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Editor’s Preface

Over the course of 2018 and 2019, Professor William Yewdale Adams (known as Bill to his friends
and colleagues) compiled a select collection of his archaeological papers and added an introductory
commentary to each one. These articles had been written at various times during Bill’s lengthy and
productive academic career for different purposes and for different audiences. Most of those selected
had been previously published only in a limited way, either as conference proceedings or contributions
to various Festschriften, and as such he wanted to enable them to reach a wider readership than they had
originally. He described this collection as his ‘derniéres pensées’.

The essays encompass a wide range of topics, from reflections upon the successes, failures and lessons
learned from the UNESCO International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia in the 1960s, in which
Bill was very much a leading figure and which he was uniquely positioned to critique, to discussions
and criticisms of the theoretical framework of ‘New’ or ‘Processual Archaeology’ and its application of
‘scientific’ methods. Bill published 26 books through his career. In 1977 an impressive synthesis of the
history and archaeology of Nubia from the Palaeolithic through to the 1960s entitled Nubia: Corridor
to Africa appeared. This was later translated into Arabic, and in 2005 the Order of the Two Niles was
conferred upon him by the Sudanese government in honour of his contribution to knowledge of Sudan
and Nubia. Other papers included here are seminal works discussing the ideological concepts of typology
and classification and their practical application to archaeological excavations, notably his own major
excavations conducted at the large Nubian cityscapes of Meinarti, Kulubnarti and Qasr Ibrim, and the
ceramic kilns at Faras.

In April 2019, Bill approached the Sudan Archaeological Research Society, of which he was Honorary
President, to see if they might be interested in publishing this compendium of essays. They agreed and
this project was undertaken. Sadly, he passed away in August 2019 and was unable to see this book come
to fruition.

It was a pleasure to re-read many of Bill’s articles again and to be introduced to others for the first
time. The first publication and original pagination of each article is provided within the relevant chapter.
The articles themselves have been reformatted and this volume is paginated sequentially. The language
of the articles is as it appeared originally in print. Bill had intended to modify and update these papers
slightly to make them clearer for a present-day audience, but much of this did not come to pass. I have
added footnoted comments and additional references for the benefit of readers less familiar with Bill’s
work and with the personalities present at the time. The photographs and figures included are from the
original articles unless otherwise credited. I am grateful to Loretta Kilroe for her assistance in bringing
this volume to fruition, and to both her and Julian E. Reade for their comments and suggestions. Any
errors or omissions remain my own.

I am deeply honoured to have known Bill, and for him and his wife Nettie, with whom he worked and
collaborated throughout his life, to have shared their passion for Nubia with me.

Julie R. Anderson
December 2021
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GENESIS OF A MAVERICK

Plate i. William Y. Adams and Nettie K. Adams in Khartoum in 2005 after he received the Order of the Two Niles,

Sudan’s highest civilian decoration (photo courtesy D. A. Welsby).

I was born in California, in 1927. However, I spent some of my formative early years in the Indian country
of Arizona and New Mexico, and that experience determined me early on to be an anthropologist. Like
many anthropology students in those years, [ was drawn initially to the sub-discipline of archaeology. The
glamour of digging interesting and sometimes valuable things out of the ground was well-nigh irresistible
for the youthful imagination. In addition, in the Southwest there were those ruined cliff-dwellings and
pueblos all around—most of them still unexcavated.

That interest carried over into my earlier college years at Berkeley (1946-52). During that time, I
participated in three student digs in northern California, all directed by Robert F. Heizer. However, they
were all burial sites (there seemed to be little else in California archaeology), and I learned very little of
consequence except how to uncover bones. Almost no formal instruction was involved.

In 1949, my family moved back to the Navajo Indian Reservation, were I had lived in my early youth,
and I found my interest drawn increasingly to the Indians, their culture and their language. By 1952, I
had pretty definitely decided to study living rather than dead peoples, and that interest was cemented by
three years of operating a trading post in the remote Navajo community of Shonto (1954-56). This was in
time to provide the basis for my doctoral dissertation at the University of Arizona (Adams 1963).

As 1 was completing my doctorate, I looked forward to securing a university teaching position, and
to continuing ethnographic fieldwork in any part of the world where there were interesting peoples
to be studied. But jobs for anthropologists were few and far between, at a time when the majority of
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universities did not yet offer anthropology, and only about a dozen had PhD programs. There was no such
thing as an organized job market, and also no such thing as a C.V. You learned about job openings through
the grapevine—usually from your professors—and it was then up to you to sit down at your typewriter
and compose a letter of self-advertisement. 1 was never good at it, and it never landed me a job. I either
got no reply at all, or a ‘glad to keep your application on file’ letter.

Meanwhile, the Bureau of Reclamation had decided to build the Glen Canyon Dam, which flooded
substantial parts of both the Colorado and the San Juan River canyons. Contracts for preliminary
archaeological salvage were divided between the University of Utah, for areas north of the San Juan,
and the Museum of Northern Arizona for the San Juan canyon and the area south of it. A decision was
made, apparently in Washington, that I should be hired to direct the Museum of Northern Arizona work—
not because of any archaeological expertise but because I knew the remote area in question (which was
entirely within the Navajo Reservation) and could speak Navajo.

When the position was offered to me I turned it down at least once, and I think possibly twice. But the
summer sped by and nothing else turned up, and it became a matter of accepting anything that would put
food on the table. Consequently, the time came when I had to phone the Museum of Northern Arizona
(MNA) to say that I would take the job if still available.

[ spent the next two years on the Glen Canyon job—the first simply in locating sites (my wife and I
found 88 of them) and the second in excavating a few of them (see W. and N. Adams 1959).! None of the
sites were of any great consequence; they were obviously summer farming sites occupied seasonally by
peoples who had lived most of the year in much more substantial pueblos on the plateaus above. None
of their walls, of very rough stone, stood more than 60cm high, and two or three days were generally
sufficient to clear out all of the fill in them. Artifact finds were mostly chipped stone tools, metates and
manos.? Excavating and recording these sites involved no more than ‘doing the obvious’, and my lack of
archaeological training was no great impediment.

In 1959, through a complicated and unlikely set of circumstances, I was offered a four-month contract
to assist the government of the Republic of Sudan (as it was then called) in preparing a program of
archaeological salvage for the area of the Nile Valley that would soon be flooded by the Aswan High Dam.
To make a very long story very short, I went for four months and stayed for seven years, during which
time I developed a complete salvage program almost from scratch.

So far as Nile Valley archaeology was concerned, my mind was an absolute tabula rasa. Here were
remains going back 5000 years to the dawn of civilization, and far beyond that into the stone ages; all
kinds of sites, residential, administrative, religious, industrial, military, and mortuary; and of every size
from minuscule to monumental. As my job developed over time, it had four basic components. The first
was to conduct a preliminary survey of the whole area to be flooded; the second was to try and attract
foreign expeditions to come and dig the most important of the sites that we found; the third was to dig
as many of the sites not claimed by foreigners as we could, with the time and resources at our disposal;
the fourth was to create a central archive containing information about all the sites excavated by all of
the excavations.

None of my previous experiences had any relevance to this, nor by and large had the work of others in
the Sudan. If my mind was a tabula rasa, so also was Sudan archaeology, with a very few exceptions. The
fairly extensive archaeology undertaken earlier, mostly between 1907 and 1931, was entirely in sites of
three types: monumental fortress-towns from the age of Pharaonic Egyptian occupation (1800-1000 BC),

1 See Plate i [ed.].
2 Metate, a stone quern upon which grains are ground, usually with a concave surface or depression. It is used together with a
manos, a handheld stone grinding tool [ed.].
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monumental temples and tombs from the Empire of Kush (800 BC-AD 300), and cemeteries of all ages up
to AD 1500. Apart from cemeteries, no attention had been paid to non-monumental sites.’ In my time, I
was to excavate almost nothing else, for these were the sites uninteresting to foreign expeditions.
During the period between 1960 and 1966, I personally excavated about 50 sites, and oversaw the
excavation of about the same number by assistants. These included habitation sites, churches, temples,
watchtowers, fortifications, pottery workshops, a quarry, rock pictures, and cemeteries. They dated to
all periods from about 2000 BC to AD 1800, and varied in size from minute to monumental. The most
outstanding of my excavations were of a stratified mound containing 18 layers of village remains
(Meinarti), which I dug for a solid year with a huge crew, and an administrative, religious, and commercial
center containing remains, some of them monumental, dating from at least 750 BC to AD 1812 (Qasr

Ibrim).*

The challenges

None of my previous experience prepared me for these digs. To begin with I had to learn Arabic—fast,
for none of my foremen and only a handful of my laborers spoke English, and none could read or write it.
Then, I had to learn to work with masses of unskilled laborers (up to 250 at Meinarti), whereas in America,
a few assistants and I had always ‘thrown our own dirt’; we never had hired laborers. In addition to the
local laborers, I was also provided with a small cadre of supposedly skilled Egyptian laborers (Quftis),” and
I had to find out what they could and could not be used for, and deploy them accordingly. At the head of
the qufti group was an Egyptian foreman (reis), whose main job was just to keep the men working. Over
the years I had about six different foremen (they were hired for me by the Sudan Antiquities Service), and
I found that they varied considerably in their abilities not only as disciplinarians, but even more in their
knowledge of archaeology. A few understood what I would call archaeological tactics, but only one very
unusual individual understood strategy (the big picture); at least a couple understood neither.

A job on nearly every dig, that had to be thought through, and periodically rethought, was that of
deployment. With such large crews, it was necessary to select digging areas, dumping areas, and routes
between them so that the men didn’t get in each other’s way, and so they weren’t tramping back and
forth over excavated, but as yet unrecorded, remains. Such challenges were common to all Sudanese and
Nubian digs; in contrast to anything I had known in the States. And there was no instructional literature
relevant to these conditions, or sites of these types.

In sum, my entire seven years in Sudan was a vast learning experience—not without its mistakes and
false starts. Quite simply, the number one requirement on every site was to think.

Do I want to dig this site, and if so why?

What can I hope to learn that I don’t already know?

What is the best way to go about it?

Do I have sufficient resources, and if not is there a chance to get them? Who else besides me may be
interested in the results?

A few days on the ground were enough to make it plain that I couldn’t possibly do it all—sites on the
rich Nile floodplain were beyond number. Therefore, the basic procedural issue from the start became

3 For major survey and excavations conducted prior to the Nubian campaign see for example, Arkell 1949; 1953; Dunham 1950;
1955; 1957; 1963; 1967; 1970; 1982; Dunham and Chapman 1952; Dunham and Janssen 1960; Emery 1965; Emery and Kirwan 1935;
1938; Firth 1909; 1912; 1915; 1927; Garstang 1910; 1912; 1913; 1914-1916; Garstang and George 1914; Garstang et al. 1911; Monneret
de Villard 1935a; 1935b; 1957a; 1957b; Randall-Maclver and Mace 1902; Randall-Maclver and Woolley 1911; Randall-Maclver et al.
1909; Reisner 1910; 1923; Smith and Jones 1910 [ed.].

“For a detailed autobiography see Adams 2009 [ed.].

> Originally employed and trained by W. M. F. Petrie for work on his excavations at Koptos in 1893-1894. See further Roland
2014; Stevenson 2015, 6-7 [ed.].
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Preface

one of triage, or in other words prioritization. It was a term unfamiliar to me at the time, but it’s what I
was doing. For each site we encountered, there were four possibilities:

1) If it looks big and rich, leave it and try to attract a foreign expedition,

2) If it looks good but probably wouldn’t attract foreigners, reserve it for later excavation after the
preliminary survey was completed,

3) Dig it now, while you have the necessary men and resources on hand,

4) Write it off as not worth digging, when there are still so many more promising sites.

A factor affecting site selection in all salvage programs, and quintessentially in the Aswan High Dam
project, was that of available time. Inundation from the dam was scheduled to proceed in stages. The first
stage was scheduled to back up water in the most northernmost 62km of the Sudan, between 1964 and
1966. What this meant in practice was that there wasn’t time to complete a preliminary survey before
selecting sites to dig, as I had hoped in the beginning. As in the case of medical triage, we had to make on-
the-spot decisions, to dig or not to dig, without knowing what lay ahead that might be more important.
Needless to say, we sometimes guessed wrong, though our expertise increased with each passing season.

Further complicating the decision process was the fact that nearly all sites on the west bank of the Nile,
where the great bulk of our work was done, were deeply buried in drifted sand (Almost the whole of the
east bank was taken by foreign expeditions). You had to spend a day or two just throwing off overburden
before any decision could be made about the value of further digging—and by then the dig was already
started!

Another consideration, almost unique to my situation, was the knowledge that I was working for a
foreign nation and a foreign people, who paid for every dime of my excavation expenses (UNESCO paid
my salary, but that was all). I was for all practical purposes a member of the Sudan Antiquities Service,
as it was then called. While they never gave me any direction or guidance, I had to be conscious that my
results should be interesting to them and to the Sudanese people. This affected to some extent my choice
of sites, but even more the way I wrote them up.

In the triage process, a final consideration of importance to me as an anthropologist was the state of
existing knowledge. I have always felt strongly that the most important goal of science was to diminish
the unknown, not to replicate the known. I had already noted, many years before, that a great deal of
southwestern archaeology was replicative because so little had been properly published (cf. Adams 1960,
19). Applied in Nubia, this meant that medieval sites were more important than earlier ones; churches
were more important than temples; small sites were more important than larger ones. Cemeteries were
of virtually no importance, because scores of them, of all periods, had already been dug by museum-based
expeditions in search of attractive objects for display.

In sum and in simple, peasant sites were more important than elite sites, because the vast majority of
Nubians had always been peasants, and still were. The enduring popularity of my book, Nubia, Corridor to
Africa (Adams 1977),° stems not from the fact that it is more accurate than others, but from the fact that
it gives so much attention to everyday life. My greatest satisfaction, arising from the Nubia experience,
lies in the fact that the Nubian people have adopted my book as their national epic, and have translated
it into Arabic.

The essays

As a teacher I have always felt a compulsion to pass along what I have learned, and this was especially true
in Nubia. The approaches I had devised, the things I had learned, and the explanations I had come up with
were however, much at variance with prevailing thought among archaeologists. While espousing my

¢ See Plate ii [ed.].
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own views, I often found that I had at the same
time to dispute other, and more popular, ones.
However, publication was always a problem.
Archaeologists, or at least prehistorians, tend to
be doctrinaire, and their professional journals
are exceptionally so. I felt that I had little hope of
getting my ideas into print in American Antiquity
or the Journal of Field Archaeology (I have been
rejected by both); I had to wait for circumstances
where I knew that I could not be rejected.

Such opportunities were of two types:
invited contributions to festschriften, and invited
contributions to conferences. Readers will find in
fact that ten of the fifteen papers in this volume
fall into one or another of those categories. But
while it has been a satisfaction to see my words on
record, I have paid an inevitable price in terms of
readership. Who, apart from the dedicatee, reads
festschriften? Who, apart from the contributors,
reads conference proceedings? It is precisely
those considerations that have prompted me
to put together the present volume, in hopes of
rescuing at least some of my ideas from oblivion.

The papers were written or delivered over
a period of 25 years, and in a wide variety of
circumstances. They were published variously
in the United States, Canada, Britain, France,

Germany, Sweden, and Italy. Most importantly, they were written for a very wide variety of audiences,

differing in the extent of their archaeological background and interests. Some should be intelligible to

just about everyone; some mainly to persons with an archaeological background; one or two mainly to

persons knowledgeable in Nile Valley archaeology.

Inevitably, given these circumstances, readers will find a lot of repetition from essay to essay. They

will also recognize certain ‘pet peeves’, which I have been prone to air; for example, the so-called ‘New

Archaeology’, and computerized classification. If there is a single theme that runs through most of the

essays, it is the disconnect between what archaeologists profess and what they do in the field.

Here then is a summary of what I learned.

William Y. Adams, July 2019
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Plate 1.1. Air photograph of the Semna cataract and Semna West fortress, facing north (SARS Adams
Archive, ADA $002_02).

Plate 1.2. Fortress at Semna with the New Kingdom temple dedicated to Senwosret III and the god
Dedwen visible in its interior (SARS Adams Archive, ADA S002_04).
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Three Questions for the Archaeologist!
(1992)

This is considerably the most recent of the essays included in the present volume. It was an invited contribution to
a memorial volume honoring Michael Hoffman, an American archaeologist who in his later years directed a major
excavation in Eqypt.? I did not know Mike personally, and was not familiar in any detail with his work, so I was
originally disinclined to accept the invitation. However, the two editors (both close friends) insisted they wanted
me in anyway, so I simply used the opportunity to give vent to some of my dernieres pensées after a lifetime in
archaeology. I assumed that the vast majority of readers would be Egyptologists, some of them focused on language
studies rather than excavation, so I kept the discussion at a highly generalized level.

An ethnologist colleague of mine once remarked, ‘if you want to find the Goldwater Republicans (i.e.
political conservatives) in any Anthropology faculty, look among the archaeologists’. I'm not sure if that
is really valid statistically, but it is certainly the case that archaeology has tended to appeal to law-and-
order types, who seek to impose a rigid and somewhat arbitrary order on the data of prehistory. Often
enough too they seek to impose order on the methods and objectives, not only of themselves but of all
their colleagues. The theoretical literature abounds in doctrinaire, programmatic declarations telling us
not only how we ought to dig, but even what we should and should not be interested in, and why. To
my knowledge there is nothing comparable in the literatures of ethnology and linguistics - the other
two major subdivisions of Cultural Anthropology. Archaeologists, I conclude, have a low tolerance for
ambiguity, which at times may mean a low tolerance for reality.

