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The Internationalization of archaeological discourse?

John Bintliff

Present disputes within Europe over the competing claims 

of homogeneity and regionalism in the spheres of politics 

and economics have their resonances in archaeological 

theory and practice. This paper offers a ‘third way’ in which 

a fractal perspective is seen as advantageous: a variety of 

approaches to doing archaeology at all scales, from the 

individual scholar up to the European level and beyond, is 

healthier and democratic and will sustain a more lexible and 
innovative discipline.

1 INTRODuCTION 
Having moved from England (where I had taught at four 
different universities since 1975), to the Netherlands and in 
a wider sense to the European mainland in 1999, has 
encouraged me over the last thirteen years to relect on the 
contemporary and past differences in the way Archaeology is 
practised and thought about across the sub-continent of 
Europe. being in Holland also allows easy interaction with 
colleagues in france, belgium, germany and Denmark, and 
this has been a very stimulating experience, as well again as 
alerting me to the special history of Archaeology in each of 
these countries. The faculty of Archaeology at Leiden, with 
its origins in the Institute of Prehistory ifty years ago, was 
always international both in its intellectual horizons and to 
a lesser extent in its personnel, although even here particular 
foci on traditions of innovative research in Landscape 
Archaeology and Prehistory have remained amongst the 
strongest pillars of its archaeological community, in their turn 
relecting aspects especially associated internationally with 
Dutch archaeology since the days of van giffen.

In parallel with the currently-contested political and 
economic process of Europeanization, archaeological research 
in Europe is faced with a similar dilemma. Should all 
European countries, especially those within the European 
Community, encourage their archaeological methods and 
theory to be submerged under a uniform agenda, represented 
by deliberately-targeted global textbooks promoted by 
multinational publishing houses (for example Cultural History 
taught from Scarre (2009), and Archaeological Theory taught 
from Johnson (2010))? The radical alternative might be the 
cultivation of diverse regional traditions with deep roots in 
nationalistic scholarly schools (igs 1 and 2). In fact Kristian 

Kristiansen (2003) has documented how archaeological 
communities, even in the large Western European countries, 
are increasingly becoming insular in their citation of relevant 
literature and use less and less ‘foreign language’ sources 
beyond their own country. However I wonder if I was the 
only person who gained no pleasure in watching the opening 
and closing ceremonies of the 2004 Athens Olympics, a 
prolonged exercise in chauvinism with archaeology and 
history being the main source.

Figure 1 ‘Rumours that the Tunnel would bring closer links with France, 

sent panic round the village pond’. A humorous English postcard 

suggests that the construction of the tunnel under the English 

Channel making access from France much easier, may not be 

welcome to everyone. The caption relects the imagined reactions of 
English snails and frogs to the perils awaiting them if French culinary 

culture reaches quiet traditional English villages.
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22 analecta PraehIstorIca leIdensIa 43/44

Figure 2 Research on the linguistic range of articles cited in major national archaeological publications in 

Europe over time, shows that each country is becoming more monolingual into their national tongue, 

despite supposed increasing Europeanization. These two examples show the results from bibliographic 

analysis for two key German journals and two from the United Kingdom. From Kristiansen (2003).
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 J. bINTLIff – THE INTERNATIONALIzATION Of ARCHAEOLOgICAL DISCOuRSE? 23

of archaeological traditions is more complex than the model 
of ‘national schools’ of method and theory now under 
threat from a ‘mcDonaldization’ process of European 
homogenization.

2 INTERNATIONALIzATION 
but just as the success and innovativeness of a particular 
scholar or institute often led to a wider following in the 
same country, giving rise to phases of a national emphasis 
or an approach characteristic for one European country, so 
we ind in the history of archaeology that innovation 
constantly bursts the boundaries not only of the region and 
individual but also of the nation. Let us take the case of 
Gerhard Bersu (evans 1989) (ig. 3). In the heyday of 
pre-War National Socialism in germany, techniques 
of open-area excavation were developed and promoted as 

but there is a third clear alternative: diversity of methods 
and theories across Europe could be celebrated and 
promoted as a shared European resource, comparable to a 
rich library you were not aware of before, full of new and 
stimulating texts. moreover, the more one learns about the 
national traditions of archaeology, the more one realizes 
that each European land has always been a mosaic of 
different schools of the discipline. In the terms of Chaos 
theory (coveney and highield 1990; cf. lewin 1993; 
Bintliff 1997; 2004), we could envisage what is known as a 
‘Fractal Perspective’, where the coniguration at one level 
is the same as at other higher levels. Thus within each 
nation-state, with its own developmental pathway within 
Europe, we have also always witnessed a variety of 
archaeological schools linked to individual institutions, 
universities or even individual scholars, so that the reality 

