




Featured Project: 

The Dukha Ethnoarchaeological Project 

Mapping People in Their Living Space 

By Todd A. Surovell 

I have spent the great majority of my career studying dead peo-
ple, or more often dead people’s trash.  There are at times, how-
ever, reasons for archaeologists to shift our focus to the living, 
and by doing so, hopefully, we are able to develop tools to help 
us understand the archaeological record, what is known as ethno-
archaeology.  Two years ago, with Dr. Matthew O’Brien, a grad-
uate of the U.W. M.A. program and faculty member at California 
State University, Chico, I initiated the Dukha Ethnoarchaeologi-
cal Project, which received seed funding from the Frison Institute 
in 2012.  We have since received funding from the Fulbright 
Program and the National Science Foundation. 

For many years, I co-directed excavations at the Barger Gulch 
Folsom site.  Our research interests there centered on the spatial 
organization of a winter campsite in a valley in the Colorado 
Rockies.  Although spatial patterns were abundant at the site, 
understanding how those patterns translated to past human be-

havior was complicated.  It became apparent to me that we know 
very little about how people use space on small scales, for exam-
ple, how people might be expected to use space within a house-
hold or around a fire. 

This problem inspired the idea to study living nomadic peoples 
and the spatial organization of their behavior. I wanted to under-
stand how people decide where to do what they do, and how 
those decisions should be manifested in the archaeological rec-
ord.  Because I work in Wyoming and Colorado, I wanted to 
study a nomadic people in a temperate environment.  This led me 
to the Dukha reindeer herders in northern Mongolia. 

The Dukha are fully nomadic herders, hunters, and gatherers, 
who live approximately 40 miles from the border of Russian Si-
beria. In Dukha campsites I map people and activities in interior 
and exterior spaces.  My current interest is in examining how the 
spatial distribution of behavior changes seasonally with the goal 
of developing methods for determining the season of occupation 
of archaeological sites. 
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A Dukha reindeer herder summer camp in August 2013   



A Dukha woman rehydrates a dried hide with a mixture of flour 
and water, so it can be finished by scraping. 

Father and son beginning the three day journey to town, during 
which they will ride more than 40 km. 

Packing out of the taiga in late October 2014. Reindeer are well 
adapted to travel in deep snow, even carrying heavy loads. 

Moving to fall camp in 2013.  When you are too small to help 
mom and dad pack the deer, there is little to do but wait. 
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A Dukha fall camp in September 2014.  Two families lived here from mid-August until the end of October.  The household on the left 
side of the image was home to Institute Director, Todd Surovell, and research assistant, Willa Mullen. 
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