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Revolution or Evolution: 

The Development of the Concern for the Preservation of Information 

Uncovered during Archaeological Excavations in Israel and Palestine (1890-

1980) 

 

Leif Fredheim 

 

Abtract: The ICCROM conference of 1983 in Nicosia represents a turning 

point in the profession of archaeological conservation; here it was expressed 

that conservators no longer were concerned only with the preservation of 

excavated objects, but also with archaeological information. This study of the 

development of concern for the preservation of information from 

archaeological excavations in Palestine traces the discipline from Flinders 

Petrie’s first stratigraphic excavation in the region at the end of the 

nineteenth century to the heyday of American processual archaeology. 

Special attention is paid to the development of professionalism in the 

discipline, as made evident by the archaeologists’ efforts to remain at the 

cutting edge of their field, publish efficiently, and preserve the material they 

uncovered. It will be shown that interestingly, despite only excavating for six 

weeks, Petrie’s ideals in 1890 were closer to those of the 1983 conference than 

most his successors. The study is a response to those who have claimed that 

archaeology did not truly begin in the region until the 1950s and that the 

work done prior to this time is irrelevant for study. It is intended as a 

reminder of the need for professional humility and of the degree of continuity 

present in all intellectual disciplines that so easily is forgotten. 

 

In 1983, ICCROM held a conference in Cyprus, sponsored by UNESCO and the Department 

of Antiquities of Cyprus, for archaeologists and conservators working in the Mediterranean 

region.
1
  They were concerned with ensuring that archaeological excavations would “continue to 

be an effective and responsible technique for the investigation of human history.”
2
  This was 

because of the realization that in order to “recover and revive the life of societies of the past,”
3
  

archaeologists must excavate, despite the fact that “the raw material of archaeology is, almost by 

definition, non-renewable.”
4
   

This conference was the first of many steps taken toward uniting the two professions, 

conservation and archaeology, which had up until this point been artificially separated. It was 

demonstrated that archaeologists and archaeological conservators no longer were concerned only 

with the artifacts themselves, conservators with their preservation and archaeologists with their 

discovery. The discernable change made explicit at the conference was the transition from 

concern with the artifact itself to the information the artifact could provide, as demonstrated by 



the statement that “the loss of context caused by the removal of ‘immovable’ objects, as with 

movable ones, represents a loss of information for which only the fullest possible documentation 

can compensate.” It was concluded that archaeologists and conservators would have to unite in 

order “to minimize the loss of information suffered when the excavation process separates 

objects and the site from which they have come.”
5
  Only by combining the re-focused efforts of 

both disciplines could their common goal be reached; “the fullest knowledge, and the most 

complete preservation of things.”
6
   

The conservation of artifacts is an ancient discipline; conserving archaeological sites is a more 

modern notion. This is especially the case in Israel, where the preservation of the region’s 

national heritage was not viewed as important prior to the establishment of the Israeli state in 

1948. While professional conservators now often work at archaeological sites, most of the work 

done to preserve sites in the past was done by archaeologists. Thus, this study of the 

development of concern for the preservation of information uncovered during archaeological 

excavations in Israel and Palestine will resemble other histories of archaeology in the region with 

regard to the archaeologists studied, but will focus on excavators’ concern for the preservation of 

information obtained from the archaeological record.  

The conference of 1983 represents a maturity of perspective which is commendable. It is the 

standard to which all previous archaeological work in Israel and Palestine will be held 

accountable in this study of the development of the concern for the preservation of information, 

in order to determine whether the critique of earlier work offered by archaeologists from the late 

1960s through the early 1980s was legitimate. Expeditions will be judged by their professed 

concern for the preservation of information as well as the way in which they demonstrated this 

concern practically through publications, conservation work, and the effort made to keep up with 

the development of the discipline. It will be demonstrated that the first scientific excavators in 

the region held professionalism and intellectual integrity in the highest regard and that despite 

the development of the discipline, a surprisingly large degree of continuity is evident upon closer 

study. 

 

Origins 

 Prior to 1890 archaeology in Palestine was limited to surveying and “exploring.”
7
  Flinders 

Petrie’s expedition to tell el-Hesi in 1890, sponsored by the London-based Palestine Exploration 

Fund, was the first scientific excavation of a tell performed in the region.
8
  Although Petrie is 

best known for his work in Egypt,
9
  he should be credited with introducing scientific excavations 

to Palestine,
10
  and has therefore aptly been named the father of Syro-Palestinian archaeology. 

Petrie was approached by the Palestine Exploration Fund because of his reputation, established 

in Egypt, for being a meticulous excavator.
11

  While Petrie deserves praise for his pioneering 

efforts, it is important to remember that he did not live in a vacuum. His ideas were brilliant, but 

they were not entirely his own; Petrie gleaned from the innovative theorists of his day and 

adapted their thoughts to his field. 



