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• Introduction

Zeus the father made a third race of mortals,
This time of bronze, not at all like the silver
One, fashioned from ash trees, they were dreadful
And mighty and bent on the harsh deeds of war
And violence; they ate no bread and their hearts
Were strong as steel. No one could corne near
Them, for their strength was great and mighty
Arms grew from the shoulders of their sturdy
Bodies. Bronze were their weapons, bronze their
Homes and bronze was what they worked - there
was no black iron then (Athanas sakis 1983:70).

In this passage from The Works and Days, Hesiod goes through the

ages of mankind. It seems that ever since the earliest of times, man

has had an overwhelming curiosity and special interest in the past.

For thousands of years, cultures have been producing myths about the

past. Whether it is The Iliad of Horner or the trickster myths of

the Winnebago, each myth relates important facts about the past of a

culture. In addition to literature and oral traditions, there are

also the material remains that a culture leaves behind which can give

us insights into their culture. It is through these material remains

that the modern archaeologist studies past cultures.

Brian Fagan defines modern archaeology as a discipline that is

concerned with the study of both the technologies and cultures of the

past through the use of specially designed scientific methods and

theoretical concepts (Fagan 1981:3). Of course, this complex defi

nition of archaeology did not corne about overnight. Since the time

of the Italian Renaissance, the science of archaeology has been de

veloping. The purpose of this thesis is to examine two types of ar-

• chaeology: Classical and Anthropological. Classical archaeology, also

known as the Great Tradition, has its roots in the study of Classical
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art and architecture during the 18th century, while anthropological

archaeology has its origins with the beginnings of the field of cul

tural anthropology during the 19th century.

The main goal of this paper will be to compare these two types

of archaeology; especially focusing on the history and development,

goals, and preferred field and laboratory techniques of the two fields.

The first part of this paper will look at the historical background

of the two fields. It will examine how differing historical back

grounds contributed to affiliations with different departments and

an emphasis on different goals. The second part of the paper will

be concerned with the goals of the two types of archaeology. In an

thropological archaeology, the goals of the development ·of cultural

chronologies, the reconstruction of past lifeways, and the study of

cultural processes will be discussed. In classical archaeology, the

importance of the study of art, the study of history, and the verifi

cation of traditional history will be discussed. The last section of

the paper will explore the types of laboratory and field techniques

which are used by the two different fields ~f archaeology in order

to fulfill their goals. Useful laboratory techniques such as chrono

metric dating techniques and characterization will be examined and

field techniques such as random sampling and archaeological surveys

will be explored. These techniques will also be examined to see if

they really adequately fulfill the intended goals of the two fields .
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History and Development

Before examining the differing goals of classical and anthro

pological archaeology, I will first take a brief look at the history

and development of the two fields. After all, it is because of their

very unique and independent histories that these two fields now have

such different ideas about what the goals of modern archaeology should

be. Classical archaeology came from a tradition that wanted to use

archaeology to add to historical knowledge; the scholars of the time

wanted to understand the Classical world through its art and archi

tecture. On the other hand, anthropological archaeology came from

a tradition that wanted to be able to put human prehistory into a

time framework and it also wanted to understand the meaning of the

objects of the past. So one tradition became affiliated with cul

tural anthropology, which formed a bridge between the past and the

present, and the other tradition became affiliated with Classics and

Art history, which focused on the art and literature of the ancient

Greeks and Romans.

The origins of the science of archaeology can be found in Re

naissance Italy. During this time, people became interested in the

art, architecture, and literature of the ancient Greeks and Romans.

This renewed interest in the past would mark the start of humanistic

antiquarianism which was the forerunner of the modern disciplines of

archaeology and anthropology (Willey and Sabloff 1974:2), But by the

mid-nineteenth century, the science of archaeology had split into two

separate fields; Classical and Anthropological. The archaeology of

the Classical civilizations would continue to be connected with the
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disciplines of Classics, History, and Art history, while the archae

ology of other regions, especially the New World, would be absorbed

by the discipline of cultural anthropology (Taylor 1983:17).

