




The Searchers 
'--'-The History of Archaeology 

The hi5tory of ,w:h.teology is commonly set•n ,,s the 
history of gre,Jt discoveries: the tomb of T utankhamu n 
ill Egypt. the lost MuyJ cities of Me.x ico. the p.tintcd 
CJves of tile' Olcl Ston<' Age, such ilS l.rlSt\lUX in FJ"<IIH'l~. 

or the rem.lins of our human ancestor~ huried deep in 
the Olduv.ti Gorge i11 T.-~nzania . But l'ven more tl1.1n 
th~t it is the story of how we lhlVl' come to look with 
fresh eyes ,11 the material evidence for the human past. 
and wi th lll'W methods to aid us ill our t,1sk. 

It is import,lnt to rcnwmher thclt just ,, century dllcl J 

half t~go. most well-read people in the Westt'rn world
where arch;u;!ology .ts we know it tori.1y w,1s first dt:>wl
opcd - bl'lil'ved that lht• world had been cre,1 tecl on ly a 
iew thous.tnd years earl ier (in the year 4004 RC accor
ding to the then-stand<Htl interpret.ttion of the Bil.>lt•L 
and th,ll a ll that coukl he known ofthl' remote pastll,HI 
to he glea ned from the surviving p.1ges of the earliest 
histori,lllS. notably those oi the ,111cient eilr E.1st. 
Egypt, il l1d Greece. There WilS no .1warcncss that .lny 
kind of coherent history of the periods before the deve
lopment of writing was possible ill ,1 11. In the words of 
the Danish scholar R.tsmus Nyerup ( 1759-1829) : 

EvE-rything which has come down to us irom ht><Jth· 
endom is wrapped in<~ thick fog: it belongs to a space 
of tinH.' which we c,111not measun•. We know tl1.1t it 
is okle•· than Christendom, but whl•tlwr by .1 coup le 
of ye.us or a couple of centu riE'S. or even by more 
th,ln ,1 millennium , we can do no more than gul'ss. 

Today w e c.1n i ndeed pt'netrate th.1t "thick fog" of the 
remote p,tst. This is not simply because new discowr
ies are being made all the time. II is hec.1use we have 
learnt to Jsk some of the right quc:iliOIIS, and h.we 
dE.'velopNI some of the ri~ht mC'thods ior ,tnswering 
them. The matelial evidence of the archaeological 
record h,1s been lying Mound for , 1 long time. Wh.1t is 
new is our ,twMeness th.lt th<> methods or Mchaeology 
can give us information abotlt the past. even the pre
historic p,tst (before the invention of writing) . The his
tory of clrrllileoJogy is therefore in tl1r first insttlliCt' a 

history of ideas. of theory, of w.1ys of looking ,1( the 
pc~st. ext i t is a history of deve loping rese.uch meth· 
od~. C't1lploying those ideas and investigating those 
questions. And only thirdly is it a history of ,trtual dis
coveries. 

We cJn illustrote the rel,llionship bt-twccn these 
aspt•cts of our knowledge of tlw past with ·• simple 
diagram: 

Research 
Methods 

Questions/ 
Ideas/ 
Theory 

... Discoveries 
in the Field 

In this chapter .1nd in this boo!< it is the development 
of the questions ,wd ideas thal we shall emphasize, 
and the appl ic,11ion of new rL·srarch methods. The 
main thing to remember is that every view of the past 
is cl product of its own time: idea.s and theories Me con
st.1ntl}' evolving. and so are methods. \Vhcn we 
describe the archaeologic..al research methods of today 
wear(' simply spc.t ldng of one 11oint on ,1 tr,ljectory of 
evolution. In a few decades or even a few ye.1rs time 
these methods will certainly look old-fashioned .111d 
out of ct.1te. Thllt is the dynamic nature of Mch.leology 
as a d igcipline. 
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PART I The Framework of Archaeology 

THE SPECULATIVE PHASE 
,I 

Humans have always speculated about the~r past, and 
most cultures have their own foundation myths to 
explain why society is how it is. The Greek writer 
Hesiod, for instance, who lived around 800 sc, in his 
epic poem Works and Days envisaged the human past 
as falling into five stages: the Age of Gold and the 
Immortals, who "dwelt in ease and peace upon their 
lands with many good things"; the Age of Silver, when 
humans were less noble; the Age of Bronze; the Age of 
Epic Heroes; and lastly his own time, the Age of Iron 
and Dread Sorrow, when "men never rest from labor 
and sorrow by day and from perishing by night." 

Most cultures, too, have been fascinated by the soci
eties that preceded them. The Aztecs exaggerated their 
Toltec ancestry, and were so interested in Teotihuacan, 
the huge Mexican city abandoned hundreds of years 
earlier which they mistakenly linked with the Toltecs, 
that they incorporated ceremonial stone masks from 
that site in the foundation deposits of their own Great 
Temple (see box, pp. 552-53). A rather more detached 
curiosity about the relics of bygone ages developed in 
several early civilizations, where scholars and even 
rulers collected and studied objects from the past. 
Nabonidus, last native king of Babylon (reigned 

555-539 sc), took a keen interest in antiquities. In one 
important temple he dug down and discovered the 
foundation stone which had been laid some 2200 years 
before. He housed many of his finds in a kind of 
museum at Babylon. 

During the revival of learning in Europe known as 
the Renaissance (14th to 17th centuries), princes and 
people of refinement began to form "cabinets of curios
ities" in which curios and ancient artifacts were dis
played somewhat haphazardly alongside exotic 
minerals and all manner of specimens illustrative of 
what was called "natural history." During the Renais
sance also scholars began to study and collect the relics 
of Classical antiquity. And they began too in more nor
thern lands, far from the civilized centers of ancient 
Greece and Rome, to study the local relics of their own 
remote past. At this time these were mainly the field 
monuments - those conspicuous sites, often made of 
stone, which immediately attracted attention, such as 
the great stone tombs of norU1western Europe, and 
such impressive sites (which we should now call pre
historic) as Stonehenge, or Carnac in Brittany. Careful 
scholars, such as the Englishman William Stukeley 
(1687- 1765), made systematic studies of some of these 

An extract from the journal of William. Stukeley, with his rwtes on his survey of the Avebury area and a drawing of Silbury Hill. 
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monuments. with accurate plans which are still useful 
tod.l)'. In the same period, around 1675. the first 
archaeological excava tion of the New World- a tunnel 
dug into Teotihuacan 's Pyramid of the Moon - was car
ried out by Carlos de Sigi.ienza y Gongora. 

The First Excavations 

In the 18th century more adventurous researchers 
initiilted excavation of some of the most prominent 
sites. Pompeii in Italy w;1s one of the first of these, with 
its striking Roman finds, although proper excavation 
did not begin there until the 19th century (see box 
orerleai). And in 1765, at the Jluaca de T,lntalluc on 
the coast of Peru, a mound was excavated <~nd an offer
ing was discovered in a hollow; the mound 's stratigra
ph}' was well describetl. Nevertheless. the credit for 
cond ucting what has been called ·'the first scientific 
exc<lVation in the his tory of archaeology" traditionally 
goes to Thomas Jefferson (1743- 1826). later in his 
career third President of the United States. who in 1784 
dug a trench or section across a burial mound on his 
property in Virginia. Jefferson's work m<~rks the begin
ning of the end of the Speculative Phase. 

In Jefferson's time people were speculating that the 
hundreds of unexplained mounds known east oi the 
Mississippi river had been built not by !he indigenous 

1 The SearcherS: The Histo~ of Archaeology 

American Indians, but hy a mythic.11 and v.1nished race 
of Moundbuilders. Jefferson adopted whJt today we 
should call a scientific approach, that is. he tested ideas 
about the mounds against hard evidence - by excavat
ing one of them. His methods were careful enough to 
allow him to recognize different Layers in his trench, 
and to see that the m<~ny human bones present were 
less well preserved in the lower Layers. From this he 
deduced that the mound had been reused .1s a place of 
bu,·ial on many separate occasions. 1\lthottgh Jefferson 
<1dmitted, rightly, that more evidence was needed to 
resolve the Moundbuilder questio11, he saw no reason 
why ancestors of the present-day Indians themselves 
could not have raised the mounds. 

Jefferson was ahe<~d of his time. His sound approach 
- logical deduction from carefully excavated evidence. 
in many ways the basis of modern archaeology - was 
not taken up by any of his immedi<~te successors in 
North America. In Europe, meanwhile, extensive exca
v<llions were be ing conducted, for instance by the Eng
lishman Richard Colt Hoare l1758-1838), who dug 
into hundreds oi burial mounds in southern Britain 
during the first decade of the 19th century. None of 
these excavations, however, did much to .1dvance the 
cause of knowledge about the distant past. since their 
interpretation was sti ll within the biblic<~l framework. 
which insisted on a short span for human existence. 

Early excavations: Colt I loare and William Cwmi11gton din·ct a dig llOI'III of Sloncllellge i11 1805. 
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PART I The Framework of Archaeology 

In the history of archaeology, the sites 
of Pompeii and Herculaneum, lying at 
the foot of Mount Vesuvius in the Bay of 
Naples, Italy, hold a very special place. 
Even today, when so many major sites 
have been systematically excavated, it 
is a moving experience to visit these 
wonderfully preserved Roman cities. 

Pompeii's fate was sealed on the 
momentous day in August AD 79 when 
Vesuvius erupted, a cataclysmic event 
described by the Roman writer, the 
younger Pliny. The city was buried 
under several meters of volcanic ash, 
many of the inhabitants being 
asphyxiated in their houses. 
Herculaneum nearby was engulfed in 
volcanic mud. There the complete cities 
lay, known only from occasional chance 
discoveries, until the advent of 
antiquarian curiosity in the early 
18th century. 

In 1710 the Prince of Elboeuf, learning 
of the discovery of worked marble in 
the vicinity, proceeded to investigate by 
shafts and tunnels what we now know 
to be the site of Herculaneum. He had 
the good luck to discover the ancient 
theater - the first complete Roman 

Gate 

POMPEII: 
ARCHAEOLOGY 
PAST AND PRESENT 

example ever found - but he was mainly 
interested in works of art for his 
collection. These he removed without 
any kind of record of their location. 

Following Elboeuf, c learance 
resumed in a slightly more systematic 
way in 1738 at Herculaneum, and in 
1748 Pompeii was discovered. Work 
proceeded under the patronage of the 
King and Queen of Naples, but they did 
little more than quarry ancient 
masterpieces to embellish their royal 
palace. Shortly afterwards, on the 
outskirts of Herculaneum, the remains 
of a splendid villa were revealed, with 
statues and an entire library of 
carbonized papyri that have given the 
complex its name: the Villa of the Papyri. 
The villa's dimensions were closely 
followed by J. Paul Getty in the 
construction of his museum at Malibu, 
California. 

T = TEMPLE 

500ft 

100m 

The first catalog of the royal collection 
was published in 1755. Seven years 
later the German scholar Johann 
Joachim Winckelmann, often regarded 
as the father of Classical archaeology, 
published his first Letter on the 
discoveries at Herculaneum. From that 
time onward the finds from both cities 
attracted enormous international 
attention, influencing styles of furniture 
and interior decoration, and inspiring 
several pieces of romantic fiction. 

