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Revulsion and Abject Materiality
The Archaeology of Revolting Heritage

On February 26, 1901, George Ward was dragged out of a Terre Haute, 
Indiana, jail within two hours of being arrested. The 25-year-old African 
American had been jailed that morning as a suspect in the death of teacher 
Ida Finkelstein the day before. Shortly before 1:00 p.m., a crowd of Whites 
gathered at the jail was alerted that Ward had supposedly admitted his 
guilt, and they broke down the doors and seized him. Ward was probably 
mortally wounded if not dead when he was dragged from the jail through 
the streets to a bridge where he was hung over the Wabash River. The Fort 
Wayne Sentinel (1901, 1) reported that “the east bank of the river, the bridges 
up and down the stream, and hundreds of housetops were black with spec-
tators from whom not a word of pity escaped.” The crowd of 2,000–3,000 
spectators must have recognized Ward was dead when the “mob stripped 
Ward’s clothing from him, and someone raised the cry: ‘Burn him!’” (In-
dianapolis News 1901, 1; cf. Indianapolis Journal 1901a). Ward’s corpse was 
placed in a makeshift bonfire, but “members of the mob were dissatisfied 
with the conflagration . . . and quantities of oil and turpentine were poured 
upon the pile” (Fort Wayne Sentinel 1901, 1). From the horrific embers of 
the bonfire “someone called an offer of a dollar for one of the toes and a boy 
quickly out with his knife and cut off a toe [sic]. The offer was followed by 
others, and the horrible traffic was continued, youths holding up toes and 
asking for a bid” (cf. Chicago Daily Tribune 1901, 1). In the wake of the fire, 
a “number of people spent hours in digging in the surrounding debris and 
black dirt where the body had lain, hunting for small pieces of bones, nails 
from the shoes of the murderer and other pieces of the man or his clothing” 
(Indianapolis Journal 1901b, 1).
 George Ward’s murder is an especially horrific example of a shameful 
history that is nearly beyond our imagination or comprehension. By the 
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next morning, only a burnt spot marked the place on the Terre Haute riv-
erbank where Ward’s body had been set afire the day before, and the ghastly 
souvenirs collected at his death site have long ago disappeared or become 
subterranean relics. Julia Kristeva (1982, 4) refers to such places and things 
as “abject,” distinguished by their capacity to horrify us with their radical 
disturbance of “identity, system, order” (Kristeva 1982, 4; cf. Foster 1996). 
The abject illuminates systemic social traumas that we avoid or struggle to 
understand, so it “is what is radically excluded” through literal physical ef-
facement or erasure from collective memory. The unsettled feeling Ameri-
cans have at the scenes of public spectacle lynchings reflects our struggle 
with shocking historical brutality that exposes many of the fundamental 
failures of democracy. Nevertheless, we efface sites like the Terre Haute 
riverbank and project such moments into an alien past whose purported 
exceptions to democratic experience distance contemporary people from 
racist violence (cf. Isin and Rygiel 2007, 189).
 Even when it is distorted, ignored, or effaced, though, abject materi-
ality exposes an “uncanny” heritage that “ought to have remained secret 
and hidden but has come to light” (Freud 1995, 126; cf. Graves-Brown 2011; 
Moshenska 2006; Royle 2003, 108). The unsettling, lingering trauma of such 
heritage reflects its unbearable familiarity as a material presence imposed 
on the contemporary landscape (cf. Koshar 2001, 263–265). Places like the 
Indiana riverbank and things such as George Ward’s body evoke profound 
revulsion that presses its way into our consciousness through its material 
presence. This book examines the confluence of revulsion and materiality 
in places and things that provoke sufficient anxiety that we uneasily admit 
them publicly, ignore them entirely, or clumsily push them into a distorted 
memory consigned to a conveniently distant past. A vast range of mate-
rial culture could be considered “revolting,” which encompasses a host of 
objects and spaces that provoke anxiety, abhorrence, or disgust. Revolting 
things hover at the boundaries of articulation, evoking such repugnance 
that we attempt to drive them from our imagination, ignore their existence, 
suggest they are meaningless, grossly misrepresent them, efface them en-
tirely, or fail to recognize them at all. However, despite our best efforts, 
the material world insistently compels us to confront shameful histories, 
repulsive realities, and unpleasant things.
 Labeling particular things revolting is an intentionally rhetorical device 
intended to bring them into contemplation. Rather than dismiss unpleas-
ant, anxiety-inducing things or leave them outside discussion, this book 
acknowledges the meaningfulness of our physical, social, and affective 
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experience of revolting things: that is, revulsion is simultaneously a bodily 
experience of physicality; an articulation of the social symbolism projected 
onto certain things; and an imaginative and emotional experience of mate-
riality. Things bring our collective social anxieties and difficult histories into 
an often unwelcome awareness, pressing us to acknowledge that which we 
find repugnant. Revolting things reveal how particular objects and places 
physically shape our sensory experience and imagination; they reflect and 
form deep-seated historical and social meanings; and they shape how we 
define heritage and the roots of contemporary inequalities.

