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Discussion Document

 

Gordon Childe played a crucial role in transforming archaeology from an empiricist pursuit devoted 

to the collection and classification of artefacts into a science in its own right. He did this by thinking 

in more theoretical terms about the ultimate aim of understanding what these artefacts could reveal 

about past human behaviour. In the following extract he outlines some of these concerns in a 

typically accessible fashion. 

These are the sorts of things which archaeologists, like historians – nay, as historians – are interested 

– human actions and thoughts. It is only because they are the results of human behaviour, and 

therefore express human thinking, that archaeologists eagerly collect, scrupulously measure and 

record and systematically classify bits of junk and holes in the ground. This at once distinguishes 

archaeology from philately, the collection of relics from the collection of snuff boxes. Collectors of 

stamps or snuff boxes may be just as keen in accumulating items, just as minute in their description 

and just as scientific in their classification. But the contents of their collections are valued primarily 

for themselves; their worth is determined by their intrinsic qualities, primarily scarcity. The 

archaeologist’s quarry is valued only as a clue to something else – the activity and mentality of their 

makers and users. 

In much the same way the archaeologist’s approach might be contrasted to that of the connoisseur 

and art historian. The latter’s objects are of course archaeological data, being expressions of human 

thought. But they are judged primarily by their intrinsic beauty. Secondly, a work of art – painting, 

statue or building – just because it is of value in itself, is prized irrespective of the context in which it 

is found. Indeed we tear down the frieze from a temple in a sunny clime and set it at eye level in a 

room in murky London to appreciate its beauty! On the other hand the value of an archaeological 

object, the extent to which it can answer historical questions, depends mainly on its context. An 

isolated nut is not a thing of beauty and hardly a rarity. Only because it was found embedded in a 

particular layer of tarmac and because similar nuts of the same type are to be found in still more 

significant contexts – even holding together bits of cars – can it reveal human purposes. Few 

archaeological documents are in themselves beautiful or even informative. But most belong to types 

instances of which have been found in contexts – with, or in, or containing, other objects – which 

give a clue as to their function, to their meaning to their makers and users. 

Gordon Childe (1956) Piecing Together the Past. The Interpretation of Archaeological Data, 
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