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DESIRE AND METAPHOR

An archaeological erotics

Part 1 considered some of the answers archaeol ogists might be expected
to give in answering the question of what archaeologists do. | want
to stay with the question but delve deeper and present some images
which are suggested when thinking of archaeology and its practices.
These contain for me some of the aspirations, fedlings and desires
which may take us to archaeology. They are a fidd of erotic reference,
where by erctic | mean the play of desire and attachment, energies
and figurations which condense and displace the archaeological into
other fidds and arenas. These are root metaphors which barbed and
snagging bind archaeology within its cultura medium. Teasing out
mythologies. It is a wider fidd than archaeology the discipling; | am
trying to get to some of what makes archaeology popular with more
than those for whom it is a line of work. It will be clear that this is
a personal pallet.

| again bracket and omit certain aspects. For some archaeology may
mean simply academic labour without specific reference to subject
matter. For someone delivering a lecture the experience of encountering
and having to teach a group of students may override more archae-
ologica aspects of its subject content. The politics of an institutional
committee meeting may nullify its archaeological purpose. | will not
be considering directly these valid aspects of what archaeologists
do. | will not directly consider archaeology abstractly as a discipline
or discourse, or as a forum and technology of power, My focus is
on archaeology as a relationship with the (anthropological) object
from the past.

THE DETECTIVE

The private dick. Philip Marlowe. Smart, and owing nothing to anyone;
individual. He's on the edge, poking into the darker and grubbier
corners of society and the psyche. Not knowing sometimes quite where
he stands, on which side of the law. Sometimes he has to bend the rules;
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sometimes he has to be tough. Piecing the scraps together, following a
ling, tailing a scent. And then he has it; it fitsinto place. Marlowe aways
comes out clean.

Sherlock Holmes. Unique and eccentric. His eye for significant fact
and his pure deductive logic brings enlightenment and clears mysteries
when dl others fal. Ready with his ingenious and intriguing forensic
gadgetry, always probing with his magnifying glass. He too is at the
edge with his singular abilities. He is not a member of Scotland Yard,
something of a mystery himself. Sometimes you don't recognize him in
his remarkable disguises. Didn't he use drugs? And just what was his
relationship with Watson?

To see archaeology as a form of detective work is to refer to the
fascination of following a scent, solving a puzzle, piecing together
the fragments of the past, living with mystery. It aso draws in dl
the ambiguities, the interplay of law and criminality, light and dark,
morality and corruption, turpitude and clean respectability. The archae-
ologist as detective is perhaps a bit of a rebel. It might not be quite
certain where they fit in the academic and professional community.
Then there are the individuals, the characters, Mortimer Wheeler, Lewis
Binford.

The criminal is brought to justice.

THE LAW COURT

Archaeology is ajudiciary. The archaeologist isjudge and clerk of court.
The past is accused. The finds are withesses. As in Katka we do not
redly know the charge. There is plenty of mystery. Archaeology follows
the process of the law: inquiry (the accused and witnesses are observed
and questioned, tortured with spades and trowels); adjudication (the
archaeologist reflects on the mystery and gives a verdict); inscription
(the archaeologist records trial and sentence, publishes for record of
precedence).

What is the law in this court? Is it the law of reason, rules of logic and
reason? But this surely is not enough - abstract reason has no form or
content. It might also be wondered whether reason is a natural law
which archaeol ogists follow when questioning the past. If it is, how do
archaeologists know what their law of reason is? How do they know
what to do? Do they fdllow intuition? Archaeologists as judges put
themselves beneath an obligation or imperative to act in certain ways to
be archaeologists, to make certain judgements which are considered
legal. Thereisaso a negative aspect of the law. The accused, the past, is
being brought to order with prohibitions on certain things. You hope
you are only accused and brought to court when you have done
something wrong. But in archaeological terms this bringing to order
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implies censorship and an impoasition of order and uniformity. Is this a
distortion of the past? What are these obligations to act in certain, ways
to be a (legd) archaeologist? To what is the archaeol ogist-judge and the
past subjected? I's the answer not the discipline of archaeology?

