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Mississippian Processes and Histories

The Evolution of Fort Ancient Culture in the Miami Valleys

R O B E R T  A .  C O O K

One of the perennial interests in the archaeology of the eastern United States 
is the origin and spread of Mississippian cultural traditions (e.g., Emerson 
and Lewis 1991; Griffin 1943; Holmes 1903; Pauketat 2004; Smith 1978, 1990; 
Wilson and Sullivan, this volume). This chapter addresses this topic in the 
Middle Ohio River Valley with a focus on the Fort Ancient culture (Griffin 
1943; see also Cowan 1987; Drooker 1997; and Pollack and Henderson 1992, 
2000a) (Figure 5.1). The Fort Ancient archaeological culture was initially 
defined in relation to Mississippians in the Midwestern Taxonomic System 
when it was essentially seen as being a periphery (Upper Mississippian) in re-
lation to a core (Middle Mississippian) (e.g., Griffin 1943). However, the view 
of Fort Ancient as a form of being Mississippian has not remained steady 
since it was defined as such in the Culture History period of American ar-
chaeology. The intervening Processual period in American archaeology was 
a time when a strong linkage of Fort Ancient to Mississippians was rejected, 
with the focus being on Fort Ancient as an in situ development (e.g., Church 
1987; Pollack and Henderson 1992). These two ends of the interpretive spec-
trum that have characterized much of Fort Ancient research are related to 
the more widely known theoretical camps of culture process and culture his-
tory, with the former being more focused on internal developments such as 
environmental adaptation, and the latter on external forces such as migra-
tion and exchange as sources of culture change. However, I view a choice 
between what are often perceived as alternative theoretical orientations as 
unnecessary; in contrast, interpretations of Fort Ancient origins benefit 
greatly through the inclusion of both process and history considerations. 
This approach adheres well with one that holds that external and internal 
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constraints should be integrated as much as possible to form more complete 
archaeological interpretations (Trigger 1991). 
 I begin the chapter by briefly outlining the predominant interpretations of 
Fort Ancient origins. This is followed by my own theoretical orientation and 
results from recent investigations in a specific Fort Ancient subregion. The 

Figure 5.1. Map of the Fort Ancient and Middle Mississippian culture 
regions (after Griffin 1967: Figure 5) with an inset showing the study region 
(site locations based on the Ohio Archaeological Inventory).
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focus is on a relatively small geographic area, encompassed by the Great and 
Little Miami rivers of southwest Ohio and southeast Indiana. This area is also 
the locus of a particular style of pottery decoration (guilloche), which appears 
to this author to be a design similar to a common variant of the Mississippian 
Ramey design on incised pottery at Cahokia. The Ramey design style was a 
relatively early development in the Mississippian world. Ramey-style designs 
are a regular occurrence on pottery at several early sites in the study region, 
sites that also have high percentages of guilloche-style designs (Figure 5.2). 
Further research is needed to examine the strength of this connection, but I 
suggest that the development of a particular symbolic marker of identity such 
as this often occurs during times of intercultural interaction (Barth 1969). Fur-
thermore, many of the villages in this region reveal a close similarity in site 
form and a close biological relationship among human populations (e.g., Cook 
and Aubry 2014). 
 My methodological approach includes equal parts physical and archaeo-
logical anthropology. The archaeological component of the project is focused 
on examining the occurrence and social contexts of Mississippian-style wall-
trench houses and artifacts such as marine shell pendants, gorgets, shell-tem-
pered pottery, and large chert knives. The goal of these efforts is to establish 
as much of a social context as possible in which to interpret human relation-
ships. The physical part of the project is focused on biodistance and chemical 
analyses to examine inferred genetic, dietary, and geographic markers within 
burial populations (Cook and Aubry 2014; Cook and Price 2015; Cook and 
Schurr 2009). The goal of these efforts is to examine human relationships and 
movements into and within the study region during the origins of the Fort 
Ancient culture. A focus on chronology considerably assists with the proj-
ect as a whole, effectively establishing both the timing of the processes and 
histories associated with the development of Fort Ancient culture vis-à-vis 
surrounding Mississippians.
 Conclusions to the study find considerable evidence to combine proces-
sual and historical elements that were emphasized in isolation in most previ-
ous interpretations. The most important finding is that Mississippians directly 
factored into the beginnings of Fort Ancient culture at large sites, the key part 
of the historical interpretation. The arrival of Mississippians was coterminous 
with the onset of Fort Ancient culture, which was expressed in the first large 
villages and a rapid shift to wall-trench house construction, shell-tempered 
pottery, and intensive maize consumption. The large and early sites are also 
located in an optimal environmental niche type for intensive maize agriculture, 
a focus comfortable with a strictly processual orientation. While these types of 
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historical and processual orientations are often seen as contradictory, they can 
be integrated to some degree. The key, however, lies in the stimulus of change. 
In our processual case, it would be the emphasis on local population growth 
leading to development of villages. In our historical case, it would be the em-
phasis on migrants directly influencing subsequent developments, including 

