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The fight goes on 
T H E  DEBATE on the future role of the Museum 
of London in the archaeology of our area contin- 
ues. We are glad to  publish two letters setting out  
the Museum's point of view, one from the Direc- 
tor, Max Hebditch, and one from three senior 
members of staff (p. 319). There is however an 
important way in which these replies either miss 
the main thrust of our criticisms or seek to  deflect 
them onto safer ground. The argument with the 
Museum is not primarily about money. Obviously 
its resources, though large, are strictly limited, and 
no-one could expect the Museum to  continue to  
employ archaeologists for  whom it has no work 
and no money. The first duty is clearly to  ensure 
the financial viability of the Museum as a whole. 

Rather, the concern is about role and policy. What 
particularly disturbs the critics of the Museum is 
the way in which it capitulated, apparently with- 
out  any sort of fight or opposition, to  English 
Heritage's attempt t o  seize the key role of liaison 
with developers and planning authorities. This 
seems to  degrade the Museum's archaeologists f rom 
policy-makers and agenda-setters within an over- 
all framework for London, with input from local 
societies and other bodies, t o  contract diggers -- 
'trowels for hire' when needed and invisible when 
not. I t  is incomprehensible that the Museum should 
have accepted this humiliation so readily. I believe 
that the Museum of London (together with the 
Passmore Edwards Museum) is the best, indeed the 
only, body qualified to  make and coordinate policy 
on London's archaeology, and we who criticise the 
Museum d o  so because we value it and d o  not want 
to  see its role eroded or removed altogether. 

It could be argued that the relationship between 
policy, negotiation and digging within the Muse- 
um's archaeological departments was too close, 
leading to  the possibility of accusations of sites 
being chosen on criteria of employment rather 
than the research needs of London's archaeology. I 
d o  not believe that this was the case, but if justice 
must be 'seen to  be done', the roles could have been 
separated within the Museum, with the possibility 
of other excavation teams bidding against the 
Museum's own team for sites chosen by the Muse- 

um's planning section. If 'Chinese walls' were good 
enough for  a deregulated City, where financially 
far more was at stake, they could have been made 
t o  work here, given the will. 

However, all is not yet lost. The all-party group of 
London MPS (see Commentay Vol. 6 ,  no. 11) has 
met Max Hebditch and the Chairman of the Board 
of the Museum of London and (as I write on 16th 
September) has requested an immediate meeting 
with the Chairman and Chief Executive of Eng- 
lish Heritage. Support has been received from 
many local authorities, societies and academics in 
the area, with only one dissenting voice, from a 
property developer. If democracy is t o  mean any- 
thing, English Heritage, which is a channel through 
which taxpayers' money flows t o  sustain and en- 
hance our heritage, must be made to  reverse the 
policy it has tried so arbitrarily t o  impose. 

Don't forget the archive 
T H E  DECLINE in archaeological activity, and 
even more so the beginning of its fragmentation, 
has brought into the open a problem that has long 
been just below the surface -- that of the archaeo- 
logical archive. One of the reasons for keeping all, 
of London's professional archaeology 'under one 
roof' is to  enable all the records of past sites to  be 
kept together, making synthesis possible in the 
future. Although some individuals have made 
this point, such are the pressures of development 
that it has not had the priority that it should. T o  
be of any use to  f uture workers, an archive must be 
active, not passive. I t  needs to  be curated like any 
other museum collection, and through the use of 
computers enhanced by the creation of links be- 
tween common information across sites. For ex- 
ample, even simple questions like "how manv 2nd 
century wells are there in Roman London?" can at 
present only be answered with great difficulty. 
This curation is not a trivial exercise -- indeed i t  is 
intellectually very demanding, if far from glam- 
orous. The danger is that this is an area which 
could easily be cut  without apparent short-term 
harm, but with serious long-term consequences. 
And if the archive is divided between the home 
bases of competing teams, what hope have we? 