Figure 3 Popular illustration from late 1930s Germany explaining how evidence for the activities of ‘our forefathers’ can be brought to light by 

modern activity (above), and how to report this, enlivened by a reconstruction bringing to life the surviving traces (shown below). From Crawford 

and Austin 1938, also reproduced in Evans (1989).
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with forms of surface ield survey methodology emanating 
ultimately from the United states (ig. 7). the Prague concept 
of Community Area (cf. neustupny 1991; Kuna et al. 1993; 
dreslerova 1995; Kuna 1998; 2000) offers an important 
rethinking in terms of ield observation of empirical data, to 
the older concept developed within Siedlungskunde of the 
‘settlement chamber’ or Siedlungskammer (igs 8 and 9).  
As a result of my own fruitful research-visit to Prague some 
years ago I picked up many new ideas from this development 
which I was subsequently able to apply to my landscape 
studies in greece, summarized in papers in 1999 and 2000 
(bintliff et al. 1999; Bintliff 2000b).

The highlighting of statistical and computer applications in 
the Prague landscape school relects onto older intellectual 
links, a special debt to french analytical archaeology as 
incorporated by Soudsky and others into Czech archaeologi-
cal theory in the 1960s (cf. Soudsky 1962) (and which 
incidentally strongly inluenced dutch landscape archaeology 
through the common presence of Linear bandkeramik 
settlements). This leads us easily into recent french 
landscape archaeology, where once again there is a fruitful 
cross-fertilization between anglo-american intensive ield 
survey methods, the gallic tradition of statistical and 
computer archaeology (cf. gardin 1970), and Dutch 
landscape archaeology.

The Archaeomedes Project and related research 
programmes focused around landscape archaeologists in 
Provence and Languedoc, and combined french geographical 
concepts of landscape character (cf. vidal de la blache 1926) 
with rigorous parameterization of surface survey and test 
excavation data, to produce powerful trends and groups which 
could then be given historic meaning (raynaud 1996; 2000; 
Durand-Dastès et al. 1998; van de leeuw (ed.) 1998; trément 
1999) (igs 10-12). the vital theoretical stimulus of sander 
van de Leeuw (a Leiden alumnus!) however reminds of the 
inluence of personalities bridging strong regional traditions.

Finally I ind equally stimulating and worthy of emulation 
the recent trend in british archaeology towards the 
hyper-intensive study of a single parish or commune, using 
all the range of techniques available. This must originate in 
the special fascination in English history, literature and 
ecology in the particular life of the individual rural parish 
(lee 1959; cf. White 1789). In archaeology this development 
is best exempliied by the shapwick Project (a village in 
south-west england) (aston and Gerrard 1999) (ig. 13), 
which deployed total intensive ieldwalking, test pits over 
large areas (including digging a trench into the garden of 
each contemporary villager), very extensive geophysics, care-
ful study of all placenames to the level of the different parts 
of individual ields, and exhaustive research in local archives. 
The results show that such intensity yields new data and 
patterns of meaning (igs 14 and 15).

a means to expose the ‘volk’ and bring the german 
prehistoric past to the participatory consciousness of 
Germans in the 1930s. Its foremost exponent, a brilliant 
excavator, bersu, was invited by a group of young English 
archaeologists to introduce these revolutionary techniques 
to britain, as a deliberate counterweight to the emphasis on 
stratigraphy and chronological discontinuity promoted by 
researchers such as mortimer Wheeler (Hawkes 1982). 
A very different political context to subsequent generations, 
but the methodology has remained a major approach in 
british and wider European archaeology ever since.

In the ields of professional archaeology in europe, 
involving standards for accreditation, excavation and 
publication, suitable terms of employment, the wider 
implementation of laws on heritage and the antiquities’ trade, 
I see only positive advantages to the homogenization of 
practices across the Continent, and this process is actively 
being promoted by the European Association of Archaeolo-
gists through its linked council of professional heads of 
public archaeology. In the areas of method and theory 
regarding research goals, ways of study and interpreting new 
results, however, I would advocate an eclectic approach 
(cf. bintliff 2000a), where the diverse ideas and practices of 
each country, each region, each innovative archaeologist 
form a rich resource for all of us to learn from, to try out. 
being English and living in the Netherlands, I know this very 
well, because to ind great cuisine in either country you 
should turn to a french or belgian restaurant! 

