen mound site

generally recognized as having been constructed before 1000 Be. Located

in the Lower Mississippi Valley, Poverty Point was regarded as a large and

enigmatic center dating to 1700 to 1300 Be. The only other contempo

rary sites that were even comparable were the shell mounds and shell

rings constructed along the Atlantic Coast.s Since 1990 archaeologists

have learned that dozens of earthen mounds were constructed during

the Middle (7000 to 3000 Be) and Late Archaic (3000 to 1000 BC) peri

ods, with most examples found in the Lower Mississippi Valley. Among

the earliest and largest is the Watson Brake site in which eleven mounds

were placed on an oval earthen ring 919 feet (280 meters) in diameter on

a terrace overlooking the Ouachita River in Louisiana. Mound construc

tion had started by 3400 BC, which means the once enigmatic Poverty

Point site is no longer the earliest example of earthen mound construc

tion in the South but one of the final expressions of a regional tradition

spanning a millennium and a half.6

One of the current challenges that archaeologists face is inferring

the social dynamics of the communities that built and lived at Archaic

mound sites. Several factors complicate interpretation: (1) most of the

Archaic mound sites contain few artifacts, which is part of the reason

that their true age went unrecognized for so long, (2) many sites, such

as Watson Brake, have had little excavation, and (3) human burials are

almost unknown from Archaic earthworks, and burials are typically the

most reliable means of detecting social organization.? What we do know

is that there is little or no evidence of exotic or prestige items, feasting,

storage facilities, craft specialization, elaborate burials, or public struc

tures other than the earthworks themselves. This has led to the interpre

tation that these sites were not home to hierarchically ranked societies,

despite the presence of sometimes impressive earthworks.8 Certainly

within the binary classification scheme of egalitarian and ranked societ

ies as defined by Morton Fried, the Archaic mound builders appear to

be egalitarian in organization.9 More recent analyses have tried to go

beyond typological approaches. Jon Gibson and Kenneth Sassaman both

utilized data on the massive earthworks at Poverty Point to try to under

stand community organization, and Sassaman attempts to come to an

understanding of what role the tradition of earth construction may have

played in Poverty Point society.1O

MISSISSIPPIAN SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

Certainly the study of the late prehistoric Mississippian period (AD 800

to 1500) has been dominated in recent decades by interests in social orga

nization. We have long known that Mississippian peoples who were the

ancestors of the major Southern nations were maize agriculturalists who

built flat-topped earthen mounds on which they constructed important

civic-ceremonial structures such as temples, mortuary facilities, and elite

residences. Interest in Mississippian politics can be traced to the New

Archaeology of the 1970S and is typified by Chris S. Peebles and Susan M.



landmark article examining the distribution of goods among the
graves at Moundville. I I

Moundville is located in west-central Alabama and with twenty
nine mounds is generally regarded as the center of the second-largest
Mississippian polity. Using cluster analysis Peebles and Kus identified
similar burial types and showed that wealth was distributed hierarchically,
providing evidence that Moundville represented a ranked society. Work
during and subsequent to this period was oriented toward understand
ing Mississippians as one example of a chiefdom, as defined by Elman
Service.12 Service characterized chiefdoms as territorially organized
regional polities with hereditary social hierarchies, but whose leadership
lacked the coercive authority that can be found among states. 13 However,
the original definition of chiefdom was primarily derived from ethno
graphic and ethnohistoric studies of Pacific Islanders, especially native
Hawaiians. Therefore it presupposed that some features of eighteenth
century Hawaiian life, such as the support of craft specialists by the
chief's household or redistribution of bulk commodities, were universal
to chiefdoms everywhere. This led to work, for example, debating the
extent to which full-time craft specialists existed among Mississippian
peoples. 14 The outcome of such arguments was the realization that full
time craft specialization was at most extremely rare in the Mississippian
South and probably nonexistent in most polities. IS This also gradually
led to a redefinition of the term chiefdom away from its Polynesian roots
to a more all-encompassing category that emphasizes more universal
features such as territorial control and hereditary inequality and de
emphasizes the features once thought to be significant but that now look
to be found only in some chiefdoms, features such as attached craft spe
cialists, redistribution of staple products, or village living. 16

