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Introduction


Archaeological discoveries are by their very nature often unpredictable. They also come in many different guises. In September 2010 the photographer Rä di Martino spent a month travelling around the Chott el Djerid, the great salt desert in Tunisia, looking for a particular type of archaeological site – not deserted Roman settlements or Islamic towns but abandoned Hollywood and European film sets. All successful archaeological projects need a bit of luck. And some friendly locals. She got both. In the end Rä located three sets from Star Wars, including the decaying remains of Luke Skywalker’s childhood home. For her these modern ruins had a monumentality about them because they resonated with her own childhood memories. She eventually published the pictures. Star Wars enthusiasts were saddened by the state of the site, but ultimately determined to do something about it. Over $11,000 was raised and some of the fans spent four days working with locals restoring Luke’s original domicile.


Many of us, especially those who live in the more affluent countries of the world, have a rough idea of what archaeologists do, although perhaps not many would have included a Stars Wars set in their list of heritage sites to visit. We have seen archaeologists on our televisions, tablets or laptops. We have strolled through museums, or wandered around archaeological sites on holiday, or even visited an excavation. They are the people who dig holes in the ground, uncovering buildings and tombs, pieces of flint, pottery or metalwork. They analyse them, and then tell us enthusiastically what it all means. We watch appreciatively, marvelling at their excitement while simultaneously wondering why they don’t look more like Indiana Jones or Lara Croft. We are perplexed by what all those people in that hole or trench are doing. How do they know where and what to dig, and whether to dig quickly or carefully? We do not necessarily understand the entire significance of their discoveries, but we appreciate that some small part of our knowledge of the past is being amplified before our eyes.


One question that we could think about – but often don’t – is why people do archaeology at all? Perhaps this is seldom asked because the whole business of archaeology – wanting to know about things that you find in the ground – taps into a natural curiosity and seems second-nature. Let me give you an example. You are digging in a garden – and your spade turns up part of a bottle, or the rim of plate. Grateful of any pretext to put down your spade, you pick up the artefact, brush the dirt off and examine its shape. You might begin to wonder how your fragment fitted into the complete object, whether plate or bottle. What did it once contain or hold? How, and where, was it made? How did it get to the bottom of your garden? Who owned it? And where is the rest of it? Once you start asking these questions you become less of a gardener, and more of an archaeologist. You might just throw the piece back into the soil and continue digging. But you might put the sherd in your pocket, wash it when you get back in the house, put it on the kitchen window ledge to dry. A curiosity! You are still a gardener – but you have taken the first step towards becoming an archaeologist.
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[image: image]  Some people begin to get curious about the past by finding something in the garden. On my Sussex kitchen window-ledge a prize exhibit is the base of an old wine bottle.


Another question, this time more frequently asked, is how things, ranging from small bits of pottery to whole cities, get buried in the first place. There are some obvious answers. If you had farmed in the countryside around Pompeii and Herculaneum in 79 CE you would have witnessed the eruption of Vesuvius, cursing the gods as falling pumice stones and pyroclastic flows buried entire cities in the matter of a few days. Some settlements are buried rather more slowly, such as those in valleys or at the base of slopes that are gradually covered in layers of soil eroding from higher ground. In long-lived urban sites, redundant buildings are levelled, rubbish accumulates, and new structures are erected on old.


My favourite example of this process of ‘covering up’ returns us to the garden and to the humble worm. A famous Professor of Archaeology, now long dead, once remarked that the body mass of all the worms under a field of grass could easily equate to the body mass of cattle grazing that grass. Now worms, despite having no teeth, digest and aerate soil, often leaving casts of digested soil on the surface. Do this experiment. Place a small sheet of metal on your lawn. Come back fifty years later. Hungry worms should have done their job. Your metal will have sunk a little, and become buried with upcast soil – plus all the other organic matter that will have accumulated in the meantime. Fifty years is a long time to wait, so you might have to take my word on this one!


