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The archaeology of the recent past is a growing field of research. Is this
merely a chronological extension of the field of archaeology, or is it
something more? What motivates an archaeological interest in a period of
time for which there are so many other sources of information? Here it is
argued that the archaeology of the recent past is important not only to bring
to light other stories than those generally told, but also to bring to the fore
theoretical issues of general relevance for archaeology. The latter concern
what material remains can be more than just potential sources of information
about the past.
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More and more archaeologists are looking into the recent past. These studies are
no longer mainly intended as pedagogical tools for teaching basic archaeological
methods, or as an experimental field for formulating behavioural laws for archae-
ology proper (cf. Gould & Schiffer 1981; Welinder 1992:8-13, 1993b:109).
Instead, the archaeology of the recent past is now considered to exist in its own
right and have a value in itself. It can produce other stories about the recent past
than those that dominate history, and it raises important questions as to how
material objects affect people in different ways (cf. Buchli & Lucas 2001; Burström
2007a). The latter are relevant to all archaeology and lead further to episte-
mological considerations; a central issue is whether there is room in archaeology
as a scholarly discipline to include emotional dimensions and existential reflections
(cf. Renfrew 2003).

NARROWING DOWN THE FIELD
First of all, let us consider when the recent past starts. This question is, no doubt,
rather like asking how long a string is, but nevertheless it is an issue that must be
confronted. All history is written looking out from the present; the present
influences what questions we choose to ask, as well as which answers we find
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reasonable. This means that all archaeological interpretations are related to the
time they were made and to some extent reflect that time. This is a fundamental
reason that the interpretation of the past is a never-ending story. Each generation
writes history in its own way.

Carried to its extreme, this constructivist perspective could be used to argue
that all archaeology is actually archaeology of the recent or the contemporary
past. This would imply that the present influences our archaeological inter-
pretations so much that they primarily reflect ourselves and tell us very little, if
anything, about the distant past. I think that would be to carry the perspective too
far and that it would be to underestimate the importance of the material record.
Archaeological interpretations are more than simple projections of the present.
Such an all-inclusive view on the archaeology of the recent past would also deprive
the concept of its usefulness in any more precise meaning.

Any attempt to define the field of research for the archaeology of the recent
past in chronological terms meets with difficulties. And one might indeed ask
how important such a definition is. For such a relatively new field of research, I
believe it is important to have an open attitude concerning its conceptual limits. A
strict definition carries the risk of restraining thought just as much as promoting
clarity. But for the sake of discussion I nevertheless think it is necessary to make
some sort of operational demarcation here.

One aspect of the archaeology of the recent past that I find particularly
interesting is the relation between materiality and memory. Material remains seem
to have a remarkable power to evoke people’s memories and their stories about
the past. People’s memories are also something you constantly have to relate to
when studying the recent past. My starting-point for narrowing down the field of
the archaeology of the recent past in chronological terms is therefore how far
back in time people’s memories stretch.

Memories are a complicated source of information. Sometimes they recall
events that actually once took place, and sometimes they are later constructions
– conscious or not – that help a person to understand the past and its remains, or
perhaps even make them bearable. What is what, is often not clear, and not least
to the person who has the memory. People also take over each other’s memories,
and it can be difficult for them to determine what they themselves have experienced
and what others have told them. Most of us are, for example, not sure whether we
actually remember certain episodes from our childhood, or if what we remember
are stories we have been told by others. And sometimes when we are sure, we are
actually wrong.

Memories may thus be deceptive. But regardless whether they are historically
correct, memories are important to people and give them a special relation to the
recent past. Stories told by someone who has personally experienced what he or
she is describing are generally considered to have special weight. As first-hand
sources and eyewitness accounts they are supposed to have great credibility. If
we include memories that people alive today have heard others tell about
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experiences of their own, the memories stretch two generations back in time.
What does this mean in years? A person who today is 90 years old can have
memories that reach back to at least the age of ten. In that case we are 80 years
back in time. If he or she then met someone who in the same way could remember
80 years back in time, we are in all 160 years back in time. Let us for the sake of
simplicity say that, with the memories of two generations, we can reach back to c.
1850. In Sweden this coincides with what is considered as the time for the
breakthrough of the industrial society (Isacson 2003:37-39). It is also the nearer
limit in time for the period usually studied within historical archaeology in Sweden
(Wienberg 2005). It seems reasonable that the archaeology of the recent past
should begin where historical archaeology ends in practice. This means that
industrial archaeology in Sweden here is considered as a part of the archaeology
of the recent past.

