
Vol:. (1234567890)

Hist Arch (2023) 57:1110–1123
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41636-023-00472-6

1 3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Practicing and Publishing Post‑1500 Mediterranean 
Archaeology in Italy, Spain, and France

Marco Milanese

Accepted: 17 May 2023 / Published online: 6 November 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract  Post-1500 archaeology has undergone 
many changes in western Mediterranean Europe over 
the last three decades. This article explores how these 
changes have developed by focusing on the publishing 
of post-1500 archaeology in Italy, Spain, and France. 
Taking Italy as the primary example, it demonstrates 
that the path taken is intertwined with that of North-
ern Europe, but that it also deviates in its beginnings, 
its place in law, and its current place in academic and 
professional archaeology.

Resumen  La arqueología posterior a 1500 ha sufri-
do muchos cambios en la Europa mediterránea occi-
dental durante las últimas tres décadas. En este artícu-
lo se explora cómo se han desarrollado estos cambios, 
centrándose en la publicación de la arqueología pos-
terior a 1500 en Italia, España y Francia. Al tomar a 
Italia como el ejemplo principal, se demuestra que el 
camino emprendido se entrelaza con el del norte de 
Europa, pero que también se desvía en sus inicios, su 
lugar en la ley y su lugar actual en la arqueología aca-
démica y profesional.

Résumé  L’archéologie postérieure à 1500 a fait 
l’objet d’évolutions nombreuses dans l’Europe médi-

terranéenne occidentale au cours des trois dernières 
décennies. Cet article est une étude du mode de dével-
oppement de ces évolutions, axée sur la publication de 
l’archéologie postérieure à 1500 en Italie, en Espagne 
et en France. Prenant l’Italie à titre d’exemple prin-
cipal, il démontre que la voie adoptée est étroitement 
liée à celle de l’Europe du Nord, mais qu’elle s’écarte 
également quant à ses prémisses, sa place en matière 
légale et son positionnement actuel dans l’archéologie 
universitaire et professionnelle.
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Introduction

In an international setting characterized by varied 
terms used to indicate post-1500 archaeology, the 
term postmedieval archaeology is undoubtedly one of 
the most frequently used in Europe. The same term, 
however, has taken on different meanings in different 
research contexts, more or less adhering to the older 
British chronological definition in which postmedi-
eval archaeology extends to the beginning of indus-
trialization (although the Society for Post-Medieval 
Archaeology now includes the contemporary period 
under the same heading). It extends from the great 
transformations of urban landscapes, material culture, 
and many other archaeological indicators that hap-
pened from 1500 (as per convention) to the present. 
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This long-term view allows the avoidance of unnec-
essary chronological and academic-disciplinary bor-
ders. Yet it has at times, as will be shown, impeded 
the development of post-1500 archaeology as a disci-
pline. Furthermore, the development of its own publi-
cation outlets varies greatly across the Mediterranean 
region, with some countries boasting dedicated jour-
nals that have been running for decades, and others in 
which post-1500 archaeology is rare or nonexistent.

At the official founding congress of Italian postme-
dieval archaeology (in Sassari, Italy, in 1994) a broad 
comparison at the European level was conducted. 
After almost 30 years it is pertinent to reflect on the 
current state of postmedieval archaeology and on the 
growth of this research field in western Mediterra-
nean Europe.

Unifying factors, starting from the 1970s, 
emerged in the methodological revolution that took 
place in the archaeology of areas of the Western 
Mediterranean, particularly with the widespread 
use of stratigraphic excavation (instead of the 
unscientific excavation, disinterested in stratig-
raphy, used previously), urban archaeology, and 
“preventive archaeology” (i.e., the documenta-
tion of archaeological heritage at risk of destruc-
tion during public or private construction works 
that involve underground interventions). France 
was faster than Italy and Spain in affirming pre-
ventive archaeology and its legislative framework. 
The role that the English theoretical reflection on 
stratigraphic excavation has brought to European 
archaeology in the last decades of the 20th century 
is well known and evident. It may be sufficient to 
recall the diffusion of the documentation system 
of stratigraphic units, the Harris matrix, and a dia-
chronic vision of the stratigraphic sequence where 
(in particular in urban archaeology) post-1500 
archaeology also acquired its own position in law 
supported by a methodological vision of continu-
ity and by the explicit historiographic purposes of 
archaeological excavation.

It is a European process (albeit with differences) 
that has contributed—among other things—to build-
ing the common foundation of European postmedi-
eval archaeology, with shared ideas, practices, and 
orientations. Significant results, such as a growing 
awareness of archaeology as a profession with its own 
scientific procedures, have been defined at the theo-
retical level.

The relationship that the archaeology of the most 
recent centuries (19th–20th centuries) establishes 
with current societies is also significant, with a more 
direct impact than archaeologies focusing on more 
distant periods. This allows the identification of 
the strong social utility of this archaeology, with an 
involvement of local communities typical of “Public 
Archaeology,” often caused by the greater temporal 
proximity and research on sensitive themes, as clearly 
appears in the archaeology of World War I, the Span-
ish Civil War, and the more recent Balkan conflict. In 
Italian postmedieval archaeology (archeologia post-
medievale), the theoretical definition devised in the 
1990s remains important, as it indicates a chronologi-
cal arc of maximum continuity (Milanese 2021).

