
Commentary 
by Gromaticus 

From Big Bang to Black Hole 
IT FELT weird. There was I, inside the Museum of 
London, nibbling delicacies imported for the occasion 
from the Lake District, to  celebrate the opening of the 
exhibition The Tale of London Past Beatrrjc Potter's 
archaeolo@alpaintings. Outside, several dozen archae- 
ologists demonstrated to celebrate, if that is the word, 
the loss of their jobs in the end of London's 'Big 
Bang'. The irony of the event was not lost on me, nor 
I hope on many others. 

How did this situation come about? It  would be too 
simple, and even cruel, to say that it was all inevitable, 
that the archaeologists knew they had been employed 
on short-term contracts. and what can vou exoect in 
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a free market? Of course, no one believed that the level 
of redevelopment in the City of recent years - 61 sites 
excavated in 1989 alone - could continue indefinitely, 
but surelv no one could have foreseen its catastro~hic 
rate of decline. For several years, the ~ u s e k m ' s  
Depemnent of Urban Archaeology has been remark- 
ably successful in juggling the conflicting demands of 
developer-funded excavation and the need to maintain 
stable staffing levels, on a 'cushion' of relatively little 
public money. Then, in September 1990, came the 
scenario that evervone had feared but no one reallv 
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expected: a major project (the Fleet Valley, see LA 
vol. 6, no. 4, 102-7) came to its planned end, and 
within a period of two weeks, six major projects were 
independently postponed (not cancelled) and the 
immediate demand for field archaeologists in the City 
fell by 90%. 

The situation in the rest of London, where the 
Department of Greater London Archaeology oper- 
ates, was similar, if not so acute. And because of the 
Museum's last-in-first-out archaeological redundancy 
policy, many archaeologists whose posts were still 
funded had to lose them to others with a longer record 
of service. The events have left both departments in a 
state of shock and demoralisation. This is not just a 
short-term tragedy for the dozens of young profes- 
sionals who must now look for other work, quite 
possibly outside archaeology. The waste in training 
and expertise is enormous, and in a few months, or 
perhaps a year or two, it will all be needed as the 
postponed projects come 'on stream' again. But who 
will then want to move to expensive, dirty and 
inconvenient London for the sake of perhaps just a 
few months' work and an uncertain future? I would 
not blame them if thev wash their hands of London 
and go off and set ;p fish-and-chip shops in say 

Felixstowe. And who then will continue the study of 
London's archaeology as it is gradually destroyed? 

One might feel more confident about the future if one 
could be sure of the Museum of London's attitude 
towards London's archaeology and archaeologists. 
One might have expected to hear expressions of 
sympathy towards departments that have (tempor- 
arily) fallen on hard times; instead we hear criticism 
of &em and rumours of their ~ossible closure. And. 
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as we saw, the rest of the Museum's contribution to 
London's archaeology is a beautiful but inconsequen- 
tial exhibition devoted to a site looted 100 vears ace. 
We do not need the undoubted talent i f  Bea& 
Potter to tell us that if you dig a large hole in the City 
you will find DragendorfT 27s. And this year we are 
promised T~easures and Trinkets to  delight our eyes. 
Where are the academic priorities? 

This is just one strand in a bundle of worries about 
the Museum. I have long been dismayed by its failure 
to get to grips with its hinterland of Greater London, 
where most of its customers live. Why, for example, 
no travelling exhibition? - even my local Heritage 
Service has one. To many Londoners, especially in 
local societies and local authorities, the DGLA is the 
Museum of London. Without it, the .Museum 
becomes invisible. The collapse of the Docklands 
Project - one of the Museum's most imaginative 
~roiects - and the Museum's lack of effort to  record 
he'dernise of much of industrial London also throw 
doubt on its role. The loss of tripartite funding when 
the GLC was abolished encouraged a more centralised 
attitude. a retreat to 'fortress Barbican'. Is the 
i use- a local museum for the City or a regional 
museum for the London area? Finally, we have the 
downgrading in recent years of the curatorial side and 
the growth of the marketing side - marketing what, 
apart from hot air and glitz? Any one of these strands 
could be individuallv dismissed; taken together they 
form a rope with which, if it is not  careful, the 
Museum could hang itself. It must not be allowed to. 

The latest news as we go to press is that the Museum's 
Board of Governors has instructed the Museum to 
meet the DOE and make them aware that it will be 
unable to continue to undertake an archaeological 
service unless the funds are forthcoming and the 
integrated nature of the service is accepted. In the 
event of an unsatisfactory outcome to such a meeting, 
there would have to be wide consultation with 
institutions concerned with London's archaeology 
before any fundamental decisions are made. 


