
Monoliths, fascicules and thematics 
THE SUBJECT FOR my Commentary usuially 
almost chooses itself: if I am lucky, a colleague offers 
to write it, and if not, there is often a topic which 
seems to demand comment. This time, however, I 
was at a loss until this splendid phrase caught my 
eye, and made me think how much the norm of 
archaeological publication has changed in the last 
few years. 

The traditional idea of an excavation report has 
been the complete, well-rounded account of a site 
in its entirety, with all the ramifications of finds, 
environmentlal evidence, documentary evidence and 
so on. This, the monolithic report, has become more 
and more difficult to produce, partly because of the 
greater range of evidence now available - a modern 
urban site may need fifty or more specialists to deal 
with all its aspects - land partly because sites them- 
selves may be larger or recorded in more detail. 
This trend is well shown by the Billingsgate Buildings 
(LAMAS Special Paper No. 4, 1980, see L A .  4, 
No. 4 (Autumn 1981), 109) which took about six 
pages of text for every square metre of site (170 
pages for a 12.5 by 2.5m trench). Clearly, it is immen- 
sely difficult to co-ordinate and edit a report of this 
style for a large site, and various alternatives have 
emerged. 

The first step, thlat of formalising the distinction 
between the 'archive' and the 'published' report, 
reduces the size of reports, but gives them the added 
burden of being the index to an otherwise inacces- 
sible archive (in the sense that no-one wants to read 
a whole archive to discover if anything in it is of 
especial interest). A major problem here is that 
large parts of the site archive may sit {around for 
years, relatively unknown and little used, because 
work on some aspect of the site has fallen behind 
schedule. Dependence on hard-pressed specialists 
compounds the problem. 

One attempt to get round this difficulty has been 
to publish in 'fascicules' (small bundles, literally, I 
suppose), most notably from the exoavations at 
York. Rather than wait for all the specialist contri- 
butions to come in, and be stitched together, you 

publish blocks of evidence as they become available. 
The reader collects the fascicules as they are pub- 
lished, and ultimately has a complete report. But in 
the meantime he always has much information as is 
currently available. The worries about this approach 
are that certain aspects might be quietly forgotten, 
and that the 'stitching together' process of editing a 
monolithic report is important - the whole is, or 
should be, more than the sum of its parts. 

Thinking about a large urblan area like London, 
one realises that sites cannot be treated as individual 
entities. It does not make much sense to publish a 
definitive rcport on say, one chunk of waterfront, 
or one corner of the Forum, only to revise all the 
conclusions only a few years later with a report on 
another chunk of waterfront or another corner of 
the Forum. Better to bring together all the infor- 
mation on (e.g.) Roman waterfronts from whatever 
hite, and publish it independently of other aspects 
of the same sites. Reports become topic- or theme- 
based, hence thematic reports. Of course there are 
problems - for instance, when do you draw the 
line and decide you have 'enough' information on !a 
particular theme, especially if fresh evidence is 
coming in all the time. Nevertheless, this approach 
may be the one most suited to the long-term aim of 
as complete a history of London as is possible. Our 
speaker at the AGM will be discussing this approlach 
to the study of early Roman buildings in London, 
so come (6.30 p.m., Friday 7 May, Museum of 
London), listen, ask questions and decide for your- 
selves. 

Nick Who? 
ONE OR TWO SHARP-EYED readers have asked 
me who our new Managing Editor, Nicholas Fuentes, 
is. Has the London Archaeologist been taken over? 
The answer is that only the name is new, and behind 
it is our old friend and colleague Nicholias Farrant. 
Having left the Bank of England, Nick has de- 
anglicised his name and is returning to his studies, 
with a degree in archaeology as his aim. I'm sure 
readers will join me in wishing Nick every success 
in his new identity. 