The aim of this essay is to present an assessment 
of post-1500 archaeology in western Mediterranean 
Europe, namely Italy, Spain, and France. Consider-
ing publication outlets as primary indicators of a 
research field, this article also discusses develop-
ments in each of these countries in terms of post-
medieval archaeology’s institutional and university 
standing––see also Palmer and Given (this issue) for 
a Mediterranean-wide overview of post-1500 archae-
ology publications.

The German-speaking European tradition must 
also be mentioned, which prefers the term “his-
torische Archäologie” instead of “postmedieval 
archaeology,” with a post-1500 chronology up to 
today that is defined in the editorial of the online 
magazine Historische Archäologie1 (beginning 2009). 
This editorial represents an interesting document that 
traces an international overview of the problem, but 
which ignores the Italian journal Archeologia Post-
medievale (beginning 1997) and its diachronic line 
from 1500 to today.

The primary focus of this article will be mainly 
based on the author’s native Italy, reflecting direct 
experience in the discipline’s development, before 
expanding the discussion to include Spain and France.

First Steps

Post-1500 archaeology appeared explicitly as “post-
medieval archaeology” in the Western Mediterranean 

1  <https://​www.​hista​rch.​uni-​kiel.​de/​About.​htm>.

https://www.histarch.uni-kiel.de/About.htm
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area at the beginning of the 1970s. In Italy, however, 
there are examples of the application of archaeo-
logical methodologies to post-1500 heritage in the 
previous decade. It is an apparent paradox that post-
medieval archaeology did not appear explicitly until 
the 1970s in western Mediterranean archaeology, 
even though the region was the birthplace of archae-
ology in the 17th century. This can be attributed to 
the strong connection and identification of Italian 
and Mediterranean archaeology with the history of 
ancient art and the dominance of classical archaeol-
ogy, which prevented the development of postclassi-
cal archaeology until the 1970s.

The first investigations occurred in the coastal 
region of Liguria, where the application of the strati-
graphic method to urban rescue archaeology high-
lighted at an early stage the informative potential of 
postmedieval archaeology (Mannoni 1969). Starting 
from 1971, the activities of Hugo Blake (2011) and 
a large English research group in the urban excava-
tions of Genoa facilitated the comparison of the 
stratigraphic excavation methods used in Liguria with 
important concepts coming from the Anglophone 
sphere, where postmedieval archaeology (usually 
defined then as incorporating the 16th, 17th, and 18th 
centuries) had already begun to become established. 
In May 1971, the Fourth International Ceramics Con-
ference (in Albisola, Liguria, Italy) saw the partici-
pation of Tiziano Mannoni, Hugo Blake, and David 
Whitehouse. The largest session of the congress was 
devoted to postmedieval ceramics.

In the important synthesis of 1973 devoted to 
medieval archaeology in Italy (Mannoni and Blake 
1973), the terms “postmedieval archaeology” and 
“postclassical archaeology” were both used several 
times, not as synonyms, but with different mean-
ings. From that moment on, the term “postclassical 
archaeology” became popular, indicating a long-
term perspective that extended from the fall of the 
Roman Empire to the beginning of the industrial age, 
the terminal chronological limit (ca. 1750) agreeing 
with that already identified for British postmedieval 
archaeology. While the term “postmedieval archae-
ology” continued to be used, Italian postclassical 
archaeologists were at that time mainly engaged in 
developing a new research agenda focusing on medi-
eval archaeology and establishing stratigraphic exca-
vation methodologies as the norm. The excavations in 
Genoa, therefore, continued to play an important role 

in laying the first foundations for Italian postmedieval 
archaeology (Milanese 1976; Andrews and Pringle 
1977; Gardini and Milanese 1979).

At the beginning of the 1980s, postmedieval 
archaeology gained ground as the agenda of urban 
archaeology reached Rome. The investigations 
involved the extensive and systematic use of strati-
graphic excavation (Manacorda 1982), which neces-
sitated uncovering large and important post-1500 
deposits. Carried out not only in the nation’s capital 
city, but also in one of the most significant centers 
in the ancient Mediterranean world, the excavations 
brought, for the first time, national attention to post-
medieval archaeology. Unifying factors at the Euro-
pean level as the most significant drivers for the first 
experiences in Mediterranean postmedieval archae-
ology were the spread of stratigraphic excavation, 
urban archaeology, heritage protection, professional 
archaeology, and ceramic studies from an archaeo-
logical point of view; see also Palmer and Given (this 
issue). At different times and in different ways, the 
linguistic cast and footprint of postmedieval archaeol-
ogy penetrated Mediterranean archaeology, indicating 
the adhesion by some groups of archaeologists to a 
research area identified immediately as postmedieval 
archaeology (Czech Republic), differently defined 
as archeologia postmedievale (Italy), arqueología 
postmedieval (Spain), or archéologie post-médiévale 
(France, Switzerland). And while British postmedi-
eval archaeology has certainly influenced post-1500 
archaeology in the western European Mediterranean, 
Italian archaeology has, like that of France and Spain, 
developed its own path in the field of the archaeology 
of more recent centuries since the 1970s.

