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FUNDAMENTAL APPROACHES IN AN IDEAL WORLD  

  

 

Quality as the basis for winning commercial archaeological 

work – not just price 

  

Understanding of research context before field work 

commences  

  

Timescales (particularly in post-excavation) that permit 

extraction of maximum value from resources, even if the 

latter are limited  

  

A curatorial constituency adequately informed and 

empowered to ensure that standards are maintained at all 

stages of a project, including post-excavation 

 



KEY PRACTICES IN THE FIELD 

  

 

 

An excavation sample size that reflects the potential 

importance of all aspects of the record, and does not focus 

exclusively on the stratigraphic sequence  

  

Quantification of volumes of material excavated as a basis for 

meaningful comparisons, whether intra- or inter-site 

  

Rapid turnaround of digital data – particularly survey data – 

to enable critical checking and updating while excavation is in 

progress. The digital plan can’t be ‘fixed’ once off-site 

  

Attention to minute detail in site recording always pays off 

 



AND IN POST-EXCAVATION? 

  

 

Use of a dedicated PX team – advantages:  

 Efficiency and streamlined processes when fast report 

 turnaround is critical  

 

Use of a dedicated PX team – potential disadvantages: 

 Lack of close familiarity with the site  

 Risk of mechanistic approaches to analysis and reporting 

 (loss of ‘what is special’ about the site) 

 Lack of opportunity for field staff to engage in analysis 

 and reporting - the best way to reinforce the point about 

 the crucial importance of an accurate site record in all its 

 aspects 



MEANINGFUL OUTPUTS 

  

 

Reports that avoid the mechanisation of thought processes 

  

Reports which make full use – or at least indicate clearly the 

full potential – of specialist data, beyond immediate basic 

quantification, and present those data clearly in a way that 

permits wider use by others if appropriate 

  

Reports in which it is clear that there is understanding of the 

place of the site at least in the local if not the regional 

settlement context 

  

Reports in which all aspects of data presentation contribute 

in a complementary and fully integrated manner 

 





SE RURAL SETTLEMENT – OCTOBER 30th 2013 

 

What, how and why? : some implications of drowning in data for recording, analysis 

and reporting of rural excavations [TITLE] 

 

The work of the ‘Realising the Research Potential ...’ project involves engaging with 

unprecedented quantities of data of considerable complexity. The issues raised by this will 

make it appropriate to reconsider fundamental questions about how we excavate, analyse 

and publish the sorts of sites with which we are concerned. This paper offers some 

preliminary thoughts towards discussion of these questions. 

 

From the very beginning of this remarkable and ambitious project it was clear that the 

quantities of information potentially available for analysis would present major challenges. 

The process of synthesis which the guys are undertaking is incredibly important and entirely 

justifies the effort being put into it here, even though one might argue that the general picture 

that is emerging will come as little surprise to those who have been closely involved with the 

archaeology of rural settlement in Roman Britain over the past two or three decades; it may, 

of course, astonish others with a more traditional view.  

 

Meanwhile we need to give thought to some of the wider implications of the project, and in 

order to start this particular ball rolling in the context of south-eastern England I have been 

handed a poisoned chalice by Neil Holbrook, who has asked me to offer some thoughts on 

how we excavate, analyse and publish the sorts of sites with which this project is 

concerned. This is no easy task, and I make no claims for originality or profundity of 

analysis in what follows – the effectively impossible challenge is to avoid as far as possible 

both the unreasonably idealistic and the straightforwardly obvious, to say nothing of the 

unashamedly reactionary. This is inevitably a personal view; it may not necessarily reflect the 

thoughts of the project team, but I hope it will not be seen as wildly at odds with them.  

 

My sole qualification for this task is that over the years I have had direct experience of all the 

processes mentioned (excavation, analysis and publication), as well as of the production of 

syntheses. That experience is based almost entirely within the commercial sphere and this 

will colour my views on all of these aspects. Having said that I am interested in what one 

might loosely term academic outputs and will always argue that maintenance of high 

academically-informed standards at all stages is critically important. With a little imagination 

good research is perfectly possible within a commercial framework, but at the same time it is 

unavoidable that our approaches to excavation and subsequent work almost invariably have 

to be grounded in an element of commercial reality. Whether we like it or not, therefore, we 

are concerned with the art of the possible. Anyone who works in commercial archaeology 

knows that every excavation involves compromises and choices, often hard ones. In the 

present climate, therefore, it is critical that the choices that we make are the best ones 

possible, maximising the potential of our sites and excavated datasets. 

