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Archaeology with Art:  
A short introduction to this book

Helen Chittock,1 University of Southampton/ British Museum (UK)
 Joana Valdez-Tullett,2 University of Southampton (UK) / 

CEAACP/ FCT (Portugal)

Archaeology and art history have a long-standing relationship. This relationship 
has been fostered partly by common academic origins, both disciplines sharing 
their roots in antiquarianism and diverging gradually during the 18th century (e.g. 
Cochrane and Russell 2007; Ingold 2011; Renfrew et al. 2004; Shanks 1991). 
Historically, the two disciplines have also shared an interest in the study of 
‘things’ (Thomas 2015: 1288) and both have, over the course of the past centuries, 
developed formal modes of analysing them through the study of style, aesthetics, 
iconography, etc. (Olsen 2012: 24; Thomas 2015: 1288). 

Recent years have, however, seen increasing emphasis on the shared values of 
archaeology and art practice, rather than art history. This is, perhaps, a result of the 
material-cultural turn (see Hicks 2010) and the growing desires of archaeologists 
to explore the properties and capacities of materials themselves (e.g. Conneller 
2011; Jones 2012), something that art practitioners do regularly. This book is 
about the complex material interactions that result in ‘art’, and our focus on art 
practice is derived from the desire to move beyond the typological study of past 
art to examine the processes involved in art, rather than the end result. It is a 
contribution to the exploration of what archaeologists can learn about the making 
of past art from collaboration and discussion with present day practitioners. The 
ten papers all employ novel methods of approaching different archaeological 
records, things and materials from prehistoric Europe, with the aim of provoking 
thought and discussion. 

It is important to specify that this book does not aim to offer a solid definition 
of what we see as ‘art’. To do so is difficult enough with regards to present day 
cultures but when discussing images and objects from the distant past it becomes 
very problematic. As we have written elsewhere (Valdez-Tullett and Chittock 
2015) we take cues from both artists and archaeologists in viewing art as an 
extremely fluid category; the production, modification, placement or destruction 
of things and images; the working of materials. Art can be a performance with a 

1 helenchittock@gmail.com
2 joanavaldez@gmail.com
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specific meaning, or it can occur as a result of everyday life (Mithen 2004: 155). To 
highlight the fluid and contingent nature of what we call art, some of the papers in 
this volume discuss archaeological material traditionally referred to as ‘art’, while 
others discuss performances and objects that are seemingly more mundane. 

Art practice and Archaeology: a mutually beneficial relationship

The idea of a working relationship between archaeology and art practice is not new. 
Over several decades, archaeologists have experimented with art practice in their 
investigations of the past, drawing analogous comparisons between the activities of 
the two disciplines (e.g. Cochrane and Russell 2007; Refrew 2003) and sometimes 
producing artworks of their own to enhance their archaeological understandings 
(e.g. Cochrane and Russell 2007; Tilley et al. 2000, also see Gheorghiu, this 
volume, and Jones, this volume). 

This volume will also touch on the fact that the relationship between archaeology 
and art practice is not one-sided. Archaeology has, similarly, provided inspiration 
for art practitioners as part of what Dieter Roelstraete has termed the ‘Historical 
Turn’ (2009). The ‘Les Dejeuner sous L’herbe’ project by Swiss artist Daniel 
Spoerri is a good example of this reciprocity. In 1983 the artist offered an outdoor 
meal to 120 people, after which the tables, along with the crockery and leftover 
food, were buried and the memory of their location lost. With the collaboration 
of archaeologist Jean-Paul Demoule, an archaeological investigation process 
was initiated in order to locate and excavate the tables. Spoerri was interested in 
the application of the archaeological method, rather than the final result of the 
experiment, and therefore all the remains of the meal were excavated, labelled and 
packed according to archaeological standards (Demoule 2011). 

The papers of this volume will, at several points, explore the reciprocity between 
archaeologists and art practitioners, and will use the existing crossover between 
the two disciplines as a starting point for their own considerations of the processes 
involved in making past art.

