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Caribou Crossings and Cultural Meanings: Placing
Traditional Knowledge and Archaeology in Context
in an Inuit Landscape

Andrew M. Stewart,1,4 Darren Keith,2 and Joan Scottie3

Meaning is conveyed by context. Northern landscapes associated with oral tra-
ditions provide rich contexts for understanding archaeological features and their
spatial and temporal distribution. At the same time, traditional knowledge, includ-
ing place names, is supported by the persistence of an integral archaeological
landscape. The lower Kazan River, Nunavut Territory, Canada, preserves a record
of land use for a hunting-trapping society in archaeological remains and tradi-
tional knowledge. The record shows that traditions of knowledge are manifest in
the archaeological landscape. These traditions include commemoration of peo-
ple and events in monuments, enduring practices (land skills) that are associated
with a “traditional” time, and principles of spatial differentiation and orientation
based on relations between people and caribou.

KEY WORDS: historic Inuit archaeology; traditional knowledge; hunter-gatherer landscapes; cultural
meaning.

INTRODUCTION

How do archaeologists recognize “cultural meaning” and interpret the signif-
icance of sites and places in the landscape of people who identify with a hunting-
gathering tradition? The existence of cultural or cognized landscapes is widely
acknowledged (Basso, 1996; Brody, 1981), even where the cognitive component is
not well understood or even recognized (Mulk and Bayliss-Smith, 1999). Cultural
modifications of natural features, such as rock art, are recognized as embodying
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specific meanings and narratives within the context of extant traditions, iconog-
raphy, and cosmology (Andrews and Zoe, 1997; Hall, 1997). The existence of
meaning also may be inferred from the deliberate creation of features, such as
monuments or alignments, as well as from patterns of construction and land use
resulting from cumulative behaviors that were more extended across space or
through time (Ashmore, 2002; Bradley, 2002). Specific meanings attached to spe-
cific forms (e.g., the form or positioning of certain kinds of structures within a
landscape) may not survive, or they may change, but the forms themselves often
survive to be recognized by archaeologists as meaningful (Layton and Ucko, 1999,
p. 12).

More generally, meaning is achieved through context. Aspects of culture
become significant within frameworks. This applies as much to anthropological
constructions of reality, imposed from the outsider’s perspective, as it does to in-
digenous explanations, applied from the inside (Silberbauer, 1994). Artifacts and
structures acquire meaning within larger constructs (like sites, territories, land-
scapes, and explanatory models). A site or landscape, apprehended in the present,
can be understood in relation to the “current of activity” that produced it over time
(Ingold, 1993, p. 162). Places are said to be “thick” with meaning in societies
where meanings are widely shared through traditions or conventions, but “thin”
where places are decontextualized through globalization (Sack, 1997, pp. 8–9).
Action occurs in the foreground of our attention but also, more meaningfully, in
relation to a background of possibilities (Hirsch, 1995). Stories and histories are
grounded both in reality and in the imagination, “negotiating between belief and
doubt” through contextual ceremonies or traditions (Chamberlin, 2003, p. 32).

We might, then, rephrase the original question, as: how can archaeologists
best contextualize their information? Archaeologists are good at articulating the
value of context because they recognize how important physical context of artifacts
and features in the ground is to their interpretations. In parts of the world still
occupied by people who identify with traditions of hunting and gathering, sites
exist within a context of oral histories and traditions that relate activities to place,
present generations of people to their predecessors, and people to other beings (e.g.,
Andrews and Zoe, 1997; Cruikshank, 1990; Myers, 1986; Wachowich, 1999).
In other parts of the world, landscape alone, or primarily, provides the context
for intepreting sites, particularly where early traditions have been obscured by
later ones (Bradley, 2000; Dennell, 1987, p. 57). Landscape implies an unfolding
of activity rather than momentary creation (Feld and Basso, 1996, p. 8; Ingold,
1993). It evolves, existing through time, providing a moving reference, at best,
for archaeological phenomena pertaining to any one moment in time. We suggest
that different aspects of landscape and place names on the Kazan River, where
our work is located, relate to this unfolding that occurs at different rates. Some
cultural features project messages about events and people, seemingly from single
moments in time (cf. Bradley, 2002); others incorporate cyclical activity; still
others, permanent relationships between people and land.
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Investigation of an Inland Inuit Landscape

Interpretation is enriched where indigenous knowledge, including oral his-
tories and traditions, closely informs the record. Inuit archaeology has suffered
from a bias that values older cultures and materials (e.g., Thule) over younger
ones (“historic” Inuit), with the consequent neglect of contemporary knowledge.
There is, today, a body of Inuit ethnohistory and traditional knowledge that relates
to hunting on the land and the sea that is relevant to land management practices
as well as to cultural resource management (e.g., Freeman, 1976; Freeman et al.,
1992; Thorpe et al., 2002). Embedded in these traditions is knowledge about his-
torical events, such as migrations and cultural encounters (Rowley, 1985, 1993),
and knowledge of human involvement in the environment, which is available to
help in the interpretation of both recent archaeological sites and more ancient ones
in the same landscape (e.g., Friesen, 2002).

Here, we illustrate how cultural meaning can be addressed in the archaeo-
logical record of settlement in an arctic hunting culture using oral histories and
traditions. This paper emerges from research on Harvaqtuurmiut place names and
archaeological sites on the lower Kazan River, northern Canada, during the 1990s.
The Harvaqtuurmiut are one of a number of local societies of inland-dwelling
Inuit who, until the 1960s, lived in camps on the tundra—societies known collec-
tively as the Caribou Inuit, also as the Kivallirmiut. Traditional names and narra-
tives associated with places of cultural interest, including camps, were recorded
(Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994; Keith, 2000; Keith and Scottie, 1997; Mannik,
1998a), with archaeological site information (Stewart et al., 2000), supplementing
earlier records of land use on the lower Kazan and Thelon Rivers (Arima, 1984;
Birket-Smith, 1929; Burch, 1978, 1979; Freeman, 1976; Friesen and Stewart, 1994;
Harp, 1961; Rasmussen, 1930a,b). Perspective on the material culture is enlarged
by traditional knowledge of place names and stories and personal narratives of
elders belonging to the last generation of Inuit to live year-round on the land—
knowledge that extends our view beyond the limited area of archaeological survey.

