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Introduction
Professor Tim Murray

Welcome to the first edition of the Journal of Historical and European Studies, a journal de-
voted to publishing the work of graduate students in the School of Historical and European 
Studies at La Trobe University.

The papers included in this edition were first given at the School’s postgraduate conference 
on Friday 23rd November 2007, and they were refereed and selected for inclusion by a panel 
made up of the Professoriate of the School. For the bulk of our contributors this will be their 
first experience of academic publishing, and I hope that they have found the experience to be 
sufficiently rewarding to encourage them to do it again – frequently! This was (and remains) 
our primary purpose.  Notwithstanding the experience of our authors, I am much impressed 
by the quality of the work presented here, which reflects very well on our graduate student 
body, and on the staff who have supervised the research. 

The organisers of the Conference (postgraduate students Francesca Strada and Susan Scol-
lay) and the staff who attended also deserve acknowledgement and our thanks. The confer-
ence was itself an innovation in 2007 and was widely regarded as being a great success. We 
shall be staging it again in 2008 and look forward to another suite of excellent contributions 
from our postgraduates.

The Journal of Historical and European Studies would not exist without the dedicated work 
of School staff, particularly Wei Ming (responsible for cover design) and Josie Ryder (desk-
top publishing). The whole project was managed by the School’s Executive Officer Deborah 
Hewitt. It is worth noting that this Journal was produced barely five months after the papers 
were delivered, which is speedy publication in anyone’s language.
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David C. Thomas

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries CE saw tumultuous political and social upheavals in central 
and western Asia. The ‘Abbāsids, the erstwhile regional power and leaders of the Muslim world, were 
incapable of repelling the threat of the Crusaders – the Saldjūks, Turkic nomads from the steppe, 
had virtually imprisoned the ‘Abbāsid caliphs in their harems, after seizing control of Baghdād in 
447 AH / 1055 CE.1 Less than a century later, however, the Saldjūk’s greatest sultan, Sandjar b. Malik 
Shāh, was himself held captive by nomads encroaching on the sedentary Muslim world, in search 
of pasture and bounty. As the political landscape continued to fracture, quasi-independent fiefdoms 
emerged. Two such fiefdoms were the Ismā‘īlī Nizārīs (known colloquially to Crusader chroniclers as 
the ‘Assassins’) and the Ghūrid dynasty in central Afghanistan.
Striking parallels exist between these two dynasties – marginalised and despised by their neighbours, 
they established secure mountain strongholds, which acted as refuges and bases from which to expand. 
They reached their zenith under charismatic and astute leaders, who extended Ismā‘īlī and Ghūrid 
domains far beyond their heartlands. Ultimately, however, both dynasties succumbed to invading 
nomad armies from the steppe – the Khwārizm-Shāh and then Ögedey’s Mongol armies overran 
the Ghūrids in 619/1222, while thirty-five years later, Hülegü’s Mongol armies forced the surrender 
and dismantlement of the Ismā‘īlī fortresses. Both dynasties were lost to the vagaries of history – all 
that remains, apart from the tumbled stones of their fortresses, are the often biased and exaggerated 
accounts of medieval chroniclers.
Amidst the similarities between the Ismā‘īlīs and the Ghūrids, distinct differences are evident which 
help to explain their changing fortunes. The Ismā‘īlīs were an oppressed Shī‘a minority, viewed as 
heretics by the majority of their Muslim brethren. Consequently, they developed a strong sense of 
identity and ideology that ensured unquestioning allegiance to their ‘Grand Master’. Ismā‘īlī leaders 
generally recognised their limitations, and modified their goals and tactics in the light of the prevailing 
political and military circumstances.
The Ghūrids were more prone to internecine rivalries, but once united, they were territorially more 
ambitious than the Ismā‘īlīs. Seizing upon the weaknesses of their neighbours, they rapidly accumulated 
an empire stretching from eastern Iran to Bengal in India. The primary purpose of Ghūrid expansion, 
however, seems to have been to extract tribute and appropriate booty. These external sources of income 
enabled them to aggrandise their urban centres and sustain a population beyond the natural carrying 
capacity of the land.
Although the histories of these two dynasties are now relatively well understood, they have received little 
archaeological attention. Archaeological fieldwork at Djām (the Ghūrid summer capital of Fīrūzkūh) in 
central Afghanistan, and exploration around Alamūt, the Ismā‘īlī fortress capital in the Alburz mountains 
north-west of Tehran, are starting to complement the historical sources. This paper will present some of 
the historical and archaeological data available and conclude by comparing the reasons for the downfall 
of these two intriguing dynasties.

 ‘Old men of the mountains’

A plethora of quasi-independent fiefdoms emerged in the eastern Islamic world during the 
twelfth century CE, as the power of the ‘Abbāsid caliphate waned. None was more infamous 
than Hasan-i Sabbāh’s Ismā‘īlīs of Alamūt, who were labelled by the chroniclers of the Crusades 
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as ‘The Assassins’. Marco Polo visited Alamūt in 1273 and perpetuated the tales of Hasan-i Sabbāh, the Shaykh 
al-Djibāl (‘Old Man of the Mountain’),2 whose secretive Shī‘a sect had seized and established a series of 
fortified strongholds in the Alburz mountains around Alamūt, in Kūmis and Kūhistān (also in Persia) and in 
parts of Syria. Despite several more recent, scholarly studies,3 the ‘Assassins’ continue to be associated with 
drug-fuelled, fanatical political killings, partly as a result of the literary works of Dante, Vladimir Bartol and 
William Burroughs.4

Only forty years after the death of Hasan-i Sabbāh in 518 AH / 1124 CE, another, less well-known ‘mountain 
warlord’ came to prominence at the head of the Ghūrid dynasty in central Afghanistan. The rise of Ghiyāth al-
Dīn Muhammad (d. 599/1203) coincided with the demise of the Ghaznavids to the south and the diminishing 
power of the Saldjūks to the north. Unlike many of his ancestors, Ghiyāth al-Dīn set aside fraternal rivalry and 
ruled in conjunction with his younger brother Mucizz al-Dīn Muhammad (d. 602/1206). From their remote, 
impoverished power-base, the Ghūrids accumulated a large ‘empire’ stretching from Nīshāpūr in eastern 
Persia to Bengal in India.
In this paper, I will use historical and archaeological data to outline the characteristics of the Ismā‘īlīs of 
Alamūt and the Ghūrids. I hope to demonstrate that although both dynasties have much in common, the 
significant ideological, strategic and geo-political differences between the dynasties explain their respective 
life-cycles and ultimate demises.

Geographical, historical and religious backgrounds

The Ismā‘īlī and Ghūrid heartlands lie in remote, rugged, mountainous environments at opposite ends of the 
Persian world (Fig. 1). The hostile terrain, in particular the harsh climate, limited water resources, thin soils 
and dearth of arable land played a significant role in shaping the lifestyles of their inhabitants – subsistence-
level transhumance and opportunistic dry-farming predominate in the Alburz5 and semi-nomadic pastoralism 
in Ghūr.
Sixty-six villages were known in the Alamūt district at the time of Wladimir Ivanow’s visit in 1928, although 
many were uninhabited.6 Ivanow argues that the Alamūt valley had almost no chance of being self-sufficient 
without imported supplies.7 Other travellers in the 1930s also noted the poverty of the mountain folk around 
Alamūt, although Freya Stark states that “... except for sugar and tea and paraffin, and rice, of which the home 
supply is inadequate, and which comes with the tea from the Caspian, the Alamut valley seems to be sufficient 
to itself.”8

The Ismā‘īlīs of Alamūt periodically raided the more fertile lowlands around Kazwīn, 80 km to the south-
west, in part to supplement their food-stocks. Such raids, however, often proved counter-productive. Although 
secure in their near impregnable fortresses, the Ismā‘īlīs were relatively powerless to prevent the destruction 
of their own fields and orchards during reprisal raids, and the massacres of their co-religionists who could not 
take refuge in the fortresses. The Saldjūk forces of Sultan Muhammad Tapar, for example, destroyed crops in 
the area of Alamūt for eight consecutive years prior his death in 511/1118.9

Although slightly lower in altitude, the Ghūrid heartland in central Afghanistan was, and continues to be, as 
inhospitable as the Alburz. The larger area and deep narrow valleys dissecting the mountains have throughout 
history made the region difficult to penetrate – the road running east-west along the Herī Rūd on a recent 
map is a figment of the cartographer’s imagination.10 As recently as the 1960s, when studies estimated that 
15% of the Afghān population was semi-nomadic, Ghūr formed one of the centres of summer pasturage 
and kuchis (nomads) are still a common sight in the region (Fig. 2), living off their flocks of sheep and goats, 
exchange and trade.11 Ghur province still relies on imported and stockpiled food aid during the snow-bound 
winter months.12

Preliminary archaeo-botanical and -zoological studies at Djām, the Ghūrid summer capital of Fīrūzkūh,13

provide evidence of a comparable lifestyle during the medieval period. Wheat, barley, pulses and fruits 
were cultivated locally or imported, while sheep/goats dominate the faunal remains and seem to have been 
kept primarily for secondary products rather than their meat. Anthracological studies and comparison of 
photographs taken in 1959 point to denser and more varied vegetation at Djām in the past than that found 
lining the Herī Rūd today.14
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The Ismā‘īlīs lacked the cohesive heartland that formed the Ghūrid core. They were concentrated in dozens 
of fortresses with surrounding lands and villages, and a few towns, scattered from Syria to eastern Persia.15

This geographical disparity, however, was in marked contrast to what Farhad Daftary has described as ‘... a 
remarkable cohesion and sense of unity both internally and against the outside world’.16 Although periodically 
semi-autonomous, the Ismā‘īlī centres continued to acknowledge and follow the leadership of the ‘Grand 
Master’ of Alamūt.17 Conversely, the more cohesive Ghūrid heartland was prone to fracture politically 
because it lacked a dominant geographical, political and ideological focal point. The rival branches of the ruling 
Shansabānī family and other chieftains, ensconced in the myriad valleys of central Afghanistan, tended towards 
independence whenever the opportunity arose.18

The medieval landscape of Ghūr was dotted with towers, strategically positioned to defend the valley pastures 
and routes leading north to Fīrūzkūh.19 These defensive precautions are understandable given the historical, 
geo-political and religious milieu. The Ghūrids were regarded by their neighbours as little more than backward 
mountain brigands – Islam did not penetrate the region until the campaigns of the Ghaznavid Sultan Mahmūd 
in 401/1010-11.20 The Ghūrids subsequently adhered to the parochial Karrāmiyya branch of Sunnī Islam until 
595/1199, when Ghiyāth al-Dīn officially abandoned it in favour of the more mainstream Shāfi‘ī school of 
jurisprudence.21 This was an unpopular move domestically – rioting broke out in Fīrūzkūh and other urban 
centres. Bosworth interprets the shift as an attempt by the Ghūrid elite to gain greater acceptance in the 
wider Islamic world.22

