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Throughout this essay, the article that will be examined is “Reinvigorating Object Biography: Reproducing the Drama of Object Lives”[footnoteRef:1] (2009) by Jody Joy. What will be explored are the points that Joy makes through his article, which uses the example of an Iron Age mirror which has a history, exploring what kind of history it had, how those points are supported by the evidence and theories through the article itself and how they are reinforced by the physical examples and scholars who are present throughout who also give their thoughts on this subject in order to back up Joy’s argument. [1:  Joy, J. (2009) ‘Reinvigorating object biography: reproducing the drama of object lives’, World Archaeology, 41(4), pp. 540–556. doi: 10.1080/00438240903345530.] 

“Reinvigorating Object Biography” by Jody Joy discusses the difficulties of applying possible biographical approaches to prehistoric objects as its main argument, whilst also bringing in evidence using both biographical and life-history in order to back up the main points in this article. Both arguments are explained, and their flaws discussed in separate paragraphs, which help to further explain the reasons as to why they have been used by many different scholars and researchers in this field. One example of this that Joy points out is that the life-history approach has largely been ignored by researchers who would rather use the anthropological approach, which follows anthropology a lot more closely and has different objectives than only focusing on life-history.
Furthermore, Joy points out later into the article that archaeologists often have problems with gathering evidence and constructing biographies from the pieces that they do find. Joy brings up different types of media that he consulted and uses one during this article, his Iron Age mirror which is the main artifact throughout this article. This is emphasised by Joy calling attention to the fact that biographies for objects can be rewritten during their lives and are therefore not stable, leaving “different spheres of relationships” (page 5) and stating that an object does not “follow a linear pattern” (page 5) because they do not follow the same lives as humans and living beings do. To add to this, Joy discusses and mentions other scholars who have also attempted to explain this method to help reinforce his argument, including Kopytoff and Marshall. Kopytoff (1986: 66-8)[footnoteRef:2] mentions that there are problems with identifying just one group when looking at a single point of data from an archaeological perspective, which could make it difficult to isolate possible life trajectories therefore leading to less specific results in studies. [2:  Kopytoff, I. (1986) ‘The cultural biography of things: commoditization as process’, in A. Appadurai (ed.) The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 66–68.] 

As a third point, Joy brings up the detail that looking at an object’s biography from the point that it is created until it is no longer used, provides us and those examining it a very useful picture of what its narrative structure and “life” must have been like; for example what it was used for and how it was effective for that particular purpose at the time. Additionally, people pass things between each other, therefore creating a longer biography for an object and giving it more meaning than it would have had being with just one person for its entire lifespan. This can be reflected, as Joy points out, in the study of wear-and-tear on objects and also determines whether an object was used within a group of people or just for one person which could hinder the research somewhat if the researchers wanted a specific piece of evidence that was not used by multiple people, but that cannot be changed.
To provide evidence for these points, Joy adds into this article the study of an Iron Age mirror as an object from which to find the social relationships which it had over its lifetime, with and among people. As a reader, this study can be useful as it includes discussing the history and “recreating the drama” (page 5) of objects from the prehistoric period in order to more accurately gain an understanding of the lives of the objects as they are studied. If the object was changed during its lifetime and showed meaning through social action, it could be harder to identify in the future through an archaeological lens if it were eventually found, as it was changed to fit whatever purpose was most useful at the time it happened to be made. In order to help make this clearer to the reader, Joy goes through each process of how the mirror was made, including the smelting of the metals that the mirror is made up of and explains where each metal can be most easily found, helping to identify somewhere the mirror must have been made. Joy explains the process of how the mirror was constructed and built, and explains that the mould that the handle of the mirror was made in was destroyed in the process, making the handle itself a unique artifact on its own and also telling the reader a little more about the process which was used to construct the mirror itself. In addition, the way that we look at the metalwork of the mirror can also provide evidence, as it provides us with ideas of how metalworking could have been used at the time of construction as the mirror itself is very neatly organised and detailed, which implies to the onlooker that a skilled worker or a group of workers were responsible for the formation of this mirror.
The contribution of this argument to the already existing debate could help to show the reader that objects may not be stationary in their uses, but can change depending on what is needed from its uses, and what we can find out from looking at it in the present day with the knowledge that we already have. Jody Joy seeks to explain ways of readdressing the difficulties of applying a biographical approach to prehistoric objects. Throughout this article, he has discussed and managed to convince the reader of his main point, which he reinforces for the duration of his article. Joy highlights his main points and makes an effort to convince the reader that the problem he is addressing throughout this article can be resolved; one example of this is when he uses Kopytoff (page 2) to try and explain his own aims more clearly to the reader and attempting to get them onto his side of the argument, which he holds through the article and uses his own points along with the scholars to make his points clear and heard.
However, one critique of this article that could be pointed out is that the Joy’s writing style may be structured more towards the discipline and area of study that he is more familiar with than others, hence the terminology used throughout this article could be seen as difficult to read for those who are not familiar with the terms utilised here, although Joy attempts to explain these terms in an easier to read manner. For instance, the term “methodology” could mean something different to somebody in a different field of study, but the primary audience for this journal named ‘World Archaeology’ would be archaeologists. The audience that this article is written for may address the problems and still agree that they can get past the barriers of biographical study and focus their efforts on getting different timelines from just one object to piece together the life of their objects and their narrative structure. This helps Joy somewhat in bringing the reader over to his way of thinking through the article, and also helps the article to flow with his writing style and terminology which helps it overall to seem persuasive in the way in which it is written.
In conclusion, Joy has attempted to readdress the difficulties of applying a biographical approach to prehistoric objects. For Joy’s article, it could be argued that there are some flaws with his argument such as things that have not been fully explored within the field of archaeology and anthropology which could be explored in further detail by scholars and academics within the discipline. The writing style that Joy utilizes to explain his points through his article is clearly aimed at scholars and those who already understand the terminology of the journal, one example of this is the journal itself being called ‘World Archaeology’ which suggests that the reader may have to be knowledgeable about the subject beforehand. Overall, Joy’s point is clearly made with many points plainly made and explained in his own terms and with his knowledge applied. On top of this, the writing style that Joy has used is fairly easy to follow with connections between everything that he mentions and most of the words that he uses that are related to archaeology or anthropology are explained in such a way that somebody who has never read an article of this sort could probably pick it up and understand it well to grasp what is being said. Joy’s article overall is quite persuasive in bringing the reader over to his way of thinking, as it brings the reader through his thought process and explains examples with depth and understanding that has clearly been researched through many people and scholars.
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