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CHAPTER ONE
THE LEGACY OF AMATEUR ARCHAEOLOGY

Rocco BOSCO AND DARRAN JORDAN

Introduction

The relationship between core and fringe is one that frequently defines
(and regularly redefines) many varied disciplines, primarily through
opposition and juxtaposition. Those elements that constitute either core or
fringe are not set in stone; instead their landscapes are fluid and capable of
rapid change. The primary difference between them in contemporary
archaeology is defined by process rather than content, with the core
adhering to applications of scientific method. Logic is applied to empirical
or measurable evidence in order to reason about the past when
archaeology is approached as a science (Johnson 1999, 34-47). As a result
the accepted centre rests on a foundation of scholarly peer reviewed
publications.

The shifting of this core may be undertaken through what physicist and
philosopher Thomas Kuhn described as a paradigm shift (1962). Such a
shift ideally consists of the disproving of a scientific theory and its
subsequent abandonment in favour of another which better fits the
available data. As theoretical physicist and cosmologist Stephen Hawking
noted: “each time new experiments are observed to agree with the
predictions the theory survives... but if ever a new observation is found to
disagree, we have to abandon or modify the theory” (Hawking 1988, 11).
This process is the basis for the majority of contemporary archaeological
theory and practice, for as archaeologist Matthew Johnson stated: “in one
sense there is no argument about whether archaeologists should be
scientific. If science is about the rational accumulation of knowledge,
assessed in rigorous, systematic ways, then we are all scientists,” (Johnson
1999, 37). While this may be largely true at the core of the discipline, it is
not the case further out on the fringe.
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Consideration of fringe archaeology evokes a number of popular culture
representations. Films, television programs, interactive games, comic
books and other forms for the transmission of creative narratives, have
produced multiple fictional representations of archaeology that draw
heavily on concepts produced by the fringe. Multi-media characters like
Indiana Jones and Lara Croft continue to misinform the general public
about the discipline of archaeology, populating it with the crystal skulls of
alien creatures (Spielberg 2008) and mythical objects such as Pandora’s
Box (de Bont 2003). Erich von Déniken’s work has made popular the
assertion that God was an astronaut, or as he put it, that: “older
intelligences could have paid a visit to our Earth in the dim mists of time”
(von Diniken 1968, 176). This idea crystallised popular representations of
archaeology in a way that continues to frame contemporary fiction about
the discipline. It also led to the coining of a disparaging term used by
academic archaeologists to categorise fringe theorists - pyramidiots.

The terms pyramidiots, pyridiots and pyramidologists are used to describe
practitioners of pseudo-science. Narratives that have gained popular
appeal through pseudo-science works include that aliens built the
pyramids of Egypt (von Déniken 1968), that the ancient inhabitants of
Atlantis built pyramids using now lost anti-gravity technology (Childress
1996; 2003), and that the shape of the pyramids themselves were used by
ancient Egyptians to channel supernatural powers (Toth and Nielson
1976). Not only do these fringe theories utilise mythology, science-fiction
and paranormal content for their narratives, they also evoke paranoia
through tales of government cover ups and the suppression of the
unbelievable truth as a method of explaining why these ideas are not
accepted by the academic core (Clark 2011; Hopkins 1996). While a
scientific approach discards earlier theories that are no longer workable,
popular culture approaches are unaffected by paradigm shifts and regularly
resurrect long discarded narratives and concepts, which can be used to
bolster arguments primarily rooted in belief and emotion.

While it is easy to discount the works of pseudo-science and fringe theories
as unproven and unsubstantiated at best, sensational and inaccurate at worst,
the impact they can have through replication in popular culture make them
a potential threat to the successful dissemination of academic information.
The so-called war on science that occurred during popular debates on
climate change provides a cautionary tale. Despite the weight of academic
conclusions in peer reviewed articles, the persuasive abilities of
politicians, radio presenters and television personalities proved much more
effective at steering public opinion during such debates (Mooney 2006). A
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lack of interaction with wider popular culture by most scientists meant that
emotion and faith could be wielded by those more proficient with mass
communication, to challenge the validity of the scientific method itself.

Archaeology as a discipline is uniquely positioned to control its own
narratives, as its origins lie both in humanities and the sciences. Creative
tools have been used both to explore ideas about the past and to
communicate different interactions with the material record (Brown,
Clarke and Frederick 2015). Consideration of the shifting relationship
between core and fringe in contemporary archaeological theory and
practice in Australia, led the editors of this book to convene a session on
the subject at the 2015 Australian Archaeological Association conference.
The resulting papers and discussions led to the production of this volume.
While the focus of this work is geographically situated within Australia,
the repercussions of its contents are equally applicable to contemporary
archaeology worldwide.