The Shī‘a Ismā‘īlīs had their own religious upheavals. They were persecuted as heretics by many of their Sunnī 
neighbours (including the Ghūrids), prompting them to adopt an even starker doctrinal shift – under their 
ruler Hasan III (r. 607-618/1210-1221), the Ismā‘īlīs converted en masse to Sunnī Islam. The Ismā‘īlī populus 
accepted this apparent theological volte face within their tradition of occultation or concealment, and belief 
in the infallibility of the Grand Master. Although this flirtation with orthodoxy gradually lapsed after Hasan 
III’s death, it was sufficient to end temporally the Ismā‘īlīs’ theological isolation and Ghūrid raids on their 
territories, and thus was deemed expedient.23

The Ghūrid raids exemplify the periodically fractious relationship that existed between the two dynasties, 
despite the 1,280km separating their isolated capitals. The tensions were partly due to the Ghūrid’s adherence 
to the anti-Ismā‘īlī Karrāmiyya sect24 and the proximity of Ismā‘īlī strongholds in Kūhistān to the south-west 
of Ghūr. The Ismā‘īlīs sent emissaries to Ghūr ca 550/1155, and considerable quantities of Ghūrid gold coins 
have been found at Alamūt, possibly sent as tribute by Ismā‘īlīs in Kūhistān.25 Ismā‘īlī attempts to gain a foothold 
in Ghūr, although initially tolerated, were soon ruthlessly extinguished by the Sunnī Karrāmiyya establishment; 
the Ghūrid historian al-Djūzdjānī enthuses that following the accession of Sayf al-Dīn Muhammad (r. 556-
8/1161-3) the ‘... slaughter of all heretics was commanded. The whole of them were sent to Hell, and the area 
of the country of Ghūr, which was a mine of religion and orthodoxy, was purified from the infernal impurity...’26

Al-Djūzdjānī also attributes the assassination of Mucizz al-Dīn in India in 602/1206 on local Ismā‘īlīs, although 
the Ismā‘īlīs claimed to have acted for the Khwārizm-Shāh, possibly in an attempt to divert reprisals.27

Historical evidence

Al-Djūzdjānī’s chronicle highlights some of the problems with the historical sources from the period. His 
Tabakāt-i Nāsiri is a history of the Muslim dynasties of Asia down to the ‘irruption of the infidel Mughals 
[Mongols]’; it is the main historical source for the Ghūrids. The Tabakāt-i Nāsiri was completed in 1260, when 
al-Djūzdjānī was in the service of the Ghūrids’ successors in Delhi and is, unsurprisingly, highly partial in 
their favour. Unfortunately, it is also incomplete and often contradictory – Major H.G. Raverty had to draw on 
twelve copies of the chronicle for his translation and describes it as ‘hopelessly defective’ in places.28

Al-Djūzdjānī’s Sunnī prejudices are shared by another major chronicler of the period, Djuwaynī, who 
also completed his Ta’rīkh-i djahān-gushāy (The history of the world conqueror – i.e. Čingiz-Khān and the 
Mongols) in 1260. Djuwaynī accompanied the Mongol Khān Hülegü during his campaign against the Ismā‘īlīs 
and drew up the terms of the surrender of the last Ismā‘īlī ruler, Rukn al-Dīn Khur-Shāh, in 654/1256. He 
went on to become the Mongols’ governor in Baghdād and its dependencies in 657/1259 and survived an 
assassination attempt (blamed on Ismā‘īlīs) in 669/1270.29 Given these factors, Djuwaynī’s anti-Ismā‘īlī bias 
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and the influence of his patrons are equally unsurprising – as the historian David Morgan notes, in a piece of 
masterful understatement: ‘A degree of tact and caution was doubtless expected of a Mongol government 
servant’.30

Like most medieval Islamic dynasties, the Ismā‘īlīs and the Ghūrids placed high value on intellectual activities 
and built up libraries of scholarly and literary works, scientific tracts and equipment.31 Patronage attracted 
astrologers, poets, philosophers and religious scholars to the remote Ghūrid royal courts,32 while Ismā‘īlī 
fortresses in Kūhistān acted as refuges for scholars such as the prominent astronomer and Shī‘a theologian 
Nasīr al-Dīn al-Tūsī during the initial Mongol campaigns.33 Djuwaynī’s exalted position in Hülegü’s entourage 
enabled him to select many ‘choice books’ (Kur‘āns, some Ismā‘īlī treatises and astronomical instruments) 
from the library at Alamūt, before consigning the rest to the flames.34 The thirteenth century historian Rashīd 
al-Dīn also seems to have had direct access to some of the books from the Alamūt library, by virtue of 
his grandfather being present at the Ismā‘īlī surrender.35 Unfortunately, little archaeological evidence of the 
intellectual vibrancy and patronage of either dynasty’s court has been unearthed thus far.

Archaeological evidence

Most of the archaeological evidence that has survived consists of architectural remains – the monumental 
minarets, madrasas (religious colleges) and towers of the Ghūrids, and the Ismā‘īlī fortresses. The historian 
Hamd Allāh al-Mustawfī refers to nearly fifty strongly fortified Ismā‘īlī castles in the neighbourhood of Alamūt, 
while Hülegü is recorded as having taken seventy Ismā‘īlī castles in Kūhistān.36 Most of these were destroyed 
by the Mongols, although Djuwaynī’s assertion that ‘... there remains not one stone of the foundations upon 
another’ at Alamūt is clearly an exaggeration – elsewhere, he records that Ismā‘īlī renegades briefly re-took 
the fortress at Alamūt in 673/1275.37

The limited archaeological studies and excavations that have been undertaken in the Alamūt region leads 
Daftary to conclude that the ‘non-literary sources on the Nizārīs of Persia are rather insignificant’,38 although 
he overlooks Ivanow’s 1960 study Alamut and Lamasar. Two mediaeval Ismaili strongholds in Iran. An archaeological 
study and Peter Willey’s 1963 work, The castles of the Assassins.39 Willey has more recently published Eagle’s 
nest: Ismaili castles in Iran and Syria, the product of more than twenty expeditions to Ismā‘īlī fortresses, spread 
over forty years.
The remote mountainous terrain and the turmoil in Afghanistan since the Soviet invasion in 1979 have similarly 
limited the archaeological investigation of the Ghūrid heartland – the Minaret of Djām only came to world 
attention following a French expedition in 1957.40 Even after its re-discovery, the archaeological remains 
around the minaret were largely overlooked, prior to the inception of the Minaret of Jam Archaeological 
Project in 2003. Djām became Afghanistan’s first World Heritage Site in 2002, but this international recognition 
of the unique importance of the site has merely resulted in further restrictions being placed upon fieldwork 
– indeed, UNESCO and the Afghan authorities have now inexplicably put on hold all archaeological fieldwork 
at the ca twenty hectare site,41 until efforts to stabilise the leaning minaret are completed. The extensive 
looting of the site, which occurred during the mid-1990s and early 2000s, has also significantly hampered 
archaeological research at the site.42

Despite these challenges, two recent seasons of fieldwork by the Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project 
have added considerably to our knowledge of this well-organised, sophisticated medieval urban centre.43

The architectural and engineering skills of the Ghūrids are evident in the standing remains at Djām – the 
magnificent sixty-three metre tall minaret (Fig. 3) is merely the most obvious architectural monument. To 
its east, robber holes, exposed sections of the river bank and soundings excavated in 2003 and 2005 have 
revealed evidence of a large courtyard building (probably a mosque or madrasa) extending for over ninety 
metres; the robust fortress of Kasr Zarafshān overlooks the centre of the medieval capital, while four-
hundred metres higher up are the more ephemeral remains of a badly looted elite mountain-top residence of 
Kūh-i Khāra. The most prominent surviving feature of the residence is a baked-brick cistern with a capacity of 
over 85,000 litres. The remnants of a baked-brick bridge are also visible beside the minaret. This monumental 
architecture vividly portrays the pretensions and piety of Ghiyāth al-Dīn and the Ghūrid elite, as well as the 
resources in materials and labour available to them during the Ghūrid fluorescence – nothing of comparable 
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scale or durability has been built at Djām in the intervening eight hundred years.
Ghūrid appreciation of aesthetics is also evident in the small finds from Djām, such as fragments of ornate 
stucco, carved brickwork and the repeated plastering and painting of domestic structures.44 The high quality 
ceramics from China and Iran, glass shards, bronze objects and coins littering the surface of the site and 
spoil heaps around innumerable robber holes indicate access to a wide range of imported products.45 The 
importance of trade, and the existence of ethnic diversity and religious tolerance are also evident in the 
fifty-four tombstones, inscribed with Hebrew, Persian and Aramaic names in a cemetery to the south of the 
minaret.46

Al-Djūzdjānī states that the fortress and city of Fīrūzkūh were founded by Ghiyāth al-Dīn’s uncle Kutb al-
Dīn Muhammad (d. 541/1146/7) and completed by another uncle in 544/1149.47 Alamūt has a much longer 
history – the Daylamite fortress at the site dates back to 246/860, although it was re-built after Hasan-i 
Sabbāh took possession of it in 483/1090.48 He immediately made improvements to the fortifications, storage 
facilities and water supply, as well as irrigation systems and cultivation in Alamūt valley. The fortress is built 
on the Rock of Alamūt, a 365 m long ridge, no more than 32 m wide, towering 275 m above the surrounding 
valley.49 The military astuteness of the Ismā‘īlīs in their selection of defensive locations and preparations for 
long sieges impressed even their implacable enemy Djuwaynī,50 and Willey compares it favourably with that 
of the Crusaders.51

The fortress at Alamūt was in an ‘extremely dilapidated’ state when visited by travellers in the 1920s and 
1930s, due in part to fifty years of robbing by treasure-hunters.52 Laurence Lockhart, however, was able to 
discern major stretches of defensive walls, two reservoirs cut into bedrock and tunnels and caves for stores 
during his visit to the site in 1928. Possible foundations for superstructures, burnt brick and good mortar, and 
masses of broken pottery give tantalising glimpses of the former glory of the site. Willey has since published a 
relatively detailed sketch map (Fig. 4), although it is unclear how many of the discernible remains date to the 
site’s re-use as a royal prison by the Safawids in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.53

High quality ceramics dating to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries have been collected at Alamūt,54 although 
several Ismā‘īlī leaders were renowned for leading ascetic lives and forcing their followers to do the same.55

These include lustre painted wares, underglaze painted pottery, plain turquoise vessels, sgraffiato ware and 
one piece of imitation porcelain. Thousands of comparable medieval ceramics were noted by Stark at Lamasar, 
another major Ismā‘īlī fortress, built by Hasan-i Sabbāh’s successor Kiyā Buzurg-Ummīd.56 Many of these 
ceramics probably came from the major production centres at Rayy and/or Kāshān, although the fifteen 
kilns found in the nearby valley of Andidj and a seggar (used to keep bowls separate during firing)57 indicate 
that Alamūt may have been more self-sufficient in ceramics than Djām where only one kiln has thus far been 
located.