The content of this book

The observation of the exciting results of the study of archaeology through art 
practice summarised above prompted the two authors of this volume to organise 
a session for the Theoretical Archaeology Group (TAG) conference of 2013, in 
order to further explore the potential of new approaches. The session was entitled 
Archaeology with Art: Space, Context, Fabrication and Gesture, and borrowed 
part of its name from Tim Ingold, who had recently stated his wish to carry out 
‘anthropology with art’ rather an anthropology of art (2013: 8). Ingold’s aim was to 
“link art and anthropology through the correspondence of their practices” (2013: 
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8), and we found this a fitting sentiment on which to base our session, inviting 
archaeologists, art practitioners, and those who view themselves as straddling both 
disciplines, to participate in discussion. 

The content of the session centred on the idea of process, and the ways in which 
an understanding of the making of contemporary art might inform and enrich 
understandings of the material engagements involved in past artistic practice. 
Papers on a range of topics, from ceramics to rock art, were delivered and resulted 
in rich discussion, which spilled out into the corridor and beyond after the session 
itself was over.

It is the ideas first discussed during and since the TAG 2013 session that have 
culminated in the publication of this volume of ten papers, some of which were first 
presented as part of the session, while others are welcome subsequent additions. 
The papers of this volume cover a diverse range of topics, from Jones’ practical 
investigation of making carved stone balls; to A. Valdez-Tullett’s philosophical 
exploration of rock art’s spatial characteristics. They are united by the fact that 
each one seeks to push the boundaries of our discipline and cover new ground. We 
hope that each one provokes thought and discussion, and that the fruitful cross-
disciplinary collaborations described in these pages will continue to flourish.  
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Preface: The paragone has gone

Andrew Cochrane

Every human being is an artist… All other definitions end up saying that 
there are artists and non-artists - people who can do something and people 

who can’t do anything
Joseph Beuys

Leonardo da Vinci famously drew a paragone between painting and the other 
arts such as sculpture and architecture. The medium of painting was deemed 
to be both distinct and superior; in doing so, da Vinci developed boundaries of 
inclusion and exclusion, to the benefit of those who painted. Other paragoni have 
permeated through time and genders, with recent ones including painting by 
men versus photography by women (Danto 2013, 100). Again, such divisions 
were designed to reinforce disciplinary boundaries of interpretation, and control. 
Although long standing bed-fellows, art and archaeology have historically been 
subjected to a paragone. The artist Simon Callery succinctly illustrated this when 
he reported that ‘...archaeology is about limiting interpretations… about limiting 
connections, about proposing truth or a fact. Art seems to be actually richer when 
it works through misunderstandings…’ (Cameron 2004, 135). As with da Vinci’s 
paragone, and Michelangelo’s later retort, Callery evoked a paragone that gave 
preference to one approach over another. The separated disciplines have both 
benefited from collaboration, but are often seen to occupy their own domains.

Bailey (2014) has recently challenged such historical boundaries, and argued that 
provocative and radical work (i.e. non derivative) is only possible when moving 
beyond the horizons of one’s own discipline (see also McFadyen 2013). Bailey 
(2014) urged us to conceptually step out of our office windows (a leap of faith?) 
and into the world of creative practice; with this he echoed the antiquary and 
illustrator William Stukeley, working in the early eighteenth century. It is interesting 
how good ideas are often forgotten. Moving to the twentieth century, via Pieter 
Bruegel the Elder’s sixteenth century painting The harvesters, Ingold (1993) 
invited us to inhabit (via our senses) the world both creatively and performatively. 
Such taskscapes work though lines and meshworks of interconnectivity. Clarke 
(1968) depicted such activities as existing as nodal points in a network (see also 
Latour 1993); Ingold (2007) preferred uninterrupted process. For Ingold (2013), 
knowing, learning and discovering are experimental modes, stimulated by acts 
of doing. Practice and understanding are not observational, instead they develop 
via trial and error. You grow into knowledge. Such depictions are not necessarily 
new to archaeology, and in many ways formulated the basis for Leroi  Gourhan’s 
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(1993 [1967]) chaîne opératoire, in which gestures, marking and interactions 
with things generated possibilities (see also Benjamin 1996 [1917]). Conneller 
(2011) offers one of the most sophisticated versions of this line of thinking to 
date (see also Enlander, Jones, Skoglund, J. Valdez-Tullett, this volume). Here, 
we have opportunities for experimentation, assemblage, process and creative 
risk taking at any given moment.

