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Agency and the Archaeology  

of the Unconventional

It is the great advantage of archaeology that we get to look at what is hidden, 
that is, discarded objects never meant to be examined by anyone, certainly not 
scholars. The archaeology of prostitution and clandestine pursuits has a special 
place in this endeavor. Unlike the remains of everyday activities—the usual 
stuff of historical archaeology—the remains of clandestine activities were sup-
posed to be hidden even when they were in use. This makes them particu-
larly fascinating, especially the ones that are connected to sex. Both of us have 
worked on projects that included brothels, and both of us have noticed that 
of all the things we talk about, people (scholars and laypeople alike) are most 
interested in the evidence of prostitution.
 Why does the archaeology of prostitution matter? Is it any less important 
than the archaeology of farmsteads, cities, industry, or battlefields? It matters 
because prostitution is a singular type of commercial activity occupying an 
ambiguous legal and moral place in society. It is part of culture history, labor 
history, and gender history. It is generally considered immoral—as well as ex-
ploitive—and the huge advantage of using archaeological data to approach 
the subject is its undeniable materiality. Artifact assemblages associated with 
brothels are more complicated than the generalized portrait of brothels in 
nineteenth-century written accounts (for example, Sanger 1939, originally 
published 1858) or even more recent feminist studies (for example, Hill 1993; 
Stansell 1987; Walkowitz 1982). The artifacts and their contexts, both public 
and private, allow us to construct a much more complex picture of what daily 
life was like for the women who made their living in commercial sex.
 Until relatively recently women were missing from archaeological discus-
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sions of the past. It took a good deal of interpretive effort and refocus to find 
them, a task that, thankfully, has been realized (for example, Gero and Conkey 
1991; Rotman 2015; Wall 1994). In this book, women are the main players, but 
there are others: railroad workers and factory workers, prisoners and soldiers, 
smugglers and pirates. There are also grownups who hid things in their houses 
or yards to deal with the insecurities of life and children who hid things just 
for the fun of it. While some of the clandestine activities that will be discussed 
here were not totally hidden, they all have one thing in common: they display 
agency in opposition to accepted norms of behavior, in some cases to the law 
and in all cases to playing it safe in spite of various constraints. We seem to love 
watching others break the rules, break the law, break out of the constraints that 
guide our lives. Whether it includes sex or not, there is something irresistibly 
interesting about taking chances—being unconventional.

Finding the Evidence

Although there was some interest in the possibility of an archaeology of prostitu-
tion in the 1980s (Simmons 1989; Wegars 1989) and even as early as 1972 (Baker), 
it was large urban projects of the 1980s and 1990s, done in compliance with 
cultural resource laws, that produced an American archaeology of prostitution. 
Plenty of archaeological investigations of prostitution had been done elsewhere 
in the world—Pompeii in Italy is the most famous example—but we did not 
have large enough assemblages of artifacts or structural remains associated with 
brothels in the United States to begin an archaeological analysis of brothel life. 
It was the huge urban projects on construction sites that made it possible (see 
Rothschild and Wall 2014 for a general discussion of urban archaeology).
 Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), passed in 
1966, requires federal agencies to take into account the effects of their actions 
on historic properties (King 2005:89). Compliance with Section 106 calls for 
a multiphased evaluation process for properties that will be disturbed by pro-
posed construction or any kind of ground-disturbing activities, either on fed-
eral property or through federally funded or permitted projects. The evaluation 
process includes tracing the history and prehistory of the place that will be 
affected; determining whether there might be something left in the ground re-
lating to that history and/or prehistory; figuring out if whatever is there is still 
intact and worth investigating; and planning for its excavation if avoidance is 
not possible. Because projects done in compliance with this law are initiated by 
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pending ground disturbance rather than academic research agendas, they have 
a particularly high potential to encounter unanticipated evidence of the past.
 These expensive urban projects have opened up areas for research that 
were neither accessible nor affordable before. This is especially true in cit-
ies where parking lots—the only land left for development—have become 
construction sites. The foundations of nineteenth-century buildings, taken 
down years before to make room for cars, are often hidden below the paved 
lots. Those buildings had displaced earlier ones, and their basement floors of-
ten covered former backyards where privies, cisterns, and wells—all of which 
urban archaeologists call “features”—were located (Figure 1.1). Although 

