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The Role of Technology in Archaeology

One of the most important aspects of any archaeological endeavor is the presentation of the information found.  In the so called ‘Digital Age’ of modern times, it clearly makes sense (and indeed is inevitable) that archaeological information should be stored and transmitted using digital technologies.  The ramifications of this are multi-fold.  Perhaps most importantly, digital technology allows for the sharing of information, which greatly advances the field of archaeology by allowing archaeologists to cross-reference each others’ work, so that they can perform investigations which add new information to the knowledge base instead of unnecessarily repeating previous studies.

Secondly, digital technologies further studies in and of themselves with such tools as digital reconstructions which are helpful to archaeologists themselves.  “Virtual archaeology involves recreating a concrete or an abstract entity, captures its quantitative and qualitative parameters, allows the study of its structure and behavior, incorporates the higher degree of interpretation, and still leaves space for a subjective way of ‘seeing’ it”
.

Additionally, digital technologies provide exciting and accessible options for presentation to the lay public, such as the “virtual museum”, Visualising the Architecture of Federation
.  Besides merely being visually stimulating digital displays allow the user a good deal of interaction (which is generally considered more “effective” in terms of learning
).  Additionally, information is presented in a helpful sequence.  In the case of the Visualising the Architecture of Federation museum CD-ROM, “the museum metaphor structures navigational networks and thereby enhances meaning, while hyperlinks make for a less linear sequence of representation and spatial experience than a physical exhibition”
.
However, there are setbacks to the storage, sharing, and presentation of archaeological information with modern technologies.  With ever-evolving technology, digital information quickly becomes out of date.  “In a field where the object of preservation or presentation is often centuries or millennia old, the digital data of it seldom today has a life prospect beyond a few years or decades”
.  Additionally, “with numerous sites, projects, people, and technologies interacting, we all too often end up with data in many formats and on many systems…  Although translators exist or can be written, the lack of convenient data portability leads many to re-gather and abandon or ignore past data”
.  Another problem lies in a general lack of faith in the accuracy of digital information
.


 Considering all these different points, it seems that the incorporation of digital technologies into the field of archaeology should include several factors.  First, some sort of standardization of file-type and storage is necessary, and, as Addison points out, the concept of “rights and ownership” of archaeological information needs to be dropped and information instead shared freely in order for the collective archaeological field to receive the full potential benefit afforded by digital technology
.  After that, archaeologists need to learn to trust in the accuracy (at least to the extent to which it can truly be trusted) of digital information, so that it can be used to its full extent as a tool to generate as well as store information.

In terms of our work at the John Brown house, the use of the wiki to store information, share it with each other and present it to the public is an excellent example of the incorporation of digital technologies into archaeology.  Due to our standard format, it is easy for us to cross-reference work from each other or last year.  Our presentation to the public is in an easily recognizable and accessible format which would not be as easily achieved without technology.  Our creation of a final digital report provides anyone who might be interested with a way to easily follow the work we have done and the conclusions we have drawn.  Furthermore, the information concerning our actual excavations and finds, as well as our interpretations will be freely available for the use of next year’s class, as last year’s information was available to us.

Suggestions for improvement that can be taken from the readings include the incorporation of some degree of interactivity into the presentation of the site (which could be provided in the form of some sort of interactive website to present our information, although the creation of this might be time consuming and beyond the skill level of the students in the class).  Additionally, we need to remember to use the information available online from the previous archaeologists in order to save time and effort. 
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