Home > EXARC Journal Issue 2020/1 >
Book Review: An Archaeology of Skill: Metalworking Skill and Material Specialization in Early Bronze Age Central

Europe by Maikel H.G. Kuijpers

EXARC ®

The content is published under a Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial 4.0 License.

Unreviewed Mixed Matters Article:

Book Review: An Archaeology of Skill: Metalworking Skill and
Material Specialization in Early Bronze Age Central Europe by
Maikel H.G. Kuijpers

Persistent Identifier: https://exarc.net/ark:/88735/10469
EXARC Journal Issue 2020/1 | Publication Date: 2020-02-25
Author(s): E. Giovanna Fregni ' =

' Independent researcher. Via Salvo d'Acquisto 10, Formigine 41043, Italy.

An Archaeology of Skill

Craft is a difficult thing to define. The skills required to make objects is ephemeral. We know it
when we see the results of craftsmanship, but studies about understanding the development
and practice of the skills of craftsmanship are rare. Furthermore, the application of these
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studies to archaeology are almost non-existent. Statements about craft in archaeological
literature are made in the context of material culture or within cultural groups, but the
exploration of the skill that goes into making crafts is taken for granted. The only evidence we
have is in the finished product.

Dr. Maikel Kuijpers set out to explore this territory. He is both

‘ ‘ , an accomplished archaeologist and archaeometallurgist, but
Focussing on ' ' . .
he realised that simply knowing the chemical makeup of alloys
Late Copper and Early d the tvool ¢ metal obiect . lete pict
and the typology of metal objects gave an incomplete picture
Bronze Age axes of the ypology ' J 8 P ‘p
_ , of early metalworking. To learn more, he turned to skilled craft
Northern Alpine region, o _ _ _ _

.. workers who specialised in ancient metalworking techniques
Kuijpers uses the o _ _ _ o
, , and joined them in learning to cast bronze. During this time,
archaeological objects o . _ .
he set out to explore how skill is acquired through discursive
to demonstrate the , ' _ . .
and non-discursive learning and the relationship between

craftspeople with the materials they use.

skills needed in the
development of a

wholly new medium. An Archaeology of Skill addresses issues about a more

“complete embodiment of the craft of metalworking” where
Kuijpers pulls together the archaeological interpretation of metalworking with the hard data
generated by laboratory analyses. The book puts forward a theory of craft in which skill is
recognised in archaeological materials from the perspective of a craftsperson. It seeks to go
beyond the understanding of the materials to the learning process and the skilled actions
that go into creating crafted objects. While this is not a book specifically about experimental
archaeology, Kuijpers recognises the need for archaeologists to better understand the craft of
metalwork and to comprehend the sensory engagement with the materials alongside the
skills that are necessary to create metal objects. He proposes an archaeology of the senses
that explores the relationship between the craftsperson and the craft material. This focus on
human engagement with materials stresses the importance of the senses, the body, and by
extension the tools used in craft.

Focussing on Late Copper and Early Bronze Age axes of the Northern Alpine region, Kuijpers
uses the archaeological objects to demonstrate the skills needed in the development of a
wholly new medium. Through the examination of the chaine opératoire of Early Bronze Age
axes Kuijpers creates a methodology that focuses not only on the techniques used, but also
the skills that were needed at various stages of production, resulting in evidence-based
examples that give evidence for the levels of skill required in order to make these axes. His
theory of craft brings these skills forward to enable the archaeologist to recognise the role
that skill plays in social complexity.

Throughout the work Kuijpers displays his love of craftsmanship and fascination with skill
acquisition. The book is valuable reading for anyone interested in understanding
craftsmanship, and craft in archaeology, regardless of the medium, and how craft is



intertwined with social structure. For those working in experimental or experiential
archaeology it is a valuable book for gaining insight into skill acquisition and exploring a more
theoretical side of craft in experimental work. In addition to the book, | would recommend his
video, The Future is Handmade https://www.youtube.com/watch?
time_continue=752&v=jOMujtoicTk
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