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The John Brown House: Foundations Through History


I was called upon to design an exhibit showcasing the excavation of the John Brown House by the Archaeology of College Hill class at Brown University. One of the primary challenges in creating this new exhibit was navigating the bureaucracy behind historical preservation groups. The Rhode Island Historical Society, located at 121 Hope Street was the first place I approached with a possible display proposal for our dig from the John Brown House. Groups like the Historical Society that have room for displays are entrusted with presenting the public with various examples of history in action. I firmly believe the presence of a display on our excavation of the John Brown House would have been a highly appropriate, especially considering the historical documents our team used from the Historical Society and the integration of the John Brown family with Rhode Island history. Nonetheless, I encountered little enthusiasm for the project, and thus proposed the display to the Brown University Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World, soon to be relocated to Rhode Island Hall on the Brown campus Main Green.  


This exhibit will be located in the new entrance hall of Rhode Island Hall in a display case measuring approximately 4 ft high by 3 ft with a 1 ft depth (according to estimations by Professor Susan Alcock from the Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World).  The major goal of my display is to demonstrate the findings of our dig without overwhelming the observer with information. The focus is on visual images of the dig itself, with less geophysical survey results and historical documents, and including only a few well-chosen artifacts. Overall, I would say the purpose of this display is to communicate the type of survey we did and to stress the importance of outbuildings as the reason for choosing the locations of Units 2,4 and 5. Furthermore, I want to lend careful consideration to the audience that will be passing through Rhode Island Hall. According to the Joukowsky Institute Wiki, the new Rhode Island Hall will be dedicated to a “state of the art environment for the study of archaeology.” As such, most of the individuals passing through by the display will have at least some conception of the components of an archaeological dig. Other buildings on campus have been expanded and updated to meet modern needs––including the Smith-Buonanno Building and University Hall––and our exhibit will be another part of this restoration. Filling the inside of such a building, as well as setting the direction for how the new space will be used is of paramount importance. Ideally, this display would be the first in an ongoing chronicle of excavations in and around Brown and Rhode Island. The display is focused primarily on the less glamorous parts of excavation, and purposely avoids overwhelming the observer with artifacts, and will be rooted in archaeological practices, rather than flashy finds. Artifacts from the dig will accent the images provided, but the major purpose of this project is to recreate for the viewer a sense of the scholarship and attention to historical detail, as well as the blend of modern techniques (such as the geophysical survey) with classic excavation practices. 


The unifying theme for this display at Rhode Island Hall comes from the title The John Brown House: Foundations Through History.  I wanted to leave the observer with a sense of grounding, an understanding of what we were looking for in the lawn. We chose to place the Units along the lines of possible foundations from outbuildings. The midden we uncovered suggested possible trash pits, and a majority of the artifacts we collected and information we gained referred to these foundations. The observer of this display will come away with an understanding of how we explored the remains of buildings. Structures do not have to be left standing to provide keys to the past. 


The construction of the exhibit consists of three major panels. My goal is to divide the space and focus the observer’s attention on one element of the excavation process at a time. Thinking through this exhibit mirrors our thinking in constructing the dig itself: first looking at geophysical results and historical documents to focus our dig; second, choosing locations for sample test pits and excavation units; finally, proceeding to excavate the units themselves. Addressing each of these three major elements is a multi-step process, relying heavily on visuals but also involving text explanations and physical artifacts to make it more tangible. 


My audience in the soon-to-be-finished, newly renovated Rhode Island Hall is different than a general public audience––such as at the John Brown House display being put together by Maggie Ewing, another team member. As the new home for the Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World, Rhode Island hall will have a much more academic set of people coming into view the building, both for the express purpose of seeing the display(s) and for other archaeology-related business. A working knowledge of excavation as a practice can be assumed, but in order to be as clear as possible, I believe in keeping my exhibit accessible to anyone wanting to find out more about our particular site. 


The first panel of the display is dedicated to situating the dig itself. One of the most interesting discoveries when discussing the dig and the John Brown House with Brown faculty and students was how few people actually understood where it was located on campus. Even fewer had any conception of the House and its historical connection to the University or that it served as John Brown’s actual residence during the colonial period. In order to introduce the site, I included a basic map of the location of the John Brown house, a map of the site itself detailing the location of the mansion, the lawn and the possible features indicated  by the geo-survey including the remains of the fountain on the lawn. Additionally I included a historic map of the land tracts and owners during the 1800s, invoking the names of such Providence greats as Wickenden and Power, both owners with prominent streets named after them nearby. The mapping panel also contains the main map generated by the geophysical survey. This map is in color, and the blue areas indicate conductive areas, which overlap where the metallic pipes for the fountain on the grounds may have been located. The goal of this three part display is to bring together the past and the present, to present the viewer with a full concept of how the landscape of the John Brown House changed through time. Providing some clues as to where the site is situated now (in the form of a simple map) also invites the observer to possibly venture down to the John Brown House to peruse the site for themselves---its less than two blocks from Rhode Island Hall! 