 

Are we really drowning in data? – well, perhaps. Is this a bad thing – absolutely not. As I see 

it, the rationale of the present project is about accessing as much as possible of what is out 

there, organising it systematically to demonstrate the potential of what exists and within the 

project resources extracting as much of that potential as possible. We may be drowning in the 

sense that the volume and diversity of the available evidence is such that an individual cannot 

realistically absorb all its content [IMAGE 2 MATTINGLY – the last serious one volume 

survey of Roman Britain to attempt a reasonably comprehensive review of rural settlement – 



now an unrepeatable exercise?]. The issue is really about organisation and reconciliation of 

the data derived from work of widely varied scale, intensity and quality. Drowning indicates 

lack of control. So we have to decide how we might achieve sufficient control to be able to 

take advantage of the volumes of evidence we have rather than simply being overwhelmed by 

them. We have access to unprecedented and rapidly increasing amounts of evidence relating 

to rural settlement in Roman Britain, but we will only have too much when we get to the 

point where we feel that there are no major questions left to answer – that point is still an 

unimaginably great distance away.  

 

Synthesis, meanwhile, is the name of the game, what pictures can we develop if we take the 

trouble to try and examine all the available evidence, rather than the selected material with 

which we are most familiar? Alex and his colleagues are giving us some really exciting 

answers and thereby demonstrating the huge value of this sort of detailed examination. A key 

principle underlying our fieldwork, past, present and future, should therefore concern the way 

in which its outcomes contribute to wider understanding. This is nothing new, but arguably 

we may need to make it more explicit in our work. This may in turn have implications for the 

mechanics of what we do. Are our current practices in the field, in analysis and in reporting 

fit for the purpose of contributing directly to further syntheses of rural settlement evidence – 

have we, for example, structured our data in such a way as to feed easily into the appropriate 

processes? 

 

Our interest is therefore mainly focussed on the WHAT and the HOW. The WHY is in two 

parts. First as a philosophical question of topical relevance way beyond our particular field of 

concern today – as Roger White has said in the latest issue of The Historic Environment, 

‘More than ever, the justification for allocating precious resources to maintaining or 

promoting the historic environment is tied to how the proposed work affects the community’, 

a comment which can be as applicable to conventional field archaeology as to the built 

environment. The more specific question of WHY in the context of Roman archaeology in 

Britain has been addressed indirectly above; we can’t begin to understand Roman Britain if 

we don’t understand the settings within which 90% of its population lived, moved and had 

their being.  

 

As for the what and the how, we could review current practices from the bottom up or from 

the top down. Since the ultimate concern of the present project is with synthesis, let us start 

with a top down approach and return to that issue. Like the account of an individual 

excavation, synthesis of the evidence for Romano-British rural settlement is possible at many 

different levels. There is no need to set out the obvious problems involved – particularly 

those of over-simplification, but the objective should be work that gives a real flavour of the 

nature of the evidence, involving all its principal strands. Bland generalisation, always a 

substantial risk in high level synthesis, in particular, should no longer be an option for the 

serious scholar – there is so much evidence now available that there is no excuse for 

constructing simplified narratives that pass it all by. Realistically, meaningful synthesis is 

something that increasingly will only be achievable at a regional level, simply because of the 

quantity of information now available. In effect, meaningful synthesis of evidence for rural 

settlement at national level is likely henceforth to take the form of subject-specific analyses 

or to be in turn dependent upon (hopefully) quite detailed regionally based syntheses. It is 

therefore the latter, I think, that largely concern us here.  

 

One of the key aspects of the current project is the way in which systematic use is being made 

of detailed datasets (not usually published) for individual sites. In an ideal world, the writer 



of synthesis would draw directly on this kind of information – but in practice this is not 

normally possible for anyone working at more than a local level. At best, therefore, the 

synthesiser is usually reliant on the ‘front end’ document, whether published or perhaps an 

unpublished post-excavation assessment report.  

 

Clarity and accuracy of presentation in these documents is therefore, of course, critical, as is 

provision of data at a level of detail that can sustain meaningful synthesis, but there are many 

ways of presenting excavation results, and potentially numerous constituencies of 

‘consumers’ who may, and in some cases will (eg developers), have different requirements 

from those of professional archaeologists. This is an issue with a much wider range than we 

have time to consider here and has of course been debated at length at various times over the 

last thirty years and more.  