Primary information comes from two sources in this project: archaeological
evidence, recorded in several seasons of field work; and Baker Lake elders, whose
oral histories (life experience) and oral traditions (more broadly based cultural
narratives, including place names) were recorded in the field, often at their former
residential camp sites. These sources are mutually implicated in the performance
of field work. Oral performances revealed aspects of meaning of the archaeological
landscape. Archaeological recording (another type of performance, with its own
ceremonies) took place assisted by Inuit from a younger generation, and by elders
commenting on aspects of the archaeological record, helping to recognize, define,
and name various cultural “features” (Stewart et al., 2000; see also Henderson,
1997).

Oral testimony and the record of material culture may be considered as inde-
pendent expressive realms, in addition to their being considered together for their
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joint contribution in furthering our understanding of the past and this landscape.
For example, we discuss what place names reveal about concepts of orientation
to wind or current, to caribou river-crossings, and to the direction of their migra-
tions. Independently, archaeological evidence of settlement exposes, among other
conceptual distinctions, differences in land use between the north and south sides
of the river. The separate realms of oral history and archaeology forcefully com-
bine when locations of traditionally named places are considered together with
distributions of archaeological features. Coincidences and incongruities between
the two records lead to further interpretations.

In a discussion of “meaning” in relation to the inland or Caribou Inuit, it is
hard to avoid the history of ethnographic research and speculation surrounding the
history of these people. Kaj Birket-Smith, who, along with Knud Rasmussen, was
the first ethnographer to work in the area, emphasized the apparent simplicity of
the culture in the 1920s—both material and social elements—and concluded its
fundamental role in giving rise to coastal Inuit as well as inland Indian cultures
(Birket-Smith, 1929; Rasmussen, 1930a). European (and Euro-American) percep-
tion of the remoteness of the area, which has been known as the barrenlands
since Hearne (1958) walked across them around 1770, also influenced his con-
clusion. The idea of an “original” inland Inuit culture was challenged at the time
(Mathiassen, 1930) and has since been completely turned around by archaeologi-
cal and archival evidence (Burch, 1978, 1979, 1988). In other words, perspective
on this area and its people has changed dramatically in the past several decades.
It has benefited from study of archival evidence, collection of oral histories, and
expansion of the archaeological database. It has expanded profoundly as a result
of the decision by individuals and elders’ committees in Baker Lake and other
communities where inland Inuit families are now settled (e.g., Henderson, 1997)
to investigate the question of Inuit origins themselves.

THE HARVAQTUUQ

The Kivallirmiut, or inland Inuit, lived in camps on the tundra west of Hudson
Bay. Until the middle of the last century, their seasonal camps were concentrated
along the Kazan River, which flows from the edge of the forest north and east
to Baker Lake (Arima, 1984; Burch, 1986) (Fig. 1), where they hunted, mainly
caribou, at narrows. Meat was cached during the late summer or fall for use in
winter. Foxes were trapped, and journeys of hundreds of miles made by sled
during winter to Hudson’s Bay Company trading posts to obtain ammunition and
other equipment for the next year (e.g., Rasmussen, 1930a, p. 159). This way of
life, focused on caribou and trapping in the interior, prevailed from some time
in the late 18th or early 19th century when Inuit left the coast of Hudson Bay—
perhaps during a period of shortage of caribou there in the 1840s (Burch, 1986,
p. 114; Csonka, 1995, p. 138)—until the 1950s and 60s when people from different
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Fig. 1. Location of the southern Nunavut mainland west of Hudson Bay (inset map shows location
within northern North America) and the Harvaqtuuq on the lower Kazan River (boxed area in center
of map is Fig. 2). Lighter tone around Baker Lake represents tundra; darker tone to the southwest
represents tree cover.

parts of the tundra were resettled by the Canadian government into newly-created
communities, like the one on the north shore of Baker Lake (Fig. 1).

Regional groups of Inuit, or societies (corresponding to the Inuktitut ending
“-miut”), emerged in the 19th century as population increased. One of these so-
cieties, the Harvaqtuurmiut, was based along the lower Kazan River, a reach of
river known to them as the Harvaqtuuq meaning, “the one down which everything
drifts” in reference to its strong current (Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994, p. 6).
The Harvaqtuuq is located between Yathkyed and Baker Lakes (Fig. 1). Spring
camps of other inland Inuit societies, like the Paatlirmiut, were clustered along
upper parts of the Kazan River, as well as along other rivers of the barrenlands. In
summer, Inuit travelled these rivers by boat and on land by foot, and in winter by
sled to hunt, trap, trade, and visit each other’s camps (Arima, 1984; Burch, 1986).

Migratory barrenground caribou cross the river, especially at east-flowing
reaches that intersect with the herd’s seasonal movements—north in spring and
south in summer and fall. The Harvaqtuuq includes an east-flowing widening of the
river, known officially as Thirty Mile Lake (Fig. 2). Harvaqtuurmiut and caribou
came together here, especially at narrows and along the south shore of this part
of the river. Caribou migrating north in spring were often forced to wait for ice
break-up before crossing the river. The animals aggregated in May and June along
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Fig. 2. Locations and names of some major caribou crossings on Thirty Mile Lake (lower Kazan
River) on the Harvaqtuuq.

the south shore of Thirty Mile Lake, giving people an opportunity to hunt them
after a long winter’s absence. Beginning in July, caribou moved the other way,
crossing the river from the north side, this time giving the hunter the opportunity
to spear them on the water from his qajaq (kayak) (Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al.,
1994; Keith, 2000; Keith and Scottie, 1997).

Spring and summer camps occur most often at narrows on, and near, this lake.
Today, the sites of these camps are marked by extensive distributions of cultural
boulder features: hearths, various kinds of caches, tent rings, qajaq stands, hunting
blinds, standing stones (inuksuit), graves, and other structures and distributions of
artifacts and animal bone that are visible on the surface of the sparsely-vegetated
tundra (Stewart et al., 2000) (Figs. 3 and 4). These features are distinct in purpose
and design, yet not always in their surviving form. They can occur in places
where natural landforms, such as boulder fields, mask their presence (Fig. 5).
Structures and artifacts can be widely scattered so that the clustered nature of
settlement becomes obvious only once they are mapped. The participation of elders
in the survey design, and also in the process of archaeological recording (Fig. 3),
invariably led not only to the discovery of large sites and the recognition of distinct
types of features, but also to the discovery of materials associated with features that
would have otherwise remained hidden and unknown to archaeologists carrying
out extensive visual surveys of the ground surface in strictly limited periods of
time. These less obvious features included objects that children who lived in the
camps (today’s elders) incorporated into an imaginary landscape, and fragments of
perishable tent furniture surviving under rocks (Stewart and Friesen, 1998, p. 21).

