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Introduction

This book is an attempt to advance archaeological understanding of house-
holds and houses in prehistoric societies by applying new empirical, meth-
odological, and theoretical approaches to ancient Andean houses. I apply 
multidimensional approaches to explore three broad spheres of human en-
gagements with houses—how dwellings are made, how dwellings are inhab-
ited, and how we archaeologists have studied dwellings. Rather than a linear 
formula or singular methodological approach, this involves a process of in-
tellectual triangulation in which different sets of questions are explored with 
distinct methods and bodies of data that intersect in the ancient Andean 
houses. This process of triangulation is signaled by the subtitle of this book: 
Making, Inhabiting, Studying. A multidimensional perspective is required 
by the centrality of the house in human life, and the elusive recursiveness of 
material evidence and archaeological insights.
 Mary Helms has discussed the pivotal role of the house in connecting liv-
ing social actors to other domains:

Considered overall, the house may be regarded generically as a funda-
mental social, political, ideological, and moral domain that in many 
ways functions structurally and organizationally as a distinctive entity 
defining, protecting, and sustaining its members, both as a group and 
in the aggregate. . . . As such, the concept of the house serves quite 
adequately and appropriately as a focus or pivotal starting point for 
further discussion linking the house, whatever its ethnographic char-
acteristics in any given culture, with the cosmological outside and with 
expressions of the Other, including affiances and ancestors. . . . As its 
numerous ceremonial responsibilities make clear, the house exists and 
is perpetuated in the here-and-now only because it is linked in space 
and time to outside agencies representing the there-and-then. It is 
from these crucial sources that means are derived from the genera-
tional continuation of the life of the house, for the solace and success of 
its members as they pursue their various interests, and, by the ultimate 
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authority invested in origins and beginnings, for the legitimate author-
ity of its leadership. (Helms 1998:19)

Architecture has been central to archaeological inquiries for decades, but, as 
Sharon Steadman observes in Archaeology of Domestic Architecture and the 
Human Use of Space, “What is more recent, and is the concern of the pres-
ent volume, is the opposite of the monumental: the domestic built environ-
ment” (Steadman 2016a:12; see also Steadman 2016b). This does not mean 
that earlier anthropologists ignored dwellings, as Lewis Henry Morgan’s 1881 
Houses and House-life of the American Aborigines indicates, but they tended 
to consider dwellings within evolutionary schemes or subsequently as traits 
with the framework of Boasian culture history, such as Junius Bird’s defini-
tion of “The Pit House Culture” in Patagonia (Bird 1938; cf. Gonzalez 1953).
 New archaeological approaches to domestic architecture surfaced in the 
late twentieth century, reflecting the development of processual archaeol-
ogy and the emergence of social archaeology (Redman et al. 1978). These 
developments drew upon settlement archaeology, as represented by research 
by Gordon Willey (1953), Robert McCormack Adams (1966), Kwang-chih 
Chang (1968), and Bruce Trigger (1967), among others. As Wendy Ashmore 
observed, this was paralleled by an emerging concern with understanding 
the lives of non-elite people in ancient societies, a shift in focus from spec-
tacular monuments to quotidian households (Ashmore 2000; see also Sabloff 
2019). A pivotal text was the 1982 article “Household Archaeology” by Rich-
ard Wilk and William Rathje. Subsequently, Randall McGuire and Michael 
Schiffer (1983:278) proposed a theoretical approach to vernacular architec-
ture as reflecting more than cultural style or function but rather considered 
“the design process . . . the general causal factors (and their interrelation-
ships) that influence the decisions leading to the designs for specific struc-
tures.” These developments influenced archaeology in the 1980s and there-
after in the Andes and beyond (e.g., Aldenderfer and Stanish 1993; Berman 
1990, 1994; Moore 1981, 1985; Stanish 1985, 1989, 2002; for a summary, see 
Nash 2009).
 Despite these developments, a curious lacuna remained: the scarcity of 
analytical methods for architecture in general and for houses in particular. 
As I noted previously, “A casual review of the Andean and Mesoamerican 
literature suggests that archaeologists usually analyze architecture in one of 
three ways. One approach is to view buildings as representatives of stylistic 
traditions, as constellations of design elements that can be identified and 
associated with the spread of particular societies. . . . Another approach is 
to determine the function of particular buildings and places based on the 
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repertoire of artifacts that are present. In such approaches, architecture may 
be seen as a backdrop to human activities that are reflected by other pat-
terned artifactual remains. . . . Finally, archaeologists may analyze architec-
ture by measuring the amount of labor that constructions represent” (Moore 
1992:96). I concluded: “None of these approaches is wrong, and each pro-
vides significant insights into prehistoric behaviors, but they do not exhaust 
the potential insights that archaeologists can derive from systematic stud-
ies of prehistoric architecture” (Moore 1992:96). Nearly three decades later, 
these observations about archaeological approaches to architecture remain 
largely true and relevant to understanding ancient houses.
 This also reflects uncritical and under-theorized archaeological assump-
tions regarding a relatively straightforward, isomorphic relationship between 
houses and households, a flaw that becomes evident once we consider “mak-
ing” houses. My archaeological colleagues who are lithic specialists usually 
have experience flint-knapping. Many of the ceramic specialists I know have 
some experience making pottery. Textile specialists are often also weavers. 
However, relatively few archaeologists who study households have any expe-
rience building houses. (I admit that although I have worked on some con-
struction and maintenance tasks—roofing, wiring, framing, painting, etc.—I 
have never built an entire house.) I think that this lack of engagement with 
the materiality of houses—their construction, occupation, abandonment, 
recycling, and decay—has led us to incomplete and sometimes erroneous 
archaeological investigations of houses and households in the Andes and 
elsewhere. This book is an attempt to address this problem through argu-
ment, example, and analysis, an effort to nudge archaeological inquiries into 
new and hopefully insightful directions.
 Ancient Andean Houses: Making, Inhabiting, Studying proposes new di-
rections in archaeological inquiry by considering the “triangulations” among 
three distinct but intersecting domains. First, is the making of dwellings, rec-
ognizing that house construction involves what Amos Rapaport (1969, 1990) 
referred to as “multiple decision domains,” and the recursive engagements 
between dwellings and dwellers, as Tim Ingold has observed (2010, 2011, 
2013). Second, I explore inhabiting, which refers to the ways dwellings may 
encode and reflect specific aspects of human life, shaping the ways humans 
interact with each other and the ways they interact with dwellings, includ-
ing after the dwelling is no longer occupied. Third, I consider the process of 
studying, involving the ways archaeological research at multiple levels may 
be distorted by a lack of attention to making and inhabiting—including the 
ways archaeological questions are posed, the specific procedures of excava-
tions and analyses implemented, and the anthropological insights gained. 
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To repeat, identifying and resolving these issues requires this form of trian-
gulation. Rather than discuss these issues abstractly, I want to summarize a 
specific case that fundamentally reshaped my approach to the archaeology 
of houses and households.

