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Each topic is covered with meticulous thoroughness, whilst, 
at the same time, focusing on the main debates and honing 
in on core references without overloading the text. 

Part I provides the intellectual backbone of this book. 
At the core of Hurcombe’s approach is her firm belief that 
material culture is ‘a set of social relationships between 
people and things, and above all it is a way of communicat-
ing as well as enabling’ (p. 7). While not a new insight, it 
is much more than lip service to an existing paradigm and 
as such infuses every page of the book. More importantly, 
the author explicitly acknowledges that social meaning can 
reside in all stages of an object’s life cycle (and not merely 
in its decorative elements) and attempts to expand on this 
in the second part.

Chapter 1 sets out key definitions (e.g. artefact, tool, 
function) and begins the reader’s intellectual journey 
through a maze of important methodological issues, such as 
the use of classifications and typologies, biases encountered 
in different fieldwork settings, practices surrounding finds 
processing, finds analysis, illustrations, and creation of pub-
lications and displays. At every step, the reader is reminded 
that the human–material relationship does not stop with the 
discard or burial of the artefact, but actually extends into 
the present. Being governed as much by past social politics 
as by modern archaeological traditions, interpretations are 
inherently subjective and context-dependent. Investigations 
of the chaîne opératoire, object biographies or discard practices 
highlight various avenues that are open to archaeologists 
to make sense of this contextual information. Chapter 4 is 
entitled ‘Making Sense of Artefacts’ and tackles the thorny 
issue of how to analyse data in order to extract meaning. 
Issues covered include typologies, statistical analysis of 
finds, the use of ethnographic and ethnoarchaeological 
data, experimental archaeology and scientific analysis 
(with a detailed summary of different techniques in table 
4.2). It is refreshing to see the primacy of scientific enquiry 
abandoned and replaced with a more balanced view that 
acknowledges the importance of actualistic studies. Part I 
concludes with an even-handed summary of the history of 
material culture studies and potential future directions. With 
issues such as animacy, agency and personhood highlighted, 
the lack of reference to sensorial approaches to materials, 
however, seems to be a surprising lacuna.

Some of the sensorial dimension is explored in the 
beginning of Part II, but is mainly brought to bear on func-
tion, rather than the experience of making or handling 
objects. This may just be a reflection of the status quo as the 
author reminds us: modern man is no longer Homo faber. 
Many of us are now removed from the manufacture of 
an object and have lost that ability to understand objects 
instinctively. The significance of experimental archaeology 
and ethnography is therefore further underlined.

The meat of Part II is contained in Chapters 7 through 
to 10 with detailed discussions of materials and artefacts 
made of organics, stone, clay, glass and metals. Function, 
properties and characteristics, analytical approaches and 
techniques are discussed for each material. A deliberate 
attempt is made to show up the social dimensions of 
each material’s manufacture, use and discard, though this 

becomes less successful the further one progresses through 
the chapters. Extensive (colour) illustrations accompany 
this section and bring to light the different qualities of each 
material — especially those depicting archaeological experi-
ments. Again, the syntheses provided are extremely clear 
and list the most relevant references.

All in all, this book is packed with information which is 
clearly presented. Most importantly, it manages to get across 
the joys of working with material culture. Naturally, there 
are some points each of us could quibble with, but overall it 
is an innovative attempt to bring artefacts to life. Only one 
word of warning: while intended to serve as an introduction 
to material culture, the book structure, chapter layout and 
the densely written syntheses of, at times, very complex 
theoretical and practical concepts, make it more suitable for 
an intermediate level where basic concepts and approaches 
are already known, but need consolidating and enhancing.
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Contested Objects: Material Memories of the Great War, edited 
by Nicholas J. Saunders & Paul Cornish, 2009. Abingdon: 

Routledge; ISBN 978-0-415-45070-6 hardback £75 & 
US$120; xx+311 pp., 87 figs.

Gabriel Moshenska

For anyone interested in the ways in which conflict and 
violence have shaped the modern world this book is a box of 
delights; a refreshingly diverse collection of papers reaching 
beyond archaeology and anthropology to history, art history, 
geography and museum studies. Contested Objects is based 
on a conference held at the Imperial War Museum, London 
in 2004, the second in a series of conferences examining the 
material culture of modern conflict. The first two conferences 
focused on the First World War from a global perspective, 
later events have broadened their scope to incorporate 
twentieth-century conflict in the broadest sense. The first 
published volume, Matters of Conflict (Saunders 2004) set 
an ambitious theoretical agenda for the interdisciplinary 
study of modern conflicts under the aegis of material culture 
anthropology, building on Saunders’s previous work on 
trench art (Saunders 2003). In this latest volume the editors 
restate their intention to create ‘a transformation in our 
understanding of modern conflict, its varied legacies and 
its potent lessons’ (p. 7). 

The breadth of coverage across the 20 chapters of this 
book is impressive, both in its thematic scope and its geo-
CAJ 20:2, 279–81      © 2010 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
doi:10.1017/S0959774310000363
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graphical range. For a British reader it is a valuable reminder 
that the First World War extended far beyond the mud of 
the Western Front to the deserts of Iraq and the Middle East, 
the Italian Alps, East and West Africa and the cold waters 
of the Atlantic. At the same time we are repeatedly drawn 
away from the battlefields to the Home Front, a similarly 
important reminder of the wider contexts within which the 
war was waged. 