Traditional Knowledge and Archaeology

The problem of landscape definition in the Harvaqtuuq, as elsewhere, is that
of an outsider trying to recognize a particular expression of the world and being
able to “read” it (Layton and Ucko, 1999, p. 11). It is the difficulty of trying to view
a place in a specific cultural context. It is a view best appreciated from the inside,
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Fig. 3. Elders and archaeologists examine artifacts.

Fig. 4. Standing stones (inuksuit).
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Fig. 5. Tent platform on shoreline ridge boulder field. Scale in front of platform is 2.5-m long.

by Inuit elders who lived here themselves. Lacking this deeply informed view,
some context is provided by traditional knowledge of Harvaqtuurmiut, through
histories, stories, place names, songs, maps, and drawings (Harvaqtuurmiut Elders
et al., 1994; Keith and Scottie, 1997; Mannik, 1993, 1998a; Rasmussen, 1930a,b;
Tulurialik and Pelly, 1986; Webster, 1999).

Patterning of archaeological remains can be newly or uniquely interpreted
in the context of place names, and the stories of individual families linked with
these names, just as stories and names can be uniquely viewed in the context of the
archaeological remains of settlements and land use. The difficulty of applying this
testimony to an understanding of the past is the risk of not being alert to meaning
and the ambiguities of stories and the temptation to understand them in culturally
familiar ways—the landscape understood as “picture” or as “text,” for instance,
or the performance of oral history understood as a straight-forward narrative in
written form (Chamberlin, 2003, pp. 20–22; Fienup-Riordan et al., 2000; Murray
and Rice, 1999). The difficulty of conflicting world views (Nicholas and Andrews,
1997) is managed, in part, through the participation and ownership by Inuit in the
research process and its results.

The evidence of place names and archaeological patterning provides mutually
reinforcing contexts. Some concepts emerge that would remain hidden without
these two realms of knowledge being discussed together. As in other parts of
northern North America where land use patterns are relatively unchanged (Greer,
1997), cultural features such as caches, dwellings, and caribou bone refuse relate
meaningfully to their natural settings. The unchanged geography—the integrity of
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the view of country from all sites and remembered places—affords recollection,
not only of people and events, but of an entire ecology and way of life:

We . . . sometimes like to show the things we are talking about, by actually camping, using
traditional means to cook, gathering willows, using flint-lighting. Only when you can actu-
ally see things [do] you . . . get the real meaning. (Lucy Kownak in Harvaqtuurmiut Elders
et al., 1994, p. 117)

Places, Place Names, and Archaeological Sites

Place names provide insight into the conceptual organization of the
Kivallirmiut landscape (Correll, 1976). A study of 272 toponyms recorded on the
Harvaqtuuq during the 1990s (Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994; Keith, 2000;
Keith and Scottie, 1997) reveals different kinds of referents for names. The names
can be classified according to whether they are, or primarily refer to, one of the
following: (1) Literal descriptions of, and Inuktitut names for, geographical ele-
ments of the land; for example, a widening of the river forming a lake (qamaniq),
or a hill (kinngaq). Some names occur as contrasting pairs, orienting a person to
river current (e.g., terms for river outflow and inflow) or to wind. (2) People’s
activities; for example, “places where people stay up late, or yawn,” associated
with long hours of fishing at a productive location; or “a lookout place” (where
people waited for caribou). (3) Animal, plant, or mineral resources; there are three
places containing the word for caribou-crossing (nalluq), for example, and more
that describe the behavior of caribou or activities of Inuit in relation to caribou at
crossings. (4) Metaphorical references; for example, parts of the body (see below),
or a certain bay on Thirty Mile Lake that is said to be like an auxiliary snow house
attached to the main house. (5) Historical events, such as conflicts with Indians, or
names of individuals (ancestors) associated with graves. (6) Spiritual phenomena.
(7) Myths; in the Harvaqtuuq, the only myths related to names are ones involving
caribou and muskox. The distribution of names according to these categories is
shown in Table I.

Table I. Distribution of Recorded Place Names on
the Harvaqtuuq by Type of Name

Category No. %

Literal/descriptive 124 45
Natural resources 49 18
Cultural/human activities 37 13
Metaphorical 31 11
Historical events 28 10
Spiritual names 6 2
Mythological 2 1

Total 277 100
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Place names on the Harvaqtuuq reflect, in part, the development of the Inuit
language and culture. Historically, during the past millennium, the arctic coast
was the focus for this development. Interior settlement occurred only sporadically
(Burch, 1986; Csonka, 1995; Gordon, 1974). This coastal memory is reflected
in pihiit, which are personal or dance songs (Fortescue et al., 1994, p. 261), and
stories that are common to both regions (Burch, 1988; Rasmussen, 1930b). One
of these songs, the Kazan River song (Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994, p. 5),
is the recitation of a mythical journey by the culture hero Kiviuq through named
places, starting at the coast and moving up the Kazan and Thelon Rivers (Fig. 1),
possibly representing the historical immigration of coastal Inuit into the interior
(Keith, 2000, p. 83). In place names documented on the Harvaqtuuq and elsewhere
in the interior, knowledge of the coastal environment is reflected in the expression
of opposing landward and seaward directions. Place names like kangilliq, with
the root kangi, meaning “direction towards land” or “source of river,” refer to
northwest shores, or shores protected from prevailing winds, whereas the word-
base killiq, meaning “direction towards the sea” or “mouth of river,” refers to
southeast shorelines, or those exposed to prevailing winds (Keith, 2000, pp. 53–
54, 79).

Many place names are repeated throughout the Arctic, names like tahiq (lake)
and qamaniq (river-widening), without more specific modifiers. These are names
that make sense in relation to knowledge of a homeland—the center or focal place
of a specific group of Inuit (Burch, 1998; Correll, 1976; Fair, 1997; Ray, 1971).
The thing or place referred to remains unambiguous when the name is used in
the context of this homeland, or by a speaker associated with it. For example,
Harvaqtuurmiut are not likely to confuse a qamaniq on the Kazan River called
Qamanaarjuk with another Qamanaarjuk on the Thelon River, though other Inuit
may refer to the former Qamanaarjuk as “Harvaqtuup Qamanaarjua” to make this
distinction (Keith, 2000, p. 49). The homeland is implicit: a reference place, or
center, for names within it. There may be, and often are, other more local centers
of activity within the homeland.