The Italian Route to Postmedieval Archaeology

After the pioneering phase of the 1970s, the impe-
tus gained from new methodological perspectives 
spawned a more chronologically and thematically 
inclusive type of protection of the archaeological her-
itage in urban areas. While this was a positive move, 
there was a danger that Italian postmedieval archaeol-
ogy would remain limited within the confines of her-
itage protection and thus stagnate, rather than develop 
its own research agenda.

Despite the spread of stratigraphic excavation 
methods and a resulting increase in the quality of 
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data being generated, the mere production of data 
from rescue excavations seemed to be a weak point 
for postmedieval archaeology. This was due in part 
to the fragmentary and occasional nature of data 
acquisition, but more notably to the lack of a research 
agenda and an absence of deeper theoretical reflec-
tion (Milanese 1983, 1997b:80–81). Throughout the 
1980s, urban archaeology strengthened its position, 
both in Italy and in many European countries (Fran-
covich and Milanese 1987). This process is also docu-
mented by the publication of large rescue excavations 
in Rome and Genoa dedicated entirely to post-1500 
archaeology (Manacorda 1984; Milanese 1985). This 
phase of intense scientific activity in the field and of 
optimism among practitioners encouraged critical 
reflection that was to form the epistemological foun-
dation of Italian postmedieval archaeology.

The space of Italian postmedieval archaeology 
was increasingly configured within the new profes-
sional archaeology, archaeological conservation, 
and the protection of archaeological heritage. At the 
same time, postmedieval archaeology became dis-
tinct and dislocated from Italian medieval archaeol-
ogy, which itself was chronologically moving back 
the nodal points of its agenda toward the phenomenon 
of castles appearing in European medieval landscapes 
(Francovich and Milanese 1990) and the dynamics 
of transformation from the ancient world to the early 
Middle Ages (Brogiolo and Gelichi 1988).

Italian postmedieval archaeology was surrounded 
by skepticism or indifference, viewed on the one side 
by classical archaeologists and prehistorians as one 
of the most methodologically backward areas of Ital-
ian archaeology, and on the other all but ignored by 
medieval archaeologists, who were exploring topics 
that were completely distant in terms of chronology 
and objectives.

At the beginning of the 1990s, epistemological 
reflection identified the need to build a large Euro-
pean scientific community interested in the topic of 
postmedieval archaeology. In 1994 the international 
conference held in Sardinia, “Archeologia Postmedi-
evale: l’esperienza europea e l’Italia” (Sassari, Italy, 
17–20 October 1994) (Fig.  1), gathered together 
archaeologists representing five European nations, 
in addition to Italy (Milanese 1994–1997; Milan-
ese 1997b:79): Belgium (Frans Verhaege), France 
(Philippe Bruneau, Pierre-Yves Balut), Great Britain 
(David Crossley), Spain (Fernando Amores), and 

the Netherlands (Jan Baart) (Milanese 1994–1997:9; 
Courtney 2009:175–176). The aim was to allow Ital-
ian postmedieval archaeology to compare itself with 
other European experiences, while also considering 
local factors and to think in a structured and expan-
sive way about its own disciplinary definition. Meth-
odological reports were given on the relationship 
between postmedieval archaeology and different areas 
of investigation, the relationship with global archae-
ology (Tiziano Mannoni), with protection (Piero 
Guzzo), with rural archaeology (Diego Moreno), and 
of abandoned sites (Juan Antonio Quiròs Castillo), 
with the history of material culture (Enrico Gian-
nichedda), and the archaeology of architecture (Isa-
bella Ferrando Cabona). Summaries of postmedieval 
archaeology in 13 (of 20) Italian regions were pre-
sented by archaeologists responsible for investigations 
of postmedieval archaeology, which encompassed 
varied and differentiated lines of research (Milanese 
1994–1997:9–10). During that congress, a roadmap 
for Italian postmedieval archaeology was drawn, with 
its own specific declination and interpretation, start-
ing from a chronology that also included the 19th and 
20th centuries, taking its remit up to the then–present 
day (Milanese 1997a:16–17). This direction not only 
eliminated the obstacle of a chronology (the last cou-
ple of centuries) that many considered too recent for 
archaeological study, which is really a false problem 
(Milanese 2014:41–42), but also highlighted the cen-
trality of information potential in judging the value of 
the archaeological record.