Making a moment

Things happen in the present. We now exist in a post-Gathering Time world 
(Whittle et al. 2011). For years, approaches to understanding how things 
happen were hampered by a-historical essentialist universal narratives, that 
could be applied to any place at any time. Barrett (1994) requested we consider 
processes and performances that occur in and over time. McFadyen (e.g. 2006) 
has consistently challenged the idea that things, particularly monuments, 
were the result of pre-determined ideas. Instead, we have the relations of 
things - affected and affecting - determining overall process. Think less of 
a planned seventeenth century cathedral and more of an organically created 
medieval one. High Resolution dating techniques (e.g. Bayesian modeling), 
strontium isotope analysis, aDNA studies inter alia, are increasingly allowing 
us to notice specific changes and movements at different scales, e.g. lifetime, 
generational, settlement, environment (Bayliss and Whittle 2007; Hofmann 
2015; Robb 2014). We can now better witness the actions we have previously 
speculated over as they are actually happening. Creative processes do work, 
on the ground, beyond theoretical modelling. Such specificity is revealed by 
Enlander (Chapter 3), in her systematic survey of the geology of rock art sites 
in the north of Ireland. These environmental data sets are illuminated with 
considerations of biographies and practices of repetition and reuse. Here, 
process and collaboration are key.

Archaeology in the later parts of the twentieth century was heavily influenced by 
literary criticism, deconstructionism and post structuralism; most predominantly 
through the writings of Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), Roland Barthes (1915-1980), 
Michel Foucault (1926-1984), Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) and Umberto Eco 
(1932-2016). Moving into the twentieth century, instead of following these 
literary traditions, many contributions in this volume, develop the work of others 
(e.g. Cochrane 2009; Bonaventura and Jones 2011), and seek out sculptural 
ways of thinking through things. Chittock (this volume), Jones (this volume) and 
Skoglund (this volume) go even further by working with contemporary artists and 
students. Jones was able to investigate more robust sequences (chaîne opératoire) 
for carved stone ball creation. Things happen in the present, and this volume 
brings us closer to that viewpoint, in our narratives of a past. 
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The reformation of the image

When Martin Luther nailed his theses to the door, he set a stage for the 
West’s obsession with representation and meaning; this is often termed the 
Reformation. The reformation of the image was a contradiction, in that the 
image did not progress, rather it almost entered into oblivion. From 1500 to 
1580, in northern Europe, the history of the image becomes a story of image 
extermination (Koerner 2008, 27). Such Lutheran annihilations have had a 
long legacy, for it is from the Reformation that images achieve clarity through 
symbolism, representation and interpretation. We carry those burdens of how 
to approach images today. For instance, for over 150 years, representational 
accounts of how to decode and decipher images carved into rock have 
dominated (see discussions in Cochrane 2013). In such models, materials are 
passive and inert, patiently waiting for meanings to be overlain onto them 
by thoughtful people (see also discussions by Skoglund this volume). The 
encoding and then decoding of things are deemed universal human activities 
- being as popular in the past as it is in archaeology today (Cochrane 2012). 
In such proposals, materials are separate from humans, and influence little in 
the process of representation (Russell and Cochrane 2014). Materials appear 
transparent here; they simply serve as the substrate upon which representations 
are overlaid (Cochrane and Jones 2012). The world becomes reduced merely 
to human cosmologies and representations of such beliefs (Barrett and Ko 
2009).