 In his autobiography, Petrie credits his innovative genius to the range of intellectual fields he 

was exposed to, by his extended family, during his youth.
12
  While some have suggested Petrie 

invented his own ground breaking methodology,
13

  it is interesting to note the extent to which his 

ideas resemble those of his contemporaries working in Britain, such as General Pitt Rivers and 

William Greenwell.
14
  All three emphasized the importance of context and detail. Greenwell 

wrote that “the urn, the dagger and the arrowhead possess a very trifling interest and give us 

comparatively little information, unless we know the circumstances of their deposit.”
15
  This 

statement is strikingly similar to Petrie’s “it need hardly be said that the greatest care is required 

in making certain as to exactly where things are found,”
16
  and Pitt Rivers’ claim that “on turning 

back to old accounts in search of evidence, the points which would have been most valuable [are 

often] passed over from being thought uninteresting at the time. Every detail should, therefore, 

be recorded in the manner most conducive to facility of reference.”
17
  Although Petrie’s field of 

study was geographically far removed, the ideas of his colleagues excavating in Britain clearly 

influenced his work.
18
   

 Despite receiving no formal training as an archaeologist, and developing an interest in 

prehistory late in life,
19
  General Pitt Rivers became a key figure in the process of developing 

British archaeology into a modern discipline. His interest in prehistory grew out of his 

fascination with typology, first realized while organizing his personal collection of weapons 

according to the development and improvement of form. Inspired by the Great Exhibition at the 

Crystal Palace and Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, Pitt Rivers realized that his study of the 

development of weapons could be extended to all areas of material culture.
20
  This is what 

initially fuelled his interest in archaeology, a fact that is evident in his early fieldwork.
21
   

 The culmination of Pitt Rivers’ archaeological genius was his excavations at Cranborne 

Chase.
22
  Here he was able to combine his concern for the preservation of information with his 

now more mature take on typology; having realized that his most constructive typologies were 

based on common, less valuable objects, he introduced the notion that apparently insignificant 

objects could be the most important because of their typological value.
23
  Pitt Rivers’ meticulous 

work was a direct reaction to the fact that “there are people who think they are doing good by 

digging and grubbing out antiquities, without making any record at all of their investigations.” 

His commitment to preserving the information contained in the archaeological record is made 

clear by his claim that a landowner “could do no better service to Archaeology, than by 

prohibiting the investigations of any one, without obtaining some security that they will be well 

recorded.”
24
   

Pitt Rivers’ commitment to conservation led him to emphasize the transmission of information 

from excavations to the public through exhibits, and its preservation for the future through 

publication. He therefore ensured that the information he retrieved would be absorbed as easily 

as possible, by providing detailed mahogany models in his museum and ample illustrations in his 

reports. It is also interesting to note that Pitt Rivers recognized the importance of digging 

stratigraphically, criticizing those who “dig down to the bottom in one spot, and then work out 



the ditch horizontally all along,” because “this frequently leads to error in assigning the 

fragments of pottery and relics to their proper gisement.”
25
  

Flinders Petrie is hailed as the first archaeologist to undertake scientific, modern excavations 

in Palestine because his work emulated the concern for the preservation of the material and 

information retrieved from the archaeological record developed by his older contemporary Pitt 

Rivers. His commitment to the preservation of information is made explicit by his claim that “to 

ensure the fullest knowledge, and the most complete preservation of things, in the long run, 

should be the real aim [of archaeology].”
26
  Like Pitt Rivers, he attempted to excavate 

stratigraphically and create a typology of pottery
27

  for the dating of strata.
28

  He also recognized 

that the best typology is based on the most common material, not the rarest. Pottery was chosen 

because “it is so vastly commoner than anything else,”
29
  and for its “variety of form and texture, 

for decoration, for rapid change, for its quick fall into oblivion, and for its comparable 

abundance.”
30
  

As part of a critique of his own discipline, Petrie noted that only “a few people are beginning 

to see that history is far wider than any one of these former aims [gold, valuables, marbles, stone 

work, art, statues, inscriptions], if ever we are to understand the past, every fragment from it 

must be studied and made to tell all it can.”
31
  He regarded his concern for detail as what singled 

him out from the other Near Eastern archaeologists of his generation; “Layard and Newton and 

Schliemann had begun to dig up great things, but the observation of the small things, universal at 

present, had never been attempted.”
32
  He deliberately distanced himself from antiquarianism, 

leaving no doubt that he was more concerned with information than treasure by criticizing 

museums for promoting the “plundering of sites” by being institutions “where display is thought 

of before knowledge.”
33
  In a similar vein he noted that “nothing whatever may be found that 

would be worth sixpence in the antiquity market; and yet the results from wells, and plans, and 

pottery, and measurements may be what historians have been longing to know for years 

before.”
34
   

 Although Petrie was an archaeologist, not a conservator, he frequently wrote about the 

importance of preserving the archaeological material retrieved during excavations, both in and ex 

situ. He rightly observed that while methods of excavation had developed during the second half 

of the nineteenth century, “the ideas of conservation have not kept pace with the work of 

discovery.”
35
  Experience taught him this was unfortunate, and led to his conclusion that “finding 

things is but sorry work if you cannot preserve them and transport them safely.” He recognized 

that conservation was not simple, as “however much it may be desired to preserve some things, 

they almost defy the excavators care … [they] may slowly perish in a few days or weeks.”
36
  Due 

to his concern for the preservation of information, Petrie strongly believed that it was better not 

to excavate than to excavate incorrectly. “To disclose things only to destroy them, when a more 

skillful or patient worker might have added them to the world’s treasures, is a hideous fault.”
37
  

“An excavator must make up his mind to do his work thoroughly and truly, or else to leave it 

alone for others who will take the trouble which it deserves and requires.”
38
  His realization of the 

fact that more material was being brought out of the earth than could be analyzed and stored led 



him to question the motives for indiscriminately excavating sites that could survive buried, 

arguing that it is “better [to] let things lie a few centuries longer under the ground … than repeat 

the vandalisms of past ages without the excuse of being a barbarian.”
39
  

 Petrie’s concern for preserving uncovered monuments was developed during his time in 

Egypt.
40
   While the knowledge of cultural heritage being destroyed all over Egypt no doubt 

troubled Petrie, his emphasis on conservation was fuelled by an event that hit far closer to home. 

