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An Introduction to Archaeology


Who are we? Where did we come from? How did those who came before us live? How did they love? How did they make art? Make money? Make communities? What happened when they died? And what can we learn from them about how to live?


Since the human brain reached its present size – around 300,000 years ago! – people have wondered about the world they live in. We have asked questions which, at times, have seemed impossible to answer. We have thought deeply and looked for clues. And a few hundred years ago, we discovered a way of looking at the world that would bring to life the great – and not-so-great – civilizations that came before us.







The Way Was Archaeology


Starting with some of the great adventurers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, archaeology has sought to explore and understand the thousands – possibly millions – of different ways that humans have tackled the great problem of living.


From the first tools to the pyramids and from vast terracotta armies to small jars of oil, everything that falls under the gaze of the archaeologist is a portal to a different world. You will see things that will amaze and astound because they are so different from the things we make, and things that induce the same feeling because they are so similar.


So come along on this fascinating journey – not just into the past, but also into the present and the future. The world will be your oyster – let’s open it and have a look inside!
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A Beginner’s Guide to Archaeology


Have you ever wondered about the people who came before you? Not just the recent ones, but way, way back? That spot where you’re sitting – it hasn’t always been like that. What was there a hundred years ago? Five hundred? A thousand?


There are times when the human thirst for knowledge becomes overwhelming, not just in individuals but in society, and, in the seventeenth century, it seems you could barely take a step without meeting someone on a quest to discover the past. These people gifted us the vast world of archaeology. But how did it all start? With a man striding towards some rocks…







Archaeology – A New Form of Thinking


Sometime in 1666, a man in a powdered wig and breeches strode across a field carrying a leather-bound notebook and a quill. John Aubrey freely admitted he had a terrible memory, so he was a constant scribbler about things that interested him. The “thing” that interested him on this particular day stood in the middle of a field in Wiltshire, England.


It was called Stonehenge – a stone circle that was already known to be some 5,000 years old, but whose construction and purpose remain mysterious, even today.


Aubrey did not know it but, as he wrote down his impressions of Stonehenge, took measurements, climbed on and around it, and started to think about what the stone circle could be and who the sorts of people were who had built it and lived in its shadow, he was inventing a new form of thinking about the world. It wouldn’t be named for another 150 years, but Aubrey was practising what would become known as archaeology – from the Greek words archaia, meaning “ancient things”, and logos, meaning “theory” or “science”.










Just the Facts


As we will see as we explore the origins of archaeology, humans have always been fascinated by those who came before them. As far back as 550 BCE, the last king of Mesopotamia, Nabonidus, spent his spare time when not fighting wars digging about in the remains of his Mesopotamian forebears from 2,000 years earlier.


Five hundred to 1,000 years later, Greek and Chinese antiquarians would collect, catalogue and study artefacts from earlier generations. Their interest was to put forward hard facts about the past – not speculations – and that remains a part of archaeology today.


But it was Aubrey who started to think more deeply about how civilizations came into existence and passed away, how they lived, loved, ate and died, and how the things they left behind gave us clues as to their beliefs, hopes and fears.


It was also Aubrey who first wielded an implement that may have even been used by those who built Stonehenge, in much the same form as the one Aubrey came back with soon after: the spade.










Dig It


When most people think of archaeologists, one of two images is likely to come to mind. The first is Indiana Jones, the famous hero of the Steven Spielberg films, with his hat, whip, fear of snakes and love of foiling Nazi plans.


The other, as any archaeologist will tell you, is closer to the truth. Since Aubrey’s time, archaeology has mostly been about excavation. Aubrey, with his spade, is the true precursor to the modern archaeologist, realizing that the surface of a site such as Stonehenge could only tell us so much.


If we wanted to know more, we had to dig. We had to, if you like, find out where the bodies were buried. Back in Aubrey’s time, there was already a sense that Stonehenge was somehow religious, and whatever gods the people who built it worshipped, it was likely they wanted to be close to their deity when they died.


So, he pulled up his breeches and down he went. And what he came back up with was much more than skulls and bones.










What They Were Doing


As anyone who has watched the film Spinal Tap will know, the people Aubrey discovered were the Druids. While the members of Spinal Tap famously said, “No one knows who they were or what they were doing,” that was exactly the sort of thing John Aubrey did want to know.


Aubrey’s second major contribution was not just to dig stuff up, but to try and draw conclusions from what he found, which could then help in the calculation of when things were built and by whom. For instance, Aubrey noted that the areas where stone circles were found tended to lack the sort of artefacts associated with communities known to inhabit England in ancient times – the Danes, Romans and Saxons. This led him to conclude that the circles were constructed by native Britons, ancient people from way before Roman times – that is, before 43 CE. In fact, Aubrey put the construction long before that – to the fourth century BCE.










The Stonehenge Archer


Aubrey was not, of course, the last man to tackle the mysteries of Stonehenge. Since his time, hundreds of people have tried to get to the bottom of this mysterious circle.