By what right does the archaeologist pass judgement? The archae-
ologist is seen as having expertise. They have the ability to make
archaeological inquiries, speak verdicts and write them down as record.
Where does this agency, the power to act as an archaeologist come
from? Why does society sanction such activities? Archaeology is hardly a
natural custom. Do people redly believe that archaeology is a natural
thing to do? Is archaeology redly gathering knowledge for the sake of
knowledge? The law is supposedly based on values and morality (or
is it moradly correct to keep to the law?). Where do archaeologica
values come from? (Vaues concerning what it is better and worse
to do in archaeology.) Is it not that the power to adjudicate the past
comes from being an archaeologist, being a member of the community
of archaeologists?

There is a darker side too. There may be the desire simply to exercise
power, ordering the past, acting as authority. There is gratification
perhaps in the destruction which excavation inevitably entails, the
irreplacable loss, and the significance this confers on the destroyer.

If we begin with the dichotomy of archaeologist as subjectivity and the
accused past as objectivity, we can follow through another set of
dichotomies - antinomies of the law.16

law its power
legality morality
structure action
subjection agency
rights things
necessity freedom

It comes down to a relationship between subjectivity and the law.
We have a responsibility to ourselves in front of the law and can act
as we wish; at the same time we are subject to the law. Archaeologists
act in doing what they will with the past; they are adso responsible
to the discipline of archaeology. It is all about power: the discipline
of archaeology and the community of archaeologists. | think it has
to be accepted that archaeology has no inherent values, no particular
or necessary activities or methods. Otherwise we are led to believe
that archaeologists directly receive the imperatives of reason through
intuition, perceiving the force of objectivity, or simply they must base
what archaeologists do on what has been done by archaeologists,
following customs and traditions. How and why did these begin? If the
guestion is not answered, archaeol ogists become subject to history.

55



ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTERESTS

What is this archaeology which is al about power? It need not be
about the sadistic mutilation of the past. In the courtroom the law exists
only in interpretation, in the act of applying principles to a concrete
situation. These principles are precedents and have no force of their
own which makes them rigid and unchangeable. There is no necessity to
do archaeology in any particular way.

And as in another sort of law court. In Homer's lliad, on the shield
of Achilles, we read of the archaic Greek istor (from which is ultimately
derived our word history). These judges were arbitrators to whom
disputes were brought. Often judging on panels, they gave inter-
pretations of the dispute which could be accepted or disregarded
by the disputants; they judged and in turn were judged themselves.
The particular event of the dispute illuminated the ambiguity of the
law. Both judges and disputants were subjects of the law which was
recreated in the event of arbitration. The law was smply the way
of life and al the cultural, palitical and psychological baggage it carried.

In archaeology this takes me to the hermeneutic circle of a 'dialogue’
between archaeology and the object past in which alternate inter-
pretation and 'response’ of the past. Not subjecting the past to order
through the structures of a predefined archaeological method. We might
also see archaeologists as arbitrators to whom are brought disputes by
others who are not archaeologists. No laws of archaeologica reasoning
or inherent archaeologica values applied to the past, but a circle of
dialogue which reates to how archaeology suits a way of living and
which involves a responsibility to the partner in dialogue rather than to
the 'law'.

| immediately think of the disputes which have arisen over the
remains of Native American communities in the United States (Native
Americans have been disputing absolute archaeological rights to their
past). Here are arguments of different types of values (scientific as
opposed to religious), rights (the use and ownership of the past),
and obligations (to adlow anthropologists access to Native American
remains, or to return bodies and things which have been collected by
archaeologists). These are rooted in different ways of life. They seem
wrapped in the antinomies | have outlined.

ADVENTURE

The archaeologist could be a hit of a rebel. And of course their work
could lead to wild places. The romantic image of the archaeologist as
explorer of the unknown is ill a red one. In the United States
archaeologists may ill appear as the cowboys of science.
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TOURISM

The visa of the past for entry into the future ... is stamped with
exoticism and folklore.
(Dorfman and Mattelart 1975, p.86)

There is an escapist attraction to archaeology (and anthropology) with
the exotic and mysterious taking us away from the commonplace.
Archaeology can appropriately accompany the tourist: journeys to
landscapes steeped in history, archaeological sites marking the cultural
form and significance of the land. There is a journalism to this archae-
ology: its writings are not specialist, but popular and anecdotal, and
great reliance is placed on myths and the mysterious, folklore and
fascination. These supply the attraction, something that makes some-
where worth visiting. The site or object amost has to speak directly to
the visitor, of great artistic skill, of knowledge, religious devotion, of
wealth and power, or war and brutality. It may speak through myth and
folklore - labyrinth of Knossos, Arthur's Britain; or it may reference
popular philosophies of history - the fdl of the great, progress and
decline, cycles of civilization. Like Stonehenge and Nasca Peru it may
attest to a gulf of incomprehension, aloss of knowledge. The fascination,
the attraction is spell-binding; it is an entry into myth and magic. | shall
expand on this.