During his excavations at el-Amarna, Petrie uncovered a large frescoed floor, for which the 

antiquities authority provided a roof for protection from the elements.
41
  With bitterness Petrie 

recalled that “no provision was made by the authorities for proper access to it by visitors,”
42
  the 

consequence of which being that the fields surrounding the preserved floor were trampled by 

tourists. “One night a man went and hacked it all to pieces to prevent visitors coming. Such was 

the mismanagement of this unique find.”
43
  It is in light of experiences such as this that one must 

read his statement that “to uncover a monument, and leave it to perish by exposure or by 

plundering, to destroy thus what has lasted for thousands of years and might last for a thousand 

to come, is a crime.”
44
  

 What set Petrie apart from his colleagues working in the Near East was that his concern 

stretched past the conservation of uncovered artifacts to include the preservation of information. 

This concern is made clear by his definition of “archaeology, - the knowledge of how man has 

acquired his present position and powers.”
45
  His first-hand experience of the destruction of 

archaeological material, such as at el-Amarna, led Petrie to realize that the best way to preserve 

archaeological heritage was to immortalize it through publication; because “there is always the 

chance of accidents … the excavator should always be ready to take squeezes or photographs at 

once when required, and … always copy every inscription as soon as it is seen.” The information 

retrieved from excavations was of the utmost importance to him, more so than ethics and 

honesty; “even when the owner will not allow a copy to be made, the most needful points may be 

committed to memory, and written down as soon as possible, even under the guise of making 

notes on other subjects.”
46
  He argued that an archaeologist’s “first consideration is to record and 

preserve all the information about them [archaeological discoveries].” As far as Petrie was 

concerned, the only thing that separates archaeologists from dealers and plunderers is their 

concern for the preservation of information; “recording is the absolute dividing line between 

plundering and scientific work.” Ultimately he regarded intentions as all but irrelevant, arguing 

that without publication an excavation is merely a meticulous way of plundering the 

archaeological record and then destroying the spoils. This explains why “the unpardonable crime 

in archaeology is destroying evidence which can never be recorded; and every discovery does 

destroy evidence unless it is intelligently recorded.”
47
  

 Petrie regarded excavating as an act that should not be taken lightly, arguing that “the 

destruction which is needful to obtain knowledge is justified [only if] the fullest knowledge is 

obtained by it, and if it is so safely recorded that it will not again be lost. The only test of right is 

the procuring [of] the greatest amount of knowledge now and in the future.”
48

  Therefore, 

excavations should only be initiated after determining that the archaeological record will be 



better preserved in “a few hundred copies of books … [than] solid walls and hidden cemeteries.” 

Petrie emphasized the fact that “he [the excavator] record fully, and publish in full and detailed 

manner within two years.”
49
  He stressed that the keeping of accurate records at excavations is of 

utmost importance because “in archaeological work we are removing what would be as solid 

proof in future ages … and we are trusting all future knowledge of the facts to flammable paper 

… [for] successive generations, many of whom may have very different interests.”
50
  He 

remarked that when the entire site is excavated “whatever is not done … can never be done. The 

site is gone forever; and who knows what further interests and new points of research may be 

thought of in the future, which ought to have received attention.”
51
  He therefore emphasized that 

excavators must be experts at observing details, insisting that “the power of conserving material 

and information; of observing all that can be gleaned; of noting trifling details which may imply 

a great deal else … and not losing or missing any possible clues; - all this is the soul of the work, 

and without it excavating is mere dumb plodding.”
52
  Petrie was well aware that communication 

is a two stage process involving both explanation and interpretation; because the two parts might 

take place decades or even centuries apart, he observed that effort must be made to record as 

intelligibly as possible; “emptying … note-books on a reader’s head is not publishing.”
53
  

 Despite his high standards and great success excavating in Egypt, those who have written 

histories of Syro-Palestinian archaeology are often critical of Petrie’s work. While admitting that 

Petrie was an archaeological genius,
54
  Sir Mortimer Wheeler saw it necessary to remark that 

“between the technical standards of Petrie and those of his older contemporary Pitt Rivers, there 

yawned a gulf into which two generations of Near Eastern archaeologists have in fact plunged to 

destruction.”
55
   

 Petrie prided himself in his meticulous digging and note keeping, often proclaiming the 

importance of complete pottery typologies for the dating of archaeological strata. At el-Amarna, 

Petrie reports making sketches of all the Aegean wares “with distinctive patterns, besides mere 

circles and many pounds weight of other pieces … as these are so very important for dating 

Greek pottery in various other places in Greece, Palestine and Italy.”
56
  It is therefore somewhat 

surprising that his work on pottery at el-Hesi was criticized. In his book Shifting Sands, Thomas 

Davis suggests that Petrie only kept original pottery types in order to enhance his typology.
57
  It 

appears as though Petrie was never entirely able to grasp the extent to which ancient Egyptian 

and Palestinian material culture differed from one another. Most of the pottery found in the hill 

country of Palestine is very plain; dating strata by decorated imported wares is therefore rarely, if 

ever, possible. 