I would like to devote the remainder of this contribution to 
a further case-study, where I hope to demonstrate how 
fruitful the exploration of our new ‘shared’ regional 
traditions can be for research archaeology, and I shall take 
my own specialist ield of landscape archaeology.

3 CASE-STuDy 
As a research student, I was astonished at the breadth and 
novelty, for the English-speaking world, of the project by 
Kossack and others on the German island of sylt, published 
in 1974 (Kossack 1974) (igs 4-6). the full integration into 
a coherent whole of environmental science, high technology 
ield excavation and survey, history and anthropology, still 
strikes one as an ideal model for a regional project – it even 
anticipated post-processual theory in conveying an emotional 
message about the story of the islanders. yet it was only one 
of the most impressive amongst a german-speaking tradition 
of settlement research developed by geographers and 
archaeologists – Siedlungskunde.

this tradition was also very signiicant in regions formerly 
within the german-speaking political world, such as the 
Czech Republic. Our Prague colleagues have in recent years 
been innovating in this ield of settlement archaeology, 
building on and modifying Siedlungskunde and integrating it 
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Figure 4 Map showing the central research zone of the German Sylt Project, the Archsum village 

settlement chamber, with major excavation sites and the core dryland occupation zone on this former 

island off the far north-west coast of Germany, by the Danish border. From Kossack (1974).
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Figure 5 Medieval and Post-Medieval landscape on central Sylt, the village and settlement chamber of Archsum, 

with 18th century AD farms and ields, and the spread of surface Medieval sherds. From Kossack (1974).
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Figure 6 Changing plans of an excavated great farmhouse complex of Roman Imperial age, the site of 

Archsum-Melenknop. From Kossack (1974).
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4 CONCLuSION

A convergence is now possible, between such a microland-
scape long-term study and the pioneering work of Dutch 
and german archaeologists such as Harry fokkens, Jens 
Lüning and Andreas zimmermann, whose meticulous 
excavation of large swathes of landscape allows them to 
follow the movement of individual households by generation 
in the neolithic and Bronze ages (cf. Fokkens 1996; 
zimmermann et al. 2004).

So my message is: let us all feast at the international table 
of regional delicacies, try this dish or that, then offer our 
own recipes up, and impose nothing. 

Figure 7 Field survey transect map from the Ancient Landscape 

Reconstruction Project in Bohemia. Distribution of sample units 

(survey squares) and ind density. Green: woodland; yellow: villages 
and towns (built-up areas); blue: present streams. Red solid squares 
show three classes of prehistoric pottery density (1-10, 11-100, >100). 

From Kuna (1998).

Figure 8 Hypothetical centres of settlement areas. Settlement traces 

from 1 (light yellow), 2 (dark yellow), 3 (orange), 4 (red), and 

5 (dark red) periods. Frames indicate periods: purple – Neolithic; light 
green – Bronze Age; light blue – Hallstatt period; dark green – 
La Tène period; black – Roman period; dark blue – Early Medieval 
period. From Kuna (1998).

Figure 9 Chronological signiicance of the chief factors in surface 
inds in Bohemia identiied by Principal Components Analysis. 
From Kuna (1998).

QuADRI
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Figure 10 Map of areas studied by the Archeomedes Project in the Lower Rhône valley, France. From Durand-Dastès et al. (1998).

95835_APL43-44_03.indd   29 6/11/12   13:16



30 analecta PraehIstorIca leIdensIa 43/44

Figure 11 Analysis of surface ceramic inds from the Étang de Berre region of Provence by Frederick Trément (1999), 
from Neolithic to Medieval times.
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Figure 12 Analysis of comparative site numbers over time and by 

length of occupation, in the Lower Rhône valley, from early to 

post-Roman times. From Raynaud (1996).
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Figure 13 Location of the parish of Shapwick in the county of Somerset, Southwest England. From Aston 

and Gerrard (1999).
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Figure 14 The parish of Shapwick. Reconstruction of settlement and land use in the Bronze Age, based on 

environmental analysis, surface survey and test excavation. From Aston and Gerrard (1999).
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Figure 15 The Early Medieval landscape of Shapwick parish, based on surface survey, excavation, placename and 

oficial archival evidence. From Aston and Gerrard (1999).
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