The Pole and Thatch Houses of Ocelocalco

In hindsight, I realize this book originated over thirty years ago during 
fieldwork not in the Andes, but in the coastal zone of the state of Chiapas, 
Mexico, where I participated in an archaeological project directed by Profes-
sor Janine Gasco (Gasco 1987a, 1987b, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1996, 
2006, 2017). In 1983, Gasco had excavated the Colonial town site of Ocelo-
calco, which based on Spanish documents was an indigenous community of 
some seventy families who occupied pole and thatch houses. In the humid 
tropics of coastal Chiapas, plant materials such as wooden poles and palm 
thatching rapidly decayed, but the Colonial houses could be identified by 
cobblestone foundations, floors, hearths, and associated stone features. Dur-
ing the excavations, the cobblestone foundations at Ocelocalco were classi-
fied as “intact” or “partial foundations,” and piles of cobbles were classified as 
“rock cairns” interpreted as stockpiles of building materials. In 1988, Gasco 
directed additional fieldwork in the area, principally focused on identifying 
other Colonial town sites. As part of that project, Gasco and I conducted an 
ethnoarchaeological study of pole and thatch dwellings, vernacular architec-
ture rapidly being replaced by buildings of concrete block and corrugated 
metal roofing (Moore and Gasco 1990).
 Ethnoarchaeological research led to fundamental reassessments of the 
archaeological record (Figure 1.1). First, the cobblestone foundations were 
not load-bearing features as previously thought, but protective barriers de-
signed to shield the lower levels of palm thatch from moisture and rot. The 
actual load-bearing elements were upright wooden posts, whose durability 
depended on the tree species available. According to informants, some tim-
ber species—such as tepenaguaste (Pithecellobium saman) and guachipilín 
(Diphya robinoides), among others—were said to last twenty to fifty years, 
while other species—such as laurel (Cordia alliodora) and guaje (Albizia 
caribea)—last only a dozen years. When the major upright posts began to 
rot, a house was demolished and rebuilt; the “use-life” of a house depended 
on the availability of particular tree species. Rebuilding a pole and thatch 
house involved demolishing the original building, salvaging posts and other 
usable materials, and constructing a new house, usually nearby. Once the 
framework was constructed and the approximate wall perimeter defined, 
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Figure 1.1. Pole and thatch house, Chiapas, Mexico, 1986.

the cobblestone foundation was laid, reutilizing previously collected stones. 
Unused cobbles were piled on the edge of the clearing surrounding the new 
house.
 Several important points became clear. First, the “use-life” of a pole and 
thatch dwelling was dependent on the available species of timber. Less dura-
ble posts required more frequent rebuilding, leaving behind an increasingly 
numerous archaeological record of house building. Increasing numbers of 
complete and partial stone foundations only indirectly reflected human 
population increase: when less durable timbers were used, the number of 
houses constructed would increase dramatically over time, even if population 
remained stable or increased at a modest rate, as houses lasted only a dozen 
years rather than twenty to fifty years. Second, the archaeological footprint 
of partial foundations and cobblestone piles actually pointed to a living, in 
situ population, while the “intact” foundation marked the abandonment of 
houses at Ocelocalco as the community suffered demographic decline dur-
ing the eighteenth century.
 Beyond its specific implications for understanding Colonial and Late Post 
Classic residence in coastal Chiapas, this project reshaped my thinking about 
the archaeology of houses. I realized that every house is a constructed com-
promise that engages with multiple dimensions of human life, material and 
engineering constraints, environmental issues, and complex social domains. 
These complex intersections have been overlooked by archaeologists, includ-
ing by me in my earlier research (e.g., Moore 1981, 1985). These oversights 


