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neGotIAtInG tHe CoMPLexIty  
oF MAteRIAL CuLtuRe stuDIes

eDItoRIAL PReFACe

John Lund, Jeroen Poblome and Daniele Malfitana
The national museum of denmark, university of leuven, and ibam-
cnr-italy 

In the editorial preface to HEROM 1, we acknowledged that the study of past 
material culture should contribute to our knowledge of the ‘complex struc-
ture of past life’.1 The theme of the second volume of the journal, ‘Artefact 
Variability, Assemblage Differen tiation and Identity Negotiation’, reflects this 
policy statement, and we are most grateful to Kristina Winther-Jacobsen and 
all of the contributors for having had the courage to take on this challenge. 

The question of identity is one of the key issues at stake. But how to define 
this concept? In the fields of current philosophy, psycho-analysis, social the-
ory and cultural studies, the individual is no longer considered as a coherent 
whole subject but as an amalgamation of various cultural identifiers, such 
as location, gender, race, history, nationality, language, sexuality, age, status, 
religious beliefs, ethnicity and aesthetics. Culture can be considered a histor-
ical reservoir of these identifiers and is accordingly important in helping to 
shape identity. It is generally acknowledged that all active members of con-
temporary society step in and out of multiple identities many times each day 
depending on the social contexts she or he is part of – defined by age, gen-
der, family relationships, workplace, political and religious beliefs etc.2 Were 
these issues less complicated in Antiquity?3 We think not, and this quandary 

1. Poblome et al. 2012, p. 16. By an odd coincidence, Scherben bringen Glück was chosen as 
the title of a book by Amanda Adams (2013).

2. Smith 1991, pp. 3-8; Hoy 2004; Smith 2010, pp. 20-22; Hales & Hodos 2010.
3. For the concept of identity in archaeology, see for instance Meskell & Preucel 2004; Díaz-

Andreu et al. 2005.
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alone makes any attempt at seeking a connection between archaeological 
artefacts and ancient cultural identity a far from straightforward matter.4

Perhaps the problem stems in part from the fact that most current archaeo-
logical theories – including those concerning identity – originate in other 
scientific disciplines. Indeed, “code-switching” was originally a theoretically 
based linguistic concept,5 but it is now used more generally to explore diverse 
coexisting culture-systems. The dominant models of culture contact include 
a measure of acculturation and assimilation, exemplified in classical archae-
ology by the hotly debated concepts of Hellenisation and Romanisation, 
which tacitly assumed that the elites in the areas subjected to such influences 
submitted to a (supposedly) superior culture in an asymmetrical accultura-
tion-process. The Middle Ground theory and the hybridisa tion/creolisation 
model avoided this asymmetry, but still implied a fusion of multiple cultures 
into a single new one. Archaeological evidence on the other hand suggests 
the simultaneous coexistence of diverse culture-systems. How to proceed 
from this dilemma?

A two-pronged approach might provide a way forward. The first could com-
prise an attempt at formulating new theories based primarily on the archae-
ological material. It would clearly be unrealistic to deal with everything at 
once, so a beginning might possibly be made by focusing on the archaeology 
of burials. Undisturbed graves constitute what is (paradoxically) called ‘life 
assemblages’, i.e. ‘use-related contexts’. Such contexts are quite rare, except for 
wrecked ships, but they are of prime value for archaeologists because they 
offer an uncontaminated snapshot of the past.6 Moreover, burials are ubiqui-
tous, and their setting and external expression embody a multitude of mes-
sages, which may be decoded if only we can crack the cypher.7 The second 
would be the undertaking of a new and systematic analysis of the current 
theoretical models in order to define where they can be fruitfully applied and 
where not (as done in the present volume with regard to code switching) – 
with a view to developing ways and means of making these models commu-
nicate with each other. This is, however, a long-term objective.

4. Poblome et al. forthcoming.
5. Mullen in this volume.
6. Peña 2007, pp. 18-19; Orton & Hughes 2013, p. 13. Even in these cases ‘uncontaminated’ 

should be qualified, as in not disturbed by cultural post-depositional processes, but 
nonetheless greatly transformed by natural ones.

7. See Poblome et al. forthcoming. Of the vast literature on this subject, we will limit 
ourselves to referring to the recent volumes by Pearce et al. 2000; Brink and Green 2008;  
Kümmel et al. 2008; Danek and Hellerschmid 2012; and especially Tarlow and Stuta 2013, 
which might provide a point of departure for such a venture.
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With regard to the immediate future, we can announce that the next issue of 
HEROM will contain contributions dealing with a variety of the fundamen-
tal issues covered by the journal. This does not imply that we are abandoning 
the concept of thematic volumes. We are currently planning a future vol-
ume on artisanal production, and would welcome contributions dealing with 
this issue. In the meantime, however, it should be clear that HEROM values 
detailed presentations of material assemblages at least as much as thematic/
conceptual approaches. As with anything in life also for HEROM, the truth 
lies somewhere in the middle, in our case between publishing conceptual 
themes and material presentations with added value. As a matter of fact, it is 
where both these practices genuinely meet that disciplinary progress can be 
expected. We will continue to nurture excellent work in that direction. 
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