Nowadays, a date of 3100 BCE is generally given as the start date of construction. Modern archaeological techniques, as we will see, have enabled such things as carbon dating of the rocks to provide more specific information about their age and original location.


Sometimes, however, archaeologists get lucky with old techniques. In 1978, the environmental archaeologist Professor John Evans was looking for snails and accidentally dug up the grave of a young man! That man is now known as the Stonehenge Archer because of the arrows embedded in his body.


No matter the techniques, archaeology still tries to build on the ideas of those like Aubrey, who wanted to know how the people who came before us lived and what we can learn from them and about ourselves.










All Change!


So, it’s fine for people like Aubrey to start digging up the past if they want to – but what’s in it for us? We live in the now and dream of the future, but what is there to learn from the past? The answer is plenty!


A lot has changed in only the last hundred years, let alone the last 5,000. As someone once said, if one of the great Greek philosophers arrived in the modern world, they would only need to see a train go past to feel like throwing away everything they’d ever written. Imagine if they saw a mobile phone! Even those who were working at NASA in 1969, putting humans on the moon, would be astonished that most of us have more technology in our pocket than the entire system they used – including the spaceship, Apollo 11! (Although perhaps not as astonished as we are that they did what they did with less technology than a Nokia phone!)


Surely, what’s past is past. But what can it teach us?










Humanity 101


No matter what has changed around us, in the end, the fundamentals of being a human have remained the same. We breathe, we smile, we cry. We work and play. We seek food and shelter. We make love. Many of us have children. And, of course, we die, and those left behind, hopefully, mourn our passing.


Across cultures and civilizations, these human qualities have not changed. We also tend to have a lot of similar values and dreams. There are regional and chronological variations, of course, but in most places, at most times, it has been wrong to kill. Friendship has been valued as a good thing. Many civilizations have worshipped a god or gods. Wars have been fought; peace deals have been struck.


For over 5,000 years, people have been using money of some kind, exchanging it for goods and services. There have been kings and queens, emperors and empresses, rulers and slaves. Great feats of construction have been undertaken. Small acts of kindness have been carried out, as have big ones – as we shall see.










Off the Page


How do we know this? Well, some of it has been passed down in books and other forms of writing. But books are notoriously fragile things, made of material that decays. They are also particularly partial in what they say. They don’t – they can’t – tell the whole story. For a start, a great many civilizations didn’t write things down: some societies had not yet mastered the concept of writing, some lacked the technology, and some were far too busy doing all the work to put pen to paper (those pyramids in Egypt didn’t build themselves)! After a long day hoisting stones up a slope, even the most loquacious Egyptian slaves were unlikely to finish their day by taking up the pen.


So we need to look around us, climb up things or dig down.


That way, we can see how people really lived, how they loved, how they worshipped, how they died. We can start to compare how we do things now with how they were done previously, in order not only to learn about them but to learn about ourselves.










Learning About Us


Here’s a fun word fact. The word “theory” comes from the ancient Greeks, some 3,000-odd years ago. Their word was theorin, which means “to look at”, “to observe” or to be “a spectator” – we also get the word “theatre” from a closely related word, meaning “to behold”.


So, what were the Greeks looking at, observing, being spectators of or beholding? The answer is other civilizations. The ancient Greek civilization was one of the first literate ones to engage not only in trade with other civilizations but in what we might now call tourism.


As anyone who has ever travelled will know, when you immerse yourself in a new culture, it’s the differences that are often so fascinating – different ways of doing things, different etiquette, different styles of dress. Sometimes, it’s the small differences that stand out. For example, the people on pedestrian crossing signs might be shorter and stouter in a cold climate than in a hot one – because they’re wearing bulky clothes!


But these differences also make you realize that the way you are used to living is just one version of how humans have organized themselves for survival.










What’s It For?


Exploring archaeology is like travelling, except you are not only going to a different place but to a different time. And like the ancient Greek tourists, you end up with theories about the civilizations you study and about your own – and yourself! The ancient Sumerians worshipped one way and you worship another – why? This jug is 2,000 years old and has the same shape as the one in your kitchen, but the cups are different – what did they hold? Why is this house built so differently to your own? Why is this one so similar?


Some of the things that archaeologists discover are big things – dwellings, roads, villages, pyramids. These are called features. But it is often the smaller things that tell us the most: jewellery, items for cooking, coins, tools, even make-up. These are called artefacts, a word that comes from the Latin arte, meaning “to use”, and factum, meaning “something made”. Why these things were made, and what they were used for, can tell us a lot about the culture they were a part of…










Anatolian Beauty Secrets


In 2023, archaeologists were excavating a 2,000-year-old marketplace east of the well-preserved Temple of Zeus in Anatolia, Turkey. They were astonished to find cosmetics and jewellery that were thousands of years old. There were ten different colours of blush and eyeshadow, mostly reds and pinks, preserved in their original oyster shells, which served as a similar container as the modern compact.