There are also significant numbers of archaeologists in the South and
elsewhere uncomfortable with the term chiefdom and the typological
approach that it embodies. One criticism is that these terms, especially
those of the intermediate societies in Service's typology, such as tribe
and chiefdom, lack precision and do not fit well to a sample of ethno
graphic examples. I? Furthermore the term and its use grew out of a pro
gram of social evolution linked closely to the work of Morton Fried,
Marshall Sahlins, Elman Service, and Leslie White, which was ultimately
derived from approaches to history pioneered by Lewis Henry Morgan
and Friedrich Engels. Critics have rejected the ideas central to social

evolutionary approaches, which assert that all human societies progress
through regularized transitions in a step-wise manner. 18 Furthermore
they insist that even neo-evolutionary approaches to social systems will
inevitably be burdened by the nineteenth-century racism of its origi
nal implementation because any such system inherently orders its types,
leading to the privileging of societies matching the apical type and mar
ginalization of all the others. 19

One ofthe most recent attacks on the chiefdom concept has come fi'om
Mississippian archaeologist Timothy Pauketat in his book Chiefdoms and
Other Archaeological Delusions.20 His book considered whether Cahokia,
the largest Mississippian polity, located in the American Bottom in
Illinois, might be a state and presented an argument that, at a minimum,
certain features are statelike. An American Bottom archaeologist lilee
Pauketat views a term such as chiefdom as restrictive when applied to
all Mississippian societies because Cahokia is approximately an order of
magnitude larger in size and, he argues, exceptional in other respects as
well. Because he rejects a culture evolutionary approach, Pauketat refuses
to simply apply the category of state; rather, he favors a historically based
and more particularistic form of analysisY

His first argument that Cahokia could be characterized as a state is
fiercely debated, as I will discuss later. His final argument is gaining
acceptance, and there are increasingly more Southern archaeologists
utilizing an agency and practice approach in their work.22 His polemic
against social evolutionary approaches in general and the use of the term
chiefdom in particular is shared among some Southern archaeologists,
but I predict that chiefdom or any of its circumlocutions such as prestate
complex society, ranked society, intermediate society, or kin-based hierar
chical society will not be removed from the Mississippianist's vocabulary
any time soon. Despite (or because of) its historical baggage the term
chiefdom has become a useful shorthand for the type of hierarchical,
kin-based, hereditary, territorial polities that are so common through
out the South starting between the ninth and thirteenth centuries AD.
Until better replacements are coined-and Pauketat's suggestion to use
the term civilization seems even more problematic than the terms it is
supposed to supplant-these labels will find a use. Furthermore, archae
ologists worldwide interested in the dynamics of prestate complex soci
eties increasingly reference work fi'om the South, which means that over
time the anthropological definition of chiefdom has moved away from



term that is based on the Mississippian
abandoned by archaeologists, Missis

to give it up, not because of Southern
has slowly been co-opted by South-

terminology closely parallels another important
in archaeology, that between the so-called mini-

malists and maximalists. These terms were coined by James Stoltman
in 1991 in reference to divergent opinions on the scale of Caholda and
in different approaches to understanding the role of Mississippian cul
ture.25 At one end of the scale, maximalists such as Patricia O'Brien
unambiguously argue that Cahokia was a state and possessed all of the
features of a state, such as control over a vast territory and centralized
political and economic contro1.26 The minimalist position, as typified by

George Milner, sees Cahokia as somewhat larger than other Mississippian
chiefdoms but qualitatively similar in economic and political behavior.
Households are interpreted as being economically self-sufficient and the

Cahokia paramount is argued to have controlled a territory similar in size
to other Southern politiesY Archaeologists associated with the minimal
ist position tend to rely on ecological and functional arguments. A third
label, that of idealist, was later suggested by Sissel Schroeder to describe

American Bottom archaeologists that emphasize an agency approach
and tend to privilege explanations invoking ideology over those invok
ing material, environmental, or economic factors. Examples of this third
category include Timothy Pauketat and Thomas Emerson, who take an
expansive view of Cahokia power.28