DISCOVERY, COLLECTION AND IMMEDIACY

Archaeology hooks us with discovery. Finding something, however
apparently insignificant, which was previously not known. Everyone on
an excavation can do this, and dl the apparently trivial finds can add up
to something significant. Discovery asserts our autonomy; it means the
past in some sense belongs to us because we found it; it thus asserts our
significance.

Discovery is adso about immediacy. To find something is to have
immediate contact of a sort with its original owner; and thisis as close as
we can get. It is the power of the edge between ourselves and the past,
or rather an other; it is both proximity and distance. Is this not part of
the affective significance of archaeology's layers, with their edges being
so important in establishing sequence and meaning?

| think that treasure hunters using metal detectors may not be
deliberately setting out to wreck the past, the crucia layers, in search of
material gain. Using metal detectorsis a hunt, a search for discovery and
an undisputed ownership of something which originates beyond us.
And what immediately seems a trivid find may be the more significant if
it belonged to someone and meant something to them, even just smply
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in its use. Thisbrings contact. Those using metal detectors may not only
be after treasure; rich and grand finds do not really belong to anyone,
their human significance is less than the incidental.

Collecting old things is another channelling of desire to make some
part of the world one's own. Knowing the details of each collected item
in its smilarities and differences to others, or in a fetishism which fixes
on the individual item itsdf, the collector knows the uniqueness of the
collection. And it belongs to the collector through the autonomous act
of collecting and through the consequent uniqueness. There is adso
something of an act of saving, of some sort of life which would
otherwise not be. The collected things are 'saved’. They would other-
wise be dead. Thisisardigious alegory of redemption: the past is dead
but brought to life in its redeeming collection.

Passers-by looking through the fence around an excavation in a town
seemed often to ask if any bodies had been found, or gold. The earth
holds treasure and death. | used to dismiss such inquiries as a morbidity
which had little to do with archaeology. But archaeology is so much
about death and not just immediately in terms of dealing with the
remains of the dead and mortuary rituals. Again, thereis an element of
contact with the other, and an edge - between life and death. | shall
return to the theme of death.

NOSTALGIA, FANTASY AND THE NEW AGE

Every year from 1974 there was the Stonehenge People's Free Festival,
held around the time of the summer solstice and at the prehistoric
monument in Wiltshire. All sorts of people attended: travellers, free-
thinkers, people of a 'counter-culture', those simply interested. Up to
35,000 may have been at thelarger meetings. The festival was suppressed
in 1984, violently prevented from gathering in 1985, abolished since in
the name of archaeology.

The Ancient Order of Druids was formed in the late eighteenth
century, amystical and at first secret society. Taking its image from the
ancient Celtic druids described in Caesar, the order harks back to an
antique era of initiated knowledge. Since 1905 Druids have also held
summer meetings at Stonehenge { Chippendale et al. 1990).

Stonehenge signifies. The monument, with its astronomica align-
ments, with theories of its relation to esoteric knowledges of earth and
heavens, an order of archaeo-astronomy, and being the grandest of so
many stone circles, alignments and tombs of its prehistoric age, speaks
to some as testament to the inadequacies of the present’'s understanding.
The aura and ambience of such sites, their mystery (not so much now at
Stonehenge, walking with the crowds from the car park), cannot be
captured by science. They are experienced as having a sacred power.
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The touch of the past. Rock carvings at Namforsen, Sweden: pecked-out figures thousands
of years old. At adramatic river rapids. Gustav Halstrom spent decades clinging to rocks,
shining lights at night, watching at different seasons, feding to find the carvings, to trace
them (1960). Chris Tilley has written an interpretation of the elks, boats and people (1990).
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Dowsing, the idea that a pendulum or other indicator can alow
energies or powers to manifest themselves through the unconscious
medium of the body, may be a way of gaining contact with these
forgotten sacred powers;, so some believe. A sort of synaesthesia,
dowsing allows them, like the ancients, to be 'in touch'. And the stones
speak. Of such sentience amost lost, of an age of primaeval ecologists
erecting sacred networks of monuments in harmony with the earth. The
past gains new significance. Alive with contemporary sacred power, itis
no longer the dead and dry stuff of science, but moist and of the earth.