Rule-book archaeology has two undeniable advantages. First, it insures a certain comparability of
results between different digs, leading usually to a reaffirmation of prevailing orthodoxy. Second, it
saves the archaeologists from having to think. This strikes me as the major appeal of most formalistic
procedures, and it puts me in mind of a remark by the statistician R. M. Cormack (1971, 353): ‘How can
statistics be tailored to the real needs of the user, when the real need of the user is to be forced to sit and
think?’

One finds, however, that the rules and the rulebooks are not the same in all parts of the world, and it
becomes increasingly difficult to avoid thinking as one moves from one area of operations to another. The
archaeologist who jumps, as Michael Hoffman and I did, from Native American prehistory to Nile Valley
archaeology, finds himself confronted with new doctrines and new orthodoxies that are at variance with
his previously received wisdom. Under those circumstances he may undergo a certain identity crisis,
and begin asking himself some rather fundamental questions about the nature and meaning of the
archaeological enterprise — questions that are too easily ignored when rulebook procedures are followed.
I know that this happened in Mike Hoffman’s case, as it did also in mine. In honor of Mike’s memory, I
want here to consider three basic questions about the nature and purposes of archaeology, that I know
were of continuing concern to him.

! Originally published in: R. Friedman and B. Adams (eds) 1992. The Followers of Horus: Studies dedicated to Michael Allen Hoffman
1944-1990. Egyptian Studies Association Publication No. 2, 0xbow Monograph 20. Oxford, 1-6. The paper was accompanied by two
photographs of Michael Hoffman which are not included here. They were germane to the overall volume, being placed in honour
of Hoffman’s memory, rather than with reference to this specific paper and are not mentioned within. The first, taken by J. R.
Geller showed him digging at Hierakopolis while the second taken by R. Friedman, was entitled ‘Foundation Ritual Revisited:
Michael Hoffman scattering bonbons in the foundation trench of his dig house at Hierakonpolis before laying the first stone’
[ed.].

2 Michael Hoffman (1944-1990) co-directed excavations and headed the Predynastic Research Team at Hierakonpolis, Egypt
between 1978-1990. See further http://www.hierakonpolis-online.org/index.php/history-of-exploration/michael-hoffman
[accessed 22.04.2020] and Bierbrier 2012, 259 [ed.].
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What are you digging for?

A.V.Kidder,agreatraconteur as well as a great archaeologist, liked to tell a story about his early excavations
at Pecos Pueblo. The dig was located only a couple of miles from one of New Mexico’s major highways,
and was plagued with a steady stream of uninvited visitors. According to Kidder, the visitors fell pretty
consistently into two categories: the admirers and the scoffers. ‘To the admirers,’ said Kidder, ‘we used to
say that we were digging to gain new understanding about human culture that would ultimately benefit
mankind. To the scoffers we used to say that we were digging because of the fabulous pay’. Concluded
Kidder: ‘It would be hard to say which was the bigger fabrication.”

The story, I am sure, has a familiar ring to all field archaeologists. We have all encountered our share
of the admirers and the scoffers, and we have all formulated relatively flip and facetious answers to their
questions, if only to be rid of them as quickly as possible. How many of us have really tried to explain what
we are doing, and why, to casual visitors? ‘It would take too long’, is our usual excuse, but could it be that
we really don’t have a better answer, even for ourselves? In truth, the question, ‘what are you digging
for?’ is frequently an awkward and uncomfortable one. We make up one kind of pat answer for the casual
visitors, another for the funding agencies, and perhaps another still for our academic employers, but they
may all involve a certain element of mythology that we don’t honestly believe in.

A generation ago, it was a favorite accusation of the New Archaeologists that their predecessors had no
clear sense of purpose. That problem was supposedly resolved by the introduction of scientific principles
and scientific rigor into archaeology. But in reality science defines means, not ends, and the answers
that the New Archaeologists gave to ‘what are you digging for?’ were no more convincing and no less
mythological than were those of their predecessors, including Kidder. My own view is that the lack of
clearly defined objectives in archaeology has become more conspicuous, not less so, with the passage of
time.

Whatever we may think of their motivations, the pioneer archaeologists of the 17t and 18" centuries
were clear and unequivocal as to why they were digging: it was to recover treasures. Initially these were
merely for the benefit of private patrons. Later, when museums came to the forefront as archaeological
sponsors, the treasures were to be for public exhibition, which gave a somewhat broadened scope to the
work of the archaeologist. Then, around the middle of the last century, came the recognition of two new
possibilities. One was that archaeology could confirm and enlarge upon the information contained in
ancient texts, such as the Bible and the Iliad. The other was that systematic archaeology could fill in the
huge historical blank preceding the earliest written records. For about a century, the great majority of
archaeologists were avowedly pursuing one or another of those two goals, both of which were essentially
historical. That is, they were seeking either to put together a systematic and chronologically ordered
record of the prehistoric past, or to fill in lacunae in the record of written history.

Around the middle of the 20% century, archaeologists, at least in North America, decided that history
wasn’t enough. Influenced by contemporary developments in ethnology, they proclaimed that we should
in effect be trying to write ethnographies of the prehistoric cultures we studied, and to see the ancient
worlds as they would have appeared to those who lived in them. History was at best a means to that end,
rather than an end in itself.

Not very much later, the self-proclaimed New Archaeologists turned their backs on history altogether,
declaring it ‘unscientific’ and announcing that the goal of archaeology must be to test general, causal
propositions about human culture and its development. But this enterprise was epistemologically flawed
from the beginning. Although they pretended to a high degree of intellectual sophistication, the New

3T have paraphrased the story as I heard it from Kidder’s lips, around 1950. I'm not sure if he ever committed it to paper.
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Archaeologists somehow never grasped the fact that all social science theory is necessarily probabilistic,
and cannot be either verified or falsified by single-case field tests. The result was that New Archaeology
produced a great proliferation of sententious programmatic literature, but almost nothing in the way
of field results that could be taken seriously. Perhaps the most telling verdict on this enterprise can be
found in a recent article on What the New Archaeology has accomplished (Watson 1991) - which never once
mentions anything accomplished in the field!

In a widely read and much-cited article, Kent Flannery (1967) drew a contrast between Culture History
and Culture Process, insisting that the proper concern of archaeologists should be the latter and not the
former. He and fellow ‘processualists’ failed to notice that you cannot excavate ‘process’. Process is an
inference you make from the things you find in the ground, just as in ethnology, culture is an inference
you make from the behaviors you actually observe. The ethnologist cannot get to culture without going
through the evidence of behavior, and the archaeologist cannot get to process without going through the
evidence of history. The dichotomy between history and process is, in other words, a spurious one.

Although the absurdity of its pretentions made New Archaeology an inviting target for criticism, it was
surprisingly long in coming. Once begun, however, it has swelled to something like a cacophony in the
recent past. But archaeologists would seem now to have thrown out whatever baby there was along with
the bath water. In rejecting the excessive formalism of New Archaeology, the so-called post-processualists
have apparently decided that there is no inherent order to be discovered in nature or in culture - it’s all in
our heads. We can therefore place whatever construction we like on the remains we uncover, with no fear
of refutation. Under these circumstances a dig becomes nothing more than an exhibition of technical and
interpretive virtuosity for its own sake; an end rather than a means. What, then, are we digging for - just
to show off our skills?

Why are you digging here?

My old friend and colleague Jean Vercoutter tells of a joke that is common among French archaeologists:
‘This is a beautiful spot - let’s dig here’.* This too should have a familiar ring. Long ago I observed how
promptly the archaeologists in the American Southwest shifted their interest from the desert-dwelling
Anasazi to the forest-dwelling Mogollon, once they discovered that there were sites to be dug among the
tall, cool pine trees.’

The question, ‘Why dig here?” has to be answered at three levels of specificity: in the choice of an area
in which to work, in the choice of a site or sites to dig within that area, and in the choice of excavation
areas within each site. If our actions were entirely consistent with our purposes, the determining factor
should be the same in each case. In fact, it is likely to be somewhat different at each level.

Archaeologists in my youth were inclined to be highly parochial. They worked all their lives within a
single area for no better (or worse) reason than that they were strongly and particularly interested in that
area, and often enough were little interested in any other area. Subsequently the profession has become
much more cosmopolitan, and it is rare today to find one-area archaeologists, except in such avowedly
particularistic fields as Egyptology and Sinology. As nearly as I can determine, the choice of fields (at least
among colleagues of my acquaintance) has been determined almost entirely by opportunity, rather than
by any previous interest. This of course was true in my own case, when I made the jump from the American
Southwest to Nubia in 1959. A specific interest in the area and its problems came subsequently to the

4 Jean Vercoutter (1911-2000) was a French archaeologist and Egyptologist who began work in Sudan in 1953. He was Director
General of Antiquities in Sudan (1956-1960) and later Director the Institut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale, Cairo (1977-
1981). He excavated, for example, Mirgissa and Sai in Sudan and at Thebes, Egypt. See further, https://www.egypt.edu/
actualite/2000/000729/29juilleto4.htm [accessed 22.04.2020] [ed.].

5 In an unpublished paper, ‘Kidder up to Date; A Reintroduction to Southwestern Archaeology’.
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beginning of my work there.

Several factors may be involved in the choice of a site or sites to dig within a chosen region. For
a long time the hope of reward, in the form of material finds, was the overriding consideration, and
archaeological ‘sampling’ really consisted of pulling the plums out of the cake. But logistics too could
(and can) seldom be disregarded. For obvious, mainly financial, reasons we go for the most accessible
sites in preference to the more remote ones. Neither of these factors is a legitimate consideration from
the standpoint of sampling; with the result that our reconstruction of culture history in many parts of the
globe is a somewhat distorted one, based on skewed ‘samples’.

Salvage (rescue) archaeology in the recent past has gone a considerable way to correct that deficiency.
Reservoir, highway, and pipeline construction projects have led to the more or less enforced excavation
of all kinds of sites that would probably otherwise have gone untouched. The results have provided a
major corrective to the somewhat elitist perspective that comes from digging only the biggest and the
richest sites. But these projects are usually too big to allow the excavation of every threatened site, and
the problem of selection still remains. Various area sampling procedures have been developed, such as the
use of transects and randomly selected grid squares, but the development of genuinely effective sampling
procedures in archaeology is still in its infancy. There is an unfortunate tendency to regard totally
randomized procedures (eliminating any need for judgment) as the most ‘scientific’ - an assumption that
has no legitimate foundation in the fields of social science. No economist, political scientist, or sociologist
makes generalizations or predictions on the basis of purely random population samples.

The same caveat applies to the selection of excavation areas within any given site. Here too the
accepted procedure used to be to go after the plums - that is, start with the most rewarding-looking
feature visible at the surface, and work outward from there. More recently there have been attempts to
eliminate subjective decision-making by excavating randomly selected squares. But in my rather long
experience of total-area surveys and total-site excavations, I have found that the results obtained in this
fashion almost never correspond very closely to the expectations derived from sampling. The truth is
that we understand, so far, very little about patterning in archaeological data. Most of what we profess to
understand is based on samples that at best yield hypotheses to be tested by full-site excavation.

As a townsite archaeologist, I object strongly to any sampling procedure that results in cutting houses
in half, as often happens when grid squares are randomly excavated. I don’t know of any archaeologist
who would treat a burial in such disrespectful fashion - excavating only the pelvis, leg bones and feet
while leaving the upper torso and the cranium in the ground. A house is as much an integrated, organic
unit as is a skeleton, and is potentially far more culturally informative, yet many archaeologists habitually
excavate part of the building and leave the rest in the ground. What is interesting and informative about
a house is the plan, and it can rarely be extrapolated with confidence from any accidentally uncovered
‘sample’.

A sampling problem that commonly arises in townsite excavation is ‘down or out?’ Having opened an
initial excavation area or areas, shall we enlarge it downward, or outward? The much-admired Kenyon-
Wheeler method of excavation® seems to prescribe ‘downward, ever downward’. Squares or trenches
are dug from the surface to the level of sterile subsoil, and the so-called ‘archaeological record’ is then
read in a series of vertical soil profiles. My own view is that this technique of excavation reveals only
one particular kind of archaeological record, and often not the most informative one. First of all, the

¢ Also referred to as the Wheeler-Kenyon method. This system was first used between 1930-1935 during excavations at
Verulamium by R. E. Mortimer Wheeler (1890-1976), and then was modified by Kathleen Kenyon (1906-1978) during her work at
Jericho conducted between 1952-1958. See further Callaway 1979; Davis 2008 [ed.].
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succession of ash, refuse, building rubble, and sterile lenses that is revealed in any particular profile
comprises a highly particularized record of events at that one spot only. It can never be generalized
even to adjoining excavation units, let alone to the whole site. A dozen such profiles taken from a dozen
excavation units yield a dozen different stories, none necessarily informative about the site as a whole.
Second, the Kenyon-Wheeler method establishes the association between artifacts and deposits, but
ignores the association between artifacts and buildings. When you cut a trench or pit down arbitrarily
through walls and floors, you can usually form little idea about the relationship between artifacts and the
nearby walls that have been cut in half.

Obviously, the decision between ‘down’ and ‘out’ must depend on what you're trying to learn. The
vertical record is largely a record of the unintentional: fires, destructions, refuse depositions, over-
buildings. The horizontal record is more often a record of the intentional: house plans, spatial layouts,
the siting of temples and cemeteries. One could say therefore that the vertical record is purely a historical
record, and the horizontal a cultural record. We have a choice, then, as to whether we are more interested
in the handiwork of nature or in the handiwork of man. As a cultural anthropologist my interest has
always been in the latter - hence my preference for stripping a townsite layer by layer rather than digging
it full of holes.

Who are you digging for?

Once, in the early days of the Nubian Monuments Campaign,” I was traveling along the Nile in company
with a carload of journalists enroute to visit the great fortress site of Semna.? In the back seat, I was
discussing with one of my companions the new archaeological museum that the Sudan was to build,
and I remember saying something to the effect that ‘a museum is an educational institution’. Abruptly,
the London Times reporter turned from the front seat and thundered, ‘NO! A museum is for enjoyment!
Dammit!!’

That quintessentially English remark set me to thinking, really for the first time, about the different
constituencies that archaeology and its discoveries may serve. On the one hand there are those, like myself,
whose enjoyment of a museum can be measured in direct proportion to the length of the explanatory
labels. On the other hand there are those, like the Times man, whose enjoyment was evidently in inverse
proportion to the labels.

The issue became more practically relevant for me within the next months, when I had to make strategic
decisions about the directions that the Nubian salvage campaign would take in the Sudan. This was in the
heyday of New Archaeology, and we were being told in the most insistent terms that we should be testing
general hypotheses and not wasting our time on anything so ephemeral as cultural history. But I was
funded directly by the Sudan Government rather than by the National Science Foundation or any faraway
academic institution, and that gave me a certain sense of obligation - conspicuously lacking among most
New Archaeologists - toward the people for whom and among whom I was working. Whatever my own
inclinations and those of my fellow archaeologists might be, I felt compelled to produce results that
would be maximally interesting and meaningful to the Nubian people whose land and heritage were
being destroyed.

It seems to me now that at least four archaeological constituencies deserve to be considered. There is,
first of all, the general public (represented by the Times man) that simply enjoys the contemplation of
beautiful or interesting things and doesn’t particularly care about learning anything in the process. There
is another general public (represented by myself) that likes to learn about culture and history. There

7 UNESCO International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia (1960-1980) https://whc.unesco.org/en/activities/172/ [ed.].
8 See Plates 1.1-1.2 [ed.].
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are, thirdly, the people whose remains are being uncovered, and who very probably have a historical
self-image that they would like to see protected and enhanced. Finally, there are the archaeologists, who
would like to show off what they have done and what they have found.

It could be argued that only a minute proportion of what we uncover will ever find its way behind
museum glass, and that only in these special cases need we bother about public constituencies. But our
published reports are also displays, and in this broader sense a very large part of what we uncover will,
or should ultimately, go on exhibition. I hold firmly to the belief that our sense of public obligation must
extend to our published reports no less than to our museum displays; they must do something more than
just show off our skills for the benefit of fellow archaeologists.

Excavation reports from the past were often highly speculative, drawing rather large conclusions from
a small and imprecisely recorded body of data. But whatever their shortcomings, they were interesting.
There is a tendency today to publish excruciatingly detailed, descriptive reports with a minimum of
interpretation, and these are rarely of much interest to anyone but their authors. We are left to admire
the technical virtuosity of the diggers, which is often conspicuously displayed, without gaining much
understanding of what they actually learned. The commonly expressed hope is that such reports are
creating an archive that will serve as a basis for interpretations and reconstructions in the future, but
that (like plundering the environment) merely puts a burden of responsibility on later generations that
properly belongs on us.

W. B. Emery, the excavator of Buhen,” was notorious for the brief and uninformative progress reports
that he published at the conclusion of each season. When I questioned him about this, he advised me,
‘Never publish detailed progress reports. They leave you with no audience for your final report’. The logic
was flawed, but the advice was not without foundation. He might better have said, ‘Never publish detailed
progress reports. They leave you with no incentive to write a final report’. All too often, the publishers
of detailed, season-by-season reports have failed to produce a final synthesis, on the grounds that they
have already put everything on record piecemeal. But of course they haven’t. Piecemeal reports, without
interpretation, are difficult enough to make sense of even for the professional archaeologist, and for the
general public they are in a foreign and undecipherable language. You end up with so many partially
assembled parts of a jigsaw puzzle, from which you can rarely make out the big picture.