Here I will use the concept “archaeology of the recent past” to denote archae-
ological studies of the period from 1850 to the present day. In other contexts the
concept is – as with many other chronological periods or concepts, e.g., the
Mesolithic or the Middle Ages – used with other meanings. It has, for example,
been suggested that the 20th century should be called “the recent past”, and the
past of which we have personal experience “the contemporary past” (Schofield
2005:29).

THE ABUNDANCE OF SOURCES
The period from 1850 until today has left us an abundance of sources of
information; both in number and in variation they exceed the sources available
from the rest of human history. These numerous and diverse sources are studied
by a number of academic disciplines specialising in different aspects of the recent
past. The obvious question is what archaeology could possibly add to this.

Let us first of all state that having a large number of sources of information
does not guarantee the writing of a multivocal history that provides room for
many voices and different perspectives. To quote the American author Samuel
McChord Crothers (1903): “The trouble with facts is that there are so many of
them”. The abundance of sources makes the recent past difficult to grasp. The
result is that some histories dominate and are repeated over and over again, while
other stories cannot make themselves heard (cf. Buchli & Lucas 2001:14). By
approaching the 19th- and 20th-century past from a different kind of source than
the usual, it is possible for archaeology to find and give voice to other stories
than those dominating history.

The stories dominating the history of the recent past are usually concerned
with a very high and general level. The abundance of sources is handled through
a condensation of history to what in retrospect appears to be the most important
processes and course of events. These stories usually deal with technical develop-
ment, economical structures, and political conditions. This is a completely reason-
able way to outline the recent past, and it brings out important causal connections.
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But this way of describing what once was also differs considerably from how
most people at the time experienced it. By approaching the past from a more
down-to-earth perspective, the archaeology of the recent past can reveal other
aspects of life as well as how the big history expressed itself and influenced
people in their everyday life. This is the same perspective that is usually applied
within oral history (cf. Hansson & Thor 2006).

Material remains from the recent past can be used both to complement and to
contrast other kinds of sources. The complement function applies to contexts that
have not been documented in other ways. These are often related to economically
poor people and those who for other reasons have lived outside ordinary society,
or to certain types of activities such as craftsmanship techniques. The complement
function is also one reason for excavating sites where, for example, aeroplanes
crashed during the Second World War (cf. Taylor 1999; Legendre 2001). An
excavation can, at best, reveal what caused the specific crash and what happened
to the crew; to obtain knowledge of this is often of great value indeed for surviving
relatives. Uncovering the fate of individual persons with names and families is
also an effective reminder of the horrors of war, for all of us. It personalises a
history that otherwise may be difficult to comprehend. Since many types of
aeroplanes are not preserved in any other way, the remains at crash sites are also
an important source of information for aircraft history (cf. Holyoak & Schofield
2002).

Perhaps the best example of the contrast function of material remains is also
the most well-known example of the archaeology of the recent past: namely, The
Garbage Project which was led by William Rathje and which started in the US in
1973 and then continued for almost three decades. The project studied people’s
ways of life by comparing what they themselves reported in interviews and
questionnaires about their consumption with what was actually found in their
garbage. The differences proved to be considerable (e.g., Rathje 2001; Rathje &
Murphy 2001).

One of these differences concerned the consumption of alcohol. The Garbage
Project showed that the consumption as witnessed by people’s refuse was 40-60
percent higher than what they reported in interviews and questionnaires (Rathje
2001:64). There may be several reasons for this striking difference. Some may,
when asked, have wanted to give what they thought was a more positive picture
of themselves, although they participated anonymously in the study. At the outset
of the project Rathje thought that the participants intentionally might be mis-
reporting, but later he came to the conclusion that people are unaware of their
actual consumption and think they live another life than they actually do (Rathje
2001:67). Both alternatives generate thought-provoking questions about parallel
realities. Do we say we live other lives than we do? Or do we experience other
lives than those we actually live? Can material objects help us discover this? Do
we want to discover it?
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EVOKING INTEREST
Besides being important as a complement and a contrast to other kinds of sources
of information, material remains are also important for bringing the recent past to
the fore and evoking an interest in it. Material objects have the power to attract
attention and arouse curiosity; this is especially true of objects found in excavations.
This context seems to be able to give almost any object, regardless of how ordinary
it might seem, a suggestive power that stimulates people’s imagination and gives
rise to questions about the past.