The demise of the Ismā‘īlīs and the Ghūrids

External sources of income – in particular tribute and plunder from India, for the Ghūrids,58 and bribes to 
gain immunity from assassinations for the Ismā‘īlīs59 – played a major role in the twelfth to thirteenth century 
fluorescence of Djām and Alamūt. Political and ideological differences, however, help to explain their demise. 
The Ghūrids, under the inspired leadership of Ghiyāth al-Dīn and Mucizz al-Dīn, seized upon the weakness 
of their enemies in the late twelfth century, but remained pre-occupied by the threat from their traditional 
enemies, the Ghaznavids, to the south.60 They made little attempt to co-opt or establish administrative, social 
and ideological structures to consolidate their territorial gains, particularly in India – a short-termist desire for 
booty seems to have been their primary motivation. The Ghūrids reverted to internecine conflicts following 
the deaths of the ruling brothers, just when they most needed unity to counter the emerging power of the 
Khwārizm-Shāh and the Mongols, to the north and east. The rapid collapse of their empire is, consequently, 
unsurprising.
Ironically, it was the tradition of centralised authority and hierarchism that proved to be the Ismā‘īlīs’ downfall. 
They survived the initial Mongol campaigns in Persia in the 1220s, but were betrayed by weak leadership 
thirty years later. It is important, however, to take into account the relatively small number of Ismā‘īlīs and 
the psychological effects of massacres and repeated attempts to unseat them from their fortresses.61 The 
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sheer size and terrifying reputation of the Mongol forces62 may have intimidated Rukn al-Dīn Khur-Shāh 
and persuaded him to attempt to appease rather than resist Hülegü. He may have been hoping that Mongol 
succession disputes would dispel the invasion, as had happened following the death of Ögedey in 1241.63

Hodgson and others have pointed out that at least some of the Ismā‘īlī fortresses could have held out given 
the thirteen year long resistance at Girdkūh, where eventually a lack of clothing, rather than provisions forced 
their submission.64 Rukn al-Dīn Khur-Shāh’s stalling tactics, however, merely infuriated the Mongols and their 
Sunnī advisors (as well as some of his own followers). The eventual surrender of the Ismā‘īlī fortresses was 
followed by their dismantlement, the murder of Rukn al-Dīn Khur-Shāh and massacres. The capitulation of 
Alamūt and internal divisions disheartened the Ismā‘īlīs in Syria, who eventually submitted to Baybars I (r. 
658-676/1260-1277), the Mamlūk sultan of Egypt.
Despite the rather tame ends to these medieval dynasties and the desolate remains at their capitals, the Ismā‘īlī 
and Ghūrid legacies live on.65 Ismā‘īlī communities remain dotted around the region and their spiritual leader, 
the Agha Khān, is one of the wealthiest men in the world. The Ghūrids have become an important national 
symbol in post-Taliban Afghanistan; their magnificent minaret adorns postcards, books and election posters 
(Fig. 5) and continues to attract tourists (and archaeologists) from around the world.
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Figure 1- map of the region
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Figure 2. kuchis on the ‘road’ to Djām, 2005.
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Figure 3. the minaret of Djām
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Figure 4. plan of Alamūt (Willey 1963).
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Figure 5. election poster at Djām, 2005.
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Valerie Lovejoy

This paper explores the working lives of the Chinese migrants who lived in Bendigo, a significant  
nineteenth century Victorian gold mining centre, between 1861 and 1881. Using archival and local 
sources it presents a new view of Chinese as active participants in post gold rush Victoria. Though 
alluvial mining remained the most significant form of employment, some found alternative pathways 
in market gardening and storekeeping. With skill and diligence Chinese workers extended the lives 
of alluvial goldfields thought to be exhausted, and enhanced the health of communities with fresh 
vegetables and fruit. A nucleus of successful Chinese became employers and formed the basis of a 
settler community. 

George Ah Tie’s application for naturalisation in 1887 declared that he was a storekeeper and 
market gardener who had acquired property in Bendigo which he had made his permanent 
home since his emigration from Guangdong Province in 1866.2 At the time he was living with 
Gertrude Hansen, with whom he had seven children.3 When their youngest child was born 
in 1880, George owned a flourishing wholesale fruiters business, ‘Ah Tie & Sons’, in central 
Bendigo.4 

This paper will explore the working lives of the Chinese who lived in Bendigo between 1861 
and 1881. During this relatively harmonious twenty year period, a breathing space between 
legislation designed to restrict Chinese immigration5, a window of opportunity opened for 
Chinese residents to broaden their occupational bases and actively compete in the Victorian 
workforce. In this period, Chinese residents could remain connected to their ancestral village 
and family, and pursue their working lives in Victoria. Some, like George Ah Tie, chose to marry, 
have children and settle permanently. Chinese ancestors of families in regional communities like 
Bendigo established themselves at this time. I will argue that a study of Chinese participation 
in the economic life of regional communities following the goldrush challenges a limited view 
of Chinese immigrants as poor alluvial miners, sojourning briefly in Victoria. The complexity 
of cross-cultural communication also complicates a perception of the Chinese as victims of 
European prejudice and hostility, yet underlying tensions foreshadowed the renewed xenophobia 
of the 1880s. 

Bendigo, known as Sandhurst until 1891,6 was one of  six Victorian goldmining centres that 
attracted thousands of Chinese goldseekers in the 1850s from Guangdong Province in China.7 
In 1857, over five thousand Chinese resided in Bendigo, close to forty per cent of the male 
population.8 In the twenty years from 1861, Victoria’s Chinese population more than halved 
from 24,724 to 11, 869.9 The post gold rush period is a neglected area of historiography for 
Chinese in Victoria. The most important study, Kathryn Cronin’s Colonial Casualties, is limited  
to the ‘golden age’ of the 1850s, while other historians have been more concerned with 
finding reasons for the steep decline in population than with those who remained in Victoria.10

Preoccupation with anti-Chinese agitation and its connection with the White Australia Policy 
rather than discovering the lived experience of Chinese in Victoria is suggested by renewed 
interest in the Chinese after immigration restrictions were reintroduced in 1881.11 Although 
Geoffrey Oddie commented on the neglect of the post gold rush period, his thesis, covering 
from 1870-1890, also gave centre stage to the anti-Chinese movement.12 After the Rush, a recent 

Depending Upon Diligence: Chinese 
at Work in Bendigo 1861-18811 
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special edition of Otherland addressed the absence of Chinese after the goldrush, but it too has a strong focus 
on White Australia themes and a slim coverage of 1861-1881.13   

Another explanation for the silence about Victoria’s Chinese in this period may be the difficulty of finding 
reliable source material. After the dismantling of the Chinese Protectorate, records of Chinese movements 
and population were scanty. Apart from two reports in 1868, the Chinese largely disappeared from the 
public gaze.14 Mining surveyors’ quarterly reports and the Mineral Statistics of Victoria rarely mention the 
activities of Chinese miners. Even gauging population accurately is difficult as census figures vary according 
to the different boundaries of towns, electoral, and gold mining districts. Cronin estimates as a percentage 
of the total population of Victoria the Chinese declined in this period from 4.6 per cent in 1861 to 1.4 per 
cent in 1881 and as a percentage of the male population 7.5 per cent in 1861 to 2.6 per cent in 1881.15 Yet in 
goldmining areas the Chinese still formed a significant minority of the male population: 15.3 per cent in 1861, 
10.4 per cent in 1871 and even by 1881, still 6.2 per cent.16 According to one census source, (birthplaces of 
the people), Bendigo’s Chinese population declined from 2455 in 1861, to 1278 in 1871 and 779 in 1881,17 but 
interim reports based on information gathered by local police and interpreters place the Chinese population 
much higher, for example, at 3500 in 1868 and 1707 in 1873.18

The role Chinese workers played in Bendigo is worthy of consideration, as Bendigo was a particularly 
significant town in nineteenth century Victoria. While other centres of alluvial mining declined in the late 
nineteenth century, Bendigo grew to a major provincial centre on the back of its quartz mining industry.19 It 
was connected by rail to Melbourne in 1862, and  declared a city in 1871.20 As equipment was developed to 
extract gold, often at great depths, the richness of Bendigo’s quartz reefs made its name famous throughout 
the world.21 

Figure 1: Pall Mall Sandhurst in 1875     

Source: N.J. Caire, Views of Bendigo, Bendigo: National Trust, 1979.
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Figure 2: Recruitment of tribute children 
outside a Christian town in the Balkans, 1520. 
Süleymanname of Arifi, 1558, Topkapi Palace 
Museum, Istanbul, H 1517, folio 31 b.
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Figure 3: Siege of Belgrade, 1521. 
Süleymanname of Arifi, 1558, Topkapi 
Palace Museum, Istanbul, H 1517, folio 
109 a.

Figure 4: Dilsuznama, MS. 
Ouseley 133, folio 49r, Bodleian 
Library, Oxford.
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Figure 6: (below) Fragment of stone 
gateway bearing the coat of arms of King 
Matthias of Hungary, r.1458 - 1490, National 
Museum of Hungary, Budapest.

Figure 5: Portrait of Mehmed II, c.1480. 
Topkapi Palace Museum, Istanbul, H 2153, 
folio 10a.
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Peter Biro

The Classic Maya (AD 250-900) civilisation was one of the few Mesoamerican cultures which have 
developed a full writing system. The texts give a unique window to examine the ideal image created 
by the elite for consumption to themselves and to the non-elite. Researchers from different disciplines 
used various anthropological and evolutionary theories to interpret Classic Period political organisation. 
The proposed interpretations suggested either a ‘weak’ or a ‘unitary state’ model, while a third proposal 
envisioned the existence of two ‘hegemonic states’ which ruled and fought over the Maya Lowlands. 
While the critique of the ‘weak’ and ‘unitary’ state models has been strong and they are hardly accepted 
by archaeologists or epigraphers, the ‘hegemonic state’ model is generally held valid among researchers. 
By the analysis of more than 1,000 inscriptions from the Western Maya Region I have arrived at the 
conclusion that the ‘hegemonic state’ model needs substantial revision and I will suggest an alternative 
interpretation of Classic Period political processes. In my paper I shall present that through the analysis 
of the conceptualisation of polity, identity formation, the migration of dynasties and political vocabulary 
documented in the literary inscriptions, it is possible to reach a new understanding of Classic Period 
political organisation and historical development in general and the process of the Classic Maya collapse 
in particular.

