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The two volumes of The Archaeology of Medieval Europe
together comprise the first complete account of Medieval
Archaeology across the continent.  This ground-breaking
set will enable readers to track the development of differ-
ent cultures and regions over the 800 years that formed the
Europe we have today. In addition to revealing the process
of Europeanisation, within its shared intellectual and tech-
nical inheritance, the complete work provides an oppor-
tunity for demonstrating the differences that were inevit-
ably present across the continent – from Iceland to Sicily
and Portugal to Finland.

Forty-one archaeologists from fifteen countries collaborated
to produce Volume 1, which was published in 2007 and pre-
sented the period from the eighth to the twelfth centuries.
Sixty-six archaeologists from eighteen countries have got
together to create Volume 2, which surveys the scene from
the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries.  In this second vol-
ume, the same broad scheme is followed. After introducing
the method and theory of Medieval Archaeology, the focus
is on Habitat (environment, rural life, housing and port-
able artefacts), followed by Power, where war, manufacture,
trade and towns are the subjects for discussion. A third
theme is the study of Spirituality, an often overwhelm-
ing force in medieval life, which archaeologists encounter
in landscape, buildings and burial practice. As well as the
expected emphasis on Christian Catholic practice, there are
major sections showing the importance of Judaism and the
Islamic presence in later Medieval Europe.

Each volume is comprehensively illustrated throughout in
colour and monochrome, with line drawings, tables and
maps designed to guide the reader. The book is intended to
show what archaeology can do, not only for the archaeolo-
gist, but for the historian, the art historian, the environ-
mentalist, the zoologist and the general scientist – in fact,
all those scholars, students and general readers, for whom
the Middle Ages is a fundamental element in the founda-
tions of modern Europe.
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foreword
 

In 1999, in Seville, at the ‘Fourth European Symposium for Teachers of Medieval Ar-
chaeology’ (ESTMA), I proposed the idea of a collaborative textbook on the archaeol-
ogy of medieval Europe. This was met with acclamation – we all felt the need for a 
greater focus in the teaching of our discipline’s European dimensions, a focus difficult 
to provide without a textbook. A series of meetings followed, an advisory committee 
was set up, the form and contents of the proposed textbook was much discussed and 
finally agreed. Editors were appointed, and writing started. 

It was decided that for practical reasons the geographical scope would be that part 
of Europe which was or would become dominated by western Christendom –Roman 
Catholic Europe. There would be two volumes, the first covering the eighth to twelfth 
centuries and the second covering the twelfth to sixteenth centuries. The volumes 
would be independent, but the subjects treated in each would be largely comparable. 
There would be no theoretical or methodical straight-jacket – rather the contents would 
mirror the diversities of European medieval archaeology. In order to strengthen such 
diversities and secure a broad approach, the individual chapters should preferably be 
written by at least two authors from different parts of Europe and there would be ad-
ditional ‘Box texts’ on select topics. 

As was made clear in the foreword to volume 1 there has been some distance between 
initial planning and the final product. Volume 1, edited by James Graham-Campbell 
with Magdalena Valor, was published in 2007 and we are extremely pleased that the 
project is now fulfilled with the publication of volume 2. The vastly increasing source 
material and the consequent growing diversity and complexity of the archaeology of 
later medieval Europe, as compared with the earlier period treated in the first volume 
will be apparent in this volume. On the other hand its contents also demonstrate that 
the cultures of Europe were increasingly interlinked, and show a series of new ap-
proaches and new methods within our fast-moving subject.  We hope that the two vol-
umes of The Archaeology of Medieval Europe will be a useful tool for continued teaching 
of this discipline and related subjects. 

In 2008 Martin Carver joined the project with enthusiasm and vigour. We are im-
mensely grateful to him and to his joint editor, Jan Klápště, and to all the contributors 
(some of whom were with us from the beginning) for making this volume possible. We 
also wish to thank Philip Dixon and David M. Wilson for invaluable help and advice 
during its long pregnancy. It is a great sadness that Johnny de Meulemeester, vice-
chairman of the Advisory committee, whose enthusiastic support provided consider-
able impetus in its early stages, did not live to see its completion. 

Foreword 13 
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Aarhus University Press accepted our publication proposal with keen alacrity, and 
Sanne Lind Hansen saw both volumes through the press with patient perspicacity. A 
number of universities helped by contributing towards the cost of production. To all 
these institutions we express our warmest gratitude. 