 Upon arriving at Tell el-Hesi, Petrie was able to recognize that the site consisted of a number 

of superimposed strata. In his autobiography, he recalled that a “stream had cut away one side of 

a mound of ruin sixty feet thick, and I could begin terracing along each level and getting out its 

pottery … the successive walls could be distinguished, and the outline of the great early 

fortification round the hill [also].”
58
  By working in terraces, Petrie’s men were able to separate 

the artifacts discovered by their relative elevations; thus Petrie was able to demonstrate that each 

level contained distinct pottery which could be correlated with the occupational phases of the 



city.
59
  Unfortunately Petrie’s stratigraphic approach was crippled by his insistence that debris 

accumulated at a relatively steady rate, and that the age of a stratum could therefore be 

determined by its depth under the surface.
60

  He repeatedly reported using this method, and 

claimed that “there is nothing arbitrary in this reasoning.”
61
  Petrie hoped that he would be able to 

use his knowledge of Egyptian wares to tie the emerging Palestinian typologies to those he had 

already established in Egypt; he reflected that “unfortunately no Egyptian objects were found 

which would give us a fixed point.”
62
  Despite only finding pottery types he was familiar with in 

two strata, Greek in the topmost and Phoenician in the middle, he estimated the date of the 

remaining strata based on the difference in absolute depth between these two, concluding that 

every five feet of debris represented a century.
63
  

 Rachel Sparks attempts to explain Petrie’s apparent failure to apply the latest developments of 

archaeological method to his work in Palestine by making the point that excavating tells is 

completely different from anything he had done before.
64
  While it might have been defensible 

during his previous work in Egypt, to dig a trench “along the whole of one side, reaching down 

to the undisturbed soil beneath,” before proceeding to move horizontally across the whole site, 

“thus gradually turning over every scrap of rubbish without destroying a single wall;”
65
  this was 

not suitable at a tell site like el-Hesi.  

It is important to remember that Petrie was crippled by all the disadvantages faced by pioneers 

and that he only had six weeks to face them before returning to work in Egypt. He may rightly 

have been criticized for dating the site on the limited evidence offered by foreign wares alone, 

but there were no existing typologies of Palestinian pottery.
66
  Despite falling short of the goals 

both Petrie and others might have set for his work, he was able to publish his findings the 

following year, 1891; no archaeologist has ever superseded Petrie with regard to timely 

publication.
67
   

 During his excavation of Tell el-Hesi in 1890, Petrie introduced the principles of scientific, 

modern archaeology to Palestine.
68
  While he may not have been able to successfully adapt the 

techniques that were being developed elsewhere in archaeology, Petrie made an honest attempt 

given the circumstances, demonstrating great concern for the preservation of the information he 

had been able to gather. This is made clear by the effort he made to dig stratigraphically and 

promptly publish a report of his work, ensuring that his research was made available for the use 

of his colleagues.
69
  Unfortunately, the archaeologists that continued the work Petrie had begun in 

Palestine appear to have set the standards Petrie attained, not those he strove for, as their goal. 

They did not emulate his efforts to remain on the cutting edge of the discipline
70
,  nor his concern 

for the preservation of information through detailed publication; hence the work of the following 

two generations which Sir Mortimer in retrospect termed a “yawning gulf.”
71 

  

The Yawning Gulf 

 Petrie began excavating in Palestine with admirable intentions. He incorporated his high 

regard for detail and conservation into his excavation at Tell el-Hesi, but was unable to perfect 

the adaption of these principles to his new environment. Because he returned to Egypt after 



spending only six weeks in Palestine, he was unable to ensure that his successors continued to 

develop his methods the way in which he intended.
72
  The Palestinian Exploration Fund placed 

responsibility of continuing the work Petrie had begun at el-Hesi on Frederick Bliss. While he 

may not have had the archaeological experience and innovativeness of Petrie, he did accept the 

task humbly, eager to learn. In preparation for his first season in charge, Bliss was sent to Egypt 

“for a short apprenticeship to my predecessor, in the art of practical digging.”
73
  

 It is clear that Bliss attempted to emulate Petrie’s regard for the preservation of information. 

He recognized that “the unscientific excavator may do damage that can never be remedied … he 

may make the easy mistake of failing to distinguish between fallen or decayed brick and brick in 

situ, and thus destroy forever parts of some important building hitherto preserved for thousands 

of years.” Bliss argued that excavations must therefore only take place under adequate 

supervision, as it might be impossible to rectify the mistakes later.
74
  This expressed concern is 

also evident in Bliss’ description of his excavations.
75
  While Bliss adopted aspects of Petrie’s 

concern for the preservation of information, he did not develop Petrie’s method to that end. He 

consistently applied the theory that the age of the deposits contained in the tell can be directly 

correlated with the height of the tell. While he recognized that “absolute level is no criterion of 

age,”
76
  he believed that the age of the lower deposits could be predicted by a simple surface 

survey and a measurement of the height of the tell. This had consequences for the way in which 

Bliss excavated stratigraphically, in arbitrary levels independent of architectural features.
77
  It has 

also been claimed that he did not emphasize the development of pottery typologies sufficiently, 

and that a more rigorous recording of the most typical forms in each strata would have been 

beneficial.
78
  

 R. A. S. Macalister took over Bliss’ position working for the Palestine Exploration fund after 

Bliss’ retirement in 1901, the two having previously worked together. Macalister’s first 

excavation as director was at Gezer, which is also the expedition for which he is the most 

famous. The excavations at Gezer are intriguing due to the discrepancy between Macalister’s 

professed concern for the preservation of information and his methods of excavation. Macalister 

acknowledged Petrie’s influence, stating that “his [Petrie’s] experience in Egypt had given him 

an appreciation of the worth of unconsidered trifles such as potsherds, and of small 

commonplace objects which an excavator who would seek merely for inscriptions or for works 

of art would be tempted to throw contemptuously aside.”
79
  While professing to have learnt from 