Within the Harvaqtuuq, four caribou crossings, in addition to some other fea-
tures, constitute local centers (Keith, 2000, p. 80) (Fig. 2). The names of these
crossings are unmodified, attesting to their primacy in the set of names describing
this region. Qikiqtalugjuaq (“big island”) is the westernmost crossing on Thirty
Mile Lake. Piqqiq is a crossing located 50 km downstream, just upriver from
the river bend north towards Kazan Falls (Fig. 2)—the meaning of the name is
unknown or has faded from current understanding, suggesting relative antiquity.
Utaqqivvigjuaq (“big waiting place”) is the name of the distinguishing cultural
feature by which this crossing and its associated fall-season camp are also known.
The name is largely generic—a waiting place is where one waits on top of a hill
and looks out for caribou (a “cultural activity” in Table I)—but the “bigness” of
this waiting place refers to a monumental boulder enclosure that overlooks the
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Fig. 6. Baker Lake elder, John Killulark, looking out from Utaqqivvigjuaq, the waiting place at Piqqiq,
over the country south of the Kazan River, in 1993. (Photo: David Webster)

river narrows and crossing (Figs. 6 and 7). Piqqiarjuk, a third important crossing
located just upriver from Piqqiq, is an exception—its name clearly refers to Piqqiq
and therefore a subsidiary of the lower center. Finally, Itimniq, a fourth important
crossing, means “portage,” which refers to the rapids at the end of Thirty Mile Lake
that are not negotiable by qajaq. Another portage, Itimningaq, located further up-
stream, means “the first portage,” which suggests a starting point for travel by river
(a downstream direction to travel) and an earlier-occupied center of settlement—
an antecedent to Itimniq (Keith, 2000, pp. 75–76). Individually, each local center
becomes a reference point for satellite features in the surrounding region, which
are seen as subordinate to the feature at the center.

More important or better-known places, at the center of constellations of
places, have unmodified names, whereas less important places have names that are
derived from the name for the center. Within the Kivalliq and, more specifically,
within the Kazan River region, the Harvaqtuuq is a center, or homeland. The names
for a series of lakes along a travel route leading from the Kazan to the Thelon
River (Fig. 1) that include the modifiers “nearest,” “middle,” and “furthest,” at
successively greater distances from the Harvaqtuuq, reflect the relationship and
orientation of these lakes to the Harvaqtuuq. Individual caribou crossings within
the Harvaqtuuq represent local centers of activity towards which other nearby
places are oriented. In another example, a small lake to the south of the crossing
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Fig. 7. Walls at Utaqqivvigjuaq stand about 1.5-m high above bedrock.

at Qikiqtalugjuaq is called “the back section,” referring to the back of the body, or
nape of the neck. The name of this lake conveys its relation to the crossing, which
lies at the head of the body, in terms of anatomical metaphor.

At these crossing sites, elements of landscape often are described system-
atically in relation to caribou behavior, which is seen as being an unchanging
landscape characteristic. For example, the term for the place where caribou enter
the water at a crossing (imaariaq) is consistently opposed to the term for the place
where they emerge from the water on the other side of the river (turaariaq) (Keith,
2000, p. 65). The river is also depicted with a systematic orientation to caribou
crossings in maps drawn by Inuit between the 1890s and the 1920s (Rundstrom,
1987, 1990). The course of the river is shown, in these maps, as lying across (at
right angles to) the movement of caribou, in places where the river runs through
crossings. In other words, crossings are rotated, where necessary, to conform with
an east–west trend, lying across the predominantly north–south direction of cari-
bou movement. Thus, systematic principles of naming and mapping reveal spatial
orientation—to wind or current, to centers (crossings), and to direction of cari-
bou movement. This timeless order (cf. Mulk and Bayliss-Smith, 1999, p. 362)
assimilates deliberate modifications to the landscape, such as the use of inuksuit to
influence caribou movements (see below). It also assimilates changes in hunting
methods and settlement which were brought about with the increase in availability
of firearms during the 19th and 20th centuries (Stewart, 1993).
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Fig. 8. Distribution of archaeological features, showing locations of some named caribou crossings
and camps, and Ipjurjuaq’s monument, within the Fall Caribou Crossing National Historic Site area.

To the extent that archaeological survey and maps of archaeological features
have succeeded in accurately capturing land use patterns and settlement (Fig. 8),
all of the caribou crossings identified by elders are associated with major clus-
ters of features. Subsidiary or outlying places (places that are named by elders
but are not associated with crossings) usually do not contain large numbers of
features, although this is not always true. Noncrossing sites that contain large
numbers of features are largely identified as spring-season camps, either by el-
ders, or by association with well-drained ground overlooking the river—places
where snowmelt usually occurs earlier in the year (Birket-Smith, 1929, p. 73). For
example, Akunni’tuaq (Figs. 8 and 9) is a camp whose name means it is a large
or important interval, or that it occurs between two other places (Harvaqtuurmiut
Elders et al., 1994, p. 42; Rasmussen, 1930b, p. 150). The two other places may
be the two crossings, or centers, of Piqqiq and Piqqiarjuk (Fig. 8). Akunni’tuaq
is a large, dense archaeological site, clearly a spring camp occupied by Inuit. The
size and importance of this and other noncrossing sites, some of them occurring at
locations up to 1 km from the river, is in some ways, unexpected—not predictable
from knowledge derived from oral history alone.

The archaeological record provides evidence for both fewer sites (compared
to the total number of places for which we have recorded names and uses in the
landscape) and more sites (compared to the total number of camps for which we
have information about the identity of families using them) than predicted from our
understanding of land use from oral history and tradition. This inconsistency be-
tween traditional knowledge, as related, and archaeological evidence, as recorded,
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Fig. 9. Distribution of inuksuit and all other types of features in the vicinity of Piqqiq (below caribou
drive, right) and Piqqiarjuk (below caribou drive, left).

provides a starting point for distinguishing between older and more recent site
occupations. Some oral accounts of sites make direct reference to age: “Nillaq,
named after the man buried just below the hill . . . an ancient man, whom we did
not meet. He was before our time.” (Aasivaaryuk in Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al.,
1994, p. 125). At other sites, older occupations are sometimes implied by omission
from the oral record, which tends to emphasize personal (and parental) knowledge
of places. These sites include places where archaeological remains clearly indicate
major occupations. Occupation sites or parts of sites that are seldom mentioned
are likely to belong to families that are no longer well-represented in Baker Lake,
or to earlier generations of Inuit. The suspected older age of places that remain
obscure in oral accounts is sometimes supported by the presence of older types of
cultural features, such as stone fox traps or older types of dwellings (Friesen and
Stewart, 2004; Stewart, 1994). On the other hand, omissions and inconsistencies
also reflect privileging of summer-fall crossing sites in the oral accounts, at the
expense of spring camps.