The story of modern classical archaeology begins in Italy during

the 18th century. During this time Maria Amilia Christine, queen of

the Kingdom of the two Sicilies, was especially interested in col

lecting Classical works of art. So her husband, King Charles of

Bourbon, consulted Rocco Gioacchino de Alcubierre of the Royal en

gineers and it was decided that the area around mount Vesuvius should

be searched since several exquisite statues and carved works had re

cently been found there (Ceram 1970:3). After several weeks of pain

stakingly digging through rock-hard lava with blasting powder and

picks, one of the most important discoveries for the understanding

of Roman culture would be made. This great discovery was made on

December 11, 1738, when workers found an inscription that said that

that Rufus had built, with money of his own, the "Theatrum Herculanense";

the ancient city of Herculaneum had been found (Ceram 1970:4),

By the year 1754, the rediscovered Roman cities of Herculaneum

and Pompeii were the scene of intensive excavations that are still

being carried on today (Ceram 1970:6). But the early excavations of

these sites lacked the highly specialized field techniques and rigid

goals that we have today; they would seem to us to have been very

haphazard and without direction. The purpose of these early exca

vations was to discover additional works of Classical art, not to study

the past lifeways of an ancient civilization. Worse than this, the

politics of the day denied many scholars the invaluable information

that was being discovered at these sites. The self-seeking rulers

of the area had created an atmosphere of exclusiveness around the
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cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii by denying foreign students and

travellers entrance to these ancient cities which would deny the

academic world to learn more about them (Ceram 1970:11). It would'

take the writings of a German librarian to bring into being a frame

work for classical archaeology.

J.J. Winckelmann, the German librarian, would bring scientific

methods into classical archaeology through a number of letters and

books. In these works, Winckelmann wrote about the discoveries of

Herculaneum, models for, interpreting the meaning of sculpture, and

criticized the rulers of his time for prohibiting scholars to study

the new discoveries. The end result of Winckelmann's writings was

the development of a systematic approach to the study of classical

civilization (Ceram 1970:14). The haphazard excavations of the pre

vious decades would be replaced by a more scientific approach that

would give a clearer picture of the ancient world. Winckelmann would

even lay down some of the groundwork for interpreting the archaeological

record. In his main work History of the Art 2i Antiguity, Winckelmann

emphasized the fact that an ancient culture could be understood by

its artifacts (Ceram 1970:14).

Even today, classical archaeology still follows many of the orig

inal goals of Winckelmann. Classical archaeologists still tend to

focus much of their research and teaching toward the study of the his

tory of Greek and Roman art (Snobgrass 1987:1). Because of this em

phasis on art, classical archaeology is usually affiliated with the

department of Classics or the department of Art history. Since clas

sical archaeology has been affiliated with Classics and Art history,

it has failed to adopt many of the new trends that have occurred in

anthropological archaeology in the last 40 years.
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For example, classical archaeology still has a primarily urban

bias; for the most part, only the towns and cities of the Classical

world are excavated. Classical archaeologists have only recently

begun extensive surface surveys in order to better understand the

settlement patterns and subsistence strategies used in the Classical

world. Another current trend in anthropological archaeology that

classical archaeology has been slow to pick-up on is the study of

cultural processes. Many classical archaeologists are still con-

tent to merely study and describe ancient works of art. Yet, an

thropological archaeology now works on the idea that an understand

able picture of the entire system of an extinct culture can be made

through the analysis of the formal structure of artifact assemblages

together with between element contextual relationships (Leone 1972:95).

According to David Thomas, one of the main principles of an

thropological archaeology is an understanding of time. The archae

ologist needs to establish a highly specific chronology for the area

to be studied before he can begin complicated objectives such as the

study of culture change (Thomas 1979~139). So I will start the story

of modern anthropological archaeology in Europe during the early 18th

century. During this time explorers and antiquarians were finding

large amounts of primitive human implements; stone tools were being

found in ancient geologic beds and metal tools and ornaments were be

ing found in ancient burial mounds. So many material remains were

coming in at this time, that it was difficult for scholars to put

them in any kind of relation to one another. What was needed was

a good chronology. It would be the national museum of Denmark that

would provide the scholars of the time with the chronology that was

needed.
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In 1819, J.e. Thomsen of the national museum of Denmark finished

a project that involved organizing all the prehistoric artifacts

at the museum into three broad age sets which was called the Three·

Age System (Willey and Sabloff 1974:3). These different age sets

were called the stone age, the bronze age, and the iron age and

were differentiated by the level of technology involved. This sim

plistic system finally gave scholars what they needed; a way of put

ting the material remains of human prehistory into a basic chronology

or time frame. But scholars still needed a way of discovering the

behaviors of past human cultures through these material remains.