Else Roesdahl 
Aarhus University, Denmark 

Chairman, ESTMA Advisory Committee 

ESTMA Advisory Committee for ‘The Medieval Archaeology of Europe’ 

Terry Barry, Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 
Reidar Bertelsen, University of Tromsø, Norway 
James Graham-Campbell, University College London, England 
Anne Nissen Jaubert, University of Tours, France 
Jan Klápště, Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic 
Johnny De Meulemeester, Ghent University, Belgium (Vice Chair) † 
Tadhg O’Keeffe, University College Dublin, Ireland 
Else Roesdahl, University of Aarhus, Denmark (Chair) 
Barbara Scholkmann, University of Tübingen, Germany 
Magdalena Valor, University of Seville, Spain 
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chapter 1
 

Aims 	And 	methods
 

part 1: SCope aNd 	aGeNda by Martin Carver 

Introduction 

The purpose of this book is to show what archaeology can do for the understanding of 
the later Middle Ages. It is already doing so much, there are so many expert practition-
ers at work and the period is so rich in material that we can hardly pretend to offer a 
total coverage: this is therefore a book of examples – examples of overviews, examples 
of projects, examples of methods. There is an additional factor, important at the start of 
the third millennium, and that is the accelerating pace of change in our subject. Some 
of the changes are intellectual, the arrival of new ways of interrogating and interpret-
ing the past, while others are practical, the discovery of numerous new sites and new 
methods for investigating them. Since more than 80% of all archaeological research is 
now undertaken in advance of losses to the heritage (l’archéologie préventive or mitiga
tion archaeology, formerly rescue archaeology), we need more reliable and flexible ways of 
profiting from research opportunities, in government agencies and commercial compa-
nies as well as in universities and museums. This book is therefore intended as a point of 
departure, both for those studying medieval archaeology and those needing to establish 
its value in the public sphere. And not least of our objectives is to present the work of 
archaeologists in many different European countries, who may be writing in different 
languages and following different agendas, so that we may learn from each other to the 
greater benefit of a European discipline. 

The present volume is the sequel to The Archaeology of Medieval Europe, Eighth to 
Twelfth Centuries (Graham-Campbell & Valor 2007, cited here as AME 1) and follows 
a similar structure, presenting each class of evidence under simple accessible headings. 
However, the copious documentation and surviving architectural repertoire of this later 
period can make it daunting to navigate. We have therefore attempted to aid the reader 
by grouping our numerous contributions into associated topics within their chapters, 
and by presenting the chapters under three general themes. 

Aims and Methods 15 
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16 

organisation of the volume 

The titles of the three parts, like three gateways, announce broad areas of medieval ac-
tion. Habitat (Part 1) refers to the place and circumstances in which people lived, and 
tries to make the connections between the environment (Ch 2), rural settlement (Ch 
3), housing (Ch 4) and the material repertoire at the disposal of medieval people (Ch 
5). Power (Part 2) focuses on the prime movers, the aristocracy (Ch 6), the manufactur-
ers (Ch 7), the merchants (Ch 8) and the town (Ch 9), this order reflecting, in a general 
sense, a gradual net transfer of power in this period. Spirituality (Part 3), the belief in 
another world, suffuses medieval Europe and finds its archaeological expression primar-
ily in objects (Ch 10), buildings (Ch 11) and burials (Ch 12). 

These headings are intended to provide the reader with convenient pathways, but 
there are frequent cross-overs between them. Environment and the role of water (‘hy-
draulic archaeology’) is pursued at the scale of landscape (Ch 2), but implies power 
and affects settlement (Ch 3) and building (Ch 4). Artefacts may define something as 
discreet as a family (Ch 4, 5) or as broad as a town or region (Ch 2, 3, 9). Aspirations to 
power are manifested by quite small social groups in their buildings (Ch 4), as well as 
by the aristocracy in their castles and palaces (Ch 6), and by the rising industrial classes 
(Ch 7), merchants (Ch 8), burghers (Ch 9) and religious movements (Ch 10) in in-
vestments of increasing grandeur. This can blur the distinction between the traditional 
types of medieval monuments: for example, churches were fortified as well as towns 
and castles, and monasteries were centres of industrial production (Box 1.3 and Ch 11). 
Similarly, we can offer examples of spiritual expression in objects (Ch 5), houses (Ch 
4), trade (Ch 8) and the layout of towns (Ch 9), as well as in places of worship (Ch 11) 
and burial (Ch 12). 