Despite the fact that these labels are caricatures, they have entered

the Mississippianist's lexicon because they serve as a useful shorthand
for interpretations outside of the American Bottom. For example, few

reviewers of Jon Muller's book on Mississippian Political Economy could
avoid mentioning that this work represented a minimalist approach to
Mississippian studies, in which an explicitly Marxist-influenced mate
rialist approach was used to analyze Mississippian social systems, and
the overriding message was that smaller-than-commonly-believed and

less-complex-than-commonly-believed communities could account for
the patterns archaeologists have recovered.29

Fortunately debate over the matters that underlie these caricatures,
such as what is the best means with which to measure complexity and

() N ATTVl1 <;:.()TTTJ..I vor TTMP 1 'In.,,Q

how much variation exists, have stimulated important research that has
improved our understanding of the Mississippian world. For example,
historically much of our textbook understanding of the Mississippian

period has come from the largest sites. These capture the imagination
of archaeologists and the public, are usually excavated more extensively

than other sites, and their dense concentration of artifacts, especially
exotic preciosities, attract increased attention. In an effort to redress
this inequity there has been significant work in the past twenty years to

examine the lifeways of common Mississippians and their households.30

There has also been work on understanding smaller Mississippian poli
ties and their role in broader regional dynamics. Some of these polities

lay on the periphery of the Mississippian world while others are geo
graphically central but marginal in other ways.3! For example, on the Big
Black River in west-central Mississippi the Old Hoover site existed in the
shadow of the large Mississippian sites of the Lower Mississippi Valley.

According to Karl Lorenz the residents of Old Hoover built a single small
mound, but otherwise there is no evidence of social ranldng.32 In fact the
people of Old Hoover did not even use maize in any significant quanti

ties and instead consumed acorn and hickory nuts at quantities simi
lar to the Archaic and Woodland residents of the South. It appears that
the residents of Old Hoover were influenced by Mississippian ritual, as
evidenced by mound construction, but would not or could not adopt

Mississippian subsistence technology or the changes in political organi
zation so typical of their neighbors. In one sense Old Hoover represents
a rural backwater, but it is also an important data point indicating the

heterogeneity present in the Mississippian world and the diversity of

responses available to its people.
In a survey ofMississippian mound-building practices, John Blitz and

I found that there were qualitative discrepancies between small and large

mound sites.33 Larger sites, defined as those with nine or more mounds,
had no statistical correlation between variables measuring the size of
the mound, the amount of time the mounds were in use, or the num

ber of construction stages. In contrast small and medium-sized sites
had a modest correlation between those sets of variables. This informs
us that mound building was done on a different schedule at the larg

est Mississippian sites and implies that it served a different societal role.
Based on analysis of these variables we argued that mound construction
tended to serve ad hoc political goals at the largest sites, whereas the
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slightly more regularized schedule of construction at other sites suggests
major construction was linked to periodic events such as the death of an

important elite or the commemoration of a rare but significant event.34

In sum this simple survey of readily available data suggests that much
more work can be done to examine the heterogeneity in Mississippian

life, and that life at small Mississippian sites was qualitatively differ

ent from life at larger sites. Archaeologists have long contrasted major
regional traditions, but there is clearly much work to be done to catalog

other forms of diversity in the Mississippian world.35

Another significant advance in the past two decades has been a much
better understanding ofMississippian regional systems. Such studies are

continuations of research programs begun with the New Archaeology

of the 1970S and 1980s, which suggested that data on settlement patterns
were fundamental. 36 This led to the development ofmore rigorous proce