The passing of time is also suggested in lost meanings of names—Piqqiq,
for example, discussed above. An earlier time is acknowledged in oral accounts
of large boulder structures expressly not associated with historical communities
or remembered occupations by known families. It is also acknowledged in stories
about places, such as Utaqqivvigjuaq, in which the names of people have been long
forgotten. The absence of elders representing certain families and historically-used
areas is felt in accounts of elders who express familiarity with certain territories
they used, other lands being said to be part of another family’s domain of familiarity.
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Temporality is also implicated in the material record at some sites: the evidence
for muskox hunting—an animal that does not figure prominently in oral accounts
of 20th century hunting—suggests older occupations, as do certain types of stone-
walled dwelling structures that may have been in use during fall and winter, prior
to the introduction of snow houses (Burch, 1979, p. 194; Friesen and Stewart,
2004).

Caribou River-Crossings

Like the region as a whole, crossing places have a distinctive geography. This
geography is recognized by patterned use of the terrain and how this use is mani-
fested archaeologically. Aspects of the terrain at different crossings are employed
in conventional ways. For example, camps are placed on high bedrock outcrops
in spring, as these elevated places are among the first places to dry out during
spring thaw. In summer, the tops of hills become waiting places for caribou, while
low areas of terrain along the river become camps, which are used as bases from
which to hunt caribou that are crossing the river. Shoreline bays and estuaries allow
people to remain hidden before paddling out into the river to intercept swimming
caribou. Bridging islands and points of land with sloping shorelines are significant
for giving caribou places of access to cross the river. All of these physiographic
elements are present at crossing places.

Crossings bring animals into close contact with people, not just during one
crossing event, but repeatedly during the warm season, the period that caribou are
on the tundra between early spring and late fall. People took advantage of as many
close encounters with animals as possible. The herds were referred to by different
terms according to season and condition of the animals’ hide and fur.

Spring herds (qangrallat) arrived from the southern forests between April
and June. People anticipated this event by moving from their winter dwellings on
lakes to tents on hilltops. From these spring camps, they could hunt the herds that
were sometimes forced to remain on the south side of the river while the ice was
breaking up, often shooting the caribou from blinds. Meat was dried and either
cached or eaten. After the animals crossed to the other side in May or June, they
started coming back again in July, at first in large mid-summer herds (qivirat),
then in smaller herds, or as individuals with short hair (hagalaat) in mid-August,
and finally as long-haired animals (urquqsat, meaning “future warmth”) in early
fall (Keith, 2000, pp. 14–22). Caribou were intercepted in the river or on the south
shore at these crossings throughout this period, at first (July) by larger groups of
hunters in kayaks—sometimes aided by their families, who served as beaters on
the shores—and then (August) by smaller groups, or individuals, working alone.
The later crossings in August and September, though smaller, were more valuable
for winter warmth, as hides were better conditioned at this time of year for making
clothing.
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All of these activities at crossings have left complex archaeological signatures.
Concentrations of features occur where people were camped together on hilltops
during spring, or in lower parts of the landscape down by the shore, where they
maintained a low profile during summer. Isolated features are scattered along
shorelines, where caribou were captured, landed, butchered, and cached. Graves
are often prominently located on hilltops, as are lookouts. Hunting blinds were used
along slopes travelled by caribou leaving the crossing. Caches are found extensively
in all directions away from the crossings, whereas dwellings are more concentrated.
Inuksuit (singular, inuksuk) are stone markers acting “in the capacity of a human”
(Hallendy, 1994) and are found across the Arctic (Fig. 4). Inuksuit or inuksuit-like
stones have been set up in many places. They serve specific purposes related to
general sets of activity or relations, including hunting and fishing, direction and
position, caches and camps, and places of power and spiritual dwelling (Hallendy,
1994, 2000). On the Kazan River, some are associated with names of people and
stories of families; others are mute. They may stand alone, but also in sequence,
in places where they lead down to the river’s edge from higher ground, directing
caribou to water crossings (Figs. 4 and 9).

An imbalance between the north and south sides of the river in the numbers
of features present at all crossings—the south side consistently outnumbering
the north side—reflects concepts of land use and appropriate behavior around
crossings. Activity was avoided on north shores where caribou entered the water.
Elder Barnabus Piryuaq voices this concept when he says Inuit “ . . . don’t cache
their meat across the river from their camp and don’t skin any dead animal on
that side . . . [and] try to keep that area clean of anything that might be suspicious
to caribou” (Piryuaq in Mannik, 1993, p. 11). This avoidance is reflected in a
general bias in the archaeological distribution of features. Only 14% of about
1500 recorded features occur on the north side of the river, despite two seasons
of survey on both shores (Stewart et al., 2000). This low percentage applies to
all categories of features except inuksuit, which account for half of all features
recorded on the north side (Table II). Drive lines of standing stones lead to the
water’s edge at two sites on the north shore (Fig. 9), suggesting that activity on the
north side emphasized the specific requirements of caribou-spearing (upaktut) in
the water. This side of the river appears to have been a staging ground for caribou
preparing to swim across during the summer. Hence, it was not an area for people
during this season, at least not for everyday activity.

CONTEXTUALIZING THE LANDSCAPE

Features can be contextualized in oral traditions, in the physical landscape,
and in archaeological interpretations of material culture and its spatial and temporal
distribution. Here, we show how traditions are made visible by different types and
settings of cultural features.
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Table II. Distribution of Inuksuit (Standing Stones) and
All Other Cultural Features by Side of River

North South

No. % No. %

Inuksuit 108 50.0 212 15.8
Other 108 50.0 1126 84.2

Total 216 100.0 1338 100.0

Features That Project a Past

The concept of “projecting future pasts” (Bradley, 2002) applies to certain
cultural features in the Harvaqtuuq that are monumental or that simply seem to
have fallen out of some sphere of human activity at one point in the past. Some of
these preserved features carry special significance in the context of existing oral
traditions.