As well as having to live, work, fight and pray, each medieval person had a nested set 
of identities, referred to home, to community and locality, and to wider areas of alle-
giance: religion, folk and nation. Archaeology allows us to report at each of these levels. 
Current opportunities for the study of medieval landscapes, sites, buildings, things and 
people offer many thousands of small stories, which we can be confident will eventu-
ally help to enrich, enliven and explain the medieval processes that formed the basis of 
modern Europe. 

Scope of the volume 

As a starting point for the present two-volume work, the eighth century was recognised 
as a watershed, notable in northern Europe in particular for the rebirth of towns, the 
widespread adoption of Christianity and the formation of the Carolingian Empire. The 
later twelfth century offers another watershed, with a major surge in agriculture, indus-
try, urban life and institutionalised religion (AME 1, 15; see also e.g. Astill 2010). The 
authors of Volume 1 addressed the period eighth to twelfth century, while those of Vol-
ume 2 embrace the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, while exercising licence to stray 
into earlier or later periods when the argument demands it. The pivotal twelfth century 
is thus shared by both volumes. For shorthand purposes, the period of this book is re-

Medieval Archaeology 
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ferred to by its authors as the ‘later Middle Ages’ and we have avoided the unfortunate 
term ‘High Middle Age’ which, in countries other than Britain, means the fourth to 
eleventh century rather than the mid-eleventh to mid-fourteenth (cf. AME 1, 17). 

The area studied here is roughly from the Atlantic to the lower Danube and the 
Mediterranean to the Arctic (AME 1, 70; fig 2.7). This follows the defining concept of 
the project as used in Volume 1, that Medieval Europe should be taken as the geograph-
ical extent of western Christendom, or the area dominated by the Catholic Church 
(AME 1, 13). Because of the importance of the overall physical geography, and for the 
convenience of the reader, we offer another version of the map, showing the main rivers 
and the principal ecological zones (Fig 1.1). The evolving medieval polities are shown 
in Fig 1.2, but the countries we refer to in the chapters are mainly those we have today. 
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Fig 1.2 Political geography of Europe in the mid 13th century, showing regions and kingdoms (adapted from 

McEvedy 1961, 77). 

The nucleus of Medieval Europe enlarged its knowledge of the world through belligerent 
crusades, against pagan nations in the north and east (Turnbull 2004), and against Islam 
in the south and east (Boas 1999). As a consequence, the experience of these invasions 
also provided a reflux of influence, as shown from contributions about Latvia and Estonia 
(Ch 6 and 10; p 265, p 430), and from the cultural zones dominated by Islam. Although 
the latter were frequently referred to in the earlier volume (see e.g. AME 1, 68-9, 157, 
389-91), we have thought it useful in this one to include in-depth studies of houses and 
gardens (Ch 4), pottery and glass (Ch 7), religious sites (Ch 11) and burials (Ch 12), 
and here present a brief guide to the period terminology (Table 1). Islamic influence in 
Europe began at the same time as Islam itself in the early seventh century, with the settle-
ment of Jerusalem and the East Mediterranean by the Umayyad dynasty and the invasion 
and settlement of the Maghreb (the north coast of Africa), culminating in the arrival of 
Muslims in the Iberian peninsula in AD 711. The Islamic empire was controlled in the 
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eighth century by the Abbasid dynasty based in Baghdad, and from the tenth century by 
the Fatimids based at Cairo. In the early twelfth century al-Andalus became part of the 
Almoravid empire which stretched from Algeria to Senegal, and in the later twelfth cen-
tury part of the Almohad empire which included most of the Maghreb. The principal city 
of al-Andalus was then Seville. In the early thirteenth century, Muslim rule was reduced 
to the small kingdom of Granada, governed by the Nasrid emirs. In 1492, this kingdom 
was conquered by the Christian nations of Spain led by Castile. The archaeology divides 
conveniently into an early period (eighth-ninth century) in which continuing Roman in-
fluence is evident, a middle period (tenth-thirteenth century) when al-Andalus is part of 
the cultural region of North African Islam, and a late period (thirteenth-fifteenth century) 
when it flourishes mainly within the Kingdom of Granada. 