Petrie “that potsherds have a higher average value even than inscriptions,” his analysis of Bliss’ 

reports from el-Hesi reads that “the most significant find was a single tablet, with a cuneiform 

inscription;” this despite the fact that “its contents, so far as they are intelligible, are intrinsically 

unimportant.”
80
  It appears Macalister referenced Petrie only out of respect, not because he truly 

shared Petrie’s regard for the preservation of information.
81
  

 Macalister’s lack of regard for the preservation of information from his excavations at Gezer 

is all too apparent in his final report. He remarked that “the beginning of the work was 

discouraging. The heaps of cast limestone, subsequently found inside the city wall all around, 

contained no antiquities of importance.” It is also evident from his report that due to his initial 



observation that “the stratification was much disturbed,” he made little effort to record the 

relative position of the objects he uncovered.
82

  Commentators have justly been critical of the fact 

that Macalister supervised hundreds of untrained workers with the help of a single assistant.
83
  

Neglecting to provide adequate supervision for his workers ultimately resulted in a report that 

contained many objects but no record of their chronological or spatial relationships.
84
  The 

omission of stratigraphic analysis is surprising given his statement that “stratification must be 

studied with the most anxious care as the work proceeds, and the antiquities found in each layer 

must be sedulously kept apart.”
85
  His lack of regard for the ordinary, in contrast to Petrie, is also 

made clear by his remarks regarding other excavations.
86
   

From 1908 to 1910, George Andrew Reisner of Harvard University directed excavations at 

Samaria. Like Petrie, Reisner was an Egyptologist; when Reisner began excavating at Samaria 

he brought with him a high regard for the preservation of information. However, unlike Petrie, 

Reisner was able to develop a set of methods that more adequately served his purpose, both 

digging and recording more meticulously than Petrie had been able to.
87
  He accomplished this by 

emphasizing photography and draughtsmanship, in an attempt to facilitate the exact reproduction 

of the material and its context post-excavation.
88

  His goal was to ensure that although future 

archaeologists might contend his conclusions, there would never be a question as to where the 

recorded objects were found.
89
  

It has been argued that Reisner revolutionized archaeological method in Palestine; that he was 

the first to systematically excavate in the region.
90
  This may seem surprising, given that Petrie 

had already excavated at Tell el-Hesi. However, one must not forget that what made Petrie’s 

efforts at el-Hesi admirable were first and foremost his intentions, not his results. Reisner was 

the first to successfully excavate scientifically in a manner that approached the ideal Petrie 

espoused. Unfortunately, as Petrie had done earlier, Reisner returned to excavate in Egypt before 

his standards had become the norm.
91
  Coupled with the fact that his excavation report was not 

published until 1924, this is why Reisner’s influence was not discernible in the work of his 

colleagues in Palestine for over a decade.
92
  

William Albright is not primarily known for his contributions to archaeology as an excavator, 

but he did lead the excavations at Tell Beit Mirsim from 1933 to 1936. While Reisner 

emphasized stratigraphic method, Albright focused on pottery typology. Building on Petrie’s 

work at el-Hesi, Albright was able to establish a typology capable of dating strata of Palestinian 

tells without relying on imported wares.
93
  His emphasis on typology came at the expense of 

stratigraphy. The reports from Beit Mirsim are devoid of sectional drawings which render the 

reconstruction of the excavated areas impossible. Albright actually determined the stratigraphy 

of the site based on the very typology he was in the process of creating. It has been suggested 

that such “poststratigraphical excavation” was all that could be expected at the time;
94
  as Reisner 

conducted stratigraphic excavations two decades earlier this is obviously not the case. A 

patronizing defense is remains a criticism, thus statements such as Weippert’s further distort the 

commonly held position that all work done in Palestine prior to Kenyon was unscientific and 

without value to present research.  



In 1931 excavations were resumed at Samaria, where Reisner had excavated two decades 

earlier, by John Crawfoot of the British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem. As Reisner had 

done, emphasis was placed on stratigraphic excavation, but this time with the assistance of a 

more complete typology of local pottery. Crawfoot also benefitted from the presence of Kathleen 

Kenyon, who brought with her the method of excavation developed by her mentor, Sir Mortimer 

Wheeler.
95
  Unfortunately, the advancement of the archaeology in Palestine as a whole would 

have to wait, as the final report of the Samaria excavations would not be published until 1957. 

While the delay of publication is to be lamented, Albright pointed out that it was justifiable given 

extenuating circumstances such as the death of senior members of the excavation team, World 

War II, and the partition of Palestine after the war.
96
  However, with the establishment of the 

Israeli Department of Antiquities in 1948, and the subsidy offered to foreign expeditions in 1951, 

the stage was set for Kenyon’s return. 

 

Renaissance or Revolution 

 During the 1950s the Wheeler-Kenyon method of excavating, as it later was termed, was 

established in Syro-Palestinian archaeology. Although Sir Mortimer Wheeler did not excavate in 

Palestine himself, he kept up with the development of the discipline in the region, and was 

extremely influential indirectly, through the work of his student, Kathleen Kenyon.
97
  Upon 

visiting excavations in Palestine as part of his tour of the Near East, Wheeler made no attempt to 

hide his disappointment with the quality of the work he observed.
98
  This, no doubt, played a part 

in his decision to include candid statements such as “[Palestine] where more sins have probably 

been committed in the name of archaeology than on any commensurate portion of the Earth’s 

surface,” and “there is much, far too much, in more recent archaeological excavation that falls 

short of the highest available standards and therefore deserves the lash,”
99
  in his book 

Archaeology from the Earth. 