Italian postmedieval archaeology rejects the futile 
search for a recent chronological boundary and now 
goes as far as the 21st century, as can be seen from 
the excavation of 19th- to 21st-century rural settle-
ments (Milanese and Biagini 1998), investigations 
rooted in historical ecology (Maggi et  al. 2002). 
Moreover, archaeological approaches to the recent 
past or present are constantly evolving that fore-
ground the archaeological gaze as a point of view 
(Milanese 2018; Stagno 2018) while operating in 
close connection with sociology, anthropology, oral 
history, and ethnography. The strongly interdiscipli-
nary structure of Italian postmedieval archaeology 
allows it to extend its field of research to the contem-
porary age, right up to the present time, and therefore 
with a chronological limit in continuous evolution 
(unlike in the Aegean; see Lekakis [this issue]). This 
occurs in an interdisciplinary scenario of increasing 
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articulation, particularly when it comes to investigat-
ing current or sub-actual phenomena of high socio-
logical and anthropological complexity with tones 
and nuances of a past-present.

The archaeology of the recent past has always been 
on the research agenda of Italian postmedieval archae-
ology, as can be seen clearly in the special issue of the 
journal Archeologia Postmedievale dedicated to eth-
noarchaeology (Archeologia Postmedievale 2000), as 
well as in investigations of the relationship between 
oral history and postmedieval archaeology (Milanese 

2005). This link, however, is often not understood, 
and it is wrongly assumed that the archaeological her-
itage of the contemporary age is excluded from post-
medieval archaeology, whereas, on the contrary, it is 
completely part of it. This view also removes the mis-
conception that industrial archaeology can entirely 
cover and coincide with contemporary archaeology. 
This is not the case, because industrial archaeology is 
a thematic archaeology that studies only one sector, 
however important, of the contemporary age. Moreo-
ver, Italian industrial archaeology, unlike more recent 

Fig. 1   Cover of the first 
number of the scientific 
review Archeologia Post-
medievale, 1997. (Image by 
author, 1997.)
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European and American approaches (Casella and 
Symonds 2007), tends not to use the methodologies 
of archaeological research, and archaeologists are fre-
quently absent, as is well known, from the scientific 
community of this discipline (Milanese 2002). It is 
also for this reason that Italian postmedieval archae-
ology has, for almost 30 years now, declared that the 
archaeology of contemporary and industrial societies 
also falls within its field of research; indeed, there is 
a rural archaeology of the industrial age (unrelated to 
the processes of industrialization), an urban archae-
ology, and an archaeology of industrialized or non-
industrialized societies. Finally, Italian postmedieval 
archaeology has the further aim of presenting itself as 
an area of innovation and experimentation that is also 
available to other archaeologies, thanks to the wealth 
of different kinds of sources that it sometimes has at 
its disposal (Milanese 1997a:15).

Italian postmedieval archaeology is today going 
through a moment of liveliness and intense activity. 
While this is a positive situation, there remain some 
semantic misunderstandings due to an excessive vari-
ety of terminology, which causes confusion, disa-
greement, and a discussion about definitions rather 
than content. Faced with a definition of postmedieval 
archaeology that is a European reference in its multi-
period and widely accepted definition, the terms 
modern archaeology (or of the modern age), modern 
and contemporary archaeology (or of the modern and 
contemporary ages), or contemporary archaeology (or 
of the contemporary age), archaeology of the present 
time, archaeology of the recent past, and archaeology 
of industrial societies are also used, often not very 
coherently. The real problem, however, is not termi-
nology (although terminology is important), but the 
actual structured, systematic, theorized, and planned 
use of archaeology from the late Middle Ages to the 
present time.

High-quality individual studies, such as Giuliano 
de Felice’s (2020) landscape study of traces of 
20th-century war in the Apulian Maguira, that are 
also highly specific and therefore limited in their 
topic, make important and welcome additions. What 
is needed, however, is a broad range of research top-
ics concerning post-1500 societies up to the 21st 
century. This necessitates investigations that high-
light the informative potential of the application 
of archaeological research methodologies. Such a 
point of view has long been on the research agenda 

of Italian postmedieval archaeology, which is, how-
ever, confronted with the difficulty of fragmenting 
data from intensive institutional protection activi-
ties. Some of these results are often only known by 
short preliminary reports in annual reports and sci-
entific journals. The “Italian post-medieval archae-
ology newsletter” published in Archeologia Post-
medievale in 2020, for example, consists of over 60 
records of excavations and territorial investigations 
distributed over a good sample of Italian regions 
(12 out of 20). These are mainly excavations car-
ried out in contexts of preventive archaeology and, 
to a lesser extent, research sites, but also surveys 
and case studies of epigraphy; the chronology of the 
contexts of these searches extends all the way to the 
20th century.