Table 1.1 Timeline For islamic spain 

711-756 Part of the Umayyad Caliphate 

756-929 Independent Emirate 

929-1031 Caliphate of Córdoba 

1031-c1091 First Taifa (independent kingdom) 

c1091-c1145 Almoravid rule 

c1145-c1151 Second Taifa 

c1031-1212 Almohad rule 

1228-1238 Third Taifa 

1238-1492 Nasrid kingdom of Granada 

1492 Castilian conquest 

Even though the territory under Islam on the European continent diminished between 
the twelfth and sixteenth century, its buildings and cultural material continued to be 
actively used, emulated and adapted, and the leaders, merchants and manufacturers 
of the Maghreb and Islamic west Asia remained major players in the Mediterranean. 
Although pioneering Christians from Syria had already reached Ethiopia and China 
(MacCulloch 2010, 231-269), it was Islam that western European travellers mainly 
encountered as they pushed east into Asia and south into Africa (Ch 8). Thus Islamic 
practice in agriculture, architecture, urbanism, industry and religion is of rising interest 
to European medieval archaeologists. This can be seen, for example, in recent studies of 
twelfth-thirteenth century agriculture in Morocco and al-Andalus (De Meulemeester 
2005), rural settlement in thirteenth century Jordan (McQuitty 2005) or the medieval 
cities of Merv on the silk road, their fortification and response to the invention of gun-
powder (Brun 2005). 

Even where no direct contact is supposed, archaeological studies of analogous peri-
ods in distant places may strengthen the interpretations of medieval archaeology and 
enlarge understanding of our home regions. Examples of recent studies are the relation-
ship between the monumental centre of fourteenth century Tonga and its expanding 
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maritime influence (Clark et al. 2008) or the distribution of copper ingots in fifteenth 
century Zimbabwe, and their connection to early kingdoms (Swann 2007). The six-
teenth century tomb of Eung Tae in Korea, containing the preserved body of the dead 
man in a wooden coffin with intimate letters from his wife and father, offers a heart-
rending encounter with the realities of medieval bereavement (Eun-Joo Lee et al. 2009). 
Increasingly rich information from medieval Mongolia (Rogers et al. 2005; Crubézy et 
al. 2006) and West Africa in the same period (Wynne-Jones 2007) is surely destined 
to lead well beyond analogy into increasing evidence of direct involvement between 
medieval Europe and the rest of the world (Ch 8). 

Medieval 	archaeology in theory and practice 

Some of the achievements and objectives of medieval archaeology over the past fifty 
years were presented in Volume 1 (AME 1, Ch 1) and have been reviewed since its 
appearance for France (in Burnouf 2008), and for Britain and parts of Europe (in Gil-
christ & Reynolds 2009). These two new accounts present an interesting contrast in 
emphasis. The first stresses the changes to the agenda of medieval archaeology brought 
about through the huge quantity of new information coming from mitigation or rescue 
archaeology (l’archéologie preventive). The second, in alignment with north American 
archaeology, feels that the driver of the subject lies not in historical curiosity or the 
exigencies of the day, but in archaeological theory, portrayed as the backbone of the 
discipline with its own intellectual impetus. Drawing on considerable advances in the 
understanding of how the past is interpreted today, theory is thought to provide the 
principal foundation for the way archaeology is researched and taught in some Euro-
pean countries today (Johnson 1999; Gilchrist 2009). 

In brief, theory has been championed in three main frameworks: culture history fo-
cuses on material remains (settlements, cemeteries, buildings and artefacts) and chroni-
cles their significance for understanding the past. Processualism (equated with modern-
ism) focuses on communities, and defines the systems governing societies and their 
relationship with the environment. Post-processualism (equated with post-modernism) 
focuses on individuals, their intentions and aspirations, hopes, fears, experiences of the 
world and their attempts to influence each other (collectively their ‘agency’). The re-
alisation that archaeologists too are in the business of influencing each other has raised 
a fourth area of theory, reflexivity, which purports to examine why we say what we say 
about the past. 