The Classic Period Maya (figure 1) is one of the few Mesoamerican civilisations that had 
developed a full writing system which has been deciphered in the last 100 years1. Also, it is one 
of the very few civilisations which had developed in a tropical environment.

The question from the first explorers is always the same: how indeed was the combination of 
civilisation and rainforest possible? What are the similarities and differences of this particular 
human cultural phenomenon to other organisations, even to our own culture?

From Aristotle originates two assumptions of the humanities and social sciences. First 
humans are zoon politikon (or political animals) who live in communities, and second they 
are zoon logon ekhon who speak language. Polity (community formation) is communication, 
and if a researcher is interested in Classic Period Maya political organisation then he/she 
should try to find a way to language. One possible route is through writing, which is a form 
of communication and a repository of ideas about a given community. In this paper I examine 
the texts of the Classic Period from several angles which are all connected to political 
organisation. This presentation is more a series of reflections then a well-defined model, 
hoping to open some new avenues in the understanding of one aspect of Classic Period Maya 
civilisation.

Antecedents

From the 1970’s, scholars from anthropology and archaeology departments developed models 
to fit the Classic Period Maya political organisation into their conceptual schemes. The models 
were the result of the combination of theory, and archaeological and epigraphic information; 
they were forming part of a passionate debate where ideas crystallised into two opposite 

Classic Maya Polity, Identity, Mi-
gration and Political Vocabulary: 
Reconceptualisation of Classic Pe-
riod Maya Political Organisation
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stances2. 

Joyce Marcus, Richard Adams and Diane Chase and Arlen Chase explicitly argued for the existence of 
‘regional states’ where one territorial and non-kin based political entity with a centre ruled over a well-
defined territory with multiple second, third and fourth-tiered order centres (figure 2)3. 

The entities were relatively stable and lasted during the entire time of the Classic Period. Although 
not always said explicitly, the model implies the existence of a pre-industrial bureaucratic system and 
administration with territorial divisions. The role of archaeological data and geographical theories are much 
more important than any other data set in the formation of these models.

A contrary view of Classic Period political organisation was presented by Peter Mathews, Stephen Houston 
and various archaeologists who maintained that polities were small and basically consisted in one main 
centre and its hinterland (figure 3)4. 

While Mathews’ original description was devoid of any explicit anthropological categorisation, later both 
‘segmentary state’ and ‘galactic state’ models were used explicitly to locate Maya polities in the science 
of anthropology5. According to these conceptualisations, Classic Period polities were territorially small. 
Lineage or other kin-based corporate organisation were the bases of politics, administration was relatively 
underdeveloped, and they were unstable entities with frequent fluctuations of powers, factional conflicts 
within the elite, especially the royal and non-royal families. This latter suggestion derived from the model 
and interpretations of texts led scholars to propose a status rivalry model which explained the collapse of 
the Classic Period civilisation6. 

The debate about ‘weak’ vs. ‘regional’ states was never resolved as the attacks on neoevolutionary theory 
made the problem non-relevant to understanding political organisation7. Also, with the advancement of the 
decipherment it became possible to translate the entire corpus of inscriptions. As a consequence of these 
intellectual changes a third model of Classic Period polity has been proposed in the 1990’s by Simon Martin 
and Nikolai Grube8. 

Avoiding to answer the questions referring to the internal organisation of polities, they investigated the 
interactions of political entities, or those phenomena which were represented in the inscriptions by 
’emblem glyphs’, an assumption of Maya studies built in the former models. They have proposed that in 
the Late Classic period (600-900) two powerful entities centred in the Northeast Peten cities of Tikal and 
Calakmul, fought a continuous war in which most of the other emblem glyph bearing entities participated, 
either as allies, or as direct dependencies9. They called these entities ‘hegemonic states’ or ‘superpowers’ 
and suggested that this particular form of political process was similar to the formation of the Postclassic 
Mexica Empire. 

In this system, the ’hegemonic states’ ruled indirectly the constituent dependencies. Nevertheless, in 
specific cases evidence was found that armed conflict was also involved when explicit attempts to secession 
occurred. They have proposed that the ‘hegemonic states’ were more stable than the polities according 
to the ‘weak state’ models, but no bureaucracy was present as in the ‘regional state’ models. Also, they 
have explicitly accepted the equations of emblem glyphs with territorial entities, but suggested that the 
‘hegemonic states’ were non-contiguous territorial formations. This new model was accepted by most of 
the archaeologists and epigraphers, and various reconstructive scenarios were created about the situations 
of polities in the hegemonic matrix10. 

Recently, this consensus is breaking apart as epigraphers and archaeologist are hard to find the proposed 
hegemonic systems in other regions of the Maya Lowlands. They are also still trying to understand the 
internal organisation of polities11. As an alternative to the previous models, I suggest that a philological 
and historical investigation about politics in the inscriptions can open new avenues for scholarship. This 
statement derives from the assumption about the role of the elite in organising the Classic Period society. 
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If this is valid, then I can begin to investigate one aspect of elite expression, namely the Classic Period 
inscriptions. I do not contend, of course, that the elite represented all of the society, or that the remaining 
inscriptions make a complete assessment about politics, however I maintain that they give substantial 
information about some basic concepts which can be helpful to understand some facets of Classic Period 
political organisation. 

In the following, I try to reflect on several issues concerning Classic Period political organisation 
concentrating on some neglected questions which are all connected to the self-referential image presented 
in the inscriptions. Before this however, I shall briefly introduce some theoretical standpoints, a framework 
which helps to situate my reflections. 

Writing, Self-Representation, Collective Memory and Collective Identity

Pierre Bourdieu in his treatment of dominance and domination, points to the role of self-representation 
in writing, gestures and everyday speech12. It is by language and its capacity to represent that symbolic 
domination is achieved. In every culture there are socially legitimate ways to perceive and represent the 
world. An individual or a group of individuals is dominant if they are able to impose a way to being seen. 
In turn an individual, or a group of individuals is dominated if they are less successful to impose their self-
perception. In Classic Period Maya culture, the content of the writing and the narratives only mention 
individuals and groups who hold certain titles and perform some political functions. Thus far, epigraphers 
have not found any texts which write about the non-elite part of the society. Therefore, what one finds in 
Classic Period texts is an ideational self-image of one segment of the society to the total exclusion of other 
segments. Indeed, this dominance was so pervasive that not even artistic representations show any sign of 
non-elite persons. 

In this sense, Classic Maya writing and iconography form part of the ‘public transcript’ of the elite13. Or as 
Adam Smith14 has suggested inscriptions are ‘imaginative aesthetic guiding representation of the world at 
hand’. Also, texts are the collective memory of the elite15. Collective memory is a frame to which every 
individual adjusts him/herself in a society. To be retrievable, collective memory has to be connected to 
specific spaces and times; it is group-connected and cannot be transferred to another group freely. These 
figurations of memory are always ‘models, examples and teachings’ and they reflect the general behaviour 
of the group creating them16. A group who is organised as a community of collective memory retains its 
past according to the community’s difference and endurance. Thus the group emphasises its difference from 
outsiders but its similarity to insiders. The events, actions and behaviours are therefore reconstructed to be 
a certain way, the ‘ideational aesthetic’. 

Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that this is not propaganda in the sense of convincing others 
to ‘join’ and ‘participate’ but a constraint on outsiders to join, and insiders to depart from the group. Also, 
insiders have to adjust themselves to the image in actual behaviour especially in ‘public’ when both insiders 
and outsiders can perceive whether a certain individual is appropriately follows the ‘public transcript’ of 
a given community. Collective memory is inherently connected to collective identity, or the belief in the 
existence of a ‘we-consciousness’17. Identity is strongly connected to politics and political organisation; by 
the creation of various identities organisation becomes possible. Classic Period Maya writing is therefore a 
repository of collective memories and collective identities, a form of organising and presenting the elite to 
themselves and to outsiders, other parts of the society. 

As a consequence of this theoretical framework various questions can be asked about politics and political 
organisation during the Classic Period. First and foremost: was there a ‘Classic Period Maya polity’ ever? This 
is a question which was never asked by former researchers. Other possible points of reflections revolve 
around the identity formation of the elite, their conceptualisation of the past (what to be remembered) and 
political actions expressed by agency formulas. All these are forming part of what researchers understood 
under the fluid matrix of politics and political organisation, however they are not exhausting it. 
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Classic Period Maya Polity 

One possible definition of polity is given by Adam Smith according to which it is a ‘bounded territory within 
which a sovereign regime rules the community of subjects integrated by a shared sense of identity that binds 
them together in place’18. 

Where are the bounded territories in the Classic Period Maya landscape? What was a sovereign regime? Who 
constituted the community of subjects? What identity did they share? If there was a ‘Classic Maya polity’ as 
such, was there any change in it during the centuries?

If inscriptions are self-representations of a dominant group then a researcher cannot find out from them the 
‘Classic Maya polity’; rather he/she can make inferences about the self-referential ideal concepts referring to 
practices concerning the ‘politic’. In a simple way, it is equally important what is perceived and what is not. In 
light of this I think there was a general conceptualisation of the political landscape which was used all over 
the Southern Maya Lowlands. This can be imagined as a pool, which contains concepts that in turn were 
applied differently both in space and time. However, I do not think that there were multiple ways of polities, or 
multiple sets of conceptualisation as some suggested in the case of mythological narratives (as does Pharo19, 
but see Carrasco20 who argues to the contrary), only that there were multiple ways of representation which 
can indicate applications. The main concepts of this pool were ch’e’n (and its combinations) and ajawil/lel. On 
this single dyad a whole political idea was built. 

A general concept of the political landscape can be ascertained to have existed with one well-defined spatial 
category, the ch’e’n and its multiple varieties combined with kab’ and chan. It is hard to discern an evolving 
change in the conceptualisation of this particular entity and its reference is not very clear. I have argued 
elsewhere that all of its varieties refer in a general sense to ‘inhabited places’ not only by humans but also by 
non-human deities21. There is not any concept which would refer to the landscape as ‘forest’, however there 
are many natural phenomena which are named such as ha’ (‘water’ or in a narrow way ‘river’), witz (mountain, 
hill), naahb’ (‘pool’ or ‘bajo’), k’ahk’naahb’ (‘ocean’, or even some ‘primordial water’) and palaw (‘ocean’ or 
‘lake’) etc. 