The birth of the journal Archaeologia Postmedi-
evale (1994–1997) was intended to provide a space 
for open and continuous discussion around the most 
representative topics of the new discipline, with an 
inclusive multi-period agenda encompassing the 
end of the Middle Ages to the 21st century. The 
aim is also to create an open and continuous tool, 
a space for experimenting with the application of 
archaeological research approaches to the material 
past of the most recent centuries, offering constant 
visibility to the archaeology of the contemporary 
age, but also to the archaeological study of conflict. 
Moreover, this extends beyond Italian borders, with 
World War I or World War II (Fig. 2), the Spanish 
Civil War, the Cold War, and the ethnic-religious 
wars of the late 20th century in the Balkan area 
after the devastating conflicts following the dissolu-
tion of Yugoslavia (1990), the Italian wars of con-
quest in Libya, and Rwandan massacres all finding 
a place in the journal.

These wars were not only cruelly inflicted on the 
civilian population with ethnic cleansing strategies 
(De Bernardi 2018), but monumental heritage itself 
was destroyed to erase the identity (Perring and van 
der Linde 2009) in areas where today conservation, 
valorization, or reconstruction are dramatically inter-
twined in complex ways, among memory, oblivion, 
and economic availability, in support of different 
national and religious identities (Todorova 2004) in a 
framework of high complexity. All this without losing 
sight of the archaeology of the great transformations 
and changes produced by the introduction of gun-
powder in the modern age on townscapes and rural 
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landscapes, and the new scenarios provided by mari-
time archaeology on Atlantic navigation, naval archi-
tecture, and trade.

Postmedieval archaeological research dramati-
cally increases archaeological heritage, if only for 
the high number of postmedieval sites, but it also 
offers a cultural heritage that was previously invis-
ible, enriching the understanding and appreciation 
of the Italian past as well as providing a rich cul-
tural resource for the tourist industry and economy 
generally. A critical discussion of the situation of 

postmedieval archaeology in Italy must reserve 
at least a reference to university training, which is 
fundamental for the future of this research area. To 
date, there are only a few Italian universities where 
there are specific classes in postmedieval archaeol-
ogy: Venice, Sassari, Cagliari, Genoa, Siena, and 
Bari (Pisa and Lecce). These classes have enabled 
many archaeologists who now work in state struc-
tures and in the profession more broadly to develop 
a consistent activity in research and protection of 
postmedieval heritage.

Fig. 2   Cover of the 22nd 
issue of the scientific review 
Archeologia Postmedi-
evale, 2018, dedicated to 
the archaeology of World 
War I. (Image by author, 
2018.) An image of human 
remains has been purposely 
concealed in this figure. To 
view the original journal 
cover, go to <https://​www 
.​inseg​nadel​giglio.​it/​prodo​
tto/​apm-​arche​ologia-​postm​
ediev​ale-​22-​2018/>.

https://www.insegnadelgiglio.it/prodotto/apm-archeologia-postmedievale-22-2018/
https://www.insegnadelgiglio.it/prodotto/apm-archeologia-postmedievale-22-2018/
https://www.insegnadelgiglio.it/prodotto/apm-archeologia-postmedievale-22-2018/
https://www.insegnadelgiglio.it/prodotto/apm-archeologia-postmedievale-22-2018/
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Post‑1500 Mediterranean Archaeology in Spain 
and France

The appearance of disciplinary journals is certainly 
an important signal to assess the consensus and vis-
ibility that an area of research has received from the 
scientific community. However, this step is not always 
binding, and in Mediterranean Europe there are dif-
ferent situations under the present influence of the 
British journal Post-Medieval Archaeology. Add a 
nod to Spanish and French colonial archaeology, so 
familiar to readers of Historical Archaeology.

In Spain, there was no scientific journal dedicated 
to postmedieval archaeology until 2018, when Rodis: 
Journal of Medieval and Postmedieval Archaeology 
published its first issue. The journal is published by 
Universitat de Girona (Catedra Roses d’Arqueologia i 
Patrimonio Arqueologic) and, so far, includes thematic 
issues dedicated to the townhouse, urban planning, 
port infrastructures, and closed archaeological contexts 
between the 16th and 17th centuries. However, the Grup 
de Recerca d’Arqueologia Medieval i Postmedieval 
(GRAMP-UB), based at the Universitat de Barcelona, 
had been publishing a dedicated book series, 
Monografies d’Arqueologia Medieval i Postmedieval, 
since 1995. The research group was at that time directed 
by Manuel Riu and was particularly devoted to the 
study of postmedieval ceramics. As in Italy, the study of 
ceramics remains a particularly strong area of Spanish 
postmedieval archaeology (Coll Conesa, this issue).

Similarly, professional archaeology and extensive 
documentation practices of preventive archaeology 
have also played an important role in the development 
of postmedieval archaeology, but so has university 
education. There are many Spanish universities 
that offer specific classes in “Arqueologia Medieval 
y Postmedieval,” indicating a widespread rooting 
of the discipline. Moreover, recent years have 
seen a particularly enriched education landscape, 
with dedicated university courses in “Arqueologia 
Postmedieval” being offered in Alicante, Barcelona, 
Granada, Jaen, Pais Vasco, and Seville. This phase 
of growth is the subject of recent commentaries and 
analyses (Belén 2017; López et  al. 2017; García-
Contreras Ruiz and Tejerizo-García 2021).

