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'PHE HOLE Olt' TilE SOI L SCIENTIS'r IN RESCUE ARCHAF..OLOGY 

INTRODUC'l'ION 

Every nrchaeo l ogic::~ l Gi t c <:ont.nius PV Jtlenef' :1bout IIIH'lP.n t evironmcnt s. ExtrAc t i on 

and i nt er pretation of n s muc h of thi s evid0nc:e n :;; posr,ibl e i s the ma in aim of 

Environmento l Arc hAeol ogy. Sci. ent i r; t::; ·from many disc iplines - botanis t s , zool ogist s , 

geographers , soil sci P.nti s t G, c l c - work togeth er in order to obtain information 

about landscape history - biological remains s uch as pollen , seeds , molluscs, ani mal 

bones , wood , charcoal and insects are recovered from archaeol ogical deposits and 

s tudied with t his end in view. 

Although it is often possible to obtain lists of identified lllllterial recovered 

from archaeological deposits , the interpretation of this informatiot). , i"from an 

ecological point of view, 1s often difficult ( especially for urban sites ). At 

present t here is a fundamental lack of basic research i nto how biological materials 

are incorporated into deposits and their s ubs equent preservation. 

The soil scientist can gain valunble i nformat i on about pedogenesis from archaeologic~l 

sites , especially where buried soils are preserved, and can often aid excavator s 

i n the archaeological int erpretation of a given site. 

RESCUE AHCHAEX>LOGY 

:Rescue archaeology implies excavation of sites which are threatened by destruction. 

Such destruction is usually imminent; henc e the excavat ions are carried out as 

repidly as possible. This poses problems for the soil scientist which are rarely 

encount ered elsewhere. A soil surveyor expects to make soil maps which are relevant 

for ma ny ·years. A research worker sampling a particular site assum~s th~t, s hould 

he/she wish to return in a few years time to take further samples, the site will be 

more or less as it was on the initial visit. 'fhe archaeological soil eci~ntiat 

deals with different types of deposits which do not have the permanency of those 

stud~ed by his agricultural counterpart. ,I 

Archaeological sites are constantly end~ngereq by the activities qf modern aoqiety 
I ' 

and certain natural phenomena. Agencies such as deep ploushing of farmland, ~ad --
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building, urbnn dcv<-~1.opm•~Jtt 1 grnvel. and rninPrr1l exLt·action 1 artificial drninage 

of Man•n nctivil.i.t:H Jn thr' pr1st in Great: BriL:titL 

Each ye:ar nlt-'1ny retJCUE~ excavn_tiOlH> Are c:n·ried out nnd a Gignificant number of these 

extend for periodfi of t'iPVernL rnonthu~ Dc:~::p.ite attemptn Bt long·~term planning, 

many of t.heuc citeu have to be (':'Xcavated with t>ome urgency .. Since each of these 

sites may supply infm·mation about past environments it .is clear that the number 

of scientists working in environmentnl archr.H}o logy, particularly soil scientists, 

is toosmall to d"al adequately with this potential. 

The soil scientist working in rescue "rclweology is therefore faced with the followi 

problems:-

1. It is impossible to study all the archaeological sites excavated and there-

fore some select ion must be mnde, 'l'hi' dilemma of denling with perhaps two 

sites a year in depth as opposed to twenty sites a year, prbbably barely 

adequately, is extremely difficult to resolve. 

2. The soil scientist has no margin of error: The excavation must be visited 

at exactly the right moment before the feature of interest has been destroyed. 

1'here is usually little opportunity to take further samples later as the site 

will have been obliterated. 

3. As there are few archaeological soil scientists, the fundamental research 

required to enable better interpretation of archaeologica1·site investigations 

is,to a large extent, left undone. Consequently evolution of a specific 

theoretical approach to soil studies in archawology is slow .and much informatiol 

continues to be lost, particularly from those sites where conventional 

techniques cannot easily be applied. Example of topics which migh~ be examined 

a:re :- 1. the build-up of deposits on urban sites, 2. silting of pits and 

ditches, 3· the way in which biological materials are incorpo:rated into 

archaeological deposit,, 4. preservation of biol()gical ll!atetialsinsoil;, 
•. • . , , - c~ , ' - , , , . 

5. past-burial changes in buried soils, 6. geochemical indicat/ii'r,s bf '\lllln 's 

aotilllities. 



'Phc· experiment:n1 (~nr·thworkt> Ht Overton Down, Wi Ltr;hire (JevJell and Dimbleby, 

work ru> V/t' t L ~ 

Sllt1f.1AHY 

Rescue nrchneology offerr.:. n pot(~nllnl n:n1rct~ of iHformrttion for soil Gc:i.ent.ists 

which, an yet, hns not b(:en adequatPLy renli1>ed~ It is ec;sential that basic 

reRearch is carried out into some of the neelcctt~d, but fundamental, aspects of 

environmtmtal nrchnt)Olog.Y, nl though this would require more ficldworkers 1 especially 
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