There is an important difference in the way that processualists and post-processu-
alists claim authority for their interpretations; the former, like social scientists, require 
the collection of large amounts of data and its resolution into models of events or be-
haviour by means of statistically supported analysis. Post-processualists make extensive 
use of analogy from living societies along with imaginative leaps that can be justified – a 
transparent intuition. Not unnaturally, this has led to an arts-science divide between 
theorists, but it is one that is being closed by modern fieldwork (see below). 
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Post-processual archaeology, it has been claimed, has “changed the questions we ask 
about the Middle Ages” (Gilchrist 2009, 397). This is both true, and not true. Medi-
evalists have always wanted to know the purpose of material culture and what it tells us 
about the way people thought and how they treated each other in terms of age, gender 
and other forms of social identity. What has changed is the degree of confidence we 
bring to the task of interpretation, relying less on the personal prestige of scholars, more 
on the transparency of documented argument. We are equipped with a much greater 
ability to discover and record the remains of the past and a greater intellectual confi-
dence to create and justify the pictures they evoke. This means that arts and science, and 
cultural historical, processual and post-processual champions need not be at war with 
each other (cf. Gilchrist 2009, 397). 

Many medieval archaeologists are happy to treat all aspects of theory proselytised 
over the last 50 years as part of an intellectual toolbox, still current and available to all 
(Carver 2002; Gerrard 2003a). The truth is that the agenda is what each generation says 
it is, and it can and should make use of all the thinking that has gone before, not just 
the latest fashion. Some contemporary shared mood-music is inevitable, but perhaps 
the next generation needs to be released from over-commitment to current paradigms 
and allow its individual creativity to run free. The secret of this lies in evaluative design, 
an approach of particular importance now that the bulk of archaeological fieldwork 
takes place outside universities and museums and in the commercial sector. 

Whether in the academic sector, driven by research, or in the commercial sector, 
aimed at mitigating damage to the heritage, modern archaeological investigation has 
a number of characteristic procedures. It is generally conducted in projects, each of 
which is designed to answer selected questions from a current research agenda. Our 
ability to address such questions depends on how the material evidence has survived, 
the nature of the archaeological resource. Since the materials of our research are so vul-
nerable to destruction, the need for preservation is also a determinant factor. A modern 
archaeological project is therefore designed in such a way as to match what we want to 
know (the agenda), with what we can know (the resource on offer) and what we desire 
to leave for the future (conservation). Balancing these three factors produces the project 
design, the basis of archaeological inquiry and its funding (Carver 2009). Some of these 
ideas will be briefly considered, insofar as they relate to the current and future program-
ming of medieval archaeology in Europe. 

The nature of the resource 

Students and practitioners of later medieval archaeology are often attracted initially by 
Europe’s many grand monuments. Castles, abbeys, cathedrals and churches of stone, 
together with timber-framed houses, form a prominent part of Europe’s cultural herit-
age (Fig 1.3). Some of these buildings are ruinous, some were once ruinous and are now 
conserved and displayed as ruins, while others have been restored so as to echo or imi-
tate the Middle Ages (Fig 1.4). Even where most of the materials have been replaced or 
conjectured, the effect of a walled citadel like Carcassonne (Ch 6) or the timber-framed 
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Fig 1 .3 The castle of Sinclair-Girnigoe in Caithness, north-east Scotland, in course of a programme of making 

safe, investigation, conservation, restoration and display (FAS-Heritage Ltd). 

Fig 1.4 Medieval lineaments: the bakery at 17, Pfarrgasse in Linz, Austria in continuous ownership of bakers 

since 1570 and home of the legendary Linzertorte. The timber façade renewed in 1870 is an evocation 

of the medieval shopfront (M. Carver). 
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Restored timber-framed buildings at Place de la République, Bar-sur-Seine, France (M. Carver). Fig 1.5 

town of Bar-sur-Seine is still evocative (Fig 1.5). Other monuments peep out from later 
fabric still in use, or emerge when old buildings are demolished to make way for the 
new (for an example, see AME 1, 158). 