 

Working at a broad level the archaeological consumer as great synthesiser may simply read 

the discussion section of any one of these reports (or, worse, only the summary). What is he 

or she expecting to get out of this? Perhaps a sequence of phase plans, if possible; an idea of 

the chronological range of each phase, evidence for the form and function of structures, the 

nature of the agricultural economy (any evidence for non-agricultural functions?) and 

indications of other aspects of the site such religious and ritual practice, including burial. 

These are essentially site specific issues. While ‘landscape’ is a term that is still used too 

readily because it is sexier than ‘site’, it is clear that, however fascinating the individual site, 

the wider landscape view, at local, sub-regional or regional level is ultimately likely to be 

much more rewarding and informative in terms of understanding the development of 

Romano-British society. The significance of the individual site therefore lies in the nature and 

extent of its contribution to understanding of the local landscape as an integrated whole 

[IMAGE 3 – an excavation site and its local (cropmark) context] – a landscape which may 

itself contain a significant variety of settlement types and settings. At the same time jigsaw 

puzzles sometimes have to be assembled gradually, and every piece is potentially 

individually important. [IMAGE 4 – a new addition to a well known landscape]. The view, 

which we do hear, that ‘It’s just another rural settlement site – we know all about those’ is to 

me simply nonsense – however, we have to make the case that this is so; in the present 

climate of economic and political pressures on archaeology in a development context it 

cannot be taken for granted. This takes us back to the WHY already mentioned.     

 

The variation in the level of detail at which excavations are published these days has already 

been mentioned. Nevertheless I would hope that there isn’t too much disagreement about the 

key information that we need to see presented (the WHAT), though there is plenty of scope 

for additions to any basic list. While a basic site narrative is a given, however, there is likely 

to be a less clear consensus on levels of reporting of environmental and artefact data; there is 

still a substantial constituency of archaeologists who concede the importance of specialist 

work but are happy, when it comes to report publication, to see it accorded what some of us 

would regard as second class status in terms of presentation and (sometimes) accessibility.  

 

The WHAT and the HOW of presentation are intimately related. In almost every publication 

format there is an increasing trend towards quite condensed narratives. This is often, of 

course, because the excavations concerned are very extensive, and the publication of detailed 

feature by feature description, if it was ever desirable, is effectively impossible, though the 

relevant decisions need to be thought through in terms of archaeological criteria rather than 

being made simply on the basis of cost. Condensed narratives are typically presented in terms 

of site phases, illustrated with simplified phase plans. [IMAGE 5 – typical phase plan] They 



are interpretations. As soon as we get to this level of presentation the reader is being asked to 

take a great deal on trust –This is inevitable, but it is critical that the reader should feel 

confidence in what is being presented, which is not always the case [IMAGE 6 – 

oversimplified plan]. The days when evidence was set out so that it was possible to examine 

text and illustrations (to say nothing of relevant finds information) in detail and form one’s 

own assessment of the plausibility or otherwise of the interpretation offered are mostly long 

gone – very often simply because of the issues of scale already mentioned. Of course it 

shouldn’t require a great act of faith to accept that a feature described (or more likely, simply 

named) as a ditch was in fact a ditch. But if the relevant plan shows that the feature in 

question is only half the width of one described in the previous paragraph as a gully, one’s 

confidence is rapidly eroded – what does this tell us about the thought processes (or lack of 

them) that have been involved in the production of this report, and what else is going wrong 

that we can’t even recognise? 

 

The point of this simple example is that condensed (or synthesised) narratives require just as 

much if not more care in preparation as blow by blow site description. Since the narrative is 

generally heavily condensed, the accompanying illustrations carry a great deal of weight, as 

we have already seen. A particular burden is laid on the phase plan. We all love them, but 

whether producers or consumers we must be clear that what they represent is almost always 

the result of piecemeal actions across an area in the past, some perhaps quite widely separated 

in time (particularly if the associated dating evidence is not very precise). The archaeologist’s 

natural tendency to want to resolve the observed evidence into meaningful patterns of activity 

is understandable and necessary at one level, but the resulting patterns may in detail bear little 

relation to the real actions and processes which led to the appearance of the site as recorded. 

