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Looking for ‘Texts’ in the Neolithic Aegean: Space, Place and the
Study of Domestic Architecture
(Poster Summary)
Demetra PAPACONSTANTINOU
ABSTRACT: The summary focuses on the study of domestic architecture, and indicates
the need for a holistic approach to the material, that would go beyond merely descriptive
accounts of archaeological evidence and examine structures from a contextual perspective.
The word ‘text’ is used here as a metaphor, and refers to the recent theoretical debate in
archaeology, according to which the archaeological record should be approached and
examined like a ‘text’ full of meaning. Based on evidence from the Neolithic Aegean, the
discussion highlights the potential of the archaeological record to deal with holistic
questions and points to the fact that archaeologists themselves create part of the ‘text’ they
are invited to ‘read’.

The present contribution is a short
comment on recent theoretical debates about the
nature of the archaeological record, and the
impact these might have on the study of
domestic architecture in archaeology.
The idea that the archaeological record
should be approached as a “text” was initially
introduced to the field in the 1980s, by a new
theoretical
movement,
known
as
‘contextual/post-processual archaeology’ 1 . The
use of this metaphor was meant to give
emphasis to the interactive nature of material
culture and stress the importance of the social
and cultural context which gives meaning to it:
“...context can be taken to mean ‘withtext’ and so the word introduces an analogy
between the contextual meanings of material
culture traits and the meanings of words in a
written language. The argument is that objects
are only mute when they are out of their ‘texts’;
but in fact most archaeological objects are,
almost by definition, situated in place and time
in relation to other archaeological objects. This
network of relationships can be ‘read’, by
careful analysis...” 2
Despite the criticism which the above
statement received in succeeding years 3 , there
are still certain aspects of it which worth further

1
2
3

Hodder 1985; 1986.
Hodder 1986, 153.
Johnsen & Olsen 1992; Barrett 1995.

analysis and could help better clarify the nature
of the archaeological record.
If we accept that there is an analogy
between ‘a text’ and ‘the archaeological
record’, then we should also accept that
stratigraphic context in archaeology is called
upon to play the role syntax plays in a text. It is
therefore stratigraphy which gives meaning to
material culture and not an abstract concept of
context.
Stratigraphy however is not something to
be taken for granted. Apart from being related
to the archaeological record ‘almost by
definition’, it is also the product of
archaeological practice and the responsibility,
at least partly, of archaeologists.
While past societies have been the
authors of the archaeological record (‘text’),
archaeologists, in their attempt to make sense
out of what they excavate, act upon the record
as editors and they have a good share in its
creation. Stratigraphy, contextual information
in particular, is ‘discovered’ and ‘reconstructed’ by archaeologists in the field and is
preserved for the whole archaeological
community in the form of a ‘real text’: i.e. the
publication of each archaeological site. The role
of the archaeologists therefore, is more that of
the editor, than that of the ‘innocent reader’ of
the archaeological record.
The implications from the above process
are obvious: without syntax (stratigraphic
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context) there can be no language and therefore
no text; and without editors (excavationspublications) there can be no book and
therefore no reading.
Archaeological record is not what we
excavate but what we publish and it is therefore
archaeological publications which constitute the
‘text’ for archaeology and through which
archaeological information becomes available
to research.

Such an analysis brings theory down to
the core of archaeological practice, which is
stratigraphy, and demonstrates, in the best way,
the artificial nature of the dichotomy between
archaeological
method
and
theory.
Furthermore, if archaeological record lies not so
much in the field but in our writings, then one
should expect that archaeologists would
probably have to account for many of its
shortcomings.

On this basis, the relationship between
the archaeological record and its metaphor as a
text is much more complicated:

archaeological record

“text”

stratigraphic context

publications

For the study of domestic architecture, in
particular, this different perspective in what
really constitutes archaeological evidence is of
vital importance. Traditionally, archaeological
publications use stratigraphic context as a
frame, which helps them situate artefacts in
place and time. This approach, however,
although necessary for the production of
chronological charts and typologies, results in a
fragmented rather than holistic view of the
archaeological record, and is of little help to
more synthetic questions regarding behavioural
patterns and the use of domestic space.
If we are to move beyond traditionally
descriptive accounts of architectural remains
into discussions about space as a place of
human action, which would refer to the
complexity of socio-cultural processes and
would require an equally complex analysis and
synthesis of the archaeological evidence, then
our approach to the record should be different.
It should examine the material in units (e.g.
floors or structures) and focus on the

association between architecture and material
culture.
The Neolithic record is probably one case
in which this task would be most difficult due
to its fragmented nature. However, precisely
because of this ‘inadequacy’, the necessity to
view material and extract information from a
different perspective in the Neolithic period is
even more demanding. The evidence from the
Neolithic Aegean is rather limited when it
comes to contextual information, but enough in
order to show the great potential of the record
in relation to the particular subject.
The characteristic structures of Nea
Nikomedeia which were built at the same
location phase after phase 4 , the different spatial
arrangements in the site of Sesklo 5 , the shift of
activities from open areas into structures in
Achilleion 6 and the relative standardisation in
4
5
6

Pyke & Yiouni 1996.
Kotsakis 1994.
Gimbutas et al. 1989.
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the use of space in the Late Neolithic at
Knossos 7 , are all examples which indicate
behavioural patterns worth pursuing.
Furthermore, the recent publication of
Nea Nikomedeia 8 , which re-examines and
evaluates material known previously only from
preliminary reports, is another indicator of how
a detailed examination can help fix and change
long established assumptions in the literature.
All these examples point to questions,
which could bring archaeology closer to the
understanding of human societies and
behaviour. An attempt to review the evidence
from Neolithic settlements in the wider area of
the Eastern Mediterranean 9 , already indicates
important changes in abandonment processes,
discard practices and the definition of concepts
such as private vs. public, inside vs. outside, or
dirty vs. clean, from site to site. These could be
new fields of inquiry for the discipline of
archaeology, and apart from examining material
from a different perspective, could also offer a
better ground for communication with
anthropology.
From a methodological point of view, a
contextual approach to the material, would of
course, require emphasis on stratigraphic
sequences and the association between finds
and features, availability of this information in
the publications, and extensive excavations.
Although some of these ‘prerequisites’ are not
always attainable in archaeology (especially
when it comes to the necessity for extensive
excavations), it is important to keep in mind
that they touch upon very important issues of
archaeological practice. Furthermore, they help
us reconsider the nature of questions we ask and
the problems we should expect to face.
The above discussion has attempted to
stress the difference between the limits
inherited by the very nature of the
archaeological record and those ‘created’ by
archaeological practice itself. The potential of
the archaeological record and its stratigraphic
context is much greater than merely providing a
temporal and regional frame for artefacts, and
7
8
9

Evans 1928.
Pyke & Yiouni 1996.
Papaconstantinou 1997.
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indicates a much more dynamic picture of the
past than the one we usually assume.
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