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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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