Such respect for the medieval heritage is relatively new to a continent long obsessed 
with its Classical past. The fate of the medieval Acropolis offers a parable, in which 
more than a thousand years of medieval and more recent settlement were cleared away 
in the nineteenth century, without record, in order to create an epitome of Classical 
Greece (McNeal 1991). Elsewhere in Europe, and particularly in the north where the 
hand of Roman heritage lay lighter, the nineteenth and early twentieth century saw a 
rise of interest in things medieval, expressed in terms of the classification of architecture 
into Romanesque, Gothic and its subdivisions. This typology, sequenced by artistic 
analysis and dated by written records, helped to create a chronology for illuminated 
manuscripts, fine metalwork and the numerous churches and grand houses of medieval 
origin surviving in town and country throughout the length and breadth of Europe (for 
a handy guide to architectural terminology see Lever & Harris 1993). The fundamental 
groundwork also raised, and continues to raise, public appreciation of the value of these 
things (e.g. Alexander & Binksi 1987). Tourists are now routinely directed to medieval 
buildings and sculpture, and museums often include a display of late medieval suits of 
armour, pottery, metal buckles, pilgrim badges and so on, to accompany a table-top 
model of the medieval town. Medieval history, and even more so medieval fiction, sells 
well, and a ground swell of passion for the trappings of the era, termed medievalism, has 
continued to build until today, marked by the success of The Lord of the Rings, enact-
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ment societies and numerous films making references to the period with an authenticity 
that ranges from mildly credible to total caricature (Hall 2009). 

While the received Middle Ages depends largely for its inspiration on upstanding 
cultural properties, these represent little more than the tip of the iceberg. The world 
of medieval archaeology is a very much larger one, concerning itself with everything 
that lies beneath: behind the façade of modern buildings and under the surface of the 
ground – and not only what is physically hidden from view, but what lies inside the 
experience of real individuals who lived in the period we study: the landscape they 
looked on, the houses they lived in, the furniture they used, their hygiene, their calls to 
war, the wounds they sustained, the objects they crafted and traded, the journeys they 
undertook, the rituals they performed – and, by means of all these rediscoveries, the 
hopes and fears that drove them. 

It is apparent, however, that beneath the surface of the ground, material survival has 
been uneven, due in part to the original materials used, and in part to what happened 
to them since burial. Much of the south of Europe built in stone, but stone buildings 
are easily repaired and recycled to make new ones. In the northern parts of Europe, 
building was primarily in timber, readily burnt or rotted away. One special area, the ‘or-
ganic crescent’, crossing roughly from Finland to Ireland, is notable for its outstanding 
preservation of wood, leather, textiles and other organic materials, providing a window 
into life that is unusually comprehensive – Novgorod, Bergen, York and Dublin being 
among the most notable examples (Brisbane 1992; Carver 1993 and AME 1, passim). 

In its more commonly encountered form, the archaeology of peasant life is notori-
ously ephemeral. Fields often survive as sinuous earthworks (selions) on the surface of 
land that was not ploughed later (Ch 3). The exploitation of resources is usually indirect 
– the fragments of timber, plants and animals found on sites show which species were 
being brought in and by implication the local habitat (Ch 3, p 66). The traces of houses 
of timber, turf or cob (dried mud) sometimes show up from the air, but what remains is 
insubstantial. A rare exception was small twelfth-thirteenth century building excavated 
at Wallingford Castle, England, which proved to be constructed entirely in cob (dried 
mud). It was preserved to a height of 1.8m, and had various internal features including 
wall plaster and the impressions of door-jambs (Chapelot & Fossier 1985, 256). More 
normally, excavators work with stubs of walls and patches of floor and may struggle 
even to make a complete plan. Turf and cob may disappear completely, and posts and 
stakes may not have reached far enough into the ground to survive later ploughing 
(Fig 1.6). 

The archaeological target varies in size from a cathedral to a seed and from a seed to 
the signature of organic molecules and inorganic elements left by plants, animals and 
artefacts (see below, p 35; and part 2). The responses of archaeologists therefore need 
to be creative, not to be fixed or applied routinely; every intervention is a unique op-
portunity that must be adjusted to the great variety of survival in different terrain and 
the long list of questions posed by archaeologists, anthropologists, historians and art 
historians. 
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Fig 1.6 

Field method 

In general, archaeological investigation in the field follows a simple itinerary: recon
naissance, which uses landscape survey to find sites, evaluation which uses site survey 
to assign them a current research value, project design, which sets out the research and 
conservation programmes, fieldwork in which data is gathered by survey and excava-
tion, analysis where the results are studied and publication where they are archived 
and disseminated. These are professional procedures necessary for successful interac-
tion with modern systems of heritage management of the type encountered in most 
European countries. 