Not until1860, however, when 
Giuseppe Fiorelli was put in charge of 
the work at Pompeii, did well-recorded 
excavations begin. Buildings were 
consolidated and where necessary 
roofed, and wall paintings for the first 
time left in p lace. In 1864 Fiorelli 
devised a brilliant way of dealing with 
the cavities in the ash within which 
skeletons were found: he simply filled 

2 Th-e body 
gradually 
decays, 
leaving a 
hollow. 

! 4 The plaster 
! hardens, 
I alfowing the 
~ pumiceand 
'- ash to.be l 

.___c_n_iP_P_e_d_a_w_a_y.--"'-'......_.,-:..-#_.__ ___ j 
Sketch plan of Pompeii, showing the excavated areas. How a body shape is retrieved. 
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them with plaster of Paris. The ash 
around the cavity acted as a mold, and 
the plaster took the accurate shape of 
the decayed body. (In a recent 
technique, the excavators pour in 
transparent glass fiber. This allows 
bones and artifacts to be visible.) 

During the present century, Amedeo 
Maiuri excavated at Pompeii between 
1924 and 1961, revealing extensive 
remains of earlier phases of the town 
beneath the AO 79 ground level. In 
recent years his work has been 
supplemented by limited excavations 
carried out by Paul Arthur. Another 
project under the direction of Roger 
Ling focused on the detailed analysis of 
one insula, or city block. the Insula of 
the Menander. The project revealed 
changes in the property boundaries and 
uses of different parts of the insula that 
have thrown much new light on the 
social and economic development of 
Roman Pompeii. 

Pompeii remains the most complete 
urban excavation ever undertaken. The 
town p lan is clear in its essentials, and 
most of the public buildings have been 
investigated, along with innumerable 
shops and private houses. Yet the 
potential for further study and 
interpretation is enormous. 

Today it is not difficult for the visitor to 
Pompeii to echo the words of Shelley in 
his Ode to Naples, written more than a 
century and a half ago: 
"I stood within the city disinterred; I 
And heard the autumn leaves l ike light 
footfalls/Of spirits passing through the 
streets: and heard/The mountain's 
slumberous voice at intervals/Thrill 
through those roofless halls.h 

A view along the Street of the Tombs. 
Pompeii (top left), an engraving of 1824. 
In the wall painting from the House of the 
Vettii, Pompeii (center left), gazelles 
draw the god of love, Cupid, in 
a chariot. A plaster cast (left) 
recreates the shape of a 
Pompeian struck down in 
flight. Conditions of 
preservation at Pompeii 
are remarkable: for 
example, many carbonized 
loaves of bread have survived 
(right). 
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PART I The Framework of Archaeology 

THE BEGINNINGS OF MODERN ARCHAEOLOGY 

It was not until the middle of the 19th century that the 
discipline of archaeology became truly established. 
Already in the background there were the significant 
achievements of the newly developed science of 
geology. The Scottish geologist James Hutton 
(1726-1797), in his The01y of the Earth (1785), had 
studied the stratification of rocks (their arrangement in 
superimposed layers or strata), establishing principles 
which were to be the basis of archaeological excava
tion, as foreshadowed by Jefferson. Hutton showed 
that the stratification of rocks was due to processes 
which were still going on in seas, rivers, and lakes. 
This was the piinciple of "uniformitarianism." It was 
argued again by Charles Lyell (1797-1875) in his Prin
ciples of Geology (1833): that geologically ancient con
ditions were in essence similar to, or "uniform with," 
those of our own time. This idea could be applied to the 
human past also, and it marks one of the fundamental 
notions of modern archaeology: that in many ways the 
past was much like the present. 

The Antiquity of Humankind 

These ideas did much to lay the groundwork for what 
was one of the significant events in the intellectual his
tory of the 19th century (and an indispensable one for 
the discipline of archaeology): the establishment of the 
antiquity of humankind. It was a French customs 
inspector, Jacques Boucher de Perthes (1788-1868), 
working in the gravel quarries of the Somme river, 
who in 1841 published convincing evidence for the 
association there of human artifacts (of chipped stone, 
what we would today call "hand-axes" or "bifaces") 
and the bones of extinct animals. Boucher de Perthes 
argued that this indicated human existence for a long 
time before the biblical Flood. His view did not at first 
win wide acceptance, but in 1859 two leading British 
scholars, John Evans and Joseph Prestwich, visited 
him in France and returned persuaded of the validity of 
his findings. 

It was now widely agreed that human origins 
extended far back into a remote past, so that the bibli
cal notion of the creation of the world and all its con
tents just a few thousand years before our own time 
could no longer be accepted. The possibility of a pre
history of humankind, indeed the need for one, was 
established (the term "prehistory" itself came into gen
eral use after the publication of John Lubbock's book 
Prehistoric Times in 1865, which went on to become a 
bestseller). 
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The Concept of Evolution 

These ideas harmonized well with the findings of 
another great scholar of the 19th century, Charles 
Darwin (1809-1882), whose fundamental work, On 
the Origin of Species, published in 1859, established the 
concept of evolution as the best explanation for the ori
gin and development of all plants and animals. The 
idea of evolution itself was not new - earlier scholars 
had suggested that living things must have changed or 
evolved through the ages. What Darwin demonstrated 
was how this change occurred. The key mechanism 
was, in Darwin's words, "natural selection," or the sur
vival of the fittest. ln the struggle for existence, envi
ronmentally better-adapted individuals of a particular 
species would survive (or be "naturally selected") 
whereas less well-adapted ones would die. The surviv
ing individuals would pass on their advantageous 
traits by heredity to their offspring and gradually the 
characteristics of a species would change to such an 
extent that a new species emerged. This was the pro
cess of evolution. Darwin's other great work, The 

THE ORIGIN ~OF SPECIE'S 
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The title page of Darwin's book; his ideas about evolrltion 
proved highly influential, not least in archaeology. 



Descent of Man, was not published until 1871, but 
already the implications were clear: that the human 
species had emerged as part of this same process. The 
search for human origins in the material record, by the 
techniques of archaeology, could begin. 

The Three Age System 

As we have noted, some of these techniques, notably 
in the field of excavation, were already being devel
oped. So too was another conceptual device which 
proved very useful for the progress of European pre
history: the Three Age System. In 1836 the Danish 
scholar C.J. Thomsen (1788-1865) published his 
guidebook to the National Museum of Copenhagen 
which appeared in English in 1848 with the title, A 
Guide to Northern Antiquities. In it he proposed that 
the collections could be divided into those coming 
from a Stone Age, a Bronze Age, and an Iron Age, and 
this classification was soon found useful by scholars 
throughout Europe. Later a division in the Stone Age 
was established between the Paleolithic or Old Stone 
Age and the Neolithic or New Stone Age. These terms 
were less applicable to Africa, where bronze was not 
used south of the Sahara, or to the Americas, where 

C.J. Thomsen shows visitors arozmd the Danish National 
Museum, arranged according to his Three Age System. 
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bronze was less important and iron was not in use 
before the European conquest. But it was conceptually 
significant. The Three Age System established the 
principle that by studying and classifying prehistoric 
artifacts one could produce a chronological ordering, 
and say something of the periods in question . Archae
ology was moving beyond mere speculation about 
the past, and becoming instead a discipline involving 
careful excavation and the systematic study of the arti
facts unearthed. 

These three great conceptual advances - the antiqui
ty of humankind, Darwin's principle of evolution, and 
the Three Age System - at last offered a framework for 
studying the past, and for asking intelligent questions 
about it. Darwin's ideas were influential also in 
another way. They suggested that human cultures 
might have evolved in a manner analogous to plant 
and animal species. Soon after 1859, British scholars 
such as General Pitt-Rivers (whom we shall meet again 
below) and John Evans were devising schemes for the 
evolution of artifact forms which gave rise to the whole 
method of "typology" - the arrangement of artifacts 
in chronological or developmental sequence - later 
greatly elaborated by the Swedish scholar Oscar Mon
telius (1843-1921). 

·e··i ., . . . 
I . 

@ 

~ 

11te influence of Danvin is evident in these early typologies. 
(Left) Jolm Evans sought w derive the Celtic British coin.age, 
bottom, from the gold stater of Philip of Macedon, top. 
(Right) Montelius· arrangement of Iron Age fibulae (cloak 
pins), showing their evolution. 
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PART I The Framework of Archaeology 

THE IMPACT OF EVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT 
The idea of evolution has been of 
central significance in the development 
of archaeological thinking. In the first 
place it is associated with the name of 
Charles Darwin, whose On the Origin of 
Species (1859) effectively explained the 
problem of the origin and development 
of the plant and animal species, 
Including humankind. It d id so by 
insisting that within a species there 
is variation (one individual differs from 
another), that the transmission of 
physical traits is by heredity alone, 
and that natural selection determines 
survival. Darwin certainly had 
precursors, among whom Thomas 
Malthus was influential with his notion 
of competition through population 
pressure, and the geologist Charles 
Lyell with his insistence upon gradual 
change. 

Darwin's work had an immediate 
impact on archaeologists such as Pitt
Rivers, John Evans, and Oscar 
Montelius, laying the foundations for 
the study of the typology of artifacts. 
His influence on social thinkers and 
anthropologists was even more 
significant: among them was Karl Marx 
(Marx was also influenced by the 
American anthropologist, Lewis Henry 
Morgan - see main text). 

The application of the principles of 
evolution to social organization does 
not always follow the detailed 
mechanisms of hereditary transmission 
which apply to the biologically defined 
species. For culture can be learned, 
and passed on between generations 
more widely than between parents and 
their children. Often, indeed, the term 
"evolutionary" applied to an argument 
or an explanation simply means 
"generalizing." Here It is important to be 
aware of the great swing in 
anthropology at the end of the 19th 
century away from the broad 
generalizations of L.H. Morgan and 
E.B.Tylor in favor of a much more 
detailed, descriptive approach. often 
termed "historical particularism," and 
associated with the name of the 
anthropologist Franz Boas. In the years 
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before and after World War II American 
anthropologists like Leslie White and 
Julian Steward were therefore 
innovators in rejecting Boas and 
seeking to generalize, to find 
explanations for long-term change. 
White was for many years the only 
protagonist of what may be termed 
cultural evolutionism, with books such 
as The Evolution of Culture {1959). 
White and Steward strongly influenced 
the New Archaeologists of the 1960s 
and 1970s, in particular Lewis Binford, 
Kent Flannery, and D.L. Clarke. 

In thA f)ast 15 years three lines of 
thinking from the sciences have been 
influential in reminding us that 
evolutionary change need not always 
be gradual: these concepts of 
punctuated equilibrium, catastrophe 
theory, and self-organizing systems are 
discussed further in Chapter 12. 
Darwin's own work has inspired two 
new approaches to the understanding 
of human behavior and human material 
culture: evolutionary psychology and 
evolutionary archaeology, the latter 
sometimes drawing on Richard 
Dawkins' concept of the "meme" and 
Ben Cullen's "Cultural Virus," also 
discussed in Chapter 12. 

Charles Darwin 
in a cartoon 
from the London 
Sketch Book, of 
the 1860s. 
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Ethnography and Archaeology 

Another important strand in the thought of the time 
was the realization that the study by ethnographers 
of living communities in different parts of the world 
could be a useful starting point for archaeologists 
seeking to understand something of the lifestyles of 
their own early native inhabitants who clearly had 
comparably simple tools and crafts. Scholars such as 
Daniel Wilson and John Lubbock made systematic use 
of such an ethnographic approach. 

And at the same time ethnographers and anthropo
logists were themselves producing schemes of human 
progress. Strongly influenced by Darwin's ideas about 
evolution, the British anthropologist Edward Tylor 
(1832-1917), and his American counterpart Lewis 
Henry Morgan (1818-1881), both published impor
tant works in the 1870s arguing that human societies 
had evolved from a state of savaKerv (primitive hunt
ing) through barbarism (simple ·farming) to civiliza
tion (the highest form of society). Morgan's book, 
Ancient Society (1877), was partly based on his great 
knowledge of living North American Indians. His ideas 
-particularly the notion that people had once lived in 
a state of primitive communism, sharing resources 
equally - strongly influenced Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, who drew on them in their writings about pre
capitalist societies, thus influencing many later Marx
ist archaeologists. 