Defining the Revolting Thing

Labeling something revolting is in some ways simply a rhetorical mecha-
nism that this study uses to illuminate and narrate a diverse range of un-
pleasant materialities. Certain things tend to provoke uneasiness or anxi-
ety, especially things and places associated with atrocity, tragedy, and death, 
but those things share no universal attributes. Nevertheless, there are sev-
eral basic interrelated dimensions of revolting materiality that distinguish 
the things in this book. First, revulsion is fundamentally rooted in bodily 
experiences of the physical dimensions of things, encompassing their size, 
texture, color, luminosity, mass, and odor. No single material thing is ob-
jectively revolting based simply on its physical and sensory qualities; nev-
ertheless, our physical encounter with things profoundly shapes material 
experience. Perhaps because our material experiences often are difficult to 
express, ambiguously articulated, or simply inchoate, there is a tendency to 
ignore or de-emphasize literal physical and sensory form and instead fixate 
on the social and cultural definitions of material things (cf. Miller 1987, 96; 
Brown 2003; Olsen 2010, 3; Olsen et al. 2012, 13). Prisons, for instance, are 
distinctive concrete places whose physical form expresses the efforts of de-
signers and the state to variously punish, repress, or rehabilitate the impris-
oned. Yet much of our rhetorical analysis of prisons is ensnarled in complex 
layers of ideological meaning that represent and rationalize incarceration 
and shape how we experience and articulate prisons’ material forms. Con-
textualizing discourses framing criminality and punishment risk distorting 
(if not completely supplanting) our physical experience of prisons’ spatial 
and aesthetic brutality and ignoring the sensory and seemingly inexpress-
ible embodied experience of incarceration (cf. González-Ruibal 2008, 272).
 Second, we consider some things revolting because of the social symbol-
ism attached to those things, which shapes our experiences of those things 
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and places before we even encounter their material presence. This does not 
discount places’ capacity to shape meaning through our encounter with 
their material features, but we approach and experience some things with 
highly structured predispositions favoring a particular set of meanings. 
Historic sites like Arlington National Cemetery, for instance, are rooted 
in a national mythology whose meanings have been rhetorically, visually, 
and ideologically framed before we even have a material encounter with 
the landscape. A visit to such sites is for some visitors simply an obligatory 
pilgrimage on which we parrot much of what we already internalized about 
such places and national ideologies. Ground Zero is likewise contextual-
ized in dynamic discourses, but it simultaneously exists in the memory 
of nearly all Americans as an experienced media event with an embodied 
participatory dimension; that is, where we were when we experienced the 
attack on the World Trade Center as it unfolded in the media functions as 
a sort of participatory physical presence in the event and place, even if we 
were far from Manhattan. 
 Finally, revulsion is an affective sentiment that resides in our imagina-
tion and escapes easy retelling or representation (cf. Martini and Buda 
2018, 4). A rather conventional assessment of material culture construes 
things as expressions of selfhood and society whose meanings are wholly 
constituted by people and publicly communicated to others; that is, objects 
are reduced to mechanisms that people wield in more-or-less conscious 
expressions of identity. Yet focusing purely on humans’ creative engage-
ment with objects risks ignoring the interiority of materiality and the ways 
things inhabit intimate imagination (cf. Quashie 2009, 2012). Interiority is 
in a fundamental sense inchoate imagination; that is, our emotionally rich 
experiences of things often exist outside conventional rhetorical expression 
and public performance and instead take the form of quiet. For instance, 
untimely death sites like scenes of drunk-driving fatalities are often marked 
with spontaneous roadside memorials whose placement on the landscape 
may express an intentional politics on alcohol consumption or a heartfelt 
commemoration of the deceased that makes the memorial a place-based 
“conversation” with society. However, such memorials also can be inchoate 
soliloquies about grief, mortality, and place as much as they are simply pub-
lic political or personal statements. There often are political or personal ex-
pressions that emerge from the contemplation of tragic places and shame-
ful histories, but much of the experience of material culture simmers in 
personal imagination without any immediate strategic goals or especially 
conscious articulation. The emotional experience of material joy and the 
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Figure 1.1. Sites like the Mauthausen Concentration Camp in Austria exist in physical 
materiality, social symbols, and imagination alike (courtesy Paul R. Mullins).