Meanwhile, the very least we can do is ensure that the simplified illustrations are accurate, 

even if not always plausible. Routine digital site planning is fine, but it needs very careful 

control and checking if we are not to end up with illogicalities which cannot be resolved with 

confidence in post-excavation analysis [IMAGE 7 – plan with problematic elements]. One 

final thought on these plans – it should at least be possible to identify the location of 

interventions, even if the associated sections are frequently not illustrated. This is typically 

the only way to get an impression of the extent of interventions and therefore of scale of 

evidence that actually supports the interpretative narrative. [IMAGE 8 - plan and 

complementary photograph – only the latter gives an idea of the scale of intervention] 

[IMAGE 9 – a phase plan with interventions located].  

 

Moving rapidly on, what of reporting the other aspects of the evidence? As an absolute 

minimum we need to know about basic quantities, whether by material or functional 

category. We do not necessarily need detailed catalogues full of arcane parallels (though 

these can sometimes be fun), and we certainly do not need detailed lists when the data are 

insufficient to support meaningful conclusions. Equally, it is important that apparent 

omissions are mentioned and perhaps explained – does the report contain no reference to 

querns because there were none, or because the specialist report did not come in on time? In 

addition to quantification, as archaeological consumers we need clear characterisation of 

assemblages, and this in turn will probably have involved detailed analysis (and deployment 

of considerable resources) of large bodies of material, whether pottery, animal bone or 

charred plant remains, to name the most likely contenders. The issue as always is one of 

balance, which we could debate endlessly.  

 

Perhaps now we should turn the telescope the other way round and look at the same questions 

from the site end. If the sort of site narratives that we have talked about (leaving aside other 



aspects for the moment) are to become standard, is it then acceptable to examine our sites at 

precisely the level that correlates with the content of these reports? Up to a point this is what 

we are now often doing – though I suspect unconsciously, rather than consciously (eg with a 

fieldwork emphasis on definition of relationships at feature junctions etc). The primary focus 

in excavation is therefore essentially on elucidation of the site sequence. [IMAGE 10 – a site 

with insufficient interventions to allow understanding of a timber structure in the bottom of a 

linear feature]. This is fundamental, and fine as far as it goes, but it should be thought of as 

just the starting point, rather than the finishing point as well. Why? – because this approach 

potentially reduces the significance of all the accompanying material, artefactual and 

ecofactual, to that of incidental occurrences and in the case of pottery, for example, 

effectively underlines the view that the only importance of the material is for dating purposes. 

The possibility that these materials might contribute to understanding of the site in anything 

more than a supplementary or serendipitous role is therefore largely negated. What follows 

from this might be a view that since much of the supplementary material has in fact little to 

contribute it does not merit serious consideration in post-excavation analysis, and if at the 

assessment stage the material is only scanned rapidly, (perhaps by relatively inexperienced 

specialists insufficiently familiar with the potential of what they are looking at to inform 

more wide ranging aspects of the site or the archaeology of the region), this view becomes a 

self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 

I parody the true situation – but in some cases only just. To take a more constructive turn, we 

should be making more of the apparently supplementary material and using it as a basis for 

driving forward a refined approach to our rural settlements. This is not to say that the 

business of site narrative construction can be assumed to be safely under control and left to 

look after itself – far from it – but it is more securely positioned within the generally accepted 

framework of what we do on a regular basis.  

 

If the interim outcomes of the present project are anything to go by they suggest to me one 

thing very clearly. This is that the next generation of Roman rural settlement analysis, so 

successful at regional (and therefore eventually inter-regional) level, will be fundamentally 

dependent upon quantified data. This is really a no-brainer, and in part such approaches have 

been in place, particularly in some specialist fields, for a very long time, but a more 

systematic approach to these issues carries implications all the way back to fieldwork. Let us 

be more specific. My overall assumption, as already mentioned, is that future synthesis will 

increasingly not be based on description and comparison of individual sites, (though of 

course these will continue to serve as examplars, and perhaps paradigms) but will use wider 

regional or subregional datasets like those being compiled by the present project team.  

 

Regional or sub-regional characterisation (as indeed that of the individual site) will be 

superficial if we do not give full consideration to the excavated material as well as the 

features. The scope for such work is enormous and much more could be done in this regard 

by putting the framework for such comparisons in place [IMAGE 11 comparative site status 

pbased on relative quantification of fine and specialist ceramics]. However, they raise 

fundamental questions about the bases upon which comparisons are made. What do the 

figures mean? – they may have little significance if we do not have data on the size of the 

excavated area, the intensity of sampling within excavated areas and in particular, a measure 

of the volume of soil excavated which would give us a chance of putting all comparative work 

on a much more meaningful footing. What follows immediately from this are questions about 

levels of sampling – which can obviously vary enormously depending on the questions that 

the excavation is intended to address, whether generic or very specific.   