While ch’e’n is certainly a natural phenomenon with a semantic field of ‘cave, pool’ thus referring to empty or 
filled cavity, it went into the semantic construction of ‘inhabited place’. This can be ‘high’ or ‘heavenly’ or ‘low’ 
and ‘earthly’, but sometimes both at the same time which concurs with the notion that there is no discernible 
difference in the use of the diphrasismos according to events or different type of beings. From the very first 
time, it is recorded alone and with chan and kab’, but regional differences can be discerned. It is important to 
make a difference between chan/kab’-ch’en and various suffixes such as -u’ul and -iil which form place names, 
and probably have a very general meaning of ‘place’. 

Indeed, I have argued that che’n could have had a connotation of ‘built place’ as possibly is attested by the 
derived noun ochch’e’n~’[built] place-entering’. Interestingly, I have not found any evidence about grade-
distinction within ch’e’n  such as ‘big’ or ‘small’ ch’e’n, or anything similar to the western concept of ‘city’, 
‘town’, ‘village’, ‘hamlet’ etc. It does not mean that such a gradation did not exist, however it was not significant 
enough to be mentioned, which in turn leaves a quite different conceptualisation of the landscape from the 
one used by archaeologists. A slight difference between kab’-che’n and chan-che’n is that the first refers to 
‘property’ and is frequently connected to buildings (or naah and otoot) while the latter exclusively refers to 
every built place, thus the first is a more exclusive term than the last. The Classic Period imagined landscape 
therefore consisted in ‘built inhabited places’ and natural phenomenon, and parallels between the two are not 
as significant as was once suggested by epigraphers22. The creation of ‘built space’ which can be ‘inhabited’ was 
one of the main tasks of the ruler of any Classic Period polity. When David Stuart noted that Classic Period 
texts are narratives around dedications, he discovered an important nature of the being of a ruler23. Adam 
Smith noted the ‘heroism’ invoked in text by constructing new buildings on the landscape in the 8th century 
BC Urartu polity24. While Urartu kings had a unique prerogative to build and transform the landscape, and 
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made it very conscious in their inscriptions, Classic Period Maya rulers were less concerned with recording 
transformations of natural features or with the emptiness of the previous landscape. Indeed, there are no 
records of constructions that can be interpreted to be ‘public’ in the sense of current western thinking 
(canals, granaries or public schools). Nevertheless, from archaeological evidence it is well known that water 
management was important and played a part in the transformation of the natural landscape25. 

The importance of plazas as ‘public spaces’ were also attested in the archaeological record26, however in 
the inscriptions there is no mention of their dedication (or not yet discovered). There is also archaeological 
evidence which attest to the constructions of defensive walls around settlement, nevertheless save some 
records of pa~`fortress, walled enclosure’ and two mentions of kot~`wall’ which implies their constructions, 
these ‘public features’ are also unattested in the inscriptions. 

Therefore, constructions mainly refer to structures called naah and otoot, the planting of lakamtuun and altars, 
and other inter-building elements such as panels, tablets, thrones and so on. The rulers were not the only ones 
who built, non-royal nobles were not just participating in the building dedications but sometimes they were 
the main actors. 

The record of special structures built for deities is an important feature of the texts-they can be naah, otoot, 
pibnaah, wayb’il etc. Constructing places to deities is one of the most important tasks of the builder, and the 
construction of residences delimits plazas, thus restructures places formerly not inhabited. Therefore, a polity 
is a built landscape which does not have boundaries only by the natural features waiting to be transformed. 

To have a polity, it is necessary to have an ajaw who proclaims, fights and builds. Although the importance of 
the word ajaw was always known to epigraphers, recent etymological suggestions which connects its origin to 
‘shout, proclaim’ shed new light on his ‘public’ role27. To have a polity it is necessary to have ajawil or ajawlel, 
a descent of lines of ajaw into which somebody can insert him/herself. Although it refers to the ‘kingdom’, it 
does not refer to its territorial entity but to its descent line. According to Classic Period sources, every ajawlel 
claimed to be a polity, nevertheless it is difficult to assess this assertion. Contrary to the general opinion 
of epigraphers there is no evidence that ajawlel is conceptualised as a territory or anything spatial28. In the 
inscriptions, there are only two verbs connected to ajawil/ajawlel namely chum~`to sit’ and joy~`to appear’. 
These are verbs which never stand with words referring to spatial entities or polity names. On the other hand, 
verbs connected to these latter words, such as ‘huli’, ‘tali,’ ‘ochi’, e[h]meey, lok’ooy, t’ab’aay etc. do not stand with 
ajawil/ajawlel. Therefore, while you can enter, leave, construct, return, destroy etc. a spatial entity, ajawil/ajawlel 
is never such an entity according to the textual evidence. 

Every ajawil/ajawlel was connected to an inhabited built place, but not necessarily to the place where the 
actual descent line resided. This is one of the most important characteristics of the conceptualisation of the 
Classic Period polity. The original che’n is the name of the royal house, its origin place, which can be easily 
transported to other built places. Emblem glyphs are ‘places of origin’ transported over the landscape with 
the movement of a royal line. The most conspicuous example of this process can be found in cases of Mutu’ul, 
Xukalnaah and B’akV(V)’l, however the example of the Kanu’ul dynasty is also significant. 

Emblem main signs were originally toponyms, sometimes referring explicitly to one particular building which 
was claimed by the descent line29. Emblem glyphs did not refer explicitly to dominion, or named the polity, 
only said explicitly that this particular person originated from a place. Mutu’ul thus cannot be equated with a 
geographical concept such as ‘France’ and say that the seat of this geographical place was also called Mutu’ul. 

This matrix of ch’en and ajawil/lel (and the derivations) combined one spatial and an institutional concept for 
polity formation. It did not involve demarcation or territorialisation, but building plazas, temples and palaces 
in a manner to transform the landscape. Where buildings stood humans were formed into a polity but in turn 
construction meant a descent line of elite persons who claimed dominance. 
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Collective Identity

How was identity formed in this matrix of ch’en and ajaw? To create a polity supposedly involves some manner 
of identity connecting ruler and ruled. In the case of the Southern Maya Lowlands, identity is a thorny issue 
because thus far nobody has been able to convincingly prove the existence of an overarching identity, a term, 
which would embrace the territory where the Classic Period sites are located. Nevertheless, the first and 
foremost identity creating factor is a che’n, a built place, and most of the time this appears in cases of ambiguity, 
that is where the origin of a person has to be spelled out. Frequently, the aj agentive prefix and a toponym 
referring to a specific site are the usual way to form these identifying constructions. Nevertheless, it is there 
where wider-than-site identities can be detected, such as hux te tuun which at least embraced Calakmul and 
Oxpemul, and huklaju’n tzuk and huxlaju’n tzuk which referred to the Eastern Peten (and the lakes region) 
and to the area west of it, respectively30. As Alexandre Tokovinine has pointed out regional identities were 
always overshadowed by local connections31. Another regional title was hux haab’ te’ which is connected to 
Rio Azul and Copan with different partition numbers (5 and 6). Indeed, one of the impressions of the regional 
identity referents is the evocation of completion by the use of numbers referring to partition (figure 4; see the 
inscription of Altar de los Reyes with k’uhul kab’ huxlaju’n [kab’?] and possibly 13 emblem glyphs). 

However, the mention of these regional terms does not alter the general image about Classic Period identity 
formation where emblem glyphs remained the cornerstone of belonging for the elite. Non-royal elite 
participated in the identity of emblem glyphs by constantly connecting themselves to the emblem glyphs of 
their rulers by accepting subordination. A particular sajal can be hailed from El Cayo and thus could have been 
from yaxniil and was a stable subordinate of the rulers in yokib’. Nevertheless, he was never designated a yokib’ 
sajal. It is exactly this record which is missing from the inscriptions and which indicates strongly that emblem 
glyph main signs, though they referred to places (che’n or kab’) never formed the base of polity and identity 
formation. 

Another indication of the narrow reach of Classic Period identity formation is the infrequent use of the suffix 
-naal which may have the connotation of ‘-born in/at’, a concept superficially similar to etymology of ‘native’. 
In the known cases, this suffix is affixed to emblem glyph main signs and never to regional toponyms. Ethnic 
denominations are equally missing and the inscriptions omit any reference to the non-elite population.

How was this non-elite segment of the society integrated into polities? One probability is that it was more 
a pragmatic than ethnic decision, that is the population of a given polity voted to stay with the best time and 
place-structuring ruler who was able to defend. The number of special studies which try to investigate this 
specific question is small and most of them explicitly assume economic integration as the only factor in the 
relation between the elite and the non-elite within Classic Period polities32. The connection between the 
elite and non-elite most probably was not based on ethnic or territorial fixity. There is nothing similar in the 
inscriptions that can be conceptualised as such, and this lends support to a view, which posits that the elite 
did not have to prove their managerial and common origin role to the commoners because probably it was 
quite apparent. What the elite tried to achieve through its public transcript was showing the non-evident, or 
the successful time and space structuring, and emphasising the capacity to attack and defend. A helpful concept 
to describe this particular polity is not ethnicity or territoriality but morality recently introduced into Maya 
studies by various authors33. 

The authority in this descriptive interpretative framework is moral and is connected to a strategy more 
to induce and cajole than to force34. The k’uhul ajaw (the sacred head of the polity) plays a central role, a 
referential place to which all social actors are positioned, even the deities who are clearly on a higher plane. 
These deities were constantly evoked and fused pan-Classic Period elite characters and probably narratives 
with local expressions creating what modern investigators call tutelary deities. 
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Migration

The identity formation centred on emblem glyphs or origin places made it possible for corporate groups 
to fission and move on the landscape and still retain their cohesion. The inscriptions are constantly evoking 
by various ways the non-local origins of the ruling lines. Indeed, archaeology attests to the phenomenon of 
population movement connected to the appearance of inscriptions in a specific place as happened in the cases 
of Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, Palenque, Copan, Dos Pilas, just to mention the most well known examples. 

To invoke non-local origin is a general phenomenon of the Classic Period texts which they achieve by the 
concrete narration of arrivals, the use of titles, and other subtle ways of representation such as the use of non-
Classic Period Maya cultural elements35. Migrations of groups are never mentioned, only that of individuals, 
nevertheless sometimes the rare word yita-huli is attested which refers to the entourage36. 