In focusing on material culture it is inevitable that 
several of the chapters examine what have become mate-
rial icons of the conflict: the ubiquitous Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission headstone; the campaign medals 
awarded with an apparent bewildering lack of consistency; 
and the German steel helmet. Gygi follows the life history 
and the rich symbolic afterlife of this fearsome item, now 
most commonly associated with the Nazis but also, as he 
shows, appropriated for a range of uses by Saddam Hussein, 
George Lucas and the Hell’s Angels. 

The unifying focus on material remains has allowed 
the authors and editors to examine some of the more esoteric 
and marginal episodes of the conflict: for example the impact 
of the First World War on the growth of Freemasonry was, 
I must confess, entirely unknown to me. Dennis’s paper 
describes the formation of ad hoc Masonic lodges in vari-
ous conflict zones, many of which recycled available war 
materials such as shell nose-caps to create the formal lodge 
fittings and Masonic ‘jewels’. Black’s paper describes how 
heavy losses of shipping in the U-Boat war encouraged 
naval commanders to experiment with bizarre forms of 
camouflage, the zebra-like ‘Dazzle Ships’. These employed 
carefully formulated distortions of perspective, based in part 
on the pre-war ‘Vorticist’ art movement, to confuse U-Boat 
commanders as to the direction of the ship: their success, as 
Black discusses, was questionable. Waller’s discussion of war 
memorials, the memories and experiences of war in British 
and German colonies in Africa describes a fascinating aspect 
of the conflict of which I was hitherto shamefully unaware. 
This chapter offers a fascinating new perspective on the 
ways in which service in the colonizers’ armies affected 
indigenous social and economic identities and practices. 

The last four chapters of the book are more tradition-
ally archaeological examining, inter alia, British training 
landscapes and the strikingly well-preserved artefacts 
recovered from Alpine glaciers on the Italian front. Brown’s 
paper on the recovery and identification of human remains 
from the Western Front examines the multitude of issues 
this practice raises, including the emotional and ethical 
dimensions. However I was not entirely comfortable with 
the photographs of the skeletal remains in situ: given that we 
now know some of their names and family connections there 
is a certain brutality in exposing these images to public view. 

Two papers in particular highlight the extraordinary 
insights into the conflict that emerge from a material culture 
perspective. In the first, Dendooven examines the remark-
able phenomenon of the apparent flood of donations to the 
In Flanders Fields Museum in Ypres. Allied soldiers billeted 
amongst the ruins of the city for weeks or months passed 
the time scavenging in the ruins of buildings collecting 
(or looting) a variety of objects including fragments of the 

stained glass windows. As Dendooven describes, many of 
these items are now making a return journey to the city, as 
descendents of servicemen bring or post them back. There 
are several different motivations that he identifies for this 
practice: a recognition that it was wrong to have taken the 
object in the first place, or a desire to return a fragment to 
its rightful home. Most interestingly there appears to be a 
hope that by donating an object to a museum, along with 
documents or a story relating to the relative who kept it, 

the donor can be sure that the object will be preserved — 
in theory for eternity, and in good condition. Moreover, 
if the object is properly catalogued, not only will the 
object survive, but also the ‘proper’ interpretation of 
that object, and the memory of that dearly loved person 
who had turned it into a war souvenir. (p. 66) 

The analogous relationship of objects and memory narratives 
fragmented and reformed is a powerful and pervasive one. 

The second paper of particular note, and one that 
demonstrates to brilliant effect the analytical potential of 
the multidisciplinary approach to material culture, is Phil-
lips’s study of the ‘trench club’, a category of improvised 
weapon used in hand-to-hand combat during trench raids. 
As Phillips notes, ‘although the Great War is commonly 
acknowledged as a war of industrialized technology, the 
trench club is essentially a medieval weapon, and so, in a 
sense, an anachronism’ (p. 46). Phillips establishes a detailed 
but sensibly elastic typology for these clubs, which ranged 
from the stereotypical lump of wood with nails in it to artisti-
cally carved knobkerries and mass-produced metal-headed 
maces. In examining these objects five distinct themes 
emerged: ‘recycling, regression, trench art, the representa-
tion of trench clubs in British museums, and the British class 
system’ (p. 53). 

Phillips describes a club in the collection of the 
Imperial War Museum formed from the leather-wrapped 
sawn-off barrel of a German MGO8 machine gun: the perfect 
illustration of the regression from modern technological to 
medieval warfare, and an example of what the historian 
David Edgerton has called the ‘creolisation of technology’ 
(2006, 85). Phillips argues that the predominance of German 
clubs in British war museums was intended to portray the 
Germans as more barbaric fighters, and implies that British 
clubs may have been excluded from collections as well as 
from photographs and written accounts. The revival of the 
club highlights other medieval aspects of the First World 
War such as the system of trenches and the practice of min-
ing under enemy positions: together with the spear-like 
fixed bayonet the trenches of the Western Front begin to 
resemble two opposing sieges on non-existent citadels. 

