Destructive, but informative? An insight into the complexity and controversy of archaeological methodology
The concept of archaeology, both in its founding and its evolution, stands as an intrinsically political field of work, but one of the most significant ways in which this political nature has come to fruition, is within the methodology used to observe and analyse the material culture found throughout the years. The concept of history itself is one which has been familiar to humankind for centuries, with its foundations attributed to Hesiod, the so-called ‘Father of History.’ (Holmes 2023) Archaeology however, offers a new outlook on the observation of the past, instead fixating on the relationship between people and the world in which they lived, shown through their interactions with the material objects surrounding them -  ‘It is the story of how we have come to look with fresh eyes at the material evidence for the human past’, (Renfrew, Colin, 2020). Throughout the years, the archaeological methods have been tried, tested, and in some instances, left in the past, given their destructive nature. 
Such a topic could not be breached without contemplating the damage caused to one particular archaeological site by the man most interested in its history – Troy. Starting roughly in 1870, his excavations of the presumed site of troy in Hissarlik, Turkey, brought not only a significant Western interest into this site, rumoured to be the site of Homer’s epic poem the Iliad, but also resulted in the destruction of many layers of this site and the thievery of dozens of precious artefacts and materials (Solly, 2022). In addition to damage the site itself it also brought a negative impact to the image of archaeology within Turkey, given that Schliemann did not take the appropriate measures to gain a permit from local authorities in order to begin his excavations and merely began working as soon as he arrived. His lack of any former professional archaeological qualification meant that Schliemann did not follow a top methodology and instead used his own personal interests in the Iliad as his reference points in order to determine what he believed to be the correct layer of Troy – which in fact was incorrect given that he disregarded the correct layer and continued to excavate deeper. While they did not advance the archaeological world scientifically, Schliemann’s works posed a great political advancement for many of the wrong reasons. Even during his contemporary years his works stood as a negative model for archaeological excavations and many people opposed the aggressive method in which he enacted his works. Thus, while his works may not have been beneficial to the preservation of the site and in fact caused far greater deterioration, his excavation of the site and the collective items he found did reveal a far deeper history to the site of Troy than had previously been known, given the layer which he believed to be Homer’s Troy in fact was several hundred years older than its Homeric counterpart above.
Illegal extraction of archaeological artefacts from foreign countries for the benefit of a singular person arises as a repeated issue, not only in confiscating gold items from Troy, but also in the thievery of many of the Greek sculptors in the Acropolis by Elgin. His original purpose within the Ottoman controlled areas of Greece was to create drawings of these Greek sculptures in order to document and preserve them, however his personal letters and subsequent behaviours illustrated his far more selfish and destructive intentions while in Greece. One of the six caryatids of the Erechtheion, alongside the vast majority of the sculptors on the Parthenon were unlawfully extracted and transported by Elgin to Britain, with the intention for the artefacts to serve as decorations within his home – a way to satisfy his personal fascination with Hellenistic art rather than to preserve the items (Clark 2022). Not only was Elgin not an archaeologist and rather an architect, but the antiquarians he surrounded himself with further encourage this pondering behaviour and therefore vastly encouraged his behaviours, which involved discussions with the Ottoman Empire, bribery of officials, and destruction of significant religious sites in Athens, notably the Acropolis. His defence of his actions was merely an accusation of the Turks, stating that within their ownership the Greek temples would have merely fallen to ruin or been destroyed for personal amusement; statements which seems hypocritical given his desire to move them was not for cultural preservation but rather for decoration of his home in Scotland. Ultimately, the statues ended up in the British Museum where they still reside however the British Museum have remained firm in their perspective that the items are better preserved in Britain, and therefore have rejected any claims made by the Greek government to return the statues to their rightful homes in an appropriate museum in Athens. Governmental politics can be seen at play here, as the incorrect and misinformed behaviours of Elgin in the 19th century have led to political disputes within the modern day and between modern politicians. Long-standing disputes such as this complicate the process of preserving historical artefacts as the consequences of Elgin’s thievery have posed legal and ethical disputes over whether or not the marble statue should be returned, how this would be safely facilitated in order to prevent any further deterioration or damage to the artefacts.