Discovering the Early Civilizations 

By the 1880s, then, many of the ideas underlying mod
em archaeology had been developed. But these ideas 
themselves took shape against a background of major 
19th-century discoveries of ancient civilizations in the 
Old World and the New. 

The splendors of ancient Egyptian civilization had 
already been brought to the attention of an avid public 
after Napoleon's military expedition there of 1798-
1800. It was the discovery by one of his soldiers of 
the Rosetta Stone that eventually provided the key 
to understanding Egyptian hieroglyphic writing. 
Inscribed on the stone were identical texts written in 
both Egyptian and Greek scripts. The Frenchman Jean
F:ran~is Champollion (1790-1832) used this bilingual 
inscription finally to decipher the hieroglyphs in 1822, 
after 14 years' work. A similar piece of brilliant schol
arly detection helped unlock the secrets of cuneiform 
writing, the script used for many languages in ancient 
Mesopotamia. In the 1840s the French and British, 
under Paul Emile Botta (1802-1870) and Austen 
Henry Layard (1817-1894) respectively, had vied with 
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PART I 1he Framework of Archaeology 

19th-CENTURY PIONEERS OF 
NORTH AMERICAN ARCHAEOLOGY 

Squier Haven 

Two themes dominate the study of 
North American archaeology in the 
19th century: the enduring belief in a 
vanished race of Moundbuilders; and 
the search for "glacial man" - the idea, 
sparked off by Boucher de Perthes' 
Somme river discoveries in mid
century, that human fossils and Stone 
Age tools would be found in the 
Americas in association with extinct 
animals, as they had been in Europe. 
One way to gain insight into these 
issues is to view them through the work 
of some of the main protagonists. 

Caleb Atwater (1778-1867) 
The newly formed American Antiquarian 
Society's first Transactions, 
Archaeologia Americana (1820), 
contained a paper by Atwater, a local 

Plan of Serpent Mound, Ohio, as prepared 
by Squier and Davis in 1846. 

!. :! , ~':'Jtt~ .1 ~ .. .. _. * 

Powell Thomas 

postmaster, on burial mounds and 
earthworks around Circleville, Ohio. 
His survey work is valuable since t he 
mounds he studied were already 
disappearing fast, and are now gone. 
But he took little interest in their 
contents, and his interpretations were 
idiosyncratic. Atwater divided the 
mounds into three periods- modern 
European, modem American Indian, 
and those built by t he original 
Moundbuilder people whom he 
believed to have been Hindus from 
India who later moved on to Mexico. 

Ephraim Squier (1821-1 888) 
Squier was an Ohio newspaperman 
who later became a d iplomat. He ls 
best known for his work on the 
prehistoric mounds with Edwin Davis, 
an Ohio physician. Between 1845 and 
184 7 they excavated over 200 mounds, 
and accurately surveyed many other 
earthworks. Their landmark volume of 
1848, Ancient Monuments of the 
Mississippi Valley, was the first 
publication of the newly founded 
Smithsonian Institution, and is still 
useful. It recorded hundreds of 
mounds, including many being 
destroyed as settlers moved westward, 
gave cross-sections and plans, and 
adopted a simple classification system 
which inferred function in a general way 
(burial places, building platforms, 
effigies, fortifications/defense, etc.). 

Like most of their contemporaries, 
Squier and Davis considered the 
mounds to be beyond the capabilities 

Putnam Holmes 

of any Indians, who were "hunters 
averse to labor," and so they 
maintained the myth of the intrusive 
race of Moundbuilders. 

Samuel Haven (1806-1881) 
As Librarian of the American 
Antiquarian Society, Haven built up an 
encyclopedic knowledge of 
publications on American archaeology. 
From this wealth of reading he 
produced a remarkable synthesis in 
1856, The Archaeology of the United 
States, published by the Smithsonian 
Institution, which is considered a 
fou-ndation stone of modern American 
archaeology. 

In it, Haven argued persuasively that 
the native Americans were of great 
antiquity, and, through cranial and other 
physical characteristics, he pointed to 
their probable links with Asiatic races. 
Disagreeing strongly with Atwater and 
Squier, he concluded that the 
mysterious mounds had been built by 
the ancestors of living American 
Indians. The controversy continued to 
rage, but Haven's rigorous approach 
paved the way for the resolution of the 
issue by John Wesley Powell and Cyrus 
Thomas. 

John Wesley Powell (1834-1902) 
Raised in the Midwest, Powell spent 
much of his youth digging into mounds 
and learning geology. He became 
famous for canoeing down the 
Colorado and shooting the rapids. 
Eventually Powell was appointed 



Part of a 348-ft long painting used by 
lecturer Munro Dickeson in the 19th century 
to illustrate his mound excavations. 

director of the U.S. Geographical and 
Geological Survey of the Rocky 
Mountain region. He published a wide 
range of information on the rapidly 
dwindling native American cultures. 
Moving to Washington, this energetic 
scholar headed not only the Geological 
Survey but also his own brainchild, the 
Bureau of American Ethnology, an 
agency set up to study the North 
American Indians. A fearless 
campaigner for native American rights, 
he recommended the setting up of 
reservations, and also began the 
recording of tribal oral histories. 

In 1881 Powell recruited Cyrus 
Thomas to head the Bureau's 
archaeology program, and to settle the 
Moundbuilder question once and for all. 
After 7 years of fieldwork and the 
investigation of thousands of mounds, 
Thomas proved that the Mound builder 
race had never existed: the monuments 
had been erected by the ancestors of 
modern native Americans. 

But that was not the only 
controversial issue confronting Powell's 
Bureau. In 1876, a New Jersey 
physician named Charles Abbott 
showed his collection of flaked stone 

tools to Harvard archaeologist Frederic 
Putnam, who thought they must be 
Paleolithic specimens, resembling as 
they did Stone Age tools found in 
France. The issue of the "paleoliths" 
was brought to a head in 1887 when 
another archaeologist, Thomas Wilson, 
fresh from a period in France, 
embarked on a campaign to prove 
there had been Stone Age occupation 
of North America Powell hired William 
Henry Holmes to look into the question. 

William Henry Holmes (1846-1933) 
Holmes began his career as a 
geological illustrator, a training that 
stood him in good stead when he later 
turned to archaeology. At Powell's 
request he spent 5 years studying the 
"paleolith" question. He collected 
innumerable specimens and proved 
that they were not Stone Age tools at all 
but simply "the refuse of Indian 
implement making" from recent times. 
He even manufactured identical 
"paleoliths" himself. Abbott, Putnam, 
and Wilson had been deceived into 
making false comparisons with the 
French stone tools by superficial 
similarities. 

Holmes' systematic methods also 
helped him to produce brilliant survey 
classifications of aboriginal pottery of 
the eastern United States, and studies 
of ruins in the Southwest and Mexico. 
He eventually succeeded Powell as 
head of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology. But his obsession with facts 
rather than theories made it difficult for 
him to accept the possibility that 
humans had after all reached North 
America in the Old Stone Age, as new 
discoveries at the end of his career in 
the 1920s began to suggest. 

Putnam mistakenly compared prehistoric 
stone axes from France (left) with Charles 
Abbott's •paJeolitns• (right), which Holmes 
subsequently proved to be of recent date. 
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one another using crude "excavations" to see which 
side could obtain from the Mesopotamian ruins the 
"largest number of works of art with the least possible 
outlay of time and money." Layard wrote bestselling 
books and became famous for his discoveries, which 
included huge Assyrian sculptures of winged bulls, 
and a great library of cuneiform tablets from the site 
of Kiiytinjik. But it was only the final decipherment 
of cuneiform by Henry Rawlinson (1810- 1895) in the 
1850s, building on the work of others, that proved that 
Ki.iytinjik was biblical Nineveh. Rawlinson spent 20 
years copying and studying a 6th-century uc trilingual 
inscription located on an inaccessible cliff-face 
between Baghdad and Tehran before cracking the code 
of cuneiform. 

Egypt and the Near East also held a fascination for 
the American lawyer and diplomat John Lloyd 
Stephens (1805-1852), but it was in the New World 
that he was to make his name. His travels in Yucatan, 
Mexico, with the English artist Frederick Catherwood, 
and the superbly illustrated books they produced 
together in the early 1840s, revealed for the first time to 
an enthusiastic public the ruined cities of the ancient 
Maya. Unlike contemporary researchers in North 
America, who continued to argue for a vanished white 
race of Moundbuilders as the architects of the caJih
works there (see box, pp. 28-29). Stephens rightly 
beheved that the Maya monuments were, in his own 
words, "the creation of the same races who inhabited 
the country at the lime of the Spanish conquest." 
Stephens also noted that there were similar hiero
glyphic inscriptions at the different sites, which led 
him to argue for Maya cultural unity - but no Cham
pollion or Rawlinson was to emerge to decipher the 
glyphs until the 1960s (box, pp. 406-07). 

If the Bible was one of the main inspirations behind 
the search for lost civilizations in Egypt and the Ncar 
East, it was Homer's account of the Trojan Wars 
in his narrative poem the Iliad that fired the imagina
tion of the Ge1man banker Heinrich Schliemann 
(1822-1890), and sent him on a quest for the city of 
Troy. With remarkable luck and good judgment he 
successfully identified it in a series of field campaigns 
at Hissarlik, western Turkey, in the 1870s and 1880s. 
Not content with that achievement, he then also dug at 
Mycenae in Greece and revealed - as he had at Troy -
a hitherto unknown prehistoric civilizatiOJl. Schlie· 
mann's methods of excavation have been criticized as 
crude and cavalier, but few were very rigorous in his 
day, and he demonstrated how interpretation of the 
stratigraphy of a mound site could be used to recon
struct the remote past. Nevertheless it fell to the next 
generation of archaeologists, led by General Pitt-Rivers 
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and Flinders Petrie, to establish the true basis of mod
ern field techniques (sec box). 

It is somewhat ironic that the piecemeal approach 
towards the investigation of the past in Europe was to 
be surpassed by the creation of the Archaeological 
Survey of India in 1862. This body was funded by the 
Government of fndia because, in the words of Lord 
Canning, the Governor General, "It will not be to our 
credit, as an enlightened ruling power, if we continue 
to allow such fields of investigation ... to remain with
out more examination." In 1922, Sir John Marshall 
(1876-1958). the Director General of the Survey, was 
to discover the last of the great Old World civilizations, 
that of the Indus. Such was the quality of hls enormous 
excavations at both Bronze Age Mohenjodaro (where 
8 ha (2 acres) of the city were exposed) and historic 
Taxila that his reports are still used today for spatial 
reanalyses at these sites. 

Frederick Catllenvood's accurate, if somewhat romantic, 
drawing of Stela U and its "altar" at Copan; at the rime of 
his travel~ Maya glyplls fwd not been deciphered. 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF FIELD TECHNIQUES 
It was only in the late 19th century 
that a sound methodology of scientific 
excavation began to be generally 
adopted. From that time, and during 
the 20th century, major figures stand 
out who in their various ways have 
helped create the modern field 
methods we use today. 