All too often, it seems to me, the archaeologist has a curiously truncated sense of responsibility to his
profession and to some kind of abstract scientific standard, but not to any larger public, and certainly not
to the people whose remains he is so methodically disturbing. He condemns the work of earlier generations
for its elitism, its imprecise methods and its lack of documentation, yet he may be pursuing interests and
publishing reports that are of no interest to anyone except fellow archaeologists. But the remains that
he disturbs and carries away are, properly speaking, a public trust and not a private hunting preserve for
archaeologists. In a narrow sense they are the heritage of a particular people, whose descendants may
still be living nearby; in a broader sense they are the heritage of all mankind. I am convinced that the
current antagonism toward archaeology that is so conspicuous among Native Americans was provoked in
part by the cavalier attitude of the New Archaeologists, who disdained any interest in the history of the
very Indians whose remains they were disturbing.

Almost everyone would agree that archaeology began as a purely humanistic enterprise, but over
time has become an increasingly scientific one. There are enormous advantages in this transformation,

° See further, Bierbrier 2012, 176-178; http://egyptartefacts.griffith.ox.ac.uk/people/walter-bryan-emery [accessed 23.04.2020]
[ed.].
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from the standpoint of recovered information, but it is not without cost. Whether we like it or not, the
interest of the general public in our work is overwhelmingly humanistic. They really don’t care about the
precision of our methods; what they care about is our contribution to history and to cultural knowledge
and to aesthetic enjoyment. From that perspective they find the work of Schliemann and Evans more
interesting than that of Petrie and Kidder, just as they find the work of Petrie and Kidder more interesting
than that of Binford and Hodder."°

In short and in sum, our public constituency has been shrinking with each generation, as we pursued
the elusive goal of ‘pure science’. The museums are full of treasures excavated in the bad old days when
we were only out for treasures, and of culture-historical charts from the prescientific days when we were
only out for history. Museum visitors avidly follow the sequence of development from Basketmaker to
Pueblo I, I, 111, IV and V, because it makes intelligible and interesting history.!* How much of the result of
recent, problem-focused archaeology will you find on display in the same museums?

Another measure of the same trend can be observed in the pages of the popular journal Archaeology. The
magazine’s wide circulation attests to the public’s continuing appetite for archaeology; the distressing
small amount of actual field archaeology that is reported in each issue is a reflection of how little of the
current work is really of much general interest. Who are we digging for? Mainly, it seems, for ourselves.

Whither archaeology?

The late Glyn Daniel'? was fond of asking this question, in the days when he edited Antiquity, and from
time to time he invited different contributors to answer it. I have always regarded it as a non-question,
implying as it does that archaeology is an autonomous discipline capable of setting its own goals. To me
this is tantamount to saying that means can dictate ends - as though a shovel could decide where and
what it wanted to dig.

I always looked at the matter from just the opposite perspective, and assumed that archaeology would
have to go wherever Anthropology, European Prehistory, Classics, Egyptology, Sinology, and half a dozen
other disciplines directed it. Now, however, archaeology threatens to become an end in itself: an exercise
in technical virtuosity carried out for the delight of other archaeologists and for no one else. Under these
circumstances one might conclude that Daniel’s question has more relevance that it formerly had. But
then, an end can’t really go anywhere, can it?
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Plate 2.1. Interior of the laboratory at Wadi Halfa, used during the UNESCO Campaign to Save the
Monuments of Nubia. Note the air photographs of Lower Nubia mounted on the wall (SARS Adams
Archive, ADA Di026).

Plate 2.2. Sudan National Museum, Khartoum, inaugurated in 1971 (photo J. R. Anderson).
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Science and Ethics in Rescue Archaeology®
(1984)

This was my invited contribution to a festschrift in honor of the eminent Swedish Egyptologist Torgny Sdve-
Soderbergh, with whom I had been in close collaboration during the Nubian archaeological salvage campaign.? Of my
numerous Egyptologist colleagues at that time, he was very much the most intellectual, with a wide-ranging mind
and an interest in ideas for their own sake. As a consultant at UNESCO he had been involved from the beginning in
the formulation of policy for the Nubian campaign, so I knew that my ideas on the subject of archaeological ethics
would find a ready reception. This was the first of many writings in which I expressed my profound opposition to
‘New Archaeology’.

Iwelcome the invitation to contribute to this volume, for it will allow me to do three things that  have been
wanting to do. The first and most important is to pay tribute to the work of Professor Save-Séderbergh,
and more particularly to an aspect of his work that I am in a special position to appreciate. I refer to his
role in developing archaeological policy both for the International Campaign to Save the Monuments of
Nubia in general and for the Scandinavian Joint Expedition to Sudanese Nubia® in particular.* At the same
time and in the same context, [ want to answer those critics who have argued that rescue archaeology
is of little value because it is unscientific. Finally I want to make a point that is well underscored by
the Nubian campaign and its results: that in all archaeology there are ethical constraints that must be
balanced against scientific and scholarly ones.

For many readers of these pages, the decade of the 1960s will be forever memorable because of the
Nubian rescue campaign. It was an international effort without parallel before or since, and for those who
participated it brought a sense of excitement and of fulfillment that has persisted down to the present
day. In spite of omissions and imperfections, the amount of field archaeology accomplished in Nubia was
prodigious, and we may perhaps be forgiven if we think of this as one of archaeology’s finest hours.

A special virtue of the Nubian campaign, as many of us saw it, was the extent to which archaeologists
set aside personal and selfish interests in order to save whatever needed saving. Indeed, this was
required under the concession policy adopted by both Egypt and the Sudan, on the advice of UNESCO.
The effects are apparent if we compare the results of the High Dam campaign with those obtained by the
earlier Nubian rescue programs, from 1907 to 1911 and from 1929 to 1934.° In the earlier campaigns the
archaeologists largely followed their preferences, with the result that temples and tombs were dug but
townsites generally were not, and the pharaonic and earlier periods were extensively investigated while
the latter periods were slighted. This neglect was especially marked in the case of medieval remains. In
the High Dam campaign, however, Egyptologists found themselves for the first time digging in prehistoric
sites, prehistorians worked in medieval towns, and the load of salvage obligation was unselfishly shared
by many. Collectively, they gave us a much fuller and more balanced picture of the cultures and the
history of Nubia than we had previously held.

! Originally published in: R. Holthoer, R. and T. Linders (eds) 1984. Sundries in Honour of Torgny Sive-Séderbergh. Stockholm, 9-15.

2 UNESCO International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia (1960-1980) https://whc.unesco.org/en/activities/172/
[accessed 22.04.2020]. Initially, W. Y. Adams was employed by UNESCO earlier in 1959. See further ‘Genesis’, this volume and
Plate 2.1. Regarding Sdve-Sdderbergh, see Bierbrier 2012, 488-487 [ed.].

3 Regarding the Scandinavian Joint Expedition, see further Sdve-Séderbergh 1984 [ed.].

1 make this remark because I was also involved to some extent in planning for the rescue campaign in the Sudan, and before
that for the Glen Canyon archaeological salvage campaign in the U.S.A. See my ‘Strategy of Archaeological Salvage’, American
Geophysical Union, Geophysical Monograph Series, Vol. 17 (1973), 826-35 [W. Y. Adams].

S For details and references concerning these campaigns see Adams 1977, 74-77 [ed.].
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For archaeologists who were not involved in Nubia, the 1960s are memorable for quite another reason.
This was the decade when the ‘new archaeology’ launched itself upon us as a radical new approach,
ostensibly rendering obsolete most of what had gone before. Lewis Binford, the leading prophet of
the new dispensation, unhesitatingly proclaimed that ‘...advances in achieving the aims of archeology
necessitate the enforced obsolescence of much of traditional theory and method...” [emphasis mine]
(Binford and Binford 1968, 27). The ‘new archaeologists’ asserted that archaeology must be scientific or it
must be nothing. They had, moreover, a very specific view of what was and was not scientific. Scientific
archaeology must somehow involve the testing of causal principles about human behavior or cultural
evolution. ‘The ‘new archaeologists” have...asserted that the criterion for correctness of argumentation...
should be the notion of scientific explanation. Further, they have asserted that all scientific explanation
can be...cast in what is called the covering-law model, in either its deterministic or its statistical form’
[emphasis in the original] (Read et al. 1978, 307).

Rescue archaeology came in for special criticism because of its supposedly unscientific character. As
perceived by Hole and Heizer, ‘...salvage archeology runs counter to practices that will be advocated here.
First, salvage archeologists must be indiscriminate and take the sites as they come. That is, it is not possible
to be very selective when the atmosphere is one of a rescue operation. Second, salvage archeologists must
operate under the pressure of time and thus may be forced to ignore many of the refined techniques of
modern archeology. The resultant loss in information is rationalized by saying that, after all, something
was saved’ (Hole and Heizer 1966, 32). Thus, a feature of the Nubian campaign that was seen by us as
especially laudable was seen by others as blameworthy.

The ‘new archaeology’ canbe, and has been, challenged onits own ground of scientific epistemology.° The
notion that all scientific endeavor must be related to ‘covering laws’ was taken over from the philosopher
C. G. Hempel,” whose ideas never gained full currency among his fellow philosophers of science. Indeed,
they were already going out of vogue at the time when the ‘new archaeologists’ seized upon them. The
definition of science, which they proclaim is so narrowly restrictive that it would exclude, for example,
much of the current work in biology and astronomy. A great deal of the research in these disciplines, as
in archaeology, is basically exploratory. It involves highly systematized discovery procedures that are
unconnected with causal theory.

It is worth noting also that in much exploratory and descriptive research, random sampling is a
recognized and a necessary scientific procedure. Its purpose is to eliminate subjective bias in the selection
of units for study. From this perspective we might argue that, precisely because “...it is not possible to be
very selective when the atmosphere is that of a rescue operation’ (Hole and Heizer 1966, 32), the approach
of the rescue archaeologist is more nearly scientific than is that of his more selective colleagues. I think
that the results of the Nubian campaign will hear this out, inasmuch as they have given us a more accurate
picture of Nubian culture and history than did 50 years of selective archaeology. I have elsewhere made
the same point with regard to rescue archaeology in the American Southwest (Adams 1973, 828).

In the view of Binford and some of his followers, archaeology will become more ‘scientific’ by becoming
more ‘anthropological’, and vice versa.® There is a certain irony in this position, since archaeology is
already the most scientific of the various sub-branches of cultural anthropology. Ethnologists, social
anthropologists, and linguists are much more humanistic in their approach to culture and behavior,
because they have to deal with the complexity of living man instead of with the simplicity of inert things.
Moreover, and for the same reasons, their field methods are less rigorous. One would suppose, therefore,

¢ See especially Johnson 1972, 366-377; Tuggle et al. 1972, 3-12; and Flannery 1973, 47-53.
7 See especially Hempel 1965; 1966.
¢ See Binford 1962, 217-25; Longacre 1970, 1-3.
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that to bring archaeology more into the mainstream of anthropology would be to make it less scientific,
not more so.

The rather presumptuous claim that archaeology must serve the purposes of anthropology, and that
both must be scientific, ignores the fact that most of the world’s archaeologists are not, and do not claim
to be, either anthropologists or scientists. They are Medievalists, Classicists, Egyptologists, Assyriologists,
Sinologists, European prehistorians, art historians, and humanists of other sorts. A rigid enforcement of
‘new archaeology’ structures would put all of these scholars out of business, and would leave the entire
buried record of history to the attentions of a small group of zealots who disavow any interest in history.’
Colin Renfrew has put the matter clearly in recognizing that ‘...archaeology may in a sense be the past
tense of anthropology alone’ (Renfrew 1982, 4).

My purpose in this essay, however, is not to pursue further the issues I have touched on above. They
have already been debated at very considerable length and with considerable heat.* Instead, I want to
look at another issue that lies between the rescue archaeologist and the ‘new archaeologist’, but has not
received enough attention from either. This is the issue of ethics in archaeology.

Binford and his followers are explicit about the archaeologist’s responsibility to science, but they do
not seem aware that he has any other responsibilities. In this they are exhibiting, I think, a moral myopia
not much different from that of the 19* century treasure-seeker, who felt no responsibility except to
recover objets d’art for their patron or museum. Both engaged in excavation which is to say destruction
of archaeological sites for narrowly defined objectives of their own, disregarding any interest which
other scholars, or the lay public, may have had in the same sites.

In discussing the question of ethics, let us first consider simply the legal context of our work. In much
of the world, including all of Latin America, the Near East, and continental Europe, archaeological sites
are public property by legal definition. The same is not always true under British and American law. At
least in America, however, the great majority of sites that are actually excavated are on public land, and
these sites too have the status of public property. The laws that protect them were not passed in the
interest of archaeologists; they were enacted to protect the interest of the public at large.

The archaeologist, then, is rarely the ‘freehold’ owner of the site he digs; he is the trustee for public
owners whose interest may be substantially different from theirs.”* A further expression of public interest
may be found in the fact that most archaeological work is supported by public funds.

During the Nubian rescue campaign, there were certain Egyptologists who argued against the great
expenditure of money and effort devoted to the reconstruction of Abu Simbel and other temples. They
asserted that there is nothing more to be learned from Abu Simbel, whose inscriptions and reliefs have
long since been recorded, and that in any case it is an aesthetic mediocrity. Why not let it go under water,
and spend the $63 million on legitimate archaeology? I heard this argument more than once, as I am
sure Professor Sive-Sdderbergh did. Whatever his personal views on Abu Simbel may be, I am sure that
his reaction was the same as mine ‘Who are we, the scholarly community, to decide such matters? Abu
Simbel does not belong to us, and we may be poorly qualified to judge its worth’. The decision to save
Abu Simbel was ultimately made by Egyptian politicians acting on behalf of the Egyptian public, and
rightly so. Their judgment, and that of the scholars who agreed with them, has been more than justified
by events. Over 1,000 tourists a day are now paying to see the restored monument, which is very much
greater than the number who used to see it in a month.

° Cf. Flannery 1967, 119-122.
19 For a resume on the debate see Dumond 1977, 330-349; Read and LeBlanc 1978, 307.
1 These issues are more fully discussed in McGimsey 1972, 5-19.
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The thinking of the Egyptological purists who wanted to abandon Abu Simbel seems absurd in
retrospect. It is no different on principle, however, from the thinking of the scientific purists of the ‘new
archaeology’. The Egyptologists were, and the ‘new archaeologists’ still are, asserting that we should
engage in nothing that does not serve the interests of our own scholarly disciplines, however narrowly
those may be defined.

Some ‘new archaeologists’ have acknowledged that rescue archaeology is a special case, which
must pursue goals different from those of ‘scientific’ archaeology. Most of the time, however, this is a
specious distinction. All archaeology is rescue archaeology, insofar as it involves the rescue of objects
and information, which if left in the ground, will sooner or later be threatened with destruction (Hole
and Heizer 1966, 31-32). At the same time, paradoxically, all archaeology is destruction, in that it
destroys much of the archaeological record in the process of investigating it. Whether or not a site is
subsequently threatened with inundation or with overbuilding, no one else will ever be able to go back
to it and recover the same information, once the archaeologist has finished with it. As a public trustee,
therefore, the ‘scientific’ archaeologist has no more right to disregard the public interest than has the
rescue archaeologist. In both cases their sites are subject to destruction by their own activities, regardless
of subsequent developments. An excavation permit, then, is not a license to indulge our personal or our
professional interests exclusively, however laudable they may be. It is a privilege granted us by the public,
to help conserve a public heritage.*

How shall we define the public interest, which we are bound to consider? This is not any easy question,
and perhaps for that reason it is not sufficiently often asked. In truth, archaeology has many publics with
many interests, and most of them are as legitimate as are ours.”

We might begin by considering the various other scholars who could be interested in our sites
and our data. At the very least they will probably include historians and art historians, in addition to
anthropologists and prehistorians. They might also include ceramologists and other technicians with
specialized interests. Then there are various lay publics. There may be local people with special knowledge
and a special pride in local antiquities, who want to see them displayed as prominently as possible. There
is probably a national intelligentsia, not knowledgeable about local remains but interested in all aspects of
the country’s past. There are assuredly the idly curious, who love to look at anything old just because it is
old. Finally, there are national, state, and local governments that have their own interests in archaeology:
to promote tourism, to provide museum materials, perhaps even (as in Mexico and Israel) to enhance
the national self-consciousness. None of these are considerations that we can disregard in our pursuit of
scholarly purity.

Another approach to the same issue is to consider the various scales by which the value of archaeological
remains can be measured. I can think of at least six of these:

Informational value. Because the uninformed public tends to think of us as treasure-seekers, we may
have to protest from time to time that we dig only for information and not for objects. For most of us, most
of the time, this will indeed be the primary consideration in choosing which sites to dig and which not
to dig. Once we have started upon a site, however, it cannot entirely determine our excavation strategy,
for we have now also started on a process of destruction. From it we have to salvage what we can for all
interested parties.