There were also hundreds of perfume bottles – none of them full, unfortunately – and items of jewellery such as hairpins and necklaces that were used by women. It became obvious that the archaeologists had stumbled upon a shop selling beauty products and that many of the products women used then were very similar to those used today.


Make-up has been part of human civilization for thousands of years: many of our current skincare practices can be traced to the ancient Egyptians; we know that sandalwood and turmeric were used in Indian cosmetics; while books have been written about the changing styles of Chinese eyebrows. And we know the word “cosmetic” comes from kosmetica, the ancient Greek word for “harmony” or “serenity”.










Product Placement


It is, of course, great to know the habits of Anatolian women, but can these findings give us more insights? The answer is yes! Knowing these sorts of details can also tell us a great deal, not only about this Anatolian culture but about those around it.


For a start, the sort of place that would have such a shop would be reasonably affluent. These expensive items were available to the wider population, not just the rulers. We might also learn something about the relationship between the sexes.


By looking more closely, we might note that some of the ingredients were taken from far away, giving us evidence of trade. By tracing where things came from, we can identify what sort of trade routes were open at the time, which might also give us information about the sort of transport the Anatolians used.


Finally, we might be able to notice similarities between these products and those of other civilizations from the same era. This, too, may point us towards avenues of trade: throughout history, individual cultures have often adopted the styles and fashions of their neighbours, sometimes distant ones.


All this from an oyster shell of blush!










Deep Dive


One of the truly marvellous things about archaeology is that every discovery adds another piece to the puzzle of how a civilization lived. So vast can these bodies of knowledge become that in the twenty-first century, there are more and more types of specialization – so you can choose the type of archaeology that’s best for you!


Traditionally, archaeology has been divided into prehistoric – civilizations before the invention of writing – and historic – civilizations after writing was invented. But within these, there are now further subdivisions as the field grows larger and the research technology more specific. We can now explore things in minute detail that only a few years ago seemed destined to be a mystery forever.


As you will see, if your chosen implement ranges from a pickaxe to a microscope, or if you look most fetching in overalls or a wetsuit, then there is a job for you to do in this vast and exciting field. Maybe you could make one of history’s great archaeological discoveries, right in your own back garden!










The Prehistoric Archaeologist


The prehistoric archaeologist relies entirely on features and artefacts to build a picture of a culture and a way of life. The focus is on the Stone Age, the Bronze Age and the Iron Age, as these are the times when recognizably human artefacts begin to appear: tools, pottery and decorative items, votive objects (objects for sacred or religious use) as well as the remains of humans and animals.


These three ages are, of course, named for the cutting-edge technology of the time: stone, bronze and iron, so the artefacts are often made of these materials. Great leaps in culture tend to be the result of great leaps in technology – the world has changed dramatically in the hundred years or so since humans invented flight.


Similarly, when bronze was first smelted – when tin and copper were combined – the result was a material much better for weapons and domestic items than stone. Iron was another leap forward. The prehistoric archaeologist can analyze how advanced a society was, and how far it spread, by looking in detail at these objects.










Historic Archaeology


Maybe the greatest leap forward was the advent of writing. People not only lived; they also recorded how they lived – although not always accurately! But they also used writing for another purpose, as do we: admin. Some of the most important pieces for archaeological study are items such as invoices, tax receipts and other evidence of financial transactions. Fun fact: some of the very first pieces of writing discovered are clay tablets from Sumer in the Middle East, dating from 5,000 years ago, and they are business accounts – lists of property, cattle, sheep and wheat for sale. The lesson: keep your receipts!


Of course, a historic archaeologist doesn’t just study writing but whole civilizations that existed after writing came along. By combining an analysis of artefacts and features with an analysis of written evidence, we can get an even greater sense of how people lived.


There are always remarkable things to find. When the Dead Sea Scrolls – sacred manuscripts sealed in earthenware jars from the third century BCE to the first century CE – were discovered in 1946, they revealed that the New Testament was only a small part of a huge library of stories. They continue to be studied.







Did You Know?


One of the greatest discoveries in archaeological history is the Rosetta stone, now housed at the British Museum in London.


Discovered in 1799 in Egypt by a French soldier in Napoleon’s army, the stone is part of a larger monument – a fragment, but a big one at over 2 metres tall and nearly 1 metre wide. Written on it are three versions of a decree issued in 196 BCE by King Ptolemy V Epiphanes – mostly telling his people how terrific he was and how lucky they were to have him as their king.


The valuable thing about the Rosetta stone is that the decree is written in three languages: ancient Greek, hieroglyphic Egyptian and demotic Egyptian (the language of the people). Ptolemy obviously wanted every single person in his multicultural kingdom to get the message about his magnificence!


This allowed scholars, who already knew most of the ancient Greek language, to translate the other languages, of which they had much less knowledge. They could also “back translate” to understand Greek words they didn’t know.


The term Rosetta stone is now used to refer to the essential clue to any new field of knowledge.
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