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The Multivocality of Daily Life at the Intersection of Past and Present
When traveling I am fascinated by the great variety, as well as the essential familiarity, of how people live their daily lives. While museums and monuments and grand vistas are often awe-inspiring, that which fascinates me is the patterns, spaces, and feel of normal life. Markets, public buses, and houses, especially houses, although at first appearing familiar to the point of uninteresting, are the essential, material components which compose a way of life not only different from my own, but which is unique and critical to each individual who uses, lives, and interacts in these spaces. It is though these interactions and uses that each space is not only created in the physical sense of the placement of tables, or market stalls, or bus routes, but also created as a situated, distinctive experience by each individual present. The potato vender and a consumer in the Arequipa market each experience, understand, and have a distinct familiarity with the market itself. The significance of each market stall as a friend who will lend change, a competitor, or as a vender who usually sells papas de ojos azules as well as the associations of smells, sounds, and faces with the continuous daily routine of selling or the punctuated routine of shopping are experiences based in the situated position of each participant and which have analogs throughout the spaces of daily lives.  

The fascination of the traveler with the situated experience of lived spaces has translated in my focus, as an archaeologist, on understanding the situated experience and construction of daily lives of people who lived hundreds of years ago and who did not record their own histories in writing. For an archaeologist investigating the Middle Horizon period of Peru (roughly 600-1000CE) these lived experiences are accessible through interpretation and analysis of the material remains of daily lives. Techniques which are currently increasing in popularity, such as soil micromorphological and soil chemical approaches, provide detailed information on locations and types of activities conducted by people in the past. Soil micromorphology relies upon undisturbed samples of sediments which are analyzed for primary traces of human activities such as microartifacts and phytoliths as well as occupation and post-occupation alterations to the sediment such as the construction of floors, use of mats, and trampling. Among many varieties of soil chemical approaches, analysis of trace elements reveals chemical inputs to soil deposited through anthropogenic activities such as burning, food processing and animal husbandry. These types of analyses, although not as familiar as artifact or architecture based approaches, provide powerful information on locations of human activities which can be difficult to achieve through other avenues. 

During summer 2012 I pursued these questions through participation with the Vitor Archaeological Project directed by Dr. Maria Cecilia Lozada of the University of Chicago and Lic. Augusto Cardona Rosas of el Ministero de Cultural de Peru through funding provided by the CLAS Tinker Summer Field Research Grant. At the site of Millo 2, dating to the Middle Horizon period and located about 40km east of the city of Arequipa and around 1,300m above sea level. I collected samples from two excavated rooms for future soil micromorphological and soil chemical examination. The samples are currently awaiting permitting and exportation for analysis in the United States. Although the detailed data which these samples will provide is still forthcoming, the 2012 excavations did suggest interesting and varied constructions of lived space. In one unit, which consisted of a 24m2 room in a residential compound at Millo 2, the remains of a failed tomb construction were uncovered beneath a large dump of organic material and twine. Burial of the dead in houses is not unfamiliar in the archaeological record of the Andes or elsewhere, and furthermore is a common practice at sites such as Millo which share specific stylistic traits in material culture which are called Wari, and which are thought to originate in the Ayacucho area of central Peru. While the nature of the relationship between the residents of Millo 2 and contemporary inhabitants of other sites associated with Wari is still unclear, the presence of a failed tomb construction event, as well as evidence of reuse of the space afterwards provides information about how residents of Millo 2 conceptualized lived space. 


The failed tomb was uncovered during the last week of excavation, leading to exhilarated, and slightly panicked, reactions by the archaeological teams involved. Similarly to another tomb excavated in a different residential compound at the site the previous year, the first evidence of the construction was a disjuncture between an area of well-prepared and compacted clay floor and a contiguous area of broken floor mixed with the underlying sandy, rocky sediment. The circular mouth of the tomb pit itself appeared shortly afterward. Excavation in the tomb pit proceeded for about a meter before a large rock appeared which encompassed most of the pit area and extended into the east wall. After much consideration and discussion it was determined that the rock was immovable without destroying much of the containing room. The stratigraphic relationship of the pit with the room floor showed that it had been dug in antiquity after the construction of the containing room. The ancient excavators therefore would have encountered the same inconveniently placed rock and faced the same dilemma of how to proceed. Since the containing room still existed to the present, the archaeological excavators assumed that the ancient residents decided to forgo finishing the tomb and instead closed the pit and continued using the room, as evidenced by the organic remains recovered above the floor level. 