 According to Wheeler, the main problem with Near Eastern excavations was that the leaders 

of the foreign expeditions had not made the most of the available training back home before 

travelling abroad. “Liberal endowment, coupled with the relatively cheap cost of native labor, 

has encouraged wholesale mass-excavation, rewarded by … ample finds which gratify the patron 

but are far beyond the capacity of anything approaching exact record.”
100

  With this in mind, 

Kenyon argued it is essential that excavations in Palestine resembled prehistoric archaeology 

rather than classical archaeology;
101

  She suggested that the goal of the Near Eastern 

archaeologist should be to “establish the cultural affinities of the people with whom he is 

concerned … to establish their way of life, their social and economic organization, their relations 

with their neighbors, their natural environment,” and claimed that scientific excavation therefore 

was necessary.
102

   

 In order to be able to access and provide the information, required for the complete purposes 

of archaeology as outlined by Kenyon, excavations had to be as methodical and detail oriented as 

possible. As it had been for Petrie, knowledge was the ultimate goal; therefore excavation was 

necessary. Kenyon recognized that the field archaeologist must be the provider of sufficient 



primary evidence for future scholarship in addition to answering current research questions. 

While some of the analysis would be done by the excavator, it had become standard practice for 

much of the analytical work in “other subjects, such as works of art, coins, problems of 

technology, [to] be referred to experts in these particular fields.” These studies must then be 

assembled and published by the excavator in order to facilitate further study by other 

archaeologists who “combine the results into a bigger picture of some aspect of the subject, and 

so put together another chapter of prehistory, or supplement some aspect of history.” Thus 

archaeology had become sufficiently specialized by 1960 that all archaeologists were no longer 

required to excavate. This however, necessarily raised the expectations of those who chose to 

take on the role of the “excavator … who provides the material on which his colleagues work.”
103

  

 The mechanics of excavation were now increasingly emphasized because while “objects are 

interesting and may be artistically or technologically important … they are far more so if they are 

found in situ.”
104

  Kenyon was well aware that objects could become key pieces of evidence in 

the scientific study of man’s past despite the objects themselves being “apparently 

insignificant.”
105

  The ability to pay attention to detail and a thorough knowledge of stratigraphy 

were therefore viewed as being of paramount importance for field archaeologists, to the extent 

that if they were not adequately qualified they “should be constrained from digging.
106

  This was 

the natural consequence of the realization that “it is far more important that archaeological field 

workers should be well trained than any of the other specialists
107

  who contribute to the 

elucidating of the history of an archaeological site … once a site has been badly dug or badly 

recorded its potential evidence is lost forever.”  Wheeler similarly proposed that archaeology 

would be far better served if sites were left “awaiting a more humane and legitimate 

execution.”
109

  He elaborated by claiming that “at best, archaeology is destruction; and 

destruction unmitigated by all the resources of contemporary knowledge and accumulated 

experience cannot be too rigorously impugned.”
110

  Similarly, Kenyon wrote “that all excavation 

is destruction. The evidence … is contained in the layers of soil compromising its floors … once 

these layers have been disturbed, the evidence … has been destroyed altogether unless it has 

been properly observed, recorded and subsequently made public.”
111

  Petrie had introduced these 

concerns to the region at Tell el-Hesi;
112

  the standard he had foreseen but failed to attain could 

now be reached. 

 Kenyon recognized that keeping accurate records is especially important when excavating a 

tell. This is due to the fact that “it is usually essential to remove each structure, walls and all … 

since otherwise it will be impossible to clear the lower stages.” She claimed that records are of 

utmost importance because “an excavation, however well conducted, is [a] waste of time unless 

it is adequately recorded and published, or worse, for evidence has been totally destroyed,” 

noting that a full report must contain “survey, records of stratification, the relations of finds 

exactly to these, and photography.”
113

  Like Pitt Rivers, she emphasized the use of diagrams, 

especially for the portrayal of stratification.
114

  Her concern for the transmission of information 

through clear, informative reports was shared by Wheeler, her mentor, as it had been by Petrie. 

Wheeler recognized that “the excavator’s fundamental function is that of record, primarily 



pictorial record.”
115

  He emphasized that “the saving of effort on the part of the reader is worth a 

little extra effort on the part of the draftsman … any medium or convention which is likely to 

encourage woolly thinking is to be deprecated.”
116

  Thus Kenyon and Wheeler revived Petrie’s 

concern for the preservation of information in published reports, emphasizing the importance of 

communicating clearly.  

 Like Petrie, Wheeler and Kenyon recognized that their primary duty as field archaeologists 

was to record information thoroughly. They must “secure beyond doubt the orderly succession of 

the vestiges with which [they dealt], even though, in any given phase of research [they might] be 

compelled to leave finer adjustment and interpretation to [their] successors.”
117

  Wheeler and 

Kenyon clearly exhibited the belief that excavations must be performed to the highest standard 

possible, and that evidence must be preserved through publication for further study. They 

recognized that they were merely stewards of the archaeological material they had the privilege 

of excavating. Although they no doubt were frustrated with the work that had been done before 

them, such as Petrie’s use of arbitrary stratigraphic levels
118

  and the belief that it was ideal to 

excavate an entire tell in one expedition,
119

  they were aware that development was to be 

expected.
120

  While they seconded the importance of preserving both material and information 

from excavations, introduced by Petrie, they took his concern to another level. Wheeler 

specifically recommends the inclusion of “an archaeological chemist” in the staff of an 

archaeological excavation, in order to ensure the safe retrieval, transportation, and preservation 

of the artifacts exposed to the elements.
121

   