dures for finding archaeological sites, in particular the small sites that had

often escaped notice previously, and analytical tools for interpreting the

environmental, economic, and political significance of the distribution

of sites. Perhaps the most noteworthy result from using this data came

from David Hally's study of the distribution of mound sites in north

ern Georgia and the surrounding areas of the southern Appalachians.37

He found that mounds were regularly spaced such that they are almost

always located either less than eighteen kilometers or more than thirty

two kilometers from each other, which thereby indicates the boundar

ies of polities. Mounds belonging to the same polity were located less

than eighteen kilometers from each other, and there were typically buf

fer zones of several kilometers between polities. A computer analysis of

travel times indicated that these distances correspond to a half a day's

journey, that is, mounds that are part of the same polity are located no

farther than six hours apart and mounds that are integrated into differ

ent polities are situated at least twelve hours apart.38 This corresponds

well to other archaeologically and ethnographically known chiefdoms

worldwide in which the territory of a chiefdom rarely exceeds a twelve

hour journey from the center.39

One implication of this is a renewed appreciation of the historic maps

produced by or with the aid of Southern Natives in the eighteenth cen

tury, which famously show circles as locatives for Native tribes. These

maps have been interpreted as sociograms because they appear to

communicate as much about social relationships in the size and place-

ment of the map elements as they do about geographic relationships.40

Archaeological evidence indicates that the overall pattern recorded in

those maps, communities of related people living in bounded spaces

separated from other communities by buffer zones, was the reality in the
South since at least AD 1200.

Archaeologists are also coming to understand much more about the

internal organization of Mississippian sites. This is perhaps most clearly

visible at Moundville, where James Knight has documented the parallels

between the mound arrangement at Moundville and a historically docu

mented Chickasaw camp.41 At Moundville, the mounds are arranged in

two adjacent plazas: a smaller and more exclusive northern plaza bor

dering the bluffs overlooking the Black Warrior River, and a larger plaza

to the immediate south where mounds are arranged in a parallelogram.

The arrangement of mounds exhibits several forms of symmetry: (1)

mounds around the parallelogram are mostly arranged in pairs wherein

one of the mounds in a pair contain burials and the other mound is

larger and contains no burials, (2) there is bilateral symmetry along a

north-south axis that intersects and divides the two largest mounds, and

(3) as one progresses from north to south along the parallelogram the

mound pairs are progressively smaller. These patterns are interpreted

to mean that the residents of Moundville were organized in moieties

as evidenced by the bilateral symmetry with one moiety present in the

eastern half of the site and the other in the west. The highest-status buri

als found in Mounds C and D may represent the burials of paramount

chiefs representing each moiety; in addition, the pairs of mounds likely

represent kin groups. The more highly ranked kin groups are located

in the northern part of the plaza and the most lowly ranked groups in

the southern part. This is precisely the way internally ranked clans were

distributed in the historic Chickasaw camp.

Such an analysis was facilitated by the unusual abundance of mound

architectllre at Moundville, but there are other means of arriving at

clues about the internal organization of sites. For example, at Etowah,

in northwestern Georgia, Adam King has observed spatial patterning in

the distribution of gorget types in burials excavated from the different

quadrants of Mound C.42 He interpreted these as evidence of corporate

groups, likely kin groups or sodalities. At Cahokia, where there were

once more than one hundred mounds, there are numerous plazas and

the outlying sites contain numerous localized ritual centers. These have
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chiefdom resear,cners outswe the South, perhaps the most widely
is that of David Anderson and John Blitz on the

Miississippian polities.44 Anderson examined the chiefdoms
Savannah River, which forms the boundary between present-day

South Carolina and Georgia. He found that these polities appeared and
disappeared frequently, and most were short-lived. This has also been
observed in other regions with well-established site chronologies, such
as in the Oconee Valley in Georgia.45 Furthermore, Anderson showed
that polities in the Savannah River that were in existence for more than a

century often underwent shifts in the scale of organization. He utilized a
classification system for chiefdoms in which those with a single decision
making level above the local level are called a simple chiefdom and those
with two levels are called complex. Settlement patterns are used as a proxy

for levels of decision making based on the assumption that each mound
site contains a chief representing one level of authority. Therefore poli
ties with a single mound center are categorized as simple chiefdoms, and

those with multiple centers are thought to be complex, with the largest
center as home to the paramount chief.46 Anderson assembled data from

the Savannah River chiefdoms to show that chiefdoms frequently cycle
between simple and complex, reflecting the fragile nature of the political
coalitions that chiefdoms represent.