Archaeology is not that difficult. Bear with me for one final garden example. String out a square, one metre a side. Keeping the sides as vertical as you can, dig down in horizontal layers, each of say 100 millimetres. Call the first layer 1, the second one down layer 2, and so on. If you are lucky you probably will find one or two small manufactured things – bits of brick, glass, pottery, the odd nail. Put them in a bag and write the number of the layer they come from on the bag. Stop when you get below the soil level. In my garden I would get through about three layers before I hit what some archaeologists call ‘the natural’ – deposits laid down by geological processes a long time before human beings were around – that is a solid clay in my case. Now, assuming your garden has not been subjected to too much disturbance in the past, the objects you find in your bottom-most layer should be the oldest, while those at the top should be the youngest. That’s the theory anyway. Congratulations! You have just completed your first dig!


Lastly, how do you become an archaeologist? Most professional archaeologists, those who are lucky enough to get paid to do it, have studied the subject to degree-level and found a position in a museum, a university or a central or local government agency. Some are employed by commercial organizations that generate their income from construction companies wanting to build houses or roads, or open quarries. In some countries planning legislation requires that developers must pay for archaeological survey and excavation, if necessary in advance of such developments. But some archaeologists are not paid, nor do they possess academic qualifications. These are people who volunteer on ‘digs’. A few gain considerable experience and even carry out their own excavations, usually for local community groups or societies.


It really brings the village together. You get to meet new people and it’s a great experience. We have learnt so much in such a short time.


VR, a Willingham (UK) resident on Willingham Village Community Dig


You don’t have to have any previous knowledge or skill-set to get involved at a novice level, as a volunteer. Indeed, if you join a local archaeological group or society you will bring to any dig your own, unique, perspective on ‘what it all means’.


This book is an introduction to archaeology and I have structured it in a particular way. After an opening chapter that examines the origins of archaeology, there are four chapters that describe in outline the processes of developing, undertaking and publishing an archaeological project. The next four chapters explore how archaeologists use the monuments and artefacts they dig up to speculate on the sorts of communities who built those monuments or fashioned those artefacts – hunters and gatherers or farmers, chiefdoms or states. I am a firm believer that archaeologists should always seek to infer from the things they find the kinds of society that produced them. It’s not the pots that are important, but what people did with the pots! I finish off with a chapter on the role of archaeology in the historical and modern periods.
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Note that in this book I have used the abbreviation BCE for Before the Common/Current/Christian Era and CE for the Common/Current/Christian Era as alternatives to Before Christ (BC) and Anno Domini (AD).
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Archaeology in the beginning …


Now that’s sad, because after all, archaeology is fun. Hell, I don’t break the soil periodically to ‘reaffirm my status’. I do it because archaeology is still the most fun you can have with your pants on.


Kent V. Flannery, 1982





The story begins, not in Europe, the Far East or the New World, but in Africa. It seems quite likely that Homo sapiens – the species you and I belong to – emerged in Africa some 200,000 years ago gradually spreading to all habitable locations on the planet. Our bigger brains gave us language, the ability to make tools, walk upright, light fires, cook food and clothe ourselves and, crucially, a facility for imagination and abstract reasoning.


When it comes to thinking about the past it seems plausible that many ancient communities, when confronted with artefacts that seemed different or putatively older than themselves, were naturally curious about them. There are a number of examples: a Balkan princess of the 5th century BCE had a collection of much older stone axes in her grave; native American sites of the 15th and 16th centuries CE sometimes contain objects made a thousand years earlier; Roman graves occasionally contain prehistoric stone axes. This curiosity about ancient objects was not stirred by a desire to discover ‘objective’ facts; much more likely is the possibility that some kind of magical agency had been accorded these items, perhaps protective powers, and hence their discovery in graves – where the deceased, or their surviving relatives, presumably hoped that such powers could protect in the afterlife as well.