The first arrival was recorded at the beginning of the 5th century (in Tikal) while the last was recorded in 
the middle of the 9th century (in Seibal; see figure 5). Sometimes the arrival is considered a new foundation 
(Dos Pilas) and sometimes a refoundation (Seibal). Fission was so pervasive that offshoots of one ajawlel 
residing in many places constituted whole regions (such as the Lacandon area or the Mirador Basin). Similar 
configurations were created in the case of Tikal and Dos Pilas, or between Palenque and Tortuguero, Tres Islas 
and Cancuen etc. Indeed, the expansion of Classic Period elite culture and identity with all its trappings can be 
reduced to the constant ‘entourage’ movement on the landscape. The cases of Dos Pilas, Zapote Bobal37 and 
Seibal indicate that the process of migration was a constant phenomenon of the Classic Period, where various 
factors (war, internal strife, or simply an opportunity to move) resulted in the settlement of previously non-
occupied or abandoned areas. The Classic Period is an ever growing process of foundations of ch’e’n where 
rulers reside and gather people around.

Interactions and elite

Maya politics for the elite consisted in the interactions of individuals. Texts are none other than documentation 
of special roles in rituals, and most elite persons had a well-defined position to each other according to 
participation and presence. The Maya scribes used at least five morphemes and their derivations to express 
these joint actions. Three among them, kab’, *ila and *ita, are derived transitive stems, almost unanimously in 
perfect status38 while the fourth and fifth (ichnal and e(b’)te) are possessed nouns39.  All stems can stand with 
the names of humans and supernatural beings which further confirms the mixing of ‘myth’ and ‘reality’ during 
the Classic Period. 

My investigation suggests that kab’ is connected to the main actor in a given ritual, be it a higher or lower 
ranked person, and an active participation. A translation congruent with the Colonial Tzotzil chabi~/gobernar/ 
is appropriate in the sense ‘to govern, it makes to happen’. Although the rank of the main actors are in most 
cases higher than that of the others, however the kab’ stem does not indicate rank in itself. 

*ita has the same connotations, although it is in a lesser scale. The person connected by the *ita is present in 
the ritual, and even does the same action as the main actor.  He/she joins the ritual but the role is unequivocally 
less, which mostly indicates his/her lower rank in a given ritual action. Furthermore, there is no reason to say 
that he/she was not in the presence of the visual field of the acting person. 

The meaning of *ila is more difficult to say but generally it conveys a more passive participation and a mere 
presence of the given person in a ritual. When it is connected to period ending ceremonies, perhaps it has a 
different meaning, like ‘divine or foresee’ as suggested by Karen-Bassie Sweet40. The action of ‘witnessing’ by 
the ruler was enough to make something legitimate and in this way, the ‘witnessing’ of the secondary elite 
does the same with a ceremony conducted by the ruler himself. 

The translation of ichnal is very plausibly ‘presence’ and it has the same role as *ila, it legitimates an action, 
however there is no direct participation. Maybe it has a connotation of ‘place’ and I argued that it could have 



Volume 1 / December 2007100

JOURNALofJOURNALofJOURNAL
Historical and
European Studies

meant, depending on the context, ‘home or habitual place’ similarly to William Hanks’41 analysis of iknal in 
Modern Yukatek. 

The agency expression *e(b’)tej connected the actual person with direct action, emphasising his active 
participation, probably more so than *kab’. It does not involve much hierarchical associations, however, it is 
mostly constrained to indicate captive taking. Outside of captive taking context, it is used in house dedications 
where a non-royal elite individual undertakes the actual ritual event. 

In a hypothetical narrative describing an event and connecting actors by the agency expressions, the actors 
have the role according to participation and presence as the following:

     1st Presence  2nd, 3rd etc. Presence 

Active participation    e(b’)tej/*kab’i  *itaa 

Passive participation   *ichVn   *ila  

Classic Period politics was a constant struggle to be connected to these expressions, or better said to be 
in a position where status is recognised by participating in rituals and events where position in a text was 
formed around these five words. Rulers tried to amass events where they have done something and this 
action is connected to their names by the verb kab’. Subordinate persons mainly reached the narrative 
level as secondary participators, witnesses, or companions, not the head of ceremonies but still somebody 
worthwhile to be noticed and preserved in the collective memory.  Classic Period politics is therefore a 
constant interconnection of individuals within one segment of the society who always wanted to hold more 
and more other elite individuals as their possession (the linguistic expression of this is clear as attested by the 
yajaw, usajal, yajk’uhu’n etc. possessed titles). 

Those who are left out

A ‘time and space structuring ruler in a built space with an origin-indicating named corporate group’, probably 
that is how I can sum up the specific conceptualisation of the Classic Period polity. This was a minimum ideal, 
which was always necessary to form a political entity. Nevertheless, some parts of the Maya Lowlands did 
not conform to this ideal, and it is not known what their status was. Any map that presents solid lines as 
boundaries probably misrepresents geopolitics where empty-zones, non-controlled but inhabited zones and 
contested zones existed side by side.

One such unresolved problem on any map is the substantial area roughly among the sites of Palenque, Tonina, 
Agua Escondida, Plan de Ayutla, La Mar, Piedras Negras and Chinikiha. It is a zone with the highest-cost 
distance according to Armando Anaya Hernández42 and there is no report on any major site in this region. It 
is assumed that relation between Palenque and Piedras Negras, or Palenque and La Mar, or indeed between 
Tonina and Chinikiha would necessitate crossing this particular area, or the control of it. Nevertheless, it is 
not borne out by any evidence, almost as if this particular zone was maintained as a huge buffer among the 
competing polities. Another possible interpretation is that it was a refuge for those populations that did not 
want to participate in the Classic Maya polity, and here successfully managed to take a hold.

Summary

Thus, Classic Period polity was something quite different from a nation-state in formation from the 19th

century where homogenisation was reached by instrumental bureaucratic strategies which emphasised a 
fixed territory with absolute boundaries, an ethnic community, a historical consciousness generated from 
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above and massively disseminated in public institutions and recreated and remembered in various ways. 

The Classic Period polity was basically a matrix around a specific institution (ajawlel) which was implemented 
in the landscape by building a location to house the representative (ajaw or k’uhul ajaw) of this given entity. 
By way of its time and place structuring activity, the ajaw created a che’n ‘an inhabited and built place’ where 
deities (k’uh) could be conjured. As a reference point, others collected around his/her personality and office, 
and received various titles which were not well-defined ranks but rather summaries of specific tasks (an 
anab’, an aj k’uhu’n and an aj uxul all left their ‘signature’ on monuments, so which is the sculptor?). There were 
borders and polity maintenance by leaving refuge and buffer zones among main centres and shorter or longer 
periods of supremacy over other communities (from 10 to 140 years). 

Nevertheless, this was not a ‘theatre-state’ because obligations for living in the community could be onerous. 
They had to repair and built, and dedicate, and produce. What was received is more a common belief in order 
than enforcement. This system was quite stable and enchanting enough to expand continually and result in the 
organisation of higher and a higher number of persons. There is no indication, contrary to other assertions, 
that the Maya Lowlands became overpopulated at the end of the 8th century. Rather, the ‘side-effects’ of the 
‘forest of kings’ resulted in a conflict upon conflict situation. With time it was not the frequency of conflicts 
which increased, but the participants and thus there was less time to recuperate with diminishing areas where 
one could escape, survive or migrate. A much populated landscape did not leave as many opportunities for 
a strategy of hit-and-sack then recuperate, neither for nobles (who recorded this particular tactic in their 
inscriptions) nor to the non-elite. 

A reconceptualisation of the polity ideal on the line of a unified cosmopolis with one main reference point 
could have helped in the aggravating situation but almost 600-hundred years of identity formation was not 
easy to overcome. 
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Geoff Hewitt

Figure 1: Johann Friedrich Krumnow (1811-1880)

During 2006, the US-based Society for Historical Archaeology dedicated one entire issue (vol 40 
number 1) of its journal Historical Archaeology to the archaeology of Utopian settlements. In the 
keynote paper by Thad M. Van Bueren and Sarah A. Tarlow entitled ‘The interpretive potential 
of utopian settlements’ (Van Bueren and Tarlow 2006), the authors discussed the possible 
contribution of archaeology to, in many cases, an already substantial body of understanding 

Archaeologies of Utopia?
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concerning the various utopian social experiments that challenged American society from the 18th century. 

Van Bueren and Tarlow identified four distinct strands within the possibilities for archaeological interpretation 
of past utopian experiments. The most obvious of these is the potential for archaeology to fill the lacunae 
within the historical record. Not all intentional communities set out to construct a presence or image within 
the public consciousness; but even with groups that dedicated substantial energy and resources towards that 
end, the material record might allow inference concerning the mundane or embarrasing details omitted or 
edited from their narrative: details that might illuminate the manner in which a utopian ideal played out in the 
quotidian. 

The second strand of potential for archaeology is, again through the material record, to detect and investigate 
mismatches between rhetoric and performance. Also, to explore contradictions between the internal 
ideologies of communities and the perceptions of the broader society whose values and ‘common sense’ was 
challenged. That this is sticky ground, rife with polemic and propaganda, where interpretation is subject to an 
archaeologist’s own orientation, is acknowledged by Van Bueren and Tarlow (2006:3). Similarly, the danger of 
trivialising past utopian endeavours within present public interpretation, in response to influence from the 
dominant culture, is an important issue addressed in some detail by Alison Wylie (2002:154-60) who expands 
upon the critique of Mark Leone. Sticky ground indeed, but of immense interest.

The third strand, according to Van Bueren and Tarlow, arises from the conscious expression of ideology upon 
the material world by utopian communities. Particular modes of living and the systems of belief upon which 
lifeways are based, might be archaeologically visible through structural organisation, architectural design, the 
use of symbolism and the modification of landscape. 

The potential for archaeology to provide a diachronic perspective is Van Bueren and Tarlow’s fourth strand. They 
argue that an examination of processes of ideological adaptation through time is an important counterweight 
to an historiographic tendency for ‘monolithic interpretations that focus on the reasons groups “failed”’ 
(2006:4).

Echoing Wylie, the authors note the particular importance of critical self-reflection for researchers who choose 
to investigate and interpret utopian communities, seeing this as an opportunity for ethical and professional 
development. Van Bueren and Tarlow conclude by noting that past idealisms and the lessons learned from 
attempts at engineering societal change through visionary movements have much relevance in the present. 
Despite the loss of faith in utopian vision during the 20th century due to the devastating failures of those 
utopian attempts at societal change represented by state Communism, Fascism and Nazism, the authors argue 
for the continuing relevance of the utopian imagination in creating alternatives to a future characterised by 
‘war, terror, conflict and inequality’; to which one might reasonably now add climate change. 

