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Introduction

Culture contact has historically been described as the phenomenon of 
broadscale or dramatic social, political, and economic changes that oc-
cur when different groups engage in interactions (Schortman and Urban 
1998). Studies of culture contact have, with rare exception, focused on co-
lonial encounters (Cusick, ed. 1998; Dietler 2010; Liebmann and Murphy, 
eds. 2011; Lyons and Papadopoulos, eds. 2002; Stein 2005). The European 
colonization of large portions of the Western Hemisphere is a well-studied 
example (Armstrong 1998; Deagan 1998, 2004; Liebmann and Murphy 2011; 
Lightfoot and Martinez 1995; Silliman 2005; and many others). In many of 
these cases, although contact ultimately resulted in a complex and diverse 
set of negotiations and cultural entanglements, the main catalyst for these 
changes was the desire of one group to expand its power over others. Post-
colonial theories of culture contact emphasize the agency of indigenous 
individuals to either resist or actively participate in colonial efforts, yet the 
significance of institutionalized power differentials in these encounters can-
not (and should not) be denied (Cusick 1998; Dietler 2010: 49; Liebmann 
and Murphy 2011: 18; Lightfoot and Martinez 1995; McGuire 1983; Silliman 
2005; Stein 2002; Wernke 2011). Anthropologists have been ruminating on 
these issues for years, eventually substituting simplistic, top-down models 
of diffusion and acculturation with bottom-up approaches that capture the 
nuance of the human experience through negotiations of gender, ethnicity, 
and power relations (Cusick 1998; Emberling 1997; Silliman 2009; Smith 
2007; Voss 2008).
 These studies have made great strides in highlighting variation in how 
colonial encounters unfolded in different locales and temporal contexts, 
and how social relationships were forged, contested, and transformed in 
cross-cultural negotiations. However, less attention has been paid to expan-
sive, intergroup social phenomena that occur in the absence (or perhaps 
alongside the development) of institutionalized power struggles. For this 
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reason, archaeological studies of the emergence and expansion of complex 
nonstate societies leave a host of questions unanswered. How and why does 
one group assert its influence over others without the use of force? Why 
do outside groups adopt the cultural practices of these influential entities? 
Under what conditions and in what ways do they insert their own traditions 
into these asymmetrical scenarios? What are the mechanisms operating in 
this process and how and why do outcomes vary regionally? Investigating 
these questions will aid in comparative anthropological inquiries as to how 
and why large polities extend their influence over hinterland areas in the 
absence of imperial or state-level power.
 The bottom-up approaches developed in studies of culture contact are 
beneficial for cultivating a more nuanced understanding of these historical 
processes. I propose that the political expansion of complex nonstate soci-
eties is best understood when identity formation and shifts in daily prac-
tice are considered in tandem with economic relations and the negotiation 
of political alliances. In this manner, I seek to evaluate how and why the 
complex Mississippian polity of Cahokia extended its influence over the 
North American midcontinent, and the ways in which Woodland commu-
nities negotiated identities and made new traditions by participating in this 
process.
 Cahokia was the largest pre-Columbian polity in North America, and its 
inhabitants spread aspects of Mississippian culture as far north as the Red 
Wing locality in northwest Wisconsin and southeast Minnesota, some 800 
km from Cahokia (Emerson 1991a; Emerson and Lewis, eds. 1991; Emerson 
and Pauketat 2008; Galloway 1989; Hall 1991; King, ed. 2007; Knight 2006; 
Stoltman, ed. 1991). However, little is understood about how Cahokians ini-
tiated these distant interactions, and how and why local groups participated 
in them. Settlements in the American Bottom region of southwestern Il-
linois show evidence of direct political and economic ties with the para-
mount center of Cahokia. Archaeological research in Cahokia’s northern 
hinterland has further shown that the inhabitants of frontier settlements se-
lectively adopted certain aspects of a Mississippian way of life, while main-
taining a number of Woodland traditions (Bardolph 2014; Birmingham 
and Goldstein 2005; Delaney-Rivera 2000, 2004; Emerson 1991a; Finney 
1993; Friberg 2018a; Millhouse 2012; VanDerwarker et al. 2013; Wilson 2011, 
2012a; Wilson et al. 2017; Zych 2013). Interactions with Cahokia had diverse 
outcomes in different regions. In order to understand variation in the nature 
of interactions in Cahokia’s hinterland, this project focuses on both political 
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and economic interaction and the social implications for identity and daily 
practice.
 The Lower Illinois River Valley (LIRV), located on Cahokia’s immediate 
northern periphery, is well suited to the investigation of the Mississippia-
nization process. This study focuses on recent excavations at the late elev-
enth-century and early twelfth century Audrey site village (11GE20) in order 
to determine the inhabitants’ social, political, and economic relationships 
with Cahokians and how the LIRV’s regional culture contact dynamic dif-
fered from that of other hinterland regions farther north. These issues will 
be addressed through an analysis of craft production and exchange (politi-
cal and economic interaction) in addition to household and community or-
ganization (daily practices) at the Audrey site. This study’s significance lies 
in its consideration of both the particular histories of groups in contact and 
the character of the broader Mississippian phenomenon through a rigorous 
comparative analysis of unique regional patterns.

