
Reading Artifacts: A Primer

or: What can one artifact, and one artifact in the context of 

Black Creek Pioneer Village museum context, tell us about the past?

By Ruth Sandwell

A) Listening for the Testimony of the Creators: Goals, Purposes and Intentions 
Most historical artifacts on display in Black Creek Pioneer Village were created for a particular purpose, and often for a particular place. Some were preserved initially because they met that purpose well; all were preserved eventually because they met the purpose or purposes of the Village. A detailed consideration of the contexts within which the artifacts were created and preserved – who created them, and what were their specific purposes or intentions? -- provides us with a better understanding of the meaning of the artifact. The testimony of individuals, institutions, organizations, etc. has a great deal to tell us about the past. 

· Do you know who was responsible for creating this artifact? How do you know? 

· Do you know why (to achieve what goal or for what purpose) the artifact was created? How do you know? 

· Who was the intended “audience” for this artifact-- Was this artifact created for a particular person? Or for a particular kind of person? How do you know?

· Do you know who is responsible for preserving this artifact? How do you know?

· Can you infer why this artifact was preserved? (i.e. what is it meant to reveal, or demonstrate in the context of the museum) 

B) Reading beyond Purpose and Utility (or Inferring Evidence from Artifacts)
As Exercise A suggests, the specific goals and beliefs of those creating and preserving an artifact usually explicitly influence its creation and its preservation in many ways -- content, form, tone, information and meaning. Many artifacts, however, also contain evidence about society – particular individuals, common behaviours, general beliefs, information about the relations between people or groups -- that may not have been intended or even understood by the artifact’s creator.
Questions in this section refer to the ways that historians can read beyond the intentions of the artifacts' creators, finding in an artifact evidence about the wider society in which the artifact existed.  Reading artifacts as “evidence” and not simply as objects of utility or display allows historians to move beyond the questions “what was it for?” or even “how was it used?” -- beyond the intended purpose of the artifacts, or even the concerns of those who created it -- to allow us to draw inferences pertaining to the larger question of interest to historians. 
· Whose work, or activities, are being represented in this artifact? 

· What can you tell about the relations between the people involved in the use of this artifact from its design and intended use? (e.g. does the artifact contain evidence about inequality in this society? Can the artifact  help to determine the foundations of people’s relative positions (e.g. age, gender, race, class)? Is this a society at war, or in peace?  Conflict, or harmony? If this is a society in conflict, what are the issues around which conflict occurs? ) What gives you these impressions? 

· How are you using the museum context within which the artifact is situated to reconstruct (or make assumptions about) how the artifact was used? What value could such a reconstruction hold?

· The artifact might also provide clues about the time and place in which the artifact was preserved. What can you learn about the priorities, customs and political beliefs of the mid-twentieth century from this artifact?
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