The last decade or so has also seen two important 
book-length interventions. The first is an introductory 
text written for Spanish university education by Juan 
Antonio Quirós Castillo and Bengoetxera Rementeria 

Belén, entitled Arqueologia III. Arqueologia Medieval 
y Posmedieval (Quirós Castillo and Belén 2010). 
It presents an overview of Spanish postmedieval 
archaeology, starting with aspects of terminology before 
examining the main research areas. The second and more 
recent is a volume that focuses on the situation in the Pais 
Vasco (Basque Country). It consists of essays edited by 
Idoia Grau-Sologestoa and Juan Antonio Quirós Castillo, 
which, collectively, aim to develop an overview and 
critical assessment of the archaeology of the modern 
age in this northern region of the Iberian Peninsula 
(Grau-Sologestoa and Quirós Castillo 2020). The 
book starts with a theoretical discussion with reference 
to a broad European framework of postmedieval 
archaeology. However, the choice of entitling it “Modern 
Archaeology” creates a new chronological border, as 
it limits the discipline’s focus to the 16th–earlier 19th 
centuries, excluding the era of major industrialization that 
encompassed the later 19th and 20th centuries, creating a 
partition that seems to pose more problems than it solves. 
Nevertheless, the book is particularly interesting and 
useful, as it is dedicated to in-depth research in a specific 
region; there are papers on classic themes, such as urban 
areas, rural areas, productive activities, the archaeology 
of death, communication routes, maritime archaeology, 
and coastal landscapes.

The archaeology of the Spanish Civil War has had, 
in the last few years, a particular impact on Span-
ish society, especially the research and excavation of 
mass graves of massacres, with strong political values 
and with the search for “truth” guiding the archaeo-
logical activity. The work of Alfredo Gonzalez-Ruibal 
(2020), in particular, has made this research accessi-
ble to an international audience. Collective political-
identity processes and the social demand for justice 
are at the heart of Spanish Civil War archaeology; 
excavations of mass graves from that conflict have a 
strong forensic archaeological soul, and this type of 
archaeology in Spain is also discussed in heated par-
liamentary debates (Milanese 2010:106–107; Car-
rasco 2018; Ramos Ruiz 2018).

Although postmedieval archaeology in Spain has 
only recently attained a thematic scientific journal, the 
overall picture of post-1500 archaeological research 
is a lively one. In fact, there is good provision for the 
university teaching of postmedieval archaeology, for 
theoretical reflection, and for the research and protec-
tion of postmedieval archaeological heritage during 
professional archaeology interventions.
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The situation of the archaeology of the most recent 
centuries in France presents another complex yet 
lively picture in which the issue of the current absence 
of a specific journal must be discussed carefully. 
France was the first country in Mediterranean Europe 
to start a specific journal of this type, Ramage: 
Revue d’archéologie moderne et d’archéologie 
générale, which was founded in 1982 and ran for a 
total of 14 issues until folding in 2002. This initia-
tive was instigated by the founding editors, Philippe 
Bruneau and Pierre-Yves Balut, at the Institut d’art 
et d’archéologie—Centre d’archéologie moderne et 
contemporaine, Université de Paris-Sorbonne.

Looking back, Ramage appears as highly innova-
tive in the context of French (and European) archae-
ology of the 1980s, with a strong methodological 
stance that highlighted the marginality of the classical 
methods of archaeological research, most notably, tra-
ditional archaeological excavation. Only nine papers 
in the more than 20 years of Ramage’s life were in 
fact dedicated to case studies related to archaeologi-
cal excavations in a journal that had two fundamen-
tal preoccupations, as declared in its title: modern 
archaeology and general archaeology. Much attention 
was paid to the discipline’s relationships with the his-
tory of art, the history of archaeology, archaeological 
theory, and heritage management. An “undisciplined” 
discipline that challenged many of the fixed points of 
a discipline was firmly rooted, as in the rest of Europe, 
in the humanities. The interdisciplinary nature of post-
1500 archaeology posed a shock to academia and to 
students themselves due to the revolutionary direc-
tions of the journal’s initiators (Bellan 2018:33–34). 
Although it has been out of publication for 20 years, 
Ramage is still a journal full of interesting insights 
thanks to its strongly unconventional nature. How-
ever, Ramage was also a very academic journal, dis-
tant from the concrete realities developing in French 
preventive archaeology during the 1980s and 1990s. 
An important turning point came at the end of the 
1980s, when the principles of preventive archaeology 
were being established in France, as elsewhere on the 
European continent, with increasing credibility and 
scientific authority—a fundamental step that did not 
receive attention in Ramage. The journal did not dis-
cuss, for example, the spectacular scientific and media 
impact, even among the public, that numerous finds 
from World War I trenches, collective burials, and bat-
tle areas had produced in those years. The particular 

vivacity of French debate on the national legislation of 
preventive archaeology (Demoule 2002) represented 
a point of reference nationally and for other Euro-
pean countries from the perspective of overcoming 
rescue archaeology and forming a multi-period vision 
that also included post-1500 archaeology. The most 
important and structural outcome of this debate was 
the birth of the dynamic organizational structure of 
Inrap (Institute Nationale de Recherche Archéologique 
Prévéntive), established in 2002 for the manage-
ment of national preventive archaeology, which is a 
model of great effectiveness and transparency with 
its extraordinary Website, a model that, unfortunately, 
has not been followed elsewhere in Europe.