Cahokia’s Influence

Cahokia has been referred to as the nexus of the “Mississippianization of 
the masses” (Pauketat 1997a: 11). A network of three of the four largest pre-
Columbian sites north of Mexico (Cahokia, East St. Louis, and St. Louis) 
comprised the central political-administrative complex of Greater Cahokia 
(Pauketat 1994, 2004: 71). At its zenith (AD 1050–1200, the Lohmann and 
Stirling phases), Cahokia’s central precinct would have been home to an 
estimated 15,000 individuals and covered over 9 km2 of the Mississippi 
River floodplain (Pauketat 2003; Pauketat and Lopinot 1997: 115). People 
from neighboring regions and beyond would have heard tales of, and per-
haps even participated in, massive gatherings where spectacular public cer-
emonies were performed, including feasts, elaborate mortuary rituals, and 
the building of massive earthen monuments, the largest of which, Monks 
Mound at Cahokia, stood approximately 30 m tall (Fowler 1991, 1997; Fowler 
et al. 1999; Iseminger 2010: 41; Pauketat 2010; Pauketat et al. 2002).
 With these events unfolding at Cahokia, one might see the lure the polity 
would have had for some groups in outlying regions; nevertheless, we must 
strive to explain how and why the Cahokian lifestyle was adopted or emu-
lated on such an impressive scale, especially by the inhabitants of distant 
regions (Figure 1.1). Beginning with Cahokia’s coalescence, the surround-
ing portions of the American Bottom comprised numerous Mississippian 
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villages, mound and village complexes, and farmsteads where Cahokian 
lifeways were enacted on a daily basis. Outside of the American Bottom, 
a number of groups were presumably Mississippianized through interac-
tions with Cahokians. Such groups include those inhabitants of the Rich-
land Complex in Cahokia’s eastern uplands, thought to have consisted pri-
marily of relocated immigrant farmers (Alt 2002a, 2006a; Pauketat 2003). 
Spanning hundreds of kilometers from the American Bottom, the twelfth-
century northern hinterland regions—the Central Illinois River Valley 
(CIRV), Apple River Valley (ARV), and the Aztalan site in southeastern 
Wisconsin—are characterized as Mississippianized Woodland populations 
selectively emulating aspects of a Cahokian way of life (Birmingham and 
Goldstein 2005; Emerson et al. 2007; Emerson and Lewis, eds. 1991; Finney 
1993; Friberg 2018a; Millhouse 2012; Richards 1992; Stoltman, ed. 1991; Wil-
son 2011, 2012a; Wilson et al. 2017; Zych 2013).
 Three hundred kilometers northeast of Cahokia in east-central Illinois, 
inhabitants of the Collins complex also emulated Cahokian lifeways, par-
ticularly religious practices and celestial alignments of architecture, sug-
gesting direct ties to Cahokia (Douglas 1976). Farther still, the Trempealeau 
site complex in west-central Wisconsin (~750 km north of the American 
Bottom) has been identified as a rare example of a Lohmann phase (AD 
1050–1100) Cahokian colony (Pauketat et al. 2015). Cahokian “emulation” 
seemingly extended over 800 km to the Red Wing Locality in northwest 
Wisconsin and southeast Minnesota (Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Holley 2008; 
Rodell 1991), although some Woodland groups in the Midwest appear to 
have avoided engagement with Cahokians (Benn and Green 2000: 482, 
Henning 1967). Until recently, little was known about the Mississippianiza-
tion, or lack thereof, of portions of Cahokia’s immediate northern periph-
ery, the LIRV, just 100 km from Cahokia’s central precinct.
 The expansion of the Cahokia polity is thought to have been enabled 
by the production and exchange of important craft items and raw materi-
als, some of politico-religious significance, and others that provided eco-
nomic benefits (Kelly 1991a, 1991b; Pauketat 1997a, 1997b, 1998a). Indeed, 
settlements in the American Bottom and its eastern uplands show direct 
evidence of political and economic ties with Cahokia and are considered 
part of the Greater Cahokia cultural area (see Figure 1.1). This political eco-
nomic dynamic was likely essential to the expansion of Cahokia’s power 
and influence, but some scholars have suggested that there may have been 
limits to Cahokia’s economic control in distant regions (Brown et al. 1990; 
Muller 1997; Pauketat 1998a). For example, in the CIRV and ARV northern 