In the last few years there have been a number of archaeological excavations
in Sweden specifically dealing with sites from the recent past. These have dealt
with crofter’s cottages (Sw. torp; e.g., Welinder 1992, 1993a, 1993b; Lind &
Svensson 2001; Ulin 2004; Bodin et al. 2005), internment camps from the Second
World War (Fåhraeus et al. 2005; Lihammer 2006; Burström 2007a:37-38), a
settlement for Romanies (Hammar & Lindholm 2005; Lindholm 2006), an open-
air dance floor (Persson 2006), the crash site for a German V2-rocket (Burström,
Gustafsson & Karlsson 2006), and a jetty (Sw. klappbrygga; www.tidaholm.se/
kultur/klappeb_arkeologi.htm). None of these excavations has revealed any
spectacular finds that can be alleged to have altered our knowledge of history in
a profound way. But they have all attracted a great deal of local attention, and
they have engaged a lot of people who in many cases also have taken an active
part in the archaeological work and the interpretation. There has also been a lot of
media coverage with reports in local newspapers, radio and television. The
excavations and the everyday objects found in the ground have generated con-
versations about the past that otherwise would never have taken place, and these
have in turn led to a remembering process and to new questions being asked. In
this way the excavations have brought the recent past to the fore and made it an
issue to many people.

Also remains that are well visible above the ground have a power to evoke an
interest in the recent past. One example is what the French cultural-theoretician
Paul Virilio calls his “bunker archaeology”. It started by coincidence in the summer
of 1958; temporarily bored with the seaside games at a beach in Brittany, Virilio
started to examine the bunker he happened to be leaning on a little more carefully.
It had once formed part of Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, but the narrow space Virilio
encountered inside the bunker reminded him of an ancient tomb and evoked his
further interest. Long walks along the Brittany coast revealed that it was possible
to walk day after day without ever losing sight of bunkers. They reminded him of
a subterranean civilisation that had sprung up from the ground, and he was
fascinated (Virilio 1994:10-12).

This fascination for the material remains of the Atlantic Wall led Virilio further
along the European shores (cf. Fig. 1) and into a research that soon came to
include many different sources of information. What is important to notice,
however, is that it all started with the close contact with a physical remnant – the
bunker he happened to be leaning on. This experience illustrates the great
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Fig. 1. A part of what once formed the Atlantic Wall in Denmark. Photo: Rudi Rolf (Andersen & Rolf
2006:3).
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importance that material remains have for reminding us about the recent past and
evoking our curiosity and interest. This is a memento for the archaeology of the
recent past as well as for heritage management; material remains have a great
influence on what stories about the past people will tell, now and in the future. If
the remains disappear and no longer remind us about the recent past, also the
memories may disappear. There will, of course, always be other sources of
information about the recent past, but if there is nothing to evoke our interest, we
will have no reason to approach them. This does not necessarily lead to the
conclusion that all physical remains from the past should be protected and
preserved, but it is important to realise the very close connection between materi-
ality and memory when making decisions about the historical landscape.

The questions that material remains give rise to cannot always be answered by
studying the remains themselves, but it is nonetheless these that evoke people’s
interest and their urge to investigate them and their histories. Without material
remains the recent past would in many cases just rest in silence and ultimately be
forgotten. The removal of material remains may therefore be tantamount to a
retouching of the past.

The remains from the recent past that run the greatest risk of disappearing are
those which are associated with negative memories, and which therefore are not
spontaneously given love and care by people. This was, for example, the case
with the remains of the Atlantic Wall when Paul Virilio started his bunker archae-
ology. Today, however, many of these sites are protected as cultural heritage and
some of them have also been turned into visitor centres (cf. Burström 2007a:45,
2007b). But there are other examples of material remains from the recent past
that are now rapidly disappearing, for instance the traces from the former Com-
munist regimes in Eastern Europe. Of course, there are some who would rather
forget all bad things from the past and only remember the good. There may well
be cases when this is a reasonable strategy for an individual, but for a society,
and for the archaeology of the recent past as well as for heritage management,
the object must be to protect people’s means to remember, including the dark and
painful.

FRAGMENTS AS SOMETHING MORE
When studying a period of time from which there is an abundance of sources of
information it becomes particularly apparent that the interpreter’s perspective
determines the history told. The archaeology of the recent past often approaches
the past by investigating sites where the material remains found can be linked to
historically documented individuals or groups of people. It also deals with single
types of artefacts and how these have been used in different contexts. It is obvious
that these kinds of studies focus on very limited aspects of the big history that we
know about through other sources. The question is what these fragments can
add: are they more than anecdotes or historical curiosities?