Preventive archaeology was applied to the routes 
of large public railways (e.g., TGV Nord) and French 
motorway infrastructures (e.g., A29, A16) that inter-
sected the Franco-German border. Yves Desfossés was 
the protagonist of this phase and a pioneer of World 
War I archaeology in France (Desfosseès et al. 2007). 
He emphasized the difficulties faced by the archae-
ologists involved in this work in 1988–1989: They 
were traditionally trained archaeologists, but on con-
struction sites they had to dig the remains of military 
trenches, ammunition dumps, evidence of the daily 
lives of fighters, and, above all, the remains of soldiers 
who died during battles. The discovery of collective 
burials of many fallen soldiers had a considerable 
media impact, such as the well-known multiple grave 
site at Saint-Rémy-la-Calonne (Meuse) in 1991 that 
contained the burial of French writer Alain Fournier. 
This unexpected discovery aroused deep emotion and 
became an extraordinary national and international 
media witness that affirmed the scientific, cultural, and 
social value of World War I archaeology.

Inrap also boasts a remarkable Website, which, 
although it is not aimed specifically at the schol-
arly community, is an exceptional and continuously 
updated information tool for post-1500 archaeologi-
cal excavations in France. It is the best online news 
source to study the French situation in relation to pre-
ventive archaeology beyond the numerous regional 
archaeology journals, which are, however, more dif-
ficult to consult and have a general and multi-period 
character. Modern and contemporary archaeology 
appears in this Website as one of the more vibrant 
areas of French preventive archaeology, with excava-
tions and research mainly directed at conflict archae-
ology (World War I and World War II), production 
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archaeology, fortifications, the archaeology of places 
of religious faith, and funerary archaeology.

In the continuing French debate on postmedieval/
modern and contemporary archaeology, one further 
journal merits discussion, even though it is not the-
matically or chronologically specific: Les nouvelles de 
l’archéologie. With some dedicated dossiers, the jour-
nal has been more careful than the purely academic 
focus of Ramage  to give theoretical reflection to the 
first structured experiences of French postmedieval 
archaeology between 2004 and 2014, although the dis-
cussion still often revolves around the issue of legiti-
mation and the acceptance of this field of research.

Joëlle Burnouf and Florence Journot (2004:5) high-
lighted the still “opportuniste et dérobé de l’archéologie 
du passé récent”2 character and the fragmentary nature 
of the data recovered via preventive archaeology, and 
that it promulgates postmedieval archaeology without a 
real research agenda. Ten years later, Séverine Hurard, 
Yves Roumégoux, and Dorothée Chaoui-Derieux 
reflected again on the definition “opportuniste et dérobé 
de l’archéologie du passé recent” and hypothesized a 
shift “[d]e l’opportunisme à la maturité”3 (Hurard et al. 
2014:3). The authors distinguish “modern archaeol-
ogy,” which would still be fully on the agenda of medi-
evalist archaeologists (a completely different position 
from the Italian one), from a more distant “contem-
porary archaeology,” which instead marks a stronger 
detachment from medieval archaeology and takes on a 
sociological and humanitarian role.

It is no coincidence that the Manuel d’archéologie 
médiévale et moderne by Joëlle Burnouf, Danielle 
Arribet-Deroin, Bruno Desachy, Florence Journot, 
and Anne Nissen-Jaubert (Burnouf et  al. 2020) 
(Fig.  3), first published in 2009 but now in its sec-
ond edition, associates medieval archaeology with 
modern archaeology. The role of preventive archae-
ology, such as excavations of the Louvre by Pierre-
Jean Trombetta (2004), is emphasized, but also the 
role of the journal Ramage, with the idea of a modern 
archaeology based on more methodologies, including 
nontraditional archaeology.

In their alternative to the Manuel, Florence Journot 
and Gilles Bellan (2011), in Archéologie de la France 

moderne et contemporaine, still discuss the “opportun-
iste et dérobé de l’archéologie du passé recent” cited 
by Burnouf. Starting from this initial reference, Journot 
and Bellan present a national synthesis organized by 
research themes. This book is very useful because it 
presents many case studies referring to environmen-
tal archaeology, rural archaeology, urban archaeology, 
production and industrial archaeology, archaeology and 
anthropology, ceramics, road archaeology, underwater 
archaeology, maritime archaeology, and religiosity. The 
reference bibliography is very scattered in regional ven-
ues, in conference proceedings, and in journals that are 
not specifically post-1500 in focus, but attentive to the 
moving scenarios of archaeological research, such as 
the journal Les nouvelles de l’archéologie. The authors 
identify a correspondence between the definition of 
postmedieval archaeology, which they take into consid-
eration, but which they consider “timid,” and modern 
archaeology, with a different position from the Italian 
idea of a postmedieval archaeology with its inclusive 
responsibility, from 1500 to the present time.