General Augustus Lane-Fox Pitt
Rivers (1827-1900) 
For much of his life a professional 
soldier, Pitt-Rivers brought long 
experience of military methods, 
survey, and precision to Impeccably 
organized excavations on his estates 

Excavation In progress at Wor Barrow, 
Cranborne Chase (above). The barrow 
was eventually removed. 

in southern England. Plans, sect1ons, 
and even models were made, and the 
exact position of every object was 
recorded. He was not concerned with 
retrieving beautiful treasures, but with 
recovering all objects, no matter how 
mundane. He was a pioneer in his 
insistence on total recording, and his 
four privately printed volumes, 
describing his excavations on 
Cranborne Chase from 1887 to 1898, 
represent the highest standards of 
archaeological publication. 

General Pitt-Rivers, excavator of Cranborne 
Chase, and pioneer in recording techniques. 

A view (below) of the Wor Barrow ditch 
during Pitt-Rivers' excavation at the site in 
the mid-1890s. 

An example (below) of Pitt-Rivers' 
meticulous records: his plan of Barrow 27 
at Cranborne Chase. 
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Sir William Flinders Petrie (1853-1942) 
A younger contemporary of Pitt-Rivers, 
Petrie was likewise noted for hts 
meticulous excavations and his 
insistence on the collection and 
description of everything found, not just 
the fine objects, as well as on full 
publication. He employed these 
methods in hts exemplary excavations in 
Egypt, and later in Palestine, from the 
1880s until his death. Petrie also 
devised his own technique of seriation 
or "sequence dating," which he used to 
bring chronological order to the 2200 pit 
graves of the Naqada cemetery in 
Upper Egypt (see Chapter 4). 

Sir Mortimer Wheeler (1890-1976) 
Wheeler fought in the British army in 
both world wars and, like Pitt-Rivers, 
brought military precision to his 
excavations, notably through 
techniques such as the grid-square 
method (Chapter 3). He is particularly 
well known for his work at British 
hillforts, notably Maiden Castle. 

Equally outstanding, however, was 
his achievement from 1944 to 1948 as 
Director-General of Archaeology in 
India, where he held training schools in 
modern field methods, and excavated at 
the important sites of Harappa, Ta><ila, 
Charsadda and Arikamedu, one of his 
most famous excavations. However, 
subsequent excavations at Maiden 
Castle, Arikamedu and Charsadda have 
inevitably caused many of his 
fundamental assumptions to be refuted. 

Petrie (above) at the Egyptian site of Abydos in 1922. 

Sir Mortimer Wheeler (above). and his 
excavation (below) at Arlkamedu, India, 1945. 

Dorothy Garrod (1892-1968) 
In 1937 Dorothy Garrod became the 
first woman professor in any subject at 
Cambridge, and probably the first 
woman prehistorian to achieve 
professorial status anywhere in the 
world. Her excavations at Zarzi in Iraq 
and Mount Carmel in Palestine 
provided the key to a large section of 
the Near East. from the Middle 
Paleolithic to the Mesolithic, and found 
fossil human remains crucial to our 
knowledge of the relationship between 
Neanderthals and Homo sapiens 
sapiens. Wtth her discovery of the 
Natufian culture, the predecessor of the 
world's first farming societies, she 
posed a series of new problems still not 
fully resolved today. 

Dorothy Garrod (above), one of the first to 
study the prehistoric Near East systematically. 



Max Uhle (1856-1944) 
Scientific archaeology in South America 
owes much to the work of Uhle, a 
German scholar who tra1ned as a 
philologist and then turned to 
archaeology and ethnography. His 
excavation of Pachacamac. a coastal 
site just south of Lima. 1n the 1890s 
became the first important step in 
establishing an area-wide chronology 
for Peru. Uhle's concentration on 
graves and the careful recording of 
grave-good associations recall Petrie's 
early work in Egypt. 

Alfred Kidder (1885-1963) 
Kidder was the leading Americanist of 
his time. As well as being a major figure 
in Maya archaeology, he was largely 
responsible for putting the Southwest 
on the archaeological map with his 
excavations at Pecos Ruin, a large 
pueblo in northern New Mexico. from 
1915 to 1929. His survey of the region, 
An Introduction to the Study of 
Southwestern Archaeology {1924) has 
become a classic. 

Kidder was one of the first 
archaeologists to use a team of 
specialists to help analyze artifacts and 
human remains. He is also important for 
his "blueprint" for a regional strategy: 
(1) reconnaissance; (2) selection of 
criteria for ranking the remains of sites 
chronologically; (3) seriation into a 
probable sequence; (4) stratigraphic 
excavation to elucidate specific 
problems; followed by (5) more detailed 
regional survey and dating. 

Fieldwork after 1960 
Since 1960, archaeological fieldwork 
has developed in several new 
directions. One of these is underwater 
archaeology, which began as a serious 
method of research in 1960 wi th the 
work of George Bass at the Bronze Age 
Gelidonya shipwreck off the south 
coast of Turkey. This was the first 
ancient vessel ever excavated in its 
entirety on the sea bed. Bass and his 
team invented or developed many now 
standard underwater techniques (see 
boxes, Underwater Archaeology, p. 95; 
The Uluburun Wreck, pp. 374-75). 

Max Uhle's drawing of the stratigraphy 
from his excavations at Pachacamac, 
Peru. 

Alfred Kidder (above) and his cross-sectional 
drawing of the stratigraphy at the Pecos 
Pueblo site. 
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On dryland, the economic boom of 
the 1960s led to construction of new 
roads and buildings, which threatened 
and destroyed many archaeological 
sites and led to a new emphasis on 
managing the cultural heritage (Culture 
Resource Management, or CRM), 
either by preservation, or by recording 
and excavation prior to destruction 
(see box, p. 546). 

In Europe, the redevelopment of 
historic city centers led to highly 
complex excavations spanning many 
periods and demanding new 
techniques of analysis. Finally, in 
recent years, the application of 
computerization in fieldwork has 
offered powerful new tools to help us 
recover and understand the remains 
left by past societies. 
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CLASSIFICATION AND CONSOLIDATION 

Thus, well before the end of the 19th century, many of 
the principal features of modern archaeology had been 
established and many of the early civilizations had 
been discovered. There now ensued a period, which 
lasted until about 1960, which Gordon Willey and 
Jeremy Sabloff in their A History of American Archaeo
logy have described as the "classiiicatory-historical 
period." Its central concern, as they rightly character
ize it, was chronology. Much effort went into the estab
lishment of regional chronological systems, and the 
description of the development of culture in each area. 

In regions where early civilizations had flourished 
new research and discoveries filled out the chronologi
cal sequences. Alfred Maudslay (1850-1931) la id the 
real scientific foundations of Maya archaeology, while 
the German scholar Max Uhle (1856-1944) began to 
establish a sound chronology for Peruvian civilization 
with his excavation in the 1890s at the coastal site of 
Pachacamac, Peru. The meticulous worl\ of Flinders 
Petrie (J 853-1942} in Egypt was followed up by the 
spectacular discovery in the 1920s of Tutankhamun's 
tomb by Howard Catter (1874- 1939) (see box, pp. 
62- 63). In the Aegean area, Arthur Evans (185 1- 1941) 
revealed a previously unknown civilization, that he 
called Minoan, on the island of Crete; the Minoans 
proved to be even earlier than Schliemann's Myce
naeans. And in Mesopotamia Leonard Woolley 
(1880- 1960) excavated at Ur, the biblical city of 
Abraham's birth, and put the Sumerians on the map 
of the ancient world. 

lt was, however, schola rs studying primarily the pre
historic societies of Europe and North America who 
made some of the most significant contributions dur
ing the first half of the 20th century. Gordon Childe 
(1892- 1957), a brilliant Australian based in Britain, 
was the leading thinker and writer about European 
prehistory and Old World history in general. In the 
United States there was a close link between anthro
pologists and archaeologists studying the American 
Indians. The anthropologist Franz Boas (1858- 1942) 
reacted against the broad evolutionary schemes of his 
predecessors Morgan and Tylor and demanded much 
greater attention to the collection and classification of 
information in the field. Huge inventories of cultural 
traits, such as pot and basket designs or types of moc
casins. were built up. This tied in with the so-called 
"direct historical approach" of the archaeologists, who 
attempted to trace modern Indian pottery and other 
styles "directly" bacl< into the distant past. The work of 
Cyrus Thomas and later W.H. Holmes (sec box pp. 
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28-29) ill the east was complemented by that of A.V. 
Kidder ( 1885-1963), whose excavations at Pecos 
Pueblo in the Southwest from 1915 to 1929 established 
a chronological framework for that region (box p. 33). 
James A. Ford (1911-1968) later developed the first 
major framework for the Southeast. By the 1930s the 
number of separate regional sequences was so great 
that a group of scholars led by W.C. McKern devised 
what became known as the "Midwestern Taxonomic 
System," which correlated sequences in the Midwest 
by identifying similarities between artifact collections. 
This was applied to other areas. 

Gordon Childe, meanwhile, had a lmost single-hand
cdly been making comparisons of this sort between 
prehistoric sequences in Europe. Both his methods and 
the Midwestern Taxonomic System were designed to 
order the material: to answer the question, To what 
period do these artifacts date? and also. With which 
other materials do they belong? This latter question 
usually carried with it an assumption which Gordon 
Childe made explicit: that a constantly recurring col
lection or "assemblage" of artifacts (a "culture" in his 
terminology, or an "aspect" in that of McKern) could 
be taken as the material equipment of a particular 
group of people. This approach thus offered the hope of 
answering, in a very general sense, the question, Who 
did these artifacts belong to? The answer would be in 
terms of a named people, even if the name for a prehis
toric people would be a modern one, not the original 
name. (There are now seen to be dangers in this ap
proach, as we shall discuss in Chapter 12.) 

But in his great works of synthesis, such as The 
Dawn of European Civilization (1925) and The Damtbe 
in Prehistory (1929), Childe went beyond merely desc
ribing and correlating the culture sequences and 
attempted to account for their origin. In the late 19th 
centUty scholnrs such as Montelius had looked at the 
richness of the early civilizations then being W1COV

ered in the Near East, and argued that all the attributes 
of civilization, from stone architecture to metal weap
ons, had spread or "diffused" to Europe from the Near 
East by trade or migration of people. With the much 
greater range of evidence available to him, Childe mod
ified this extreme diffusionist approach and argued 
that Europe had undergone some indigenous devel
opment- but he nevertheless attributed the major cul
tural changes to Near Eastern influences. 

In his later books, such as Man Makes Himself 
(1936), Childe went on to try and answer the much 
more difficult question: why had civilization arisen in 



the Near East? Himself influenced by Marxist ideas and 
the relatively recent Marxist revolution in Russia, he 
proposed that there had been a ~eolithic Revolution 
which gave tise to the development of farming, and 
later an Urban Revolution which led to the first towns 
and cities. Childe was one of the few archaeologists 
of his generation bold enough to address this whole 
broad issue of why things happened or changed in the 
past. Most of his contemporaries were more concerned 
with establishing chronologies and cultural sequences. 
But after World War H scholars with new ideas began 
to challenge conventional approaches. 

The Ecological Approach 

One of the most influential new thinkers in North 
America was the anthropologist Julian Steward 
(1902-1972). Like Childe he was interested in explain
ing cultural change, but he brought to the question an 
anthropologist's understanding of how living cultures 
work. Moreover he highlighted the fact that cultures 
do not interact simply with one another but with 
the environment as well. The study of ways in which 
adaptation to the environment could cause cultural 
change Steward christened "cultural ecology." Perhaps 
the most direct archaeological impact of these ideas 
can be seen in the work of Gordon Willey, one of 
Steward's graduate associates, who carried out a pio
neering investigation in the Viru Valley, Peru, in the 
late 1940s. This study of 1500 years of pre-Columbian 
occupation involved a combination of observations 
from detailed maps and aerial photographs (see box, 
pp. 80- 81), survey at ground level, and excavation and 
surface potsherd collection to establish dates for the 
hundreds of prehistoric sites identified. Willey then 
plotted the geographical distribution of these sites in 
the valley at different periods - one of the first settle
ment pattern studies in archaeology (see Chapters 3 
and 5) - and set them against the changing local envi
ronment. 