Ipjurjuaq is a large boulder (2-m high, 70-cm wide, 40-cm thick) set upright
into a shallow depression of bedrock at the tip of a long headland on the south
shore of Thirty Mile Lake (Fig. 10). Its isolation and size make it an impressive,
highly visible monument representing significant effort of planning and set-up in
an area that has relatively little evidence of settlement or land use, compared to

Fig. 10. David Tiktaalaaq standing next to Ipjurjuaq’s stone in 1994.
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Fig. 11. Peter Aasivaarjuk’s stone, with Ipjurjuaq’s stone in the background, looking north across
Thirty Mile Lake.

a similar headland to the east, for example (Fig. 8) (Stewart and Friesen, 1998).
It is associated with the story of a man, Ipjurjuaq, who is said to have carried
it up slope from the shore in his bare feet—his feet leaving prints in the rock
to this day—where he set it upright on the land. He was moved to this effort
upon hearing of another man’s intention to take away his wife (Aasivaaryuk in
Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994, pp. 131–132). This was done during some
remote period, before the setting up of another (smaller) upright boulder at the
same place by elder Peter Aasivaaryuk and four other men, probably during the
1930s (Fig. 11). At least one part of this story, the footprints, recalls elements of
Inuit myths recorded elsewhere. Footprints are found at a site on the lower Back
River, 350 km north of the Harvaqtuuq, where a giant, Inukpahugjuk, left impres-
sions in the ground while carrying rocks (Aqiggiaq in Utkuhiksalingmiut Elders
et al., 1995, p. 23–24; Stewart, 1996, p. C-2). The relative antiquity of Ipjurjuaq
is supported by its assignment to the remote past by Aasivaaryuk and also by the
incorporation of mythic elements into the text of an historical account (Whiteley,
2002).

Another structure that seems to emerge from a single event in the past is
found in the monumental structure at Utaqqivvigjuaq, the big waiting place at
Piqqiq (Figs. 6 and 7). Several elders (Aasivaaryuk, Tiktaalaaq, Piryuaq in Mannik,
1993) relate the story of its original construction, which was said to be iglu-like
(enclosed), by three (unnamed) men, two of whom had in mind to trap and imprison
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the third man in order to execute him. The third man escaped from his prison, ran
down the hill, and paddled away in his qajaq. This story alludes to the unusually
large size of the boulders used to build this waiting place, and its enclosed shape—
again, unusual for a waiting place, blind, or look-out. The scale of this structure and
its tale of betrayal, possibly revenge, with many of the details (such as the men’s
names) being lost to time, implies antiquity or legend, or both. Its association with
violence is reinforced by another story, set in a more recent past, after its use is
said to have changed to a waiting place. The story concerns a young man who
murdered his uncle while the uncle was standing in Utaqqivvigjuaq, using his
binoculars to look for caribou in the surrounding country (Tiktaalaaq in Mannik,
1993). In the first story, the precedence of prison over waiting-place need not be
literal. The association of this structure with violence may, instead, spring from
a perceived relation of the unique physical qualities of a very old waiting place
with stories of conflict, feuding, and ambush inherited from an earlier time and
place.

Features (including artifacts) sometimes acquire new (or old) meaning in
the context of stories. The finding of an archaeological feature—a cache of bird
bones on Victoria Island (located 700 km northwest of the Harvaqtuuq)—was in-
terpreted by elders in the nearby community of Cambridge Bay as the embodiment
of a local legend (Klengenberg et al., 1999). A deposit of disarticulated bone be-
longing to at least two loons was found at the base of Uvajuq, a prominent hill
in an area with much evidence for land use and settlement by Iqaluktuuttiarmiut
(Pelly, 1996; Stewart, 1997a). In a local legend, a starving family belonging to a
race of giants living “a long time ago, when people lived forever,” (Klengenberg
et al., 1999, p. 12) is said to have shared a loon that they caught and carefully
“cut at every joint” (Klengenberg et al., 1999, p. 78) so that everyone could
benefit. The discovery of this archaeological feature—its appearance and loca-
tion within an ancestral landscape—clearly resonates in the context of the local
legend.

In addition to individual features, whole landscapes can be recontextualized.
The camps on the Harvaqtuuq were gradually abandoned in the 1950s and 60s.
Since that time, the landscape has acquired symbolic value for today’s Harvaqtuur-
miut living in Baker Lake, together with other inland Inuit groups. In addition to its
ongoing use for hunting and tourism, the Harvaqtuuq is formally commemorated
as a National Historic Site (Keith, 1997), where archaeological features and named
places serve to recall an earlier “traditional” period of settlement and its passing.
The contemporary landscape, the “land” (nuna) of “our land” (nunavut), embod-
ies traditional values of self-sufficiency and kinship. Land-skills, the knowledge
accumulated by earlier generations of Inuit, are prized, more so with the passing
of each elder, just as the young people who learn them are praised. Seasonal hunt-
ing camps are redemptive. Traditional knowledge of the land, and its portrayal, is
the background that gives meaning to modern life in Baker Lake—itself, a foil to
traditional knowledge.
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Features That Incorporate Cyclical Activity

Meaning is not something which is simply layered onto preexisting, unex-
perienced space but arises, instead, from an engaged perspective of “dwelling” in
the land (Ingold, 1993, p. 152). Memory of the past is incorporated unselfcon-
sciously in bodily habits, practices, and land skills (Connerton, 1989). Some of
these practices are part of a continuing tradition of hunting in Inuit communities
and are the subject of conscious discourse, through projects designed to record
such information (e.g., Arima, 1975; Harvaqtuurmiut Elders et al., 1994; Mannik,
1998a; Tulurialik and Pelly, 1986). Daily and seasonal practices are registered
in the physical landscape of the Harvaqtuuq in the remains of cultural features.
Material evidence of tasks can be set into a background account of a “taskscape”
(Ingold, 1993, p. 158), which includes annually repeated activities centered on the
hunting of caribou. Objects and places—both natural and cultural features—are
cycled in and out of spheres of human activity over time. Structures are built,
places established, and they continue to develop, with and without direct cultural
involvement, acquiring “life histories” that include, during later periods of use or
neglect, an afterlife of memory and new significance (Ashmore, 2002; Bradley,
2002). They are also subject to natural transformations that contribute to the life
trajectory along with cultural transformations (Schiffer, 1987).