The papers published in volume 40 (1) of Historical Archaeology range widely through time and (North American) 
space. Preucel and Pendery (2006:6-19) explore the chronology of Brook Farm (1841-1847) through changes in 
landscape and architecture which reflect the transition from radical and egalitarian Transcendentalist ideology 
to the more rigidly structured, secular and industrialised Fourierist Phalanx into which it consciously evolved. 
Tomaso et al. (2006: 20-36) report progress with their long-running and on-going Feltville Archaeological 
Project. Located in Central New Jersey, Feltville, between 1845 and 1860, was an experiment in decentralised 
reformed industry conducted by David Felt, a capitalist from New York City. Felt, a devout but tolerant 
Unitarian who had succeeded in the printing industry, built his ideal village and factory on a greenfields site 
apparently influenced by older Jeffersonian communal capitalist ideals and ethics, emphasising profitable but 
dispersed agrarian and self-contained industrial community as a vision for American development in place of 
full commitment to industrialisation (Tomaso et al. 2006:22-3). Felt abandoned his project in 1860 and was 
bankrupt in 1867. After Felt’s departure, the village of Feltville was sold several times. The village suffered 
periods of abandonment before becoming a resort in the late nineteenth century, where Felt’s architectural 
efforts were adaptively reused. Although abandoned again in 1916, much of the built features have survived into 
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the present. Neither Feltville, nor its backer, are well documented historically, while its archaeology appears 
to be a palimpsest having marked stratigraphic complexity. Nonetheless, Tomaso et al. remain optimistic that 
a hermeneutic between sketchy historical data and the evidence from archaeology and historical geography 
will ultimately allow Felt’s vision to be understood.

The Oneida Perfectionist community founded in 1848 by John Humphrey Noyes is the subject of a paper by 
Heather Van Wormer (Van Wormer 2006). Following the retirement of Noyes and the abandonment of the 
community’s controversial practice of complex marriage, together with the eugenically-inspired ‘stirpiculture’ 
reproductive program, Oneida changed from common ownership of the substantial assets into a joint stock 
company during 1881. Much of the community’s built environment has survived together with a comprehensive 
documentary record. Noyes himself published extensively about Oneida and other communal ventures (eg. 
Noyes 1870) and the Oneida Community has generated much commentary, contemporary (eg. Nordhoff 
1875), and in more recent times from the scholarly (Foster 1984, 1991, 1997), to the sensational (Eskapa 1987). 
Dolores Hayden (Hayden 1976), Isaac and Altman (1998) and architectural historian Janet White (White 1994, 
1996, 2001) have all investigated the articulation between ideology and architecture at Oneida. There has been 
no archaeological investigation of Oneida, but Van Wormer, noting the existence of comprehensive records of 
the annual inventories compiled at Oneida between 1861 and 1883, foreshadows the possibility of excavation 
as a means of researching life at Oneida on a personal scale. Van Wormer also points out that investigation 
focussed on Oneida’s daughter community at Wallingford might permit archaeological observation of the 
dissent known to have existed within the community. Fogarty’s (1994) edition of Victor Hawley’s diary is a 
poignant example of Oneidan dissent.  

Other papers discuss such diverse subjects as the burial practices of the Society of Friends (Bromberg and 
Shephard 2006), the bizarre cosmology of Cyrus Teed and his Koreshan Unity Settlement, which has been 
the subject of very limited archaeological investigation (Tarlow 2006) and the excavation of a looted rubbish 
dump at the Theosophical Society’s Point Loma Institute (Van Wormer and Gross 2006). Stacy Kozakavich 
(2006) discusses the salvage archaeology of a co-operative settlement established in Western Canada by 
an immigrant group of Russian adherents of Peter Verigin’s New Doukhobor religious sect. Kozakavich’s 
interesting paper, in sketching Doukhobor identity as a multilayered complex of belief and behaviour, realises 
several of those strands of archaeological potential identified by Van Bueren and Tarlow. 

Against a comprehensive historical background, Van Bueren’s own paper (Van Bueren 2006) describes a 
survey  - and the beginnings of excavation - at the California site of the early twentieth-century Llano del Rio 
Cooperative, an attempt at the practical implementation of an egalitarian, socialist and feminist alternative 
to industrial capitalism. A highway construction project prompted the work, to determine the significance 
of the surviving cultural landscape and the extent of existing remains on the former Llano holdings, during 
which almost 400 surface features were recorded. Van Bueren remains pessimistic regarding the possibility 
of locating archaeological evidence of the feminist agenda that saw women undertaking men’s traditional 
work roles at Llano (2006:147-8). However, other aspects of the women’s social reform project, together 
with evidence of changes both in ideology and the class structures within the membership, are likely to be 
present within the temporal development of the cooperative’s built environment, according to Van Bueren. 
Excavation of the archaeological deposits at Llano is expected to permit the utopian vision and lived practice 
to be compared.

The final paper in volume 40(1) of Historical Archaeology is Suzanne Spencer-Wood’s comprehensive review 
of gender ideology and practice, according to historical sources, within utopian communities. An important 
issue concerning women’s roles within such communities is the degree to which domestic tasks such as food 
preparation and laundering were performed communally or co-operatively. For this question, Spencer-Wood 
suggests somewhat obvious archaeological indicators, which include the size of cellar holes, the distribution of 
footings and the size of chimney bases, while presenting the probably over-optimistic possibilities of excavating 
cooking vessels to determine their size and the confident identification of genderised spaces from material 
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remains (Spencer Wood 2006:169-170).

Reflection upon this collection of papers is revealing: Although the research is confined to North America, 
and the published collection attempts to cover a diverse range of ideological expression, there are some 
surprising omissions. Except for an all-too-brief mention by Spencer-Wood (2006:176), David Starbuck’s long-
running program of work on the Canterbury Shakers (eg. Starbuck 2004, 1999, 1998, 1990, 1986) is ignored, as 
is Stephen Warfel’s numerous seasons of excavation at Conrad Beissel’s eighteenth-century Ephrata Cloister 
(Warfel 1993-1999). The recentness of the work selected for publication was not apparently an issue, as 
Bromberg and Shephard’s paper discusses a salvage project undertaken in 1994 and Van Wormer and Gross’ 
paper on the Theosophical Society dump relies on an even earlier excavation. That the papers published in the 
volume in question were intended to form a ‘synopsis of the utopian movement in North America’ is explicitly 
stated by Van Bueren and Tarlow (2006:1). Notwithstanding, one might be led to consider that utopian vision 
and intent was confined to that continent alone, which was (and remains) very far from the truth. For example, 
there were literally dozens of co-operative homestead associations and village settlements within the Colony 
of Victoria alone, during the closing decade of the nineteenth century (Blake 1966, Metcalf 1997:123). A 
further observation regarding the papers published in volume 40 (1) of Historical Archaeology might note their 
scarcely bridled optimism within interpretations derived from material remains. Examples of this lie in the 
unquestioned face-value attribution of function as alcohol containers for glass bottle remains at Llano (Van 
Bueren 2006:148) and at the Doukhobor village (Kozakavich 2006:124) in the inference of behaviours that 
deviated from the temperance agendas of these communities. Martin Carney’s powerful critique of function-
based analytical approaches to archaeological glass assemblages (Carney 1998:87-9) has clearly had little 
impact in North America. Nor has the argument that the traditional antiquarian attribution for the function 
of dark olive green glass containers as ‘beer/wine’ is undermined by their use for diverse contents including 
cordials, whisky, blacking, turpentine, methylated spirits, stove polish, linseed oil and vinegar, together with 
unknowable histories of ad hoc use and re-use (Carney 1998:87; Hewitt 2003:78, 91; Brooks 2005:10). 

With the exception perhaps of Heather Van Wormer (2006:37-8), none of the authors has attempted to 
pursue a definition of utopianism beyond Van Bueren and Tarlow’s evidently Marxist view that ‘all utopian 
ventures were acts of social resistance that explicitly criticised dominant group values and practices’ (2006:2). 
Perhaps this is both wise and deliberate, as there is little agreement to be found in the broader literature. 
Krishan Kumar’s approach (1991:33-35), echoed by Roland Schaer (2000:3), is that the utopian tradition is 
strictly a product of the secular and humanist west, which effectively privileges the utopian socialism of Henri 
Comte de Saint-Simon, of Etienne Cabet, of Louis Blanc, of Herbert Spencer, of Charles Fourier, of Robert 
Owen, of Nikolay Chernyshevsky, of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, of Joseph Stalin and of Mao Zedong, 
as the only way to Utopia. Of course, such a definition would exclude all of the communities discussed in 
Historical Archaeology vol 40(1), except perhaps the latter Fourierist stage of Brook Farm and the overtly 
socialist Llano del Rio. The noted scholar of utopianism, Barbara Goodwin, argued a finer line still: to Goodwin 
(1978:7), any social theorist whose ideals are fragmentary or less than comprehensive, is no utopian, which 
most decidedly rules out the Theosophical Society. Ruth Levitas, on the other hand, allows that utopianism is 
simply an expressed “desire for a different better way of being” (1990:181). Indeed, ‘Utopia is about how we 
would live and what kind of a world we would live in if we could do just that’ (Levitas1990:1).

Interestingly, Heather Van Wormer has very sensibly adopted the descriptor ‘intentional community’ (2006:37). 
Bill Metcalf and Betty Huf explain the use of this broadly inclusive term as a means of working around the 
problem of utopian definition, with its overt politicality: “’Utopian refers to the intention to achieve an ideal 
society, not to the outcome of the attempt.’ (Metcalf and Huf 2002:2, emphasis added).

When I first approached the notion of conducting archaeological research at the site of Johan Friedrich 
Krumnow’s Herrnhut Commune (1853-1889) near Penshurst in Western Victoria (Figures 1, 2 and 3), I was 
filled with optimisms of the kind strongly evident in vol. 40(1) of Historical Archaeology. Once I had identified 
Herrnhut as having been ‘successful’ according to Rosabeth Kanter’s criteria for utopian communities cited and 
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discussed in Bainbridge (1997:134-141), Stark and Bainbridge (1996:159-161), also Brumann (2003:398-401), I 
argued its importance in the search for sociological explanation of long-term human co-operation and altruism 
– that often elusive social glue. Articulating my own perceptions of what an archaeology of utopianism might 
reveal, I rehearsed those now familiar possibilities of detecting inconsistencies between performance and 
rhetoric, of searching out symbolism and ideology in landscape and structural organisation, of interrogating 
the material culture within the remains of Herrnhut as a means of creating ‘an illuminating new view within 
the debate where social position, economic status and class aspiration are equated with modes and tastes of 
consumption’; at the same time recognising that a 

major archaeological challenge at Herrnhut, once data is gathered from the landscape is, through 

analysis of the physical and documentary evidence, the teasing out of those various influences of  

practicality, ethnicity and ideology (Hewitt 2004a). 

