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An Archaeology of Archaeological Archives: Abstracts

Derrida writes that archives are disjointed between two forces ‘..a movement of the promise 
and of the future no less than of recording the past’ (1998: 29). Similarly, the archival turn in 
the humanities has moved from archive-as-source to archive-as-subject (Stoler 2009: 44). In 
archaeology, this shift needs to factor in archive-as-practice.

Archives are the primary repositories of archaeological data, yet there is a tendency to treat 
them as simple sources of documentation, rather than as objects themselves, or as colonial 
or institutional instruments. What are the challenges in working with legacy data? What can 
the form of the archaeological archive tell us about the formation of archaeological 
knowledge? On what terms do archaeologists bring the making of the archive into their 
archaeological practice?

This workshop brings together those scholars from archaeology, anthropology, and 
architecture that explore subject and practice-based movements in archive study. Bringing 
the two forces of archive together, the meeting considers the temporal qualities of archival 
investigation and how it relates to past and future. And asks: How can archives be used to 
explore a more critical approach to the history of archaeology?

Images and the Archaeological Archive: A Graphic Excavation of Dura-Europos
Jen Baird, Department of History, Classics & Archaeology, Birkbeck College
The site of Dura-Europos on the middle Euphrates was the subject of extensive excavations 
in the 1920s and 30s, the archive of which is now largely held by the Yale University Art 
Gallery. This presentation will focus on the architectural plans and the photographic archive, 
and ask: what is the relationship between these archival documents and archaeological 
knowledge? Why does the discipline of archaeology, so imbued with the concept of 
materiality, give so little attention to the materiality of its own cultural production?

Working Archives: Site Collages, Versions and Dialogues
Christopher Evans, University of Cambridge
This contribution will critically address the nature of site archives, particularly what kind of 
‘dialogue’ is possible with their now-dead excavators and how can the exploration of their 
contemporary context be balanced with what we want from their sites today. As case-studies 
it will focus upon the Joneses Mucking excavations (1965-78) and David Clarke’s work at the 
Great Wilbraham causewayed enclosure during the ‘70s. These seemingly unlikely bedfellows 
provide a platform to explore such issues as the impact of the day’s means of technological 
reproduction upon what was then possible and, also, whether it is at all appropriate to think 
of archives as closed sources (vs. open).

Translation and the Archive
Gavin Lucas, University of Iceland
I was there, I saw that, I did that – this is what we implicitly claim when we construct 
archaeological archives; it is based on trust but also shared techniques of observation and 
intervention. It is the archive as testimony. Now most of our empirical/substantive knowledge 
as archaeologists derives not from the fact that I was there (how many sites or artefacts 
within your area of expertise can you visit, let alone work on in your career?), or even from 
examining the primary testimonials of those who were (i.e. archives), but from secondary or 
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tertiary texts (i.e. grey reports, publications). It is based on translations. Arguably the whole 
literary output of archaeology comprises translations, but the problem I want to focus on is 
that of translating the archive. What kind of special problems are implicated in archive 
translation? Perhaps the most fundamental one concerns whether the same people who 
made the archive are the same as those who translate it. What difference does it make in 
those cases when the translator is also the witness in contrast to those when the translator 
was not there, did not see that, did not do that? And how much more difficult is it, when the 
techniques of observation and intervention are not shared by the witness and the translator?

Archives as Artefacts of Archaeological Knowledge
Sudeshna Guha, Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, University of Cambridge
Archives and collections are cultural objects of archaeology and this paper attends to their 
material agency in constructs of archaeological practices. The aims are to draw importance 
to their biographies, for reviewing some of the ways in which they constitute and fashion 
notions of archaeological knowledge. Archives are spaces where knowledge is collected, 
classified and preserved, and therefore, formed and reconstituted. Hence, histories of their 
creation, administration and uses implicate evidentiary domains. In the making of 
archaeological archives, such histories also direct us to the historiography of disciplinary 
formations. 

I shall explore the histories of three disparate archives of the Archaeological Survey of India 
that were established between 1861 and 1902, and map their saliency in establishing distinct 
visual and intellectual profiles for Indian archaeology. By reviewing their roles as social actors, 
I hope to locate the ways in which they have framed ideas about archaeology and 
archaeological scholarship. The archives no doubt inform us of the institutionalization of 
archaeological practices, and the force of colonial politics within the archaeological 
scholarship of India. However, this paper presents the histories of their creations and nurture 
to direct us to questions of epistemology.

The growing scholarship on the history of South Asian archaeology appears very conscious 
of its commitments to archival research. Unlike their predecessors, archaeologists and 
historians of South Asia have increasingly begun to endow the uniqueness, and at times 
importance, of their narratives by showcasing the duress and duration in opening and 
tracking relevant archives. The sensationalism with which many announce their ‘discoveries’ 
of archives creates a clear resonance of the trope of archaeological discovery. In both cases, 
the discovered material is erroneously received intellectually, as an inert object. 