For example, different areas within the site of Piqqiq, a caribou-crossing site,
exhibit variable levels of activity. The site, extending for more than 1 km along the
south shore, and almost 1 km inland from the shore, was used repeatedly during
the 20th century by elder David Tiktaalaaq’s family (Tiktaalaaq in Mannik, 1993;
Stewart, 1994). Within this site, Area 6 (Fig. 9) is the only one of three main areas
of settlement located next to the shore (each identified by clusters of residential
features) that was occupied in recent memory (Stewart, 1994; Stewart et al., 2000,
fig. 16). The archaeological boulder features in Area 6, where Tiktaalaaq’s father’s
family camped between the 1930s and 50s, are indistinct, suggesting high congru-
ence of successive summer occupations (Dewer and McBride, 1992, p. 234) and
considerable involvement of this place in cycles of human activity. This suggestion
is supported by observations of archaeologists and elders at other Inuit sites where
reoccupation and reuse of older features has been thought to lead to the simplifi-
cation of the material record (Stewart, 1996, pp. 27–28). By contrast, the remains
of tent rings and other features in other areas that were recorded along the shore at
Piqqiq further east (Areas 4 and 5) remain distinctly intact (Stewart, 1994, 1997b).
They constitute a clear record, not only of use, but of abandonment and subsequent
avoidance that may signal changes in environmental or human circumstances as-
sociated with a particular location. In anthropological terms, these outliers become
meaningful with reference to year-to-year variability in environmental conditions
and settlement response (Jochim, 1991). In the context of Inuit narrative traditions
on the Harvaqtuuq and elsewhere, abandoned or otherwise notable features can
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sometimes be explained by their Tuniit origin—the Tuniit being an earlier race of
people or beings inhabiting the land (Rowley, 1994, p. 370; Makitgaq in Mannik,
1998a, p. 134; Stewart, 1994, p. 72).

A site like Piqqiq is a highly significant place in today’s landscape, reflecting
a time “when all Inuit lived on the land” (Hallendy, 1994, p. 406) and tradi-
tional ways of life that “can’t really be relived” (Mannik, 1998b). This traditional
period—including, perhaps, the time attributed to Tuniit—is, in important ways,
undifferentiated in today’s landscape, in the eyes of descendants. The landscape
represents a cycle of continuing activity around the expectation of caribou and
fulfilment in hunting them—activity that changed with season and in response to
annual circumstances of caribou availability but not, essentially, over the years.
Land skills, such as drying meat and skins, hunting and processing carcasses,
caching meat, qajaq-making, cooking, and sewing are all incorporated and re-
membered in built features on the landscape that can be visited, discussed, named,
and objectively recorded.

As in Cambridge Bay, animal bone in the Harvaqtuuq can be found in
crevasses and under boulders (Stewart and Friesen, 1998). From their physical
context, it is inferred that these bones (mostly caribou) were deliberately removed
from circulation in camp. This is supported by ethnohistoric accounts of Paatlirmiut
and Harvaqtuurmiut injunctions against cracking of bone for marrow at crossings
and allowing bone to lie on the ground where it could be gnawed by dogs (Keith,
2000, p. 61; Rasmussen, 1930a, pp. 35, 50). Yet evidence of this practice is not
consistent in the Harvaqtuuq, and studies of archaeological patterns of bone else-
where in the Arctic show that this practice diminished with the introduction of
firearms (Stenton, 2001). This traditional practice is remembered—it is depicted
in drawings that recall a traditional time on the Kazan River, for example (“Death”
in Tulurialik and Pelly, 1986). But, in the absence of stories that explain them,
there is little contemporary meaning to these deposits, only what can be inferred
from ethnohistoric accounts and archaeological evidence.

Features That Signal Enduring Relationships between People and Animals

The landscape is organized in ways that reveal relations among human beings,
animals, and land. The south side of the river, for example, is extensively modified
in ways that distinguish it from the north side. Inuksuit account for half the number
of features on the north side, whereas they account for only 15% of features on
the south side (Table II) (Stewart et al., 2000). Many of these inuksuit occur in
lines that clearly were meant to influence the movements of caribou moving along
the north side of the river (Fig. 9). Not only is the north side the least culturally
modified of the two sides of the river, its feature assemblage is dominated by stones
that have a “natural” function—one of communicating directions to animals. The
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Table III. Extent of Human Involvement in the Landscape as It Varies Spatially and
Seasonally

More cultural activity Less cultural activity

South side of river North side of river
Near-shore zone along river Back-shore region away from river
Caribou crossings Wider river reaches where caribou don’t cross
Summer Winter

During crossings

Low-profile places at crossings High-profile places at crossings

river divides the country into realms of greater and lesser human involvement in
the landscape. A similar opposition between areas of greater and lesser activity is
repeated in a number of other ways in the landscape (Table III).

Oral accounts of life on the land mostly describe warm season activities. Most
evidence of cultural activity is contained within 1 km of either side of the river
(though archaeological survey beyond this zone in the Harvaqtuuq has not been
systematic). The material evidence located within 1 km of the river includes the
settlement record of both summer-fall crossing sites, which are located on the river
itself, and spring season sites, which are located inland from, and high above the
river (Stewart et al., 2000). Hence, activity during the warm season is represented
in both traditional and archaeological accounts as occurring almost entirely along
the river. The cold season, when people lived in snow houses, is, so far, missing
from the record. Oral accounts place cold season houses all over the landscape,
many of them on smaller lakes in the interior far from the river (e.g., Aasivaaryuk
in Mannik, 1993, p. 29).

A third distinction made explicit in oral accounts concerns places to avoid
when caribou are crossing the river and, more generally, during the season of
caribou migration. Dense concentrations of tent rings, caches, hearths, and other
features and artifacts occurring within 1 or 2 km of the landing places of caribou at-
test to these areas being a strong focus of settlement (Fig. 8). Oral accounts suggest,
however, that crossing sites were viewed as special places requiring adherence to
rules, comparable to Iñupiat views of ritualized places on North Slope Alaskan
beaches where whale carcasses were worked on (Bodenhorn, 1993). Along the
Kazan River, places where caribou could be spooked, causing them to miss a
crossing, were avoided:

Inuit used to try and not catch or hunt caribou on the other side of the river crossing from their
camp so that if they have been killing and skinning caribou, the caribou might smell odour
or see the difference of land and turn back, or go through a different route. (Aasivaaryuk in
Mannik, 1993, p. 37)

This injunction applied to places along the north shore where caribou were likely
to start crossing, but it was also considered important to restrict activity and to
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keep a low profile in camp on the south shore, where caribou were likely to land
during their southward migration in July and August:

When Inuit are camping at the crossing, they are very cautious of what they do. When they
see caribou . . . appear from the distance, they try to be quiet and motionless, along with
their dogs. They also keep the tent entrance closed . . . because the tents face towards the
river, sometimes the entrance to the tents are wide open . . . so that the caribou won’t suspect
there’s people on the other side . . . So camping around the crossing is hard work and you
have to be cautious about . . . [every]thing. (Aasivaaryuk in Mannik, 1993, p. 25)

This restriction sometimes meant keeping tents and people out of sight behind
boulder ridges that are pushed up at places along the shore by ice moving down-
current during spring breakup (Fig. 5). Area 6 at Piqqiq (Fig. 9) is an example of
such a low-profile camp (Stewart, 1994, p. 61). Places along the shore exposed to
view from the north side were places to be avoided during the crossing season.