The second third of the display focuses on bringing the viewer into the actual process of excavation. In choosing images to include, I decided to focus on Units 2, 4, and 5. The Sample Test Pits (STPs) and Units 1 and 3 were primarily fill deposits, Unit 1 dating from more recently and Unit 3 containing artifacts from throughout the last two centuries. Units 2, 4, and 5 contained evidence of foundation structures, and I wanted to ensure the progression of images demonstrated how we excavated larger brick and stone constructions. Artifacts from Unit 3 are also important, and the location of this Unit directly next to the foundations found in Unit 5 is striking. I wanted to include a visual progression through the units as we dug deeper, especially on Unit 2 as the site lends itself well to a layer-by-layer visual presentation and has artifacts to mark the progression. This middle segment of the display focuses on using photos to guide the viewer in progressing through our excavation of each individual unit. I included a written key to aide viewers in deciphering the photo boards which indicate which context was being photographed, the date and the unit indicated. This eliminates the need for additional labeling, and benefits the flow of the exhibit, relying on dynamic visuals rather than text blocks. Hopefully by perusing these images, viewers will gain insight into how we documented the site as a whole, and less archaeologically-inclined visitors will come to understand a bit more about the photo-documentation process and its role in excavations. 


The third segment of the display for Rhode Island Hall focuses on displaying artifacts. Choosing artifacts to include in this display is one of the most daunting tasks. I believe the goal of this particular exhibit is to bring a sense of how and why the excavation was conducted to fellow archaeologists from the Joukowsky Institute rather than simply showing off our finds. The methods we used and the way the site was physically excavated is more important than even some of the more diagnostic pottery sherds and pipe fragments we uncovered.  I wanted to focus the exhibit on Units 2,4, and 5 as these three units provided the greatest wealth of foundation material. In keeping with this goal, I will hopefully be including the bricks found in the excavation to give the observer physical evidence of these foundations (see Image 1).  Specifically, I hope to include a piece of brick approximately 3 inches long found in Unit 4 in context JBH 20. This visibly aging brick lends itself well to display as it is clearly a component of some sort of foundation, the major focus of the display. Furthermore, this artifact is in excellent condition for display as it is not too fragile or large to be housed in the proposed display case. I would ideally construct a shelf protruding from below an image of Unit 4 on which this piece could rest, to tie it directly from the Unit and context it came from. In an effort to include some of the preliminary finds from the STPs, I would like to include oyster shells from the N0W30 plot. Many of these shells both whole and broken were found, and were used in construction projects during the colonial period. Other sites in the region, such as the Greene Farm in Warwick, RI contain a multitude of these shell deposits, and they are highly common as a material in colonial construction in the Ocean State. These shells are rather crumbly and leave a fine white dust over most surfaces, but when not being handled are relatively stable for display. A second shelf with a brief description of oyster shells as a building material would protrude from below the geophysical map which has the STP N0W30 labelled. The written caption accompanying the oyster shells would read: “Oyster Shells found in STP N0W30. Oysters were used for food, but oyster shells could also be used as a building material and mortar fill.”Additionally, I was hoping to include some of the modern midden from Unit 2 to help the observer understand how a dig progresses from modern topsoil fill to sterile soil––although we never made it down quite that far! Reinforcing for the observer a sense that excavation is not simply a search-and-find look for period artifacts, but rather a comprehensive survey. The accompanying caption would read simply: “Not all the deposits found dated from the time of John Brown.” I would also include the estimate dates (from object biographies completed by other team members) for the pieces of modern midden displayed. I would choose any of the more hard-wearing finds, such as the coffee cup lid or piece of Mr. Donut styrofoam to include in the display, partially because neither of these pieces will deteriorate or require any special treatment. Also, choosing pieces that have accompanying object biographies would make including accurate and relevant dates and information easier and more comprehensive. 


Hodder  looked at “colonial approaches” to the past and derides archaeologists who bring artifacts back from sites (as though time traveling) without placing them in a rich historical context. I agree wholeheartedly with this approach, and view the context of our dig at the John Brown House as far more important than the artifacts we found. Furthermore, we dedicated a great deal of time as a class to surveying and setting up the dig, as well as researching relevant historical documents pertaining to the site and its development from the colonial period to the present. Less time was spent on the recovery of artifacts than on the creating of a multi-faceted comprehensive excavation. In a way no previous excavation of the site has been---including the sporatic digging done by an undergraduate in the 1960s––we progressed methodically through our investigation. 