The histories of creation, preservation and neglect of the archives of the Archaeological 
Survey show some of the ways in which archives continue to accrue different meanings over 
time. The modern histories of preservation also inform us of a curious procedure, of 
embellishing the realms of ‘colonial archives’ through post-colonial practices. This paper 
hopes to demonstrate that a perception of the Survey’s archives as being continuously re-
created, encourages a historical perspective for archaeological practices within South Asia, 
and encourages us to look at past practices beyond hagiographies of disciplinary 
developments, chronicles of practitioners, and the ubiquity of colonial politics.
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Archives of Archaeology under the Estado Novo Dictatorship 
Sergio Gomes, Faculty of Humanities, University of Porto
The notion of archive came to me at different moments whilst I was studying the topic of 
archaeology under the Estado Novo dictatorship in Portugal (1933-1974). Each moment 
presented a different configuration, and brought together different tasks and challenges. In 
this paper I will present two of those moments aiming to contribute to the discussion of the 
role of the archive in the history of archaeology.

At a very early stage, the archive led me to a set of questions regarding the formulation of my 
object of study i.e. the creation of boundaries through which I could name my research, and 
establish a set of questions and an analytical framework. Archive appeared then as a way of 
operationalizing a research programme. This offered the possibility to study the connections 
between archaeological practice and identity practice during the Estado Novo, and allowed 
me to start bringing together a collection of documents. I wonder if at this early point, I could 
have matched this archive with the idea of "archive as source" mentioned in the abstract of 
the workshop? Maybe so, but I find it hard to believe that, as "source documents", this 
archive had never been a mere repository that I consulted and used to gather information and 
formulate my research. This source of documentation was more like a landscape with which I 
was interacting. As a landscape, the archive was presenting a topography through which I 
was setting a research path. So, perhaps, it was an “archive as subject" and, therefore, an 
element that participated actively in the research? In this interaction, it seems that research 
and archive involved each other, enabling the mix of archive, research programme, 
researcher, knowledge, and the community sharing it. By looking at this relationship with the 
archive, I would say that it was close to the expression "archive as practice" also referred in 
the abstract of the workshop.

The second moment of archive, took place while reading Derrida’s Archive Fever.  At the start 
of his lecture, Derrida invites us to start not at the beginning, nor even at the archive, but 
rather at the word "archive". In doing so, Derrida shows us the archive as a physical, 
historical, ontological and nomological principle. In this sense “archive as practice” may be 
understood as a way to play on the origin and the order of things. This also entails a practice 
that participates in the construction of the horizon of meaning in which the work takes place. 
Derrida’s lecture then, leads to an understanding of “archive practices” beyond the elements 
of my preliminary archive of Estado Novo’s archaeology; and, simultaneously, makes me 
wonder about the archive in which my research has taken place. By wondering about all of 
the places of the “archive” in which I became a researcher, I might start to change future 
“archive practice”.

Reconstructing the Archive
Alex Zambelli, The Bartlett Faculty of the Built Environment, UCL
Is there any difference between an archaeological archive and an architectural one? 
Specifically is there a difference in the making of that archive, in the deliberate making of work 
for posterity – architects do it all the time when they design monumentally (whether or not the 
building itself is meant as a monument), and to design monumentally is to design archivally. 
Designing archivally one is compelled to address the physicality of the practice; the thingness 
of the drawing for example.

4



I will offer two examples for consideration: a text by one kind of drawing practitioner, and a 
set of instruments owned and used by another kind of drawing practitioner.

1. There is need for some degree of confidence if a good line is to be drawn exactly in the 
right place, but often the inexperienced draughtsman loses his nerve and judgment when 
confronted with an expensive and cleanly beautiful sheet of drawing-paper or linen
. . . a good word may be said, for mechanical pencils such as the Mars ‘Lumograph’, 
which allow the lead to be extruded or retracted at will and have moderately efficient 
devices for producing a sharp point
. . . if he wishes to learn his craft thoroughly he will be well advised to serve a period of 
apprenticeship to the old-fashioned, hand-dipped pen, which is still used by some of the 
most supremely accomplished technical draughtsmen of our time
. . . it is of the utmost importance that every drawing should bear a drawn scale rather 
than a mere written note of the representative fraction.
Hope-Taylor 1966:110-112

2.

       Hambly1988: Plate VII

Making lines in a drawing under these two implied inscriptional practices may be:
 An act of adding material to a surface – laying lines of chalk, ink or graphite onto a 
 surface - lines which may be later erased or amended leaving little or no trace.

 Taking material away – scratching or etching into a surface. A variation on this might 
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 be the moving of material aside, for example in chased and repoussé work. But it may 
 also involve altering the state of the material in some way – for example, by staining it, 
 or replacing parts of it with another material or perhaps, more recently, changing the 
 alignment of liquid crystals in a computer screen.

In much writing about drawing, the line appears as a sign of something else, divested of its 
materiality. If the quality of the line itself is discussed then it again stands in for something 
else; a direct reflection of the drawer’s intention; their sensitivity; their genius, perhaps, and 
always the lines assume a particular and dependent relationship to its parent discipline. But 
as archives the work becomes discipline-free.

This paper then attempts to understand archaeological and architectural drawings archivally 
as a-disciplinary things available to interrogation through the tools of their making.

From Drawing to Model - How to Fit Material Culture in Architecture 
Lesley McFadyen, Department of History, Classics & Archaeology, Birkbeck College

This paper is about what and when we draw in archaeology, and its relation to architecture. It 
is also about the archives of others, and the things to be found there. It is about the things 
that I cannot draw in my attempts at future archive. And it is about building models, and 
where these are located in archaeology.

I am going to suggest that it is important to think about the practice of drawing and model 
making in an archaeology of archaeological archives, and consider how this fits with our 
attempts to engage with past material worlds. I will move back and forth between several 
prehistoric sites in Britain and Portugal, and their past and future archives.
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