Figure 5.2. Comparison of a common variant of the Middle Mississippian Ramey pottery design 
and the Fort Ancient guilloche pottery design (top). Map of study region in relation to natural 
features and the concentration of the guilloche pottery design (bottom) (guilloche distribution 
map produced by Aaron Comstock).
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knowledge regarding village formation. However, I do not see these as oppos-
ing viewpoints and see ways for both to be correct, forming a more perfect 
explanation when married together with additional data sets, which will be 
accomplished herein and the larger study from which it is derived (Cook 2017).
 After identifying that human movement occurred, the next step was to 
assess some of the potential push (e.g., drought, disease, war) and pull (e.g., 
leadership opportunities, better environment) factors that may have influ-
enced Mississippians to make the effort to come into a new land. To this end, 
I will show how the Fort Ancient culture originated in a time of increas-
ingly common droughts in some Mississippian regions but a time of optimal 
moisture conditions in the Fort Ancient region. The historical focus is that 
Mississippians were attracted to the region because it was not experiencing 
comparable conditions, and the climate in the Fort Ancient region remained 
excellent for intensive agriculture much longer than any of the geographic 
areas from which the Mississippian migrants came. The processual focus is 
that locations within the Fort Ancient region with the largest and earliest 
sites are indeed in the most optimal environments, which is consistent with 
processual expectations regarding habitat usage over time (i.e., initial settle-
ments are in the most optimal environmental patches).
 The bioarchaeological context of Mississippian objects illustrates both 
processual and historical particulars regarding the formation of individual 
villages. A variety of Mississippian objects are present in the study region, 
such as Ramey knives and pottery; painted pottery (negative and positive); 
whelk shell pendants, gorgets, and beads/discs; and human and animal effigy 
pipes (Figure 5.3), several of which have wide geographic distributions with 
regular connections to several Mississippian regions to the south and west of 
the Fort Ancient region (Figure 5.4). Additionally, a variety of Fort Ancient 
objects were locally made but imbued with various Mississippian and local 
characteristics. A general finding is that village authorities (as expressed by 
the interment with Mississippian status symbols) are closely related to only 
one other male and are otherwise biological outsiders to the local site popu-
lation. However, their histories within the local populations can be distinct, 
as captured in the following scenarios that will be summarized in greater de-
tail below: (1) burial of such a pair of males in a mound initially constructed 
by Middle Woodland peoples (ca. 100 BC–AD 400), followed by construc-
tion of the residential part of a village; (2) interment of a similarly defined 
group of male authorities during the main part of a village occupation and 
not interred in a mound. The first scenario is more consistent with a mythic 
origin to a village whose first acts were to inter Mississippian-style leaders 
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Figure 5.3. Select examples of eleventh–fourteenth-century Mississippian-style objects from the study 
sites (not to scale): a, Ramey knife [Guard]; b, human effigy pin [Turpin]; c, human effigy prisoner pipe 
[Turpin]; d, human effigy pin [Guard]; e, human effigy prisoner pipe [Turpin]; f, ceramic platform pipe 
[Turpin]; g, frog effigy pipe [Turpin]; h, negative painted pottery bowl rim [Turpin]; i and j, Ramey-
like designs on pottery jars [Turpin]; k, spud [Guard]; l, whelk shell pendant [SunWatch]; m, cross-
in-circle gorget [Anderson]; n, chunkey stone [Turpin]; o, effigy pipe [Taylor]; p, annular shell gorget 
[Madisonville]) (from Cook and Price 2015:Figure 4).

in an earlier mound, literally around which a village formed. The second 
scenario works well with a scalar threshold model whereby local popula-
tion grew to the point where there was a managerial need for a village-level 
authority (Johnson 1982). These and other findings will be detailed herein 
to demonstrate the power of an approach that blends both processual and 
historical dimensions of human behavior. 
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