Amateur Archaeologists

One way that archaeologists have sought to interact with the general
public has been through the controlled involvement of enthusiastic
amateurs. In this context the term amateur archaeologist refers to any
person partaking in archaeological investigations, who does not have
corresponding qualifications. Museums and universities have drawn in
those with an interest in history and archaeology, using trained
professionals to guide and inform members of the general public about
heritage. National Geographic have run an online program of non-invasive
survey through the use of aerial imagery which actively seeks assistance
from and guides members of the general public in looking for clues on
satellite images in the region of Genghis Kahn’s lost tomb (Lin 2010).
Through programs with editorial control, volunteers can greatly aid
archaeological enquiry and gain further education and experience
themselves, but there is a danger that without peer review the amateur
archaeologist can easily stray into the territory of sensationalism.

In 2012 Angela Micol, who described herself as a satellite archaeology
researcher, announced she had discovered two previously unknown
pyramids in Egypt by examining satellite imagery on Google Earth.
University of Alabama archaeologist Sarah Parcak, Egyptologist Bob
Brier and University of Hawaii archaeologist Robert Littman cautiously
described Micol’s claim as premature and unlikely (Coldeway 2012),
while James Harrell, professor emeritus of archaeological geology at the
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University of Toledo, outright called her “one of the so-called 'pyridiots'
who see pyramids everywhere” stating that her finds were in fact natural
butte landscape features (Jackson 2012). Writer Ian Paul looked at the
surrounding context of Micol’s claimed pyramid locations when
researching his article on the subject. He noted that one was in an area
heavily disturbed by farming (thus reducing the potential for previously
unidentified intact subsurface deposits) and the other had already been
subject to archaeological investigation, being “just a few miles from the
ancient ruins of Dimeh in Middle Egypt, not far from the city of Faiyum”
(Paul 2012).

None of this stopped the story from being reported multiple times
worldwide between 2012 and 2015 as “a giant discovery that overshadows
the Pyramids of Giza” by History, PC World, CNN, Wired, Mashable,
engadget, NBC News, the Daily Mail and others (Ancient Code 2015;
Micol 2014). Regardless of the validity of Micol’s claims, the media
reaction to her announcement clearly demonstrated that popular culture
does not require evidence or proof to generate material, only an engaging
narrative. It further showed that once a narrative has been created it is
difficult to alter its trajectory, regardless of evidence or academic
authority. There are similar demonstrations of this in the official
government register of Aboriginal archaeological sites in the state of New
South Wales (NSW), Australia.

The Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) maintains and administers
the Aboriginal Heritage Information Management System (AHIMS) for
NSW. According to its own statement, it has “operated since the 1970s,
and as at June 2011 contained detailed information on 67,000 recorded
sites” (OEH 2013). The register is “used by government, industry and
heritage professionals who need the information for land-use planning,
regulation and conservation management. It is also used by Aboriginal
communities to help them manage, conserve and protect local sites and
heritage” (OEH 2013). Despite its regular ongoing use by Aboriginal
communities, heritage professionals, government bodies and private
industry, there are very few requirements for standardised approaches or
professional verification, such as peer review, before sites are officially
registered by AHIMS staff and become part of the legislated record.

In 2015 an AHIMS Aboriginal site recording mobile app for iphone and
android was added to the ways in which a site card could be submitted. A
pdf form is also provided on the OEH website along with a guide on how
to fill it in. In both cases, so long as the fields are filled, there is no
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rigorous editorial check from OEH staff on the content supplied. There is
no check either on the validity of the recorder, specifically on whether
they are sufficiently qualified to undertake Aboriginal site identification
and recording. The OEH website contains the statement: “currently
Aboriginal sites are recorded by heritage professionals in collaboration
with local Aboriginal communities and/or staff from OEH. The AHIMS
Registrar can provide further details on who can record sites and how to
record them” (OEH 2015). Despite this, however, the register contains
multiple entries made by people who were neither qualified heritage
professionals nor members of any Aboriginal community, but instead fall
into the definition of amateur archaeologists.