Disillusionment followed promptly. 

Following a preliminary topographic survey that identified and located features that most probably related 
to the first stage of the commune period, I began a program of archaeogeophysical remote sensing, using 
gradiometry (Figure 4), magnetic susceptibility and ground conductivity, hoping to observe the broad structural 
organisation of the earliest phase of settlement and, of course, to detect those all-important trash deposits 
(Hewitt 2004b). The program  was a dismal failure as a result of gross interference from buckshot soil and 
igneous geology.

At about that time, I had tracked down the original 1888 contract plans for construction of the railway that 
traversed the commune site (Figure 5). According to Metcalf and Huf’s (2002) history, the earliest Herrnhut 
settlement location had been abandoned following the fire that destroyed it in 1860. In a mixed blessing, the 
railway plan which includes the only known and consequently invaluable, depiction of the arrangement of the 
settlement at any time during its existence, showed no fewer than three buildings in place where none should 
have been. My hopeful pristine site was, in fact, a palimpsest.

Concurrent close reading of the historical sources brought a growing uneasiness that all was not well within 
the documentary evidence. Krumnow’s only surviving autograph document (Metcalf and Darragh 2001) 
gives a carefully contrived account of the commune that, apparently sheltering beneath the umbrella of an 
assumed Moravianism, tells the Colonial Legislature what it wants to hear. No other written record from 
the community seems to have survived the litigation that proceeded from the leader’s intestate death in 
1880. All of the contemporary sources whose commentary on Krumnow and his community underpins the 
received history, had axes to grind and long-standing scores to settle. The documentary history unravelled 
into polemic. In tracing Krumnow to the primary (pre-1840) German immigrations to South Australia and 
the beginnings of the Lutheran Church in Australia, almost no reliable information could be found. Krumnow 
was undoubtedly a key player in the dissention that wracked Australian Lutheranism almost from the outset, 
soon leading to schisms that went unhealed for one hundred and twenty years. The facts have been lost within 
partisan (and probably libellous) reconstructions of Lutheran history from all sides of the conflict, while the 
deep enmities that followed Krumnow to Victoria found continued expression in accusations of immoral 
behaviour and deprecatory references to his physical deformity. Among the few apparently uncontaminated 
anecdotal references to Krumnow’s character is bible colporteur Johann Schmidt’s welcoming encounter 
with him during a visit to Herrnhut (Metcalf and Huf 2002:40; Graetz n.d.). Actions and words at Krumnow’s 
burial indicate him to have been regarded as honest in business, a kind-hearted employer and a sincere friend 
(Metcalf and Huf 2002:40, 92). However, the nature of Krumnow’s beliefs and hence the spiritual underpinnings 
of the Herrnhut community remain enigmatic.

The possibility for archaeological investigation of contradiction and deviance from the Herrnhut utopian 
vision, as proposed by Van Bueren and Tarlow, requires understanding of the belief system that drove that 
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vision. Similarly, in order to recognise ideological expression in the structure of the Herrnhut community’s 
material world, it is helpful to have some glimmer of the nature of those ideologies. In that sense, Herrnhut is 
no Oneida. Indeed, the inaccessibility of Herrnhut’s theological framework echoes Janet White’s difficulties in 
understanding the Jansonism of the Bishop Hill Colonists, whose vaguely articulated doctrine emanated from 
a charismatic bible fundamentalist with a very narrow view of the worth of other books (White 159-78).

Discovery, within the Victorian Railways Spotswood archives, of a series of aerial photographs, which covered 
the then still-existing track through the Herrnhut lands, revealed that given the right conditions, much evidence 
of past agricultural activity could still be seen within the rail reserve and a narrow adjacent strip during the 
early 1950s. Although the area identified with the older settlement of Herrnhut was not included, features 
such as ditches, fencelines, later ruins and areas of cultivation characteristic of primitive single-mouldboard 
ploughs (Twidale 1972; Twidale and Campbell 1993; Twidale and Bourne 1978; Twidale et al. 1971) were clearly 
evident in the photographs. Using the 1888 railway plan, it was possible to infer a useful part of the structural 
organisation of the settlement in its final form from the aerial data. Evidence was also found during topographic 
recording of the site early in the present project that given low angles of incident light, short pasture cover 
and differential vegetative response to soil moisture gradients, much detail of the settlement layout had 
survived into the present. This was cause for some optimism in the expectation that archaeological remains 
of settlement structures and occupation might also be well preserved beneath the ground surface. 

Respecting the time and resource constraints of a PhD project, the scope was restricted to investigation 
of a complex of structures that were thought to include the remains of the earliest phase of settlement 
(Figure 6). Nevertheless, at approximately two hectares, the study area to be sampled by excavation was 
rather large in the absence of the geophysical data that was looked to as a means of guidance. Although the 
research design had stated that eighteen features would be targeted with excavation trenches having a total 
area of at least 94 square metres (Figure 7), in practice, only twelve features could be sampled within the 
four week field season. However, the area of the trenches grew to slightly more than 300 square metres 
as we struggled to make sense of what was being revealed (Figure 8). As is discussed in my account of the 
taphonomy of the Herrnhut site (Hewitt 2005), rabbit infestation and the efforts to control and eradicate 
these pests had severely damaged the archaeology. In eleven out of the twelve trenches, only small regions 
of the area excavated had escaped destruction by burrowing. Although nine of the trenches had been placed 
within what had almost certainly been buildings, only two of these trenches were found to contain partial 
but unequivocal structural evidence (Figures 9 and 10). Some five thousand artefacts were recovered and a 
small proportion of these appear to be within primary contexts that relate to the destructive fire of 1860. 
Many artefacts related to the destruction by fire were found in secondary contexts. Unfortunately, these have 
limited analytical value due to the sampling biases that are consequent upon the processes of redeposition. 
Only a tiny proportion of the artefacts recovered could be linked to the dominant German ethnicity of the 
Herrnhut communards. Conjoin analysis of ceramic sherds has, however, revealed details of the communards’ 
strategies for the apparently thorough clean-up of burned structures, which was evidently followed by the 
reclamation and recycling of materials. Despite the taphonomic chaos and the general absence of structural 
remains, some inference of building aspect, which is crucial for the understanding of settlement spatial 
organisation, has been possible from the presence, absence and distribution of fragmentary window glass. 
The nature of the assemblages that were recovered from their original fire-destruction context will broadly 
indicate the function of the buildings investigated. In the case of what was evidently the original settlement’s 
primary communal building, the kitchen and bakehouse (Figure 9), excavations have not only revealed the 
structural technology, but also allow insights into a temporal sequence that includes partial destruction by 
fire, temporary reoccupation immediately afterwards and subsequent radical changes in function when a new 
communal kitchen was constructed elsewhere.  

Although the excavation has produced useful results, the archaeology of Herrnhut, on a microscale, was not 
as well-preserved as the survival of elements of the historical landscape had suggested. In general, the data 
gathered so far, were not especially encouraging for the production of a broadly satisfying outcome.
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It was not until Rudy Frank suspended a 35 mm camera from a kite towards the end of the excavation season, 
in order to record elevated and panoramic views of the trenches (Figures 11, 12 and 13), did we begin to 
appreciate the power of aerial photography at this site, given appropriate conditions. We were fortunate 
perhaps in that heavy rain had fallen near the end of the field season causing fresh germination in areas that 
had been cleared of dry grass in order that excavators might avoid the wandering tiger snakes. Climatic 
vagaries - and the Pleistocene at Bend Road (Hewitt and De Lang 2007) did not permit further attempts at 
flights over Herrnhut until locally intense late-summer rains produced germination within almost entirely 
depleted pasture early in the present year. This time, a digital camera was used to record thousands of images, 
producing remarkable views of the earlier and later settlements. Previously unknown features were revealed 
and much otherwise inaccessible detail became clear (Figure 14).  

Aerial photography has proven to be invaluable at Herrnhut and filled many of the gaps left by the failure of 
geophysical prospection. Although the images from Rudy’s kite, in combination with the data derived from 
excavation and topographic surveys, will result in the emergence of hopefully persuasive views of structural 
organisation, the absence of a reliable documentary record will not allow the fine-grained perspectives and 
ideological inferences suggested by Van Bueren and Tarlow. Nonetheless, in the manner of research conducted 
on pre-literate societies, insights resulting from this present work will be helpful towards an understanding of 
the beliefs and intentions of Krumnow and his followers at Herrnhut and doubtless point out directions for 
subsequent rewarding investigation.
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Figure 2 Herrnhut Commune was established near Penshurst in Western Victoria during 1853
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Figure 3 The ruin of Krumnow’s later house at Herrnhut (Rudy Frank)

Figure 4 Geophysics at Herrnhut: surveyof the older settlement site using twin Bartington grad-601 
fluxgate gradiometers
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Figure 5 The 1880 Victorian Railways contract plan (north is to the bottom in accordance with VR 
eccentricity)
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Figure 6 Geophysics at Herrnhut: the array of twenty-eight 30 metre square survey grids set out over 
topographic features within the older settlement site. 
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Figure 7 Proposed excavation sampling strategy for features within the older settlement site. 
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Figure 8 Actual areas excavated within older settlement site
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Figure 9 Composite plan of trenches 1 and 2, an earth-fast post-framed building with mud walls, 
apparently the communal kitchen and bakehouse. 
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Figure 10 The plan shown in Figure 9 but now indicating the extent of disturbance due to rabbits and 
rabbiters. 
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Figure 11 Oblique aerial photograph of portion of the older Herrnhut settlement site taken by Rudy 
Frank using a 35 mm camera suspended below a kite. Mount Rouse and the township of Penshurst are in the 
right background. 

Figure 12 Vertical aerial photograph of Herrnhut trench 4 taken by Rudy Frank using a 35 mm camera 
suspended below a kite. 
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Figure 13 Vertical aerial photograph of the twelve excavation trenches within the older settlement site 
taken by Rudy Frank using a 35 mm camera suspended below a kite

Figure 14 Enhanced oblique aerial photograph of the Herrnhut settlement site taken by Rudy Frank using 
a digital camera suspended below a kite. This image reveals details of agricultural activities together with drains, 
fences, stockyards, trackways, an unfinished well, buildings and traces of the fire that destroyed the settlement 
in 1860.  
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