John Blitz modified and improved on this discussion of chiefdom
instabilityY He started by noting that the simple/complex chiefdom

typology at the heart ofAnderson's analysis is only capable of describing
hierarchical relationships and does not account for polities where there
are multiple mound centers in a heterarchical relationship or polities

with a single multimound center possibly representing several tiers of
decision-making authority.48 Blitz noted that both cases are documented
in the Savannah River and Southern Appalachian region. Rather than

characterize chiefdom instability as cycling between simple and complex,
Blitz instead chose to characterize the Mississippian dynamic as one of
fission-fusion of social groups. He noted that in the eighteenth-century

South the basic political unit was called the okla among the Choctaw
and the talwa among the Muskogee, and these terms were defined as a
people or town. The okla/talwas resemble single mound polities in the
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Mississippian in that both had hereditary leadership roles and compa
rable population sizes. According to Blitz, the patterns that we observe in

the Savannah River Valley and the Southern Appalachians was caused by
the movement of okla/talwas across the landscape and their fusion with
or fission from other okla/talwas to form more complex political entities.
Because these relationships were under constant negotiation they were
necessarily fragile over the span of decades and centuries, which account
for the observed instability of Mississippian polities.

MISSISSIPPIAN ICONOGRAPHY

Perhaps the single most important breakthrough in Southern archaeol
ogy in the past decade has been produced by a team of scholars who
have shed new light on Mississippian iconography. In many ways this

can be likened to a type of Rosetta Stone moment in our understand
ing oflate prehistoric Southern people.49 Before one can understand the
significance of the discovery it is helpful to understand the nature of
Mississippian iconography and a brief history of its interpretation.50

Archaeologists and the public have long been fascinated by the rich
representational designs found on Mississippian artifacts such as cop

per plates, engraved shell gorgets, shell cups, figurines, and engraved
ceramics. The late prehistoric people of the South probably made other

objects that we might classify as art, but these are the only media that
survive. The earliest scholars recognized the supernatural qualities of
many of these depictions, but the first widely influential interpreta
tions were penned by Antonio Waring and Preston Holder.51 They

viewed these objects as expressions of a short-lived cult with its origins
in the Muskogean-speaking world, and the name Southern Cult and
Southeastern Ceremonial Complex (SECC) became attached to the

body of work.
Later in the I970S James Brown was one of a handful of scholars sys

tematically analyzing the large body of iconography from Spiro (in pres
ent-day eastern Oldahoma), which, along with Cahokia, Moundville,
and Etowah, has the largest body of artifacts bearing iconographic

depictions. Brown was struck by the diversity of styles on the Spiro shell
as compared with the material from sites from the east. Based on a social
analysis perspective, Brown argued that these icons were not the mani
festation of a cult, but a product of interregional interaction that pro-



re~d()ll1al val~iation as a by-product of trade and production. For
cvtnholc were just as related to the badges and operation of

as they were with religion.52 In subsequent publications
along with Phillip Phillips, used an art historical approach to

study and document the styles of iconography and eventually named
the two most common schools Braden and CraigY The Classic Braden
style is now understood to have originated at Cahokia. It was itself based
on iconographic styles used to decorate rock art in the Eastern Plains.54

The Classic Braden style was exported to Spiro, where it influenced the
Craig style. Later versions of the Braden style at Cahokia were exported
to the Deep South and influenced the motifs of Moundville (called the
Hemphill school) and Etowah (called Hightower).

Subsequent publications on Southern iconography refined our under

standing of topics such as chronology and style, but did not substan
tially change the fact that we had a better understanding of the execution
and use of the iconography, such as its style, distribution, and use in

Mississippian religious and political systems, than we did of its content.55

The only widely accepted analysis of the content was rather superficial,

such as noting facts about Mississippian dress or noting that the depic
tions of two men fighting and the frequent depictions of human heads
are probably indicative of the significance of warfare in Mississippian
societies.