This is in part due to the historical development of the register. Until the
1960s it was a list of sites managed by the Australian Museum. The
recordings that were made during this period came from interested
amateur organisations such as the Anthropology Society of NSW, the
Sydney Prehistory Group and the Illawarra Prehistory Group (Attenbrow
2010, 7). Individuals with a passion for archaeology and Aboriginal
prehistory were also a part of these formative recordings. A surveyor
named lan Sim was one; a draftsman named John Lough was another.
Both recorded rock engravings throughout the 1960s. As of 2016 there
were 264 AHIMS sites registered by Ian Sim and 81 originating from John
Lough; these predominantly covered the region to the north of the
Hawkesbury River. Lough recorded sites from the 1960s to the 1980s,
while Sim’s site cards in the register dated from the 1960s to the 1990s
(OEH 2017).

As of 2016 train driver Warren Bluff had 2,674 sites in the AHIMS
register under his name, most dating to the 1980s and 1990s (OEH 2017).
Bluff’s enthusiasm as an amateur led him to work with a number of
archaeologists, who on occasion sought him out in later years to assist in
relocating some of the sites he had previously recorded, especially since
his site card recordings were not always legible (Figure 1-1). Although
lacking any formal qualifications, Bluff acquired some skills through on
the job training, passed on by the archaeologists he worked with
(Archaeological Surveys and Reports Pty Ltd 2009).
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Figure 1-1: Site card entry by Warren Bluff circa 1998, AHIMS #52-2-2053, courtesy of
the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage
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Rosemary Taplin was another of these early site recorders, even featuring
in an article in the Sydney Morning Herald in February 1965. The article
referred to her as an amateur anthropologist, with Taplin claiming to have
identified some 500 sites. The article stated she had “spent most of her
spare time for five years searching for Aboriginal relics” and further noted
that “a museum employee said... that at one stage recently she worked
full-time for two weeks indexing and classifying the mass of material Miss
Taplin had sent in” (SMH 1965). The curator of anthropology at the
Australian Museum was even quoted, stating: “Miss Taplin has done
valuable work in finding some hundreds of sites of Aboriginal carvings
and paintings. She is very, very good at it... she has found sites that were
completely unknown to other people” (SMH 1965). Despite these
endorsements, the Herald reporter chose caution in describing her then
latest find, stating that “Rosemary Taplin believes she has discovered a
priceless Aboriginal art gallery” further pointing out her amateur status by
noting “Miss Taplin, 22, works as a mail sorter at the GPO” (SMH 1965).

The article also featured a photo of Rosemary Taplin modifying an
Aboriginal engraving, or as the caption to the photo described it: “Miss
Rosemary Taplin colours-in the details of an Aboriginal rock carving she
discovered at Nielsen Park, Vaucluse” (SMH 1965) (Figure 1-2). This
action would be viewed by archaeologists today as vandalism, actively
damaging the site. Further, it is culturally inappropriate that a non-
Aboriginal person should make cultural modifications to an art site. Such
interactions are only culturally appropriate where there has been a
transmission of information through the generations, with any additions to
an existing site required to be undertaken in a culturally appropriate way.
Similarly, her removal of artefacts from sites would have potentially
reduced their research potential by shifting them out of their original
context, unless properly recorded before doing so. The volume of sites still
within the AHIMS register attests to Taplin’s enthusiasm, as she recorded
and registered 197 AHIMS sites before reportedly moving to Queensland
in the 1970s (OEH 2017).

In 1992 the Australian Association of Consulting Archaeologists
newsletter featured a short article titled The Taplin Files which briefly
identified some of the problems associated with site card recordings
attributed to Taplin. The article stated: “after tortuous investigations on
Rosemary Taplin's methodology for Aboriginal site recording in the 1960s
I still feel bewildered and unready to offer a key for reliable results in the
hunt for a Taplin site. Except for those sites which have been
independently discovered and recorded by others, I have so far failed to
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locate even one Taplin site in the field!” (Australian Association of
Consulting Archaeologists 1992).

Miss Rosemary Taplin| 8
colours-in the details

of an aboriginal rock

carving she discovered

at Niclsen Park, | 8
Vaucluse

£ gt

w30 »
“
.,,.‘ 3

;._‘; 44 "'\
4"& s

Figure 1-2: Rosemary Taplin recolouring rock art circa 1965 (SMH 1965)

Since the 1970s the administration of the AHIMS register has been taken
over by the government, with various name changes along the way. The
controlling department moved from National Parks and Wildlife Services
(NPWS) to the Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC),
which then changed its name to the Department of Environment and
Climate Change (DECC), then the Department of Environment, Climate
Change and Water (DECCW), before shifting to the current title of OEH
(Jordan 2012). Following the shift to government control, archaeologists,
both consultants and academic researchers, have accounted for the
majority of site recordings added to the register. The most recent site







