Figure 1.1. Map of study area.
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hinterland regions, a scarcity of certain Cahokian craft items such as marine 
shell beads, basalt celts, and Mill Creek chert hoes provides limited evi-
dence for direct political economic ties with Cahokia. Recent research also 
shows that these groups maintained certain local Woodland-era traditions 
such as methods of food preparation, serving, and storage (Bardolph 2014; 
VanDerwarker et al. 2013; Wilson et al. 2017). As the LIRV sits geographi-
cally between Greater Cahokia and these northern regions, it is an ideal 
locale through which to investigate the spread of Cahokia’s influence to the 
north and to better develop our understanding of variability in the process 
of Mississippianization.

Research Questions

Theories of the Mississippian phenomenon have shifted over the years from 
basic culture-historical descriptions to political-economic models of Ca-
hokian expansion and chiefly power (see Chapter 2). More recent research 
focuses on Mississippianization as a historical process whereby Woodland 
peoples had the agency to resist or participate in Cahokian practices, and 
did so with reference to their own identities and traditions. Within this 
framework, I approach the following research questions: (1) Did the LIRV’s 
proximity to Cahokia enable certain social, political, and economic interac-
tions with American Bottom groups that did not transpire with more dis-
tant groups? and (2) How did these interactions impact the social organiza-
tion and daily practices of groups in the LIRV?
 Ultimately, this study attempts to interpret what life was like for Missis-
sippians at Audrey Village by characterizing the nature of the culture con-
tact dynamic in the LIRV and how it differed from the Mississippianization 
of the northern hinterland. The proximity of the LIRV to the American Bot-
tom may have facilitated more frequent interactions with Cahokian groups 
than was possible for northern hinterland groups. These interactions would 
have resulted in major organizational changes for Audrey villagers, whether 
it be through community organization, the production and consumption of 
pottery, or the organization of lithic tool industries.
 In order to understand the nature of the relationship between LIRV and 
Greater Cahokian groups and how it differed from relations with northern 
hinterland Mississippians, it is necessary to investigate the types of interac-
tions occurring among these groups. In the archaeological record, the con-
sequences of these interactions are apparent in the domestic and economic 
activities that took place at these sites. Activities such as settlement planning 