Starting in 1993 Mississippian scholars interested in iconography
began to meet annually in conjunction with the long-running Maya
Iconography meetings at the University of Texas. Mississippian scholars

later founded their own annual meeting at Texas State University at San
Marcos. These meetings brought together archaeologists, folldorists, art
historians, anthropologists, and Native religious practitioners.56 Their
initial report, which almost reads as a manifesto, was published in 2001

as On the Subject Matter ofSouthern Ceremonial Complex Art.57

Their basic finding was that the core of Southern art reflects a super
natural reality and focuses on the celestial realm and the accomplish

ments of certain culture heroes. They define the core as comprising shell
gorgets, copper plates, and related material and observe that expressive
objects outside of this core appear to be related to different themes. For

example, temple statuary has often been linked to ancestor cults. Within
the core the themes are strildngly limited to celestial associations. Even
iconography that was previously interpreted as quotidian images, such

as one of two men fighting (famously known from the Hixon site), are
now interpreted as examples of specific mythological events rather than

a generic depiction of Mississippian warfare. Images formerly believed
to be real-life depictions of dancers in costume, such as the bird-man
from Etowah or a chunkey player, are now understood to represent

supernatural part-animal figures.
This thematic consistency is remarkable. Other topics of mythologi

calor ritual importance such as depictions of the trickster, of the widely
told stories of mythological animals, or of agriculture and fertility, are
almost entirely lacking.58 Rather the art is hyperspecialized and related

to culture heroes or celestial beings such as Morning Star, the Thunder
and Lightning Twins, and Red Horn, or to celestial themes such as the

Path of Souls, which was thought to be visible in the night sky as the
Mill<y Way. Some of this materiallil<ely references stories that served as
charter myths for Mississippian elites and as secret knowledge about the

cosmos.
The texts most useful to the worldng group were the stories of culture

heroes and astronomy collected from groups as widely dispersed as the
Apalachee, Caddo, Winnebago, Pawnee, and Osage. Fascinatingly, the
bull< of the iconography was produced by Muskogean-speaking people,

but there are only fragmentary records of culture hero stories recorded
among historic Muskogean speakers and almost no examples of historic
Muskogean texts exhibiting the astronomical knowledge reflected in the

iconography. The working group scholars have had more success match
ing the details of the iconographywith stories recorded by groups periph
eral to the South, some of whom, such as the Osage and Caddo, were
lil<ely descendants of the people of Cahokia and Spiro where much of the

rest of the SECC material was produced. It is not yet clear whether the
lack of correspondence between recorded stories of historic Muskogean
speakers is a preservation issue or whether it represents a more funda

mental transition in cosmology among Muskogean speakers during the
later prehistoric and historic periods. Historic Muskogean ritual was
focused on agricultural themes, such as celebration of the Busk, and it is

possible that such a focus was a relatively new development postdating

the Mississippian.
The combined efforts of the working group, now published in several

collections, provide scholars with clues about the content of the iconog
raphy, not just its context. This has led to numerous exciting discoveries.
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eXclmple, Mlou.ndvllle archaeologists have long recognized that during
M(mIldvllle II and early Moundville III phases (approximately

re~;idl~nt population of Moundville left for nearby
Moundville itself was used as a ritual center and a

lle,cro1polls. Arlal1Tsis of the corpus of iconography by George Lankford,
Steponaitis, James Knight, and others indicates that the vast

majority of it is related to themes of death, the Beneath World, and the
Path of Souls. Furthermore, a more detailed analysis of the categories of
objects reveals significant differences in their distribution. Objects such
as copper gorgets and pendants, stone gorgets, stone palettes, painted
pottery, and stone bowls had limited distributions among high-status
burials and lilcely served as emblems of offices or ritual paraphernalia. In
contrast, engraved pottery in the Hemphill style was a public style acces

sible to all because it was found among graves of all types and statuses,
including at outlying farmsteads. Some of the Hemphill-style iconog
raphy depicts the Great Serpent as a winged rattlesnake. Lankford has
argued that the wings serve as a locative indicating this version of the
Great Serpent is located in the sky or the Above World. According to

stories common to many Native groups the Great Serpent could also be
encountered in the Beneath World as the guardian and protector of that
world. In that guise it is frequently depicted as the Horned or Underwater
Serpent, often with feline characteristics. It is interesting to note that

depictions of the Great Serpent in a Beneath World form are only found
at Moundville in restricted contexts. Clearly the Above World depiction
of the Great Serpent was considered safe and has even been linked to a

constellation visible in the southern sky where it is still not far from its
home in the Under World. The Beneath World manifestation was con

sidered much more powerful and was only handled by ritual specialists
with the necessary knowledge and spiritual strength.59