Kenyon’s excavations at Jericho ushered in a new era of Syro-Palestinian archaeology. While 

this period has been labeled a revolution,
122

  it could perhaps more appropriately be termed a 

renaissance, a renewal of concern for the preservation of both artifacts and information. Wheeler 

openly recognized that many of his methods had been “derived from those of the greatest of all 

archaeological excavators, General Pitt Rivers,”
123

  who also influenced Petrie. Wheeler praised 

Pitt Rivers for his devotion to detail, efforts to ensure all workers were adequately supervised, 

and foresight “in forming the relic tablets, by which means all records [were] kept up to date … 

that, as far as possible, everything should be recorded whilst it was fresh in memory.”
124

  The 

Wheeler-Kenyon method was not an entirely new invention; it was based on the principles of 

scientific excavation that had been introduced to Palestine by Flinders Petrie half a decade 

earlier. In many ways it naturally evolved out of Pitt Rivers’ and Petrie’s work at Cranborne 

Chase and Tell el-Hesi respectively, albeit regrettably far too many years later. Kenyon and 

Wheeler retrieved Syro-Palestinian archaeology from the obscurity of the gulf, bringing it once 

more in step with the development of the profession elsewhere. 

 

New Archaeology meets Near East 

In the late 1960s and early 70s, the disparity between the goals and methods of the various 

foreign expeditions to Israel increased; this was primarily a result of the dominance of the 

processual “New Archaeology” in North America.
125

  When archaeology became a professional 

discipline in North America in the 1930s, archaeologists set about establishing a chronology of 



North American cultures, propelled by the belief that “they could make empirically testable 

statements as archaeologists.”
126

  Yet, realizing the limitations of the young discipline, they 

emphasized salvaging information from threatened sites, recognizing that any grand conclusions 

would be drawn at a later date.
127

   After World War II, the focus of anthropology shifted to a 

more social orientation straining archaeologists’ emphasis on culture-history.
128

  This, coupled 

with the growing disillusionment regarding the vast amount of material required to make 

informed claims about the human past,
129

  set the stage for Lewis Binford’s aggressive promotion 

of New Archaeology,
130

  which followed the intellectual migration of anthropological 

scholarship
131

  and paved the way intellectually for the drawing of scientific archaeological 

conclusions on limited samples of prehistoric material culture.
132

   

William Dever was perhaps the most vocal proponent of Syro-Palestinian archaeologists’ need 

to adopt the principles of New Archaeology. This was the result of his opinion of Biblical 

Archaeology,
133

  which he described as being of an “amateurish nature” and a discipline suffering 

from a “scandalous lack of scholarly publication,” famously claiming that “at best this 

unsystematic inquiry into the past was antiquarianism; at worst it was treasure hunting.”
134

  As a 

joint professor in the departments of Near Eastern Studies and Anthropology at The University 

of Arizona, William Dever wrote a number of articles over the course of the 1970s and 1980s 

criticising failure of Syro-Palestinian archaeology to engage with the developments that had been 

made in archaeology elsewhere. While North American archaeologists had already adopted the 

principles of processualism, those working in Near Eastern and Classical archaeology
135

  were 

reluctant to follow suit.
136

   

 Dever believed it was essential that archaeology in Palestine catch up with the developments 

that had been made back home; stating that “we are in 1980 just where American archaeology 

was ca. 1950,”
137

  no doubt referring to W. W. Taylor’s A Study of Archaeology,
138

  the pioneer 

work of American New Archaeology. However, as the disciplines of American and Syro-

Palestinian archaeology were fundamentally different, New Archaeology could not simply be 

transplanted to Israel. While Syro-Palestinian archaeology was founded by foreigners who made 

the work in the region possible by adapting techniques developed elsewhere, there are a number 

of perfectly good reasons for why Syro-Palestinian archaeologists had not followed the lead of 

their colleagues in the New World.
139

  

 It appears as though Dever had forgotten that Near Eastern archaeology was not purely an 

American endeavour. Scientific excavations were begun in the region by Flinders Petrie, who 

was influenced by Pitt Rivers, both British. Since then, excavations have also been led by 

French, German, Palestinian, Israeli, and American archaeologists. It is interesting to note that 

archaeology in Europe is a far older discipline than it is in America, and that the excavations 

done by Pitt Rivers in England in the late eighteen hundreds were of a far higher quality than 

anything archaeological executed in America during the first quarter of the 20
th
 century. One 

must not therefore do as Dever, blaming Albright for not referring to archaeological work done 

in the Southwest; his work was part of a different archaeological context altogether, influenced 

by archaeologists working in regions where archaeological method was more developed and 



relevant to his needs than the work that was being done back home by his fellow countrymen. It 

is ironic indeed, that Albright, who excavated between 1922 and 1934, was criticized for not 

keeping up with the developments in American archaeology,
140

  bearing in mind the state of 

American archaeology at the time. Claiming that Syro-Palestinian archaeology, a branch of Near 

Eastern archaeology, is younger and less mature than American archaeology
141

  appears both 

ignorant and patronizing - an unfortunate combination. 