Quite independently of Steward, however, the 
British archaeologist Grahame Clark (1907-1995) 
developed an ecological approach with even more 
direct relevance for archaeological fieldwork. Breaking 
away from the a1tifact-dominated culture-historical 
approach of his contemporaries. he argued that by 
studying how human populations adapted to their 
environments we can understand many aspects of 
ancient society. Collaboration with new kinds of spe
cialists was essential: specialists who could identify 
animal bones or plant remains in the archaeological 
record to help build up a picture not only of what 
prehistoric environments were like. but what foods 
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Cordon Willey in a test pit at Barton Ramie during the Belize 
Valley project studying Maya settlement pauerns. 1953-60. 

prehistoric peoples ate. Clark's landmark excavation at 
Star Carr in northeast Britain in the early 1950s demon
strated just how much information could be gleaned 
from what appeared to be an unpromising site without 
stone structures and dating to just after the end of the 
Ice Age. Careful environmental analysis and recovery 
of organic remains showed that this had been a camp 
on the edge of a lake, where people had hunted red 
deer and eaten a wide variety of wild plant foods. Nor 
need the insights from an ecological approach be 
confined to individual sites or groups of sites: in a 
remarkable work of synthesis, Prehistoric Europe: the 
Economic Basis (1952), Clark provided a panoramic 
view of the varying human adaptations 10 the Euro
pean landscape over thousands of years. 

Out of this early ecological research has grown the 
whole field of environmental and dietary reconstruc
tion discussed in Chapters 6 and 7. 

The Rise of Archaeological Science 

The other striking development of the period immedi
ately after World War II was the rapid development of 
scientific aids for archaeology. We have already seen 
how pioneers of the ecological approach forged an alli
ance with specialists from the environmental sciences. 
Even more important, however, was the application to 
archaeology of the physical and chemical sciences. 

The greatest breakthrough came in the field of 
dating. In 1949 the American chemist Willard Libby 
(1908- 1980) announced his invention of radiocarbon 
(Cl4) dating. It was not until well over a decade later 
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WOMEN PIONEERS OF ARCHAEOLOGY 
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The story of many early women 
archaeologists was one of exclusion 
and lack of recognition or promotion 
- or even employment. Furthermore, 
many brilliant academic women 
accepted that, after marriage, their 
career would no longer be a 
professional one, and supported the 
academic work of their husband with 
little public recognition. 

This has remained so until the 
present time, so the achievements of 
the following pioneers, spanning the 
19th and 20th centuries, stand out all 
the more. 

Harriet Boyd Hawes (in 1892), discoverer of 
the Minoan town site of Goumia, Crete. 

Harriet Boyd Hawes {1871-1945) 
This well-educated American majored 
in Classics and was fluent in Greek. 
Just after graduating, in her early 
twenties, she spent several seasons 
riding around Crete on muleback, in 
dangerous territory, alone or in the 
company of a woman friend, looking for 
prehistoric sites. In 1901 she 
discovered the Bronze Age site of 
Gournia - the first Minoan town site 
ever unearthed -which she excavated 

for the next three years, supervising a 
hundred local workmen. She published 
her findings in exemplary fashion in a 
lavishly illustrated report that is still 
consulted today. It is noteworthy for its 
classification of artifacts according to 
potential function, drawing on 
ethnographic parallels from Cretan rural 
life of the time. 

Gertrude Caton-Thompson - her work at 
Great Zimbabwe confirmed that the site was 
the work of a major African culture. 

Gertrude Caton-Thompson 
(1888-1985) 
A wealthy British researcher who 
followed courses in prehistory and 
anthropology at Cambridge, eaton
Thompson subsequently became well 
known for her pioneering 
interdisciplinary project of survey and 
excavation in the Fayum of Egypt; and 
later, perhaps most famously, at Great 
Zimbabwe, where her excavations in 
1929 unearthed datable artifacts from a 
stratified context, and confirmed that 
the site represented a major culture of 
African origin (see box, pp. 464-65). 
The violent reaction from the white 
community in Rhodesia (as Zimbabwe 
was then called) to her findings so 
upset her that she refused to undertake 
further work in southern Africa and 
returned to Egypt and Arabia. 

Anna 0. Shepard (1903-1973) 
An American who studied archaeology 
as well as a wide range of hard 
sciences, Shepard subsequently 
became a specialist in ceramics, as well 
as Mesoamerican and Southwestern 
archaeology. She was one of the 
pioneers of petrographic analysis of 
archaeological pottery (see pp. 358-59), 
focusing on sherd paste, paint, and 
temper. She published extensively on 
the technology of New World pottery, 
and wrote a standard work, Ceramics 
for the Archaeologist. She carried out 
most of her work in a laboratory at 
home, in relative isolation, rarely going 
into the field, but nevertheless carved 
out a unique niche for herself in the 
profession. 

Anna 0. Shepard was an acknowledged 
expert in the ceramics of the American 
Southwest and Mesoamerica. 

Kathleen Kenyon {1906-1978) 
A formidable British archaeologist, 
daughter of a director of the British 
Museum, who trained on Roman sites 
in Britain under Mortimer Wheeler (see 
box, p. 32), thus adopting his method, 
with its close control over stratigraphy. 
Kenyon subsequently applied this 
approach in the Near East at two of the 
most complex and most excavated 
sites in Palestine: Jericho and 
Jerusalem. At Jericho, in 1952-58, she 
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Kathleen Kenyon (above left) was a great excavator and worked at two of the most important and complex sites in the Near East, Jericho and 
Jerusalem. Tatiana ProskourlaJcoff (above, center), trained as an architect and worked originally as a museum artist - this is her reconstruction 
of the Maya site of Xpuhil. Her work on Maya glyphs contributed greatly to their final decipherment. 

found evidence that pushed back the 
date of occupation to the end of the Ice 
Age, and uncovered the walled village 
of the Neolithic farming community. 
commonly referred to as "the earliest 
town in the world." 

Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1909-1985) 
Born in Siberia. Proskouriakoff moved 
with her family to Pennsylvania in 1916. 
Unemployed after graduating as an 
architect in 1930, she ended up 
working as a museum artist in the 
University of Pennsylvania. A visit to the 
Maya site of Piedras Negras led her to 
devote the rest of her life to Maya 
architecture, art, and hieroglyphs. A 
skilled artist, she produced numerous 
plans of the architecture of Chichen ltza 
and Copan. and a definitive book 
entitled A Study of Classic Maya 
Sculpture. She also worked alone till 
her death on the complex problems of 
Maya hieroglyphic writing, challenging 
the notion that the inscriptions 
contained only calendrical and 
astronomical information and putting 
forward the pioneering notion that the 
Maya were also recording their political 
and dynastic histories (box, pp. 
464-65), work that contributed to the 
breakthrough in the decipherment of 
Maya hieroglyphs. 

Mary Leakey worked for almost half a 
century at various early hominid sites in East 
Africa, transforming our knowledge of human 
development. 

Mary Leakey (1913-1996) 
A cigar-smoking. whisky-drinking, 
British archaeologist who, together with 
her husband Louis (see p. 40), 
transformed their chosen field. They 
worked for almost half a century at 
many sites in East Africa, carrying out 
meticulous excavations, most notably 
at Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania, where in 
1959 Mary unearthed the skull of an 
adult australopithecine, Zinjanthropus 
boisei, of 1.79 million years ago; and at 
Laetoli, where she excavated the 
famous trails of fossilized hominid 
footprints, made 3.7 million years ago. 
She also painstakingly recorded a large 
amount of Tanzanian rock art. 

A splendid insight into the careers and 
personalities of women as well as male 
archaeologists in Greece in the early 
years of the 2oth century is given in 

Faces of Archaeology in Greece (Hood 
1998), with a wonderful series of 
portrait caricatures by Piet de Jong, 
who was the chief illustrator for Sir 
Arthur Evans at his excavations at 
Knossos in Crete. Among the well
known archaeologists are Winifred 
Lamb (1894-1963), the excavator of 
Thermi in Lesbos (contemporary with 
early Troy); Hetty Goldman 
(1881-1972). excavator of Early Bronze 
Age Eutresis; and Virginia Grace 
(1901-1994), a world authority on the 
Roman amphora trade. None of these 
married. It is clear that the women 
scholars who dtd marry, and thus 
ended their professional careers - such 
as Vrvian Wade-Gery (1897-1988) or 
Josephine Shear (1901-1967)- were 
just as bnlliant academically. 

Virginia Gnrce (above left) and Hetty 
Goldman (above right) both working in 
Greece m the early 20th century, as depicted 
by Piet de Jong. They had long and vety 
distinguished careers in archaeology. 
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that the full impact of this momentous technical 
achievement began to be felt (see below) , but the 
implications were clear: here at last archaeologists 
might have a means of directly determining the age of 
undated sites and finds anywhere in the world without 
recourse to complicated cross-cultural comparisons 
with areas already dated by historical methods (usual
ly written records). Thus, traditionally, prehistoric 
Europe had been dated by virtue of supposed contacts 
with early Greece and hence (indirectly) with ancient 
Egypt, which could itself be dated historically. The 
radiocarbon method now held the prospect of provid
ing a completely independent chronology for ancient 
Europe. Chapter 4 discusses dating methods in gener
al, and radiocarbon in particular. 

The growth in archaeological applications for scien
tific techniques was such that by 1963 a volume enti
tled Science in Archaeology, edited by Don Brothwell 

A TURNING POINT IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

The 1960s mark a turning point in the development of 
archaeology. By this time various dissatisfactions were 
being expressed with the way research in the subject 
was being conducted. These dissatisfactions were not 
so much with excavation techniques, or with the 
newly developed scientific aids in archaeology, but 
with the way conclusions were drawn from them. The 
first and most obvious point concerned the role of dat
ing in archaeology. The second went beyond this: it 
focused on the way archaeologists explain things, on 
the procedures used in archaeological reasoning. 

With the advent of the radiocarbon method, dates 
could in many cases be assigned very rapidly, and 
without the long and laborious framework of cross
cultural comparisons which had been needed previ
ously. To establish a date was no longer one of the 
main end products of research. It was still important, 
but it could now be done much more efficiently, allow
ing the archaeologist to go on to ask more challenging 
questions than merely chronological ones. 

The second and perhaps more fundamental cause for 
dissatisfaction with the traditional archaeology was 
that it never seemed to explain anything, other than in 
terms of migrations of peoples and supposed "influen
ces." Already in 1948 the American archaeologist 
Walter W. Taylor had in his A Study of Archaeology 
formulated some of these dissatisfactions. He had 
argued for a "conjunctive" approach, in which the full 
range of a culture system would be taken into consider
ation. And in 1958, Gordon Willey and Philip Phillips 
in their Metlwd and Theory in American Archaeology 
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and Eric Higgs (1908- 1976), could be published which 
ran to nearly 600 pages, with contributions from 55 
experts, not merely on dating techniques and plant and 
animal studies, but methods for analyzing human 
remains (see Chapter 11) and artifacts (Chapters 8, 9). 