Aesthetic value. If Chartres Cathedral or the Taj Mahal were to be buried in volcanic ash, scholars
and the lay public would surely unite in support of an effort to clear them. Even the most zealous of ‘new

12 Cf. McGimsey 1972, 5-6.
3 For further discussion, see McGimsey 1972, 12-19.
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archaeologists’ would probably agree in principle that man’s most beautiful handiworks ought to be seen
by man, not hidden away in the ground. Anyone who acknowledges such a feeling must also acknowledge
the legitimacy of digging for the recovery of art treasures, whether or not they contribute anything to
the advancement of science.

Display value. Art museums may display objects largely on the strength of their aesthetic value. There
are many other kinds of museums, however, whose function is more to educate than to entertain. For
them, display value may be a matter of how well an artifact exemplifies its type, or gives an insight into
the culture of its makers. Digging for the recovery of good display material, like digging for objets d’art,
can be a legitimate archaeological objective.

Historical value. Some things are valued not for any inherent properties they possess, but because
of known historical associations. The Holy Grail, if such a thing existed, would be the prime example.
On a less exalted level, we are often asked to contemplate such mundane objects as a pair of eyeglasses
or a rosary, because they once belonged to Benjamin Franklin or to Martin Luther. An archaeological
site where Alexander was known to have camped would surely be of more than ordinary interest, just
because of the chance to find objects that Alexander had used. They would be prized displays in many a
local museum.

Market value. Most of us deplore the trade in antiquities, legal as well as illegal, and wish that it could
be suppressed. Yet in some sense we contribute to it, for our work creates a public awareness, which
whets the appetite of collectors. In our excavations we cannot afford to ignore the question of market
value, not because we want to sell artifacts but because we want to make sure that others do not. We
assume, at least in the Nile valley, that our excavations are probably being watched by local antiquity
hunters, who are ready to move in as soon as we move out. Unless we can afford to put guards on our
sites, we have to make an extra effort to find and remove anything, which might subsequently attract the
activities of treasure hunters.

Symbolic value. Finally, archaeological sites and antiquities can have a meaning for others that is
outside the scope of aesthetics, science, or history. They may be associated with powerful religious
feelings, with magical powers, with tales of heroes, or even with a national mystique. These factors can
offer a strong reason for digging some sites, and for not digging others. They can also legitimately affect
our goals and our strategies in digging a particular site.

These various scales of value are obviously not wholly distinct; there is a good deal of overlap among
all of them. The important point, however, is that we, the scholarly community, are not necessarily the
best judges of any of them except the first. That is why the archaeological policy, which affects the public
interest, should never be made by archaeologists alone. It should also involve other kinds of scholars, as
well as politicians, who can represent the different facets of the public interest."

Not all of these considerations were made explicit in the planning for the Nubian rescue campaign.
Consciously or unconsciously, however, I think that most of them were taken into account, if only
because so many people were involved in the planning process. As a result, the campaign succeeded on
many levels. It gave us a newly enhanced picture of Nubian culture history; it filled the National Museum
in Khartoum with beautiful objects;" it gave to the world of art the unique Faras murals; it attracted
thousands of tourists to see the reconstructed temples at Abu Simbel and Khartoum; and it gave to the
Nubian people a new historical self-awareness. It failed only as science, if we are to accept the judgment of
the ‘new archaeologists’.

What price science, then? It is the world’s good fortune that planning for the Nubian rescue campaign

41 have argued this previously in Adams 1973, 832. See also McGimsey 1972, 6-7.
15 See Plate 2.2 [ed.].
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was left to the humanistic vision of Torgny Séve-Soderbergh and his colleagues, and not to the scientific
purists of the ‘new archaeology’.

References

Adams, W. Y. 1973, ‘Strategy of Archaeological Salvage’, American Geophysical Union, Geophysical Monograph Series, Vol.
17, 826-835.

Adams, W. Y. 1977. Nubia, Corridor to Africa. Princeton.

Bierbrier, M. 2012. Who was Who in Egyptology. Fourth edition. London.

Binford, L. R. 1962. ‘Archaeology as Anthropology’, American Antiquity, 28 (2), 217-225.

Binford, S. R and L. R. Binford (eds) 1968. New Perspectives in Archaeology. Chicago.

Dumond, D. E. 1977. ‘Science in Archaeology: The Saints go marching in’, American Antiquity 42, 330-349.

Flannery, K. V. 1967. ‘Culture history v. cultural process: a debate in American archaeology’,

Scientific American 217 (2), 119-122.

Flannery, K. V. 1973. ‘Archaeology with a capital S’, in C. L. Redman (ed.), Research and Theory in Current Archeology.
New York, 47-53.

Johnson Jr, L. 1972. ‘Problems in “Avant-Garde” archaeology1’, American Anthropologist 74, 366-377.

Hempel, C. G. 1965. Aspects of Scientific Explanation and Other Essays in the Philosophy of Science. New York.

Hempel, C. G. 1966. Philosophy of Natural Science. Englewood Cliffs.

Hole, F and R. F. Heizer 1966. An Introduction to Prehistoric Archeology. New York.

Longacre, W. A. 1970. Archaeology as Anthropology. Anthropological Papers of the University of Arizona 17. Tucson.

McGimsey 111, C. R. 1972. Public Archeology. New York.

Read, D. W,, S. A. LeBlang, A. J. Ammerman, D. Bayard, J. B. Bertram, M. Borillo, J.-P. Demoule, J. V. Ferreira, M. P.
Leone, S. C. Malik, R. G. Matson, C. G. Morgan, ]J. Paddock, M. J. Rowlands, M. H. Salmon, B. Abbott Segraves, S.
E. Van Der Leeuw, A. Voorrips, and E. Zubrow 1978. ‘Descriptive Statements, Covering Laws, and Theories in
Archaeology [and Comments and Reply]’, Current Anthropology, 19, 307-335.

Tuggle, D. H., A. H. Townsend and T. J. Riley 1972. ‘Laws, Systems and Research Designs: A Discussion of Explanation
in Archaeology’, American Antiquity 37, 3-12.

Renfrew, C. 1982. Towards an Archaeology of Mind. Cambridge.

Séve-Soderbergh, T. 1984. ‘The Scandinavian joint expedition to Sudanese Nubia 1960-1964’, Norwegian Archaeological
Review 17 (1), 1-10.

26



Science and Ethics in Rescue Archaeology (1984)

27



Down to Earth Archaeology

Plate 3.1. Wall Painting in situ in the Faras Cathedral during excavations. A Nubian Eparch
is shown under the protection of Christ (SARS Adams Archive, ADA S001.08). The painting

is now in the Muzeum Narodowe in Warsaw, Poland (no. 234033).
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Three Perspectives on the Past: The Historian, The Art

Historian, and The Prehistorian®
(1987)

The original, much shorter version of this article was delivered orally, and ad hoc, at the Sixth International Conference
for Nubian Studies in Uppsala, Sweden. It was originally the traditional closing commentary (‘Schlusswort’) for
a session of papers devoted to Nubian Christianity. The several eminent scholars mentioned in my text were the
authors of previous papers delivered during the session, and it was the differences in perspective among them that
suggested the focus of my discussion. At a considerably later date the editors of the published proceedings asked me
to prepare a version for publication, and I took the opportunity to expand considerably on the original discussion, to
the extent that I could remember it.

It is obviously not possible, in the compass of a few pages, to comment on the many important points of
detail that are raised in the papers of [Laszl§] Térok and of our Polish colleagues.? There are, however,
certain general issues that are brought into focus in these papers, and that are appropriate subjects for
comment. All of them relate in one way or another to cultural differences—in time, in space, and ‘in the
eye of the beholder’.

To a certain extent the last of these issues holds the key to understanding the other two. Students of
Nubian history, particularly in the Meroitic and Christian periods, will have been aware for some time
that there are significant differences of view between T6rdk, the Polish scholars, and myself as to how we
should interpret the evidence of the Nubian past that is presented to us by history, art, and archaeology.
Our different perspectives may be likened to those of three cartographers who set out to map a largely
unknown terrain from three different sets of fixed points. Before proceeding to other issues I would like
to consider briefly what is involved, and what is a stake, in our differences of perspective in regard to
the past. They are, I would argue, the perspectives, which are characteristic respectively of the fields of
history, of art history, and of prehistory.

Perspectives

Historical particularism. Torok’s perspective, as [ conceive it, is essentially that of the historian. For him the
fixed datum points that must be used in mapping the past are known events, personages, and dates, as
these are preserved for us in textual records. The use of such data is of course not uncritical; the historian
has developed many evaluative measures by which to judge the relative accuracy of particular authors
and particular texts. Nevertheless, it may be said as a general rule that for the historian the archaeological
evidence, no matter how numerically compelling, must always be brought into accord with the human
testimony that is preserved in the textual record.

In the historian’s view, ‘culture’ in the abstract is generally less important than are the human
individuals who create and express it. History is seen as a concatenation of individual lives, deeds, and
events, from which one may derive a certain abstraction called culture. But it is the people, deeds, and
events that are the ultimate data. Moreover, the precise timing of events and personages is of critical
importance.

Elitist diffusionism. The perspective which is presented by our Polish colleagues, in their numerous

! Originally published as: ‘Three perspectives on the past: The Historian, the Art Historian, and the Prehistorian (Comments on
Session I1)’, in T. Higg (ed.), Nubian Culture: Past and Present. Stockholm, 285-292.
2 See further, Térok 1987; Jakobielski 1987; Gartkiewicz 1987; Ryl-Preibisz 1987; Martens-Czarnecka 1987; Zurawski 1987 [ed.].
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writings on Faras and Old Dongola, is essentially that of the art historian. The fixed points in their map
of the past are places: centers of artistic and cultural creativity, which set the pattern for surrounding
areas and peoples. They see culture as flowing, in a series of impulses, from Byzantium and other external
centers to Faras and Dongola, and from these in turn to the ‘hinterlands’ of Lower and Upper Nubia.

The art historian’s perspective is one in which human individuals are only occasionally important, as
when cultural impulses are set in motion by a great ruler or artist. The focus is nevertheless on the overall
dynamic of artistic growth rather than on the activities of individual artists. Sequences of development
are important, but actual recorded dates usually are not.

Normative periodization. My own perspective, reflected in Nubia, Corridor to Africa’ and many other works,
is essentially that of the prehistorian. Our way of mapping the past—almost unavoidably in the absence
of recorded events and dates—is that of normative periodization. That is, we divide the continuum of
prehistory into a series of discrete phases—often of unknown duration—which are distinguished from
each other by different typical forms of architecture, pottery, graves, and other cultural manifestations.

Periodization is not, of course, a device that is unique to the prehistorian. It has also been widely used
by historians as a convenient way of making generalizations about particular eras in history. Long before
there was any concept of prehistory, scholars were talking in general terms about the characteristics of
the Antonine and the Merovingian and the Tudor eras, for example.

The prehistorian’s view of the past differs from those of the historian and the art historian in two
important particulars. First, it involves what the biologists would call a cladistic view of cultural evolution,
in contrast to the more even-flowing conception held by historians and art historians. That is, culture
history is conceived as a sequence of ‘steady states’ (to borrow a term this time from physics), which are
separated from each other by very rapid cultural transitions. There is usually little effort to understand
why and how the transitions came about, although in an earlier age they were almost uniformly attributed
to the migrations of new peoples.

Second and still more importantly, the cultural norms, which the prehistorian establishes for each of
their periods are statistical norms; that is, they are based on the weight of numbers. The art historian, on
the other hand, will often equate the normative with the ideal. Thus, for example, the Faras wall paintings
are seen by our Polish colleagues as the standard which all Nubian church decorators attempted, with
varying degrees of success, to imitate. The prehistorian and the normatively-minded historian, however,
will consider that the somewhat less elaborate paintings which are found in many provincial Nubian
churches represent the true norm, from which the complex Faras paintings and the very simple Abd el
Qadir paintings are equally deviations.*

So important is the weight of statistical evidence to the prehistorian that it might be said that, for
him, numbers are the most important datum points to be used in mapping the past. Cultures and culture
periods are defined neither by documentary records nor by the influence of particular artistic centers,
but simply by the frequency with which certain traits recur at certain times and places.

3 Adams 1977; Plate ii, this volume [ed.].

“ The wall paintings conserved and excavated at Faras are now in the Sudan National Museum (see Plates 2.2 and 3.1) and in the
Faras Gallery in the Muzeum Nardowe, Warsaw Poland and much literature has been devoted to them. The paintings from the
small late church at Abd el Qadir were conserved by a team from Yugoslavia in 1965, and are now housed in the Sudan National
Museum. See further for example, Adams 1977, 466-467; Griffith 1928; Jakobielski et al. 2017; Michatowski 1966; 1967; Monneret
de Villard 1935, 214-217 and pls. 174-80; Zieliiska 2019; National Museum in Warsaw, https://www.mnw.art.pl/en/collections/
permanent-galleries/faras-gallery/ [accessed 23.04.2020]; and Palai¢ and Frelih n.d. https://takingcareproject.eu/article/the-
nubia-campaign-international-salvation-of-cultural-heritage-during-the-1960s [accessed 20.09.2021] [ed.].
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Chronology

Let us consider now how the aforementioned differences of perspective affect our conceptions and our
measurement of time. We must observe first that both the archaeologist and the historian are obliged to
keep several different kinds of time, involving different combinations of measurement, continuity, and
sequence.

Linear or calendric time involves the continuous measurement of the passage of time from some
known, fixed point. It is the only conception of time which combines the three qualities of measurement,
sequence, and continuity. This is the scheme by which all of us order our own lives in the present day, and
we would like if we could to impose the same kind of order on the past. Unfortunately, the historical and
archaeological evidence is rarely sufficient so that we can do so.

Historical time. The record of written history generally provides us with a more or less incomplete series
of dated events, personages, and dynasties. These can be arranged in an absolutely reliable chronological
succession, and the time between one event and another can be measured, but there is often no continuity
in the historical record. It gives us, so to speak, occasional flashes of illumination in an otherwise dark
sky. Historical time gives us measurement and sequence, but not necessarily continuity.

Periodic time, as | have already suggested, divides prehistory and history into a continuous series of
phases. It provides sequence and continuity, but no measurement.

Sequential time. There are many techniques by which artistic works and archaeological remains can
be arranged in chronological order, without necessarily representing a continuum. For example, the
archaeological sites of Kerma, Kawa, and Dongola can easily be arranged in a chronological sequence,
but they do not collectively span the whole of Nubian history. Sequential time gives us only sequence,
without either measurement or continuity.

Returning once again to the differences in perspective between the historian, the art historian, and
the prehistorian, I would suggest as a generality that the historian would like to keep calendric time,
but is usually obliged by lack of evidence to keep one of the different sorts of historic time. That is, his
reconstructions of history and culture history are based on a limited series of fixed and dated points.
This means that, in dealing with archaeological evidence, he will often propose rather sweeping cultural
reconstructions on the basis of a few datable finds, sometimes ignoring a much larger body of undated
material which may seem to tell a rather different story. This is a characteristic that I have occasionally
noted in the work of Térdk, including the paper that is included in the present volume.®

The art historian is proportionately more interested in sequence and in continuity than in absolute
dates or in testamentary evidence. His thinking, like that of the prehistorian, is to some extent periodic,
but he differs from the prehistorian in conceiving of cultural influences as flowing continually outward
from particular centers of creativity. To this extent he thinks of time more in continuous or linear terms
and less in incremental terms than does the prehistorian.

Unfortunately, the art historian often has a poor empirical control of time, for he may be obliged to
work with museum specimens for which there is no secure provenience or dating. In the absence of
external bases for dating, he has had to develop techniques of logical seriation; that is, arranging objects
in sequence on the basis of what appears to be a logical trajectory of artistic or technical development.
It may be said therefore that the art historian often does not find chronological order in his data, but
imposes order on it.

The prehistorian’s view of past time, as I have already suggested, is essentially a periodic or incremental
one. Very often it is based on stratigraphy; that is, the prehistorian’s culture periods correspond to the

5 See Torok 1987 [ed.].

31



Down to Earth Archaeology

actual levels that he has found in their sites. In this respect the prehistorian’s reconstruction of cultural
sequences often has a much sounder empirical basis than has that of the art historian; it is based on
external evidence rather than on internal logic.

At the same time the prehistorian’s view, far more than that of the historian or art historian, reduces
history to a succession of ‘steady states’. This approach has been criticized by many historians for
overgeneralization and for ignoring historically recorded dates and events, and it has been criticized by
art historians for ignoring the ebb and flow of artistic and cultural influences.

Geographical variation

The intended theme of Session II was Nubian Christianity: North and South, but this actually became a
secondary issue in many of the papers, and even more in the discussion that they engendered. The most
lively and controversial issues which emerged were those of chronology and of perspective, which 1
have discussed in the previous paragraphs. It is however possible to offer a general comment about the
‘north vs. south’ issue, again with reference to the different perspectives of historians, art historians, and
prehistorians. I will confine my remarks to the Christian period, ignoring the much more controversial
pre-Christian periods which are actually the main foci of T6rék’s paper (For these periods it would require
a paper as long as his to deal effectively with the many points that are raised).

From the historian’s perspective there is a fairly rich documentary record in regard to both Nobatia
and Makouria, which makes plain the significant economic and political differences between the two
areas in spite of their union under a single king. This evidence is well known and is not controversial. On
the other hand, we have far too little reliable evidence about the Kingdom of Alwa to permit any kind of
meaningful comparison, based on documentary evidence, between this southern kingdom and either of
its northern neighbors.