Another aspect that needs to be assessed is that of the 
training in post-1500 archaeology in French universities, 
which is completely neglected in the manuals and rarely 
mentioned elsewhere. The situation echoes the real-
ity in which post-1500 archaeology today seems to be 
extremely rarely taught at French universities, with those 
in Paris, Nantes, and Rennes being rare exceptions.

Conclusion

The embeddedness of postmedieval archaeology in 
Italy, France, and Spain within a broader continen-
tal framework reflects the desire to share a common 
European perspective, something that has developed 
unevenly since the 1990s. At the same time, each 
nation has its own priorities, pasts, and archaeological 
traditions with which to contend.

The theme of the different Mediterranean and Euro-
pean traditions or interpretations of post-1500 archae-
ology is a very broad and complex subject, but it will 
have to be addressed in a global way. At the moment 
a self-referential perspective prevails, which leads indi-
vidual parts of the European (or global) framework to 
ignore the others, also as a result of language barriers, 
which make it difficult for all researchers to access jour-
nals, papers, and bibliographies in German, English, 
French, and Italian. The solution is probably that of a 

2  Translation: opportunistic and stolen from the archaeology 
of the recent past.
3  Translation: from opportunism to maturity.
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translation into English of at least the most important 
scientific works and the development of special the-
matic volumes of broad international planning. How-
ever, the picture is not static. On the contrary, it is 
highly dynamic, just thinking of the growing interna-
tional diffusion of an archaeology applied to the 20th 
century, up to the present, with an approach closely 
linked to sociology and anthropology. The extension of 

post-1500 archaeological research up to the present is 
a constitutive line of Italian postmedieval archaeology 
since the years of its theoretical consolidation (starting 
from 1994–1997), but this Italian interpretation of the 
term of a postmedieval archaeology without chronolog-
ical barriers is ignored in the international bibliography.

Even with this difference and hybrid form, Italian 
postmedieval archaeology owes much to the English 

Fig. 3   Cover of Manuel 
d’archéologie médiévale 
et modern, 2020, by Joëlle 
Burnouf, Danielle Arribet-
Deroin, Bruno Desachy, 
Florence Journot, and Anne 
Nissen-Jaubert. (Image by 
author, 2022.)
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stratigraphic tradition, brought to Italy by numerous Brit-
ish research groups in the 1970s, for whom postmedieval 
archaeology was an accepted cultural concept. The French 
interpretation is still different, as has been discussed in the 
text, and the concept of modern archaeology should in 
general be further explored, as it is often also applied to a 
fully contemporary chronology, such as 1900. The debate 
is open, or, more precisely, it should be opened, without 
overestimating the terminological aspects of the many 
post-1500 archaeologies, but trying instead to look more 
at the aspects of content and substance.

In the case of Italian postmedieval archaeology, the 
last 25–30 years have witnessed important changes 
and advances. From the 1990s, the range of themes 
has expanded from preoccupations with pottery and 
material culture alone to include urban archaeology, 
thanks to the strong growth of preventive archaeology 
along with more recent endeavors in rural archaeol-
ogy. Moreover, the development of the discipline has 
led to a greater awareness of postmedieval archaeol-
ogy as a highly interdisciplinary research area.

From the fragmentary data generated by rescue and 
preventive archaeology, an era in which the archaeologi-
cal record is harnessed to identify new, archaeologically 
anchored, historical questions is being approached. Such 
a transformation could not have happened without the 
construction and continual updating of a disciplinary 
research agenda. Particularly crucial to this development 
has been the centrality of the thematic journal Archeo-
logia Postmedievale (1997–2022), which has provided 
not only a repository of data and research findings, but 
a nexus of communication between archaeologists prac-
ticing postmedieval archaeology in Italy and beyond.

Perhaps, most importantly, government authorities 
and heritage agencies have become more aware of 
the social and economic role postmedieval archaeol-
ogy can play in the processes of urban regeneration 
and the enrichment of social life, as well as offering 
insights into rapidly changing communities and land-
scapes in rural, marginal, and fragile territories.

If postmedieval European archaeology in the next 
decade wishes to achieve a profound maturation of its 
own, it will be essential that European university educa-
tion in this field of research is recognized as a priority 
in the archaeological heritage sector. A survey of the 
Websites of Italian, French, and Spanish universities 
highlights a substantial weakness in training, with only 
a few university courses dedicated specifically to post-
medieval archaeology. The occasionality and rarity with 

which courses in the discipline are found indicate that 
most European archaeology students still do not study 
postmedieval archaeology. In the future, they will there-
fore be completely unprepared to evaluate it in the field 
as archaeologists in charge of protecting archaeological 
heritage or to design its future strategies as archaeolo-
gists dedicated more specifically to research.
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