Reuse and continued living in a space containing a burial, probably of a family member, has interesting connotations for how people perceive their lived spaces as well as for the varied experiences of that space by residents who knew the deceased and those who did not. Living over a space containing a failed construction attempt would also alter the experience of that room by residents. Rather than a space containing a deceased family member or which could in future contain a now-living family member, that room became an area which could not be a burial location. The experience of this categorization of the room would have varied between those residents who were present for the failed tomb construction and those who were not. The micromorphological and soil chemical analyses for this space may show if the major activities undertaken in the room changed after the tomb was constructed. Perhaps the large amount of organic remains indicates the room was used for storage, or simply as a trash dump. Further investigation into this room, and the site of Millo 2 overall, will clarify, challenge, and potentially discount these interpretations while providing new avenues and understandings of the space. 

As this illustration shows, archaeology must proceed by interpretation from information which can be understood in many different ways by modern observers and which was experienced in many different ways by past actors. Archaeology, furthermore, is an inherently collaborative endeavor and the multivocality of the archaeological past is a testament to florescence of modern groups and individuals with an interest in ancient lifeways. In the Vitor Project I worked with students from a half-dozen universities in the United States; Peruvian archaeologists with a variety of experiences, education, and research foci; and graduate students with primary research interests worldwide as well as in Peru. Our team of directors also had global experience of archaeological training and research with archaeological practice in Peru, the United States, and the Netherlands being major influences in their approach to field research. Conducting investigations, collecting data, and interpreting past events in this context led to an innovative setting in which to consider the archaeological past as well as the practice of archaeology in the present. 

During the past three years in which the Vitor project has conducted research the project community has been carefully extending its connections with the small community of Vitor. This year this relationship was extended through a pilot outreach program which will continue to grow in subsequent years. In addition, construction activities on one of the protected archaeological sites in the valley underscored the importance of promoting archaeological awareness in the community. Archaeology in Peru, whether conducted by Peruvian or foreign personnel, is often strongly associated with mining, looting, and the destruction and loss of land which has both sacred and economic importance. While the Vitor project has developed strong relationships with the families living near the archaeological sites, as well as with several families in the main town, the incipient outreach program intends to spread awareness of why the project is here (an informal survey found that many residents of Vitor thought we were visiting family or miners), the impact archaeology could have in the valley, and the relevance of preserving the archaeological heritage for a modern community which celebrates both its Spanish and Andean heritage. The importance of this final objective was underscored when the cartography team encountered bulldozers leveling one of the largest archaeological sites in the valley. Frantic calls between the directors and the Ministerio de Cultura brought inspectors out to the site and resulted in an official directive to stop construction. Both archaeologists and residents are also concerned by the countless smaller sites, particularly ancient cemeteries, which have been destroyed either through agriculture or looting. However, without support from residents to monitor the sites for further damage it is likely to be impossible to prevent further construction attempts. 

As with any research endeavor, archaeology is constantly embedded in the lifeways and sociality of the individuals undertaking the investigation. Furthermore, the intensely social nature of archaeology as a communal and a community endeavor, both of a community of archaeologists and also of the communities of multiple modern publics, ensures that archaeological interpretations will always be multiple and multivocal. When understanding the ancient past and the material, quotidian experiences of those who lived it, it is imperative not only to invest in the multivocality of the archaeological present, but also remember that past individuals would have experienced their lives through their own situated experiences. The often cacophonic multiplicity of archaeological interpretations need not obscure a single past experience, but rather underscore the multivocality of a past which was not dictated by a single collective experience and which should not be reduced to a single modern narrative. 
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