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V. Gordon Childe excavating at Skara Brae. 	(source: https://www.swandro.co.uk, 2018) 


The image, as originally supplied, was without caption or source and was tentatively identified for date (by the clothing, the bobbed haircuts of the women  and the tools of the subjects) as from the late 1920’s-1930’s.

In applying the theory of Marxist Archaeology to the photograph, Praetzellis writes that this theory is “explicitly ideological” and that “its goals are to reveal the history of class conflict and class consciousness” (Praetzellis, 2015:44). In addition, Urban and Schortman indicate “the importance of material conditions in driving human history” in Marxist Archaeology (Urban and Schortman, 2012:86). Faulkner notes that Childe himself was “throughout his adult life, an active and deeply committed socialist” (Faulkner, 2007:1). Therefore, whilst acknowledging that this is a posed photograph, the relative positions and power stances of the people in the image must be taken into account. We note Childe himself, in jacket and hat, ascending the ladder. The workmen (those doing the actual excavation), whilst having downed tools and looking at the camera, can be identified by their flat caps and waistcoats to be of a lower social standing. The two women at first appear to be something of an enigma; what is their purpose in being in the photograph? Indeed, Katz writes that “a caption in a book about the dig had deemed them as ‘visitors’ to the excavation” (Katz, 2019:1). However, by looking at a larger version of the photograph and at a higher resolution, it can be seen that they have dirt on their shoes matching the colour of the surrounding ground and that one of them is holding an archaeologists trowel.

Nevertheless, the picture can be interpreted as showing the social structures of the era; the powerful and expert archaeologist, the humble working men of the proletariat and the decorative and adoring (but perhaps not very useful) women.

But is this interpretation accurate?

Katz notes that the originals of the photographs are held by Orkney Library and Archive and that recent research into the images shows that another photograph in the series identifies these women, and two others not in this photograph, as “4 of  his lady students” (sic.) (Katz, 2019:2). Further, the woman wearing the cloche hat and holding the trowel is identified as “Margaret Simpson, a pioneering archaeologist who wrote guidebooks to medieval monuments” and her colleague as Mary Kennedy (Katz, 2019:2).

Thus it can be seen that it is very dangerous to utilise a single methodology in analysing artefacts, texts or any other piece of evidence. Rather, a suite of techniques will be able to provide a more balanced, complete and accurate result.
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