Artifact studies, for instance, could contribute to an 
understanding of early trade: it proved possible to iden
tify the raw materials of certain artifacts and the 
sources from which they had come through the tech
nique of trace-element analysis (the measurement of 
elements present in the material only in very small 
amounts). As with many of the new methods, research 
stretched back to the 1930s, when the Austdan archae
ologist Richard Pittioni had begun to apply trace
element analysis to early copper and bronze artifacts. 
Nevertheless it was not until the postwar years that this 
and a number of other newly developed scientific tech
niques really began to make an impact on archaeology. 

had argued for a greater emphasis on the social aspect, 
for a broader "processual interpretation" or study of the 
general processes at work in culture history. They also 
spoke of "an eventual synthesis in a common search for 
sociocultural causality and law." 

That was all very well, but what would it mean in 
practice? 

The Birth of the New Archaeology 

In the United States the answer was provided, at least 
in part, by a group of younger archaeologists, led by 
Lewis Binford, who set out to offer a new approach to 
the problems of archaeological interpretation, which 
was soon dubbed by its critics and then by its support
ers "the New Archaeology." ln a series of articles, and 
later in an edited volume, New Perspectives in Archaeo
logy (1968), Binford and his colleagues argued against 
the approach which tried to usc archaeological data to 
write a kind of "counterfeit history." They maintained 
that the potential of the archaeological evidence was 
much greater than had been realized for the investiga
tion of social and economic aspects of past societies. 
Their view of archaeology was more optimistic than 
that of many of their predecessors. 

They also argued that archaeological reasoning 
should be made explicit. Conclusions should be based 
not simply on the personal authority of the scholar 
making the interpretation, but on an explicit frame
work of logical argument. In this they relied on current 
ideas within the philosophy of science, where conclu-



sions, if they are to be considered valid, must be open 
to testing. 

Within the spirit of processual archaeology advo
cated by Willey and Phillips, they sought to explain 
rather than simply to describe, and to do so, as in all 
sciences, by seeking to make valid generalizations. 

In doing this they sought to avoid the rather vague 
talk of the "influences" of one culture upon another, 
but rather to analyze a culture as a system which could 
be broken down into subsystems. This led them to 
study subsistence in its own right, and technology, and 
the social subsystem, a nd the ideological subsystem, 
and trade and demography and so forth, with much 
less emphasis on artifact typology and classification. 
In this way they had been partly anticipated by the eco
logica l approach of th e 1950s, which was already stud
ying what one might call "the subsistence subsystem" 
in very much these terms. 

In order to fulfill these aims, the New Archaeologists 
to a large extent turned away from the approaches of 
history towards those of the sciences. Very similar 
developments were under way in Britai n at the same 
time, well exemplified by the work of David L. Clarke 
(1937-1976), particularly in his book Analytical 
Mchaeology (1968), ·which reflected the great willi ng
ness of the :-Jew Archaeologists to employ more sophis
ticated CfuJfllitative techniques, where possible 
computer-aided, and to draw on ideas from other disci
plines, notably geography. 

It must be admitted that in their enthusiasm to seize 
on and utilize a battery of new techniques, the New 
Archaeologists drew also on a range of previously 
unfamiliar vocabularies (drawn from systems theory, 
cybernetics etc.), which their critics tended to dismiss 
as jargon. Indeed in recent years, several critics have 
reacted against some of those aspirations to be scienti
fic, which they have categorized as "scienlistic" or 
"functionalist." Much of the emphasis of early proces
sual archaeology was indeed upon function.~ I or eco
logical explanation, and it is now possible to regard its 
fi rst decade as representing a "functional-processual" 
phase, which has been followed in recent years by 
a "cognitive-processual" phase, which seeks more 
actively to include the consideration of symbolic and 
cognitive aspects of early societies into the program of 
research. Many of thPse points are considered in Chap
ter 12. But there can he no doubt that archaeology will 
never be the same again. J\·1ost workers today, even the 
critics of the early New Archaeology, implicitly recog
nize its influence when they agree that it is indeed the 
goal of archaeology lo explain what happened in the 
past as well as to describe it. Most of them agree too 
that in order to do good archaeology il is necessary to 
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PROCESSUAL 
ARCHAEOLOGY: 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In the early days of the New Archaeology, its principal 
exponents were very conscious of t he limitations of the 
older, traditional archaeology. The following contrasts 
were among those which they often emphasized: 

THE NATURE OF ARCHAEOLOGY: 
Explanatory vs Descriptive 
Archaeology's role was now to explain past change, 
not simply to reconstruct the past and how people had 
lived. This involved the use of explicit theory. 

EXPLANATION: Culture process vs Culture history 
Traditional archaeology was seen to rely on llistorical 
explanation: the New Archaeology, drawing on the 
philosophy of science, would think in terms of culture 
process, of how changes in economic and social 
systems take place. This implies generalization. 

REASONING: Deductive vs Inductive 
Traditional archaeologists saw archaeology as resem
bling a jigsaw puzzle: the task was one of "piecing 
together the past." Instead, the appropriate procedure 
was now seen as formulating hypotheses, constructing 
models, and deducing their consequences. 

VALIDATION: Testing vs Authority 
Hypotheses were to be tested, and conc lusions should 
not be accepted on the basis of the authority or 
standing of the research worker. 

RESEARCH FOCUS: 
Project design vs Data accumulation 
Research should be designed to answer specific 
questions economically, not simply to generate more 
information which might not be relevant. 

CHOICE OF APPROACH: 
Quantitative vs Simply qualitative 
The benefits were seen of quantitative data, allowing 
computerized statistical treatment, with the possibility 
of sampling and significance testing. This was often 
preferred to the purely verbal tradit ional approach. 

SCOPE: Optimism vs Pessimism 
Traditional archaeologists often stressed that 
archaeological data were not well suited to the 
reconstruction of social organization or cognitive 
systems. The New Archaeologists were more positive 
and argued that one would never know how hard these 
problems were until one had tried to solve them. 
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make explicit, and then to examine, our underlying 
assumptions. That was what David Clarke meant 

WORLD ARCHAEOLOGY 

The questioning approach of the New Archaeology and 
the demand for explicit and quantitative procedures 
led to new developments in field research, many of 
which built on or coincided with the programs of field
work already being conducted by archaeologists who 
would not necessarily have thought of themselves as 
followers of the new school of thought. 

In the first place, there was a much greater emphasis 
on field projects wlth well-defined research objectives 
- projects which set out to answer specific questions 
about the past. In the second place, the new insights 
yielded by the ecological approach made it clear that 
satisfactory answers to many major questions would 
only be forthcoming if whole regions and their envi
ronments were looked at, rather than single sites in 
isolation. And the third development, very much 
linked to the first and second, was the realization that 
in order to carry out these objectives effectively, new 
techniques needed to be introduced of intensive field 
sUivey and selective excavation, coupled with statis
tically based sampling procedures and improved 
recovery methods, including screening (sieving) of 
excavated material. These are the key elements of 

Human origins: Louis and Mary Leakey spent almost three 
decades working in Olduvai Gorge, East 1\fn·ca, before 
making the first of many crucial finds til ere of fossil bones 
belonging 1.0 our earliest ancestors. 
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when he wrote in a 1973 article of "the loss of inno
cence" in archaeology. 

modem field research, discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 
Here we should observe that their widespread applica
tion has begun to create for the first time a true world 
discipline: an archaeology that reaches geographically 
right round the globe, and an archaeology that reaches 
back in time to the beginnings of human existence and 
right up to the modem period. 

The Search for Origins 

Among the pioneers of well-focused project design 
was Robert J. Braidwood, of the University of Chicago, 
whose multi-disciplinary team in the 1940s and 1950s 
systematically sought out sites in the Iraqi Kurdistan 
region that would provide evidence for the origins of 
agriculture in the Near East (see Chapter 7). Another 
Ametican project, headed by Richard MacNeish, did 
the same for the New World: their research in the 
1960s in the Tehuacan Valley of Mexico moved our 
understanding of the long-drawn-out development of 
maize farming an immense step forward. 

H the origins of farming have been the subject of 
much well-targeted research in recent decades, the rise 
of complex societies, including civilizations, has been 
another. In pa11icular, two American field projects 
have been outstandingly successful : one in Meso
potamia led by Robert Adams (with much use of aetial 
photography as well as field survey), and the other in 
the Valley of Oaxaca, Mexico, led by Kent Flannery 
and Joyce Marcus (see Chapter 13). 

I lowever, the credit for the most determined pursuit 
of a project with a clear archaeological objective in the 
whole history of archaeology should perhaps go to 
Louis Leakey (1903-1972) and Mary Leakey 
(1913-1996), who between them pushed back the 
known dates for our immediate ancestors by several 
million years. As long ago as 1931 they began their 
search in the Olduvai Gorge, East Africa, for fossil 
human bones, but it was not until 1959 that their 
extraordinary perseverance was rewarded and Mary 
Leakey (see box, p. 37) made the first of many fossil 
hominid (early human) finds in the Gorge. Africa has 
now become the great focus of study for the early 
phases of humankind, and has seen crucial theoretical 
debate between Lewis Binford, C.K. Brain, Glynn Isaac 
(1937- 1985), and others over the likely hunting and 
scavenging behavior of our ancestors (Chapters 2, 7). 



-Revealing Australia's past: archaeologist Jolut Mulvaney at 
the Shelter 2 site, Fromm 's Landirlg, South Australia. In 
1956, during his first season of fieldwork here, Mulvaney 
excavated some 5000 years of ocmparion deposit. 

The Archaeology of Continents 
Research in Africa exemplifies the pushing back of 
archaeology's frontiers in both time and space. The 
quest for human origins has been one success story, 
but so too has been the rediscovery through archaeolo
gy of the achievements and history of the Iron Age peo
ples of Africa, including the building of Great 
Zimbabwe (box, pp. 464-65). By 1970 archaeological 
knowledge of the whole continent was sufficiently 
advanced for J. Desmond Clark, one of the leading 
researchers, to produce the first synthesis, The Pre
history of Africa. Meanwhile, in another equally 
little-studied continent, Australia, John Mulvaney's 
excavations in the early 1960s at Kenniff Cave, South 
Queensland, produced radiocarbon dates proving 
occupation there during the last phase of the Ice 
Age - thus establishing Australasia as one of the most 
fruitful regions for new archaeological research in the 
world. 
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Work in Australia highlights two further important 
trends in modern archaeology: the rise of ethno
archaeology or "living archaeology"; and the increas
ing worldwide discussion about who should control or 
"own" monuments and ideas about the past. 

The Living Past 

From its beginnings the New Archaeology placed great 
emphasis on explanation - in particular explaining 
how the archaeological record was formed, and what 
excavated structures and artifacts might mean in terms 
of human behavior. It came to be realized that one of 
the most effective ways of addressing such questions 
would be to study the material culture and behavior of 
living societies. Ethnographic observation itself was 
nothing new - anthropologists had studied the Ameri
can Indians and Australian Aborigines since the 19th 
century. What was new was the archaeological focus: 
the new name, ethnoarchaeology, emphasized this. 
The work of Richard Gould among the Aborigines in 
Australia, Richard Lee among the !Kung San of south
ern Africa, and Lewis Binford among the Nunamiut 
Eskimo has established ethnoarchaeology - discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 5 - as one of the most signifi
cant recent developments in the whole discipline. 

However, the increasing involvement of archaeo
logists with living societies, and the simultaneous rise 
among such societies of an awareness of their own her
itage and their own claims to it, have brought to the 
fore the question: Who should have access to, or own
ership of, the past? rt is clear, for example, that the only 
inhabitants of Australia before European settlement 
were the Aborigines. Should it therefore be the Aborig
ines themselves who control archaeological work on 
their forebears, even those dating back 20,000 years or 
more? This important issue is explored further in 
Chapter 14. 

