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Introduction

Above: Box office hits, such as these (left to right: Indiana Jones, Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, 
The Mummy) have contributed to how archaeologists are viewed by the public. 
(Images provided by www.allposters.com/-st/Action-Adventure-Movies-Posters_c1981_.htm )

Methods and Results

Above: Visitors tour an on-going excavation at Homol’ovi Ruins State Park.  Their questions were 
recorded to help assess what the typical visitor knows about archaeology.  

Left: Children draw their 
interpretation  of an 
archaeologist during 
Homol’ovi’s open 
house.

Above: Two pictures drawn by children  depicting themselves as archaeologists.  Both  
are shown outdoors and holding shovels.

Conclusions
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As archaeologists we are constantly reminded how little the average person
actually knows about archaeology when we are asked about the dinosaurs and gold
we have discovered. Just mention of the word “archaeology” gets people’s
imaginations going full speed ahead and I can almost hear the Indiana Jones theme
song running through their head. At once, we are bombarded with questions that
reveal exactly how little people know about a subject that they seem so interested in,
thanks to box office hits like The Mummy, Lara Croft, Tomb Raider, and Indiana
Jones. It quickly becomes apparent that the need for intensive and informative public
outreach in the field of archaeology is immense.

It seems as though most people can’t get past the fact that what we are looking
for is not untold riches and treasure, but the much more valuable information that can
only be found through the meticulous excavation, recording, and analysis of artifacts,
that to them are merely old trash. It is actually very exciting when archaeologists find
pits full of “old trash”, usually referred to as middens. Those who are simply out
treasure hunting would blow right past these troves of knowledge without giving them
a second glance. It is often difficult to communicate with the public the concept of
context and its importance to an archaeological investigation and most people cannot
understand what we could possibly glean from these middens, but I say, think about
what your own garbage would say about you. To the average person, archaeology is
a treasure hunt, but do people who make the effort to visit archaeological sites have
the same perception of what archaeologists do?

Over a three-week period from June 23 through July 11, 2008, information was
gathered for a study of visitors to Homol’ovi Ruins State Park who visited the on-
going excavation of a pithouse village known as AZ J:14:36 (ASM). These were the
daring individuals who chose to make the quarter mile hike on a dirt road out to the
site from the visitors center. This study was primarily aimed at revealing what the
average visitor to Homol’ovi already knows about archaeology, as well as how they
perceive archaeologists. One of the ways in which information was collected was
simply by giving tours of the site to people who were directed out from the nearby
visitor center. During these tours, students talked to the people and asked a few
questions including: “Have you ever been to an archaeological site before?” and
“Have you ever seen an on-going excavation before?” Most importantly, the visitors
were allowed to ask questions, which were recorded and later utilized as a tool for
interpreting the public’s basic perceptions of archaeology.

Fifty separate groups of visitors, totaling 147 individuals were surveyed. Of these,
100 were adults and 47 were children. Additionally, out of the 147 visitors, 59 (40%)
had never visited an archaeological site, and 105 visitors (71%) had never witnessed
an on-going excavation. For the vast majority of visitors, the archaeological methods
observed at AZ J:14:36 (ASM) were both novel and foreign.

Not surprisingly, the most frequently posed question by visitors (31%) was, “What have you found?” I find this question
exasperating, especially after I have just shown them five pit structures, four thermal features, three storage pits, and two
stone walls—everything but a partridge in a pear tree. What they really want to see is the “stuff” we dug up and their
disappointment is almost palpable when they are shown exactly what archaeologists really find. Broken pots and rocks are
not exactly what they had in mind. The important question, however, is not “what did we find”, but “what can we find out?” A
single pot sherd can tell a whole story. Did it come from a bowl or a jar? When was it made? What was it used for? Where
did it come from and how did it get here? Who made it? When we were able to talk to visitors about these questions, they
seemed to be interested in how we go about answering these questions and left the tour more knowledgeable than when
they arrived.

The second most frequently asked type of question regarded the logistics of the excavation occurring at AZ J:14:36.
These questions typically included: “How long is the field season?” “What universities or colleges are the students from?”
“What university or college is sponsoring the field school?” “Where is everyone living?” Approximately 26% of the 147 visitors
posed at least one logistical question during their tour. They seemed to be intrigued by the fact that so many people from so
many different parts of the country would be willing to spend their entire summer in the sweltering heat of Arizona, covered in
dirt. It also seemed they had a difficult time trying to fathom how we could move such a large amount of dirt in such a small
amount of time, using nothing but sheer man power. It was as though they were unaware that people still knew how to dig
large holes without the use of heavy machinery. People were equally, if not more, fascinated by the logistics of where we
were living and how long we stayed out every day as they were with the site. Thanks to box office archaeologists, people
expect us to sweep into a site in the middle of the night, save the precious artifact and possibly the world from certain doom,
and be home in time for class the following day.