From the art historical perspective, the Polish investigators have regarded Faras and Old Dongola
as more or less equally important centers of influence, respectively in Nobatia and in Makouria. While
pointing out certain specific regional differences, they have generally stressed the fact that both Faras
and Dongola were subject to the same external influences, which in turn were transmitted to the regions
subject to them. Consequently, they perceive relatively little cultural difference between the northern
and middle Nubian kingdoms. Once again, there is insufficient evidence to permit the comparison of
either Nobatia or Makouria with Alwa.

The prehistorian, with his insistence on statistical norms, would have to argue that there is insufficient
evidence to permit any kind of normative comparison between Nobatia, on the other hand, and either
Makouria or Alwa on the other. The medieval territory of Nobatia, inundated by the successive Aswan
dams, has been investigated with a thoroughness that cannot be approached in the other two areas.
We have detailed descriptions of more than 50 medieval settlements of all kinds and periods, as well as
churches, monasteries, cemeteries, pottery workshops, and other kinds of sites. Against these we can set
only the Polish excavations in the churches at Old Dongola, and the still more limited trial excavations of
[Peter] Shinnie and of the British Institute [in Eastern Africa] at Soba. From the prehistorian’s standpoint,

¢ See Shinnie 1955. Academic knowledge is still weighted towards Nobatia, although this is gradually changing. In the years that
followed the publication of this paper, extensive archaeological work was conducted by the British Institute in Eastern Africa
at Soba East (see Welsby 1998; Welsby and Daniels 1991), and at several medieval sites in Upper Nubia, notably Hambukol and
Ghazali (Grzymski and Anderson 2001; http://nubianmonasteries.uw.edu.pl [accessed 27.04.2020], as well as those discovered
in the 4% cataract during the Merowe Dam Archaeological Salvage Project completed in 2008, though the majority of the latter
remain as yet unpublished (see for example: https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all_current_
projects/merowe_dam_project.aspx and http://www.sudarchrs.org.uk/fieldwork/merowe-dam-salvage/). Archaeological
work remains ongoing at Old Dongola, with numerous publications appearing in recent years (https://pcma.uw.edu.pl/dongola-
ancient-tungul/) and a new project entitled ‘Urban Metamorphosis of the community of a Medieval African capital city’ led
by A. Obtuski from the Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology (PCMA), University of Warsaw was initiated there in 2017.

32


https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all_current_projects/merowe_dam_project.aspx
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all_current_projects/merowe_dam_project.aspx
http://www.sudarchrs.org.uk/fieldwork/merowe-dam-salvage/
https://pcma.uw.edu.pl/dongola-ancient-tungul/
https://pcma.uw.edu.pl/dongola-ancient-tungul/

Three Perspectives on the Past: The Historian, The Art Historian, and The Prehistorian (1987)

therefore, the question of cultural differences between the Christian north and south is one that must still
be ‘argued with a shovel’.

Conclusion

To emphasize my points in the foregoing discussion, T have deliberately overstressed and oversimplified the
differences between the three perspectives I have presented. My historian, art historian, and prehistorian
are of course ‘ideal types’, in the Weberian sense.” In real life, all of us probably partake to some extent of all
three of their perspectives in different circumstances. There are, nevertheless, significant and legitimate
differences of emphasis among us, which must surely proceed from the sources I have identified. Térok
will always put the historical evidence ahead of the archaeological in cases where the two seem to be in
conflict; the Poles will always view Nubian culture history from the heights of Faras and Dongola; I will
always insist that numbers speak loudest of all in determining the importance of evidence. The point on
which I wish to conclude is that none of these perspectives is inherently right or wrong, good or bad. They
simply represent different ways of mapping the unknown past for different purposes. A topographic map
is not inaccurate because it is not a road map, and a road map is not inaccurate because it is not a political
map. The utility of these and other kinds of maps depends entirely on what one wishes to learn. The
historian wants to know, first and foremost, who did what, when. The strengths of this approach are that
it relates to the actualities of human behavior, rather than to the classificatory abstraction of culture; that
it deals with known points in time, and that it is based on human testimony. Weakness lies in the fact that
the volume of testamentary evidence (at least in relation to Nubia) is small, with the result that a great
deal of territory must be mapped from a very limited number of datum points.

The art historian wants to know how, when and where artistic and cultural impulses originated, and
how they were subsequently transmitted and transformed from area to area and from age to age. The
strength of this approach lies in the fact that it views history as an ongoing continuum of development,
and it allows for the historical reality of cultural diffusion. The weaknesses are that it often lacks a firm
empirical basis, and it is essentially an elitist view which attributes creativity always to a few elite centers.

The prehistorian wants to know as much as possible about what ordinary people ate, made, did, and
thought at any given moment of time. In other words, he wants to formulate something akin to an
ethnographic description for each of his successive culture periods, based on a maximum accumulation
of evidence. The strengths of this approach are that it has a statistically sound empirical basis, it is
comprehensive in taking into account all different kinds of archaeological and historical evidence, and
it avoids the elitism of the art historian. The weaknesses are that it forces culture history into a set of
chronological pigeonholes, and it takes no account of the influence of particular individuals and events.

What each of us would like to know about the past is probably a reflection, in the end, of what we would
like the future to know about us. This is something that is bound to vary from person to person. As long
as it does so, we should not expect that we can ever achieve any one common perspective on the past.
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Plate 4.1. Aswan Dam, photo taken c. 1916/1917 (from photo album, J. R. Anderson collection).
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Strategy of Archaeological Salvage!

(1973)

This was an invited paper submitted to a conference on Man-Made Lakes: Their Problems and Environmental
Effects, organized by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and held at Knoxville, TN. Since I knew that nearly
all the attendees would be hydraulic engineers, agricultural extension experts, and others with no background in
archaeology, I chose to follow the principle of ‘keep it simple’.

Archaeology can be narrowly defined as the recovery from the earth of the material remains of man and
his works. From the study of those remains we hope to reconstruct something of the pattern of the past
to learn things about our ancestors and predecessors which historians have not been able to tell us.

It might be argued that all archaeology is a work of salvage. Yet usually it is salvage only from temporary
oblivion, not from permanent destruction. The earth, properly considered, is more often a preserver than
adestroyer of the record of the past. Over the centuries, far more damage to property has been wrought by
man than by nature, and it has long been acknowledged that the safest place to preserve nearly anything
for posterity is in the ground. Consciousness of this fact has been a great comfort to archaeologists, for it
has freed them from the strictures of moral obligation. They could and did justify any choice of objectives
on the ground that whatever they left uninvestigated not only was safely preserved but would provide
research opportunities for future generations of archaeologists.

Only when the earth itself is threatened with destruction does it cease to be a safe repository for
the remains of the past. That possibility was hardly considered by archaeologists before the twentieth
century. Man'’s technical capacity for destruction was limited, and the supply of antiquities, as of so many
natural resources, seemed inexhaustible. Today we know better. In half a century we have witnessed
more manmade disruption and alteration of the face of the globe than was wrought by 10,000 generations
of our ancestors.

Gradually but inevitably a sense of our responsibility for the consequences of these actions, both
to man and to nature, has dawned. It has found expression in all kinds of conservationist movements,
including a belated but growing concern for the preservation of archaeological remains. The heritage of
the past is now regarded in most nations as a public trust, and the salvage excavation of remains which
are threatened with destruction is legally sanctioned and publicly supported as a necessary measure for
the preservation of that trust.

The first archaeological salvage campaign in history was carried out in Egypt between 1907 and 1911.2
It was made necessary by the enlargement of the original Aswan Dam, which inundated nearly 160km of
the Nile Valley, including several of its most spectacular monuments. The proposed inundation of the
famous temples of Philae, in particular, caused an outcry in scholarly communities of Europe and North
America, and aroused the world’s attention for the first time to the threat of destruction to cultural
remains which is inherent in all development projects (cf. Emery 1965, 35-45).

Since the original Aswan Reservoir was a seasonal rather than a permanent lake, it was ultimately
decided that no effort need be made for the conservation of those monuments which could withstand
periodic inundation. At the same time, however, it was decided to organize an archaeological survey
devoted to the investigation and, where it was possible, the preservation of remains which would be

! Originally published in W. C. Ackermann, G. F. White, and E. B. Worthington (eds) 1973. Man-Made Lakes: Their Problems and
Environmental Effects. Geophysical Monograph Series 17. Washington DC, 826-835.
2 See Smith and Jones 1910; Firth 1909; 1912; 1915; 1927; Reisner 1910; and Plate 4.1 [ed.].
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destroyed by inundation. The survey, originally directed by George A. Reisner of the Boston Fine Arts
Museum,’ was active in the field for four seasons and eventually excavated about 150 sites. It was by far
the largest coordinated archaeological program undertaken up to that time.

After the conclusion of the First Archaeological Survey of Nubia, there was to my knowledge no further
salvage activity anywhere in the world until a generation later, when a second enlargement of the Aswan
Dam made necessary another salvage program in Nubia. The second archaeological survey, active between
1929 and 1934, covered an additional 145km of the Nile Valley and investigated about 75 sites.*

The 1930s witnessed also the first major efforts at archaeological salvage in Europe and the United
States. In Holland the reclamation of large areas of agricultural land from the sea brought to light
archaeological remains which had long been submerged, and the government assumed responsibility for
the investigation of these before the reclaimed land was given over to cultivation. In North America the
beginnings of salvage archaeology were associated with the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) project.
Surveys and excavation, mostly directed by the late W. S. Webb,® were carried out in each of the major
TVA reservoir areas (Brew 1962, 732).

Significant as were the beginnings made in the 1930s, it was not until after World War II that salvage
archaeology really came into its own. The destruction wrought by the war undoubtedly created a
heightened appreciation for the value of cultural remains, and at the same time the massive reconstruction
of cities in Europe, the proliferation of economic development projects in Africa and Asia, and the long
building boom in America all provided expanding challenges and opportunities. One of the largest
postwar salvage programs was associated with the Missouri Valley Project,® which ultimately included
more than 100 reservoirs, but there were scores of smaller reservoir projects as well. Some measure
of the scope of salvage archaeology in the United States can be gained from the fact that between 1946
and 1957 archaeological, historical, and paleontological surveys were carried out in 310 reservoirs in 42
states. Over 9000 sites were located and recorded, and over four million objects were recovered from
excavations (Brew 1962, 16). Meanwhile there were other major reservoir projects on every continent,
and in the 1960s the largest of all archaeological salvage programs was made necessary once again by
the building of a dam on the Nile. Under the sponsorship of UNESCO, more than 40 different expeditions
from as many countries took part in the Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia (Emery 1965, 96-100).

In addition to reservoir projects the postwar years saw also the development of right-of-way salvage
programs connected with the building of highways, canals, and pipelines. These operations have thus
far been confined largely to the United States. In Europe, meanwhile, the stringent antiquities laws
enacted by many postwar governments have required that any threatened archaeological remains must
be excavated before new buildings can be erected on top of them. Since the great majority of European
cities stand upon the remains of earlier settlements, the new laws have led to a multiplication of small-
scale salvage projects all over the continent. It is a rare European city which does not play host to at least
one or two building salvage excavations each summer.

The past few years have witnessed a tapering off in the volume of archaeological salvage, concurrent
with the worldwide building recession. Yet it is still true that salvage programs provide more research
opportunities than do all other sources of support combined, and in the aggregate they have probably
accounted for three-fourths of all archaeology carried out since World War II. As a result of this
development the parameters of the archaeological profession have been altered to an extent which is

* Concerning G. A. Reisner see further Bierbrier 2012, 459-460; https://arthistorians.info/reisnerg [accessed 27.04.2020] [ed.].

4 See Emery and Kirwan 1935; 1938 [ed.].

’ William Snyder Webb (1882-1964). See Haag 1965 [ed.].

¢Initially referred to as the Missouri River Basin Project, then as the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program. See https://web.archive.
org/web/20090118035708/http://www.usbr.gov/dataweb/html/psmbp.html [accessed 27.04.2020] [ed.].
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not yet fully appreciated even by many of its members. The salvage archaeologist has ceased to be a
private practitioner and has become in effect a public official with a public responsibility. If his research
opportunities are thereby greatly enlarged, it is at the price of surrendering his traditional discretion in
the choice of research interests and objectives. To a large extent the decision not only as to how and when
to dig, but even as to where to dig, is no longer his.

Criticisms of salvage archaeology

Some archaeologists, like some other social scientists, find the mantle of public responsibility inconsistent
with scientific objectivity. Their objections to salvage archaeology echo the traditional attitude of “pure’
science toward ‘applied” science. They complain that the salvage archaeologist is often compelled to
sacrifice methodological rigor, that he has insufficient choice in the matter of research objectives, and
that as a consequence his investigations lack any problem focus or orientation (cf. Hole and Hazier 1966,
31-32).

The salvage archaeologist may reply that none of the supposed limitations under which he works is
necessarily a disadvantage, at least when they are compared with traditional operating procedures in
archaeology. Although he does indeed find it necessary at times to dispense with technical niceties, the
quantitative increase in his results usually more than compensates for any qualitative shortcomings.
It is also true, as Jennings (1966, 67) has pointed out, that non-salvage archaeology in recent years has
developed an excessive meticulousness which often results in a very low return, either in material or
in information, per man-hour of excavation. To this development, salvage archaeology has offered a
useful countertrend, which will hopefully end in some sort of practical compromise between quantity
and quality.

The salvage archaeologist’s lack of discretion in where to dig may be viewed as a positive advantage
when contrasted with the traditional selection of sites for excavation on the basis of largely nonscientific
criteria. It has produced for the first time in history a certain involuntary randomness in archaeological
sampling. The results are dramatically attested in such areas as the Colorado Plateau, which for two
generations was regarded as the best-known archaeological province in the United States. Yet the Glen
Canyon and Navajo Dam projects, along with a number of highway and pipeline salvage projects, led to
the excavation of a great many inconspicuous and unprepossessing sites of the type which had been
ignored by earlier generations of archaeologists. The result was a substantial enlargement and revision
of our picture of prehistoric Indian life in the Southwest (Jennings 1966, 57; Wendorf 1962, 82). There are
other areas, like the American High Plains (cf. Jennings 1966, 57) and Nubia, in which virtually all our
knowledge of prehistoric cultures has come as a result of archaeological salvage programs.

It is undoubtedly true that most salvage archaeology, like most other archaeology, has been carried
out without much regard for theoretical problems. Its objectives have been descriptive rather than
explanatory. Yet this too is not always a practical disadvantage. Where a 100% sample is to be taken, as is
usual in building and right-of-way projects, it is not necessary to have a sampling strategy. The salvage
archaeologist on a highway or building project can always look for problem orientations after the fact,
so to speak. His special challenge is to find problems appropriate to his data instead of following the
more usual practice of seeking data appropriate to his problems. Either procedure is equally legitimate
scientifically. It is only in the larger reservoir salvage programs, where the archaeologist is indeed faced
with strategic choices, that problem orientation in advance of excavation becomes a practical necessity.

It must also be recognized that lack of problem orientation, even when it is relevant, is a de facto
limitation rather than an inherent limitation of salvage archaeology. In salvage programs, as in most other
programs, practical considerations have too often supervened over theoretical ones in the selection of
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sites for excavation. Yet insofar as archaeology has any potential for explanation as well as for description,
it has the same potential in salvage operations as it does in any other context.

My purpose here is not to suggest that salvage archaeology is above criticism, but rather that it has
usually been criticized for the wrong reasons. Some of its alleged deficiencies are in fact advantages, others
are common to nearly all archaeology, and not one is specifically inherent in the context of salvage. If,
nevertheless, many archaeological salvage programs have failed to achieve their full potential, I believe
that their failure has been due to reasons nearly opposite to those usually cited. The most legitimate charge
to which salvage archaeology is open, it seems to me, is that it has failed to develop distinctive strategies
appropriate to its distinctive circumstances. In other words, salvage archaeology can be criticized not so
much for its differences from conventional archaeology as for its lack of difference.

This criticism is relevant above all to reservoir salvage programs. For obvious reasons the potential
contribution to knowledge of right-of-way and building projects is limited. Such as it is, however, it is
usually fully achieved, thanks to a level of funding which normally permits the excavation of all remains
encountered. Man-made lakes, on the other hand, present the archaeologist both with challenges and
with opportunities on a far larger scale. Neither of these facts has, I believe, been fully appreciated by the
archaeological profession, and therefore reservoir projects have not always lived up to their full promise.

Special characteristics of reservoir salvage

River basin salvage stands apart from other kinds of archaeology (both salvage and non-salvage) in a
number of important respects. The sheer territorial extent of many reservoirs far exceeds the areas in
which systematic survey and excavation are usually carried out. Moreover, since river valleys generally
are or have been desirable habitats, there is virtual assurance that a large number of archaeological sites
will be found. (By contrast, right-of-way projects often avoid productive areas for the sake of lower land
acquisition costs, and as aresult there is no a priori probability that important remains will be encountered)
Finally, river basins are very often discrete ecosystems, within which patterns of settlement and land use
can be understood without reference to larger environmental units. Thus the salvage archaeologist is
presented at the outset with a meaningful unit of study; he is not sampling an undefined universe, as he
often is in right-of-way and building projects.

