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The invitation to this special keynote discussion of Current Swedish 
Archae ology posed a number of questions for us to discuss or expand 
on. I will take the opportunity to focus on the developments I feel are 
necessary for archaeology and museums to take to be more than the 
crypt keepers of prehistory, or worse – irrelevant.

Museums and archaeology is certainly a relationship that has under
gone some profound and challenging changes in Sweden over the past 
few decades. Partly from political changes making archaeology open to 
private competition, partly from the development of digital methods of 
documentation and dissemination. Turning information digital has af
forded us opportunities that could barely be imagined by most archae
ologist in the early 1990s.

Theoretically we can now compare and analyse vast amounts of data 
in a very short time. In reality we can barely compare information from 
one excavation with another without substantial effort and are in fact 
in danger of losing much of the documentation for the future. ‘Digi
tize the heritage’ is now the rallying cry from both politicians and mu
seums, but making something digital will not automatically make the 
information usable or even available. Instead, it can actually make the 
information less accessible.



CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY, VOL 25, 201756

Åsa M. Larsson

Digital heritage information certainly has the potential to be mas
sively useful in ways we have only begun to realize. However, if that 
potential is to become reality then there are important steps that need 
to be taken by archaeologists and museums.

THE POTENTIAL OF COLLECTIONS

Museums are tasked with preserving collections for future generations 
because human experience cannot be adequately distilled into words on 
a page. Nor do we know everything that has happened, and these ob
jects can help us to expand our knowledge through additional research.

It would be hubristic to say that we have retrieved as much knowl
edge as we possibly can from an object, as methods of research change 
and improve over time. At the most we may say that the cost of pre
serving certain objects outweighs the perceived benefits of any fur
ther know ledge to be gained from them, and that it can be replaced 
by documentation in some form. Most people, whether experts or lay
persons, dispute neither the need for some preservation, nor the need 
for prioritizing what is to be added to a collection. We differ in degree 
rather than in kind.

Collections of course have more purposes than being research mate
rial – they are meant to be used for display and dissemination of know
ledge to the public. However, most museums have collections that vastly 
exceed in quantity what could be exhibited in a meaningful way in a 
lifetime. It therefore feels as if the collections are sometimes viewed as 
elderly relatives that everyone agrees should be taken care of out of a 
sense of love and duty (‘we wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them, and 
they do make themselves useful now and then’), but who are viewed as 
not really pulling their weight anymore.

So can collections be made to pull their own – considerable – weight? 
Without a doubt, but only if we stop paying lip service to lofty ideals 
about collections as knowledge repositories, and start to enable them 
to work in that way.

We need to:

1. Unlock the full potential of collections as data.

2. Incorporate new research results into museum dissemination in a 
better way.

3. Have greater confidence in the public interest in history and pre
history.
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These points are interconnected. We are not working enough with devel
oping the quality of digital data from collections and excavations, because 
researchers are treated as a small specialinterest group, rather than as 
an indispensable asset for museums in public engagement and dissemina
tion. As contract archaeology now operates as a business, archae ologists 
at museums are kept somewhat at a distance from the other parts of the 
organization. At the same time, museums with their own archaeological 
units are perhaps wary about opening up all their information to their 
potential competitors. However, this sort of thinking, where collections 
become a museum’s private capital, will only hurt us all in the end.

Access to digital collection information cannot be restricted to privi
leged insiders. By restricting availability to the full content of the collec
tion database, researchers are forced to waste time and money working 
as if they were still analogue. A physical object can only be housed in 
a single location, but digital collections are under no such limitation. 
Museums need to rethink the role of their collections: information need 
not be, should not be, restricted in this manner. Researchers are doing 
the essential work to generate new knowledge that ensures that both 
collections and new excavations are valued by society.

Museums should never ask Why something should be made available 
online, but rather ask Why not? If the objection is a sense of ownership 
then the museum is not living up to its fundamental duty towards the 
public in any meaningful way. More commonly the objection is lack of 
knowhow and resources (budget as well as staff), and we have to work 
together to find ways to overcome that. Making collections available 
and usable is surely the best way to ensure that they as well as the cu
rators will continue to receive funding. We are dangerously naïve if we 
think the people holding the purse strings are not prepared to pull the 
plug on ‘useless’ collections taking up space and resources. After all, if 
the purpose of a museum is only its exhibits, why even have a collec
tion of stuff that will never be shown? If everything that can be learnt 
about an excavated site is presented in the report, then why keep any
thing afterwards?

ARCHAEOLOGISTS NEED TO STEP UP

I have spent a lot of time exhorting museums to rethink their collections 
so that they make better use of the digital potentials. However, I will 
not let archaeologists off the hook. What responsibility do we take, as 
members of a profession, to live up to the goals of documenting an ex
cavation in a manner that is usable for others to critically examine and 
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reinterpret? What responsibility do we take to work together to make 
sure we are using common semantics when possible, so that data can 
be compared and analysed?

It is remarkable how poor we have been at making sure we use the 
same terminology in even very basic documentation, which could ensure 
computerbased analyses and statistics without extensive redigitization. 
We are focusing so much effort on using digital tools during excava
tions that we rarely stop to ask how to make sure product will be us
able in another context. We still mostly think in an analogue manner, 
leaving vital information out which would ensure that data can be re
lated to each other.

Yes, there should be better infrastructures in place to make sure 
archiv ing and dissemination of digital information is ensured, and some 
of it is in progress at Riksantikvarieämbetet (the National Heritage 
Board). But I strongly believe professionals need to take an active part 
in making sure archaeology develops standards that do the most good, 
and the least harm. Museum archaeologists should be in a better posi
tion than most others to work with these issues, both because they can 
collaborate across many museums ensuring multiple viewpoints, and 
because they can collaborate with the collection curators.

RETHINK DISSEMINATION

Finally, we must rethink what we mean by dissemination, finding ways 
to share knowledge. We must make sure that the information we collect 
in the field, the information we store at museums, and the information 
being created through research, are not wholly different products with 
little or no connection between them.

Yes, the situation has become quite challenging: archaeologists be
ing in competition with each other, the growing wedge between field 
archaeologists and university researchers, and the financial difficulties 
of many museums. These are reasons for our current problems, but they 
are not excuses. We can and should create forums for dealing with com
mon issues, and we can do a lot more to make sure we are actually de
livering on our promises.

Archaeologists must learn how to create digital information in a man
ner that better ensures its reusability. Museums need to make it easier 
for everyone to engage with their collections in order to unlock their 
massive potential. We all need to make a much better effort to make sure 
information is preserved and made available, so that future excavations 
are made from a position of improved knowledge.
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We need to put more effort into developing best practices and methods 
ensuring that heritage data can be used to create new knowledge and 
insight into the past, and through this a better understanding of our 
present.

I will end with some hopeful suggestions for archaeology and museums:

• Collaborate to develop ‘best practices’ for documenting digital in
formation.

• Make use of good principles when creating and sharing data: i.e. per
sistent identifiers and Linked Open Data.

• Make digital collection data at museums open and free to use.