Ancient sites are sometimes rich in folklore, magical stories which tell
of the power of the monuments, distorted ora memories more human
than officid written record. The human factor is sometimes taken to be
more important than empirical fact. (1 refer the reader to Peter Ackroyd's
1989 novel First Light.)

The theme of contemporary loss and of the past as a qualitatively
different realm, as advanced, but in a different way, relates with the
alternative worlds of Faery Fantasy whose seminal works include those
of JRR. Tolkein. Here we enter worlds of other beings, fairy-tde
creatures but enacting familiar stories of battles between good and evil,
journeys, the rise and fdl of kingdoms. Swords and sorcery, role-
playing games of dungeons and dragons draw on similar images as do
fantasy movies like Labyrinth and Dark Crystal, children's TV cartoons
like Magters of the Universe. It is also a sciencefiction genre. Thisis a
magjor cultural industry; bookshelves are crammed with such work:
witches, goblins, heroes, magic, mystical kingdoms. | do not wish
to reduce such a quantity of material to a formula, but many are
wholesome alegories, consolations of lost or parallel worlds where
individuality and character mattered; romantic nostalgias for a pre
industrial order.

'New Age' is a collective term for cultural phenomena which together
are meant to herald a new age (almost coinciding with the millennium)
- the Age of Aquarius. In astrological history thisis a dawn of harmony,
understanding and spiritual growth. Its concerns are with esoteric and
spiritua traditions, health through sdf-help therapy, environmental
balance. Science, technology and standard of living are considered fdse
idols; we have much to learn from knowledges hitherto hidden and
occult (Campbell and Brennan 1990).

This is dl a powerful and emotive 'counter-cultural' mix of the
developed west since the 1960s. Oriental spirituality, wisdom found in
drug use, martia arts, magic, tarot, astrology, comic-book art, science-
fiction, a valuation of the body and sensuality, popular anthropology
and a valuation of the way of life of other cultures and times (especialy
North American Indians); aso art movements, far-left politics, Marxism
and feminism. It is not, | believe, stretching the point to string these al
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together with an archaeological site Here are deeply fdt convictions
and faiths that conventional thinking 15 not enough, that missing is a
crucid human or subjective factor, an embodied knowledge The
perceived mystery and fascination of aspects of the archaeological past
can be alied with mysticism and primitivism, but however fadle
and academically discredited, key aspects of archaeological experience
are foregrounded contact, recovery or gain and loss, the otherness of
the past

EXCAVATION AND GENEALOGY

The idea that we may dig deep to find authentic meaning and truth is so
much a part of what we are Root metaphor Freud's layered psyche
comes to mind, psychoanalysis as excavation Genealogy also implies
the verticdl, lines of descent, that deep family roots confer some sense of
cultural authenticity Lineage, familid depth, has been a powerful mode
of justification The weight of the past

But | have dso indicated a way in which meaning is not something
hidden beneath the surface We do not get to the past smply by digging
deep There is a way in which understanding involves projection We
are expectant We always pre-understand what we have found as
something This involves situating it within our way of reasoning and
understanding of our world It is not getting down to the origina
meaning it had before it was buried Understanding something | have
found is to take up its proposals, the things evoked but not actualy
present in it, following its references Exploring the variations which the
object undergoes through the action of our imagination is to trace an
emergent meaning in front of the object and sideways, this following of
chains of association is not vertical

Now | do not wish to deny the evocations of digging The things we
find take us back to dig down for others to which they seem to alude
This is the research and exploration, empirical and often scientific,
which we may undertake in reactivating the meaning of the object for
ourselves What | wish to avoid is the notion that the authentic and
objective past is down there with ourselves in the present above The
past is as much an extension of ourselves here asit is down there And
we are digging down not just to the past but to ourselves We find
ourselves in that deep otherness

On the emotive power of the idea of excavation | wish to end with
something Walter Benjamin wrote It is from his 'Berlin Chronicle