Offsetting the scientific advantages inherent in reservoir salvage are certain obvious disadvantages.
One, which may not be immediately apparent either to laymen or to archaeologists themselves, is
the impossibility of preserving architectural remains in situ. When intrinsically valuable or important
structural remains are encountered in the course of building or highway projects, it is usually sufficient
reason for halting construction and, if necessary, relocating the building or highway on an alternate site.
In the case of reservoirs, however, anything that is to be preserved must be either removed or protected
with restraining dikes. The physical conservation of monuments for historical or esthetic reasons rather
than for purely scientific ones is therefore a special challenge in reservoir archaeology. It is, properly
speaking, a challenge to the engineer rather than to the archaeologist, since the expertise necessary to
build levees or to dismantle, transport, and re-erect buildings is not part of the archaeologist’s normal
equipment. Nevertheless, the money for these enormously costly operations and the money for scientific
excavations usually come from the same appropriation, and whatever is devoted to the conservation of
monuments is therefore in a sense diverted from the conservation of knowledge. Monetary considerations
have not been a serious consideration up to now in American reservoir projects, but their importance in
the case of Nubia is readily apparent. At least 95% of the funds contributed to the Campaign to Save the
Monuments of Nubia were allocated to the dismantling and removal of the Nubian temples, with the
result that the amount of ‘dirt archaeology’ which could be accomplished was necessarily diminished (cf.
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Adams 1967, 1).

Even when there are no monuments to be preserved, the level of funding in reservoir salvage projects
is rarely sufficient to permit the excavation of all threatened remains. The reservoir archaeologist must
therefore make strategic choices among alternate possibilities. In this respect his situation is no different
from that of the archaeologist in non-salvage contexts; the latter however can make his choices with the
comforting knowledge that future generations may supply his deficiencies and correct his mistakes. For
the salvage archaeologist on the other hand there is no tomorrow. He alone among the members of his
profession must make not only choices but final choices, in the knowledge that whatever he leaves is left
forever. ‘After us the deluge’ must be his guiding consideration.

Because he must make hard choices, the salvage archaeologist in reservoir projects, unlike his
colleagues in building and right-of-way projects, must have a coherent research strategy before he enters
the field. Yet because his choices are final, he cannot operate with the kind of strategies which have been
characteristic of non-salvage excavation programs. He has to consider the public interest as well as his
own interests, and to ask himself not only what he would like to know but what others might like to know,
now and in the future. The strategy of reservoir archaeology is therefore a matter not merely of program
but of policy; it represents the only instance in which archaeology may perhaps be regarded as a policy
science.

Archaeology in man-made lakes, then, demands both a coherent and a comprehensive research
strategy, designed to answer as many questions as possible in the time available and with the resources
at hand. This is the unique challenge which I believe has not been fully perceived by many salvage
archaeologists. Salvage expeditions have taken to the field either with no sampling strategy at all (as
is usual and legitimate in right-of-way and building projects) or with a narrowly specialized and non-
comprehensive strategy of the kind which is appropriate to non-salvage projects. In these cases, a sense
of the importance of what they are doing may blind the archaeologists to the possibly greater significance
of what they are not doing. When several expeditions are involved in the same program, as has occurred
in some of the very large reservoirs, the problem is further complicated, for each institution is apt to
follow its individual preferences on the assumption that its deficiencies are being supplied by others,
and that somehow all the various and disparate efforts of the different groups will in the end add up to
a meaningful whole. Unless there is a comprehensive strategy for the entire project, however, that hope
may be a vain one, as the recent salvage program in Nubia illustrates.

The Nubian campaign as a case study

The Nubian campaign of the 1960s exemplifies both the greatest triumphs and the greatest failures which
salvage archaeology can achieve. Not without reason, the general public accounts it an unqualified success.
The dramatic and ultimately victorious efforts to save the Nubian temples from inundation excited the
world’s admiration, and few but the most narrow-minded specialists will quarrel with the scale of priorities
which allocated the bulk of available funds and resources to the conservation of monuments rather than
to the conservation of knowledge. Even in the latter domain there were nevertheless substantial additions
to the understanding of Nubian cultures and history (cf. Adams 1966a; 1967; 1970).

Moreover, when we compare the achievements of the 1960s with those of the 1900s we can hardly fail to
be impressed by the progress which has been made in Nubian archaeology in 50 years. The work of the First
Archaeological Survey was confined to the excavation of graves and the epigraphic recording of temples
(Emery 1965, 35-45). Even the Second Archaeological Survey, a generation later, concentrated largely
on cemeteries, although excavation was also carried out in a couple of village sites and two fortresses.
There was a concurrent survey of churches and other medieval buildings, but it was not supported by
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excavation funds (Emery 1965, 46-55). The most recent Nubian campaign on the other hand involved the
first comprehensive investigations of prehistoric remains and of rock drawings and inscriptions, as well
as much more systematic attention to villages and industrial sites than had been given in earlier years.

None of the refinements in Nubian archaeology can, however, be recorded specifically to the credit of
salvage archaeology as distinct from archaeology in general. Wherever excavations are carried out over a
long period of time, each succeeding campaign will inevitably benefit by the experience of its predecessors
in terms of more precise expectations and more refined methodologies. In addition, archaeology in Nubia
and throughout the world has been characterized in the twentieth century by a continually broadening
sense of what is worth investigating and what is worth preserving. No longer are we dominated by
esthetic and museological considerations; in the words of Daniel (1964, 74) we have ‘exorcised the demon
of taste’. Concern for the investigation of humble as well as of monumental remains has led inevitably to
the development of more precise excavation techniques and more comprehensive recording than were
typical of the past. Yet these achievements belong to all archaeology, and are no more conspicuous in
salvage programs than in any others.

Individually, the objectives and methods of the various expeditions that worked in Nubia in the 1960s
were well up to the high standards of the times. Yet for most expeditions they would have been the same
whether the region was threatened with inundation or not. What was conspicuously lacking was a set
of special objectives and methods appropriate to the salvage context, and above all a master strategy to
which the objectives of the individual expeditions should have been subordinate (cf. Adams 1966a, 161).
Because of this strategic failure at the highest level, the purely scientific work of the Nubian salvage
campaign must be accounted only a partial success. As Trigger (1970, 347) has recently written:

Because of the vast amount of archaeological work that has been accomplished in Lower Nubia, it is
easy tooverestimate how much we know about the cultural history of the region and tounderestimate
the loss of historical data that has resulted from the building of the High Dam. The reasons for
this are clear and mostly understandable. Few archaeologists who worked in Lower Nubia arrived
there with specific objectives in mind; their aim was to salvage as much archaeological material as
possible before the region was flooded. By the time their research had led them to formulate more
detailed problems of Nubian culture history, field work was no longer possible. Because of this,
much of the archaeological work done in Nubia has been repetitive rather than problem-oriented
and the amount of material that has been collected greatly exceeds its significance.

A policy for the future
The failures as well as the successes of Nubia may yet serve as guideposts for the future. Simply because
of its unprecedented magnitude, the Nubian campaign has underscored, far more than any earlier
work, the need for a special approach in reservoir salvage archaeology which is commensurate with its
special circumstances. While operating strategies must be based in part on the particular challenges and
opportunities inherent in each field situation, they must also be based on considerations of public policy
which are unique to the salvage context and which remain largely constant from one program to the
next. It is because these considerations remain constant that the lessons of Nubia have relevance for the
world of archaeology as a whole. In the remainder of this paper I shall discuss what I believe should be the
broad strategy guidelines for future archaeology in man-made lake basins, based on my experience both
in Nubia and in earlier programs in the United States.

Clearly the overriding need in reservoir salvage programs is for a coherent strategy in advance of
fieldwork. Since in many cases not all sites, or even a majority of them, can be excavated, it is essential
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to have a consistent scale of priorities to determine what is to be done and what is not to be done. The
archaeologist’s problem may therefore be expressed in terms of classic economic theory: to allocate limited
resources among alternate ends on some rational and consistent basis. Accordingly, three questions must
be asked at the outset of any salvage program:

1. What are the possible ends?

2. What are the available resources?

3. What shall be the basis of allocation?

Possible objectives must be defined in terms of material available for investigation. How many sites
are there, how big are they, how deep are they, how well preserved are they, how are they distributed
spatially, and what are their physical characteristics? These questions can be answered only by field
reconnaissance. As a basis for strategy development it therefore becomes essential to begin every salvage
project with an exploratory survey. Its purpose is not merely to locate sites for later investigation,
but to make an accurate descriptive record of every site encountered, so far as this is possible from
surface examination. Surface collections should be made of pottery, artifacts, and any other potentially
informative material. The information thus gathered will not only serve as a basis for the future selection
of sites for excavation; for those sites which are not selected it will be the only surviving record. In areas
of heavy overburden (as in Nubia) it may be necessary to carry out a certain amount of trial excavation
in the course of survey in order to obtain the minimum necessary information about each site. However,
the strategy at this stage of operation should always be to keep excavation at a minimum in order to
complete the preliminary survey as rapidly as possible and get on to the next and most critical stage of
the program. Obviously, a basis for sampling has not been established until the preliminary inventory of
sites is complete.

In a number of recent salvage campaigns the work of field reconnaissance has been aided enormously by
aerial photography. Air photos may reveal the existence of sites which are not apparent from the ground,
even at close range. In no case, however, do photos provide all the information which the archaeologist
will need to record; they are an aid and supplement to rather than a substitute for ground exploration.
Their greatest value is often in providing an accurate medium for recording site locations where detailed
maps are lacking (cf. Miller 1957; Adams and Allen 1961).

The information recorded for each site must be categorized in terms of a set of characteristics which,
taken together, will determine its suitability or unsuitability for further investigation. Gross features
such as size, depth, and state of preservation will indicate whether excavation is likely to reveal anything
not visible from the surface; chronological and morphological characteristics will suggest which sites
show promise of answering important historical and cultural questions. Although recording in the field
is often most conveniently done in the form of raw notes, the most important categories of information
must eventually be transferred onto standardized recording forms which will serve as a basis for site
comparison and selection. Punch cards were once considered ideal for this purpose, but they have of
course been wholly superseded by computer programs.

Having defined the size and complexity of his problem in terms of sites to be excavated, the
archaeologist must next survey what resources he can bring to bear on them. In salvage projects where
he has been given little advance notice, the most critical resource may be time. Inundation schedules will
obviously determine not only the final cutoff date for his operations, but in many cases also his sequence
of operations. The lower the contour level, the earlier the deadline. Since most sites are located on or
close to the banks of the river which is being flooded, those which are farthest downstream are obviously

7 Recently supplemented by the use of satellite photos, Google Earth images, drone photos etc. [ed.].
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the first to be threatened. Where the period of reservoir filling is to be a protracted one, as was the case
in Nubia, the variable time factor may in itself serve as a basis for the selection of one site in preference
to another (cf. Wendorf 1962, 33-47).

Aside from time, the necessary requisites for excavation are of course trained professional personnel,
equipment, and money for the maintenance of field crews and for the employment of unskilled labor.
These resources are normally to be found in learned institutions; either in universities or, less commonly,
in museums. Under most present-day antiquities laws, specified institutions have automatic responsibility
for salvage operations in specified areas. Yet there may be times when the normal resources of an
institution are inadequate to the challenge of a salvage project; in these circumstances an effort must be
made to increase the available resources either through a monetary subvention from the dam-building
agency or some other source, or by enlisting the cooperation of additional institutions. Reservoir projects
in the United States ordinarily include a substantial governmental appropriation for archaeological
salvage, which will enable the participating institutions to purchase equipment and to employ temporary
personnel above and beyond their normal operating levels. In reservoir projects abroad, and particularly
in the developing nations, supplementary funds for archaeological salvage have much more often had to
be raised through public or private appeals.

In sum, the salvage archaeologist must begin by measuring his available resources against the size of
the job and the time allotted. If they seem inadequate to obtain even a minimum sample, he must make
every effort to increase his resources through one or more of the channels suggested. When maximum
possible resources have been secured, he is ready to estimate the overall sampling level which will govern
his operating strategy. What percentage of the known sites in the region can he reasonably expect to
excavate with the time and facilities at his disposal? His preliminary estimate will probably have to be
modified continually in the light of experience, but, unless some operating figure is kept in mind, he will
have no firm basis for the allocation of priorities.

Allocation of priorities, or in other words the choice of what to do and what not to do, is the critical step
in strategy formulation. In the broadest terms, the goals of salvage archaeology are the conservation of
material remains of the past and the conservation of historical and cultural knowledge of the past. Very
often (particularly in the prehistoric periods) these go hand in hand, such that maximization of either
result is more or less tantamount to maximization of the other. Yet they cannot always be reduced to a
common denominator. In many parts of the Old World there are historical monuments which have long
since been thoroughly examined and recorded. Their physical loss would not diminish from our scientific
knowledge; yet their cultural, historical, and, if you will, symbolic value is enormous. These values cannot
be weighed against scientific values on any rational basis, nor is the professional archaeologist especially
competent to judge them. The choice between conservation of monuments and conservation of knowledge,
where it must be made, is properly a matter of public policy rather than of archaeological strategy, and it
should not be left exclusively to the archaeologist. Ideally, priorities should be established independently
and on their own merits in each area, and conservation funds should be allocated accordingly.

Relieved of a policy burden which is not properly his, the salvage archaeologist can concentrate upon
his familiar goal of maximizing knowledge of the past through the excavation and, when feasible, the
preservation of its material remains. His main challenge is to translate that goal into a practical operating
strategy. If he has decided that he can excavate, at a maximum, 40% of the remains discovered in his
preliminary survey, on what basis will that 40% be selected? Obviously the archaeologist will not adopt
a wholly random sampling procedure except in those rare instances where there are no indications
of variability among sites. The caprices of time and nature usually assure a considerable amount of
randomness in the archaeological record without the conscious intervention of man. The archaeologist
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will also not select automatically the largest and potentially richest sites in his inventory, though he
will probably eliminate the poorest. He must not, however, run the risk of ignoring the remains of any
time period or of any type of human activity about which he might reasonably hope to learn through
excavation. In order to avoid that risk, his strategy must be one of categorical sampling.

An initial reduction of the ‘sampling population’ can usually be made on purely technical grounds.
Many eroded and disturbed sites give no promise that excavation will reveal any more than is visible
at the surface, and these can be eliminated from consideration at the outset. Such sites may make up as
much as 50% of the total inventory; yet, because their aggregate area is usually small, their elimination
may not significantly reduce the amount of work confronting the archaeologist. Usually hard choices
must still be made after obviously unsuitable sites have been eliminated, and those choices must be made
on other than technical grounds.

The two most common and useful bases for site classification are chronology and morphology. Since
human cultures vary in time, the remains of any given era are seldom exactly the same as those of earlier
and later eras. Even when houses and graves remain the same, the pottery and artifacts found in them are
sure to undergo minor stylistic changes in the course of time. Periodically there are more radical changes
as well: new house types or new technologies or new arts, resulting from the arrival of new peoples or the
transmission of new ideas. As a result, the archaeological sites in most parts of the world can be arranged
in sequences of more or less well-defined time horizons, which are distinguished by such things as
pottery styles, artifact assemblages, and house forms. When the sequence of ‘horizon markers’ is known
in advance, the job of the salvage archaeologist in ordering his sites chronologically is made easy. When
the sequence is not known, but cultural variation in time is suspected, it can sometimes be established in
a preliminary way by trial excavations in one or more deep, stratified sites (cf. Adams 1961, 1962). Even
when there are no obvious horizon markers, chronological ordering may still often be achieved through
the application of such absolute time measures as radiocarbon dating and tree ring dating. Wherever a
long sequence of occupation can be established, either by direct or by indirect means, chronology will
certainly become one of the important bases for the allocation of priorities in reservoir salvage programs.

Aside from the factor of chronological change, the most common source of variability in archaeological
sites is the fact that different types of human activity are apt to be performed at different places. Almost
anywhere in the world an immediate and obvious distinction can be made between living sites and burial
places. Additional categories which can often be recognized include religious sites, military sites, various
kinds of manufacturing sites, and roads and trails. In the investigation of complex societies, distinctions
can sometimes be made between various kinds of community sites, as for example family homesteads,
villages, and market centers.

Differential activity is not the only source of morphological variation among sites. Sometimes the same
environment is shared by two or more peoples, each with distinctive cultural characteristics. In these
cases, we may find, between contemporary sites, the same kinds of difference in house types, pottery
styles, and so on which we usually find between sites of different periods. On the other hand, when the
same people occupy a variety of environments, we are sure to find modifications in house form and
settlement pattern in response to local resources and conditions. All of these differences will provide a
basis for the classification of archaeological sites and for their categorical sampling.

Briefly, the strategy of the salvage archaeologist should be to excavate sites of all time periods, all
peoples, all types of activity, and all ecological zones within the area of his operations. Other things being
equal, he should attempt to sample the sites in each category at the same level, i.e., 20% or whatever his
resources will allow. In practice, however, other things are rarely equal. Since his objective, properly
defined, is to make a maximum addition to what is already known, the salvage archaeologist will begin
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from a base line of the known, which will vary from period to period and from type of site to type of site.

Failure to recognize this principle has been one of the most consistent shortcomings in large-scale
salvage projects, and has resulted in a great deal of work which has reinforced the known without
significantly diminishing the unknown (cf. Adams 1960, 19). This is not rational behavior in terms of the
defined goal of maximizing knowledge. The archaeologist should allocate his resources in such a way
as to insure not that sites of all types and all periods will receive equal attention, but rather that at the
conclusion of his efforts the level of knowledge will be about equal in each category. If certain types of
sites are already better known than other types will ever be, his efforts should be concentrated entirely
on the less well-known sites. The archaeologist may have strong personal opinions as to the relatively
greater importance of certain periods or certain types of sites, but those opinions must be overridden by
the consideration of public responsibility. Posterity may approach the same material with a very different
scale of values.