With open space around crossings, there appears, on first consideration, to be
little restriction on where people can live or work. The distribution of features seems
to confirm this impression. Yet proscriptions on local land use, and an examination
of types of features, remind us that land use occurs in the context of an enduring
relationship between people and animals that is honored in practices like bone-
disposal and in stories. Activities privileged in oral accounts—for example, the
anticipation and pursuit of caribou at the crossings—are conceived to occur mainly
on the south side, and in lower areas, protected from sight-lines across the river.
Removed from these intensively-used areas are two kinds of higher locations. One
is the spring-season site, referred to only obliquely in oral accounts and, thus,
relatively invisible in the traditional record. Two of these camps, Akunni’tuaq and
Qavvavaujarvik, are located on slopes above the crossings and contain hundreds
of features (Stewart et al., 2000), but are not associated in oral accounts with
any known occupations or families. Akunni’tuaq, the “big interval,” alludes to
its relatively weak or subsidiary location between two powerful crossing sites
(Fig. 9). Qavvavaujarvik, the “place of ghosts,” also suggests a kind of transitional
existence. The other kind of higher location are places with features such as graves,
monumental inuksuit, and waiting places. These places are, conversely, highly
visible in oral history, being associated with enduring stories. These kinds of
prominent features transcend a never-ending present of seasonal cycles of activity.

Oral accounts simultaneously support the notion of permanence of crossings
like Piqqiq and the unpredictable element—the awareness that caribou may pass
over a certain crossing in a given year to use another one, or that they might not come
at all (Aasivaaryuk in Mannik, 1993, p. 31; Tiktaalaaq in Mannik, 1993, p. 54). The
enduring forms, like Ipjurjuaq’s stone and Utaqqivvigjuaq, are time-transgressive.
They seemingly defy change over the long period, whereas habitation areas in
the camps are subject to change: abandoned areas of habitation evince changes
in patterns of annual reoccupation. Caribou are an enduring presence but their
elusive quality, inherent in their migratory behavior, attests to the need for con-
stant knowledge of their behavior and spatial adjustment of response. The history,
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placement, and internal organization of camps reflect this necessity and awareness.
In the country surrounding the camps, on the other side of the river, and on hilltops
and places in between the camps, the landscape is relatively unchanged, or lightly
used, and human activity has been mitigated and naturalized through the presence
of enduring forms.

CONCLUSION

Archaeologists working in regions like northern North America, where land
use has not been severely disrupted from earlier hunter-gatherer patterns, are fortu-
nate in being able to contextualize sites within oral traditions set within a landscape
largely unaltered since the middle Holocene. Since the 1980s, indigenous people
have increasingly participated in archaeological research. Efforts have been re-
focused on recording knowledge of the recent past, through oral histories, and
the more distant past, through oral traditions (Andrews and Zoe, 1997; Hanks,
1997), recalling, in some ways, research that was conducted by anthropologists
employing native assistants before the 1960s (Greer, 1997, p. 147).

Inuit-driven research in Baker Lake has resulted in a new perspective on
the archaeological record of the Kazan River, highlighting the lower part of the
river, the Harvaqtuuq, closest to Baker Lake. The locations of major crossings
have been identified, and the families that used them. These sites are foregrounded
in a “traditional” landscape in which other camps, representing other seasons of
the year, are backgrounded. Enduring principles of orientation are expressed in
binary sets of names and in maps and also in land use, as reflected in areas of
greater and lesser daily human involvement in the landscape (Table III). Places
that project moments or events of the past contrast with places with evidence for
cycles of seasonal activity. Chronological resolution is suggested where oral and
archaeological accounts conflict, where occupation is remembered for some sites
and site areas, and not for others.

Returning to the question of meaning, how can archaeologists contextualize
their finds in the presence of oral traditions? By describing the types of mate-
rial forms in a landscape, archaeologists may be able to identify cultural tra-
ditions or conventions that provide a context for features—structures, artifacts,
and locations of camps. This context conveys meaning, if not specific meanings.
Traditions of performance underwrite, or certify, the authenticity of narratives
(Chamberlin, 1999, p. 88). They become habitual and therefore recognizable
(Layton and Ucko, 1999, p. 12). Oral presentation of stories follows traditions
of performance—the use of narrative frames, for example, or patterned repetition
of content (Dauenhauer, N. M., and Dauenhauer, R., 1999), though these con-
ventions may and do change over generations. Monuments like Ipjurjuaq’s stone
and the circular feature at Utaqqivvigjuaq, which stand apart from other inuksuit
and waiting places, respectively, due to the large size and prominent positioning
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of these features, affirm the stories associated with them. They also affirm the
existence of earlier generations of Harvaqtuurmiut, as they do the place of Inuit
on the land. Elder George Tataniq, referring to standing stones in the Harvaqtuuq,
says: “We were told never to move the position of those rock markers because they
were fixed up by our ancestors . . .” (Tataniq in Mannik, 1998a, p. 231). Prominent
landmarks in the Harvaqtuuq signal feats of strength, possibly also the assertion of
authority and control among competing individuals and groups. Distributions of
archaeological features on either side of the river, or between high and low places
in the landscape, also follow conventions that are echoed in oral traditions.

Assessing particular meanings is problematic. Our understanding of them
depends on how these stories were told and recorded. It is, therefore, continually
evolving (cf. Fienup-Riordan et al., 2000). Particular meanings change over time
and may be inaccessible in the absence of specialized cultural knowledge. But
recognizing the form of the tradition, and its authenticity through generations, is
at least as important. It is frequently the patterned form, rather than the meaning
of the form, which is most striking, visible, enduring, recognizable, and culturally
distinctive to the archaeologist and historian. Having said this, where specific
meaning or historical knowledge is available, it should not be ignored. We might be
tempted to overlook traditional knowledge when it seems to conflict with scientific
knowledge. Both kinds are subject to critical evaluation and can be assimilated into
explanations of the past (Whitley, 2002).
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