The Swedish literary scholar and poet Anders Olsson (2006) has studied the
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history of fragmentary forms in literature. He traces the origin of the fragment as
an aesthetic ideal to the Renaissance and the rediscovery of the classical heritage.
In a concrete manner, this happened through finds of pieces of statues and
remnants of texts; these fragments have an ambiguity that even today fascinates
and attracts interpretation.

In contemporary poetry, the fragmentary form is expressed by means of a
language that is broken into pieces, by non-structured masses of words, and by
an obstinate repeating of single words. Quotations from other texts, often distorted,
and references to other forms of art are also used. All in all, this means that the
poetry leaves much of the production of meaning to the reader. This is often
mistaken for incomprehensibility or lack of meaning.

Olsson sees a connection between the fragmentary form and modernity. When
the world is regarded as too ambiguous to be able to describe in whole and rounded
forms, the fragment is no longer the leftover of something that has been destroyed;
instead, it is an intended form. The fragmentary becomes a reminder in form of
the complexity of reality. A similar line of argument can be used concerning the
archaeology of the recent past and its study of single sites or types of artefacts
(Burström 2007a:85). To study that kind of remains may be regarded as a study
of fragments, but the value of such studies should not be reduced to what they
can add to our knowledge of the big history. Their most important contribution is
instead to remind us of the existence of other realities. The big history is not the
only one; there are many other stories to discover out there.

Archaeologists collect, systematise, and interpret fragments. These are usually
regarded as broken or disconnected parts of a larger whole, and it is this totality
one normally seeks knowledge of. But the archaeology of the recent past makes
us realise that the fragment can be something even larger; it can be a way to deal
with a past that is so extensive and complex that any attempt at overall description
would necessarily have to be a reduction.

The study of material remains within the archaeology of the recent past is a
kind of fragmentising method. The purpose is not to write an all-comprehensive
history, but to pay attention to and focus on aspects of the recent past for which
there is usually no room in the big history. These stories often deal with aspects
that were important in the everyday life of ordinary people, with how large-scale
processes and important historical events appeared to them, and with what concrete
impressions they made in their lives.

Let us, then, return to the question: are the fragmentary stories told by the
archaeology of the recent past anything more than anecdotes or historical
curiosities? By “anecdotes” is usually meant small and distinctive stories, while a
“curiosity” refers to something that is intended to create interest. Put that way,
archaeology of the recent past can be considered both anecdotal and a curiosity.

An anecdotal mapping of the past is, as the American literature scholar Joel
Fineman (1989) has suggested, an alternative to the big history that has occupied
historians for such a long time. For the archaeology of the recent past it is a way
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to connect the big and the small history, and to give the recent past a human face.
Perhaps it is only through the small stories that large processes become appre-
hensible and really possible to understand. And what do we know about the small
history in prehistory?

MATERIALITY AND MEMORY
The power of material objects to make us remember and reflect about the past is
well known. It forms the basis of a worldwide industry of souvenir production,
closely related with tourism. Souvenirs help us all to remember our travels and
experiences. What distinguishes souvenirs from other things is that they are
produced with the intention to function as mementos, but other things may have
the same function (cf. Hallam & Hockey 2001). What is particularly interesting
is their power to evoke memories that could not be reached by mere brainwork.
The classic example of how an object can trigger a remembrance is a scene from
the French author Marcel Proust’s novel, In Search of Lost Time (1913–27). There
the main character experiences the taste of a madeleine-biscuit, and it makes him
suddenly remember details from his youth that he earlier has tried, but failed, to
recall. This episode is famous because it illustrates how a taste, a smell, a sound,
or some other sensory impression suddenly can make us remember. Proust makes
a distinction between these unintentional recollections and intentional memories.
Our senses help us remember that which we cannot recall solely by mental power.
About our own past, Proust writes (1996:51):

It is a labour in vain to attempt to recapture it: all the efforts of our intellect
must be futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the
reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that material
object will give us) of which we have no inkling.

How people’s memories relate to the past and what importance they should be
given in the writing of history is much debated (cf. e.g., Samuel 1994; Ricœur
2004). Memories, as pointed out above, may be recollections of course of events
that you once experienced, or that may have been told to you by others who did.
But they can also be constructions that you – intentionally or not – have created
in retrospect in order to make the past and its remains understandable or bearable.
What is what, is not always possible to determine. But memories do not have to
be in agreement with historical facts to be of interest. In some sense memories
are always true since they reflect how someone truly experienced the past or later
remembers it. The fact that memories are personally coloured and subjective
does not make them any less interesting. On the contrary, it contributes because
it gives a human dimension to what happened in the past as we look at it through
someone else’s eyes.