pleasurable desires invested in things are certainly a consequential dimen-
sion of human interiority, but revulsion illuminates a distinctive dimension 
of affective imagination fueled by uneasiness, anxiety, and apprehension 
that may escape articulation or fail to find a satisfying expression. Revul-
sion disrupts settled material appearances and rhetorical expression and 
unmasks how we experience, imagine, and express dissent, contradiction, 
and trauma in material things.

The Archaeology of Contemporary Materiality

This book is an archaeological study, but it is not archaeology in the stereo-
typical sense of the discipline focused on excavating and analyzing detritus 
to interpret the distant past. Revolting Things shares archaeology’s tradi-
tional focus on the consequence of material things, and like all archaeologi-
cal analysis, material things fuel the narratives in this book. A broad range 
of statuary, architecture, and spaces are among the concrete forms taken by 
unsettling heritage, and this study focuses on the dynamism of their mean-
ings across time and in the contemporary world. Traditionally, archaeology 
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is methodologically distinguished by its detailing of field excavation and 
systematic artifact analysis, but Revolting Things methodologically focuses 
on primary archival resources and ethnohistorical evidence of material ex-
perience to narrate a particular range of unpleasant things. Despite the 
absence of field excavation, the use of primary resources and ethnographic 
insight is wholly consistent with archaeology’s tradition of richly contextu-
alizing and interpreting material meaning through interdisciplinary scien-
tific methods, stylistic analysis, oral histories, and textual research.
 Academics tend to conduct scholarship within disciplinary silos, so call-
ing this study archaeology risks implying that it is rooted in a particular set 
of distinctive if not insular methods, data, and questions. Some defenders 
of disciplinary integrity might well reject an expansive notion of archae-
ology that reaches beyond an excavation unit or violates the boundaries 
separating archaeologists from a host of other scholars laying claim to 
particular dimensions of the past, material culture, or heritage. Revolting 
Things instead paints an expansive notion of archaeology that is not re-
stricted to a particularly confined range of discipline-bound methods, data, 
and questions. LouAnn Wurst (2019, 169) champions this broad notion of 
archaeology when she questions the concrete value of defining archaeology 
as a conventional academic discipline, arguing that disciplinary boundaries 
tend to limit scholars’ “roles and arenas for action” and separate research-
ers’ insights and skills across contrived divisions. Wurst (2019, 178) advo-
cates a “future without archaeology,” dismissing stale disciplines embedded 
in an academy that reproduces contemporary privilege and inequality.
 Defenders of archaeology as a unique discipline would likely also reject 
Cornelius Holtorf ’s (2005, 160) suggestion that “we are all archaeologists,” 
an argument that revolves around how we are all embedded in popular cul-
tural representations of archaeological research and experiences of the past. 
For Holtorf (2005, 8), archaeology’s consequence is rooted in its capacity 
to provide appealing imaginations of the past and a particular way of look-
ing at things that we integrate into our everyday lives. Gabriel Moshenska 
(2006, 92–93) echoes Holtorf ’s assessment of “archaeo-appeal” and con-
tends that it is rooted in what he calls “suture,” a reference to the way people 
recognize themselves in material remains that can be both fascinating as 
well as unsettling. Moshenska suggests that archaeology can potentially il-
luminate the uncanny dimensions of human experience, but he argues that 
our revulsion with unsettling histories tends to be mediated by and dimin-
ished in popular cultural discourses.


