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Historical sites like the John Brown House have tended in the past and even now to fabricate what King calls a “great-man” history, in which one owner of the house is glorified over the others and endowed with the superhuman taste only a panel of experts could grant him.  Even with the help of oral histories, which Yentsch admits can be sketchy (because they are social constructs) old houses – especially ones as old as the John Brown House – can be difficult to reconstruct.  For example, as Yentsch recounts, houses can often be assigned names and associated with personages based simply on the former residents’ fame (or infamy) and not on the original builder.  Yentsch gives the example of the Annapolis house “occupied by free blacks from the 1780’s throughout the nineteenth century”
 which is known by the name even still of a woman who lived there, Aunt Lacy’s Bakeshop (according to Yentsch, a cultural denigration), as if to ignore the presence there of original builders of the house whom it would seem best to name it after.  But in the mind of the public the scandal of a black woman owning a bake shop has all but obscured their name to the point that (if oral narrative was one’s only source material) an archaeologist would have a hard time, presented with the simple house, even knowing the original family’s name (not to mention, those of all of Lacy’s ancestors and forebears).  Even Yentsch, herself, does not mention the name of those first residents.

There is of course also the problems of defining precisely what should be in the house – continuing the metaphor of constructing a historical site like the JBH.  Often, examining what people did, as King says, rather than what they were, as social beings or as a family, comes first in archaeology.  When the focus is material culture, this appears to be sound, but at the same time may lead to incorrect assumptions.  For instance, in the John Brown House, the guide informed us that the Browns often entertained and took meals in their bedrooms.  This may make sense from the material culture (i.e. food serving items were found stored or discarded in the bedrooms), but does it really make sense that a family with an enormous dining room would serve meals in the bedrooms.  Did it make sense for an upstanding member of “polite” society to receive guests in his or her bedchambers?  Perhaps something more decadent like breakfast in bed would fit the household dynamic better (especially one which seems so nuclear and close-knit).

Leone tries to get at this very problem in his essay, “The Georgian Order as the Order of Merchant Capitalism in Annapolis, Maryland.”  He pursues a Georgian “worldview”
 which he believes informs the material culture and especially the house-building “grammar”
 observed by Henry Glassie.  His assertion that material culture can enter into a dramatic, two-way relationship with a period’s anthropological mindset or worldview is intriguing to say the least.

One of the final challenges of household archaeology, as Mrozowski enumerates, is knowing what artifacts to put in which context during excavation and survey, especially when it is a house (like the JBH) that has sustained continuous occupation.  This is a simple, but essential part of material cultural analysis, but it is made much more difficult when there is constant residence in a location.  Who was it exactly who purchased or had those French-style busts made, which were found in the attic?  When a piece of material culture is not found in the dirt, archaeologists may flounder for an answer (though chemical testing in the lab could fix the problem, and recourse to documentary archaeology could be a good idea).

It is amazing to me, personally, the progress that the men and women reconstructing the JBH have made.  If all their assertions are true, they have surmounted many obstacles, although some questions still remain.  Did a servant break the plate displayed in the parlor, or was it a member of the family?  Did the house have any black servants, as the color of the mannequin asserts?  Some things cannot be answered by any form of archaeology or looking at the past.
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