Aims and Methods 25 



Medieval_book.indb   26 06/10/11   16.10

This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

Several important consequences follow. In the first place, reconnaissance and evalua-
tion surveys precede excavation even in towns; it is rare that an archaeologist now starts 
digging without a previously defined and publicised plan of research. It also follows 
that the techniques and methods of recording will vary with each design, depending on 
the questions, the nature of the resource and the amount of access permitted. Thirdly, 
most medieval projects will combine landscape survey, site survey, excavation and the 
archaeological recording of buildings, and their subsequent analyses, into an integrated 
and co-ordinated programme. These methods underlie many of our contributions, but 
often lack the space to describe what was done. Accordingly there follow some brief 
sketches intended to help new readers to appreciate what is involved in archaeological 
research in and out of the field. 

Landscape survey 

The study of landscape is a powerful area of research, and a necessary precursor to any 
major development project. Satellite photography is used in the reconnaissance and 
evaluation stages, for example to show up areas of buried wetland. Aerial survey at a 
lower height has provided striking images of medieval landscape (Fig 1.7), and methods 
now include Lidar, which records very small variations in the land-surface, as for exam-
ple flattened rig and furrow fields. 

Fig 1.7 Aerial photograph showing the earthworks of rig and furrow fields surrounding the deserted medieval 

village of Olney Grounds, Buckinghamshire southeast England (Buckinghamshire). (Klápště, after H. 

Clarke 1984). 
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The landscape is a large-scale archaeological site, which has the capacity to report 
the nature of the environment (Ch 2) and the location of settlements (Ch 3) and the 
interactions between them. Survey begins with a reconnaissance phase: for example, a 
recent extensive survey in Greenland in the core area of Norse settlement had the aim of 
mapping all settlements with a view to the selection of sites for more detailed investiga-
tion (Guldager et al. 2002). Intensive surveys move on to harder questions, such as how 
and why the settlement pattern changed between the thirteenth and sixteenth century 
in Brittany (Ch 3; Astill & Davies 1997, ch. 7). Ideally our agenda includes what natu-
ral resources there were, what people did with them and how these things changed: to 
chronicle the pulse of agricultural exploitation, as land is taken into cultivation and lost 
again. The Ystad project (1999-2000) selected three small regions (up to 10km across) 
and examined all the evidence for their ecology over the last 6000 years, with the help 
of excavated material and pollen trapped in a number of lakes (Berglund 1991). The 
size of human and domestic animal populations, plant variety, plant resources (areas of 
forest and grazing), plant exploitation and the use of manure were all estimated in this 
way. The base line was established by the rich eighteenth-century data. These highly 
structured inquiries address questions about human synergy with the environment and 
how it differs from place to place through time. It was not assumed to be a ‘norma-
tive’ relationship, since both the environment and the human response were subject to 
change. 

The later medieval period features a range of evidence that gives it a high potential 
for this kind of investigation. Pottery is often plentiful, so that its distribution on the 
surface of ploughland offers a detailed map of the distribution and character of set-
tlements and their extent (Box 1.1). Other methods include documentary survey and 
environmental sequences (from pollen and plant remains, see part 2). A recent study of 
a ‘wetland’ used topographical survey, placenames, environmental sampling, standing 
buildings and the results of excavation to formulate a basis for research into an estate 
managed for Glastonbury Abbey by the manor of Meare (Rippon 2004). The principal 
tool here was Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC), a map that shows the different 
kinds of terrain on the estate today, and what was known about its use in the Middle 
Ages (Fig 1.8). This provided a template for further research, which in turn showed 
that there was a vast extent of wetland incorporated into the abbey’s property. Initially 
it was very wet with occasional islands, and its value appeared to lie mainly in its sacred 
character, used to attract pilgrims. Some wetland was subsequently drained to create 
pasture that by 1300 was the abbey’s most successful earner. The remainder was also 
economically productive from fish, wildfowl, reeds and withies. 

There is no doubt that current land use and traditional farming practices are neces-
sary parts of the study of landscape, since what can be grown is so closely linked to 
soil and climate. This has tended to encourage the idea of the medieval countryside as 
exhibiting a longue durée (Braudel 1972), an enduring arena on which communal and 
individual events impinge. But targeted, localised surveys are challenging this model, 
seeing a relationship between humans and their environment in which first one then 
the other has the upper hand (Ch 2). A recent example of landscape survey in central 
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boX 1.1 shapwick: inTensive invesTigaTion oF an english village 

The modern parish of Shapwick in Somer-
set, southwest England, is an economic and 
religious unit at least as old as the Middle 
Ages and covering 1284 ha (3172 acres). In-
vestigations by Mick Aston and Chris Ger-
rard, with a large team of volunteer help-
ers, treated the whole parish as one large 
archaeological site, in which the buried in-
formation was accessed using different field 
methods in different places. The aim was to 
investigate the use of the land, the way it was 
managed, and the type of social control that 
was exercised, thus offering a window on the 
wider history of England. Geological, topo-
graphical, archaeological, and documentary 
methods were all used, and the survey was 
designed first to assess and study the sources 
that were richest for each period and then 
to use archaeology – the principal source of 
new evidence – to explore periods for which 
there was least information. 