The distribution of archaeological artefacts can be seen as another failed methodology, particularly in the lack of care taken previously to preserve items as seen throughout the Victorian period, especially in the case of Egyptian artefacts. Evidence has been found to suggest that the consumption of mummies, typically ground into a powder known as ‘mumia’ dates back to the 12th century with many believing it had several health properties – however the Victorian era saw a far more destructive and heartless attitude towards the treatment of mummies rather than a medicinal purpose. Unwrapping of mummies within the Victorian era originally began as a form of historical autopsy (Archaeologist, 2022) however they soon developed into a display of social wealth and status, featuring in many people’s dinner parties to impress guests. These parties were not an archaeological methodology; however, they offered an insight into the perspective of what would be the everyday person in regards to treatment of artefacts and may have alluded to a public the practices of archaeology. This also created a large political debate as to whether or not human fascination should be more of a priority for 19th-century fanatics the preservation of such delicate items as mummified bodies. Pre-Raphelite artists within the mid-18th century and into the 19th century also continued the cycle of deformation of Egyptian artefacts, as seen throughout the invention of ‘Capuut Mortum’, commonly known as mummy brown paint (ArtUk, no date).  Ethical debates surrounding Egyptian history are incredibly prevalent within the archaeological world, given the significant decrease in available artefacts to study and preserve as a result of practices such as creating paints. Although Egypt itself has been incredibly rich in archaeological evidence it is nonetheless a sore subject for archaeologists given that the quantities of items such as mummies has been negatively affected by methodologies other disciplines such as art, and as such may have had an adverse effect on archaeological methodology. In the case of mummies, public deformation of these items for commercial uses such as painting, created a black market for these preserved bodies and therefore undermined the careful extraction needed to preserve these items and therefore likely undid much of the progress made by archaeologists when observing Egyptian burial sites.  The lack of public knowledge the 12th century when prescription of edible mummies was used for all manner of illnesses, from a headache to heart conditions (Blakemore, 2023), caused a spike in what is known as Egyptomania, opening the floodgates for misinformation and fraudulent behaviours to satisfy the public’s fascination with Egyptian culture - these and during behaviours only led to further destructive processes and therefore a continued decline in deterioration in preservation of artefacts.
Archaeological methodology has been evolving for hundreds of years, practically since the very foundations of archaeology as an observational method. Not only this but the advancement of science particularly within the 21st century have provided a political advantage to archaeologists as they have created far less intrusive methods to approach research, such as the use of drones and aerial observation of remote sites, (Post, G, 2022). By taking a much less invasive route in regard to the observation and excavation of a site it allows for archaeologists to for significantly less damage but also to leave items as well preserved as possible both in respect to the within or to the surviving cultures of these sites. Not only this, but the advancement of technology allows for broader research to be conducted – ‘developments of the aqualung and the drysuit, for example, have physically extended the scope of British archaeology into lakes and coastal waters’ (Hunter and Ralston, 1999). Through having a broader field of research, it also allows for a better understanding of the world surrounding archaeologists as well as ensuring no singular site is damaged by repetitive or extensive research conducted there. While not strictly political in their own nature, the use of technology can be seen as a political movement within the field of archaeology standing as an evolution into more modern sciences rather than an outdated form of research often compared to the antiquarian processes of the 19th century. New methodology is useful in these regards however it does not undo the damage that has been caused by previous archaeologists and their harmful methodologies, which have ultimately stunted the work that can be done in some sites and aspects of archaeology. The destruction which has been brought within the historical and archaeological worlds, through acts such as the consumption of mummies and destruction of physical sites creates a new complication for both archaeologists and heritage sites as they must attempt to preserve and protect areas which have been previously destroyed. Some sites, such as Hadrian’s Wall in Northumberland have faced difficulties within the last few years due to vandalism caused by the public, but the natural deterioration of these sites which face daily British weather serve as an example of naturally occurring difficulties for archaeologists and emphasise the extremity to which poor archaeological methodology can exacerbate this and cause unnecessary additional problems for the preservation and recording of sites.
Without a doubt, the methodology previously used by many archaeologists, both by professionals and more amateur practitioners, has caused long lasting and in some cases permanent damage to both archaeological sites and the potential for valuable research be conducted at the site. Modern advancement, both in the methodology used and the technology available to assist these styles, have allowed for far greater improvements to the world of archaeology and have provided a safer method in which to conduct archaeological research. Some of these destructive acts did provide some information and material objects for both archaeologists and historians to observe however this does not negate the overall harmful effects of their work. Schliemann is one of the primary examples of this, given several layers of the Troy site were in repairing damaged and as a result some artefacts may have been lost during his excavations, particularly those in which he used explosives (History Skills, no date). Nonetheless, the extent of his works have also created an example which can be used in the modern day to demonstrate poor archaeological methodology and therefore raise awareness of the incorrect method used in the past. Examples such as these allow for modern researchers to consider they are behaviours more thoroughly, and safely proceed with their excavations or observations of sites.
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