 

However these questions are resolved, which involves regional research frameworks, 

curatorial input, wider trends as approaches to the implementation of NPPF bed down (back 

to the WHY) and a great deal else that I do not have time to consider here, I would at least 

suggest that sampling levels need considered review. I would suggest that the bottom line 

should be a more explicitly systematic (but not mechanistic – though there is something to be 

said for this) approach in excavation. [IMAGE 12 – a very rigid sampling pattern – expensive 

perhaps but with numerous advantages] 

 

Where does all this leave us? It leaves me, sadly, with no startling new insights and no magic 

solutions. Fortunately, current fieldwork, analysis and reporting programmes present us with 

plenty of examples of good practice, but there is also some less satisfactory work. That 

situation is not going to change significantly in a political and economic climate which is not 

conducive to sustained support of heritage outwith the voluntary sector. Resourcing for the 

conduct and monitoring of archaeological projects will generally continue to be extremely 

tight. But setting that aside, what else might the future hold? 

 

I have argued that as we accumulate increasing amounts of evidence we need to raise our 

thinking above the site specific level to that of the local and regional settlement context, at all 

stages of the individual project. Our data gathering needs to be able to meet this objective; we 

must review critically the tools and technologies with which we gather the data, and the 

processes need to be sensitive to local and regional variation in the character of the resource. 

Sampling strategies would benefit from review, considering ways in which they could take 

account of questions driven by the artefact and environmental components of the record as 

well as just the stratigraphic sequence. There might be cases where this involves more rather 

than less intervention; if so the challenge will therefore be to achieve this cost effectively. 

Alternatively, are there questions that we consider are answered sufficiently comprehensively 

as to require little or no more work? In the context of Roman rural settlement at the moment I 

don’t think so, but these possibilities can be considered. Whatever is the case we are 

continually seeking greater efficiencies in the field and in post-excavation. If we are not very 

careful, dangers can be attached to the streamlining of processes. Some of these can be 

averted more easily than others. 

 

Time to sum up (at which point I will throw in a few things that haven’t even been mentioned 

so far: 

 

[IMAGE 13] 

FUNDAMENTAL APPROACHES IN AN IDEAL WORLD  

 

 Quality as the fundamental basis for winning commercial archaeological work – not 

price 

 

 Understanding of research context before field work commences  

 

Timescales (particularly in post-excavation) that permit extraction of maximum value 

from resources, even if the latter are limited  

 

 A curatorial constituency adequately informed and empowered to ensure that 

standards are maintained at all stages of a project, including post-excavation 

 



[IMAGE 14] 

KEY PRACTICES IN THE FIELD 

 

 An excavation sample size that reflects the potential importance of all aspects of the 

record, and does not focus exclusively on the stratigraphic sequence  

 

 Quantification of volumes of material excavated as a basis for meaningful 

comparisons, whether intra- or inter-site 

 

 Rapid turnaround of digital data – particularly survey data – to enable critical 

checking and updating while excavation is in progress. The digital plan can’t be ‘fixed’ once 

off-site 

 

Attention to minute detail in site recording always pays off 

 

[IMAGE 15] 

AND IN POST-EXCAVATION? 

 

Use of a dedicated PX team has many advantages, particularly in terms of efficiency and 

streamlined processes when fast report turnaround is critical, but there are corresponding 

downsides, in terms of lack of detailed familiarity with the site. Wider issues are the risk of 

development of mechanistic approaches to analysis and reporting (the loss of ‘what is 

special’ about the site) and the lack of opportunity for field staff to engage in analysis and 

reporting. Not only does this provide an obvious expansion of their skills, it is also the best 

way of driving home to them the point about the crucial importance of an accurate site record 

in all its aspects.  

 

[IMAGE 16] 

MEANINGFUL OUTPUTS 

 

Reports that avoid the mechanisation of thought processes, or at the very least are internally 

consistent in presentation of site narratives and ideally demonstrate intimate 

engagement of the reporter, whether with the site at first hand or with its record.  

 

Reports which make full use – or at least indicate clearly the full potential – of specialist data, 

beyond immediate basic quantification, and present those data clearly in a way that 

permits wider use by others if appropriate. 

 

Reports in which it is clear that there is understanding of the place of the site at least in the 

local if not the regional settlement context. 

 

Reports in which all aspects of data presentation contribute in a complementary and as far as 

possible fully integrated manner. 

 

 

 

These are the ones I look forward to reading ....... 