Shapwick is well documented and mapp-
ed from the nineteenth century when tithe 
(tax) maps were drawn up but there are eight 
earlier maps and good documentation from 
the later Middle Ages thanks to the monks of 
Glastonbury Abbey to whom the village be-
longed. ‘Retrogressive analysis’ or deconstruc-
tion of the maps was achieved by correlating 
them with the names of fields, watercourses, 
and routes mentioned in medieval surveys of 
1327 and 1515. This enabled a map of ‘me-
dieval Shapwick’ to be drawn up for testing. 

The archaeological inventory held in 
the County Sites and Monuments Record was 
searched for finds that had been made before 
the survey started. One result of this archive 
work was to prepare a ‘biography’ of every field 
of the parish, cataloguing all that was known 
about it, particularly its ownership and land-

use, into the Middle Ages and beyond (Fig 1). 
All historic buildings within and beyond the 
village were visited and surveyed and samples 
taken for dating by dendrochronology. The 
story of individual enclosures was enhanced 
by counting species of plants in hedgerow, 
which provided a likely minimum age for the 
field boundary (the more species, the older 
the hedgerow). Crop-marks seen and photo-
graphed from the air were plotted on the field 
maps. Artefact scatters were mapped where 
they showed on ploughsoil. All arable fields 
were walked at 25m spacings (giving a 7-10% 
sample) and “finds of all periods collected, 
from prehistoric to the very recent, from flint 
to plastic.” This total collection was to facili-
tate the use of voluntary labour of varying 
expertise; everything could be picked up and 
then later sorted, assigned to period. By 1996 
some 70,612 artefacts had been bagged and 
sorted from 302 ha (746 acres), representing 
a coverage to that time of 40% of the walk-
able area. 

Promising concentrations were then re-
walked on 10m grids. Details noted in field 
records included the conditions obtaining at 
the time and the identity of the collectors, 
so that visibility and retrieval could later be 
monitored. The record also included the 
condition of the sherds – especially whether 
they were abraded, i.e. worn from movement 
in the spoil, a condition which was equated 
with deposition in medieval ploughed fields. 
The researchers felt that most of the surface 
material in fact reflected not the locations of 
settlement but patterns of agriculture. 

Shovel testing was used on unploughed 
land, in woods and on pasture, with 5 equally 
spaced 30 litre samples being taken from each 
50 m2. In built-up areas, 1 m2 test pits were 
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sunk through gardens and open spaces, and 
half the upturned spoil was screened. These 
assemblages and their sherd size were then 
compared with the assemblages from surface 
collection and shovel testing. Subterranean 
features in likely areas of sites, as suggested 
for example by placenames, were mapped by 
geophysical survey. Magnetometry and resis-
tivity were used after validation by excavation 
of a test area to see what kinds of feature were 
being detected. Geochemical survey was es-
pecially effective, not only for phosphates, 
but carbon, lead, and zinc also proved sensi-
tive for locating settlement areas, raising some 
excitement about the potential of ‘multi-el-
ement signatures’ as an evaluation tool. The 

mapping of heavy metal concentrations, for 
example, indicated the extent of the medieval 
churchyard around the abandoned church 
(Fig 2). Numerous exploratory trenches were 
dug to help characterize the deposit by its 
depth and survival of artefacts and ecologi-
cal and environmental evidence. Three large 
open areas were then excavated to investigate 
early medieval structures, with a fourth large 
sample being taken from a medieval moat to 
recover ecological data. 

The intimate contact with the past offered 
by this intensive deconstruction of a single 
parish prompts interpretation at new levels 
of confidence (Fig 3). The periods of ma-
jor investment and social organization were 

Fig 1 

Area of investigations at Shapwick, Somerset. 
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