An additional goal in creating this exhibit is to leave the display open to expansion. One way of doing this is considering how the wall behind the glass case will be used. The wall space on either side of the cabinet can be used for additional maps, pictures, and hopefully even a small collection of take-away maps directing visitors from the Joukowsky Institute home in Rhode Island Hall to the John Brown House site entrance on at 52 Power Street. More images from the site once it is reopened would be an excellent addition to the display, and adding information about more Units if opened by future classes would keep the display current. I would like to continue to monitor the display and interact with the future Archaeology of College Hill class, adding future finds to the display and hopefully at some point drawing some conclusions about  the nature of the outbuildings that once stood on the John Brown House lawn. The John Brown House dig is not finished, and will be continued in the future.


Some of the major obstacles to constructing an engaging exhibit is the general attitude of most Americans towards American historical archaeology. According to a study by Ramos and Duganne in 2000, no American historical sites were named as among the most influential in existence. A majority of American respondents cited Egypt, Mesopotamia and “The Holy Land” as the location of significant sites (Ramos and Duganne as quoted in McManamon 115). This very basic aversion to American historical archaeology could pose a problem in generating interst in the John Brown House display in Rhode Island Hall. Thankfully, the majority of passers-by will be affiliated with the Joukowsky Institute, and thus more invested in studies of archaeology as a whole. Nonetheless, competing against the “ancient world” definition bias will still be a hurdle. I have faith that The John Brown House: Foundations from History exhibit can and will raise awareness about the pervasiveness of archaeological study; indeed, it can be in our own backyard at Brown University. As the dig at John Brown House progresses over the course of the next year, the display will expand and change to reflect new findings and continue to document the excavation process. 

Image 1: Brick, Unit 4, JBH 20

Ima[image: image1.jpg];_M;_M_:m:? ___

]




[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]


ge 2: Oyster Shells, STP N0W30 

[image: image4.jpg]Where 1o Di

Clues from Hiy

S

ry and Modern

from History

0 Brown Hous
widenee, 1

Excavation ln the Field
Seprember 1, 2008-Noyvember
10,2008




[image: image5.jpg]l‘(mmlalions from History:

Where 1o Dig?

I'he John Brown House.

Clues from History and Modern oh
. Providence, Rl

Su rveys

Fxcavation In the Field:

ML RO DRS04 0 118 BAIEX w00 ESTATS September 8, 2008-November

10,2008

rown House Unit Locations & Quadrature Map

John B

Zone2
| S QUACES (NDICATE g
TresE SQUA AMETER %
THe ARERWE ERAVATED, Sy e

Parking Lot |

IR AT e



[image: image6.jpg]Where to Dig?

Cluesfrom History and Modern
Surveys

HOME \LOTS




[image: image7.jpg]Foundations from History:

re to Dig?
istory and Moder®
urveys

o

| The John Brown House,
; Providence. Rl

Excavation In the Field:
::.c. B September 8., 2008-Nov ember
10,2008

« wgina 54 reer 8y 50 rEET oM
HyGHi TOBETAEE WITH ALL THE OUT-

7, THE Gamogw EAST OF THE
ADJOTNING TeE STAEEY| SAtD LOT OF YR

) GALLED UNTsL 17 REACHES VESERE- Baows 5

Bt o Wy eaNGinn THER mamis AT

THEAST PART OF MY QAR

YREET ADJOINING] THE WHOLE
Buown A lvee: yNCLUDI NG AL
ve $18,000.00.

| Semcouce or Esvare

Live 8Eina Sb rEcT BY 50 FEET SQUARE

£F CELLAR UNDER THE WHOLE, ANO ALL

ALLE AS wELL THE PART I TIONS AS THE WALLS
€ OUT MEUFB1 V1Z, COACH HOUSEE
AV Wsax a0 Aoyt 1§ somss OF e
| NEARLY (N TME CENTER. =i

| ON TME BOUTH, AND ON THE CAST
GARDEN, PAVEC

Ky TOMEN

INCLUDING ALL FENCES,

GAE IN TO HIB WIFE SARAM.

_ocations & Quadrature Map

.md' our geophysical survey results, we
liggaing. focusing on arcas where out-
Uoit 4 & Uont 5 vielded foundation
age. and Unit 2 an interesting pipe and
o of brck i



[image: image8.jpg]Foundations from |

The John Brown House,
Providence, RI

Excavation In the Field:
September 8, 2008-November
10,2008