Archaeologists such as John Mulvaney and Rhys 
Jones have stood shoulder to shoulder with the Aborig
ines in the fight to prevent destruction by developers of 
parts of Australia' s precious ancient heritage, for 
instance in Tasmania. Inevitably, though, as the pace 
of worldwide economic development has quickened in 
the last 30 years, archaeologists everywhere have had 
to adapt and learn to salvage what they can about the 
past in advance of the bulldozer or plow. Indeed the 
massive upsurge of this salvage or rescue archaeology, 
much of it government-funded, has given a new impe
tus to the archaeology of our towns and cities - to what 
in Europe is known as medieval or postmedieval 
archaeology, and what in the United States and else
where is called historical archaeology. 
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INTERPRETIVE OR 
POSTPROCESSUAL ARCHAEOLOGIES 

For its early proponents, notably lan 
Hodder in Britain and Mark leone in 
the United States, postprocessual 
archaeology represented so radical a 
critique of the New Archaeology (i.e. 
processual archaeology), as to 
establish a fresh beginning in 
archaeological theory, which avoids 
the positivist philosophy and the 
•scientistic" outlook of Lewis Binford, 
David Clarke, and their colleagues. 

For its more severe critics, the 
initiative, while making a number of 
valid criticisms, s imply developed 
some of the ideas and theoretical 
problems introduced by the New 
Archaeology. To these critics it 
brought tn a variety of approaches 
from other disciplines, so that the 
term "postprocessual," while rather 
neatly echoing the epithet 
•postmodern" in literary studies, was 
a shade arrogant in presuming to 
supersede what it might quite 
properly cta1m to complement 
Michael Shanks and fan Hodder 
suggested that "interpretive 
archaeologies" (plural) may be a more 
positive label than "postprocessuaL" 

Among the influences which 
contributed to interpretive or 
postprocessual archaeology are nee
Marxism, the post-positivist school of 
thought in the philosophy of science, 
the hermeneutic or interpretational 
approach of a number o f 
contemporary thinkers and the 
phenomenology of Heidegger. The 
theoretical arguments can become 
rather heavy at times, and those 
w1shing to investigate these 
philosophical influences more 
thoroughly or to come to terms with 
structuration theory and post
structuralism will need to tum to more 
specialized books, such as that edited 
by tan Bapty and Tim Yates. 
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The nee-Marxist element carries w ith 
it a strong commitment to soc1al 
awareness: that it is the duty of the 

archaeologist not only to describe the 
past, but to use such insights to 
change the present world. This 
contrasts quite strikingly with the 
aspirations toward Objectivity of many 
processual archaeologists. 

The post-positivist approach rejects 
the emphasis on the systematic 
procedures of scientific method which 
are such a feature of processual 
archaeology, sometimes seeing 
modem science as hostile to the 
individual, as forming an integral part 
of the systems of domination by 
which, it is argued, the forces of 
capitalism exert their hegemony. 
There are clear political overtones 
here which are made explicit in the 
writings of some interpretive 
archaeologists, for instance Michael 
Shanks and Chnstopher Tilley. 

The phenomenological approach lays 
stress on the personal experiences of 
the individual or actor and of the way 
in which encounters with the material 
world and with the objects in it shape 
our understanding of the world and 
hence our construction of our own 
world view. This has encouraged a 
new approach, for instance to 
landscape archaeology, where the 
archaeologist sets out to experience 
or re-experience the humanly shaped 
landscape as it has been modified 
and formed by such human activities 
as cultivation, forest clearance, and 
the creation of monuments. The 
phenomenological approach has yet 
to be applied consistently to the 
artifacts of early cultures, but already 
one may glimpse how the introduction 
of metallurgy and hence of new 
classes of prest1ge goods may have 
led to new dimensions in such 
concepts as commodity and value, 
and how the creation of new forms of 
weapon, for instance, may have 
impacted on the nature of warfare and 
the social status of warriors. 

The praxis approach lays stress upon 
the central role of the human agent or 
actor and upon the pnmary 
significance of human actions or 
action (praxis) in shaping social 
experience, social reality, and hence 
social structure. The theory of 
"structuration" of the sociologist 
Anthony Giddens has influenced 
archaeologists' notions of the way 
social norms and social structures are 
established and shaped by habitual 
experience, and the notion of habitus 
introduced by the French sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu (see pp. 216-16) 
similarly refers to the strategy
generating principles employed by the 
individual which mediate between 
structure and practice. The role of the 
individual as a significant agent is thus 
emphasized. 

The hermeneutic (or interpretive) view 
rejects the attempts toward 
generalization, another feature of 
processual archaeology. Emphasis is 
laid, rather, upon the uniqueness of 
each society and culture and on the 
need to study the full context of each 
in all its rich diversity. A related view, 
derived from modern critical theory, 
would stress that there can be no 
s ingle correct interpretation: each 
observer or analyst is entitled to their 
own opinion about the past. There 
will therefore be a d iversity of 
opinions, and a w1de range of 
perspectives - which is why the 
emphasis is on interpretive 
archaeologies (plural). 

Within this varied body of thought 
there is room for a further range of 
perspectives. and feminist 
archaeologles have found the 
intellectual environment conducive 
for the development of their field and 
of gender studies in generaL 

One of the strengths of the 
interpretive approach is to bring into 
central focus the actions and 
thoughts of individuals in the past. 
which is also the goal of cognitive
processual archaeology (see Chapter 
12). But it goes beyond the 
methodological individualism of the 



latter, arguing that in order to 
understand and interpret the past, it is 
necessary to employ an empathetic 
approach, to "get inside the minds" 
and think the thoughts of the people 
in question. This might seem a logical 
goal when examining symbolic 
systems (for example figurative works 
- paintings, sculptures, etc. -
employing a complex iconography) 
but there is in reality no easy way to 
get into other people's minds, 
especially past minds, and the 
methodology of the empathetic 
approach is not clear. 

Another notable feature, as we have 
seen, was the argument that there can 
be no single, correct way to undertake 
research. However, this well-justified 
critique of the scientism of the early 
New Archaeology sometimes 
overlooks more recent developments 
in the methodology of post-positivist 
science, and can lead to charges of 
relativism, where one person's view 
has to be regarded as good as 
another's, and where, in interpretive 
matters, •anything goes." 

The postprocessual approach has 
proved particularly relevant in matters 
of interpretation and of choice 
exercised now, in the present
whether in choosing what elements to 
emphasize in a museum display, or in 
learning the "lessons" of the past. For 
there subjectivity is inevitable, and 
decisions about meaning and 
significance are indeed made in the 
present. The implications of this are 
constdered in Chapter 14. 

Whatever the methodological 
problems, the consequence of the 
various debates has been to broaden 
the range of archaeological theory in a 
positive manner and to emphasize the 
symbolic and the cognitive aspects of 
human endeavor in a way which the 
early New Archaeology failed to do. 
The diversity of postprocessual 
archaeology was one of its strengths 
and can be expected to lead on to 
many further insights in the 
interpretive archaeologies of the 
future. 
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Who Are the Searchers? 

The growth of salvage work also leads us to ask: Who 
today actually are the searchers in archaeology? A cen
tury ago they were often wealthy individuals, who had 
the leisure to speculate about the past , and to under
take excavations. Or in other cases, they were travelers 
who had reason to be in remote places, and used the 
opportunity to tmdertake researches in what was effec
tively their spare time. Thirty years ago the searchers 
in archaeology tended to be university scholars, or the 
representatives of museums seeking to enlarge their 
collections, or the employees of learned societies and 
academic institutions Oike the Egypt Exploration 
Society), nearly all of them based in the more prosper
ous capitals of Europe and the United States. 

Today most cotmtries in the world have their own 
government archaeological or historica l services. The 
scope of current public archaeology is reviewed in 
Chapter 14. But it is worth noting here that today a 
"searcher" (i.e. a professional archaeologist) is more 
Jikely to be an employee, often directly or indirectly 
a government employee, on a salvage project than a 
more independent research worker. How this shift in 
the center of gravity of archaeological activity will 
affect the questions asked, and hence the future growth 
of the discipline of archaeology, remains to be seen. 

The Postprocessual Debate of the 1980s 
and 1990s 
Post-modernist currents of thought in the 1980s and 
1990s, drawn first from architectural theory and liter
ary studies, and then from wider social and philosoph
ical fields, encouraged a great diversity of approaches 
to the past. While many field archaeologists were rela
tively untouched by theoretical debates, and the pro
cessual tradition established by tJ1e New Archaeology 
rolled on, there were several new approaches, some
times collectively termed postprocessual, which dealt 
with interesting and difficult questions (see box). 
Influentia l arguments, some of them first advanced by 
Ian Hodder and his students in Cambridge, have 
stressed that there is no single, correct way to under
t.ake archaeological inference, and that the goal of 
objectivity is unattainable. Even the archaeological 
data are "theory laden," and as many "readings" are 
possible as there are research workers. But in their 
more extreme form these arguments have led to 
charges of " relativism," or a research style where "any
thing goes," and where the borderlines between 
archaeological research and fiction (or science-fiction) 
may be difficult to define. 
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INTERPRETIVE 
ARCHAEOLOGIES 
AT t;ATALHOYUK 

The history of research at this Important 
early farming site in Turkey well 
illustrates the changing approaches to 
archaeology in the second half of the 
20th century. 

Original Excavations 
The site was discovered by James 
Mellaart in 1958, in the course of a 
survey of the fertile Konya Plain in 
south-central Turkey which began in 
1951. He started excavating the site in 
1961, and the dramatic nature of his 
discovery soon became clear. The 15m 
(50 f1) high mound cloaked the remains 
of an early Neolithic (early farming) 
town 13 ha (32 acres) in extent with an 
"agglomerate" plan (see p. 402) and 
with deeply stratified levels going back 
at least to 7200 ec. The well-preserved 
rooms had plastered walls, some with 
wall paintings and plaster decorations 
incorporating bull skulls, and the finds 
included terracotta figures, several of 
them female, suggesting to certain 

scholars a "mother goddess" cult. Well
preserved remains of textiles (linen) and 
of plants and animals were recovered, 
and the obsidian of w~ich the abundant 
tools were made proved on trace
element analysis (see p. 372) to derive 
from local sources. In 1964 the 
excavation was interrupted, leaving 
many questions unanswered. In 
particular it was not clear whether 
Mellaart's excavations at the southwest 
part of the site had revealed a "shrine 
quarter," or whether the high frequency 
of rooms with painted walls and other 
symbolic materials would be repeated 
on other parts of the mound. 

Aim of the New Researches 
lan Hodder, the most influential figure in 
the postprocessual movement of the 
1980s and 1990s, has taken up the 
challenge offered by the site, beginning 
surface research in 1993 and 
excavation in 1995. One aim of the 
project was to use modern field 

A reconstruction from Mellaart's 
publication of Shrine VI.A.IO; 

note the bulls' skulls and 
plaster relief on the wall. 

techniques to investigate the structure 
of the site and the functioning of its 
buildings and so to answer one of the 
central questions left unresolved by 
Mellaart. Also a falling water table in the 
area made urgent the investigation of 
the lower, unexcavated parts of the site 
which were known to have well
preserved organic remains, such as 
wood, wooden artifacts. baskets, and 
perhaps unfired clay tablets, 
necessitating a 6- to 8-month 
excavation season in 1999. 