Some of the largest manmade lakes, like those in Nubia and in the northern Great Plains, have flooded
what can be regarded as complete environmental zones. In these areas it has been possible to develop
sampling strategies without reference to what may lie beyond the limits of inundation. In most reservoir
projects, however, this procedure is not scientifically valid. It is meaningless to ask how much we know
and how much we can expect to learn within an area which is artificially and arbitrarily delimited. As
a basis for sampling in the smaller reservoir projects, therefore, it is necessary first to delimit some
culturally or naturally meaningful unit of territory of which the river basin forms a part, and then to
ask how much is known and how much can be learned with respect to the territory as a whole. In the
small-area projects an additional variable may affect the allocation of priorities, for the sites within the
reservoir area must be seen as parts of a larger universe of sites within the surrounding region. The
archaeologist must ask himself, with respect to each time period and each type of site, ‘how much can I
still hope to learn beyond the limits of the reservoir area?’ If certain types of sites are widely distributed
both within and beyond the river basin, while others are largely confined to the river littoral, the danger
of a permanent loss of knowledge is obviously much greater in the case of those which are confined to
the littoral. In Glen Canyon, for example, there were small farming sites of a type which is found all over
the Colorado Plateau, and there were also lithic workshops, which are unique to the gravel terraces of the
major rivers. These workshops received far more attention than is usual in the course of the Glen Canyon
salvage project simply because of the absence of comparable sites outside the threatened area.

I do not suggest that the theoretical guidelines proposed here can ever be fully operationalized. The
salvage archaeologist in the field is confronted by many problems I have not touched on in this discussion:
problems of logistics, of inter-institutional cooperation, and even of international relations (cf. Adams
1968). On the basis of firsthand experience both in Glen Canyon and in Nubia I can testify to the limiting
influence which these factors may set upon the development of scientific research strategies. I feel safe in
asserting, nevertheless, that any reservoir salvage project will come closest to realizing its full scientific
potential by following the general policy guidelines I have suggested, as far as operating circumstances
will permit. In the campaign which I directed in Sudanese Nubia on behalf of the Sudan Antiquities Service,
for example, we were obliged by lack of time and resources to combine the survey and excavation stages
of operation, and therefore to make strategic decisions on the basis of very incomplete information. Yet,
merely by keeping in mind the overall objective of a maximum increase in existing knowledge, we were
able to concentrate our efforts on sites of the least-known periods and types, and to revise our strategy
on a day-to-day basis as knowledge increased in some areas faster than it did in others (cf. Adams 19664,
162). Our reward has been, I believe, a much more balanced picture of Nubian culture and history than
that which emerged from the earlier salvage campaigns in the same region (Adams 1966a; 1967; 1970).
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Critical resource: Organisation

Lack of funds and lack of time will often be cited as sufficient reasons for the failure to develop systematic
research strategies in many reservoir salvage projects. Yet it should be apparent that another resource
is at least equally critical in large-scale salvage operations. That resource is organization. It too has often
been lacking or insufficiently developed in river basin programs. Within the archaeological profession
there is no standing organizational structure above the level of local institutions, nor is there any national
or international organization which has overall responsibility for archaeological salvage. In the United
States there has existed since 1945 the Committee for the Recovery of Archaeological Remains, which
has acted as an advisory body to various governmental agencies involved in dam building and other
construction activities (Brew 1962, 14-16). Rather similar committees, composed of archaeologists and
other interested scholars, were set up to advise the Egyptian and Sudanese governments in the course
of the recent Nubian salvage campaigns (Brew 1962, 21-22). These committees, however, have generally
contented themselves with insuring that necessary salvage operations were actually carried out, without
suggesting what their strategic objectives and procedures should be.

To the extent that overall strategic coordination has existed in large-scale reservoir projects, it has
developed informally on an ad hoc, and too often on a post hoc, basis. In both the Glen Canyon and
the Nubian campaigns, for example, there were no formal overall strategies because no individuals or
institutions were specifically empowered to develop them (Jennings 1966, 34); moreover, both programs
were well advanced before informal patterns of communication and coordination among the participating
institutions began to emerge.

As a final policy guideline for salvage archaeology I would suggest that strategy without organization is
an empty advantage, and that the essential first step in any reservoir salvage project should be to set up a
‘high command’ responsible for strategy development and resource allocation for the project as a whole.
This suggestion runs counter to the cherished individualism of the professional scholar, but it is one of
the many sacrifices which the salvage archaeologist should be prepared to make in the public interest. It
is the only way to insure an efficient use of all available resources in preserving the heritage of the past.
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Plate 5.1. Seated colossi at Abu Simbel, photo taken
c. 1927/1928 (from photo album, J. R. Anderson

collection).

Plate 5.2. Friedrich Hinkel overseeing the reconstruction of Semna temple in the

garden of the Sudan National Museum, Khartoum (photo W. Y. Adams).
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Organizational Problems in International Salvage
Archaeology®

(1968)

In this paper, originally published in the Anthropological Quarterly, I discuss the problems of archaeological
salvage with reference specifically to the UNESCO-organized International Campaign to Save the Monuments of
Nubia. Because this project involved two separate nations, Egypt and Sudan, and because it involved the conservation
of previously excavated sites as well as the excavation of new ones, it was very much the largest as well as the most
complex archaeological salvage program ever undertaken up to that time.

The recent and highly publicized International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia is only the
latest in a long series of large-scale salvage operations which have virtually revolutionized the field of
archaeology since World War I1. However, so far as I know this is the first campaign which has involved
the coordinated efforts of many different nations, and certainly it is the first in which an international
organization has played a major part of policymaking. I refer to the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization, hereafter designated as UNESCO.

From first to last more than thirty-five expeditions, representing nearly as many countries, carried
on excavations in Egyptian and Sudanese Nubia between 1959 and 1967.2 Inevitably, an effort of this
magnitude has produced substantial results in the field of knowledge, and for this UNESCO may claim a
fair share of the credit. When the final reports of all the expeditions are in hand, our understanding of the
culture history of ancient and medieval Nubia will certainly be enormously enhanced. The organizational
problems involved in mounting and coordinating such a campaign were prodigious. My purpose in this
paper is not to assess the very considerable advances in knowledge which have accrued from the Nubian
campaign, but rather to review the organizational problems which were inherent in its international
character, and the successes and failures of UNESCO in dealing with them.

Special characteristics of salvage archaeology

All salvage archaeology, whether on a domestic or an international scale, introduces a major problem of
sampling. Sites or portions of sites cannot be selected or rejected for excavation on the basis of special
interest or logistic facility; they must be selected in such a way as to insure a maximum contribution to
knowledge of the cultures of the threatened area, in all of their manifestations and at all times in history,
within the time available. A scale of priorities must be developed so as to minimize duplication of effort
and to insure that maximum attention is given to those types of remains and those historical periods
which are least understood.

Such a program involves no serious organizational difficulties where the salvage operation is carried
out by a single institution, as is normally the case in domestic programs. Where not only many different
institutions but a multiplicity of national governments is involved, however, the question of who is to make
policy decisions and to develop an overall strategy becomes a critical one. Thus, UNESCO’s involvement in
the recent Nubian archaeological program became far more vital than was originally foreseen either by
the institution itself or by its member states.

! Originally published in 1968 in Anthropological Quarterly 41, 110-121.
2 UNESCO International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia (1960-1980) https://whc.unesco.org/en/activities/172/
[accessed 22.04.2020] [ed.].
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UNESCO and the Nubian campaign

The decision to sponsor the Nubian salvage campaign came as a surprise to many of UNESCO’s friends
both within and outside the organization. UNESCO had been chartered in 1946 as a specialized agency of
the United Nations specifically to further international cooperation and understanding in the fields of
education, science, and culture. Prior to 1959 it had never been directly involved in any archaeological
activities, and none of its administrative divisions was equipped to deal with them.

The building of the Aswan High Dam, however, created salvage problems which were far beyond the
limited resources of the Egyptian and Sudanese Antiquities Departments. One of the first persons to
recognize this was Mme. Christiane Desroches Noblecourt, Director of the Egyptian Department at the
Musée du Louvre.* Mme. Noblecourt carried on a spirited campaign to persuade UNESCO that the fate of
the Nubian monuments was its proper concern, and her efforts eventually won over the then Director-
General of the organization, M. Vittorino Veronese.!

Perhaps because it was not closely allied to any of UNESCO’s established programs, the Nubian salvage
campaign was undertaken from the beginning as an extra-departmental and extra-budgetary operation,
and financed exclusively from funds contributed for that purpose by member states and other interested
parties. Both Mme. Noblecourt and M. Veronese originally envisioned the role of UNESCO largely as
an intermediary between the two affected states, Egypt and the Sudan, and other member states and
institutions which were asked to contribute their efforts and resources toward saving the Nubian
monuments. Money contributed to the Nubian Trust Fund was to be spent partly to publicize the need
for action among member states and partly to finance individual salvage operations within the affected
region. In practice, the enormously expensive project to relocate the great rock-cut temple of Abu Simbel
soon became the chief focus of interest for the whole Nubian campaign,’ and eventually absorbed a very
high percentage of the total funds contributed for work in Nubia.

In view of the limited role which UNESCO itself expected to play in the Nubian campaign, it was
decided to involve the organization administratively as little as possible. Rather than create a separate
executive department within the secretariat, policy and program decisions were delegated to an
Executive Committee of leading scholars from various nations, which met every three months. Day-to-
day administrative responsibility for the Nubian operation was lodged in the Museums and Monuments
Division of UNESCO’s Department of Cultural Activities, because the Nubian operation was conceived
almost entirely as a conservation rather than as a research program. The unforeseen demands of the
campaign soon came to absorb virtually all of the time and efforts of this office, almost to the ruin of its
other projects, but it was not until 1963 that a separate Nubian Operations Bureau was set up within the
secretariat.

In the beginning, no field program of any kind was anticipated. UNESCO’s participation was to be
confined to the headquarters level, transmitting information from the national Antiquities Departments
of Egypt and the Sudan to the world at large, and transmitting funds and offers of assistance in the
opposite direction. There were, however, two UNESCO officers in the field on somewhat related missions:
Louis Christophe in Egypt and myself in the Sudan.® The practical need for liaison at the national level
between UNESCO and the national Antiquities Departments, and at the field level between the Antiquities
Departments and individual archaeological expeditions, was such that Christophe and 1, in addition to our

3 Christiane Desroches Noblecourt (1913-2011) was Chief Curator of the Department of Egyptian Antiquities in the Louvre from
1974-1981. See further Bierbrier 2012, 151-152 [ed.].

* Vittorino Veronese (1910-1986) was Director-General of UNESCO from 1958-1961 [ed.].

s See further Séve-Séderbergh 1987 [ed.].

¢ See Christophe 1977; Bierbrier 2012, 121-122 [ed.].
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normal duties, soon found ourselves devoting a great deal of time to liaison activity. This function was
finally given official recognition in 1963 when we were both designated as Liaison Officers directly under
the Nubian Office.

Successes and failures of the UNESCO’s involvement

Before considering the effectiveness of UNESCO’s participation, the archaeological program in Nubia must
be seen in its proper perspective as part of a much larger whole. From the beginning the overall Nubian
campaign involved two virtually unrelated operations: the removal and reconstruction of endangered
temples, and the excavation of archaeological sites. The first of these was an engineering problem, the
second a scientific one.

The Nubian Executive Committee quite correctly recognized that the temple removal operation was
by far the larger of the two problems in terms of its requirements in organization, money, and material.
Many archaeologists complained of this allocation of priorities, arguing that well-known and fully
studied temples were of less importance than unknown and unexcavated sites. They ignored the fact
that UNESCO’s participation in the Nubian campaign from the start was founded on the principle of
conservation of cultural treasures and not on the advancement of knowledge. From any point of view,
however, criticism of the temple removal program was shortsighted. The continuation of all forms of
archaeological research depends in the long run on public support, and in Nubia it was Abu Simbel which
captured the public imagination. Had there been no Abu Simbel, the scope of the purely archaeological
campaign in Nubia would assuredly have been smaller, not larger.”

In the final analysis the temple removal program has emerged as an outstanding success and has
vindicated UNESCO’s effort. Of the thirty-two temples originally threatened with destruction, every one
has been safely dismantled and moved out of danger, and many have already been reconstructed.® After
many trials and vicissitudes, funds for the complete restoration of Abu Simbel on higher ground were
assured and the work itself is has been achieved. We have to realize, then, that when we turn a critical
eye on the purely archaeological program in Nubia we are actually considering only a small portion of
UNESCO’s total involvement, most of which has been eminently successful.

The Nubian Executive Committee was a distinguished international body of scholars, including
several experienced field archaeologists. Nevertheless, the nature of their responsibilities compelled
them to devote the bulk of their time to engineering, financial, and administrative problems. Perhaps
as a result of this overriding concern, no very clear picture of the special needs and problems of the
archaeological campaign ever emerged from their deliberations. Instead, there was a tendency to regard
the archaeological program merely as an extension of the conservation program: to define the problem in
terms of excavation of a maximum number of sites and recovery of a maximum number of artifacts. The
Executive Committee did draw up a list of priorities for excavation, based more on the promise of material
reward than on the extension of historical knowledge. Above all, no clear-cut concept of sampling was
ever developed in spite of the obvious fact that only a fraction of the several thousand threatened sites in
Nubia could be systematically investigated.

Insofar as there was any explicit strategy in the Nubian archaeological program, it was formulated
independently at the national level by the Egyptian and Sudanese authorities. Different approaches to the
problem emerged in the two countries. In Egypt, the entire threatened area was divided into territorial
segments of about equal size; participating expeditions were invited to select one or more segments

7 As happened with the Merowe Dam Archaeological Salvage Project which accompanied the construction of the Merowe Dam
in Sudan. See Plate 5.1 [ed.].
8 See Plate 5.2 [ed.].
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and then to investigate all of the important antiquities of every period and type within them. However,
those expeditions concerned with prehistoric remains were allowed to range over very large areas and
to exercise a selection of sites consistent with their normal operating strategy. In the Sudan, where the
Antiquities Service was itself prepared to take an active part in field work, foreign expeditions were
permitted to select individual sites or groups of sites to suit their special interests, while the Antiquities
Service assumed responsibility for all those not chosen by others.

Since in practice the integration of the archaeological campaign was primarily at the national level, it
might have been expected that UNESCO would make a major effort to establish liaison between the two
governments involved. In fact, however, this must be accounted one of the signal failures of the Nubian
campaign. Although the Directors of Antiquities of Egypt and of the Sudan were both ex officio members
of the Nubian Executive Committee and met together with other members of the committee every three
months, no serious effort was made to bring about a coordination of strategy or even to provide for
regular consultation between the two countries. From first to last the archaeological programs in Egypt
and the Sudan were carried out as if they were unrelated. This lack of liaison also affected such practical
matters as the duty-free passage of goods and the free flow of personnel between the two countries, and
was keenly felt by those in expeditions which attempted to work on both sides of the border.

UNESCO was considerably more successful in maintaining liaison between the individual governments
of Egypt and the Sudan and the donor governments and institutions which contributed to the Nubian
campaign. At first, the principal role of the organization was expected to be that of a formal intermediary,
establishing initial contact between donor and recipient government. In practice this function was never
fully developed because the eventual participants in the Nubian archaeological campaign were mostly
those institutions already experienced in the field, and they therefore had long-established contacts
with the respective Antiquities Departments. Consequently, their initial dealings with the recipient
governments frequently bypassed UNESCO altogether.

Nevertheless, a need soon arose for continuing, practical liaison between individual expeditions and
the host governments both at the field and at the national levels. This had not been clearly foreseen
either by UNESCO or by the governments themselves. Louis Christophe and I, although originally posted
to the field on quite different missions not supported from Nubian funds, soon found ourselves required
to fill the liaison role simply because we were the only UNESCO officers on the scene. This development
reflects not so much a lack of communication between expeditions and host governments, as the fact
that expeditions as well as governments clearly expected UNESCO to provide a measure of leadership
and guidance in matters of policy. Although Christophe and I had no official authority to provide such
leadership we were eventually given recognition as Liaison Officers, which gave us a sort of low-level
ambassadorial status.

In general, our dealings with the respective Antiquities Departments of Egypt and the Sudan were
highly successful. A genuine concern for the proper investigation of the Nubian antiquities provided a
common motivation for governments, expeditions, and liaison officers alike, so that practical negotiations
were generally conducted in an atmosphere of good will and mutual trust. However, our dealings with
government bureaus other than the Antiquities Departments were notably less successful. In the absence
of acommon ground of interest, we simply lacked the status or the backing to act effectively. Thus in Egypt
important documents and maps which were controlled by the Survey Department and the Army could
not be obtained for the use of archaeologists, although they had no military significance and would have
facilitated the progress of field work enormously. Moreover, for long periods of time it was impossible to
obtain from the Irrigation Department projected schedules of inundation which were of vital importance
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in allocating excavation priorities. In the Sudan, difficulties were encountered in persuading the Customs
Department and the Government Railways to honor existing commitments in regard to the duty-free
importation of excavation material and its transportation at special rates.