It is a pity that this book is only available as a 
hardback, when Matters of Conflict had been a relatively 
affordable and more attractively designed paperback with 
larger and clearer type as well as a higher quality of image 
reproduction. This raises the question of whether it is worth 
spending £75 on this volume: no doubt the publishers are 
aiming for the academic library market. This is a dirty if 
familiar strategy of some larger publishers, understand-
able perhaps in the case of highly specialized works with 
very short print runs, but surely not appropriate for highly 
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readable works on such a widely popular subject as this. 
The study of modern conflict through its material 

remains is clearly a fruitful and exciting field, and future 
volumes in this series looking to later conflicts can only 
enhance this. A few chapters in this volume, such as Isy-
anova’s study of trench-art collectors, suggest that it may 
also produce innovations in material culture theory. With 
such a vast and diverse range of topics to choose from it 
will be surprising if more ground-breaking work with 
far-reaching theoretical and practical applications did not 
emerge from this fertile patch of interdisciplinary study. In 
their foreword the authors suggest that the richest potential 
may lie in the numerous war museums of the world, ‘many 
of which are the repositories of objects and memories that 
have lain dormant for the best part of a century’ (p. xx); I 
look forward to the next stage of their awakening. 

Gabriel Moshenska
UCL Institute of Archaeology

31–34 Gordon Square
London 

WC1H 0PY
UK

Email g.moshenska@ucl.ac.uk 
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Charles R. Cobb

Scholarship on pre-Columbian warfare in North America 
finds itself at an interesting crossroads nowadays. Its revival 
beginning in the late 1980s has involved a protracted debate 
over concerns of re-igniting negative bellicose stereotypes of 
Native Americans versus the fact that there is now widely 
accepted archaeological evidence for increasingly pervasive 
conflict through time. Yet as archaeological studies of indig-
enous warfare in North America have become more accept-
able they often remain steeped in either neo-evolutionary or 
very broad-brush perspectives that may elide the anxieties 
and horror of war. This concern does not seem restricted 
to archaeology. The eminent British military historian John 
Keegan (2009) has recently produced a major work on the 

American Civil War and reviews stateside have been mixed, 
in part because its top-down perspective of great generals 
and grand strategies seems out of step with current research. 
It seems that hardly a month goes by in the United States 
without someone discovering their great-great-grandfather’s 
wartime letters in the attic. These and other kinds of person-
alized accounts have fostered considerable attention to the 
more experiential aspects of fighting through a particularly 
bitter and bloody war that unfailingly polite Southerners 
still refer to as ‘the recent unpleasantness’.

David Dye’s book, War Paths, Peace Paths, sides 
more with the top-down perspective of neo-evolutionary 
approaches. To give him his due, he achieves his goals within 
that framework. Beginning in the late Pleistocene and wend-
ing toward the period of European colonization, Dye portrays 
an increasingly tight correlation between increases in sedent-
ism, foodway intensification and population growth on one 
side of the equation, and an expansion in intergroup conflict 
on the other. His explication of this trajectory will be valuable 
to scholars of warfare worldwide because it is at the same time 
historical (revealing trends particular to the archaeology of 
eastern North America) and comparative (pulling out broad 
patterns that may be evaluated with regard to similar patterns 
elsewhere). Because I think Dye is extremely successful in 
depicting the unfolding of conflict over several millennia, it 
hardly seems worthwhile for a reviewer to engage in well-
worn debates between evolution and history, explanation 
and interpretation — particularly when archaeologists such 
as Norman Yoffee (2004) and the late Bruce Trigger (2003) 
have made such sophisticated defences of the judicious use 
of social evolutionary perspectives. Dye’s sympathies clearly 
lie in that camp, although there are drawbacks that do merit 
some consideration. 

The organization of the book tracks the standard 
time periods for eastern North America. It begins with the 
Palaeoindian era and the (meagre) evidence for small-scale 
hostilities, then moves through Archaic and Woodland 
stages. The three chapters prior to the conclusion bifurcate 
into considerations of contemporary late prehistoric (post-ad 
1000) cultural expressions in the northeastern, midwestern 
and southeastern sections of North America, when warfare 
appears to have been endemic.

Because this narrative is pitched within a neo-evo-
lutionary context, inferences about what occurred during 
those intervals in some respects seem self-fulfilling. Dye 
proposes that conflict in eastern North America traced a 
predictable route that began with simple homicides dur-
ing the time of small bands, expanded to feuding with the 
emergence of complex hunter-gatherers and the founding 
of early horticulture, and segued into larger-scale inter-
group conflict with the development of towns and maize 
agriculture. The rationale for this sequence draws largely 
from ethnographic descriptions of violence within bands, 
tribes and chiefdoms, such that Dye is able to argue

Archaeological evidence of conflict during the period 
from approximately 11,000 to 5000 bc is lacking for 
a variety of reasons … If it were available, archaeo-
logical evidence of human skeletal trauma during the 
Paleoindian and Early Archaic periods would include CAJ 20:2, 281–3      © 2010 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
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