The research of the iconography working group is revolutionary to
our understanding ofMississippian life and has only recently been made
available to the broader scholarly community in published form. It has
the power to give us insight into Mississippian belief and to potentially

track how those beliefs changed through time and space.60 It can provide
us with clues about how ritual and religion were used and challenged. It
also will help us understand the origin and spread of the Mississippian

way of life between the tenth and thirteenth centuries AD. Ultimately it
has the potential to upend a significant portion of our textbook defini-
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tion ofMississippian. Like most good research it raises as many questions
as it answers. Why, for example, do historic Muskogean stories not cor

respond to the iconography in ways that Eastern Plains texts do? Why
did the iconography express such a narrow spectrum of the ritual and
myth that was likely a part of Mississippian life? And are other represen

tational traditions such as temple statuary and zoomorphic images on
pottery part of a different, more mundane artistic tradition, or are these
holdovers from belief systems that go back millennia in the South?61 The

answers to these questions may be decades in the making.

CONCLUSION

The preceding discussion covers a selection of important discoveries and
trends in Southern archaeology over the past two decades. It is by no
means exhaustive and in fact omits discussion about advances in our
understanding of Mississippian diet, more precise models for under

standing the constitution of political authority, better models about the
use and exchange of prestige goods, the identification of long-distance
migrations of Mississippian people, improvements in our understand

ing of the role of gender, and other topics.62 Despite these deficiencies
this still provides a sense of what issues have dominated the study of the

late prehistoric South.
It should also be apparent that many important advances, such as

the improved understanding of Mississippian iconography or a better
model of chiefdom instability, were made possible when archaeologists
applied rich ethnographic and historic models to well-considered and

well-studied archaeological datasets. Archaeologists are frequently con
sumers of the products of historians, ethnohistorians, and folldorists

and the study of the late prehistoric Native South can only be improved
by increased collaboration among these disciplines. Furthermore for
historical scholars interested in explanations invoking historicity and
the recursive relationship between structure and practice, it will become

increasingly important for Native South scholars interested in the early
historic period to familiarize themselves with the prehistoric past of the

groups they intend to study in order to provide the appropriate histori
cal context. Both goals can be facilitated by increased dialogue among all
scholars interested in the history of the Native peoples of the South, and

it is my sincerest hope that this journal will help to serve this role.
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Excavating a Mississippian Frontier

Fieldwork at the Carter Robinson Mound Site

MAUREEN MEYERS

The Mississippian period (AD 900-1550) in the Southern United States is
typified by corn agriculture, earthen mound construction, and extensive

trade networks. 1 Although many of these traits had existed before this
time, it was during the Mississippian period that institutionalized hier

archy became part of Southern cultures. Societies now had permanent
leaders, and those leaders (and their retinues) had access to more and
better material culture, seen archaeologically as larger houses located

close to mounds; more varied diets, including choice foods; and buri
als accompanied by exotic artifacts. Chiefs, in turn, may have provided
protection or stability to the inhabitants of the chiefdom. Chiefdoms

were present throughout the South at this time, starting most notably at
Cahokia in Illinois near present-day St. Louis, whose size and magnitude
were not replicated again; however, large chiefdoms were also located at

Moundville in central Alabama and at Etowah and later Coosa in north
western Georgia. Many studies have attempted to better define Southern
chiefly economies, politics, settlement patterns, diet, and interactions, so

that we now know more about the nature of Southern chiefdoms than
ever before.2 As a result, researchers recognize the large amount ofvaria
tion in Mississippian chiefdoms; although they are generally alike, there

are also marked differences within and between regions. Examining such
variation is one avenue toward better understanding the nature of these
societies.

One way to identify variation is by studying the societies that were
located on the frontier of the Mississippian world. The study of frontiers
of any culture is important because frontiers are areas where multiple

identities intersect, and where power can be re-created or reconfigured.