Memories are always related to their opposite, that is to the forgotten (cf. e.g.,
Forty & Küchler 1999; Ricœur 2004). Forgetting, like remembering, can be of
different kinds. In some cases memories have slowly faded away and gradually
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grown into the forgotten. In other cases the forgetfulness is a result of repression,
intentional or unintentional. Maybe some of us only remember what we want to
remember, while history reminds us of all the rest. The French philosopher Paul
Ricœur (2004) has in line with this made a distinction between “Happy Memory”
and “Unhappy History”.

By comparing people’s memories with the testimony of material remains and
other sources of information it is possible to discover important dissimilarities
(cf. Shackel 2000). The relation between memory and material testimony can be
compared with the relation between things and text as sources of information (cf.
Andrén 1998). There is no reason to choose between the study of how the past is
remembered and how it appears in more conventional sources. On the contrary,
these histories complete one another, and the differences found between them
give us an opportunity to understand how people actually experienced the past,
how they later remember it, and how they relate to it. It is important, however, to
realise that people’s memories often differ from one to the other and even can be
contradictory. This stresses the importance of talking to many different persons
and not just those who spontaneously are most interested or easy accessible.

The power inherent in material objects to make people remember is fundamental
to the archaeology of the recent past. When people encounter things, and start
talking with archaeologists and others about them, they suddenly remember what
they otherwise would not have thought of. These memories often deal with aspects
that are not found in other sources, and are invaluable to reach an understanding
of the human dimension of the recent past.

A well-known problem in interacting with people and asking them about their
memories and other things is that the investigation itself has an influence on the
stories told and what will be remembered in the future. Sometimes the archaeology
of the recent past pays attention to histories that are locally important but unknown
to most outsiders. This attention is often appreciated and functions as a kind of
official confirmation that the local history has a value and is worth remembering.
In other cases, however, the archaeological interest is focused on sites or histories
that are locally forgotten. This was, for example, the case with the excavation of
the ruins of the crofter’s cottage Granströms in Nyberget in the province of Dalarna
(Welinder 1992, 1993a, 1993b). This investigation is well known to most Swedish
archaeologists, but prior to the excavation the site was locally known only as a
place where people used to pick bilberries (Welinder 1992b:17). Now that has
changed. This can, of course, be described as a positive rediscovery of local
history, but it also raises questions about what histories are important and who is
to decide.

Human memory does not have the kind of straightforward chronology that
history – and archaeology – forces on the past. Let us return to Marcel Proust; as
a modernistic author he broke with the preceding, realistic tradition. He did not
content himself with describing an external course of events, but chose to start
from a subjective consciousness from which he describes the inner life of the
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individual. This means that the chronology is turned into pieces and the story
does not follow any simple time-bound order; instead it is composed of a stream
of thoughts, memories, and associations where now, then, and later are mixed
with one another. The result can be compared to the collage within visual art. It
forms a new context where events separated in time are brought together, some-
times in surprising combinations, and give each other meaning. I believe that
there may be important qualities for archaeology to explore in this kind of chron-
ological mixture and apparent confusion. Some aspects of the recent as well as
the distant past may in fact be more clearly seen in a less strictly defined
chronological frame.

THE EXISTENTIAL DIMENSION
The thoughts that material remains evoke are not limited to the past. They also
evoke reflections about eternal human concerns such as the passing of time,
continuance and perishableness, life and death, and what is important and un-
important in our lives.

These kinds of reflections are, for example, a decisive reason that thousands
of people have found their way to a deserted old car dump in southern Sweden
(cf. Burström 2007a:70-75, Burström 2008). Here we find more than a hundred car
wrecks dating from the 1930s to the 1970s, wrecks that are in various stages of
breaking down (Fig. 2). What just a short time ago were fast and modern means
of transportation and symbols of status are now quietly being recaptured by nature.
This ongoing disintegration fascinates people and has made them almost go on
pilgrimages to the car cemetery – there are roughly between 5,000 and 15,000
visitors a year. Eaten away by rust, with empty gaping headlights, and with trees
penetrating their way through the sheet iron, the car wrecks evoke existential
reflections. The relatively young age and everyday character of the car wrecks
seem to increase their imaginative power, and people experience the car cemetery
in almost spiritual terms. The question is whether or not there is room for this
kind of existential reflection within archaeology as a scholarly discipline.

