GLENN A. BLACK, 1900-1964

James H.

LENN A. BLACK, archaeological field di-

rector for the Indiana Historical Society,

died unexpectedly from a heart attack in Evans-
ville, Indiana, on September 2, 1964.

Born in Indianapolis August 15, 1900, Black
attended public schools in that city and gradu-
ated from Arsenal Technical High School. He
entered the field of archaeology before there
were abundant opportunities for formal train-
ing — he commented that he taught at the only
university he ever attended — and was, like
many colleagues of his generation, essentially
self-taught and drawn to prehistory by early
collecting activities, a sense of problem, and an
awareness of the past that was slipping beyond
recall. The level of his achievements was recog-
nized by the award of an Sc.D. from Wabash
College in 1951.

Black’s field experience was largely confined
to Indiana, but his career spanned the years dur-
ing which prehistoric research attained some
degree of maturity, and he had an important
role in this development. His ever-present con-
cern with raising professional standards was re-
flected in his having been a founder of the So-
ciety for American Archaeology and having
held nearly every office in the organization
(Vice-President, 1939-40; Council Member,
1940-41; President, 1941-42; Treasurer, 1947-
51). His systematic dissection of the Nowlin
Mound in southeastern Indiana and the subse-
quent report remain as significant landmarks
in the history of American field archaeology.
When archaeologists were beginning to perceive
the richness of prehistory in the eastern United
States and to define the problems that motivate
research to this day, he was an active partici-
pant at every major conference. A sustained
interest in new approaches to field method-
ology is evidenced by his having been the first
prehistorian to test systematically the potential
of the proton magnetometer on a New World
site; this was supported by two National Science
Foundation grants.

Less well-known, at least to the more recent
generation of archaeologists, but of importance
to developing interests in the 1930’s and 1940’s,
was his association with a small Indiana-cen-
tered group concerned with the anthropological
evaluation of the Walam Olum, the purported
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migration legend of the Delaware Indians. Sus-
tained by the active interest and participation
of Eli Lilly, support was provided for the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s Ceramic Repository, a
dendrochronological lab at the University of
Chicago, and numerous field projects in several
eastern states. Additionally, fellowship grants
ultimately resulted in the establishment of an
anthropology department at Indiana University.

Black’s affiliation with the Indiana Historical
Society began in the early 1930’s. After a train-
ing period at the Ohio State Museum with
H. C. Shetrone and contact with Warren K.
Moorehead, he inaugurated a program of
archaeological survey and excavation that took
him into almost every sector of Indiana. His
early publications reflect a lifelong interest in
field techniques and respect for small detail.
Probably no more precise description of mound
structure is in print than that contained in the
Nowlin Mound report. Black was intrigued by
the possibility of prehistoric-historic continui-
ties, and surveys were undertaken in Allen and
St. Joseph counties, the scene of early trading
posts, but his efforts were abortive. This experi-
ence led him to believe that future investiga-
tions in this direction were fruitless in Indiana.
Since he was the only archaeologist in Indiana
for most of his professional life, he directed the
accumulation of a tremendous reservoir of data,
all of which he systematically maintained. In
1938, the Indiana Historical Society purchased
the Angel site, a large Middle Mississippi village
near Evansville. Though the primary objective
was to preserve this important resource from
urban encroachment, Black viewed this acquisi-
tion as offering a unique opportunity for long-
term study of a single archaeological context,
and he devoted 27 years to the study of this site.
Excavations were undertaken during almost
every one of these years: first, with a large WPA
crew and later with the assistance of students
enrolled in a summer field course. Work was
continuing in a large truncate mound at his
death. Needless to say, millions of material
items, hundreds of houses, and massive amounts
of other evidence for human occupation were
recovered, and Glenn became as much a part
of the site as the villagers who occupied it some
five centuries earlier. He had all but completed
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a massive and definitive two-volume report, the
publication of which will make a significant con-
tribution to New World prehistory,

Almost three decades of work at Angel
Mounds markedly conditioned Black’s views on
the nature of archaeology. He was very much
aware of criticisms directed at him for devoting
so many resources to a single site, but the rich
variability encountered in various areas at Angel
made him highly skeptical of “testing” opera-
tions, and he wanted no part in such programs.
In his view, the major aim of the prehistorian
was to produce a site “ethnography,” and this
could not be accomplished with data derived
from a few one-meter pits. When one of my
colleagues and I proposed to undertake excava-
tions at a site culturally and areally more com-
plex than Angel, Black made us painfully aware
of his views. However, once work was begun,
Glenn was eager to volunteer his almost inex-
haustible knowledge of the area involved and
made available aerial photographs, notes, and
substantial surface collections.