Figure 1.1. Overhead photo-
graph of foundations and 
features uncovered on the 
Courthouse site at Foley 
Square in Lower Manhattan, 
New York City, 1991. Photo-
graph by Dennis Seckler.
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the features are usually truncated—cut off at the top by subsequent building 
floors—they were used for trash by former residents, and in the trash are clues 
to everyday lives—what residents ate, what they valued, saved, and what they 
threw out. The trash is our basic source of data, and interpreting it along with 
the primary and secondary historical sources can tell us a good deal about 
people’s lives. 
 Preliminary research may suggest the presence of a brothel in a project area, 
but it is more often discordant and distinctive artifacts that lead to the iden-
tification of a brothel that is then confirmed, if one is lucky, in the archives. 
Prostitution in brothels like those we have been able to investigate was part of 
being urban in the industrialized world. Often located in neighborhoods char-
acterized as slums, brothels were as universal as the slums themselves (Mayne 
1993:1). Brothels are, of course, not the only resources present on urban sites, 
and urban sites are not the only ones affected by NHPA regulations. In ad-
dition to trash from a brothel dating to the 1830s found on the site of a new 
courthouse at Foley Square in Manhattan, for instance, there was evidence of 
an eighteenth-century bake oven, drinking paraphernalia from at least one 
nineteenth-century tavern, a large cesspool overflowing with thousands of 
artifacts associated with newly arrived Irish immigrants, and 12 more privy 
features full of trash from working-class households spanning the nineteenth 
century (Yamin, ed. 2000).
 Projects done in compliance with NHPA have also produced evidence of 
a variety of other clandestine activities. At the Boott Cotton Mills, a National 
Park Service site in Lowell, Massachusetts, for instance, evidence was found 
of drinking in the boarding houses, which was strictly forbidden (Bond 1989), 
and alcohol bottles found at Harpers Ferry, another National Park Service site, 
suggested inappropriate drinking on the job (Shackel 2000). The evidence is 
not always artifactual and does not always involve major excavation. On a 
federally funded highway project in Delaware, maps and ground testing were 
used to identify a network of cart roads used for smuggling contraband goods 
across the state in the eighteenth century (Burrow et al. 2014). All of these 
projects, and many more, were initiated because of the NHPA, and all are 
discussed in greater detail in the following pages.
 Although NHPA-sponsored archaeology counts for a good proportion of 
the archaeology done in the United States in the last thirty years or so, it is 
not the only archaeology. Changing research interests and changing political 
contexts have inspired archaeologists to investigate traditional sites from new 
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perspectives. Plantation sites that were originally considered in the context 
of historic preservation and restoration became places to figure out how “the 
cultural, economic, and political milieu” of plantation societies operated (Sin-
gleton 1990:70). Archaeological evidence for clandestine activities was found 
in both slave quarters and “big” houses, especially on plantation sites in the 
southern United States, but also in the Northeast (Matthews and McGovern 
2015). The close study of slave quarters, in particular, has brought to light all 
kinds of clandestine practices associated with resisting power and maintaining 
personal agency.
 The interest in African American archaeology emerged as a major focus in 
the discipline in the 1990s and has continued to grow. This includes projects 
associated with the Underground Railroad, itself a clandestine activity. Ar-
chaeology is well positioned to distinguish mythical stops on the Underground 
Railroad from actual stops, and it has proved to be particularly powerful at 
exposing the involvement of African Americans as organizers, as well as escap-
ees. The excavation of African burial grounds has also produced new informa-
tion on African-related burial practices (for example, Blakey and Rankin-Hill 
2009).
 Another area that has produced evidence of clandestine activities is the in-
tense study of a few small cities. Long-term studies in both Alexandria (Vir-
ginia) and Annapolis (Maryland) are good examples. In Annapolis, for in-
stance, a generation of archaeologists under the guidance of Mark Leone at the 
University of Maryland have investigated many private properties, including 
historic houses and their yards (2005). These studies, which the archaeologists 
have used to examine how we think about the past and interpret it in the pres-
ent, have uncovered caches of artifacts relating to spiritual activities as well as 
domestic practices.
 Changes in technology have also opened up parts of the past that were pre-
viously inaccessible. While it would have been possible to find evidence of 
piracy and smuggling on terrestrial sites if we knew what goods to look for, 
underwater archaeologists have used increasingly sophisticated techniques to 
find and analyze shipwrecks with exactitude that was unimaginable not very 
long ago (for example, Ewen 2006). The goods recovered from pirate ships 
reveal a different picture of life than is portrayed in popular accounts and goes 
well beyond descriptions of the booty on board.
 All of these clandestine activities involve agency, but we all have agency in 
spite of constraining circumstances of one sort or another. What sets apart the 