The Swedish historian Håkan Arvidsson (2000) has in a discussion concerning
research within the humanities argued that scholars within this field are trying to
adopt a scientific ideal that threatens to destroy them. He writes (my translation):

Instead of scholarship, insight, and survey, they are reducing their field of
vision to microscopic proportions, or else they let themselves go up to
theorising of cosmic proportions. (…) The soul of the humanities is the learned,
almost contemplative reflection, and its truths are a form of aesthetical aha-
experiences. The issues at the core of humanistic interest are the big, not to
say the eternal questions – the meaning of life and death, the view on reality,
the experience of love, and so forth. These are questions that lack definite
answers. (…) They are at the same time, however, questions that we all constantly
ponder over, questions that disquiet us, and which we have an unquenchable
need to talk about.
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Fig. 2. Old car wrecks appear as a modern vanitas motif. Photo: Mats Burström.
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In its entirety the humanities need, of course, both the microscopic and the
cosmic proportions, but I believe Arvidsson well describes how the big questions
that ought to be in the focus of interest instead are those that in practice often fall
outside. The reasons, surely, are to be found within the positivist ideal of science
that has dominated for such a long time. It has led to a situation where what is
perceived of as Knowledge and Reason have been given priority over experience
and emotion. The latter are generally regarded as too subjective to be ascribed
scientific value.

A positivist ideal also means that questions that can be given reasonable, sure
answers are preferred over questions that per definition lack absolute or definite
answers. Reflections concerning the human existence at large run the risk of
being stamped as unscientific speculation or metaphysics. Outside the strictly
scientific field, however, it is often precisely this kind of existential reflection that
has motivated an interest in the past and its remains (cf. Lowenthal 1985; Renfrew
2003; Burström 2004).

As a scholarly discipline archaeology has a unique knowledge of how time
and the passing of time become materialised and manifest in people’s lives. In
spite of this, we seldom contribute to more general reflections about the human
existence. Instead we tend to reduce our perceptions of remains from the past so
that they merely appear as potential sources of information of what once was.
Archaeologists have by tradition a special relation to the ruins of the past. The
Finno-Swedish author Göran Schildt has described this (1957:157, my translation):

As a matter of fact, archaeologists and ruins are, in a way, enemies. The
archaeologist sees in the ruin just what it was before it became a ruin, he
wants to search into the practical purpose of the building and he does everything
he can to conserve what he finds, he lifts the remains that have been severely
damaged by time out of time so that they will not be more ruined.

Schildt admits a certain understanding for this archaeological attitude, but states:

From the specific point of view of what could be called the poetical or
philosophy of life, all conservation is a loss, because it deprives the ruin of its
most important characteristic, the relation to Time. Is there anything that could
give us a more living idea of the peculiar dimension of time and our own
place in this than these pieces of wreckage (…)?

To Schildt ruins have a value as such, and it is interesting to note that ruins and
other remains dating from the recent past seem to have a special power to strike
people (cf. Hamm & Steinberg 2000; Burström 2008). It is as if the relative nearness
in time makes the ravages of time more obvious than otherwise. It reminds us
that our own existence is bounded in time, and it makes us think about our place
in a larger historical context.

Many archaeologists have experienced – not without frustration – that it is
often the most present-day artefacts found in an excavation that attract the most
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interest from the public. These are things that people recognise from their own
past, and this recognition surely promotes their popularity. But also the insight
that objects that people still remember from their own time can already be of
archaeological interest, leaves a strong impression on many and generates
reflection. The thoughts carry from the present to the recent past, and further on
to questions that are beyond chronological and disciplinary borders.

CONCLUSION
The archaeology of the recent past finds and gives voice to other stories than
those dominating the big history. But it also recognises that things and other
material remains are much more than just sources of information; they also touch
people, make them remember, and evoke reflections about large and small in the
human existence: What is left from the past and what has disappeared? What will
we leave after us? How will the future remember us? Do we care? Why, or why
not?

These questions cannot, of course, be given any absolute or definite answers.
But there is nothing unique about this; on the contrary, it applies to many or most
archaeological questions. In spite of this, the emotional and existential dimensions
of the past and its remains have by tradition fallen outside the scholarly field of
archaeology. The issue of what material remains from the past do with us –
archaeologists and others – who are living today, has been considered too personal
or subjective to be approached. The archaeology of the recent past now brings
this issue to the fore and with it general considerations on the epistemological
borders of archaeology.
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