Another frequently posed question (14%) regarded the identification of potential sites by archaeologists: “How do you
know where to dig?” In the movies, there is always some ancient map that has recently been recovered from its long lost
hiding place that guides our gun toting, bullwhip lashing hero directly to whatever shiny new artifact he or she may be after.
Besides the competing “bad guys” and the occasional walking dead (which I have yet to encounter in my admittedly limited
experience), the archaeologist has no trouble following the map directly to the “treasure.” In the real world, we do have maps
to guide us, but they aren’t left for us by the ancient residents of the land and they are never quite so clear. In the case of the
Homol’ovi pithouse village at AZ J:14:36, we used information from a geophysical survey and previous excavations to identify
locations were we wanted to excavate. Many of the adults on the tour, especially the men, were really interested in the
geophysics. This “high-tech” approach to archaeology is appealing to a lot of people; the notion of being able to peek into
something that you cannot see with your naked eye is very intriguing. The explanation of the geophysics usually needed to
be followed by an explanation of why we were excavating. If we can see what is under the ground without digging, what is
the point of excavation? These geophysical surveys end up being more like guides than actual maps. The only real way to
tell what is beneath the surface is to actually get out the shovels and trowels and start digging, all the while taking meticulous
notes regarding any type of soil change, artifact density, and anything else we might find, or in some cases not find. Not only
is it useful to know where things are on a site, it also proves very useful to know where things aren’t, especially when trying
to figure out the layout of the site.

A second method for gathering information was employed during the Park’s
open house and was aimed at finding out what children know about archaeology
and their perceptions of archaeologists. This activity was based on Dr. Susan
Renoe’s Draw-an-Archaeologist Test (DART), which was developed for her
college students as a means of addressing stereotypes often associated with
archaeologists. For our study, kids were asked to draw what they think an
archaeologist looks like and what archaeologists do.

As it turned out, this setting was not ideal for this type of activity. A majority of the
children who decided to participate were much too young to draw a coherent picture of
anything, let alone something as specific as an archaeologist. (Although I did have an
adorable two year old draw me a colorful scribble that he interpreted as a dinosaur!) I
found that the best age group to do this exercise was the 6-8 year olds. The younger
ones didn’t have the motor skills and the older ones didn’t want to look “un-cool” in front
of their friends and family. Out of the six pictures that I got depicting archaeologists, all
drawn by female children, five show female figures and only one that represents males.
In four of the pictures, the figures are either holding shovels, or there is a shovel nearby.
Only one picture shows artifacts, but they all show outdoor landscapes. This was a great
exercise to do with kids, but I think that it would be better suited to a more controlled
environment, such as a classroom where a discussion could then be opened up about
what archaeologists do or don’t do as the case may be.

As the results of this survey were compiled it became obvious that, overall, the public
possesses relatively limited knowledge of archaeology. Most visitors were mainly
concerned with the types of artifacts found at AZ J:14:36 (ASM), and the general logistics
of an archaeological excavation. This demonstrates that visitors are particularly
concerned with the material aspects of archaeology and, additionally, extremely curious
about the daily life of an actual archaeologist. For example, many visitors perceived the
life of a field archaeologist as characterized by extreme hardship. By the end of the visit
to AZ J:14:36 (ASM), most visitors were surprised to discover that archaeologists
maintain a fairly normal lifestyle in the field and are not subjected to hardship and misery.

In order to improve public perceptions of archaeology at Homol’ovi, it is imperative
that in-depth visitor studies occur. A follow-up study, after people visited the site, was not
feasible for us to do as part of the project, but would have been an effective way to
evaluate whether visiting an archaeological site and seeing archaeology in action is a
way to challenge the stereotypes of archaeologists that the public brings with them to
their visits to archaeological sites. This study of visitors’ perceptions of archaeology is a
small, but important step forward in this process. The study was effective in determining
some aspects of visitors’ interests and knowledge, but it was unsuccessful in determining
the entirety of the public’s perceptions of archaeology as it was unable to capture
feelings, attitudes, and values. In order for Homol’ovi to improve public perceptions of
archaeology, the park first needs to understand the knowledge and preconceived notions
that each visitor carries. If extensive visitor studies are conducted at Homol’ovi, the park
may, one day, realize its potential, and prove to be an excellent resource for the public to
interact with and understand archaeology.
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