It would be the newly formed discipline of cultural anthropol

ogy, that would provide a way of understanding past human cultures

through their material remains. Ethnographic analogy would be the

tool that provided an understanding of the past. Ethnographic anal

ogy is a way of understanding the archaeological record by studying

modern cultures with similar technologies and lifeways. By studying

contemporary cultures with a technology and culture similar to those

found in the archaeological record, the archaeologist can form ar

guments that form a bridge between the present and the past and al

low him to assign meaning to the objects of the past (Thomas 1979:99).

Now archaeologists had the basic tools they needed to understand the

objects of the past and put them in some type of order.

From the time that Thomsen developed the Three Age System until

the post WWII era, archaeologists worked on putting the artifacts of

past human cultures into chronologies. The methods of collecting and

classifying data for these chronologies became increasingly more pre

cise as both archaeologists and anthropologists, such as Franz Boas,

began to develop methods that were more scientific (Fagan 1981:58).
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So the archaeologists of the time concentrated on describing sites

and used large chronologies to attempt to date their finds. This

led to a concentration on the description of archaeological sites

and the artifacts found at these sites. Another result of this

emphasis on classification was an interest in the precise dating

of archaeological sites and finds. But the archaeologists of this

time had totally ignored one of the most valuable contributions that

archaeology has to offer, how and why did ancient cultures change?

(Fagan 1981:55).

But the post WWII era would bring yet another development in

anthropological archaeology. In 1948, W.W. Taylor wrote a book en

titled ~ Study of Archaeology which called for archaeologists to de

velop a master plan or conceptual scheme for their research. He

stressed that the basic goals and methodologies of the archaeology

of the time were confusing and also that archaeology's relations with

other disciplines, such as Classics and Art history, were in need of

clarification (Taylor 1983:3). Taylor wanted the archaeologists of

his time to stop working on putting artifacts into chronologies for

their own sake and start using artifacts to study everyday life within

ancient cultures. Taylor believed that chronology was only the in

itial stage in archaeology; it must be followed by the study of human

behavior and cultural dynamics (Thomas 1979:47).

In his book, Taylor called for a conjunctive approach to archae

ology. This approach would emphasize the fact that artifacts shared

a unique relationship with the cultural context in which they were

found (Thomas 1979:47). When studied in their original context, ar

tifacts can tell the archaeologist a great deal about the daily life

of people in the past. So rather than compare artifacts from dif-
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ferent sites, Taylor wanted archaeologists to look more closely at

a single site and understand the inner workings of that particular

site. To implement this approach, he suggested a number of improved

excavation techniques; such as more meticulous excavations, more de-

tailed excavation notes, and more of an emphasis on the analysis of

common artifacts such as food remains.

In the 1960's, anthropological archaeology went through yet an-

other change. The archaeologists of this time, especially Lewis

Binford, argued that artifacts could be used to understand the rea

sons for cultural change in the past:

In addition to maintaining the position that
we should strive to isolate the archaeological
structure of extinct cultural systems, it is
argued that changes in cultural systems must
be investigated with regard to the adaptive
or coping situations which are presented to
human populations (Binford 1964:426).

In order to investigate the changes which occurred in extinct cul

tural systems, Binford would call for the use of more scientific

methods by archaeologists. Binford believed that the archaeological

research designs, field methods, and reporting procedures of the time

were inadequate for the task of studying change in cultural systems

(Binford 1964:427). He stressed that in order to retrieve the re-

levant data concerning past sociocultural systems, the archaeologist

must change his methods to those involving a deductive phi10sohpy

with an emphasis on the verification of propositions through hypoth-

esis testing (Binford 1972:18).

This is only a brief examination of the history and development

of anthropological archaeology. But I think it shows that anthro-

• pologica1 archaeology is a discipline that has gone through many

changes in the course of its history. It has progressed from a purely
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descriptive science to one that seeks to question the reasons for

past cultural change. Not only has the methodology of anthropological

archaeology changed, but also many of its field and laboratory tech

niques have changed as technology becomes more advanced. It has a

very dynamic history, while classical archaeology has a more static

history. The next section deals with the goals of these two fields .
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