But Hodder also set himself two yet 
more ambitious objectives appropriate 
to the "Interpretive" approach arising 
from the postprocessual debate. The 
first was to develop a more flexible and 
open approach to stratigraphic 
excavation, using the opportunities 
offered by on-site computer recording 
to allow more interactive stratigraphic 
interpretations. In this way he set out 
deliberately to avoid the early division 
by the excavation director of the 
observed strata into closely defined 
"phases• and "units"- the more 
standard practice - with the director 
thus taking ultimate responsibility for 
the stratigraphic interpretation (a 
practice which some postprocessual 
critics have seen as authoritarian). 

The second objective was similarly to 
allow more open-ended and multivocal 
approaches to the interpretation of the 
site as a whole, allowing not only 
different specialists to have a voice, but 
also the local inhabitants, and indeed 
visitors, not least those considering 
(with the late Marija Gimbutas) the site 
to be important for the emergence of a 
cult of the "Mother Goddess" (see pp. 
46-47,218-19 and 413). 

The decision to make data from the 
excavation available on the project's 
website (http://catal.arch.cam.ac.uk) 
thus goes beyond a simple intention to 
publish the findings promptly: it furthers 
the postprocessual or interpretive wish 
for multiple and alternative 
interpretations by all those choosing to 
take part, deliberately denying to the 
excavators the privilege of pronouncing 
on such matters with special authority, 
and instead allowing a relativist 
approach. 



The accompanying anthropological 
project focuses on the local community 
living in the surrounding villages -some 
of whom are hired at the site-on 
domestic and foreign tourists visiting 
the site, on Goddess groups and 
worshippers, on the local and central 
government officials, and on the fashion 
designers interested in the site. This 
"multi-sited" ethnography is seen as an 
integral part of the "reflexive 
methodology" being used at 
<;atalh6yiik. 

In the same spirit there are four semi
independent excavation teams, one 
operating in the "Mellaart area" at the 
southwest, two on the north of the 
mound including a team of Berkeley 
archaeologists, and a fourth 
investigating a separate mound to the 
west. All four, and the social 
anthropology I cultural heritage project, 
as well as the Museum and Interpretive 
Public Programs Onvolving the newly
constructed Visitor Center), operate 
under the genera l direction of I an 
Hodder as project leader. 

1 The Searchers: The History of Archaeology 

Early Results 
The excavation so far has investigated 
some rooms at t he north of the site in 
great detail, using techniques of soil 
microm orphology to study the 
functioning of different parts of each 
room. A collapsed roof reveals a fire 
installation showing the roof area to 
have been used intensively for 
domestic and other purposes. The 
rooms in this a rea do seem to have 
features similar to those in the "Mellaart 
area," calling into question the notion 
that t he latter had a specially religious 
c haracter. 

Of course the p roject is in its ear ly 
stages and it is too early yet to assess 
the extent to which the use of a 
reflexive methodology will give insights 
which differ from those of 35 years ago. 

Hodder's approach has its critics, yet 
this does appear to hold the promise of 
being one of those influential projects 
where a d ifferent and coherent 
theoretical approach actually does have 
a significant impact on archaeological 
practice. 

A farge clay figurine of a "Mother Goddess" 
supported by two felines (above}, found in 
Mel/aart's excavations. 

The new excavations directed by Jan 
Hodder (left, above and below); and a 
recent reconstruction showing a room in 
BuildingS. 
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The writings of Michael Shanks and Christopher 
Tilley, especially their somewhat provocative "black" 
and "red" books, initially provoked reactions of this 
kind. But in their later writings they, and indeed 
the majority of postprocessual archaeologists, have 
recently taken a less aggressively anti-scientific tone, 
and the emphasis has instead been upon the use of a 
variety of personal and often humanistic insights to 
develop a range of different fields and interests, recog
nizing the varied perspectives of different social 
groups, and accepting the consequent "multivocality" 
of the post-modern world. The epistemological debate 
seems over now, with much less rhetorical position
taking and with the recognition that there is no single 
or coherent postprocessual archaeology, but rather a 
whole series of interpretive approaches and interests, 
enriched by the variety of intellectual sources upon 
which various scholars have drawn. 

The various interpretive archaeologies, including 
those which initially called themselves postprocessual, 
in general lay stress upon empathetic understanding 
and interpretation, and hence upon the specific histori
cal context under study. They often reject the tendency 
toward cross-cultural compalison and the modes of 
explanation relying upon generalization characteristic 
of processual archaeology. Some of the most interest
ing work on themes such as the rise of complex soci
eties thus continues to be undertaken outside the new 
interpretive or postprocessual tradition, by such scho
lars as Kent Flannery, Henry Wright, or Tim Earle, 
who are willing to make cross-cultural comparisons 
within some more general framework. The study of 
early human developments in the Paleolithic period 
also has to operate within a comparative framework 
where hominid fossils and material culture are com
pared between continents. Questions relating to the 
development of human cognitive abilities are certainly 
being addressed with renewed vigor, but the intellectu
al context of the discussion remains broadly within the 
processual (or cognitive-processual) and scientific tra
dition. In other areas, however, and notably for those 
periods when archaeology can be text-aided, interpre
tive approaches are widespread. 

The Widening Field: Other Voices 

The postprocessual archaeologists are certainly right 
in arguing that our own interpretation and presenta
tion of the past, as in any museum display, or indeed in 
the origin myth of almost any modern nation, involve 
choices which depend less on an objective assessment 
of the data than on the feelings and opinions of the 
researchers and of the clients whom they aim to please. 
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The great national museum in the United States, 
the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, found it 
almost impossible to mount an exhibition in 1995 deal
ing with the destruction of Hiroshima 50 years earlier, 
without exciting the ire both of ex-servicemen and of 
liberals sensitive to Japanese sensibilities. The devel
opment of indigenous archaeologies raises comparable 
issues (Chapter 14). 

Some of these practical and political issues have 
been taken up by the World Archaeological Congress, 
a new international body set up amid controversy in 
1986 after the repudiation by the existing international 
conference (the Union Internationale des Sciences Pre
et Protohistoriques) of the world conference of archae
ologists held in Southampton, Britain, that year. The 
story is a complex one, involving the disinviting (by 
the WAC) of all archaeologists from South Africa (on 
anti-apartheid grounds) in a move which irritated 
many liberals since it prevented the free exchange of 
ideas between bona fide scholars. 

A comparable issue surfaced divisively at the 1994 
World Archaeological Congress in New Delhi, India, 
where pressures were exerted by one Indian faction to 
prevent any mention at the Congress of the destruction 
in 1992 by Hindu fundamentalists of the historic 
mosque at Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh province (see 
box, p. 537), and the meetings ended amid fisticuffs. 
But while disagreements among distinguished aca
demics cannot perhaps escape slightly comical over
tones, there is nothing amusing about that particularly 
virulent aspect of end-of-century nationalism seen in 
"ethnic cleansing," practiced mainly but not exclusive
ly in the former Yugoslavia, where an integral part of 
the "cleansing" process involves the destruction of the 
cultural heritage of the targeted ethnic group (see box, 
p. 535), and where the ethnic factions seek legitimacy 
through their own interpretations of their past. Fortu
nately the 1999 WAC meeting, held at Cape Town in 
South Afric.1., proved much more harmonious, with 
constructive sessions devoted in part to the archaeol
ogy of the (former) colonialist world. 

It is evident that archaeology cannot avoid being 
caught up in the issues of the day, social and political 
as well as intellectual. An example is the influence of 
feminist thinking (somewhat belatedly in archaeol
ogy) and the growth of feminist archaeology, which 
overlaps with the relatively new field of gender studies 
(see Chapter 5). A pioneer in the emphasis of the im
pmtance of women in prehistory was Marija Gimbutas 
(1921-1994). Her research in the Balkans led her 
to create a vision of an "Old Europe" associated with 
the first farmers whose central focus was (or so she 
argued) a belief in a great Mother Goddess figure. 



The presentation of the past can be unexpectedly controversial and open to criticisms of lack of objectivity and insensitivity to 
different views of the past, as shown by an exhibition concerned with Hiroshima at the Smithsonian institution in 1995. 

Although many feminist archaeologists today would 
take issue with certain aspects of Gimbutas' approach, 
she has certainly helped foster the current debate on 
gender roles. 

In an article published in 1984. Margaret Conkey 
and Janet Spector drew attention to the androcentrism 
(male bias) of the discipline of archaeology. As Mar
garet Conkey pointed out, there existed a need .. to 
reclaim women's experience as valid, to theorize this 
experience. and to use this to build a program of politi
cal action." However, the questions they raised were 
not widely explored until the 1990s because it was not 
until then that a suitable critical climate existed in 
archaeology. In Britain, this was provided by the theo
retical development of postprocessual archaeology 
(see box pp. 42-43) and much feminist research has 
been conducted within this fra mework. In North 
America, a combination of feminist critique, the 
growth of historical archaeology. a nd the keen interest 
taken by indigenous groups in their own past, formed 
the intellectual environment for the debate. 

The deeply pervasive nature of androcentric thinking 
in most interpretations of the past should not be under
estimated: the gender-specific terminology of "Man the 
Toolmaker," even when swept away with every refer
ence to "mankind" corrected to "humankind," does in 

fact conceal fm1her, widely held assumptions or preju
dices - for instance that Paleolithic stone tools were 
ma inly made by men rather tha n women, for which 
there is little or no evidence. Feminist archaeologists 
can with justice also point to the imbalances between 
female and male professiona ls a mong archaeologists 
today, and the goal of "political action" may be seen as 
justified by current social realities. In the 1990s femi
nist concern over androcentrism became one voice 
among many questioning the supposed objectivity and 
political neutrality of archaeology. 

While some aspects of the archaeology of the 1990s 
were inevitably controversial, they were also in some 
ways very positive. They emphasized the value and 
importance of the past for the contemporary world, 
and they led to the realization that the cultural heritage 
is an important part of the human environment, and in 
some ways as fragile as the natural environment. They 
imply, then, that the a rchaeologist has a n important 
role to play in achieving a balanced view also of our 
present world, w hich is inescapably the product of the 
worlds w hich have preceded it. The task of interpreta
tion is now seen as very much m ore complex than it 
once seemed: that is all part of the "loss of innocence" 
which accompanied the New Archaeology more than 
20 years ago. 
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SUMMARY 

The history of archaeology, then, is a history of new 
ideas, methods, and discoveries. Modern archaeology 
took root in the 19th century with the acceptance of 
three key concepts: the great antiquity of humanity, 
Darwin's principle of evolution, and the Three Age 
System for ordering material culture. Many of the early 
civilizations, especially in the Old World, had been dis
covered by the 1880s, and some of their ancient scripts 
deciphered. This was followed by a long phase of con
solidation- of improvements in fieldwork and excava
tion and the establishment of regional chronologies. 

After World War II the pace of change in the disci
pline quickened. New ecological approaches sought to 
help us understand human adaptation to the environ
ment. New scientific techniques introduced among 
other things reliable means of dating the prehistoric 
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past. Spurred on by these developments, the New 
Archaeology of the 1960s and 1970s turned to ques
tions not just of what happened when, but why they 
happened, in an attempt to explain processes of 
change. Meanwhile, pioneer fieldworkers studying 
whole regions opened up a truly world archaeology 
in time and space - in time back from the present to the 
earliest toolmakers, and in space across all the world's 
continents. More recently a diversity of theoretical 
approaches, often grouped under the label postproces
sual, highlighted the variety of possible interpretations 
and the sensitivity of their political implications. 

Precisely how archaeologists today are continuing to 
push back the frontiers of knowledge about our 
planet's human past forms the subject of the remainder 
of this book. 
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