If, as its charter states, UNESCO’s primary function is the furtherance of international understanding
and cooperation, then one might plausibly argue that the organization’s overriding concern in the Nubian
archaeological campaign should have been the maintenance of communication and cooperation between
individual missions working in the field. As a matter of fact, no effort was ever made in this direction.
Probably, there was a feeling that professional organizations and scholarly journals provided adequate
media for the exchange of information and ideas. A more practical knowledge of the professional structure
of archaeology would have shown that this was far from the case. In fact, a great deal of unnecessary
duplication of effort resulted from the lack of communication particularly between expeditions working
on opposite sides of the Egyptian-Sudanese frontier. The only conference which was held specifically to
discuss scientific results during the entire eight years of the Nubian campaign was held at Bellagio, Italy,
in 1964, sponsored by the Society for American Archaeology.’ All of those who participated will agree that
it fulfilled an acute need, and was considerably overdue.

Factors limiting UNESCO’s participation

In sum, the part played by UNESCO in organizing and coordinating the Nubian archaeological program
was far more limited than many archaeologists could have wished. Several reasons for this are worth
considering, in respect to UNESCO’s possible future involvement in international salvage operations.
Some of the same limitations would have applied equally to any other institution in the same situation;
others are inherent in the constitution of UNESCO; still others resulted from a lack of perception which
could and should be corrected.

Foremost among limiting factors is the question of money. The decision to make the Nubian program
an extra-budgetary operation meant that from the start the entire cost had to be met from funds
specifically contributed to the Nubian Trust Fund by member states. For most states these contributions
were necessarily small since they were an extra burden added to their regular budgetary assessments
for membership not only in UNESCO but in the parent UN, WHO, FAO, UNTAO, and other specialized
organizations to which they might belong. Moreover, UNESCO early (perhaps injudiciously) staked
so large a part of its reputation on the salvation of Abu Simbel that in the long run this single project
swallowed up a very large part of the Nubian Trust Fund. Consequently, UNESCO’s ability to contribute
financially to other aspects of the campaign inevitably suffered.

Another limiting factor, not fully appreciated by many archaeologists, is the touchy question of national
sovereignty. UNESCO is not an international government but only a loose voluntary association with no
coercive powers over its members. Thus many simple policy decisions which canbe established by executive
fiat at the national level can only be brought about by delicate diplomacy at the international level. Under
the UN and UNESCO charters there was no possible way in which Egypt and the Sudan could have been
coerced into adopting a common excavation strategy, or even into accepting the Nubian campaign at
all. Had they so desired, those countries could have allowed the Nubian antiquities to go under water
without lifting a finger in response to protests from other nations. Under these circumstances whatever
cooperation and coordination are established must clearly depend upon diplomatic persuasion and
friendly discussion, maintaining always a careful respect for national interests and national sensibilities.

Such a consideration would affect any institution attempting to organize archaeological salvage on an
international scale, but UNESCO is at least well aware of the problem and has developed a certain skill and

? See Spaulding 1965 [ed.].
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cunning in the arts of diplomacy. At the same time, one could also argue that the organization’s excessive
regard for the sensibilities of its members--particularly its smaller members--sometimes results in a
failure to exercise leadership where leadership is clearly required and would in fact be welcomed by all
concerned.

There are additional peculiarities in the constitutional structure of UNESCO which limit its involvement
in action programs such as the Nubian campaign. The overriding principle of nonintervention in the
internal affairs of member states means that the secretariat can deal officially and directly only with
national governments. Any relations with private institutions or individuals must be conducted through
the intermediary of the national government. By the same token, UNESCO cannot take any initiative in
purely national matters. If a need for action is perceived in one of the member states, the government
of that state must be persuaded to propose a course of action and then to request UNESCO’s assistance.
Needless to say, this process may require a good deal of behind-the-scenes diplomacy.

Inthe case of archaeological programs, there existsafurther limitationin UNESCO’s table of organization,
which is largely accidental. All regular UNESCO program activities are administered through the five so-
called program departments: Education, Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, Cultural Activities, and Mass
Communications. Over the years each of these departments has come to define its own rubric in fairly
rigid terms, in such a way that certain fields of activity do not clearly fall within any one department.
One of these is, quite explicitly, archaeology or at least salvage archaeology, which does not fully qualify
either as social science or as a cultural activity according to UNESCO’s operating definitions. This will go
a long way to explain why the Nubian campaign began and remained an extra-departmental program
with little initial support within the house, and why after eight years it has left almost no mark upon the
organizational structure of UNESCO.

Unbelievable as it may seem, UNESCO has never employed a professional archaeologist as such at
the headquarters level, either in the Nubian Office or in any other operation. Although as the Nubian
campaign developed it became necessary to employ a professional engineer to ensure the maintenance
of proper standards in the dismantling and reconstruction of temples, no consideration was given to the
employment of an archaeologist in a parallel capacity. Thus, UNESCO as an organization has never truly
understood scientific archaeology as distinct from conservation.*

Lack of organization in professional archaeology

The blame for this situation does not lie entirely at UNESCO’s door. Archaeology, in the general sense
in which we are now speaking, does not understand itself--nor has it, in fact, any sense of common
identity at all. The Nubian campaign brought together in a common endeavor Americanists, European
Prehistorians, Egyptologists, Classicists, Byzantinists, Arabists, Africanists, Physical Anthropologists, and
a host of ancillary specialists--scholars whose intellectual backgrounds and interests are so diverse that
they hardly speak the same language even when they attempt to. There has never existed a professional
association to which even a majority of these specialists could belong, nor a journal which they could all
read with profit.

UNESCO, lacking any previous experience in this field, is hardly to be blamed for not realizing that
archaeology is not an organized discipline, but an adjunct to many different disciplines which normally
have no common meeting ground. So far as UNESCO was concerned, the failure to provide for coordination
among these different disciplines stemmed simply from a failure to recognize the need for it.

10 This article was written prior to the 1972 UNESCO Convention concerning the Protection of World Culture and Natural Heritage,
the World Heritage Convention (1975) and the creation of the World Heritage List (1978); however, this assertion remains largely
true. See further Meskell 2013 [ed.].
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The ultimate responsibility for any lack of communication, and to a large extent for a lack of
coordination also, lies with the archaeologists themselves. As the principal interested parties, theirs was
the responsibility for recognizing that involvement in Nubia provided them with a common interest
transcending traditional boundaries of scholarship and organization, and created needs which were not
satisfied by a conservation program alone. Rather than waiting for UNESCO to provide leadership and
guidance they should have taken the initiative in organizing themselves to deal with the challenge of
Nubia. They could have formed an interdisciplinary board of strategy, drawn up a plan of campaign,
arranged for the prompt exchange of results, and then presented UNESCO with a plan and a program
which would unquestionably have been welcomed.

Considerations for the future

In retrospect it is clear that (1) UNESCO’s involvement in the Nubian archaeological program came
about as much by accident as by design; (2) the decision to participate found the administration largely
unprepared to provide effective guidance; and (3) the part played by UNESCO in purely archaeological
operations was considerably larger than originally foreseen by the organization itself, but much less
than was expected by many archaeologists. At this point we are entitled to ask: was UNESCO the proper
organization to undertake responsibility for archaeology in Nubia? If so, can its effectiveness be increased
in future international operations?

The answer to the first question would appear to be: yes and no. Yes, because UNESCO is the only
organizationin existence with the size, the prestige, and the diplomatic experience to organize archaeology
on an intergovernmental scale. In this respect it performed services and accomplished results which no
other institution could have achieved. No, because UNESCO is constitutionally prevented from taking the
initiative in many policy matters, and because archaeology plays no part in its regular program.

These two considerations should indicate the proper course for future international action in
archaeology. On the one hand, the continued involvement of UNESCO in such programs is vital for
success in intergovernmental liaison. On the other hand, professional archaeologists will have to
take much more of the initiative in matters of strategic planning and scholarly collaboration. Future
salvage campaigns should involve a partnership of UNESCO and an international and interdisciplinary
organization of archaeologists representing all of the nationalities and all of the interest groups involved
in the threatened area.

The archaeologists themselves should take the first step in forming such an organization. They should
retain responsibility for communication and liaison among themselves, including regular scientific
conferences and the publication of a journal or newsletter. In return, they might legitimately ask of
UNESCO:

1. That it set up a permanent headquarters bureau, staffed in part by professional archaeologists, to
handle matters of intergovernmental liaison in salvage archaeology programs.

2. That it set up temporary national liaison offices in each of the affected states for the duration of any
particular campaign.

3. That it request the Antiquities Departments of each of the affected states to maintain field liaison
offices, perhaps assisted by UNESCO personnel, in those parts of the country where extensive salvage
work is in progress.

4. That it maintain a clear distinction throughout its program between problems of conservation and
problems of research, and deal with each on its own merits.

Finally, if archaeology is to become a worldwide discipline, the archaeologists will have to learn to

1 See footnote 9 [ed.].
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accept their share of the delays, disappointments, frustrations, and misunderstandings which are
inevitably a part of the contemporary international scene. These are, after all, only another aspect of the
‘culture shock’ of which we so often speak, and which we are apt to regard as a necessary crisis rite in the
evolution of a finished anthropologist. Once this painful but necessary threshold is crossed, archaeologists
are sure to find, as ethnologists long since have, that the rewards more than compensate for the ordeal.
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Plate 6.1. Kulubnarti, site 21-S-2. View of the ‘Castle-house’ from the south, taken 2014 (photo courtesy N. Spencer).

Plate 6.2. Qasr Ibrim, photo taken in 1986 (Qasr Ibrim archive, QI. 86, TB4/2).
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Ends and Means in Large-Scale Excavations: Meinarti,

Kulubnarti, and Qasr Ibrim*
(1995)

This was my paper delivered at the 8" International Congress of Nubian Studies, held at Lille in 1994. The quadrennial
Nubian Congresses were meant first and foremost for the reporting of recent excavations, but at this point I had done
no excavation for a decade, so I originally declined the invitation to contribute. As one of the founders of the Nubian
Society, however, it was always expected that [ would participate, and the organizers suggested that I compare my
two earlier digs at Meinarti and Kulubnarti. My subsequent excavations at Qasr Ibrim had however presented entirely
new problems, not previously reported, and this was something I was anxious to discuss also.

The invitation to speak about Meinarti and Kulubnarti is one that I would ordinarily have declined. These
digs are more than a generation old, and they are already pretty well on record (Adams 1964; 1965; 1968;
1970; 1994b).? As it happens, however, the topic will allow me to discuss certain ideas of mine about
archaeological methodology, and I intend here to approach it from that perspective. For good measure,
I will throw in Qasr Ibrim as well.

The archaeologist of today can, if he or she wishes, choose from a considerable number of ‘how-to-dig’
manuals that have been published within the last two decades. These works however have been written
mostly by and for prehistorians, working on a small scale in small sites. They have very little relevance to
the kind of large-site excavation that most of us do in Nubia--operations that would simply be trivialized
if we adopted all of the prehistorian’s methods.

The worst feature of the excavation manuals from my perspective is that they ignore altogether the
question of purpose, implying that there is only one right way to dig anything, regardless of the wishes
of the excavator or of the sponsor or of the host country. Excavation undertaken in this spirit becomes
an end in itself -- a mere exercise in technical virtuosity --rather than a means to the more intellectually
legitimate end of enlarging knowledge or testing theory. Such an approach cannot be justified even on
scientific grounds, and in large sites it is a practical impossibility as well.

There is not, and probably never can be, such a thing as a guidebook to large-site excavation. No two
sites are the same in terms of their possibilities and limitations — not only scientific but also practical,
political, and personal possibilities and limitations. For that reason, I believe that every large-site
archaeologist is necessarily self-taught, and self-taught anew in each site that he or she undertakes.

In Nubia I have had the opportunity of working in a number of large sites and in three exceptionally
large ones: Meinarti, Kulubnarti, and Qasr Ibrim (for the locations see Figure 6.1).> The circumstances
and the challenges were quite different in the three cases, and each required different adaptations on my
part. I propose here to review these three digs, in order to demonstrate how excavation methods may be

! Originally published in F. Geus (ed.), Cahier de Recherches de I'Institut de Papyrologie et d’Egyptologie de Lille. Acts de la VIIIe conférence
internationale des Ftudes nubiennes, Lille 11-17 septembre 1994, 17 (1), 37-55.

2 For books concerning these sites that appeared after this article was published see Adams 1996; 2000; 2001; 2002; 2003; 2009;
2013; Adams and Adams 1998; Adams et al. 1999; Aldsworth 2010; Alexander and Adams 2018; Connah and Pearson 2016; Crowfoot
2011; Hallof 2014; 2015a; 2015b; 2015c; 2016; Lajtar and van der Vielt 2010; Rose 1996; 2007; Ruffini 2014; van der Vielt and Hagen
2013; Veldmeijer 2012 [ed.].

3 See also Plates 6.1 and 6.2. Figure and plate numbers used here have been modified from those used in the original publication
through the addition of the chapter number from this volume; however, the figures and plates themselves remain the same as
in the original article. In the original publication plates were numbered sequentially throughout the entire volume thus the first
plate in this article was Plate 3a (not Plate 1), herein labelled Plate 6.3a, and Plate 8 was the final plate. The plate captions have
been added and were not included in the original article. Plates 6.1 and 6.2 were added for this publication [ed.].
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determined by circumstances and purposes: in short, how means are dictated by ends.

Initial considerations

The large-site archaeologist begins with the realization that, with the best of intentions, he or she cannot
possibly do everything. Therefore, strategic choices are required at the outset. The considerations that
may affect those choices fall into four broad categories:

Theoretical or historical considerations. What is it that you want to learn by excavating any particular site?
This will be determined in considerable part by how much you already know, since there is usually no
point in wasting scarce funds on an excavation that merely reconfirms the known. Legitimate theoretical
or historical objectives may nevertheless be of several kinds: they may be historical, cultural, theoretical,
or aesthetic. That is, you may dig to enlarge your understanding of the development of a particular culture
over time, or to enlarge understanding of the culture at one particular moment in time, or to throw light
on general theoretical questions, or simply to recover objects for study and display. Each of these is a
legitimate goal; each may call for a somewhat different excavation strategy.

Practical considerations. How much digging, and what kinds of digging, will your funds, time, and
personnel allow? Do you have qualified personnel to deal with burials, texts, and other remains
requiring specialized expertise? What will the logistic situation allow: are there opportunities for on-site
photographic developing,* laboratory processing, and the like? What will the site itself allow, in terms of
its extent, conditions of preservation, nature of the deposits, etc.?

Political or institutional considerations. First, what do your institutional sponsors want; are they anxious
to have objects for display, or monumental finds for publication, or are they content to sponsor work
merely for the advancement of knowledge? Second, what does the host country want, and what will
it allow? How much of the excavated material can you take out for study at home? Finally, what is the
attitude of the local population, whose past you are exhuming? Are there certain areas or remains whose
excavation would be offensive to them?

Personal considerations. Contrary to what the textbooks may suggest, personal preferences may quite
legitimately affect your choice of sites to dig and of excavation strategy. The past does not speak to us all in
the same way, and, within the limits of professional responsibility, all of us will prefer to dig what specially
interests us. Since I was trained as an ethnologist, I have always been interested first and foremost in the
lifeways of ordinary folk, both in the present and in the past. As a result, I prefer townsites to cemeteries,
I am more interested in architecture than in artifacts, and I am more interested in domestic than in
monumental architecture. Also and most importantly, I am more interested in discovering recurrent
culture patterns than in tracing the course of historical events. But others have legitimately different
interests, and will make their excavation choices accordingly.

Now let me turn to the three large sites of Meinarti, Kulubnarti, and Qasr Ibrim, and describe how
my excavation strategy was determined by the combination of theoretical, practical, institutional, and
personal considerations that were peculiar to each site.

Meinarti

Meinarti was, before its inundation, a small island just at the foot of the Second Nile Cataract, a few
kilometers south of Wadi Haifa (Figure 6.1). Much of the island was occupied by a stratified kom
approximately 150m long, 80m wide, and 12m high at its highest point. Before excavation it appeared as
amound of sand with bits of mud brick wall protruding through at various places along the top and sides
(Plate 6.3a). The topmost elevation was occupied by a gun emplacement built during the years of British

*This being a consideration as the sites under discussion were excavated before digital photography [ed.].
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military occupation in the 1890s; what
lay below that was, at the outset, quite

0 Aswar uncertain.

The circumstances under which I came
to dig at Meinarti have been related
elsewhere (Adams 1992,17-18),and willnot
be repeated here. Suffice it to say that in
February 1963, when I began excavations, I
knew that I had only the remainder of that
season and all of the next one to complete
whatever could be done on that enormous
site, since the impounded Aswan Dam
waters were scheduled to reach this point
in the summer of 1964.

Assuming that the deposits within the
Meinarti mound were stratified, and that
the stratigraphy could be revealed by
careful excavation, I made two strategic
decisions at the outset. The first was
to limit my excavations entirely to the
southern and higher half of the mound,
having calculated that my resources

would allow me to dig that much of the
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site all the way to the bottom. The second

was to avoid trenching or pitting and to

Figure 6.1. Map of Lower Nubia and the Batn el-Hajjar showing strip the site systematically downward

locations of Meinarti, Kulubnarti, and Qasr Ibrim. by levels, like peeling an onion, following
natural stratigraphy in all cases. This was
dictated in part by the belief that, according to my exc