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Archaeologists have sometimes felt uneasy
about their relationship with other disci-
plines in the humanities and social sciences.
Whereas they themselves have, over the
years, borrowed a lot of ideas and approaches
from other disciplines (including philosophy
of science, sociology, anthropology, literature
studies etc.), no one else seemed interested in
archaeology. This perception reflects a par-
ticular lack of self-confidence that, for some
reason, is ingrained in the consciousness of
many archaeologists. Yet arguably this sup-
posed isolation has been untrue all along, and
it is certainly untrue now, as Jennifer Wal-
lace’s new book ,Digging the Dirt” vividly il-
lustrates.

The table of contents reveals not just some
of the themes of the book but also some of the
spirit in which it has been written: ,, The Po-
etics of Depth”, ,, Romancing Stones: The Ar-
chaeological Landscape”, , Unearthing Bod-
ies: The Disruption of History”, ,Fulfilling
desires: Erotic Excavation”, , Fundamental-
ism: Digging our Trojan Origins”, ,Rock Bot-
tom: Digging and Despair”, ,Holy Ground:
Archaeology and the Sacred” and ,Postmod-
ern Archaeology: Trashing Our Future”.

,Digging the Dirt” is the personal journey
of a literary scholar and intellectual through
another discipline than her own. Wallace
can hardly conceal her excitement about the
riches she discovered in archaeology. Her
book traces colorful personalities like William
Stukeley, Heinrich Schliemann and Sigmund
Freud. She investigates with much enthu-
siasm mummies and bog bodies, and she
is fascinated by the archaeology of Pom-
peii and Jerusalem. Currency is provided
to her arguments by pertinent references to
the sunken Titanic, the remains at Ground
Zero, and forensic archaeology at 20th century
mass graves. Wallace’s explorations of what
she calls , the archaeological imagination” are
spiced with citations from English poets such
as William Wordsworth, Byron and Seamus

Heaney. In short, ,Digging the Dirt” presents
archaeology within a very wide cultural and
intellectual context, making it plain why ar-
chaeology can be seen as one of the dominant
cultural themes of our age.!

This book is all the more illuminating for
the innocent observations its author cares to
make about archaeology and archaeologists.
Sure enough, some of them betray her own
naivety, for example when she considers the
excavation of Jesus’ cross in the 4th century
AD to be , the world’s first archaeological ex-
cavation” (although others were undertaken
several millennia earlier) or when she mis-
takes a ,heap of old stones” for the ancient
city of Gortyna. But these and many other
personal anecdotes somehow lend a peculiar
credibility to Wallace’s writing. Unforgettable
are the stories how, in the British Library, she
was allowed to read William Hamilton’s sex-
ually explicit letters about Pompeian artifacts,
but only as long as her hands were above the
desk at all times where they could be seen.
There is also a splendid account of the uproar
Wallace caused among archaeologists on a dig
in Israel, when she (not so) innocently sug-
gested that politics may be affecting research
methodologies. On a more theoretical level, I
found it intriguing (though also strange) how
William Rathje’s Garbage Project is described
as exemplifying ,in concrete form the practice
of postmodern theory”; I can hardly imagine
anything less postmodern than his search for
hard facts through positivistic science.

My only two reservations are ultimately re-
lated to the kind of book Wallace chose to
write. First, she followed conventional habits
in her own field and remained very text orien-
tated. Although each chapter provides vivid
journeys through different aspects of the ar-
chaeological imagination, Wallace limited her
ambitions to create a very readable text, and
did not care very much for finding suitable
images that could have extended the scope of
her discussion into all sorts of different direc-
tions. Those plates she did chose to reproduce
are partly mere illustrations of what the text
already describes and partly her own snap-
shots that are - it has to be said - not very
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good. It would have been desirable for this
kind of project to give the same attention to
the images as to the text, and celebrate the vi-
suality that is so important for the archaeolog-
ical imagination.

Second, Wallace’s book focuses a lot on dis-
cussions of primary literature from the 18th
century onwards, some of which can only
be read in the British Library (,if possible,
readers should try to track down the origi-
nal accounts”, she recommends). That em-
phasis occurred at the expense of a large
body of topical, secondary literature which
she chose to mention only in passing or ig-
nored altogether. Since the advances others
have made in many of the same areas have
been largely left out of this book, the accounts
given are often not as full and rich as they
could have been. There is no mention, for ex-
ample, of Christine Finn’s Doctoral research
on archaeology in Yeats and Heaney,> Michael
Shanks’ extensive explorations of the archae-
ological imagination and poetics of archaeol-
ogy,® Barbara Korte’s work on archaeology
as a theme in English literature since Victo-
rian times, Christiane Zintzen’s extensive re-
search on archaeology and the public in the
19th century, featuring extensive sections on
Pompeii, Troy, Schliemann and Freud, or Sam
Smiles study about the Romantic imagina-
tion and the poetics of prehistory.* Now, Ju-
lian Thomas’s exploration of archaeology and
modernity could be added to this list of re-
lated literature.> A book pulling together all
these strands (and more) is likely to encounter
a great deal of interest in many disciplines but
still remains to be written.

In sum, despite my minor quibbles, this is
a wonderful book that celebrates the archaeo-
logical imagination in an exciting way, show-
ing archaeologists why it is not only them
who love their subject.
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