It is a pity that Dever was unable to resist emulating “dogmatism of some ‘new archaeologists’ 

[who] tended to devalue the work of their predecessors … and to foster the prima donna 

complex that has always plagued the discipline” he himself deplored.
142

  Claiming that Syro-

Palestinian archaeology in 1980 was at the level “in theory and method … where American 

archaeology was in the late 1940s,” is neither diplomatic nor fair, especially when remembering 

the fact that prominent colleges such as Berkeley were promoting “set-level” stratigraphy as late 

as 1950.
143

  Similarly, the contention that archaeology in Israel and Palestine was only beginning 

the process of growing an “archaeological conscience” and becoming professional, is demeaning 

and unnecessary.
144

  By the 1980s excavations had been performed by archaeological 

professionals for at least thirty years,
145

  and an “archaeological conscience” was introduced, if 

not adhered to, well before that. His primary intention in writing was, no doubt, to call his 

colleagues’ attention to developments that had been made elsewhere and the possibility of 

enhancing the results of excavations in Palestine. Unfortunately, the tone of his argument and his 

apparent inclination to be critical rather than constructive overshadowed and undermined the 

virtue of his argument.
146

  He was quite that Syro-Palestinian archaeologists must discuss the 

extent to which the principles of New Archaeology should be incorporated into their excavations, 

a topic hardly discussed since Kenyon and Wheeler,
147

  despite its relevance.  

With regard to the preservation of information from archaeological excavations, the benefit of 

the influence of New Archaeology is debatable.
148

  While more attention was paid to detail than 

before, less was published. Integral to the New Archaeology promoted by Dever in the 1970s 

and early 80s, was the emphasis on research design and the testing of hypotheses in order to 

determine “general ‘covering laws’ and the ‘explanation’ of cultural patterns.”
149

  While Syro-

Palestinian archaeology may be aligned more closely to prehistoric than classical archaeology, 

there is a large historical component to the interest in the discipline. A mound in North America 

may only be important with regard to general laws of cultural evolution, but the value of the 

information contained in Israeli tells is more complex. Syro-Palestinian archaeologists are 

interested in the identity and cultural development specific to the site they are excavating, as 

archaeologists later studying their results also will be. Thus, with regard to preserving the 

archaeological record of a site, excavating and recording with a more detached attitude to 

research design and hypotheses, ideally as a professional field worker providing material for 

research, is preferable.
150 

  

Conclusion 



 The principles of modern, scientific archaeological excavation were first introduced to Israel 

and Palestine by Sir Flinders Petrie in 1890. Due to the facts that “Petrie’s chronology has been 

modified by subsequent students, and his attribution of names known from textual sources to 

ancient sites cannot always be accepted,”
151

  some have claimed that scientific excavations were 

not done in the region until half a decade later. However, as this study has demonstrated, Petrie 

approached the task at Tell el-Hesi with the principles of scientific excavation in mind, 

attempting to apply methods developed elsewhere and promptly recording his discoveries with 

the preservation of information in mind; “modern excavation methods have improved on 

[Petrie’s]. But that is all as it should be in a living science.”
152

  Unfortunately he did not remain in 

the region long enough for his concern to become the norm. Methods capable of attaining 

Petrie’s goals were introduced by Reisner but he did not excavate in Palestine long enough for 

his methods to become the norm either.
153

  In the years following Reisner’s excavations at 

Samaria, progress was made with regard to the typology of local pottery, but accurate 

stratigraphic excavations were not conducted until Kathleen Kenyon’s arrival in the region with 

her method of excavation that was developed with Wheeler from the techniques used by Pitt 

Rivers half a decade earlier.  

Archaeological conservation “is the ensemble of means that, in carrying out an intervention on 

an object or its environment, seek to prolong its existence as long as possible.”
154

  This definition 

aptly demonstrates that “conservation is a futuristic activity vested in the belief that we, who 

have the power today to safeguard or degrade what it is of value to society, should strive to be 

good ancestors for future generations.”
155

  While the publication of excavation reports is vital, 

physical “conservation adds to the documentary value”
156

  by preserving “the physical fabric in a 

way that allows maximum information to be retrieved by further study and analysis;”
157

  both the 

conservation of objects and the preservation of information are therefore important. This is why 

efforts have been made to reunite the disciplines of archaeology and conservation, which have 

remained separate since the days where archaeology was more concerned with objects than 

information and continue to be estranged through the processes of professionalization and 

specialization. It is now being recognized that “if this separation is reversed, [the] meshing of the 

two can work powerfully to secure the archaeological record for the future while allowing its 

study and appropriate current use for the benefit of society.”
158

    

The current generation of archaeologists would do well to take a lesson in humility from 

Lieutenant-General Pitt Rivers and Sir Mortimer Wheeler, recognizing that future research will 

be based on current excavations and that “our successors will no doubt include ways which we 

regard today as relatively right [as wrong], in accordance with the natural principle whereby 

every generation is liable to belittle the achievement of its predecessors.”
159

  It is vital 

archaeologists never forget that excavation is destructive; all archaeological fieldwork and 

recording must be done mindful of that “in archaeological work we are removing what would be 

as solid proof in future ages … and we are trusting all future knowledge of the facts to 

flammable paper … [for] successive generations, many of whom may have very different 

interests.”
160

  This humble awareness of the development of the discipline, familiar to the pioneer, 



is rare in the current environment where archaeologists excavate sites to answer their own 

research questions and the process of recording and interpreting appears indistinguishable in the 

few reports that actually are published. It is high time archaeologists recognize the urgency of the 

issue, choosing either to ensure that their excavations are “an effective and responsible technique 

for the investigation of human history,”
161

  or “leave it alone for others who will take the trouble 

which it deserves and requires.”
162
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