[image: image] Early archaeology


If we want to pin down the first archaeological excavation, then there are two possible candidates. The earliest was during New Kingdom Egypt (1550–1070 BCE), when the Pharaohs excavated and reconstructed the Sphinx, built during the 4th Dynasty (Old Kingdom, 2575–2134 BCE) for the Pharaoh Khafre. There are no written records to support the excavation, but physical evidence of the reconstruction exists, and there are ivory carvings from earlier periods that indicate the Sphinx was buried in sand up to its head and shoulders before the New Kingdom excavations. The second candidate is Nabonidus, king of Babylon, who in the 6th century BCE excavated a temple floor to reveal a foundation stone of a much earlier building.


The Romans, as might be expected, displayed a variety of attitudes to the past, some quite familiar to us today. The soldiers of Julius Caesar, founding and settling in colonies in Italy and Greece, robbed many ancient tombs for their pottery and bronzes, knowing that they would fetch a high price amongst the collectors in Rome. Clearly this was an early example of the trade in antiquities. The emperors, and the elite, valued antiquities for their cultural rather than monetary value. The first emperor, Augustus, was a noted collector of foreign coins, while one of his successors, Hadrian, decked out his villa at Tivoli with Greek and Egyptian art-works. In the 2nd century CE the Greek temple of Zeus at Olympia possessed numerous bronzes and statues, including bronze horses from a 5th-century BCE King of Sparta and statues of Trajan and Hadrian – a group of objects not out of place in a late-Renaissance collection.


Most of the medieval period was characterized by superstitious beliefs about ancient artefacts, and often they were not recognized as made by humans at all, but believed to be the work of gods, or magical creatures like elves and witches. The surface of the ground was always being disturbed somewhere, by new building, erosion, mining, ploughing or the burrowing of animals, and buried objects occasionally made their way to the surface. In various places around the world they were collected, and, if small in size frequently venerated as charms, sometimes being perforated and hung around the neck.


[image: image] Archaeology in the Renaissance


No doubt these attitudes to ancient objects continued for many centuries, but notions among the European elite were gradually changed by their involvement with the Renaissance. This broad movement, from the 14th to the 17th centuries CE, affected the countries of Europe in different ways, but common themes included an emphasis on learning through recovery and translation of classical Greek and Roman texts, and architectural movements that sprang from the study of classical antiquities, particularly the ancient buildings of Rome itself. As wealthy individuals collected sculpture and pottery vases for their palatial homes, a gradual awareness dawned of the antiquity of more mundane objects and of surviving earthworks much closer to home. So much so that some very rich patrons took to gathering together a variety of archaeological, geological, religious and natural history specimens and presenting them in a so-called ‘cabinet of curiosities’. Whatever their motivation, these private cabinets were the first museum displays.


[image: image] Setting the standards for modern archaeology


The late 18th and first half of the 19th centuries constituted a crucial period for the development of archaeology as an embryonic academic discipline. Knowledge about the origins of humankind up to that point, in the Western world at least, had been shackled by Christian teaching to a problematically precise chronology. It was James Ussher (1581–1656), the famous and respected Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of All Ireland, who had calculated from the Book of Genesis that humans were created in October 4004 BCE.


I deduce that the time from the creation until midnight, January 1, 1 AD was 4003 years, seventy days and six hours.


Bishop Ussher


Increasingly the evidence from archaeological discoveries began to put pressure on such a constrained timeframe. The pivotal discovery was made by a French customs inspector, Jacques Boucher de Perthes. He explored the gravel quarries near the Somme River in northern France, and in 1841 published convincing evidence of the association of flint artefacts (hand-axes) with the bones of extinct animals. He argued successfully that this demonstrated the presence of human beings a long time before the supposed biblical flood. Others agreed and the possibility of a pre-biblical, prehistoric period for human existence gradually became an accepted certainty.