Language shows clearly that memory is not an instrument for
exploring the past but its theatre It is the medium of past
experience, as the ground is the medium in which dead cities he
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interred. He who seeks to approach his own buried past must
conduct himsdf like a man digging. This confers the tone and
bearing of genuine reminiscences. He must not be afraid to return
again and again to the same matter; to scatter it as one scatters
earth, to turn it over as one turns over soil. For the matter itdf is
only adeposit, a stratum, which yields only to the most meticulous
examination what constitutes the real treasure hidden within the
earth: the images, severed from dl earlier associations, that stand
- like precious fragments or torsos in a collector's galery - in the
prosaic rooms of our later understanding. True, for successful
excavations a plan is needed. Y& no less indispensable is the
cautious probing of the spade in the dark loam, and it is to cheat
onesdf of the richest prize to preserve as a record merely the
inventory of one's discoveries, and not this dark joy of the place of
the finding itself. Fruitless searching is as much a part of this as
succeeding, and consequently remembrance must not proceed in
the manner of a narrative or still less that of a report, but must, in
the strictest epic and rhapsodic manner, assay its spade in ever-
new places, and in the old ones delve to ever-deeper layers.

(Benjamin 1979, p.314)

THE LOOK

As an archaeologist | look at the past, what's left. | am constantly
observing. Does the past look back? It seems a slly question. My look
seems to be one of surveillance. This one-way watching means | am free
to do what | wish, even if objectivity (that quality the past is meant to
have) is supposed to guide me, even if | am told what to do according to
archaeological method. The past isn't watching. Of course not. I'm free
to have an archaeological adventure.

| take a measured section of the site and a plan, put them together and
do a perspective drawing. This is an objective rendering of the past,
what's left; isn't it? But through its vanishing points a perspective
drawing is centred on the eye of the observer. A perspective is not just
another way of looking, as in the measured plan and section. Observing
the past is meant to provide me with an objective base from which | can
work. A way of looking at things (formulated as archaeological method)
is for many archaeologists a standard of objectivity. Is a way of looking
not subjective, however? Because looking implies no necessary respon-
shility towards what is being looked at. The past doesn't come into it.

The past doesn't kick up a fuss at being looked at. (But what of al the
troubles and hitches of excavation?) The past is found, it seems, ready to
behold, and ready to be acted upon — dug up. And what is l€ft is the
fundamental separation of the archaeologist and the past. The past is
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dead and blind. The archaeologicd task is to know it, to trace its form.
How is this to be done? Is a replica of the past to be produced? Simple
demonstration? But this would be meaningless and impossible. The past
is to be explained - but how? How is the material past to be inserted
into our minds without it dl depending on the look of subjective
experience? These are dl the problems of method | discussed in Part 1.

The one-way look confirms our self-coherence, command and confi-
dence in acting as we do. But what would it be if the past did look back?

The separation of the archaeologist from the past contained in that
one-way look is related to an aged separation of the holy and the lucky,
as discussed by John Dewey (see Rorty 1982). The holy was that which
endured and was the concern of religion and philosophy. The lucky was
day-to-day matters, the concern of technology and workers. A socid
division is involved between free-person and dave; the free-person
contemplating the enduring, and giving orders to the dave who worked
at producing things. Thinking was what the free-person did because
thought was of things that did not change; knowledge was a task of
uncovering and representing the real in the mind. Saves got on with
practica jobs of material production, experience in the object-world.
This division of labour is argued by Dewey to be the root of the problems
of relating thinking and practice, knowledge and experience.

TOOLS

While | am on about thinking and doing in the minds of philosophers
and in the hands of slaves, a few words about tools.

Archaeologists use tools and gadgets. Mathematics and statistics are
often referred to as tools, as method is the instrument for producing
knowledge. These red and metaphorical tools knock the past into
shape, bring it to order so that it can be known or explained. This is
instrumental reason.

But there is another way of thinking of tools and the past. Martin
Heidegger (1962) contended that science operated on objects from a
particular viewpoint. In science objects are treated as things simply at
hand. This is not so much a privileged viewpoint as a specialized one.
More generally we are practically engaged with the things we deal with.
We are always pre-occupied and inserted into the world. We might want
to stand back and take a look, as in science, but this 'standing back' is
from first being 'thrown' into the world. This is a condition not of
ourselves being in a world of things separate from us, but of being-in-
thc-world. Our sdf is being engaged and occupied, concerned with the
things around us. The things around us are thus in a condition of being
ready-to-hand. They are like tools. In this condition of being ready-to-
hand the objects of the past are like tools for creating something else.
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