For 16 years Black made weekly trips of 250
miles from Evansville to Indiana University
where he taught courses in North American
prehistory. The summer months were spent di-
recting the University’s field school, and 120
students from all portions of the Americas re-
ceived a solid introduction to “dirt” archae-
ology. His lectures were factual and superbly
organized; contacts with students were highly
personal and not restricted to those sharing an
interest in prehistory. As the university milieu
became more detached with ever-increasing
size, Black was easily approached by the rawest
undergraduate and more than once saw stu-
dents through some financial crisis. He viewed
with disdain the inevitable red tape of a large
institution and was often more willing to use his
own resources than to wrestle with a supposed
bureaucratic structure. His associations with
students kept him coming back to Bloomington
long after he realized that the weekly jaunt in-
terfered with his already-overscheduled exist-
ence. It is of interest to note that he maintained
a complete and up-to-date file on all former
students.

Glenn seemed to have few interests other
than those related to archaeology, but the same
serious intensity that marked his professional
involvement was transferred to these. During
the 1920’s, he organized and played percussion
in a small dance combo and this love for “Dixie-
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land” jazz persisted. Golf had been an earlier
recreation (he shot in the low 80’s), but the
drive to improve interfered with archaeology
and the sport was dropped. Technology was an
abiding interest and his office and laboratory
were well supplied with gadgets, all of which he
used. His collection of photographic gear went
far beyond that needed for archaeology. Lapi-
dary work occupied his attention in recent years.
However, not content with a casual hobby, he
utilized his considerable knowledge of geology,
read widely in all aspects of the craft, estab-
lished contacts in the United States and abroad,
and assembled an outstanding collection of min-
erals and slab material. A small basement work-
shop evolved into a fully equipped lapidary
center, and his interest spread into enameling
and metal casting. It was said that he faceted
every stone susceptible to such treatment, High-
ly complex stone-cutting problems were under-
taken, and some of his results have considerable
value.

Archaeological field work was approached in
the same way. A site represented a problem to
be solved, and only through technical excel-
lence could solutions be found. He argued at
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one time that any skilled person could write the
report if the data were recovered with precision
and given full documentation. Black therefore
became an accomplished surveyor, cartographer,
draftsman, and photographer; he surrounded
himself with all possible technical aids; field
notes were meticulously kept; and all records
having any possible relevance to the problems
at hand were systematically assembled. I sus-
pect that most students, after a summer in the
field at Angel Mounds, were left with the firm
impression that an archaeological site was sacred
and excavation involved a kind of moral com-
mitment. Certainly, this was Glenn’s view of
his work.

Glenn Black’s untimely death serves to re-
emphasize the comparative recency of system-
atic archaeology in the eastern United States.
Trained in the tradition of Moorehead, Fowke,
and Shetrone, all of whom he recalled with
affection, he recognized their limitations and,
for a time, was in the mainstream of methodo-
logical and professional developments. Except
for short-term work by a few others, he was the
only archaeologist the state of Indiana has
known, and his knowledge of the area was pro-
digious. In this capacity he oversaw the assem-
bling of a truly monumental archaeological col-
lection. One wishes that more of his knowledge
had been written down, but he was unwilling to
describe fragments and he assumed that every-
one else was equally well informed. Of course
no one was, but whatever may be accom-
plished in Indiana in the years ahead will be
dependent in some measure on what Black was
responsible for conserving. Certainly, the 27
years of devotion, and devotion it was, to a sin-
gle site is unique in American archaeology, and
the analytical potential of the derived data is
limited only by the imagination and ingenuity
of those who follow.
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