The techniques of excavation were also being established at this time. Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), later to become the third President of the United States, dug a trench across a burial mound on his property in Virginia in 1784. People were speculating at the time that hundreds of unexplained mounds east of the Mississippi could not have been built by Native Americans but by a mythical and vanished race of Moundbuilders. Jefferson tested this hypothesis by making accurate observations of the different layers in the mound, and by noting the quantity and state of preservation of human bones in each layer. He argued that the mound could have been repeatedly used for burials on many occasions, and that he saw no reason why the mound could not have been built by Native Americans.


Two other major intellectual advances provided the springboard for the birth of archaeology proper. In 1836 the Danish scholar C.J. Thomsen published a guidebook to the National Museum of Copenhagen. It was to prove one of the most influential guidebooks of all time. He proposed that his collections could be chronologically ordered into a succession of ‘Ages’ – a Stone Age, then a Bronze Age and lastly an Iron Age. Although not applicable throughout the world, Thomsen had demonstrated that by studying and classifying ancient objects you could produce a chronological ordering. Such classificatory ordering was also apparent in museum displays of other types of collection. Ethnographic objects, most collected by colonial officials and missionaries from exotic locations in places like Africa or the South Pacific, were organized too by this paradigm, with the simplest or most ‘primitive’ at the bottom of the hierarchy and the most complex or ‘civilized’ at the top. A second seismic shift came with the publication of Darwin’s On the Origins of Species in 1859, which argued that the evolution of plants and animals occurred through natural selection or the survival of the fittest. The implications were that the human species must have evolved by similar mechanisms. Archaeology was the obvious tool with which to investigate this further.


Interest in archaeology among the general public really took off in the latter half of the 19th century. The wonders of ancient Egypt had already attracted significant attention as a result of Napoleon’s expedition there of 1798–1801. Western ‘tourists’ flooded into Egypt after 1815 including an American lawyer and diplomat, John Lloyd Stephens (1805–1852), who then travelled to the Yucatán together with an English artist, Francis Catherwood, whom he met in the Near East. They produced superbly illustrated books in the 1840s revealing for the first time the dramatically ruinous cities of the ancient Maya. Later in the century, inspired by Homer’s Iliad, a German banker, Heinrich Schliemann, discovered the remains of Troy in western Turkey and then went on to reveal a previously unrecognized Bronze Age civilization at Mycenae, in Greece. These early excavations were often conducted on a large scale but with minimal attention to the details of stratigraphy (the successive layers or deposits on a site) or any great accuracy in recording methods. They were a product of their time and it was to fall to the next generation of archaeologists to establish more rigorous methodologies for fieldwork.


	

Early pioneers





General Pitt Rivers (1827–1900) was, for much of his life, a professional soldier, and he brought military standards of precise survey to archaeological fieldwork. On his estate at Cranborne Chase in southern England, he excavated prehistoric burial mounds and recorded his work with commendable detail. He drew plans and sections (of vertical profiles) as his trenches became gradually deeper. His methods of recovery were truly pioneering and he insisted on recording the positions of every single object he came across, no matter how mundane. Never again would archaeology be just about retrieving beautiful treasures from the ground. At the end of his life he published all his results in four volumes setting the standards for archaeological publication for years to come.


That insistence on meticulous recording of every object found on an excavation was carried on by Flinders Petrie (1853–1942) in Egypt and Palestine. In particular Petrie was credited with the invention of seriation or sequence-dating, bringing chronological order to some 2200 pit graves he had excavated at Naqada in Upper Egypt. First the grave-goods in each grave were catalogued in detail, then similar graves were grouped together, adjacent to others that were only marginally different, until a complete sequence of all the graves was produced. In this fashion subtle and gradual changes amongst the grave-goods could be observed running through the entire chronological order.


Mortimer Wheeler (1890–1976), another former British soldier, also brought a military orderliness to the techniques of excavation, assisted immeasurably by his wife, Tessa. He famously invented the grid-square method, by which sites were examined through a lattice of excavated squares, separated from each other by un-excavated earthen baulks.
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