All models are wrong, some models are useful (Box 1979, 202); domineering 
representational approaches increasingly seem less useful. Such approaches 
are after all symptomatic of modernity’s crisis over purification and Great 
Divides (Latour 1993). The contributions to this volume offer stimulating 
alternatives to the traditional Symbolic / Semiotic perspectives. For instance, 
Andy Valdez-Tullett (Chapter 8) introduces the 1940s work of José Alcino 
Tomé in the Côa Valley, Portugal. The valley and the schist stone collaborated 
with José to produce carved images - remove one of these elements and the 
images stop being created. It is via collaborations in the world that things 
happen; they take work, but with persistence they will often occur. Gheorghiu 
(Chapter 7) builds on such positions, and re-imagines the archaeological 
imagination, to usurp the tyrannies of realism (see also Fernandes this volume). 
Here, neither alterity nor modernity are dependent on linearity, but rather 
immersion. Such entanglements with focus on materials, often appearing at 
first glance unconnected, reminds me of the of the work of Joseph Beuys (see 
discussions in Bonami 2005). Here, we have active re-compositions between 
doing, making, and being.
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We are all ���� now 

Archaeology has engaged with creative practice since its beginnings (Russell 
and Cochrane 2014; see Chittock this volume for detailed discussion). Over the 
years, some have demonstrated their influences from the arts and visual culture, 
more so than others (e.g. Bailey 2013; Cochrane and Russell 2007; Evans 2004; 
Renfrew 1969; Russell 2013; Shanks 1991; Valdez-Tullett and Chittock 2015; 
Watson 2012). In this volume, Was and Watson (Chapter 10) created mixed 
media installations at the Kilmartin Museum, located in one of the richest rock 
art environments in north-west Europe. Key to this project, was the inclusion of 
works by local residents; here, people were invited to express themselves via 
carving materials / mark making. The circumstances of motif generation, differed 
from the rock art from deep history, in that Was and Watson could ask the makers 
what they were doing, feeling and thinking. The project successfully highlighted 
rhythms of repetition in image shape and the importance of the process of 
production. Creative practices are not an exception to other practices (Rancière 
2004: 45); they can, however, re-configure the distribution of such activities.

In many ways, the themes from the Kilmartin Glen experiential practices 
resonated with Govier’s account of Çatalhöyük, Turkey (Chapter 9). For instance, 
in Kilmartin, one of the participants carved an image that was deliberately hidden 
from view. The significance of the image lay in that she knew it was there; among 
other things, it helped remind her of herself (Was and Watson, this volume). At 
Çatalhöyük, Govier describes how some images (such as in Building 80), were 
placed so that they would not have been easy to see. It might be possible that 
making it, and knowing it was there, was more important than reading meanings 
from it at a later date. I enjoyed Govier’s descriptions of images that were covered 
by plasterings. Two years ago, whilst at Çatalhöyük, I was lucky enough to be 
able to remove a red painted hand, layers of plaster, and find other red painted 
images further below. In this instance, the process of re-discovery was as exciting 
as re-creation. As Fernandes (Chapter 2) rightly notes, making and discovery, 
can be entertaining. The relationships of making with seeing are not simple ones.

Images are of course more than just expressions of ourselves; as Mitchell (2005) 
noticed, they often want things themselves. Following our Joseph Beuys quote at 
the start, we need to move beyond the simple distribution between things that act 
and things that are acted upon (Rancière 2004). In a sense, Beuys (inadvertently?) 
developed ideas from the aesthetician Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805), who 
advocated that we break down perceived oppositions between those who think 
and those doomed to passivity; the greatest and maybe oldest paragone. 
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Élan vital

The desire for something more than what delights the eyes has been a constant 
feature for the study of the past (Renfrew 2008, 335). Combined, the chapters 
in this volume offer refreshing re-examinations of the ways in which we can 
think through the processes of creative practice. We have been challenged to step 
through the disciplinary window, to close it firmly behind us, and never return. 
Following the philosophies of the film The Matrix (1999) and Baudrillard (1994), 
it might be better to consider that there is in fact no window. There are no looking 
glasses, boundaries or horizons - all is open to inhabit. Has the paragone really 
gone? Time will tell, but for the moment this volume highlights that collaborative 
practices with mixtures of things, are the way forward.   
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